LETTER FROM

THE EDITOR
H

ome. It’s “where the heart is,” as Pliny the Elder once said. This concept really
started to resonate with me since not only is this our “Housing Issue” of the
Urban Review, but also because I am graduating this semester. I am leaving my
home in the ugly green walls of the GUAPA lounge and the irritating escalators of
the Hunter West building. I will no longer get to sneak a peek at Professor Gross’
gorgeous view of Midtown or enjoy the oily, yet delicious chicken tenders in the
cafeteria. I, like several of our staff members this semester, will be saying goodbye to
a place, a department, an important lifestage I have come to call “home.”
It’s frightening to move on from a place or a lifestyle you’ve grown so accustomed
to. That transition is even harder when the decision is made for you because of a
new, city-wide plan, a flawed justice system, a changing housing structure, or even
gentrification itself. In the midst of this housing debate happening in cities around
the world, it’s easy to forget what “a home” could really mean for people. For some,
it’s a place to crash after researching for hours in the New York Public Library; for
others, it’s the sunny, unexplored trails of your neighborhood park, an apologetic
relief from the sometimes hostile city life. Home can even be a group of people,
professors and administrators, who have guided you, comforted you, challenged you
along a piece of your life journey.
As planners and policymakers in the Hunter College Urban Policy and Planning
Department, we view the city, whatever city it may be, as our home. And we want
2 that home to be inviting for everyone, including our transgender neighbors and the
senior citizens in Brownsville. Our students are working on creative ways to make
our cities feel like home for everyone whether it be through health assessments,
public open space improvements, or the building of sustainable, permanent,
affordable housing units. Our community here at Hunter believes in engaging with
communities across New York City and beyond to figure out exactly what kind of
home they want to live in and how we can achieve that goal together.
Over the last two years of study, engagement, and debate, I think I have finally
figured out what a “home” is. Through this program, I’ve had the opportunity to
learn more about not just the city I’ve always wanted to call home, but also about
the people who really make it a “home.” It is with them, along with my colleagues,
friends, and professors, that I have discovered the ways we can make a difference be
it through policymaking, design, community activism, or planning. We have the
ideas, inspiration, and drive we need to transform our world into the place we all
have always wanted to live in.
It is now that I finally think I understand what “home” really means, and it is
here, in the urban world, that my heart truly lives.
Melanie Breault
Editor-in-Chief
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INTERVIEW
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AN INTERVIEW WITH

VICTORIA
JOHNSON
Victoria Johnson is the newest member of the Urban Policy and Planning Department family. She
will begin her role as Associate Professor in Fall 2017, but in the meantime, she is completing a
fellowship with the Cullman Center for Writers and Scholars at the New York Public Library.
What compelled you to apply for a position
in the Urban Policy and Planning Depart4 ment at Hunter College?

I

love New York City, but that is not
the only reason I applied. My dad, a
native New Yorker, is a retired professor
of urban planning. His career has been
focused, in large part, on the history of
New York City planning, so I grew up in
a house with maps of New York from every era on the walls. We had great planning books on the shelves, such as Caro’s
The Power Broker, and I grew up hearing about Robert Moses and Jane Jacobs
at the dinner table. So this field was in
my family, my mind, and my heart very
early. My mother also studied planning,
and our childhood trips often involved
learning about cities and public spaces.
I grew up acutely aware of the extent to
which the way a city is built fosters or
hinders the exercise of citizenship.

I will teach a course this fall on
non-profit organizations that will be
complementary to the courses already
offered on non-profits. My course will
focus mainly on giving the students an
overview of the non-profit sector in the
United States, including all the different

You mentioned that you specialize in
non-profit organizations. How did you get
interested in that?
My parents were and are big volunteers. My mother’s whole career was
in public libraries; these are public organizations that also depend on private
philanthropy. I grew up in a house where
there was a lot of attention to the ques-

tion of what kinds of organizations make
a good society, permit people to realize
their potential, and help people who are
in difficult circumstances. When I was
studying sociology for my PhD from
Columbia, I was particularly interested
in arts organizations; it was really my
interest in the arts that got me studying
non-profits, because I was aware how
much the arts in the U.S. are created in
non-profits rather than through government institutions. I was personally really interested in opera, having studied
classical voice. I got interested in how
opera houses run and why some people
love opera while others can’t stand it. As
an adult, how do you end up liking one
art form over another? Sociology was a
great field to explore my questions, and
I ended up doing my dissertation on the
Paris Opera.
As you know, my research was historical, not contemporary. I was fascinated with how when you are founding
an organization that will be doing something completely new you have to work
extremely hard to persuade people who
can’t see what you have in your head of
the validity of your vision, and that it’s
worthwhile to fund it. When the Paris
Opera was founded in 1669 under Louis
XIV, there was no such thing as French
opera. It was a moment when the man
who founded the Paris Opera had to ex-

build a LEED building. I began to look
more closely at botanical gardens, and I
realized they are the exact analogue to
opera houses in the natural-environment
sphere, in the sense that they are similarly structured and their founding histories
are often the same as “high culture” organizations such as opera houses, in so far
as many elites in American cities formed
these organizations that were modeled
on European cultural and scientific organizations. For example, some of the

of history, sociology, and art. What is your
advice to students that are just starting in
the program or that are trying to find their
own specialization?

One thing that is so great about
getting older is that you realize the extent to which your learning in college or
graduate school stays with you. We keep
learning from past lessons, even though
they are in the past. It’s like walking
Your portrait was taken at the New York
past a building over and over; one day
Public Library on 42nd Street. For those
we suddenly come around a
that don’t know, can you tell us
what you are doing there?
Cities can’t function without organizations, new corner and see a different part of it. I think really
I have a fellowship at the and often don’t function because of intransigent alert, dedicated, and curious
students keep learning from
New York Public Library, at
organizational cultures and bureaucracy.
their teachers and from their
the Cullman Center for Scholclasses for decades. What I’ve
ars and Writers, which is a center that gives fellowships each year to 15 same families that founded the Metro- realized, as I’ve gotten older, and from
writers and professors who are working politan Opera went on to found the New my teaching experience, is that we canon books for which they need to consult York Botanical Garden in the Bronx. not predict what is going to become incollections in the Public Library. The Even though opera and plants seem very teresting to us. The thing that I counsel
New York Public Library has an incred- different, when you look at these organi- students to try to cultivate is flexibility
ible archival collection, and the primary zations from the point of view of an or- and openness, because we have no idea
sources I am using this year are mostly ganizational theorist, there are incredible what will spark us; it sometimes happens by accident. I try to remind my
from the Eighteenth Century. The fel- similarities.
students to latch onto topics that absorb
lowship, by paying your salary for a year,
permits you to sit in that amazing, beau- What upcoming projects are you excited them so much they don’t know that time
is passing. Find a career that builds on
tiful building and work on your project about?
that topic, because that is what will make
in the company of 14 other writers. We
each give a talk on our research and also
At the moment, I can’t see past my your job feel like play. I have found that
have informal conversations about our current book, which is about the first bo- in many different aspects of my own ca- 5
work. There are poets, playwrights, nov- tanical garden in the United States. I’ve reer, and I am grateful for that.
elists, journalists, and historians. It’s an been doing research for about 5 years,
incredible place.
on and off. I’ve worked in 20 different
archives around the world to follow the
Your first book, “Backstage at the Revo- founder’s studies and influences, and
lution: How the Royal Paris Opera Sur- those of the circles he was active in. This
vived the End of the Old Regime,” fo- fellowship year is the first time I have had
cused on an organizational trajectory in the a lengthy period of time to sit down and
past, while your recent research focuses on write the manuscript, and I’m now nearan issue in the present, sustainability. Can ing the end of the first draft, so this will
you tell us why you moved from one topic to be in my life for a while.
the other and compare both studies?
And I am really excited about teaching master’s students. At the University
I’ve always had a strong interest in of Michigan, I taught on non-profits at
the natural environment in addition to the undergraduate level, and undergradmy interest in arts organizations. When uates are often not sure how they will use
I was done with all my work on the Par- the study of organizations when they go
is Opera, I started looking around for out in the world. I am excited to teach
a new area to work on, one connected planning students, in particular. Cities
with the natural environment. Some can’t function without organizations,
years ago, I happened to be talking to and often don’t function because of inan older graduate student at the Uni- transigent organizational cultures and
versity of Michigan, where I was teach- bureaucracy. I am excited to bring to the
ing, who mentioned that she had been students the most sophisticated thinking
on the board of a non-profit botanical about organizations of the last 100 years,
garden that had the first LEED-certified and I hope to provide the sort of mental
building in the country to be built in a toolkit that comes from studying organibotanical garden. I thought that it was zational theory.
really intriguing that a botanical garden,
which seemed to me from the outside This field is interdisciplinary by nature.
like a super-“green” organization, would For example, your work contains elements
Photo courtesy of Lara Moran.

When do you start teaching here and do you
know what courses you will be teaching?

sub-sectors: education, health, religion,
natural environment, social services, and
so on. The course will have a special focus on how those organizations contribute to the life of cities; we know in New
York City how incredibly important they
are. We will also spend a little time looking at differences between the American
non-profit sector and non-profit sectors
internationally, because we have a very
special history when it comes to the support of charitable institutions, both legally and financially. We have one of the
most developed private charitable sectors
in the world. Many other countries have
the same charitable impulses, but express
them through government structures,
and I think it’s important for students
to see the differences between what we
have here and what other countries have.
Many of the students at Hunter are international, and it will be interesting to
get their perspective in the classroom.

plain to people what he could hear and
see in his head, but no one else could understand. I think that all entrepreneurs
who have a wild idea, no matter what the
time or place, whether it’s in the private
sector, nonprofits, or government, have
to be extremely creative and resourceful
in trying to get that idea across when no
one else can see it yet.
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AN INTERVIEW WITH

MELISSA
HALDEMAN
Last year, Melissa Haldeman left her job as Program Administrator with the Department of
Urban Policy and Planning. While we miss her every day, we are happy to see her enjoying
her new job at the NYC Department of Parks & Recreation.
What brought you to the NYC Parks and
Recreation Department? What is a typical
6 workday like for you?

