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Good morning Chairman Thompson, Ranking Member Katko, and members of the
Committee. My name is Janai Nelson, and I am the President and Director-Counsel of the NAACP
Legal Defense and Educational Fund, Inc (“LDF”). Thank you for the opportunity to testify
regarding the targeting of Black institutions.
LDF is the country’s first and foremost civil rights law organization. 1 Founded in 1940
under the leadership of Thurgood Marshall—a graduate of a Historically Black College and
University (“HBCU”)—LDF was launched at a time when the nation’s aspirations for equality and
due process of law were stifled by widespread state-sponsored racial inequality. From that era to
the present, LDF’s mission has been transformative—to achieve racial justice, equality, and an
inclusive society, using the power of law, narrative, research, and people to defend and advance
the full dignity and citizenship of Black people in America
LDF’s litigation, policy advocacy, organizing, and public education programs seek to
ensure the fundamental rights of all people to quality education, economic opportunity, the right
to vote and fully participate in democracy, and the right to a fair and just judicial system. As the
organization that litigated Brown v. Board of Education,2 the landmark Supreme Court case that
struck down segregation in public schools, LDF has long led the struggle for equal education in
the United States. That struggle continues today, in our commitment to building K-12 and higher
education learning institutions that foster diversity and advance racial justice.
Overview and Severity of the Attacks on HBCUs
On January 4, 2022, at least eight HBCUs received bomb threats: Howard University, the
University of Arkansas at Pine Bluff, Prairie View A&M University, North Carolina Central
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University, Florida Memorial University, Norfolk State University, Spelman College, and Xavier
University of Louisiana.3 The threats generally arrived during the afternoon or evening via an
anonymous caller. In response, schools were forced to order evacuations or lockdowns, and to
work with local law enforcement to secure their campuses. Although no bombs were found on any
campus, students reported feeling distressed after the anonymous threats were called in. One
Spelman student noted the similarities between these threats and past violence on HBCU
campuses, stating “Black people are still facing discrimination and acts of violence…[t]he same
way our ancestors faced during the civil rights movement and prior.”4 Another student remarked,
“I’ve never felt completely safe in this country as a Black woman and as a queer person. But this?
This was a very tangible threat to not only my safety but the safety of my community, not just at
Howard but across the country. HBCUs are very visible Black spaces. And that makes them very
visible targets for white supremacists.”5
On January 31, 2022, we saw another series of bomb threats targeting at least six HBCUs:
Southern University and A&M College, Howard University, Bethune-Cookman University,
Albany State University, Bowie State University, and Delaware State University.6 After these
attacks the Federal Bureau of Investigation (“FBI”) stated it was “aware of the series of bomb
threats around the country” and was “working with our law enforcement partners to address any
potential threats.”7
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The next day, on February 1, 2022, the first day of Black History Month, another round of
bomb threats were received at sixteen HBCUs: Rust College, Tougaloo College, Jackson State
University, Alcorn State University, Mississippi Valley State University, Fort Valley State
University, Spelman College Morgan State University, Coppin State University, Harris-Stowe
State University, Kentucky State University, Xavier University of Louisiana, Philander Smith
College, Edward Waters University, Howard University and the University of the District of
Columbia.8 Immediately following the February 1st attacks, the FBI released a statement that the
threats were being “investigated as racially or ethnically motivated violent extremism and hate
crimes.”9 However, the attacks did not stop. During the month of February, Black History month,
there was not a week without a bomb threat made to HBCUs.10
Importance of HBCUs and the Effects of Violent Threats
HBCU’s were established in the early 19th Century to provide undergraduate and graduate
level educational opportunities for people of African descent. Many of the 101-accredited HBCUs
were founded towards the end of the Civil War when it was still dangerous to educate freed slaves
or their progeny. HBCUs were created in direct resistance to the limitations placed on education
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for Black people.11 They were created to be safe havens, primarily for people for whom education
was previously illegal or out of reach but provided the opportunity to receive an education to
everyone who applied—regardless of race or ethnicity.
