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LETTER FROM

THE EDITOR

Like me, you may have woken up on the morning of November 9th and felt that
your foundation had been violently shaken. You may have searched for meaning in
the gaze of the train passenger sitting across from you, and found only sympathetic
confusion at the absurdity of the night’s events. As you looked out the window of the
homebound Q train, toward the Manhattan skyline moving away from you, you may
have wondered how your single immigrant mother might reevaluate the sacrifices she
made to ensure that you were born in the United States and received the spoils of
American citizenship.
On this day, Hillary Clinton assured the country that it was worthwhile to fight for
the things we care about, even in the face of seemingly insurmountable setbacks. In
doing so, she addressed the concerns of a populace reeling from a brutal confrontation
with the fact that progress is not linear. If we are to believe that our experience of the
physical world is based in scientific relativity, then it follows that we should not impose
linearity on an earth rotating at a 23.5 degree tilt.
In this issue we turn our attention toward the unbalanced globe. Nick Legowski reflects
upon the politics of space and belonging in refugee camps, and Beatriz Gil examines
the INFONAVIT housing reform policy in Mexico. Kevin Cruikshank considers the
influence of market economics in a politically socialist China, and Dan Stadt discusses
the Chinese central planning tool of hukou. Rashedul Hasan Deepon’s photos of
buskers in NYC’s transit system bring us back home, where Lucy Block gives us insight
into NYCHA’s latest infill strategy. All of our writers reject easy explanation in favor
of nuance.
As Clinton advised in her concession speech, we ask that you set aside your existential
fears that we live in a chaotic world, in which linear progress is not assured, and your
labor may not always be rewarded. We ask that you continue to use your agency to
advance equity in our societies. We ask that you expand the scale and scope of your
work to include people all over the world who are disadvantaged. We urge you to
find new laboratories to test your foundational ideologies, and new opportunities to
implement effective policy.
Michelle Alejandra Saenz
Co-Editor-in-Chief
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I’d like to start by talking about your new book Zoned Out!,
which you co-edited with Sylvia Morse, a graduate of Hunter’s
Urban Planning program. Can you talk about the contributors’
findings and what you mean by “zoning without planning”?

I

should mention that Sam Stein, a graduate of this program,
also wrote a chapter. The book came out of many discussions
and meetings with community activists all over the city in the
housing and community movements who were concerned
about the wave of gentrification and displacement that has
characterized the last couple of decades. This has accelerated
4 in the last decade and the question posed by the book is: What
does zoning have to do with this?

During the 1950’s and 1960’s, the federal
urban renewal program was
used to destroy
A f r i c a n
American

So what can DCP do as a regulatory body to stem the problem of
displacement?
I’m not sure one big master plan is the appropriate instrument.
The first thing DCP can do is start planning! And it has to be
done at multiple levels: at the neighborhood level, at the city
level, and at the regional level.
In the final chapter of the
book, I advance the idea of
“planning not zoning.”
Start with planning, and
let zoning be one of the
many instruments for
implementing a longterm vision of the city.
That’s what planning
is: consciously projecting
what people would like to
see in their neighborhood and
in the city. DCP has not facilitated
community-based planning, even
after the city charter was revised
in 1989 to explicitly allow
Community Boards to
prepare their own
plans.
DCP
has not been
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The answer is that zoning is one of the key public policy
instruments for promoting new development in a way that
has the effect of displacing low income communities and
people of color. In the book we also want to show how this
is not just a phenomenon attributable to the current mayor
or to Bloomberg. There is a long
history of using land use, zoning,
and housing as instruments of
displacement. People who are
vulnerable, who are not able
to pay the higher price, who
are not able to withstand the
assaults of building owners - are
often targeted. Black Americans
and Latinos have been pushed
to the periphery by rising land
and housing costs, and the public
policies that promote them.

neighborhoods all over the country. Zoning has been the
chosen mechanism for land use control in this city and it is
the only major city in the country that has never had a master
plan. It is a mechanism that allows much greater flexibility
to land developers because they can press for zoning changes
when potential land values far exceed what is permitted under
zoning code. The areas that have been preserved are those
with white middle class homeowners, and the areas that have
been upzoned for new development are ones inhabited by
low income residents and people of color. Contrary to the
pathology advanced by the DCP, zoning is not race neutral.

helpful in this regard, and when they do approve a plan after
an extensive review process, they throw it away. For example,
Williamsburg took around 10-15 years to complete their
own community plan, called the 197-A Plan. One thing that
everybody wanted was to maintain the industrial residential
mix of the neighborhood and to have contextual low to midrise
buildings on the waterfront-- no high rise buildings! Two years
after DCP approved that plan, they threw it away and created
their own zoning proposal that upzoned the waterfront for high
rise luxury housing and introduced a new, “mixed use zone”
which was not mixed use at all. It was a backdoor rezoning of
the industrial areas and incentivized de-industrialization.
There are a lot of young
people who are moving into
East Williamsburg, and
even to my neighborhood,
Ridgewood,
to
access
affordable
rentals.
As
individuals, they aren’t
making decisions about
zoning, but they must
see that they are part of a
problem. What can incoming
residents in these changing
neighborhoods do?

Massachusetts, where I was director of planning for a program
run by the state. We aggressively promoted the introduction of
low and moderate income housing stipulations in local plans,
which did not make us very popular. I taught at Columbia for
4-5 years, worked for the City of NY for eight years, HPD for
two years, and the Brooklyn DCP for six years. I never let up
on my radical beliefs, which is no doubt one reason I could
never get too far in city government and the administrative
hierarchy.

Is community-based planning constantly gaining momentum as
more communities come together and disseminate knowledge,
or is it a project that must
develop with each
planning is a way of constantly
new community effort?

Community
expressing a strategy that people
in communities have for improving
their lives in the places where they
live and work.

Community planning is a
way of expressing a strategy
that people in communities
have for improving their lives
When people sit down and strategize, in the places where they live
they’re planning! The challenge for and work. When people sit
people who aspire to be planners... is: down and strategize, they’re
how can we be part of facilitating and planning! The challenge
for people who aspire to be
bring something to the process?
planners, go around calling
themselves planners, or work
The first thing people
with planners in an agency is:
have to do is talk to each other. There are real racial and class how can we be part of facilitating and bring something to the
barriers, and age is sometimes a barrier, but people don’t talk to process?
each other! Newcomers treat the existing population as if they
are invisible and don’t bother to talk to them. Often there is a This is the way you do community planning. People sometimes
very sharp racial edge because privileged white people tend to call me and and ask: we don’t know anything about community
invisiblize people of color. Another thing newcomers can do planning could you come and help us? How do you do it? I say,
is learn the history of the neighborhood, of the city at large, I don’t know! It’s a process. I do know a lot about government,
and get in touch with organizations that have historically been about land, land development, preservation, and maybe I can
engaged in protecting homeowners and tenants. And organize! help in some way but you have to set up your priorities and
You’ve got to organize! You’re not going to change anything organize a process. Don’t let any planner tell you that you have
without organizing and working with others. It often means to go through these ten steps to do a community plan. Those
going door to door in your own building.
are the worst kinds of planning processes. It’s business-type
strategic planning, it’s not planning with people.
In every neighborhood there are newcomers who love their
new surroundings and enjoy diversity, but you have to fight What I bring to a process are my ethics, so if I’m working in a
to save that.
community that’s excluding people on the basis of race, I say
so! If there are people who want to do planning but who have
When did your activism in the planning field begin?
an opportunistic interest in it and they’re running the show,
My activism began in the civil rights movement after I graduated I’m not going to engage in that.
college from Indiana University. I moved to the South, found
a job, and got involved in marches and attempts to integrate I’m graduating this year and you are teaching your last semester
businesses. After that I joined the peace corps and spent two at Hunter. What is one lesson that you would like planning and
and a half years in Peru working on community development. urban policy/leadership students to take with them as they start
My work in Peru radicalized me because I was working with working with communities?
rural peasants who were very conscious of imbalances in global
power. When I went back to the US I wound up in graduate Don’t let anybody tell you that you’re coming in with too many
school for Urban Planning.
ideas, and that you’re too idealistic. Keep the idealism and the
curiosity that brought you to graduate school and continue
In planning school, I became more conscious of the ways that learning. If you’re going to sustain any self respect you have
public policies were part of the problem and got involved in to understand who you are, what you stand for, and what you
community based planning. My first post-PhD job was in represent.
URBAN REVIEW FALL 2016
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Ryan Yeung is the newest addition to Hunter’s Urban Policy & Leadership Program. A native New Yorker, Ryan specializes in education policy
and public budgeting and finance. He taught formerly at the State University of New York at Brockport, and Rutgers University - Camden.
Previous to his teaching career, he received his PhD in Public Administration and Policy from Syracuse University’s Maxwell School of
Citizenship and Public Affairs. He also has a Masters of Public Administration from New York University’s Robert F. Wagner School of Public
Service and a Bachelor of Arts cum laude in Economics and American Studies from Amherst College. Ryan taught Introduction to Policy
Analysis during the Fall 2016 semester, and will begin teaching classes in program evaluation and budgeting in the Spring.

What led you to specialize in education policy, budgeting and finance?

I

don’t come from a wealthy background. I’m from New York
City - from “the hood.” I grew up in Bushwick before Bushwick
was cool. I’ve been able to do pretty well in school and jobs.
In my senior year of college I was able to take a class on the
economics of education, and I really started wondering why I was
able to succeed while many of my peers from my neighborhood
were not. A lot of that had to do with the education I received. So
I began thinking of education as a real tool for social change, and
that’s how I began working in education policy. Public budgeting
and finance: I wish there was a more interesting story. But, I think
spreadsheets are kind of fun. It’s kind of like a puzzle, trying to
make sure budgets are balanced.
What was your path to teaching at Hunter College’s Policy and
Leadership program?