W

hen I graduated from the MUP
program, I wasn’t quite sure exactly what I wanted to do with my degree. In
some ways, I would have preferred to stay
in school indefinitely! Luckily, I ended up
working at Hunter, where I had the opportunity to keep my foot in the academic world while also meeting students and
alum working in a wide variety of jobs. As
students were coming to me for advice,
or alumni were checking in to share job
openings, I was also benefitting by getting great ideas from them through our
discussions! Over time I was able to make
more informed decisions about where I
wanted to go next. I knew I wanted to
work for the city for reasons both practical (good benefits, job security, family-friendly hours) and personal (wanting
to be part of the process of making New
York City work, wanting to make a difference). Working at Parks seemed the best
fit, given my interest in parks and public
spaces.
I’m the Program Development Coordinator for the Engineering Unit in the
Capital Projects Division. A typical work-

day is spent at my desk and in meetings.
I’m responsible for tracking and prioritizing a high volume of engineering design
support for our landscape architecture
teams. This involves a lot of coordination with other divisions and collecting
information from various sources to keep
things moving on schedule.
For example, an average park reconstruction project can have several
different engineering elements: drinking
fountains, spray showers, drainage system
(civil engineering); park security lighting,
sensors for spray showers (electrical engineering); adding a new handball court
wall or ADA-accessible ramp (structural
engineering). A recreation center might
need a new air conditioning system or
pool dehumidification unit (mechanical
engineering).
You left the Urban Policy and Planning Department last year. How long had you been
at Hunter and what was your favorite part
about your Program Administrator job?
I worked at Hunter for about three
years. I learned so much about how an
academic department functions, both
within the college and within the larger
shell of CUNY. I also had the opportu-

nity to serve, in an advisory role, on the
admissions committee for the MUP and
MSUA programs. I really enjoyed seeing
the diversity of experience and background of the program’s applicants. I also
got a lot of satisfaction from being an ongoing resource for the students, whether
it be something straightforward like making sure they have access to the listserv or
something more involved like strategizing
the best way to find an internship in their
area of interest.
You are also an alum of the Urban Planning master’s program. What was your area
of focus and why did you choose that concentration?

experience working in the public sector.
Working for a small non-profit (PPS) was
a positive experience, but it also helped
me realize I’d prefer to work in a larger
organization.

I couldn’t say! It’s a great research
question. I can tell you what I think
makes NYC Parks stand out. We have
some great programs and initiatives that
are rooted in the principles of social jusDid you begin working for the department
tice and community based planning. This
right after you graduated? What other planning related jobs have you had either after What do you think are the most pressing is- is not surprising, given that the Commisgraduation or while you were obtaining sues facing urban planners and policy mak- sioner, Mitchell Silver, is an alum of the
ers today? What do you wish more planners MUP program. One is the Community
your degree?
would focus on?
Parks Initiative, which directs resources
to parks that really need them: neighborI interviewed for the position about
I’m sure there are numbers of issues hood parks in densely populated and/or
six months after I graduated, but it took
another few months to get hired. Anyone that are pressing, but the one that comes lower-income areas that are overdue for
who has worked for CUNY or for a city to mind is regional planning. There was a reconstruction and renovation. We also
agency knows that it can take a long time great op-ed in the New York Times recent- have Parks Without Borders, a design inito get from the interview to a start date. ly about re-envisioning the United States tiative aimed at making parks more welAs I mentioned above, when I graduated, as seven mega-regions instead of 50 dis- coming and accessible to everyone by betI was not quite ready for a focused job tinct states called, “A New Map for Amer- ter integrating them with adjacent spaces
search and still figuring things out. When ica” by Parag Khanna. As just about any such as sidewalks and plazas, and re-acI heard that Hunter UAP (now UPP) was MUP or MSUA would know from tak- tivating underused park areas as comhiring, I jumped at the chance.
munity gathering areas where
It was great timing – I was go- As just about any MUP or MSUA would know all ages are welcome. Both of
ing back to work after being a
these initiatives draw heavily
from taking Structure of the Urban Region,
stay-at-home-mom/grad-stuon community input to help
creating opportunities for effective regional
dent for three years, and it was
determine priorities and proa relief to re-enter the workgramming options.
planning is challenging when funding and
force in a place where I already
Finally, we have the Capgovernance is defined by state lines.
knew who I’d be working with,
ital Projects Tracker, which is
what would be expected of me,
a great resource for anyone to
and in a field that I enjoyed!
ing Structure of the Urban Region, cre- find out what’s happening with the park
As a student, I interned at the Proj- ating opportunities for effective regional in his or her neighborhood. It’s an in- 7
ect for Public Spaces and also for a NYC planning is challenging when funding teractive resource that allows the user to
Councilmember. I’m really glad I did two and governance is defined by state lines.
find out if there are any capital projects
internships – they were both unpaid (I
planned in a particular area – it’s also a
earned academic credit for one) but in What makes the NYC Parks Department great tool for finding out when conthe end it was worth it. Working in the different from other parks departments in struction will be completed on a project,
community office of a councilmember this country?
which is understandably one of our most
gave me lots of practical, nuts-and-bolts
popular questions. I like the transparency of this feature, and I think it’s a also
a good resource for community organizations.
Whyte, and “Finding Lost Space: Theories
of Urban Design” by Roger Trancik are
two great books on this subject.

What makes the Urban Policy and Planning Department different from other urban policy and planning programs? How is
it better or worse?

My concentration was “Housing and
the Built Environment (including Urban
Design and Historic Preservation).” I
chose that concentration once I realized I
was gravitating towards its courses: Urban
Design, Site Planning Workshop, and
Regulating Urban Form. One of the most
interesting aspects of being a planner, to
me, is considering the “big picture” of
the built environment as it has developed
over time, and how urban design can
influence human behavior. “The Social
Life of Small Urban Spaces” by William

The Hunter UAP program provides
a great balance of theory and practice,
and the strong alumni network in New
York City is a big asset. I didn’t really consider any other schools when I was applying – I was already in New York and had
no intention of leaving, so my choices
were limited to local options. The value
and the quality of the program made the
decision very easy.

Photo courtesy of Rashedul Hasan Deepon.
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The False Promise of NYC’s Mandatory
Inclusionary Housing Plan
By Katie Lyon-Hart

I

n 2014, Mayor Bill de Blasio put
forth an ambitious plan to address
New York City’s crisis-level shortage of affordable housing by building 80,000 new
affordable units and preserving 120,000
more. The plan to build new units depends to a large degree on implementation
of a new mandatory inclusionary housing
(MIH) requirement. Developers seeking
to build in communities that adopt this
requirement would have to set aside a
percentage of new apartments at one of
three affordability options determined
by the city. In order to make inclusionary housing worthwhile to developers, the
MIH plan calls for upzoning lower-density neighborhoods across the city to give
developers additional development rights
to build larger buildings so they can off-

set the cost of the affordable units and
still turn a profit. The City Council voted to approve the plan this March during
the city’s uniform land use review process
(ULURP) that began last September,
despite the community boards and four
out of five borough presidents having rejected the plan and citing a wide variety
of concerns.1 Undoubtedly, some of the
negative reaction to the plan derives from
the long history of NIMBYist disdain for
high-density affordable housing projects
and concerns over loss of parking in the
new Zoning for Quality and Affordability (ZQA) plan, the companion to MIH.2
However, some of the main concerns being voiced in community board meetings,
op-eds, and street protests today are that
the plan will not produce enough units

that are truly affordable to meet low-income New Yorkers’ housing needs and
will instead actively gentrify their neighborhoods, causing displacement of poorer and long-time residents. Community
members and borough presidents alike
have also bristled at what they feel is topdown planning without adequate consideration of the needs of individual communities, wealthy and poor alike.
I argue the MIH plan is neither a
good enough deal for developers to incentivize substantial affordable housing
development, nor is it strict enough to
promote affordability to meet the needs
of New Yorkers. MIH will actually have
the opposite effect: rather than bringing
affordable housing to New Yorkers who
need it, the plan will instead encourage