Today, HBCUs continue that legacy. They provide students with a safe space to earn a
quality education. Though HBCUs make up only three percent of the country’s colleges and
universities, they enroll 10% of all African American students and produce almost 20% of all
African American graduates.12 In science, technology, engineering, and mathematics or “STEM”
fields, HBCUs produce 24% of all bachelor’s degrees received by African Americans.13
Concentrated in 19 states, the District of Columbia, and the U.S. Virgin Islands, HBCUs enroll
nearly 300,000 students, approximately 80% of whom are African American.14 HBCUs have
historically produced some of the most accomplished and trailblazing individuals in this country.15
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The visibility of HBCUs has increased in recent years, particularly following the election of
Howard University alumna Kamala Harris as the first Black woman Vice President of the United
States. As HBCUs have become more visible, they have also become more apparent targets for
those who would sow hate. HBCUs are targeted specifically because they represent the
independence, resilience, and unbounded intellectual capacity of Black Americans, which is a
threat to white supremacist ideology.
These bomb threats disrupt college routines for students, interrupt teaching for faculty, and
disrupt the work of administrative staff of HBCUs. The threats have prompted colleges and
universities to temporarily cancel in-person classes, lock down buildings and ask people to shelter
in place in order to ensure the safety of everyone on campus. Most notably, these attacks terrorize
students, professors, and staff. The constant threat of violence reminds everyone on these
campuses that they are not safe at school. Indeed, the FBI’s investigation of these threats of
violence indicate they are intended to intimidate students and to stoke fear among campuses
specifically because HBCUs are known to predominately serve Black students.16 Recently, the
FBI reported that the people calling in these bomb threats claim to be affiliated with Neo-Nazi
group the Atomwaffen Division (“AWD”).17 The Southern Poverty Law Center has designated
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AWD as a hate group.18 AWD believes that its mission—a fascist political order—can only be
achieved through acts of violence aimed at the state, Jewish people, Black people and people of
color, liberals and those who stand in solidarity with such communities. Indeed, members of AWD
call themselves “accelerationists” because they embrace violence as an essential part of their
political revolution.19
Additionally, these threats create significant, unexpected financial costs for institutions that
have been systematically underfunded by state legislatures and the federal government for
decades.20 Many HBCUs are land-grant institutions, or schools founded by state legislatures to
foster agricultural research and instruction and receive much of their funding through state
legislatures. Compared to their white counterparts, Black land-grant universities have been
underfunded by at least $12.8 billion over the last three decades.21 Funding for land-grant
institutions is distributed at the discretion of the state legislature and in many cases, state
legislatures choose to overfund white land-grant institutions while barely meeting the required
funding for Black land-grant institutions. For example, in 2020, the Tennessee General Assembly
provided $69.4 million in land-grant dollars, or $2,460 per student, to the University of Tennessee.
That is more than four times its required match of funding.22 Notably, 77% of the University of
Tennessee’s student population is white. By contrast, the Tennessee General Assembly provided
Tennessee State University, an HBCU, $8.7 million or $1,318 per student—12% above its required
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match. Moreover, reports suggest that the Tennessee General Assembly only started meeting its
matching requirement for Tennessee State University in 2017.
At least in part because of funding disparities, HBCUS are more tuition dependent than
other colleges and universities. Without redress, these bomb threats could serve to reduce
enrollment at HBCUs and therefore have a long-term impact on revenue and viability. The bomb
threats also impose immediate costs for security measures and other actions that HBCUs may be
forced to undertake in order to maintain the safety of their campuses and the mental health and
physical safety of their students. In a letter to all students, Howard University Chief of Police
Marcus Lyles noted that, although the bomb threats against the university had not been credible,
they were “a drain on institutional and municipal resources.”23 To increase security personnel,
augment surveillance equipment, install physical barriers, or integrate safety procedures more
closely with local police departments could prove to be a significant financial burden for HBCUs.