ILLUSTRATIONS BY LUCY BLOCK

I went to college in Massachusetts, then came back for two years
and went to NYU. While I was there, I was working for Fitch Ratings.
Then I went to Syracuse for my PhD, and lived in Syracuse for five
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years. My first job was at Rutgers University, Camden, then
moved to upstate New York to teach at SUNY Brockport.
I wanted to move back to New York City. I’m a lifelong
New Yorker, and I like the energy and diversity of the
city. I really missed the bagels. The worst bagel in New
York City is better than the best bagel in Rochester, in my
humble opinion. My parents are getting older - still living
in Bushwick - so it was important to come back and help
them out.
I grew up in NYC, and CUNY and Hunter College always had
such a good reputation, and was always a really important
place where especially immigrants and first-generation
students were able to move into the middle-class. It’s
really an honor to be teaching at this institution.
What was your dissertation research about?
My dissertation was on the impacts of having peers who
are immigrants. I am not an immigrant; I was born here, but
my parents weren’t. I’m first-generation, so I identify with
immigrant children - I had a lot of the same experiences. I
was interested in how school environments are affected
by and affect immigrant children.
I used a data set from New York City, which is probably
the ideal place to study immigration in the United States,
because you have kids from all over the world who go to
school together. The question was, if native-born children
are in school with a majority immigrant children, how
does that differ from going to a school with 10% immigrant
children or no immigrant children.
So you obviously enjoy working with numbers, which is not
necessarily everyone’s experience.

and you want to make sure that organization continues
functioning, you have to make sure that there is more
revenue coming in than expenses. It doesn’t matter what
type of organization it is - the city, non-profit, you have to
pay the bills!
What are your current research projects?
I’m working on a couple of things. First, I’m looking at the
effects of school travel modes on student achievement - if
it’s better to walk, or bike, take the bus, or be driven to
school. I’m also working on my first book. It’s a how-to
manual about how to read and understand government
and non-profit budgets and various financial documents kind of a practical guide.
I’m also looking at data from New York City Department of
Education to study the effects of “empowerment zones,”
which were supposed to give school principals more
authority over their schools in terms of budgeting and
personnel and curriculum, and in exchange they have to
deliver on certain performance measures. So I’m looking
at the effects of that policy under Klein and Bloomberg.
If I ever finish with all of those other things, I’d like to look
closer at what happened in Flint, Michigan. A lot of things
happened in Flint, obviously, but one thing was that their
city was taken over by the state of Michigan, which had
pretty horrible consequences. It’s an interesting issue,
that cities can be taken over. I want to look at the effect
of the municipal takeover on spending, school district
outcomes, etc.
Is there anything else you’d like students to know?
I am here most days! My door is open. I hope students will
use me and come to me for help if they need it.

Working with numbers is easier
than talking to people! I actually
took acting classes to get over
my shyness. When I’m teaching,
it’s partially about trying to figure
out the best way to motivate
students, and it’s partially a
performance. To teach, you have
to put on a different mask, and
think of the classroom as a stage.
I try to put the best performance
forward that I can. I think it has
really helped me to be a more
engaging speaker.
What would your pitch be to
students considering spending
more time studying budgeting
and finance?
If you want to be the boss of
some organization someday,
URBAN REVIEW FALL 2016
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efugee camps currently house an unprecedented
share of the world’s population. In 2014, the
UN High Commissioner for Refugees counted
around 15 million people living in camps outside their
home country and another 45 million internally displaced1.
These camps are, in theory, temporary accommodations.
But what if the crisis that caused their displacement lasts
for so long that new generations are born, raised, and have
their own children in the camp? What would resettlement
in their ‘home’ country even mean? As
destabilization due to war and climate change
increases, the urgency of these questions will
only grow.
Architects, designers, urban planners,
and other experts of the built environment
have started to weigh in on these questions,
producing high-quality structures that can
be built quickly and cheaply. However, the
problems that these practitioners attempt to
fix do not address the political conditions
of refugee camps. They are not primarily
physical structures but political ones. The
physical conditions of refugee camps are as
varied as any other kind of human settlement
– what sets them apart is not the way that they
are built, but the political status they occupy.
Refugee status is an inherently subordinate

position. Improving the lives of refugees is not only a
matter of altering the built environment they live in, but
also of challenging and changing their second-class status.
The Refugee
While the term ‘camp’ implies a temporary
accommodation, that is not the case for most refugees. A
popular statistic reveals that the average refugee lives in a
camp for 17 years, though as historian Benjamin Thomas
White points out, in reality no one really knows how
long refugees remain in camps2. But one thing is
increasingly clear: it is not a short time.
In 25-year-old Dadaab, Kenya-- the world’s
largest refugee camp-- a whole generation is now
coming of age who have only known the camp.
Most of them came from Somalia as children in
the early 90s and have lived there ever since. Many
are now raising their own children in the camp.
They call themselves the ’92 generation, and see
themselves as leaders in the camp community3.
Finding work is often a major obstacle. Fawzi
Hamama, a refugee from Syria who left a Jordanian
refugee camp to settle in Amman, the capital, was
recently profiled in an Economist article about the
need for refugee employment: “all he now needs is
permission from the Jordanian authorities to work.
‘We Syrians don’t want sympathy or aid. Just give
us work permits,’ he says.”4 About 270,000 Syrians

live in Turkish refugee camps, and, while “they have access
to health care and basic needs, … most cannot work and
need a permit to leave the camps.”5
A loophole allows the refugees in Dadaab to find work,
but at pay far below what is earned by Kenyans doing the
same jobs, and even further below the UN and Western
NGO workers. Ben Rawlence writes, “The agencies called
them ‘incentive workers,’ although they were, in effect,
interns paid a stipend far below what Kenyans received
for doing similar work.”6 This arrangement often caused
tension when refugees and Kenyans worked side by side.
A refugees’ only other source of income is in the small
informal economy, which can sometimes involve selling
food rations distributed by the UN.7
As a refugee from
a camp in Chad put
it, “It’s better to be
outside than inside
because you are free.”8
Refugee camps are
home in the sense
that people live there
for extended periods
of time, but they are
not truly homes in the
sense that the people
who live there do not
belong.
The Camp
It is natural to
think that improving
the physical condition
of the refugee camp would improve the condition of
refugees, which is true to a certain extent; however, as
we begin to recognize the permanence of many of these
settlements, decision-makers are beginning to confront the
fact that camp conditions need to be seriously considered.
Many planners, architects, and designers are now
working on solutions to improve the physical conditions
of refugee camps. A number of new low-cost, high quality
building materials have recently emerged to address the
problem.9 These include compressed soil-based building
materials, prefabricated kits, and folded houses from
IKEA.10 The advantage of these technologies is that
they produce high-quality dwellings more cheaply and
efficiently. Great strides are being made toward improving
the physical environment of refugee camps, but elevating
the social and political context in which refugees live poses
a much more significant challenge.
One story that succinctly captures the paradox of the
refugee camp is the fate of Interlocking Stabilized Soil
Bricks (ISSBs) in Dadaab. ISSBs are a construction method
that uses compressed earth and small amounts of water
and stabilizer (lime or cement) to make high-quality bricks
quickly and cheaply. The UN developed the technology
at great expense and planned to implement it in a new
camp, Ifo 2, in Dadaab in the early 2000s. Originally,
15,000 homes were planned using the technology. But in
December 2010, after only 116 were built, a Kenyan official

visited the development and ordered construction stopped:
“The houses looked too much like houses, better even than
the Kenyans lived in.”11
ISSBs, or comparable technology, will not solve the
problems of refugees on their own. In Dadaab, the UN
looked at the problem of how to house refugees primarily
from a design perspective rather than a political one. By
providing a design solution without considering its social
and political implications, they failed to improve conditions
for refugees.
The State
For the state, refugees can be alternatively useful or
a liability. Turkish leader Recep Tayyip Erdogan recently
signed a deal with the EU to prevent Syrian refugees
from entering
the country in
exchange
for
€6 billion.12 He
has also gained
goodwill in the
Islamic world
through aid to
refugee camps.13
On the other
hand, countries
like Italy and
Greece
are
criticized by the
international
community for
accepting
SOURCE: UN COMMISSION ON REFUGEES not
migrants who
land on their shores, and by their own citizens for not
doing more to repel them.14 This leads to contradictory
positions on refugee camps and actions that do not benefit
the refugees themselves.
In Chad, one of the poorest countries in the world,
refugees are one of the few sources of income: “Apart from
the oil, it is the refugees, the camps, and the humanitarian
organizations which enable the country to embed itself
within the international economical networks.”15 The camp
was also a resource in Kenya, with Kenyans coming to live
in Dadaab illegally to receive the free food, free education,
and health care that their government did not provide its
citizens.16
Conclusion
The condition of refugees is political and the global
community tacitly accepts refugees’ second-class status
because we allow ourselves to believe that their condition
is temporary. What if we called them “camps” instead of
“settlements”? Or even “cities”? How would the discourse
around refugees and the forcibly displaced change? I’m
not sure that it would – at least not immediately. But I do
think that it would force us to recognize that living without
enough food, work, money, or security is untenable, and
that confinement in camps is no solution. A house is a home
when it is a connected to meaningful social, economic,
and political networks. A house disconnected from these
networks is simply a prison.
URBAN REVIEW FALL 2016
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reproduction
self-built
a rational
response to the lack of
financing options for low-income
communities around the world.
Mexico is no exception and provides a
glimpse to the challenges governments face in
meeting the housing needs of its citizens even when
the government recognizes dignified housing within
the purview of the constitution. Due to the continuous
urban expansion of Mexican cities and metropolitan areas, the
Mexican government has instituted a series of housing reforms to
address the shortage of housing and prevent self-built housing in
suboptimal locations. These efforts reveal that reform needs to be
better coordinated and address housing needs of different types
of families. And because there are multiple state actors involved
in housing policy, housing institutions need direction in order
to avoid duplicative services. Mexico’s path toward reforming
the housing market should caution international governments
to consider the pitfalls of developing policy that only addresses
the supply side of housing needs of the population. This
essay contextualizes recent housing reform efforts in Mexico,
specifically as it relates to the INFONAVIT Law, traces the role
of the Mexican government in housing finance, and argues for a
coordinated response that addresses the housing needs of nongovernment employees that have historically been left out of
federal housing schemes.
The transition from informal to formal housing improvements
was made possible by an expansion of state-sponsored housing
finance led by the Mexican Federal Institute for Worker’s Housing
(INFONAVIT), which has become the leading mortgage lender
in Mexico (between January 2013 and September 2014 it granted
74% of all housing loans in Mexico)1. While the increase in
housing construction through this government program has
addressed the supply side of the housing market for government
workers, other low-income segments of the population still face
barriers to dignified housing.
Since the early 1970s, INFONAVIT has focused on addressing
the housing shortage by providing mortgages for housing built
by developers; however, many of these houses were built in the
periphery of the city away from employment opportunities and
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public transit. In recent years, many people have abandoned
their homes - mainly located in peri-urban areas - resulting
in high vacancy rates and public auctions. The government
is now in the process of recuperating abandoned houses
built under INFONAVIT to renovate and sell them at more
affordable prices. Data from the 2010 Census of Population
and Housing confirm that violence related to the drug war,
international migration, and housing finance are associated
with vacancy.3
In order to understand what contributed to high housing
vacancy rates and a persistent lack of housing for the poor, it
is essential to look at how the housing market is structured.
The Mexican housing sector is made up of two segments. On
one side, the informal sector is defined by the lack of clearlydefined property titles, tax-payment evasion, insufficient
access to public services and utilities, and lack of eligibility
for traditional financing.4 The majority of this housing is
self-constructed by its owners using their own resources.
Given that this segment has limited access to credit, it is likely
that that remittances play an important role in the financing
for families in the informal segment. Mexicans living abroad
sent $24.8 billion in remittances in 2015, surpassing crude
oil as a revenue source.5 Also, Mexico has posted 17 straight
months of increases in residential construction investment,
and housing investors seem keen on the Mexican housing
market.6 On the other side, the formal sector is comprised
of housing units built and sold by real estate developers, as
well as self-construction units built according to government
standards.7 Unlike units in the informal sector, these units
have well-defined property titles, are registered for tax
purposes, and have access to public services and utilities.
Individuals in the formal sector have access to housing
finance, and home-owners are usually part of the formal
sector of the economy, particularly government employees.
This dichotomy is an enduring structure that has
created an emphasis on formal construction and financing
mechanisms. In 1983 Article 4 of the Federal Constitution
was modified to state that all families had the right to a
respectful and dignified home, which further concretized
the role of the federal government in meeting the country’s
housing needs. The Federal Housing Law was then
established in 1984 to secure this constitutional mandate.