gentrification, displacement, and higher al bracket of 20% of units at 40% AMI While the MIH plan has received praise
rent burdens for low-income communi- (about $31,000) into the plan approved from real estate executives, suggesting a
ties. Finally, while inclusionary zoning by the City Council (see Graphic on p. willingness to utilize it,14 developers can
can generate affordable housing, it must 10).8 However, none of these options go hold onto land in an MIH district unbe strengthened and should be part of a far enough to address the core of New til market conditions or public policies
broader progressive, and aggressively pub- York City’s housing crisis or even its pop- change in their favor, stalling construction
ulation: almost one-third of New Yorkers of affordable units until the neighborhood
lic, housing strategy.
Under the current plan, MIH is not earn below 40% AMI and of the city’s 1.1 is already gentrified.15 They can also take
likely to produce enough affordable units million rent burdened households, 83% advantage of the MIH plan’s “Workforce
to meaningfully address the city’s overall are below 60% AMI.9 Of course, AMI in Option,” (a.k.a the “Gentrification Option,” according to housing
need. While it does make it
advocates) which allows conmandatory for developers to
Under the current plan, MIH is not likely
struction in mid-markets to set
create permanently affordable
to produce enough affordable units to
aside 30% affordable units at a
units in the communities that
meaningfully address the city’s overall need.
much higher price—affordable
choose to adopt this plan —
to 120% AMI—resulting in
mandatory affordability programs generally produce better results than New York City is already a flawed met- rents of $2,400 for those earning at least
voluntary and short-term ones3 — the ric since it includes the incomes of the $103,000 a year.16 If that neighborhood
plan’s current formula is not likely to pro- far wealthier Westchester, Rockland, and then becomes a hot market, the developer
duce affordable units without large subsi- Putnam counties to the north, yet policy- will reap huge profits without having gendies at high taxpayer cost. Because inclu- makers use it to determine affordability erated any deeply affordable units at all.17
sionary housing requires that market-rate standards, resulting in housing program Developers also have the option of placing
rents in a building be sufficiently high targets that do not reach the affordabili- the affordable units in an entirely separate
to subsidize the building’s below-market ty levels New Yorkers actually need. MIH building on-site or one that is off-site and
affordable rents, and because high- and is an unfortunate example of this, and in within the same community district or no
mid-rise construction is very expensive in fact, other housing programs already serve more than half a mile away. These off-site
New York City, developments in weaker the households at 60% AMI-and-above units will likely require public funding
markets will not be able to charge high targeted by the plan.10 In a December over time because landlords will have less
enough rents to subsidize an adequate 2015 study of East New York, the City incentive to maintain them as they would
number of affordable units.4 At no point Comptroller’s office reported that the units that were part of a single mixed-inin the foreseeable future will neighbor- majority of residents there make less than come building.18 Also, the fact that devel- 9
hoods like East New York and Jerome the 40% AMI needed to qualify for an opers can choose to locate affordable units
Avenue in the Bronx provide developers ‘affordable’ unit.11 Furthermore, even if relatively far from their new construction
with the same return as the Williamsburg the city works with developers to achieve means that those living in the off-site
waterfront5 (which was also upzoned, des- a generously estimated possible 3,447 af- apartments will lose out on proximity to
ignated an inclusionary district, and still fordable units for the neighborhood (to quality schools, transportation, and emproduced few affordable apartments6), be achieved through additional subsidies), ployment opportunities.19 A study by the
making it unlikely these neighborhoods 55% of neighborhood residents would Association for Neighborhood and Houswill generate a significant number of af- still not be able to afford the affordable ing Development (ANHD) concluded
fordable units. According to
that, in fact, most units would
The term “mandatory” is also somewhat
models by Bay Area Economend up being built off-site.20
ics (contracted by the city), in
misleading since there are so many exceptions In this light, the plan appears
more generous to developers
order to entice developers to
that developers can take advantage of.
than it does to communities.
build the desired level of 25Instead of producing a sig30% affordable apartments in
strong markets, or to build any affordable units; meanwhile, 84% would not be able nificant quantity of units at a price affordapartments at all in weaker-to-moderate to afford any of the market rate units cre- able to targeted communities, the MIH
plan would largely have the opposite efmarkets, the city would need to provide ated under the plan either.12
The term “mandatory” is also some- fect and cause gentrification and displace
them with 421a tax subsidies or relax the
what misleading since there are so many local communities. Although much of the
income requirements for affordability.7
The units created from the MIH plan exceptions that developers can take ad- progressive push for inclusionary zoning
will largely be unaffordable to existing res- vantage of. Developers have the option of derives from the Civil Rights Movement’s
idents in areas targeted for rezoning. The having the MIH requirements reduced or anti-segregation efforts to reverse the exinitial plan called for 25-30% of units waived if they can prove significant finan- clusionary impacts of zoning and other
to be targeted to households earning 60- cial hardship—an exception policymakers land use policies on communities of col80% of area median income (AMI), or argue is necessary in order to protect the or,21 inclusionary zoning may actually
roughly $46,000-$62,000 for a couple MIH plan from a legal challenge that the contribute to segregation along class lines.
with one child, and recent community or- plan constitutes a “taking” or infringe- In order for it to generate any affordable
ganizing efforts helped insert an addition- ment on the rights of the private sector.13 units, inclusionary zoning must necesU R B A N R E VI E W S P R I N G 2 016

OPTIONS DEVELOPERS HAVE UNDER MANDATORY
INCLUSIONARY HOUSING
OPTION 1: 20% OF HOUSING AT AN AVERAGE OF 40% AREA MEDIAN INCOME

TARGET INCOME
$31,080*

AFFORDABLE
RENT
$775*

OPTION 2: 25% OF HOUSING AT AN AVERAGE OF 60% AREA MEDIAN INCOME

TARGET INCOME
$46,620*

AFFORDABLE
RENT
$1,150
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OPTION 3: 30% OF HOUSING AT AN AVERAGE OF 80% AREA MEDIAN INCOME

TARGET INCOME
$62,150

AFFORDABLE
RENT
$1,550

OPTION 4: 30% OF HOUSING AT AN AVERAGE OF 120% AREA MEDIAN INCOME

AFFORDABLE
RENT
$2,350

Source: Department of City Planning, *Added March 2016. Target income is for 3 person household to qualify for subsidy. Affordable Rent
is the rent for a two-bedroom apartment considered affordable. Options 4 renters receive no direct subsidy. Graphic courtesy of Katie Garrett.

placed without significant value captured
for the original residents. For example, the
2005 Williamsburg-Greenpoint rezoning
ignored community input and developed
197a plan for the area, which replaced
manufacturing land with a high-density
residential area at a sharp loss of manufacturing jobs.29 Despite an inclusionary
housing designation that was supposed to
generate 33% affordable units by 2013,
only 13% of total housing was being
rented at affordable rates. Meanwhile, the
number of housing units with monthly
rents over $2,000 increased by 687% with
median gross rents (adjusted for inflation)
rising from $949 to $1,603 per month.
Median household incomes jumped from
$46,255 to $71,325, while the Hispanic population dropped by 2,500 and the
white population increased by 5,500.30
Although such a large-scale transforma-