Historical Significance of Bomb Threats to Black Institutions
There is a long and horrific history of bomb threats made and realized upon Black
institutions in the United States. Infamously, in 1963 members of the Ku Klux Klan (“KKK”)
planted bombs in the 16th Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, Alabama, terrorizing the more
than 400 congregants, injuring more than 20 people, and killing four young girls.24 African
American churches such as the 16th Street Baptist Church were fundamental in the organization of
protest activity throughout the Civil Rights Movement. As hubs of power, imagination, and
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community, Black churches were often targeted with violence and terror.25 Indeed, in an effort to
intimidate demonstrators, members of the KKK would routinely telephone churches with bomb
threats intended to disrupt meetings of organizers and protestors as well as regular church
services.26 The attack on the 16th Street Baptist Church exemplifies the tragic outcomes when
threats become reality.
Black churches remained a target of white supremacist hate and violence through the 1990s
and to the present. From 1994 to 1996 Black churches across the southeast were fire-bombed,
prompting Congressional hearings to address the violence.27 In 2015, a white supremacist walked
into Bible study at the Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston, South
Carolina—often referred to as Mother Emanuel—and opened fire. The perpetrator murdered nine
people who welcomed him into their sacred space to discuss scripture, specifically because they
were Black.28 Mother Emanuel had long been a target of racialized violence. In 1822, it was burned
as a result of its association with Denmark Vesey, a formerly enslaved Black man who tried to
organize a slave revolt.29
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This nation also has a shameful history of using the powers of the state and private acts of
violence to prevent Black people from receiving an education. Before and during the Civil War,
states instituted laws forbidding enslaved people from learning to read or write.30 Between 1740
and 1834, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, North and South Carolina, and Virginia all
passed anti-literacy laws.31 Many of these laws made teaching enslaved people to read or write
punishable by fines, imprisonment, and physical punishments.
Efforts to prevent Black people from earning an education continued even after the end of
the Civil War. In 1865, an arsonist set fire to Wilberforce University, in Ohio, the first college
owned and operated by Black people.32 In 1866, LeMoyne-Owen College, a private HBCU in
Tennessee, was destroyed in a fire during a race massacre that summoned federal troops to the
area.33 In 1876, a suspicious fire destroyed an administrative building at Claflin University, a
private HBCU in South Carolina and in 1905 a fire destroyed Roger Williams University, an
HBCU in Nashville, Tennessee.34
Educational institutions, houses of worship, and other community institutions have
historically been regarded as safe spaces for all people—sanctuaries for communities to gather,
share, learn, fellowship, and build relationships. This is particularly true for communities of color.
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The bomb threats against more than one third of all HBCUs have shaken this sense of safety and
security.
Though white supremacist activity and violence is not new, there has been a disturbing
increase in recruitment, propaganda, and visibility of such groups in recent years. According to
data from the Anti-Defamation League, white supremacist propaganda distribution on college
campuses steadily increased from 2016 to 2019.35 On college and university campuses,
propaganda messages have both subtly and explicitly attacked minority groups, including Jews,
blacks, Muslims, non-white immigrants and the LGBTQ community.36 In addition to increased
recruitment on college campuses, the University of Pittsburgh and Carnegie Mellon University
identified online video-games and streaming platforms as another space that is ripe with white
supremacist recruitment efforts.37 Internet-based platforms, websites, and social spaces have also
been levied by such groups to increase fundraising, communicate and organize members between
different countries, and to amplify messages of hate. Notably, the FBI reported more than 8,000
hate crimes in 2020, the highest total in more than a decade.38
The bombs threats made to HBCUs must be considered as part of the evidenced increase
in activity of white supremacist violence across the country. Congress cannot avoid confronting
this particular scourge of violence as a form of domestic terrorism and addressing it as a matter of
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national security. Indeed, just last year, the FBI testified before this Committee that “the top threat
we face from domestic violent extremists stems from those we identify as racially/ethnically
motivated violent extremists.”39 As instances of white supremacist violence continue to increase
throughout the country, and as white supremacist groups continue to increase recruitment efforts
online and on college campuses, Congress must take seriously the threat of violence in Black and
minority communities especially as it relates to national security.