EXICO

These policies created the framework for how the Mexican
government built and financed housing for salaried workers
associated with these government institutions, but left out
those who did not work for the government and excluded
non-salaried workers altogether.8
Starting in the 1970s and into the 1990s, the federal
government became a major stakeholder in the formal
housing sector with the creation of three national institutions
which have shaped housing policy in Mexico: the Institute
of the National Foundation for Housing for Workers
(INFONAVIT), which provides credit to households who 11
are part of the formal private sector of the economy, the
Housing Foundation of the Social Security Institution for the
Workers of the State (FOVISSSTE), which provides housing
finance to employees of the public sector, and the National
Funds for Popular Housing (FONHAPO), which provides
credit or federal subsidies to unemployed citizens or families
that meet a specific income threshold. The financial crisis
in the mid-1990s led to the restructuring of INFONAVIT
and FOVISSSTE, which resulted in limiting their role solely
as financial institutions and shifting the construction role to
private companies. This also led to the creation of Limited
Objective Financing Companies (SOFOLES) and Multiple
Objective Financing Companies (SOFOM) designed as
financial intermediaries that disbursed credits for home
mortgages.9 As an extension of governmental financial
institutions, these financing companies have mainly focused
on helping salaried individuals and medium- to low-income
individuals, leaving out many low-income individuals
who work for themselves and rely on incremental selfconstruction without public or private help.10 Currently,
some of the largest private housing construction companies
are Homex, Casas GEO, and Urbi Desarrolladora Urbanos
SAB, Corp., which have a stake in housing reform that
targets the formal housing sector.
At the beginning of Mexican President Enrique Peña
Nieto’s administration in 2012, he launched the National
Housing Policy with the following objectives: 1) achieve
greater inter-agency coordination, 2) move towards a model
of sustainable, intelligent urban development, 3) responsibly
reduce the housing backlog and, most importantly, 4) ensure
decent housing for Mexicans.11
URBAN REVIEW FALL 2016

At the same time, the National Urban Development new INFONAVIT Law will not be able to address the social
Program and the National Housing Program released issues that have made it difficult for states to reduce the
strategic aims to develop more inclusive and sustainable cities vacancy rate and provide financing for workers outside of
with measures to control urban sprawl, promote well-being, the formal economy.
enhance access to quality housing, and reduce the housing
Since the 1950s, Mexico has seen improvements
gap.12 In April of 2016, after several years of efforts to reign in housing quality, as indicated by the reduction of
in the housing vacancy rate, President Peña Nieto signed overcrowding and improvement of construction materials;
the enactment of the amendment to the INFONAVIT Law, however, a housing shortage for low-income workers
which allows de-indexation from the minimum wage. This outside of the formal economy persists. Mexican housing
means people’s debt will no longer be tied to their wages and reform requires that the government address the vacancy
will allow workers to save (employees of the private formal rate precipitated by the INFONAVIT financing model
sector of the economy allocate
but also to coordinate housing
a monthly contribution of 5% Since the 1950s, Mexico has seen efforts with the Ministry of
of their wage to an individual
Agrarian, Territorial and Urban
improvements in housing quality;
account that is then used towards
Development
(SEDATU),
housing credit). According to the however, a housing shortage for low- which was created in 2013 to
government, this modification income workers outside of the formal oversee and coordinate housing
is essential to prevent financial
and urban policy. SEDATU will
economy persists .
imbalances in the management
also have a major role in creating
of INFONAVIT assets and
a national housing policy
liabilities.13 However, critics of
framework as it relates to rural
the reform argue that the law does not address inflation, which development and administration.
will result in negative capitalization of loans and higher debt
Given that INFONAVIT has historically played a
even if workers pay their mortgage on time.14 In addition, financing role and has not been able to address the multiINFONAVIT signed an agreement with the Association of layered housing needs across the country, SEDATU can
Mexican Banks to promote increased funding and portability potentially act as a bridge and provide the necessary
of loans for home purchases and improvement as part of a decision-making oversight to address the housing vacancy
national agenda to increase housing access for all Mexicans. issue as well as worker access to housing in the informal
Between 2003 and 2010, INFONAVIT provided over 3.2 economy. Nevertheless, SEDATU faces a monumental task
million housing mortgages, which is more than it had issued in coordinating a national housing agenda given the number
in the previous 30 years.15
of stakeholders involved, including various ministries and
The government has attempted to address the vacancy agencies involved with housing and urban-related services
12 rate using several strategies. In February 2016, INFONAVIT across different levels of government.19
created a program called “One more room” which was
The Mexican government clearly understands its
aimed at lawful homeowners seeking to expand their one mandate and the need to create dignified housing for different
bedroom homes.16 Another INFONAVIT program called segments of the population. However, the creation of the
“Arrendavit” in the northern state of Chihuahua provides INFONAVIT Law does not guarantee that more people
workers access to recuperated homes with low rents with will have access to housing, particularly workers in the
the option to buy if they can gather the minimum points to informal sector who do not qualify for government-backed
prequalify for financing.17 However, people that have moved mortgages. While the government’s vision to coordinate a
into these developments are still waiting on the municipality housing reform agenda across different government agencies
to install street lights and fix potholes. Also, the developments to reduce sprawl and move toward a sustainable model
are deteriorated and are not close to grocery stores, health of sustainable urban design, it also needs to incorporate
centers or jobs, requiring residents to travel long distances on the more vulnerable segment of the housing market who
public transportation.
have been excluded from governmental housing financing
In the Mexican state of Morelos, southwest of Mexico schemes.
City, the City of Cuernavaca is facing the challenge of
SEDATU is in a unique position to push for coordination
removing squatters who have taken over abandoned homes across these disparate systems that have privileged workers
and who the government alleges are delinquents.18 The in the formal economy. SEDATU can partner with
INFONAVIT Law can be seen as an attempt to prevent INFONAVIT to match workers in the informal sector with
abandonment of existing homes and reduce vacancy rates vacant housing as part of stabilizing urban development.
for homes that have been purchased as an investment by SEDATU can also help address many of the development
government workers but are currently vacant. However, challenges in urban communities that contribute to migration
given the region-specific challenges of different states, the and agglomeration processes in cities.

HOW SOCIAL
URBANISM
TRANSFORMED
MEDELLIN
BY REBECCA CHAU

W

hen Medellin entered the
public eye in the 1990s, it
was a condemned city at
the mercy of violence. By the 2000s,
Medellin was making headlines for
its urban transformation. In a postviolence context, socio-spatial inclusion
became central to the urban strategy.1
Interventions were deployed through a
program called ‘social urbanism’, which
was lead by the city’s visionary mayor,
Sergio Fajardo, from 2002 to 2004. Social
urbanism can be explained as a vision
and set of policies that aimed to address
social inequality and violence, and restore
dignity to the people of Medellin.
The success of these policies was
contingent on sensitivity to political
context, responsiveness to citizen
values, and financial viability. The
degree of success can be measured via
improvements to mobility, accessibility,
ridership, economic growth, crime and
safety, user satisfaction, and community
perception. Appraising these metrics
revealed that social urbanism had few
quantifiable social outcomes, but had a
deep impact on recalibrating the city of
Medellin and establishing a social fabric
amenable to continued transformation.