tion is certainly less likely for neighborhoods in weaker markets, communities
where gentrification is already in play are
justifiably worried about their prospects if
they are rezoned.
The alternatives are to profoundly strengthen the MIH plan or to reject
inclusionary housing altogether in favor
of publicly developed affordable housing and other measures. In December
2015, all but 15 of the city’s 59 community boards voted to disapprove the MIH
plan, and all but 9 rejected the companion
ZQA proposal, most of which cited similar variations on the concerns discussed
above.31 The Real Affordability For All
coalition, representing community and
tenant groups and unions across the city,
called for the MIH plan to limit the density awarded to developers as-of-right in
the rezonings and instead require them to
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sarily produce a much greater amount of
market rate housing, which, when newly
located in lower-income communities,
raises property values and rents, making
neighborhoods ultimately less affordable
than they were before.22 As market pressures increase, lower income households
become extremely rent burdened until
they can no longer afford to live in the
neighborhood and move out. The average rent burden for poor New Yorkers in
gentrifying neighborhoods in 2015 was
61% percent of their income.23 As property values increase and larger construction
is allowed under the rezonings, landlords
become increasingly incentivized to push
out tenants (rent stabilized or otherwise)
and sell their properties to speculative developers.24
On top of this, because the city’s affordable housing lotteries only give limited preference to local residents, half of
new affordable units would go to New
Yorkers from outside the neighborhood.
Of course, New Yorkers from every
neighborhood deserve a shot at affordable housing, but this would likely further destabilize existing local communities. In the East New York example, the
analysis by the City Comptroller shows
a maximum of only 1,724 of the potential affordable units developed would be
set aside for community residents, leaving 20,064 low-income households at
risk of displacement.25 The lottery system
further discriminates against communities that have experienced the full force
of mass incarceration, predatory equity,
and redlining. These and other discriminatory practices have saddled many New
Yorkers with the lack of a credit record, a
low-level arrest or conviction, or a spotty
employment history barring them from
lottery eligibility in the first place.26 Far
from producing desired broader social inclusion and economic fairness, inclusionary housing—particularly when tied to
large-scale rezonings—is destabilizing to
these low-income communities that may
depend on social cohesion and mutual
support for survival.27
While some argue that linking inclusionary housing to neighborhood rezonings is the best way of capturing increases
in land value for public benefit,28 communities that have undergone rezonings as
part of Mayor Bloomberg’s inclusionary
housing plan saw their neighborhoods
transformed and their communities dis-
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adhere to deeper affordability, hire locally, for appropriate community facilities and ing, developer concessions, community
and ensure creation of good jobs in order to services be located nearby to meet the benefits agreements, and environmental
take advantage of full development rights needs of existing, lower-income residents; review mitigations, can all be strengththrough a density bonus.32 Their plan did (b) ensure that the city determines tenant ened; however, the city can do much more
not challenge the fundamental premise of selection in affordable units, lest landlords to progressively charge landowners for ininclusionary housing but could, in the ap- unfairly discriminate; and (c) avoid grant- creases in land value, expand the amount
propriate market conditions, incentivize ing density bonuses or inclusionary hous- of land controlled through community
developers to build more deeply afford- ing exceptions that negate or undermine land trusts,42 and revive the in rem process
able units. Investigations by City Limits plans that have been developed with the of reclaiming tax-foreclosed properties
for public purpose.43 With the
and ANHD argue that the Bay
New York City Housing AuNew Yorkers from every neighborhood
Area Economics study reveals
thority’s capital budget facing
developers in the strongest
deserve a shot at affordable housing, but
dollar deficit,
markets could still profit under
this would likely further destabilize existing athemulti-billion
city should also rethink the
stricter requirements, so while
local communities.
wisdom of spending billions of
building new affordable units
public dollars to subsidize priin weaker markets may still
be unfeasible with inclusionary housing, local community.38 While planners may vate development rather than investing
there is great potential for building new have a tendency to see communities’ re- in expanding its most precious affordable
affordable units in areas like Manhattan’s jection of the MIH plan as mere NIMBY- housing resource: 178,000 units of public
core.33 ANHD concluded that such loca- ism, community groups are voicing strong housing.44
tions could support developments with reactions to a long history of mayors and
To achieve such political victories,
up to 50% of units set aside at 60% AMI, the City Planning department inhibiting housing advocates and city officials have
double the number that made its way into or disregarding their local planning efforts a mammoth task of shifting the political
the final plan.34 However, the City Limits and burdening communities in the outer conversation away from the inalienable
report also argues the MIH plan is a result boroughs with developments that do not rights of developers and private property
not of a scientific formula but of conscious provide for local needs.39
and instead articulating the view, widely
Ultimately, however, Marcuse and accepted in other European governments
and cautious choices to keep developers
happy and maintain the city’s image as others argue that “the responsibility to that “increases in land values do not gen“open for business,”35 so ultimately, it may pursue equity in housing is a public, not erally result from the owner’s unaided efbe difficult for the city to pursue stronger a private, responsibility,” so while the pri- forts, but rather from public investments
12 inclusionary requirements given the great- vate sector may be smartly leveraged to and government decisions, and are thereer political clout of developers compared fulfill a public objective, public-private fore in whole or part ‘unearned.’”45 With
to that of community groups.
partnerships cannot be expected to solve such an understanding, it might be posOthers argue that making MIH a the problem.40 The city must do more to sible to adopt housing policies that “recitywide program would be highly effec- “achieve public benefits commensurate to capture or eliminate what are considered
tive in the long run, although of course the value developers gain from upzonings to be windfall profits associated with land
politically difficult in the short term. Un- and infrastructure improvements,”41 both development”46 instead of giving unnecsurprisingly, in a study of inclusionary through public policy and by encourag- essary incentives to developers through
programs across the country, researchers ing a shift in public opinion. The current costly tax subsidies and abatements, or
found that “localities that have fostered tools the city uses to capture increased through development rights that undergreater political will to support afford- land value, including inclusionary hous- mine community livability.
able housing and build acceptance in the
development community that providing
affordable housing is ‘the cost of doing
business’ tend to have more productive
programs.”36 While the New York City
Department of City Planning argues that
a universal MIH program would depress
housing development overall, such a program could also lower the cost of land
prices that have been excessively inflated
due to speculation, adjusting the market
to a new baseline over time while establishing greater equity across the city.37
Urban planner Peter Marcuse argues
that for any inclusionary policy to work
and protect against gentrification and displacement, it must (a) require sufficient
affordable units in any building in order
Photo courtesy of Nina Young.
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entrification is an entangled mix of
growth and change, of economic opportunities leveraged by neighborhood
loss. The meaning is convoluted and highly
contextual, which impedes fortifying action and fosters public misunderstanding.
Amidst the fray, researchers must untangle
the causal chains to arm policy-makers and
community organizations with the frameworks to intervene decisively to manage
growth, foster economic development, and
mitigate displacement. In New York City—
where the demand for housing continues
to rise, housing stock only grows marginally, and wages are stagnant—gentrification edges into low-income neighborhoods
causing displacement. Butted against this
narrative of community loss is the counter
view of renewal and revival—the remaking
of disinvested neighborhoods ready to be
discovered. As dominant voices tussle for

headlines, leading anti-gentrification advocate, Tom Slater, petitions for humanizing
the discussion beyond buzzwords.
The task for critical urban scholars is to
reject the celebration of gentrification and
the denial of displacement by reorienting
the debate away from the positivist humdrum of independent variables drawn from
survey categories (legitimized by appeals to
‘policy relevance’), and towards a sturdier
analytical, political, and moral framework
rooted in housing as a question of social
justice, and in particular, housing as a human right and a basic human need.1
Gentrification is as contentious academically as it is in popular culture. It exceeds urban economic development agendas attracting the capitalist true believers
and utilitarians, and in doing so, it calls
to action those who value individuals and
fine-grain ills. Gentrification, therefore,

embroils fundamental ideological adversaries; the common good theorist and the
humanist, grappling with the essential
question of housing as a right versus housing as a commodity. Despite these diametric
values of pure economy and rights based
approaches that frame the gentrification
and affordable housing discussion, we must
engage more deeply with these beliefs and
see beyond the media maneuvering, so that
solutions can be developed that engender
economic development, but are also committed to the unquantifiable value of social
capital and housing security for social justice.
To do so, we must challenge perceptions of displacement as a byproduct of development by illuminating economic and
political processes, and reframing gentrification as a direct manifestation of power
imbalances. Thereby, we create space withU R B A N R E VI E W S P R I N G 2 016

in the dialogue for the historic debts that
gentrification is predicated on to be re-evaluated in the context of contemporary policies such as inclusionary zoning. With
new productive space for discussion, and a
historical point of reference for inclusionary zoning, the hope is that an opportunity
will arise to temper the ideological debate
and return the discussion to one that both
values economic growth and private investment, and the distribution of dividends, so
success can be achieved in places that are
undergoing rezoning, like East New York.
Bringing agendas together is increasingly
important, as rates of gentrification in the
U.S. have risen from 9% during the 1990s,
to 20% in the 2000s.2 We must recapture
gentrification from the tyranny of the ideologies, which it has come to represent, in
the hope that people will be at the center
of the discussion rather than acting as if
it’s a piñata for opposing schools within
economic development and urban public
policy.

having the greatest impact on low-income
residents and is at the heart of the debate.
Early discourse stressed gentrification-led
displacement: an injustice that could be
explained through the supply model of
economic theory, and more specifically the
‘Rent Gap Theory.’9 In contrast to the view
that the market was driving changes, the
post-industrial white-collar citizen—whose
lifestyle parted from the orthodox working
class—was also considered to be producing

however the aggregated data was suspected to conceal the impacts at the level of
individual households.18 Atkinson echoes
this sentiment, reminding us that it is “like
measuring the invisible: since most social
surveys are administered at place of residence, displaced households are, by definition, gone from the place where census takers are looking for them. Moreover, when
people are displaced, the survival strategies
they are forced to choose—doubling up
with friends or family, moving to another
city, couch-surfing, slipping into homelessness—usually render them invisible in
social surveys”.19 Reducing the impacts of
gentrification to narrow indicators has rebranded it as an economic development
tool, and detrimentally, deviated the agenda away from a rights-based approach to
housing.
In certain de-industrialized urban contexts, where historic residents have long
since departed and old factories and warehouses lie abandoned, the revitalizing forces of gentrification can be fulfilled without
causing displacement. This is distinctly different from untethered growth strategies in
cities with limited housing supply, which
see neighborhoods strategically rebranded to attract private investment with little
concern for heritage residents.

DEMYSTIFYING GENTRIFICATION
Gentrification is a political problem
of injustice in urban environments caused
by abrupt demographic changes in low-income neighborhoods that out price longtime residents. It has four components: “reinvestment of capital; social upgrading of
10 11
14 locale by incoming higher income groups; gentrification. Over time both the mar- THE ENGINE OF CHANGE
ket-forces
and
the gentrifiers themselves
Urban blight, private sector investlandscape change; and direct or indirect
displacement of low-income groups”.3 have become ubiquitous with gentrifica- ment, and demand for urban housing
12
stimulate gentrification. These factors can
Gentrification has been historically linked tion.
In the early 2000s narrow indicators of be reduced to economic prosperity and
to displacement, which is less measurable
and consequently, a point of contention. displacement started to unlink gentrifica- the ‘rise of the city;’ however, these market
mechanisms have been shaped
The existence of gentrification
by policy and remain tainted
is often identified as areas with
Gentrification is a political problem of
by hues of racial discrimination.
average incomes of $33,079,
injustice in urban environments caused by
Urban blight was a widespread
which over a ten-year period
problem in U.S. cities in the
experienced economic gains of
abrupt demographic changes in low-income
20th century. It emerged
$10,000.4
neighborhoods that out price long-time residents. early
out of the downtown disinvestIn its 50-year formal lifesment associated with the rise of
pan, gentrification has developed many forms and labels. With its tion and displacement. The two processes suburbanization and the associated ‘white
definition based in class distinction, ‘gen- have been uncoupled by number-oriented flight,’ and downsizing of industry. Disprotrification’ became a dirty word, and has displacement studies, which gained trac- portional capital spending left cities in disbeen periodically rebranded as ‘urban re- tion in an increasingly data-driven policy repair, resulting in crime, unemployment,
naissance,’ ‘urban regeneration,’ ‘urban context. In the 2000s, mobility research and eventually, urban decay.20 When the
redevelopment,’ and ‘urban sustainabili- reported that residents were not being demand ripens, urban decay provides the
ty’.5 In a contemporary context, favorable displaced at the rate that was previous- physical conditions amenable to gentrificaphysical conditions conducive to the phe- ly assumed.13 14 Freeman and Braconi, tion. Early demand welcomes private sector
nomena are good mass transit access, older who found that in the 1990s low-income investment, which can be explained by the
housing stock, and close proximity to the households were less likely to leave gentri- ‘Rent Gap Theory.’21 Investment is predicity center and higher income neighbor- fying neighborhoods than other parts of cated on this development opportunity
hoods.6 7 8 Gentrification can take the form the city, supported this.15 These have been and often stimulated by re-zoning or public
of large-scale state-led development (e.g. packaged together with studies of increased sector incentives (in the form of subsidies
demolition of public housing for mixed-in- diversity and neighborhood satisfaction to or tax abatements).22 Macro-trends, such as
come housing) or state-incentivized and refocus the gentrification debate on neigh- decentralization of power from the federal
market-driven gentrification. The mar- borhood-level economic prosperity.16 17 government, have also constricted the stateket-driven iteration in highly populated Other studies suggested that improving tax base, and in doing so have driven states
and rapidly growing industrialized cities is the neighborhood benefited all residents, to increase local revenue from property tax-