The Urgent Need for Congressional Action
Recently, both chambers of Congress passed Resolutions condemning the string of bomb
threats made to HBCUs.40 However, more must be done to ensure the safety of students, faculty,
and administrators at HBCUs. The egregious nature of these crimes, their scope and scale, and the
racist motivations behind them deserve specific and immediate attention. The bomb threats, like
increased violence and defacement against synagogues,41 demonstrate an increased and brazen
willingness to attack institutions of minority communities. Such communities have faced
discrimination and attack for years and deserve the support and protection of the federal
government.
Congress must act to ensure everyone can pursue the education of their choice, free from
threat, terror, or hate. In addition to ensuring that the FBI completes a thorough investigation of
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these attacks, this Committee must conduct a parallel investigation to ascertain the specific
underlying animus, determine how to prevent future occurrences, and issue findings and solutions
to prevent this ongoing threat.
Congress must also ensure HBCUs have the funding necessary to protect themselves
from these attacks. HBCUs should be encouraged—and given the financial support—to
preemptively work with local law enforcement to assess campus readiness and communicate to
students and faculty the appropriate steps to take if the university comes under threat. Ensuring
that HBCUs and other Black institutions have the necessary resources for safety, including the
implementation of preventative protocols or systems, must be a priority of this Committee and
Congress. The American Rescue Plan provided a record breaking $2.7 billion in HBCUs to be
used as direct financial relief to students and to assist in the maintenance of quality education
throughout the COVID-19 pandemic.42 This investment should expand to include emerging
safety concerns at HBCUs which, if left unaddressed, could undermine the commitment
Congress and this Administration has made to the vitality of these institutions. Additionally,
Congress should look to the White House’s Initiative on Advancing Educational Equity,
Excellence, and Economic Opportunity for Black Americans (“Initiative”) for policy
recommendations from those most impacted by these threats of violence. The Initiative provides
youth and other impacted people with the opportunity to share effective programs, best practices
and policy recommendations designed to ensure all students feel and are safe and supported
throughout their education.
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Finally, Congress should pass H.R. 6825 the Nonprofit Security Grant Program
Improvement Act which would expand and strengthen the Nonprofit Security Grant Program
(“NSGP”). Although the NSGP was appropriated at $180 million during Fiscal Year 2021—
doubling funding from the previous year—the rate of applications to NSGP and the recent threats
made to HBCUs warrants additional expansion of the grant program.43 The Nonprofit Security
Grant Program Improvement Act would address this increased need by increasing funding to
$500,000,000 for each fiscal year 2023 through 2028.44 It would also establish an office within
the Federal Emergency Management Agency to exclusively handle grant requests, process
applications, and provide outreach, engagement, and public education support. Funding for
public awareness campaigns and community outreach is critical in this moment as white
supremacists target HBCUs, Black churches, synagogues, mosques and other institutions with
increased frequency and random selection. The bill been endorsed by the Jewish Federations of
North America, the Anti-Defamation League, the Sikh Coalition, the Secure Community
Network, and the Union of Orthodox Jewish Congregations of America, National Baptist
Convention, U.S.A., Inc. and has broad bipartisan support.45 It’s passage is critical in ensuring
that HBCUs and other institutions have the funding necessary to continue to operate and ensure
the security of their members.
Conclusion
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HBCUs continue to provide high quality education to their students, and safe work
environments to their faculty and staff in the face of alarming and disruptive threats of violence.
The perpetrators of the most recent racist threats to HBCUs has yet to be found, and the specter of
violence continues to loom. Though the sense of terror on campuses has not dissipated, HBCUs
have remained resilient in their mission and HBCU students, faculty, and administrators have not
been silenced, nor have they been deterred from their goals. Nevertheless, the continuing threat of
racialized violence and targeting of HBCs is a scenario no student, faculty or staff member, or
institution should have to endure. We call on Congress provide the necessary resources to protect
HBCUs, which continue to strengthen our society as a whole and to ensure the safety and security
of students, faculty, and administrators on HBCU campuses.
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