disparity, and endemic poverty and
inequality, Medellin echoes many Latin
American cities of our time. Disparate
social stratification is manifest in the
country’s two distinct city forms: the
affluent formal city to the south, and the
informal city to the north and northeast.
The informal city has absorbed much
of the municipal growth, which has
stabilized at an average annual rate of
3%, -- 22% of the structures making up
this growth have been erected informally.2
Beneath layers of
precarious
breezeblocks and corrugated iron roofs
resides 50% of the city’s population, who
for the most part live below the national
poverty line and buttress a robust informal
economy.3 The citizens of the comunas
have historically been underserved by
transportation, which has restricted their
participation in the formal economy,
limited economic opportunities for the
poorest people, and perpetuated cycles
of poverty. Entangled in these webs of
informality has been a culture of violence
and disorder that in the 1990s earned
Medellin a reputation as most dangerous
city in the world, with homicides reaching
a peak of 381 per 100,000 in 1991.
This
criminal
stranglehold
effectively evicted the state from the
Background
informal territories of the city. It was in
Characterised by rapid growth, this context of extreme lawlessness that
informal settlements, violence, wealth inequality burgeoned, and the public
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realm was conquered by violence and
stripped of its public utility, depriving
residents of mobility and opportunities
to connect and conduct business. It was
the severe misery in Medellin that readied
the political elite and the comunas for an
urban revolution called ‘social urbanism’.4
Leadership
Sergio Fajardo – Mayor of Medellin
from 2003 to 2007 – was the architect
of change. Contrarily, Fajardo has
always asserted that transformation
was brought about by the people of
Medellin, for the people of Medellin.6 It
is this collective ideology that defined his
mayoral term, and his leading program,
social urbanism.7 For Fajardo, a mayor
should be “honest with absolutely no
concessions”, and possess knowledge,
passion, and a “deep social awareness”.8
Fajardo was politically independent and
an academic by training, which elevated
his political agenda from conventional
clientelistic politics.
With this educational foundation,
Fajardo’s ethos was directed towards
education – and was accordingly an
“intellectual project”, which was unlike
conventional political projects of the
time.9
Fajardo’s policies were the product
of collaborations between NGOs, the
arts, academics, private entrepreneurs,
URBAN REVIEW FALL 2016
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academics,
and
community
organisations.10 This unconventional task
force, combined with Mayor Fajardo’s
vision, joined together to execute social
urbanism in the face of seemingly
insurmountable urban challenges.

14

Problems
After prolonged violence, rapid
urbanization and sprawling self-built
settlements, an assemblage of urban
problems arose in north and northeast
communities. Problems stemmed from the
state’s general abandonment of informal
settlements, which was exacerbated by a
governability crisis, where the state was
unable to exercise control or maintain
social order in these areas.
The combination of municipal
powerlessness and neglect allowed
social inequality, improper use of
public space, and a low quality
educational infrastructure to proliferate.
Neighbourhood degradation, together
with increasing crime and violence,
stigmatised and isolated the comunas.11
Consequently, a 2002 study by the
Municipality of Medellin found that
the aforementioned urban zones
corresponded to areas with the lowest
Human Development Index.12
The severe immobility caused by
insufficient transportation intensified the
symbolic isolation of the comunas. This
is problematic as a “lack of mobility
turns geographical marginalization into
deep social exclusion... [and] becomes
an additional form of social inequality”,
thus exacerbating the cycle.13 Social
urbanism was conceived as the antidote
to these problems, and built on both
transportation and housing projects that
predated Fajardo’s administration.
Early Interventions
Social urbanism is the refined
incarnation of mechanisms that had been
underway in Medellin during the 1990s.
Three projects predated urbanism: the
Medellin Metro, the first Metrocable,
and the PRIMED housing project. These
initiatives created infrastructure and
participatory frameworks from which
the contemporary projects could draw.14
The Metro was built north to south along
the river and opened in 1995. As a result,
while accessibility improved within
the formal city, access to and from the
comunas worsened.15
Meanwhile, technical studies for a
Metrocable, a gondola lift system, were
underway throughout the 1990s. The low
ridership of the new Metro, combined with
the obvious inequality of transportation

options, contributed to developing a
business case for the Metrocable. In the
early 2000s, this economic viability was
furthered by the political interest of soonto-be-mayor, Luis Pérez (2001-2003). The
Metrocable opened in 2004, 55% funded
by the municipality and 45% by Metro de
Medellin.16
The
Metrocable
became
an
integral part of social urbanism as
it allowed urban interventions to be
linked with transportation and mobility.
Alongside transportation interventions
was the PRIMED housing program,
a regularization strategy applied to
developing the informal settlements.17
The program addressed the “basic
infrastructure of streets, public facilities
and public space; home improvements
or relocation; and legalization of tenure
within a framework of community
building and participation.”18 Fajardo’s
subsequent interventions built off the
essential components of this strategy,
particularly with respect to citizen
participation. These earlier interventions
assisted in preparing Medellin for social
urbanism and contributed to their success.
Social Urbanism
Social urbanism began in 2005 with
a suite of policies that included Integral
Urban Projects (PUI), aerial cable cars
– Metrocable, and the Library Parks.19
Fajardo developed a sharp vision,
imaginatively approached the problem,
and delivered concrete policies and
projects to “change the city’s skin.”20
Social urbanism interventions have only
delivered some quantifiable successes,
but have been remarkably effective at
restoring dignity to the dispossessed
citizens of Medellin. As a result, Medellin
has attracted international acclaim,
and what began as social urbanism has
evolved into the “Medellin
Model” of urban development,
and distinguished Medellin
as a model city alongside
other exemplar giants,
such as its forbearer, the
Barcelona Model.

inequality, return dignity to urban citizens,
legitimize informality, and prevent crime.
Education was essential to all objectives,
captured by Fajardo’s familiar tune
-“Medellin la mas Educada” (or, “Medellin,
the most educated”), which made clear that
scholastic aspirations defined the tangible
interventions for building human capital
in Fajardo’s Medellin.21
Fajardo was clear that “everything
[that was] built for the public space [was]
linked with knowledge, with culture, with
productive development, everything in
the end to fight against social inequalities
to ensure that we can live together.”22
Fajardo focused on empowering
individuals by investing in human capital
and “build[ing] a society [by] betting on
people’s abilities.”23
The goal was to “give the city back
to its inhabitants and the inhabitants back
to the city” by rebuilding the fabric of the
city that had been quashed by prolonged
violence.24 With the “most beautiful
buildings...in [the] poorest areas” and
investing in public space, Fajardo hoped
to equalize disparity between the formal
and informal areas of the city.25
Poverty and inequality were
acknowledged by the administration
as integral to the fight against crime.
Poverty can cultivate an attitude in which
financial desperation justifies violence,
affirming the causality. Thus, in order to
break the cycle of fear and reaction, and
to replace that cycle with citizenship,
inequality and poverty must be addressed.
Accordingly, social urbanism is a unique
crime prevention strategy within a social
inclusion policy framework.26 Fajardo
paired his holistic vision with astute
implementation to achieve his goals.

The Vision
S o c i a l
urbanism
was
founded
to
i m p r ove
education,
address
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The Approach
To execute his vision, Fajardo had
to cultivate ideological changes while
balancing power and decisiveness with
citizen participation. The social urbanism
plan was reflective of the post-1980s
attitudes toward governance, which
embraced citizen input and impressed
traditional neoliberal ideologies that
citizens share a responsibility for the
success or failure of the city.27
Substantive citizen participation was
integral to Fajardo’s approach, which was
a combination of participatory budgeting,

Fajardo united citizens and the
administration in a multipronged
approach that actively sought local input
and applied it in a measured manner to
remain impactful at a municipal level. This
approach was the unlikely marriage of
communitarianism, citizen participation,
and strong municipal power and action,
and it established a foundation for all of
the policies that came later.

of the “new Medellin.” Each building
cost approximately US$6 million and
was constructed with the support of
businesses.38 Library parks represented
an investment in physical, social and
symbolic outcomes, and created spaces
where people could interact and access
necessary services, while simultaneously
affirming the return of the state to the
comunas. 39
Conceived during Fajardo’s term,
Policy Initiatives and Projects
five library parks were completed by
Social urbanism, in material terms, 2008, and an additional four have been
included improvements of places, constructed since then.40 Library parks
transportation, and social services were part of a broader strategy of Integral
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community oversight committees, and
horizontal property rules and regulations.
All of these changes were established
within a framework where programme
and project managers continually
reevaluated local needs and desires.29
It is through these formal channels that
social participation mechanisms could be
institutionalised and safeguarded against
the tides of political will.30 In this way,
the government ratified its commitment
to long-term, socially inclusive policy,
which encouraged citizen commitment,
furthered faith in the state, and encouraged
local engagement.31
Cultivating civic-mindedness and
citizen engagement were necessary to
garnering support; however, objectives
could only be actualised through
formidable leadership. Fajardo described
his projects as decisive diagnoses
of problems and rapid execution of
remediation.
While mayors are not able to seek
a second consecutive term in Colombia,
Fajardo was vehemently confident in
his conviction to act without fear of his
policies being discarded with the changing
of the guard. Instead of succumbing to
political folly, he entrusted the public to
vote for administrations that would keep
his projects alive, which proved to be a
shrewd decision.33

based on the Barcelona Model of
urban development of the 1990s. The
Barcelona Model depoyed “immediate
scale architectural and urban space
interventions with the intention of
reconstructing the urban fabric and
rearticulating a sense of place, local
identity and spatial equality.”35 Medellin,
however, was distinctive in its violent
past, requiring a socially inclusive overlay.
36
The three core initiatives that formed
the material scope of social urbanism
included library parks, the Metrocable,
and, to a lesser extent, housing, which
built on and was supported by Fajardo’s
vision and approach.
Library parks (parque bibliotecas) are
cultural centres, public spaces, libraries,
classrooms, child-care facilities, galleries,
auditoriums and administrative areas
intended to create safe social spaces for
people of all classes to interact, thereby
reducing social segregation. Library
parks were the designed to be the “most
beautiful buildings”, and were located in
the “poorest areas.” These spaces were
intended to transcend basic services,
cultivate dignity and disrupt channels of
violence.37
The projects were part of high-profile
design competitions and in most cases
designed by Colombian architects. The
parques were meant to stand as symbols