es. Gentrification, accordingly, becomes an
attractive tool for local economic redevelopment.23 This land-value profit potential
is partially made possible by deficiencies in
housing supply, the rising appeal of urban
living, and is a byproduct of the broader
urban-suburban inversion that has been
underway since the 1970s in the U.S. The
causes of urban blight are now the causes of
gentrification, as upwardly mobile (mostly) white people descend on the blighted
downtowns and urban neighborhoods.
An injustice that ignores the residents who
had no power to move then and who have
no power to stay now. These complexities
prevent pure economic development from
reasonably defining gentrification.
THE DEBATE & THE MEDIA
Gentrification is wedged between
purely economic and sociocultural paradigms, which are presented through human
rights and economic development debates
in the media. This draws attention to the
tensions between growth, inequality, and
human rights—the questions of exclusiveness or inclusiveness, and the perception
of outcomes as either accidents of development, or direct manifestations of imbalances in power. The two views are mirrored
in the media, telling opposing narratives to
capture public imagination and manufacture political will.

In the purely economic paradigm, gentrification is an economic development tool
that improves the overall utility of neighborhoods. Evolving from industrialization
neoliberal urbanization is remaking cities.
Along these lines, any negative effects of
gentrification can be reduced to the natural
‘trade-offs’ of trading housing as a market
commodity.24 Advocates for gentrification
encourage attracting upwardly mobile residents, as it fosters neighborhood prosperity,
improves amenity, and lowers crime. Gentrifiers bring intellectual capital to neighborhoods making them effective lobbyists
for better educational and civil institutions.25 They increase property taxes, which
can be used to support affordable housing
and stimulate the economy by generating
service sector employment.26 This is valued over the displacement of long-term
residents, which is downplayed as virtually
non-existent.27
Mobility analyses briefly acknowledge displacement; however, it is often
positioned as an ethical quandary allowing
utilitarian pragmatism to trump individual misfortune. Research has been confined
to studying the mobility of low-income
families away from gentrifying neighborhoods.28 Researchers have also commended
the retention of diversity in neighborhoods
and the overall improvement of education
rates.29 30 It is these transformational half-

truths that attempt to debunk fears of displacement and propose gentrification as a
market solution to the problem of urban
blight, segregation, and concentrations of
poverty, rather than seeing the problems
within gentrification itself. By limiting the
consequences to quantifiable indicators, the
ostensibly broad lines of inquiry coast over
the invisible rates of indirect displacement.
The public conversation is constructed
to position local governments and developers as the purveyors of public good. New
residents and businesses view themselves as
either positive agents of change or not individually impactful enough to be accountable. Often the subtext is that it is a natural process and an altruistic act from the
rich to the poor. At its extreme, it appeals
to a broader right wing, anti-government,
anti-welfare agenda that fundamentally
questions, “Do the poor have the right to
live in expensive areas?”31 Extremism aside,
the narrative is laced with an ambiguity
about the core issues, which is an active attempt to glamorize economic development
without addressing its multiple outcomes.
Expanding the definition of displacement
is central to the rights-based paradigm of
gentrification analysis.
Looking beyond the economic value of land, Neil Smith furthers his ‘Rent
Gap Theory’ by regarding social value,
over commercial value of land by express- 15
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ing the value of land as a “collective social
creation.”32 33 Making the case that, gentrification should be elevated beyond an
individual-level problem to a collective action problem worthy of public investment.
In striving to change the conversation, we
must remain cautious of how the choice of
indicators can unequally empower the debate.
Unpacking what can be cold data analyses, the sociocultural paradigm illuminates
the impacts of gentrification that are often
obscured from view.34 This model acknowledges the economic development success,
but primarily questions who it benefits.
In line with historical precedent, economic development occurs at the expense of
someone, and many argue that neoliberal
ideology is predicated on the notion that
for some to succeed others must not.35 In
this case, directly and indirectly displaced
residents shoulder the cost of neighborhood
development, as forced eviction and rising
house prices exclude them. Beyond individual losses, the community is stripped of
culture, diversity, and social capital.
The negative consequences of gentrification are all interconnected in a web
of suppression with social, economic, and
environmental impacts. Displacement and
economic seclusion are two central issues.
Direct displacement has dominated the
16 conversation; however, indirect displacement is equally problematic as it refers to
families doubling up, or moving after a
period of time when the financial burden
becomes too great. Spurring from indirect
and direct displacement is suburban poverty, loss of culture and diversity, social segregation, and time poverty. Suburban poverty is an emerging issue where the poor are
ousted to the suburbs, which lack the pub-

lic amenity necessary to support low-income households. Loss of culture and diversity occurs as people relocate out of the
city and when cultural groups are diluted
in changing neighborhoods. According to
the Center for Urban Research, Hispanics
made up 52.9% of southeastern Harlem’s
population in 2000. A decade later, that figure had fallen to 47.5% with whites taking
their place (11.5% before, 17.5% after).
As remaining residents are more sparsely represented, the political power dynamics
shift, social investment dwindles, and the
cost of living rises. African American power
has historically been concentrated in urban
centers with the dilution of African American communities; national black political
power has also been reduced. Accompanying the loss of political might is changing
political agendas in response to the new demographic. This can divert resources from
social agendas of poverty, unemployment,
and other supportive services and can redirect funding to non-essential infrastructure
and amenities, including dog parks, streetscapes, transportation, and so on. The social
investment deficiencies are compounded
by increasing rental costs, whereby reducing quality of life of low-income residents.
Consequently, where possible, residents
are strained to take on additional work,
increasing their time poverty. Combined
with increasing financial constraints and
loss of leisure time, residents can become
socially segregated, which is further spurred
by increasing neighborhood costs and the
loss of social networks as friends and relatives are priced out of these areas. Changing neighborhood amenity in the form of
adding restaurants, bars, and cafes that are
often too expensive for residents to partake
in, only exacerbates these feelings of social

isolation. A common problem experienced
by residents is loss of social capital, which
diminishes the ability of residents to cope
with changes. The social and individual economic consequences do not feature
meaningfully in the market-driven growth
agenda. However, it is evident that despite
some people remaining in gentrified neighborhoods, their experience is compromised
and often the integrity of neighborhoods
disintegrates.36
It is perhaps the original gentrification-displacement link that has both
helped and hindered the cause of long-term
residents. As ‘displacement’ has been tantamount to direct displacement in public
comprehension, it has come to define the
issue of gentrification, and, in doing so, has
concealed the other consequences. Each
individual struggle is written into media,
which tugs at the heartstrings of the consumers. In this case, the property developers, local governments, and “privileged lefty
urbanists” are to blame for the families and
small business owners who suffer under
new regimes.37 The goal is to convince the
public that gentrification has detrimental
impacts on individuals and neighborhoods.
The greatest challenge is being able to elevate the issue from an individual problem
to a common action problem, whereby attempting to challenge the “dominant culture [that] celebrates private consumption
and personal gain.”38 To these ends, the media tells stories in an attempt to humanize
gentrification beyond discrete data points.
Stories of the greedy developer transforming neighborhoods from “geographical areas languorously defined and populated by
communities, [into] brands methodically
built and monetized by corporations.”39
The struggling business owner and the
working poor, who fall victim to landlords
who “let building[s] deteriorate so much
that [they] can be knocked down...[or]
brib[e] building inspectors to evict tenants
illegally.”40
These two narratives frame the issue
of gentrification, unbridled economic development versus protecting the character
and cast of characters who define neighborhoods. The capitalist model facilitates
economic growth and has proven that markets dominate the present agenda without
attention for the “small-time” casualties.
Communicating displacement with narrowly defined indicators has been one of
the mechanisms that has enabled market
advocates to legitimize their side of the debate and create a space where it is difficult
to similarly quantify social ramifications,
and thus compete in the discourse. Given
the limitations in quantifying human outcomes, the discussion must continue to

broaden beyond discrete data points; otherwise, there will be a perpetual misalignment
in point of view that has and will continue
to polarize the debate and limit the prospect of producing actionable solutions. The
challenge ahead is to elevate gentrification
beyond the morality play and address the
“crucial political questions of how capitalist
urbanization and uneven development create profit and class privilege for some while
stripping many the human need of shelter,”41 while also finding proxy indicators
for displacement to strengthen the counterargument with numbers, and balance the
means and the ends to facilitate equitable
economic growth. In doing so, the hope is
to collect adversaries and refocus the discussion from ‘us and them’ and instead concentrate on how to encourage the growth of
prosperous and diverse communities, and
retain social capital during tides of change.
FINDING COMMON GROUND
Cognizance of the continuum of gentrification allows for precise intervention
to capture new value while fending off
displacement. To do so, the sociocultural
protectors should consider giving a nod to
the prevailing frameworks of this capitalist
democracy and the pure economic advocates must respect the place for complementary regulatory mechanisms to equalize
the outcomes. Even so, the solutions are
as fraught as the causes, and should be approached with an aspiration for objectivity
and a pragmatism that respects compromise and values improvement.42 We must
shed a singular idea of the ‘best outcome’
and appreciate the melting pot of divergent
agendas that exist outside and inside communities as much as between newcomers
and old-timers. Challenging gentrification
is about public policy compromise. Newcomers must integrate their interests with
neighborhood preconditions, and longtime
residents must concede to the perpetuity of
change. Similarly, between neighbors there
will be those who are enthusiastic about
rising house prices and the financial equity
it brings, while others are fearful of rising
property taxes or rents.43 Respecting competing agendas from those who we intend
to protect, enables the policy-maker to be
supple when generating solutions and not
oversimplify community aspirations or become paralyzed by meeting all community
needs simultaneously and immediately.
Changes have characteristically occurred in waves, first with the “urban pioneers,” a group rich in social (especially
educational) capital, but that’s lacking the
economic capital to reside in more conventionally desirable neighborhoods. The
urban pioneers include the artists and

young people, who are also more agreeable
to lower quality amenity and higher crime
characteristics of affordable and often marginalized neighborhoods.44 These early
movers are combined with the ‘social preservationists’ who seek neighborhood authenticity.45 Once the urban pioneers and
preservationists reach a critical mass, then
amenity follows, which paves the way for
low-risk capital investment and the flood of
affluent in-migration causing costs to steeply rise and long-standing resident to be displaced.46 To arrest displacement, we must
intervene before these residents are ousted.
Integration, like gentrification, is a
valuable process that unfortunately exceeds
its helpfulness threshold. Early gentrifiers
improve the racial and economic heterogeneity in minority neighborhoods. However, as the inflow of white people continues,
and there is a corresponding out-migration
of local minorities, it is clear why the predominantly white end-state has debunked
gentrification as an integration tool.47
When kept under control, integration has
the potential to address inequalities in education, jobs, amenities, environments,
shopping, and local political capital.48
To do so, three approaches can be utilized: capturing the new value; building
up the existing community; or providing
housing. The three are not mutually exclusive and many strategies bisect all three
objectives. What they demonstrate is three
philosophical standpoints, that is: to capitalize on investment and equip residents or
municipalities to capture new wealth, and
where possible, redistribute capital through
progressive taxation. The second is a capacity building approach premised on equipping residents with the economic tools to be

able to afford the rising prices, by increasing
minimum wages and bolstering local commercial sectors to aid the retention of local
businesses. The third standpoint is to provide housing, as both a supportive service
to facilitate prosperity and as a mechanism
for increasing generational wealth through
lower barriers of entry into increasingly impenetrable housing markets. This analysis
focuses on housing, the third approach, 17
with the objective being to provide an adequate supply of appropriate housing stock
to support low-income owners and renters
in newly gentrified neighborhoods, and to
add value to neighborhoods to counterbalance the forces driving displacement in
New York City.
Proposed mechanisms for increasing the supply of affordable housing, and
housing more generally, are diametrically
opposed. Adversaries collect on the same
lines as is symptomatic of gentrification
more generally, economic and rights-based.
The former asserts that if gentrification is
a market-driven mechanism intended to
maximize economic value, then the market is functioning, as it should, given that
human consequences remain outside of the
equation.49 As such, strict economic theory condemns any market regulation for
disincentivizing participation in housing
development, and in doing so, suppresses supply.50 Contrarily, sociocultural advocates contend that while this is valid in
theoretical terms, it is abstracted from real
housing markets. The key assertions being
that rent control, rent stabilization, and affordable housing in all their iterations, have
not stifled overheated housing markets.
Instead, it has led to an undersupply of affordable housing, as evident in New York
U R B A N R E VI E W S P R I N G 2 016
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City, where affordable housing has been

18 progressively deregulated.

As supply contracts, housing becomes
increasingly central to life in New York
City. Two-thirds of the housing stock is
rental units, and legacy rent control and
stabilization methods are being gradually
eroded, despite the vacancy rate remaining
well under 5%.51 52 Vacancies being persistently low, combined with steep housing
costs, resulted in 64% of the people moving
out of the city in 2006, citing housing costs
as a major concern.53 Given the increasingly
constrained rental market, defining affordability is essential to targeting solutions.
When articulating policies, differentiation should be made between ‘affordable
housing’ and ‘low income housing,’ to be
clear about whom a policy is intended to
protect. The middle class is a vital cog in
the social strata and part of broader housing
affordability issues, but protective mechanisms for this group is a separate piece all
together and will be set aside. When quantifying low-income affordability, Area Median Income (AMI) or Median Family Income (MFI) is a workable metric, as it fits
within federal funding frameworks.54
In basic terms, AMI can be used to
delineate affordability across the socioeconomic tiers. Irrespective of income, if a
family spends more than 30% of their income on rent, then they are ‘rent burdened’.

While modeling affordability across a scale
provides a point of reference, the AMI values are often distorted as aggregated statistics conceal the variability in local AMIs.
For example, the AMI for the City is taken
from the ‘New York Metro Area,’ which
includes the five boroughs and Putnam
County. While a seemingly benign statistical area, it distorts who is locally eligible for
affordable housing by inflating the population who are captured at 30%, 50%, and
so on. For example, the median income in
Harlem is half the AMI, meaning the 125th
street rezoning is likely to assign affordable
units for only 5% of households.55 Accordingly, AMI needs to be sensitized to capture very low-income neighborhoods; otherwise, AMI will be representing a much
more comfortable local population than it
appears.
Ideally to challenge displacement
through housing affordability, a team
would assemble an arsenal of affordable
housing, housing vouchers, micro-housing
units, real estate transfer taxes, community land trusts, and inclusionary zoning, as
each has different target populations and
goals. However, the scope here has been
concentrated on low-income residents in
gentrifying neighborhoods, and the potential of inclusionary zoning as it is, is an
unlikely midpoint between economic devotees and rights advocates.

THE CASE FOR INCLUSIONARY
ZONING
Inclusionary zoning is a mechanism
utilized by the public sector to incentivize the development of affordable housing. The essential components are private
sector development of affordable housing
units, either on-site, or alternative ordinances such as off-site development or the
payment of in-lieu fees. They can be mandatory or voluntary, and the quantities of
units and affordability benchmarks all differ based on the local ordinance. Whatever
the details, the strategy ties affordability to
the land and cannot be eroded when ownership changes.
Inclusionary zoning brings together
pro-development and housing affordability
advocates in a unique way in the New York
City context. Rezoning accounts for a large
portion of highly lucrative development
opportunities, and housing affordability
advocates cannot be substantially impactful
in an otherwise established and deregulating housing market. The case for inclusionary zoning, and any market intervention, is
bolstered by the historical context of housing inequality.
Inclusionary zoning emerged in the
1960s and 1970s initially as a response to
exclusionary housing policy, which is essential to the disinvestment-investment inversion driving gentrification, but remains

a forgotten element of the debate.56 Urban place residents, the notion that they now (e.g. Mitchell Lama or 421A tax breaks).73
blight, and now gentrification, have not will be displaced has an extreme—and Predominantly on-site development byonly been the ebb and flow of markets as often racialized—resonance”.68 Paralleled passes the shortcomings of in-lieu fees and
is often perceived, they are also a response with the treatise of white privilege, inclu- off-site development, which has left parts of
to policy frameworks that direct the tides sionary zoning echoes historic debts and the Bronx with high volumes of affordable
of capital based on decisions made by the righting wrongs.69 Given the context, con- housing, and accordingly, high concentra‘federal government, bankers, and real es- sideration should be given to locational au- tions of poverty, low integration and ongotate brokers’.57 “If the causes of decline and tonomy for long-time residents in gentrify- ing segregation.74 Both public and privates
renewal are simply a result of individual ing neighborhoods. Historically, there has sites will provide units for a range of inpreferences and consensual marcome levels, the majority targetket exchanges, the argument in
ed to income levels below 60%
We cannot feed the polarization and put
favor of a laissez-faire approach
of AMI, or $42,620 for a family
seems strong”.58 However, from down immovable roots, or gentrification will
of three. Despite the potential,
post-World War II through to
the greatest concern is that these
continue to irrevocably change the city.
the 1970s, urban centers were
benchmarks for affordability are
abandoned by the state and inset out of reach for residents.
vestment was funneled to the suburbs— been restricted mobility out of disinvested Whether MIH in East New York will be
both activating and accelerating ‘white neighborhoods, and now there is restrict- able to temper the gentrification tidal wave
flight’—and leaving minority communities ed choice to remain in the neighborhoods is yet to be seen; however, it provides a step
behind.59 60 At this time, through discrim- where individuals have invested their ener- forward towards unifying economic and
inatory leasing and lending practices later gies. The focus then becomes on fostering rights-based agendas and depolarizing the
called ‘Redlining,’ communities had little autonomy and mobility, to allow individ- debate.
autonomy or mobility empowering them uals to follow natural movement trends for
to follow wealth and participate in mecha- employment, family, school, lifestyle and CONCLUSION
nisms that amassed generational wealth.6162 so on.70 It becomes more about supportGentrification is the manifestation of
Meanwhile, white families were beneficia- ing residents who would like to remain in- past and present social inequalities, and is
ries of the federal subsidization of highways, place, and extends to giving them a choice a symptom of a capitalist democracy that
and the Federal Housing Administration in doing so. By empowering residents to is becoming increasingly market oriented
(FHA) and the Veterans Administration’s stay, or to go and still be able to find afford- and data-driven with shrinking regard for
home ownership loan program.63
able housing, we can repay historic debts.71 the human casualties. The prevailing narMayor Bill de Blasio’s Mandatory In- rative of independent variables and halfIn the ensuing years, in the absence of
the state, neighborhoods were charged with clusionary Housing (MIH) plan for East truths will always have the advantage of
the responsibility to unite in order to keep New York is the largest housing affordabili- being readily communicable in a way social 19
outcomes are not. The debate has become
their communities afloat, investing “labor,
polarized because it is a values-based issue,
time, and emotion”.64 Since the 1970s, the
of free-markets and rights-based approachparadigm has shifted and disinvested urban
es, but we cannot feed the polarization and
centers have captured the attention of the
put down immovable roots, or gentrificalegislature and been earmarked for investtion will continue to irrevocably change
ment to promote economic development
the city. Understanding the renderings of
and reverse blighting mechanisms. By ingentrification and the sides of the debate
centivizing neighborhood revitalization
makes it clear where the access points are
through rezoning, tax abatements, tax exfor making changes to an otherwise esoterpenditure, and giving away land for neighic problem. The urgency of gentrification
borhood revitalization; the government has
does not allow for perfect solutions, but
activated gentrification beyond the predictinstead, demands solutions to the housing
ed limits and without restraint.65 66 Illumicrisis through compromise and temporary
nating the role of government is integral to
alliances. At the same time, the impetus rethe inclusionary zoning debate as it forms
mains for changing many upside down valpart of the rationale behind investment and
ues that exist in prevailing economic modholds the government accountable for reesels, which are embedded in conventional
tablishing local autonomy. It also reminds
approaches to development. Not becoming
us that gentrification and its outcomes are
overwhelmed by the “mismatch between
direct results of policy, creating space for a
the scale of the problem and the viability of
policy intervention by directly disrupting
potential solutions,” this goal may begin to
the case against housing regulation.
be realized through inclusionary zoning.75
Understanding the landscape of disThe rezoning of East New York potentially
ty
plan
of
its
kind.
It
mandates
at
least
50%
crimination aids in extrapolating the continuum and helps to disrupt the rhetoric of new housing be built for low- and mod- represents the start of meaningful housing
of developers’ associations, who zero in on erate-income residents, which requires par- affordability policy that disrupts the moequality; especially when the forbearers of ticipation and will therefore generate more mentum of displacement, harnessing the
those now gentrifying, are those who rel- housing than the voluntary inclusionary growth potential of gentrification, while
egated the cities to disrepair.67 While it is zoning plan of former Mayor Bloomberg.72 also deferring to the central importance of
politically precarious to overly racialize As it is tied to the land, the affordability the right to housing.
gentrification, its genesis means for “in- cannot be eroded like previous schemes
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A Historical Rendering of Housing Segregation
in Yonkers, N.Y.
By Michael Devigne
Photos courtesy of Jeremiah Cox & Nina Young