Urban Projects (PUIs), which
“centered
[development]
around
transport projects but aimed at urban
upgrading through [a] combined strategy
of mobility, environment, housing and
public space.” 41
Transportation was an integral
piece of social urbanism. In 2004, soon
after Fajardo’s inauguration, the first
Metrocable was opened, which was to
the credit of Fajardo’s predecessor, Luis
Pérez. It was the first aerial cable car
system to be used as public transportation.
Social urbanism constructed an urban
renewal strategy (including security,
police stations and housing) around the
Metrocable and built a second line in
2008. The Metrocable was established
to fill the mobility gap and to connect
the comunas, via the Metro, to the
economically prosperous downtown.
The Metrocable was selected due
to low construction and operation costs,
affordable fares, technical simplicity, and
minimum land acquisition.44 As a result,
the projects were funded through normal
capital investment budgets, provided by
both Metro de Medellin and municipal
finance.45 In line with Fajardo’s vision,
the Metrocable projects aimed to address
inequality through mobility, established
participatory channels for residents, and
provided a mechanism for the state to reURBAN REVIEW FALL 2016
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Legacy
Understanding
and
measuring
success is integral to ensuring Medellin’s
long-term prosperity, and for the
global application of the “Medellin
Model.” Success of social urbanism was
contingent on its sensitivity to political
context and its responsiveness to citizen
values and financial viability. The degree
of success can be measured with respect
to improvement to mobility, accessibility,
ridership, economic growth, crime
and safety, and user satisfaction and
community perception.
The 1991 Constitution created a
political context amenable to social
urbanism. Mayors were awarded
greater autonomy, independents were
accepted in the political arena, and
citizen participation was endorsed.55
The outcomes positioned
mayors to take legitimate
and intimate control of their
municipalities, allowing them to
act as “mavericks” emancipated
from clientelistic bi-partisan politics,
and established frameworks for citizen
participation.56
Without the restraints of political
allegiance, Fajardo could assemble an
intellectual advisory of “neoliberal
technocrats,
left-leaning
intellectuals, the media, and a
broad chunk of the private
sector” whose ‘scientific
assertions’ came to
define the rhetoric, and
in doing so garnered
public support.57 As
such, the constitutional
a m e n d m e n t
empowered Fajardo to make impactful
decisions that were based on the merits
of social urbanism, and not entangled
in political idiocy, and involve citizens
in a meaningful way to deliver effective
interventions. Political timeliness would
not have yielded results had it not
been coupled with the readiness of the
population.58
Social urbanism “summon[ed] new
citizen energies” and capitalised on
the collective desire for change. Alonso
Salazar described this desire as “a social
movement [that] came to life within the
city that was dedicated to the resistance
of the drug trade and violence,”59 which
deferred the “intra-elite confrontations”
and enabled effective state building.60
Without these impediments, and with
mitigation of violence at the forefront
of the agenda, Fajardo was able to
“redistribute wealth without appealing to
the discourse of anger or aggression.”61

To these ends, Fajardo used the
financial and human capital of the private
sector to improve conditions on the urban
periphery. Private schools supported
public schools, design firms and
universities offered resources to public
projects, and taxes were raised to generate
additional funds.62 Born from social
necessity, collectivism enabled Fajardo
to implement progressive taxation and
contribute to funding substantial social
changes.
Without
adequate
economic
resources, Fajardo’s vision, approach,
and policies would have remained a
utopian ambition. Instead, progressive
taxation was combined with funding from
the publically owned utility company,
Empresas Públicas de Medellín (EPM).63
EPM statutorily must transfer 30% (often
more) of its profits
each
year to
local
social

that is itself constantly changing,
[and with] limited data availability in
informal sectors of the city, [it] makes
the measurements of trends problematic,
not to mention the issue of attributing
causality.”65

Criticism and future challenges
The counterarguments to social
urbanism assist in outlining the challenges
for the future of Medellin. Doubts
emerged as a response to Medellin
receiving the innovative city award.66
The Archbishop, who raised questions
concerning “crime impunity, the
appalling state of prisons, the recruitment
and sexual abuse of minors, poor
educational levels, and continuing high
levels of poverty,” stifled applause.67 The
leading adversarial arguments question
the inclusiveness of projects and places,
persistence of inequality and poverty,
appropriate responsiveness to informality
and the longevity of solutions.
Participation was central to the
design and usage of social urbanism, but
skepticism has arisen about the substance
of these strategies. Repeated in the
literature is the inclusiveness of the
early projects, but dwindling
thereafter.70 The
question
of
improvement
“for
whom”
b e c o m e s
pertinent when
anecdotes depict
incidences where
public
events
are closed to
Photo Source: Creative Commons street
vendors,
investment projects, which in 2011 whereby limiting the opportunities
amounted to over US$300 million. for local residents to benefit from new
Without this, the costly social programs economic activity.71 Current leadership
integral to social urbanism would not have needs to ensure that complementary
been viable.64 Fiscal might, a politically policies encourage local entrepreneurship
affable
environment,
and
citizen and informality in order to maximise and
readiness all contributed to improved distribute the benefits.
urban life in Medellin. The benefit of each
When addressing inequality and
intervention is challenging to decipher, as poverty, policies can either empower
is quantifying their successes.
individuals to change their own
Before defining individual metrics, circumstances or provide ongoing
one should acknowledge the overall support.72 Farjardo aimed to do the first,
success – a transformation from a city and in the decade since, substantive
destitute and choked by violence to one outcomes have not been observed. Is
that is aspiring and prosperous. Social is difficult to ascertain whether this
urbanism was intended to be a multifaceted speaks to the ineffectiveness of policy
mix of PUIs and transportation or sluggishness of structural changes.
improvements, making individual factors Irrespective of the causes, over 80% of
largely indistinguishable. As the “precise the population is part of the three bottom
measurement of the social and economic groups of Colombia’s socioeconomic
consequences... is difficult...[as the] class hierarchy, which is indicative of
impacts are not direct and mechanical, persistent socioeconomic exclusion.
but derive from a social-spatial context

The prominent criticism Fajardo has and eventually eliminating the drivers of
received is that inequality and poverty violence. To these ends, public funds have Conclusion
have been sidelined in the media, and been allocated to new education and job
Social urbanism was a duel effort of
concealed
behind
transformational opportunities for at-risk youth, to prevent physical and social interventions, founded
narratives.73 The current challenge is to their victimization by or participation on the notions that violence is an economic
ensure that poverty and inequality remain in crime.124 Ongoing investment will be and social problem.84 Materially, to
central to discourse and policy solutions, required to bolster urban transformation, address inequality, large-scale investment
as do the unique needs of informal and provide opportunities for further was made through library parks, the
communities.
growth.
Metrocable, public spaces, housing,
Comunas are “in persistent flux
and complementary social programs.85
and change, constantly redefining their Opportunities
Improving the public realm challenged
relationship with the formal.”74 Fajardo’s
In this climate of
success, stigmatization and cultivated pride,
participatory approaches took heed to the opportunities for branding, tourism and identity and belonging, “materialise[d]
alternative paradigms synonymous with global replication have emerged. Social the idea of inclusion”, and illuminated
informality in the comunas.
Medellin on the world stage.86
Successive
administrations The collectivist social outlook, which While all interventions have
must continue to be respectful
been a operational success, the
of this “internal logic” in provides a remarkable social foundation for social impacts remain unclear.87
substantial changes,
developing policies.75
What can be deduced is that
The
challenges
are
infrastructure alone cannot
is an affirmation
to establish when formal
challenge
inequality
and
perceptions are applicable to the that policies like social urbanism can poverty, but its symbolic value
comunas, and to interrogate the challenge ingrained urban paradigms and can be profoundly powerful in
limitations of formal aspirations
changing a city.88
begin new narratives.
and the “singular idea of
In the longer-term, this
progress.”76 This perceptive feat
citizen energy needs to be
requires policy-makers to strip themselves urbanism has become synonymous with harnessed and supported through
of their “bourgeois gaze” and balance Medellin, and has unintentionally created continued
investment
in
social
between dismissing comunas as “slums” a transformative brand, and made the infrastructure, or over time, “the
and “romanticizing poverty,” which is comunas a tourist attraction.79 Branding spectacular nature of the aesthetics
to “both de-historize and de-politicize its attracts investment and tourism, which of the cable- car systems [will] lose its
experience.”77 Respect for context, and supports community development, and appeal against a backdrop of unmitigated
in this case, the counterintuitive dialogue activates the “social forces the challenge poverty,” and risk recidivism of violence.89
of informal settlements, will assist in social exclusion and unrest.”80 In this way, The positive branding that has overflowed
improving overall city outcomes.
branding can be an “economic and social from Medellin’s global success should
Medellin has evolved through social tool” that can be harnessed to stimulate be harnessed to promote development
urbanism, but to prevent devolution back positive changes, which internally outcomes, and not be a distraction from
to crime and lawlessness, the sustainability perpetuates investment appeal and endemic social issues.90
of these projects must be reviewed. development opportunities.81 In many
What is clear is that the people
Concerns have arisen about the quality of of the rapidly polarizing and violent of Medellin now believe in Medellin,
construction and high maintenance costs cities of Latin America, the Medellin trust their leaders, and are optimistic
of the library parks.78
Model governments are considering the about the future. The collectivist social
For example, a year after the Parque Medellin Model as one way to solve outlook, which provides a remarkable
Biblioteca Espana was completed it similar problems. First and foremost social foundation for substantial changes,
had already visibly deteriorated.123 consideration must be given to context, is an affirmation that policies like social
Of greater concern is the ability to and the specific community and social urbanism can challenge ingrained urban
control the re-emergence of violence. conditions.82 Already the Metrocable has paradigms and begin new narratives.
Consistent investment needs to be been built in Caracas, Rio de Janeiro and
Photo Source: Creative Commons
placed on furthering social inclusion, other Colombian cities.83
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CHINESE
GOVERNMENT
INTERVENTION IN THE
HOUSING MARKET
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In 1949,