I

n 1985 the Federal Court of the
Southern District of New York, presided by the honorable Judge Leonard B. Sand, found the city of Yonkers
guilty of segregating its public housing
facilities. Over a forty-year period the
city constructed 90% of its low-income
housing units within a single square
mile. Blacks and Hispanics, a quarter
of the city’s population, were concentrated into only three neighborhoods
in and around the facilities located on
Yonkers’ west side. With the exception
of Runyon Heights, which was located
in the middle of the city, Ashburton,
Warburton, and Cottage Place were the
only areas where minorities could find
housing options.1 The court ordered
the city to create a plan for a paltry two

hundred units east of the Saw Mill River
Parkway. After legal wrangling, racially
charged community pushback, outright
defiance by city council members, and
crippling fines, the city of Yonkers finally
succumbed to the court’s decree. Under
the guidance of renowned architect and
urban planner, Oscar Newman, the city
devised plans for townhouse units scattered across Yonkers’ east side.2 The goal
was one of integration and the mending
of a city divided by both class and race.
HBO’s 2015 Golden Globe winning
docudrama, Show Me a Hero, certainly revisited this moment in history in
a way that caught the public eye. But
lost in the portrayal of Mayor Wasicsko’s
efforts to manage the crisis were the historic antecedents that brought Yonkers

to this boiling point. While suburbanization and deindustrialization were typical menu items for U.S. cities during
the 20th century, an account of Yonkers’
struggle with identity as a city, a suburb,
and as a satellite of the Big Apple adds
a unique twist to this story. This paper will examine how Yonkers’ response
to these challenges led to its particular
brand of housing segregation and the
eventual plan to remedy this inequity.
AN IDENTITY CRISIS IN THE MAKING
While some accounts of Yonkers in its
heyday identify it as a booming industrial powerhouse, other nostalgic retellings
depict a pastoral retreat isolated from the
grit and grind of New York City. To-

Wall Mural by artist Damien Mitchell. Photo coutresy of Nina Young. Graphic courtesy of Rashedul Hasan Deepon.
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gether, these tropes—the “Queen City
of the Hudson” and “City of Gracious
Living”—illustrate the history of a city
deeply divided.3 New York Times journalist, Harrison Salisbury, gets to the
heart of Yonkers’ identity crisis in 1955:
“When Yonkers is described as a city
with schizophrenia or a split personality
this is no figure of speech. There actually are two Yonkers—one, the old river
town; the other, the new suburban community.”4 Though he was describing a
mid 20th century Yonkers, Salisbury’s observations also encapsulated an aspect of
the city that had been ongoing for much
of its history.
Historian, Roger Panetta traces the fear of urbanization by
Westchester County residents as far back
as 1871. In a prospectus for Tarrytown
Heights produced by Frederick Olmsted Law and Calvert Vaux, Panetta relays
their warning, “If the suburbanite is not
vigilant, his home and community could
be drawn into the vortex of New York
City’s dreaded housing patterns of excessive density and rampant decay.”5 Distance, they thought, was the best protection against this inevitable process.
It was the railroad, though, that bridged
the gap between the city and suburbs for
the upper and working classes.
The “drive toward homogeneity” and
the “backlash against the perceived cacophony of urban life,”—as a piece of
suburban ideology that took form in the
late 19th century according to Panetta—
was complicated by diverse socioeconomic patterns of settlement along the
railways of Westchester. While it is true
that high status elites collaborated in
transplanting their upper class lifestyles
from the city to the rural suburbs, they
still relied on the support of a proximal
servant class. Up until the end of the
19th century Yonkers remained a “walking city” with the majority of its industrial workforce both living and working
in downtown Getty Square.6 But in
1893 the introduction of new trolleys in
Yonkers connected the downtown to its
unsullied periphery as well as connecting
it to New York City. The “Bronxifica-

tion” that suburban Yonkers residents
feared in the 1950’s had already become
a migration pattern by the turn of the
century.
Not only did middle and upper class
residents to the east fear urbanization,
but so too did working class whites fear
competition from the black “other.”
Bruce Haynes explains, “The development and maintenance of a consciously

white identity among European immigrants in industrial cities were contingent on the perception that black workers posed a threat to the industrial labor
and housing market.”7 These attitudes
resulted in a dual labor market in which
blacks were relegated to lower paying
service-oriented jobs while their white
working class cohorts enjoyed the fruits
of industrial employment. Haynes concludes that labor stratification was partly
responsible for shaping housing options
for blacks by the turn of the century.
“Fear of the other” and “looking out for
your own” were important elements in
the original making of Yonkers’ racially demarcated geography. These ideas
would persist throughout the 20th century.
THE CONTOURS OF EXCLUSION
Boundaries were not only socially

constructed; both man-made and natural features of Yonkers’ geography reinforced them. A report prepared by the
Yonkers Planning Board in 1958 noted
the city was shaped by a “peculiar topography” of valleys and ridges, and a
“Chinese-wall” otherwise known as Sawmill River Parkway. Planners used these
features as a template for identifying
neighborhood footprints. In other cases

ethnic enclaves delineated neighborhood 21
forms. Population density tests also clarified boundaries when determined appropriate. Though the planning board
specified that a degree of improvisation
was required, in some instances based
on “sociological reasons,” they were adamant that racial isolation was not their
objective.
This board was not (their emphasis) deliberately attempting
to create homogenous neighborhoods that could be regarded as racial ghettos. It must be
pointed out that Yonkers has
no ‘racial island.’ The small
(3%) non-white population is
scattered through many neighborhoods. Only two of the 237
census enumeration districts
had non-white majorities. In
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both of these districts, Negroes
constitute a majority that by
no means excluded whites; and
these districts, incidentally,
constitute an area of detached
single-family homes. Most Negroes are scattered in mixed,
middle and lower middle-class
neighborhoods.8
While there is evidence of significant
black homeownership in Yonkers during
this period, the report fails to consider
forces that determined the locations of
these homes. Black residents may have
been “scattered in mixed, middle and
lower middle-class neighborhoods,”
however all but one of these neighborhoods were concentrated in southwest
Yonkers. This geographic constraint
would prove to be significant for minorities in later decades as the grip of de-industrialization furthered racial and class
differentiations.
A historical account of Runyon
Heights—the lone predominantly black
neighborhood situated at a distance from
the city’s industrial core—exemplifies
some of the more explicit measures used
to limit housing options for Yonkers’
22 African American residents. In 1924
developers of the neighboring Homefield community maintained a “reserve
strip” of land that served as a boundary
between the two communities. Over

the years ownership of the strip of would
change hands but continue to serve as
both a physical and symbolic line of demarcation. According to City Planning
Bureau officials the four-foot wide strip
prevented any potentially connective
roadway construction.9 To this very day
streets between the two communities
dead-end at the reserve strip.
A handful of real estate agencies that
took the unprecedented step of selling
and marketing land to ‘negros’—a largely untapped market in the early 20th century—were responsible for black settlement in Runyon Heights. The Hudson
Rose Company and Henry Southgate,
for example, placed advertisements for
their lots in the New Amsterdam News
to lure potential buyers from nearby
Harlem to the suburbs. The profit motives of these speculators, coupled with
the restrictive measures mentioned earlier, reinforced racial and class homogeneity in Runyon Heights.10 For much of
the remainder of the 20th century real
estate agents and developers continued
marketing housing opportunities to
blacks only where blacks could already
be found. Thus segregated settlement
patterns in Yonkers during the 20th century were not only dictated by physical
boundaries and exclusionary tactics, but
also by intentional steering of the real
estate market.