the ascendant Communist Party of China (CPC) took
control of the country’s housing markets, wresting away
ownership from landlords and regulating which tenants
could live in existing and newly-constructed residential towers. Under the direction of Mao
Zedong, the CPC embraced an anti-capitalist, anti-market philosophy, whereby a national
policy of providing for the people was placed ahead of the individual accumulation of wealth.
As it regarded housing, public ownership of housing was seen as one way of eliminating the
“people-eat-people” component of capitalism.1 The CPC was largely successful in executing its
vision: by 1959, 95% of urban land area was in the hands of the State. By 1966, the free-market
housing sector had been all but wiped out, with the State dictating all aspects of construction,
management, unit allocation and maintenance. Housing had become fully socialized.
More recently, China once again undertook a massive transformation of its housing market.
Starting in the 1980s and accelerating with the onset of the Asian Financial Crisis of 1998,
market-oriented reform policies promoted development by the private sector and pushed for
individual ownership.2 Today, property ownership rates are 89% (compared to the US rate
of approximately 64%) and the government has divested itself of direct control of individual
properties. Housing is now fully privatized.
OR IS IT?
The modern Chinese government may want to turn over responsibility for housing
production to the private sector, but it has retained virtually absolute control over how,
where, what kind, and for whom housing is being produced. This unusual arrangement raises
questions about Beijing’s urban development goals, strategies, and challenges, and the effects
of this hybrid policy on the citizens of the world’s most populous country. With production
and profits in the private sector, and strategic planning and developmental authority firmly in
the hands of the State, who within China is benefiting and who is suffering from the CPC’s
housing policies? Will this public-private partnership provide enough high-quality housing
for everyone, or just the wealthy? Most importantly: can the path that the CPC has taken since
the end of the Cultural Revolution be sustained?
This paper looks at the model of urban planning that China has adopted in order to compete
in a global economy, and examines its consequences for the nation. It argues that China has
embraced an urban policy model hyper-focused on growth in order to make the country
competitive in a global economy and increase the quality of life for its citizens - prerequisites
for keeping the current party in power. This paper examines these issues within the context of
housing production to better understand where on the political spectrum China stands today:
command-and-control Communism, laissez-faire Capitalism, or somewhere in between.
THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF CHINA AS A FOUNDATION FOR DEVELOPMENT
To understand residential development in contemporary China, it helps to first look at
the strategic goals of both the government and the private sector through the lens of Harvey
Molotch’s “Growth Machine” theory.3 China, once an isolated and rural country, has over
the last few decades taken giant steps to modernize its nation, lifting hundreds of millions
out of poverty and integrating the nation into the global economy. The government has done
this by intensifying land use in certain key cities throughout the country. As Molotch writes,
“the degree to which the land’s profit potential is enhanced, one’s own wealth is increased.”4
The ruling party knows full well that it needs to compete with other countries for capital
investment in production activities. The competitive field for capital investment is global in
scale, with individual investments playing out on the local level. These include a broad range of
specific investments from automobile manufacturing plants, universities, and residential real
estate, as well as upscale amenities like shopping centers, entertainment districts, and other
consumption-focused mega-projects.5
What’s at stake for China is no less than the rise of the standard of living of millions of
Chinese citizens. To paraphrase Molotch, China’s cities must continue to grow or risk irrelevance
in the hypercompetitive global marketplace. However, China’s unique public-private growth
machine development model creates an inherent risk/reward situation. As Jie Shen and Fulong
Wu describe it, the State has incentive to increase the value of the land but risks creating a boomand-bust economy through over-investment and speculation.6 Yet the State also retains enough
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power to control the size and direction of development,
and could potentially create a sustainable growth model
that serves the needs of an emerging middle-class, as well
as one that provides for the poor. This is the tightrope that
China is walking.
A LOOK INSIDE THE PUBLIC-PRIVATE PARTNERSHIP
To see the flesh-and-bones relationship between the State
and the private development sector, there’s probably no better
example than the Wanda Group, the property development and
entertainment conglomerate helmed by billionaire Wang Jinalin.7
The Wanda Group has built more than than 100 mixed-use
developments in over 70 different Chinese cities during the last
15 years. Its ventures have proved highly profitable, making Mr.
Wang the richest man in China, with a net worth north of $35
billion. Mr. Wang did not build his empire in a vacuum of freemarket competition: the State was his partner, both implicitly and
explicitly. The State owns all the land in China, and without land
leases and development rights issued at favorable rates, the Wanda
Group could never have broken ground on its first project, much
less emerge as one of the nation’s most successful and profitable
companies. The New York Times recently reported that several of
the highest-ranking members of the Communist Party and their
family members have had a long-term financial relationship with
the Wanda Group. In other words, the State has enabled Mr. Wang
to growth rich through its policy initiatives while simultaneously
enriching top party brass.8
A look back in time reveals the origin of this relationship.
In 1992, Mr. Wang was employed by the State as a residential
property manager. In this role, he successfully turned around a
block of failing, state-owned housing. As the State divested itself of
social housing, Mr. Wang ultimately emerged as the owner of the
20 complex he managed. With the continued official help of the State,
and with unofficial assistance from privately-invested party bosses,
Mr. Wang was able to parlay that early success into a powerful
global company that maintains ties to the Communist Party. The
story of the Wanda Group is representative of the nature of the
relationship between the public and private sectors in China. The
important question then becomes: is this relationship, born of a
unique Growth Machine model, supplying enough housing to
meet the demands of all the nation’s citizens?
STIMULATING DEMAND
China has instituted many structural reforms to develop a
post-Fordist consumer economy, with a particular emphasis on
profitable high-end urban development. Since around the year
2000, the result has been an unprecedented increase in housing
construction for the emerging middle-class and wealthy. This focus
on the upper portion of the market has produced excess inventory
at the high-end of the market in many Chinese cities. To stimulate

additional demand, and keep the Growth Machine going, the
State has explored strategies to entice poorer, rural migrants to
venture into the ownership market, especially in urban or newlyurbanized areas.8 To expand the potential buyer market, banks
have introduced new types of mortgage products.9 The initiatives
include a $9.1 billion lending scheme aimed at people of limited
means who can use leverage backed by the State to purchase homes.
The State has also attempted to create more demand for urban
housing by manipulating the hukou system, a housing permitting
process that effectively dictates in which areas families can live.10
The State announced that it will allow up to 100 million rural
farmers to become registered urban residents under hukou. This
will create a huge increase in demand for housing, as someone who
is registered to live in an urban area can purchase property and also
find legal employment, send their kids to local schools, and receive
State-provided social services.
While the State is clearly trying to help more of its citizens get
into urban housing, this is not a reincarnated Soviet-style welfare
program that provides daily needs to the citizenry. Rather, this is
a growth regime mentality, wherein the State is propping up the
construction industry, a critical sector of the modern economy that
supports concrete and steel production, transportation, furniture
making, and other important sectors.11
Still, China faces additional structural challenges on the
demand side. A greater number of Chinese citizens have excess
disposable income, but there are no assurances that this nouveauriche class will invest in local real estate.12 The broader Chinese
economy has shown signs of weakness lately, with the Yuan
Renminbi (CNY) weakening against other major global currencies.
Seeking a financial safe haven from this economic storm, many
wealthy Chinese families are moving large portions of their
personal net worth out of the country. Much of this money —
nearly $30 billion in 2015 — is being invested in US real estate,
primary along the east and west coasts but also in the middle part
of the country. As a result, China has exhibited an overall net loss
of investment capital since the global recession, with even more
pronounced losses from 2011 to 2015.13
CONTROLLING SUPPLY
On the supply side, there are signs of excess risk-taking and
overbuilding on the part of developers. For instance, the Chinese
developer Kaisa Group recently defaulted on its corporate debt,
much of which was held by foreign investors.14 The company
ran into financial trouble when the State limited the sale of its
properties, reportedly as a result of a corruption investigation.
Sensing that a Kaisa bankruptcy would send the wrong message to
global capital investors, the State quietly eased restrictions against
Kaisa and put it into an arranged partnership with other Chinese
firms in order to shore up its balance sheets. Additional corrective
actions the State is taking on the supply side include a massive urban

renovation scheme, where six-million older urban housing units
will be rehabilitated in 2016. The goal is to create more affordable
housing for the lower-income residents who can’t afford higherpriced, newly-built units.15 This initiative is on top of a just-ended
four-year program that built 20 million affordable units across the
country.16 Taken together, the unbridled development at the highend of the market and State-led production at the lower end has
produced more than one unit of housing for each Chinese family
in the top 300 cities.17 The State is now considering rebalancing
measures to “de-stock” the housing market and cool production.18
Compounding the difficulty of managing the nation’s housing
markets, the State needs to contend with uneven development in
different cities. Unlike dealing with a single troubled firm — as
it did with the Kaisa Group — the national government must
manage divergent growth and population trends in cities across
the country.19 While many Chinese cities are experiencing an
oversupply of new housing, some, like Shanghai, continue to see
excess demand. The results are ever-increasing prices, causing some
to speculate that a housing bubble is ready to pop as it did in the
U.S. in 2007. But, unlike the US of ten years ago, these roaring
housing markets exist only in certain geographic areas, not the
nation as a whole.
This uneven growth has prompted the government to take
cooling measures in some areas — restricting who can buy and
how much they can borrow — while trying to stimulate the market
in others. One measure being considered by the government to
soak up excess supply is to convert unsold speculative housing
into subsidized housing for the poor. If successful, this may create
some new housing for poor workers. Yet it’s important to realize
that socialized housing is not a new policy objective set by the
government; rather, it is an emergency measure designed to keep
the broader economy going, and one that will almost certainly be
abandoned by the State if and when supply and demand come
back into balance.
CONCLUSION
The unique urban Growth Machine that China adopted in
the 1980s has moved many of its citizens into the middle-class
and enabled Chinese businesses to compete economically with the
rest of the world. The political economy of State-controlled private
development has transformed the country’s physical landscape
and helped elevate hundreds of millions out of poverty -- an
unprecedented developmental success. The country now boasts
204 million citizens with a personal wealth ranging from $50,000
to $500,000. This new middle class has a cumulative wealth of
$28.3 trillion dollars, a total greater than the middle-classes of the
U.S. or Japan.20
This newfound wealth has produced rapid cultural changes
within the People’s Republic. Under Mao’s rule, it would have
been impossible to imagine an urban environment that includes

“ladies who lunch” and take leisurely walks with accessory dogs
named Coco. Yet that is becoming commonplace in Hunan, the
area where the Chairman was born.21
With this capitalist-leaning economic model, not every
Chinese person has benefited equally, of course. For every story of
a primping housewife and her designer dog, there’s an opposing
story of a peasant who has been displaced from his farm by the
steamrolling effects of an expanding urban area.22 Growing
inequality, combined with a recent leveling off of the economy, has
led to social unrest in some parts of the country. In an industrial
zone near Chengdu, the capital of Sichuan province, workers at a
government-owned steel plant protested in the street for higher
wages.23 And in Kunming, Yunnan province, city residents recently
protested the government’s plans to build a paraxylene plant,
citing environmental concerns.24 Local protests like these are more
common than they are reported in the State press, and are usually
resolved by the government before they escalate into a national
movement along the lines of an Arab Spring or Polish Solidarity.
The government also has to contend with an affordable
housing problem that is larger than State media describes.
Reuters and McKinsey & Co. have both independently examined
China’s affordable housing program, and each reported that the
government is forcing large numbers of poor people out of urban
areas (“slum clearing”) to make room for wealthier residents.25,26
In addition, the “affordable” units of housing the government touts
are often dormitories, repurposed factory buildings or empty fields
covered in makeshift shelters.
China has gone all-in with its urban growth machine model
over the last few decades. Even with the recent slowdown, the
housing construction industry in China still represents about
10% of the nation’s GDP and has produced some of the country’s
wealthiest and most powerful citizens. These facts can’t be ignored
by the Chinese government, and they aren’t. Yet, as this paper has 21
shown, the Chinese State is still extremely involved in housing
production — and for good reason. As Molotch theorizes,
controlling land and generating growth is what gives power to the
local political establishment.
If China’s growth slows or the affordable housing problem
reaches a tipping point, the Communist Party could become
politically vulnerable and start to lose ties with their private sector
partners — and the investment capital they control — as well
as control of its citizens. Thus, China needs to keep fueling the
growth machine. This means bailing out marginal developers,
allowing more citizens to migrate from rural areas to cities, and
working globally to attract international capital. It also means
somehow producing enough housing for the majority of the
urban citizens. Post-cultural revolution China may have set out to
privatize the nation’s housing, but with so much at stake, politically
and economically, the deal will never be consummated.
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hina has experienced rapid
and unprecedented economic
growth in recent decades
that has been concentrated in longstanding megacities and state-created
urban areas. As the country urbanizes,
rural citizens migrate to cities. Urban
migration is usually the result
of economic necessity, but
it is also caused by forced
displacement. Because land is
owned by the state, rural land
is subject to sudden seizure for
urban development. A major
complication for Chinese
urbanization is the hukou
system, which divides Chinese
citizens into two classes:
rural and urban. Those who
are fortunate to have urban
hukou are entitled to full state
services and formal residency in cities.
Rural citizens are not entitled to any
of these protections and their lives
in cities are often characterized by
poverty. The hukou system is gradually
being liberalized, motivated by the
government’s interest in controlling
the country’s population distribution.
This research paper will break down
the unique social, economic, and
spatial effects that the hukou system
has had on Chinese cities.

of urban real estate and established
housing as a universal public good in
cities. To ensure that the number of
urban households would not exceed
the supply of housing, and to boost
Chinese cities as symbols of the
fruits of socialism, Mao denied rural

elements of China’s urbanization is
the seizure of rural land for new cities.
Under Mao, the state socialized urban
real estate, but allowed farmers to
retain private property.4 Ironically,
liberalization
brought
collective
ownership to the countryside, while
cities were opened for real
estate investment. The state
retained ultimate ownership of
the land and has continually
appropriated rural land for
urban development when it
sees fit.5 The overabundance
of housing makes forced
evictions for new development
unnecessary, but the state still
continues this policy, causing
undue hardship for rural citizens.
When the state develops on
rural land, it forces people to
convert to an urban lifestyle. Many
farmers do not have the skills to work in
the formal economy, and forcing them
into infant cities can be disruptive.
The journalist Justin Jin covered the
upheaval that millions of farmers
experienced when the government
seized their land for a new city in
Liaocheng, Shandong province. He
reported that farmers were unable to
adjust to urban life after only knowing
subsistence farming, and though they
were compensated with apartments,
they were not given land or training.
Their integration into an urban
economy has been tenuous.6 While
the state wants to convert farmers and

Migrants favor China’s
largestcitiesbecausethey
offer better employment
opportunities,

and many are willing to tolerate
poor living conditions to earn
higher wages...

HUKOU & LAND CONTROL
The hukou system was a policy
creation of Mao Zedong. Under
Chairman Mao, the state seized control

residents the right to all urban public
goods, including housing.1 After Mao’s
death, the state began to liberalize the
economy and offered urban residency
permits for rural citizens in 1978.
Between 1978 and 2013, China’s
urban population increased from 170
million to 730 million and the number
of cities increased from 193 to 658.2
Migrants favor China’s largest cities
because they offer better employment
opportunities, and many are willing
to tolerate poor living conditions to
earn higher wages. Consequently,
approximately one third of Beijing’s
homeless population is employed.3
One of the most problematic

producers into consumers who fuel the
economic engine, this vision is unrealisic
and fails to integrate agrarian citizens into
an urbanized existence.
THE URBAN VILLAGE
Another target of the state is informal
villages that have developed within cities.
These urban villages, or chengzhongcun, are
byproducts of China’s rapid urbanization.
Large-scale developments surround these
villages, but the state continues to classify
those informal settlements as rural to avoid
compensation and relocation costs.7 In
the meantime, rural homeowners have
capitalized on their location, building
four and five-story buildings at very high
densities and renting them to migrants at
below-market rates.8 These urban villages
are viewed as a nuisance by the Communist
Chinese state. They not only disrupt the
cities’ modernist visual order, they are also
symbols of disorder themselves, and many
have been slated for redevelopment.9
While the Chinese government
may view urban villages as problems
to be solved, some endow them with
considerable social and economic value.
David Banurski of Hong Kong University
called the villages the “secret ingredient”
of Chinese urban and economic growth.10
Urban villages serve a similar function to
what Doug Saunders calls “arrival cities,”
or urban neighborhoods that allow for the
transition of immigrants, generally of rural
origin, to assimilate as citizens of their new
country.11,12 Furthermore, urban villages
create a sense of community for newlyarrived immigrants, providing a social
network, employment opportunities, and
guidance through the urban landscape.

millions of migrants immediate access to
services, the state would be financially
overburdened. Before major changes are
made to the hukou system, the government
must find a way to raise additional revenue.
Recently, the state has begun to reform
the hukou system, though these changes
appear to be motivated by economics
rather than social justice. The tiered
system of urban hukou seeks to guide
the distribution of urban populations
away from the overcrowded megacities of
Beijing, Shanghai, and Shenzhen, toward
the smaller and vastly underpopulated
cities scattered across the country.13 Skilled
workers and highly educated citizens are
prioritized for hukou transfers based on a
point system. This discriminatory policy
alienates rural migrants from obtaining
urban hukou and reinforces inequality by
prioritizing those who are already better
off.14 China is adjusting hukou to carefully
control population distribution rather than
to improve the welfare of its rural citizens.
San Francisco-based think tank
Shanzhai City and Columbia University in
New York City are coordinating to develop
a rural development model that offers an
alternative to the megacity approach.15 The
countryside needs sustainable and equitable
development that prioritizes people over
state revenues. If the state preserves or
upgrades housing in the countryside, it will
maintain an economic safety net for people
who struggle to find jobs or afford housing
in the cities.16 Rural living can exist in a

modern nation and also serves important
economic functions in financially difficult
times.
CONCLUSION
The Chinese policy regarding
urbanization and the treatment of rural
citizens is in dire need of reform. Easing
hukou requirements is a positive step for
China. Equal rights and privileges for all
citizens should be the end goal, but this
shift requires massive increases in revenues
for local governments. One practical way to
create these revenues is through the creation
of a property tax with exemptions that still
encourage home purchases. The state can
exert more caution with the development
and redevelopment of lands listed as rural.
Rather than exacerbate the housing glut
through land seizure and development,
rural areas should be maintained as a safety
net for migrants.
Finally, for all its perceived
unsightliness and squalor, informal housing
serves key social and economic purposes.
Improvement, instead of eradication, may
be the best option to avoid displacement,
homelessness, and unrest. Chinese
urbanization has progressed at an
unprecedented rate since the end of Mao’s
ideological Communism, yet policy has
lagged. China is simultaneously making
progress and stunting its own growth. 23
Continued change will be necessary to
maintain order and sustain economic
growth.

Tat Lam, CEO of Shanzhai City
praises these villages for their “low-barrier
entry point for those migrants who come
to the city with nothing…pay little rent
and live here for a year, where they make
contacts, friends, earn some money ... and
then move on to a more expensive place to
live.” Urban villages serve a major utility
for migrants and guide them toward social
and economic upward mobility.
POSSIBLE REFORMS
The persistence of hukou throughout
these decades of massive migration has had
major implications for the arrangement
of space and the dynamics of urban life
for migrants. But while it may seem that
migration to major cities is inevitable and
the path to equality in China begins with
the elimination of hukou, immediate
reform has problems of its own. Foremost is
the issue of funding. If China were to grant
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In New York, whether you are a tourist or a resident you would be hard pressed not to see people performing on
the streets or in the subway. Street performance, also known as “busking,” is a New York staple. While it is legal
to play acoustic instruments on the streets - provided one is not asking for money - regulation gets complicated
when musicians use any form of electronic instruments or amplifiers.
While busking is undoubtedly an integral part of the New York experience, it can also cause discomfort and
annoyance for pedestians and transit riders, depending on the hour and amplification of instruments. In an
attempt to mitigate this conflict of public space, MTA has laid out some rules and regulations for buskers that
restrict where and when they can perform. Some street musicians have accepted the policies; others have
actively resisted them.
Conflict with city authority has been part of busking history since the 1800s, and brings up an important question
about public space: Who has the right to the city? Those who govern it, or those who use its spaces on a daily
basis to make a living and create the kind of street culture that characterizes New York’s unique urban landscape?

25
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N
NEXYCHA
the solution to
TGE Not
N: NYC’s housing crisis
BY LUCY BLOCK

The New York City Housing Authority’s plan to
revive itself and save the sinking ship of its finances was
controversial from the start. Called NextGeneration
NYCHA or NextGen, the plan was released in May of 2015
under the administration of Mayor Bill de Blasio, Deputy
Mayor of Housing and Economic Development Alicia Glen,
and NYCHA Chair and CEO Shola Olatoye.
The goal of the plan is to modernize and improve the
quality of life in public housing, which is widely recognized
as critical for New York City’s low-income communities and
in desperate need of maintenance and upgrades. For the last
decade, NYCHA has been increasingly plagued by issues
such as mold, broken elevators and intercoms, maintenance
backlogs, and lack of safety measures. The NextGen report
explicitly acknowledges many of these severe problems.1
NextGen contains 15 different strategies to stabilize its
finances and increase residents’ quality of life. One of the
initiatives, designated NextGen Neighborhoods, has proved
particularly inflammatory. The plan describes the strategy
as “activating a limited number of underutilized sites with
potential market value into mixed-income development.” In
Photo Source: NYCHA

other words, NYCHA plans to to build a mix of 50/50 and
100% affordable buildings as infill within public housing
campuses in high-rent neighborhoods such as Wyckoff
Gardens in Gowanus and the Holmes Towers in East
Harlem.
Resident’s concerns
about the infill strategy
center on the lack of
community input in
the process and more
general worries about
the
privatization
of public housing.
While NYCHA is
making efforts to
engage
residents
through committees
that will influence
development plans, the Authority has
made it clear that it will move forward
with infill development regardless
of community opposition.2,3 Some
NYCHA residents are not opposed to
infill, but they want more influence
over the process.
Others are more outspoken
critics, such as members of the
tenant and public housing advocacy
organization Community Voices
Heard (CVH), who organized a
walkout demonstration at a NYCHA
outreach meeting at the Holmes
Towers development. A CVH press
release stated that, “while Mayor
de Blasio and NYCHA Chair Shola
Olatoye say that this is the only way
to raise sufficient resources to preserve
the housing stock, residents believe
that the lack of deeply affordable units
being proposed will only exacerbate
gentrification in their communities
and that NYCHA residents will
not get enough out of this deal.”4
Opponents argue that the privatization of public housing
caters to
profit-seeking enterprises with little benefit
i
n
return.

Is

NextGen Neighborhoods
necessary?

NYCHA faces a legitimate
budget crisis. The
A u t h o r i t y ’s
operating
expense deficit
runs in the tens of
millions of dollars
per year, but most
alarmingly, it estimates
its overall capital needs

at $17 billion. The federal government has cut about $85
million from each of its operating and capital budgets each
year since 2001, but sources - including NYCHA - point to
mismanagement as a large factor.
In 2011, the Authority
hired
the
Boston
Consulting Group to
“achieve greater efficiency
and
effectiveness.”5
The
consultants
made a series of
recommendations that
were estimated to bring
NYCHA $70 million
in cost savings and $55
million in revenue by
2016: a total of $125
million over four years.
This analysis was limited to NYCHA’s
internal operations and did not
include its front-line services.
The findings of the consultants
reinforce a widely-held view of
NYCHA’s management—it’s hard
to enter a malfunctional, moldy
NYCHA building without getting
the impression that there’s something
seriously wrong with how the entity
is run. BCG identified some principal
challenges: under-funded capital,
27
“fragmented procurement activities,”
inefficient and duplicative support
functions, poorly implemented IT
systems, and “ineffective resource
deployment” (primarily meaning its
use of labor and staffing). They point
to the example of NYCHA paying
between $8 and $28 for a gallon
of white paint and, astoundingly,
spending about $5 million to manage
inventory of the same value.5 A Daily
News investigation from 2015 found
that NYCHA had discarded roughly
$550,000 worth of unused inventory in just a few weeks.
The author Greg Smith reported that “thousands of
items sat around so long or weren’t ordered thoughtfully
in the first place that they’re now out of date or just plain
useless.” NYCHA did not keep a comprehensive inventory
of the items it stored in 5,000 different spaces across the city,
and had a $4.3 million gap between its general ledger and
actual inventory. Another Daily News article written in 2012
quotes former NYCHA Chair John Rhea asserting he didn’t
know the value of all unusable inventory while they were
counting it, but it would “‘certainly’ total ‘tens of millions
of dollars.’”6 These incidents suggest dismal operating
practices, with huge inventory losses due to a serious lack
of organizational oversight. While the unaccounted-for $4.3
million would not remedy the Authority’s massive deficit, it
signals worrisome mismanagement practices.
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NYC Comptroller Scott Stringer
published in 2014 an investigation of
NYCHA’s management and fiscal practices.
Stringer found that NYCHA had forgone a
total of $692 million by neglecting to secure
available funding for energy efficiency
improvements and foregoing revenue from
the conversion of apartments to Section 8
under the Rental Assistance Demonstration
program, and from other available HUD
funding. 7 The Citizens Budget Commission
published a report in 2015 on NYCHA’s
financial health that found that the sources
of NYCHA’s deficits were insufficient
operating subsidies, low income from nonrental sources such as ground floor retail,
low levels of rent collection, and inflated
personnel expenses.5

Is NextGen Neighborhoods a
good policy?
All graphics by Lucy Block

An
assessment
of
NextGen
Neighborhoods must consider NYCHA’s

overall budget needs and its value as just one of 15 strategies
in the NextGen plan. NYCHA plans to generate $300-600
million over the next 10 years from new buildings that are
50% market rate and 50% affordable. It expects an additional
$100-200 million from 100% affordable buildings.
NYCHA’s infill strategy is listed as Strategy #10 out of
the 15 that make up the NextGen plan. It is by no means the
only strategy expected to produce large quantities of revenue
or savings over a ten-year period. Strategies to improve
NYCHA’s finances include:
• City relief of Payment in Lieu of Taxes charged
to NYCHA, producing operating savings of $30
million per year
• Improvement of rent collection (currently at 74%),
for an increase of revenue up to $30 million per year
• Increase in parking rates for a revenue increase of up
to $5 million per year

Is it worth it?

The infill plan will likely not make or break NYCHA’s
finances. The Mayor and NYCHA’s chair declare it raises a
critical amount of revenue, but Comptroller Stringer and
advocacy group Community Voices Heard argue there are
other revenue sources that should be used instead.
Community Voices Heard called on the City and State
governments to each provide $2 billion in funding for capital
repairs over the next fiscal year.8 One Holmes tower resident
asked, “How can the government find $4 billion to fund
a Penn Station renovation but find no money for public
housing?”3 A Wyckoff resident and former tenant association
president argued that “the state and city should each invest
$1 billion each year in NYCHA’s capital repairs. ‘I just don’t
understand why they can’t reinvest in public housing.’”2
Comptroller Stringer argues that surplus funding from
the Battery Park City Authority should be directed to
NYCHA’s capital needs. Battery Park City is a large mixeduse development site that is managed by a public benefit
corporation, the Battery Park City Authority. Stringer’s office
estimates that BPCA could contribute $40 million annually
to NYCHA’s budget, for a total increase in revenue of $400
million over 10 years. This represents the low end of the total
potential revenue projected from NextGen Neighborhoods.
In their 2015 report, CBC outlined its recommended
strategies to address NYCHA’s operating deficits:
• Raise operating revenues from non-rental income
for $39 million of revenue annually
• Raise $29 million annually by charging market rate
for parking spaces, increasing fees for appliances, 29
expanding commercial activities, and charging rent
to nonprofit tenants
• Streamline management and reduce staff
redundancies for savings of $33 million annually by
2019
• Transfer responsibility for community and senior
centers to city agencies and nonprofits for savings of
• Reduction in staff by approximately 1,000 employees
$19 million annually
(of about 11,000 currently), saving $90 million per
•
Use Job Order
year in operating
Contracting
for
expenses
routine
maintenance
• Acquisition of How can the government find $4 billion to limit overtime and
$300
million
utilize private property
to fund a Penn Station Renovation
from the City
management companies
and State to
for annual savings of $68
but find no money for public housing?
fulfill
$600
million
million of capital
There have been
needs for roof
many recommendations
repairs
put forward by external stakeholders to improve NYCHA’s
• Conversion of units to Section 8 for a total ten year finances that do not include infill, but the de Blasio
revenue of $730 million and reduction of capital Administration insists it will move forward: as Chairwoman
needs by $3 billion
Olatoye puts it, “we believe inaction is unacceptable.”9 Their
Before including projected revenue from infill, the determination may be explained in part by the fact that the
NextGen plan would produce up to $1.2 billion of operating infill plan bolsters de Blasio’s ten-year goal to create 80,000
fund savings, $1.1 billion of increased revenue, and $3.6 new units of affordable housing as part of his Housing New
billion of reduction in capital needs over the course of 10 York plan.
years. The projected $400-800 million of potential revenue
from infill represents 7-14% of the entire budgetary increase The problem of privatization
over a no-action scenario.
Privatization is by no means a new fiscal strategy, yet it
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politicians such as Mayor de Blasio. It was much less
surprising from a mayor like Michael Bloomberg, who came
to city leadership directly from the private sector and was
immensely pro-business. Many critics of NextGen NYCHA
are not willing to entrust the private sector with the wellbeing
of public housing residents. Keeping a neoliberal lens in
focus, the infill plan risks compromising the fundamental
purpose of public housing, which is to provide people shelter
purely for their necessity and benefit. Introducing a profit
motive could be a move towards its end.

Conclusion

Budgeting is political, and the issue of NYCHA’s
NextGen Neighborhoods infill plan is representative of
that aphorism. The City administration presents infill as
an absolute necessity in its quest to revive public housing;

however, the validity of the plan is not at all absolute. Among
all political and fiscal strategies, it is impossible that infill
would be the only strategy capable of saving NYCHA, and
unlikely that it is even the best—though that depends where
your priorities lie.
Infill would produce a relatively small financial
benefit for NYCHA when compared to its myriad and
broad strategies to improve over the next ten years. Thus,
there is a justified argument to be made that NextGen’s infill
development component should be scrapped for something
else.
Residents, advocacy organizations, elected officials,
the Mayor, and NYCHA itself all agree that NYCHA needs
fixing, but the road to get there will be shaped by a political
struggle over the infill issue and others as the Authority tries
to get itself on course.
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