QUEEN OF THEM ALL
In many respects, the coinciding closure of the Alexander Smith Carpet
Company and the opening of the Cross
County Mall in the 1950’s marked the
beginning of a new epoch for Yonkers.
On the one hand, the death of the old
mill town on the Hudson would become
a reality with which Yonkersites would
have to contend. On the other hand,
a shiny new mall would offer a compensatory solution to the city’s fiscal challenges. The transition from an industrial
economy to a service economy, however,
would not bode well for Yonkers’ minority community on the West Side.
Yonkers’ industrial history follows the
typical 20th century narrative: rapid ascension during the Gilded Age; the rise
of an immigrant workforce; the tug and
pull between capital and labor; challenges during the depression; wartime repurposing; and finally, as this 20th century
narrative inevitably dictates, deindustrialization and decline. The closing of the
Alexander Smith Company exemplifies
this scenario. In 1950, nearing its centennial, the carpet company employed
6000 workers and boasted a 10 million
dollar payroll. But like so many other northeast textile manufactures, the
firm couldn’t refuse the lure of cheap
non-unionized labor, tax incentives, and
the uncontested and expansive landscape that southern states had to offer.

In 1951 operations began relocating to
Greenville Mississippi. Following work
furloughs, an expiring contract, and additional layoffs workers went on strike in
1954. Within ten days the plant shut
for good.11 Though an array of smaller
enterprises would partly fill the void in
the following decades, downtown Yonkers was only a shell of its former self.
In 1983, even Otis Elevator—Yonkers’
second largest employer—departed and
would leave the “Queen on the Hudson”
dead in the water.
Despite troubles with Yonkers’ industrial sector, city officials believed that
they had reason to celebrate. Only two
months prior to Alexander Smith’s shuttering, the Cross County Shopping Center opened for business. Expectations
ran high and the New York Times predicted, “Not the least of the beneficiaries will be Yonkers, largest community
in Westchester. Hard pressed for funds
to meet rising municipal costs, the city
will receive at least $300,000 a year in
real estate taxes from the new Center.”12
From a sales perspective the shopping
center was an immediate success capitalizing on its proximity to a booming
suburban population.13 Though city officials relished the influx of tax revenue
the mall offered a zero sum solution to
the city’s economic woes.
Detractors, mainly merchants in
Getty Square, feared the worst despite
claims that the mall would serve a clientele that had never set foot downtown.14
This was indicative of the growing pessimism about Main Street America as
new demographic patterns emerged.
According to historian Alison Isenberg,
downtown during the 1950’s and 60’s
had not only deteriorated, but had also
failed by middleclass women’s standards.
“Main Street battled with malls not only
for generic business dollars, but also for
customers of a particular gender and
race.”15 Middle class shoppers, in general, preferred the controlled environment
of the mall to the less predictable “rough
edges” of downtown.16 Downtown business associations spent considerable time
and effort strategizing on how to recoup
their middle class female clientele. But
times were changing. Yonkers struggled
to keep pace as social and economic
forces continued to reshape the city.
The expression, “Ghetto Square,” as
a recent epithet for downtown decline

in Yonkers’ Getty Square, informs little
about the racial and structural repercussions of deindustrialization and suburbanization during the mid 20th century.
While white working class residents migrated elsewhere—because they could—
minorities housed in the worker dormitories of a bygone era were left behind
with little opportunity. Physical and
symbolic boundaries forged over time
relegated even the most financially capable minorities to small pockets on the
west side of town. For the city of Yonkers, undoing a history of intentional
racial exclusion and combating complex
structural forces would become a painful
process that required imagination, perseverance and the power of the courts.

desegregation. Local constituents were
quick to express dismay over the UDC’s
broad authority to override local building and land use controls. Within only
a few years political blowback rendered
the UDC relatively impotent and by
1974 it was defunded.
The New Jersey Supreme Court,
however, played a pivotal role in shaping the discourse about housing for
the poor. Mount Laurel I (1975) and
Mount Laurel II (1983) declared that
municipal land use regulations that prevent affordable housing opportunities
for the poor are unconstitutional. The
decisions—known as the Mount Laurel
Doctrine—compelled the federal government to pass the Fair Housing Act of
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MILE MARKERS ON THE ROAD TO
SOMEWHERE
Civil Rights legislation of the 1960’s
marked the beginning of a wave of judicial and legislative attempts to undo
generations of segregation and racial
discrimination. In the wake of Martin
Luther King Jr.’s assassination the Fair
Housing Act of 1968 was signed into
law. As a follow up to the Civil Rights
Act of 1964 the Fair Housing Act prohibited discrimination concerning the
sale, rental and financing of housing
based on race, religion, national origin
and sex. In New York State Governor
Nelson Rockefeller responded by pushing for the approval of the NYS Urban
Development Corporation (UDC),
which would provide leadership in not
only housing development and economic revitalization, but also in housing

1985. The resulting Council on Affordable Housing (COAH) would become
the implementing body responsible for
“prescribing remedies and procedures
aimed at providing a meaningful chance
for the construction of ‘decent housing
for the poor.”17
The 1985 Yonkers’ ruling was unique
from Mount Laurel, however, in that it
bundled both education and housing issues into a single case about segregation.
By refusing to build low-income housing
in white areas, the city was promoting
racial discrimination in schools—so the
argument went. Yonkers’ city officials
decried accusations of discrimination
on the grounds that they were simply
implementing the requirements of slum
clearance projects at the time. If they
had rejected federally subsidized housing in the first place they would not be
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The vast majority of these projects were built for white people.
And they put it there because
they wanted it to be near the
mills. And now we’re heinous
racists for doing it. It’s just
blatantly unfair.
Situations
changed. Our factories left.

units. Locating two hundred units on
seven sites across the east side of Yonkers would limit each site to a maximum
of twenty-four units. By also designing the housing to resemble that of the
surrounding community Newman surmised that the new structures would be
less noticeable. The goal of his design
was to:
…eliminate all of the troublesome, crime ridden areas typical
of multi family housing proj-

24

We still help those who couldn’t
help themselves. Now it’s predominantly minority from broken families but we are giving
them a place to live—and at
some expense to ourselves. We
have to absorb the cost of social
services from having people like
that down there.18
In Yonkers, these attitudes were deeply
ingrained. Crippling fines imposed by
the courts meant that the city of Yonkers
cut or reduced basic services. Garbage
piled on the streets. Library and park
employees were dismissed. Finally, with
no alternative the city council voted to
comply with the desegregation order.19
Now would come time to implement a
plan.
Architect and planner, Oscar Newman, was slated to design the housing

ects. There were no nebulous
public grounds for gangs and
drug dealers to roam. There
were no public lobbies, no corridors, no fire stairs, no elevators. There would be none of
the spaces that typically characterized not only high rise public
housing, but row-house developments as well.20
Newman theorized that residents would
jealously guard and maintain their perceived “property” and that by dividing
and assigning the spaces to families any
potential criminal element would be
minimized.
By the early 1990’s, after six years of
court cases, brutal public backlash, millions of dollars in fines, the two hundred units of low-income housing were
integrated into white middle class com-
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munities. Looking back at Newman’s
Defensible Space theory, some critics
suggest that theory’s environmental determinism evades larger debates about
the structural underpinnings of poverty
and social responsibility—maybe so.21
But today the townhouses still stand in
their middle class enclaves among other
new privately developed homes—none
of which have decreased in value.22
THE LEGACY OF EXCLUSION
“Not everything that is faced can be
changed, but nothing can be changed until
it is faced.”
—James Baldwin
Mixed-income housing has become en
vogue in recent decades, yet its precise
definition and desired outcome remain
murky.23 While the burgeoning romance between public housing and the
private market, ignited by the Clinton
administration’s HOPE VI program, has
helped to create mixed-income housing,
questions about displacement of the
poor have surfaced. Can the profit imperative of individuals and collective social responsibility coincide in a mutually
beneficial way?
Like numerous other municipalities,
Yonkers’ Public Housing Authority is
facing funding challenges and is tasked
with making up shortfalls through public-private partnerships. The RAD program (Rental Assistance Demonstration)
moves public housing units to a Section
8 platform and according to HUD, “allows public housing agencies to leverage
public and private debt and equity in
order to reinvest in the public housing
stock.”24 Skeptics worry about loopholes
that could threaten the preservation of
affordable housing for Yonkers’ low-income population. Are these new housing strategies deconcentrating poverty, or
relocating poverty? Is the mixed income
solution merely a reinterpretation of Oscar Newman’s environmental determinism? Considering some of the forces that
have shaped US cities during the 19th and
20th century (real estate, transportation,
suburbanization, and de-industrialization) are the latest efforts to privatize
housing in Yonkers representative of a
new generation of exclusion?

Photo courtesy of Melanie Breault.

in the current predicament. In a documentary interview former Yonkers City
Council member Ed Fagen expanded on
this idea:

25

CITIES AND SUBURBS IN AMERICA
By MICHAEL JERRY
Photos courtesy of Katie Garrett

T

he question of whether we are wit- many central city neighborhoods across life or suburban affluence, but rather
nessing the “end” of suburbia in the nation. But does this renewed a blurring of the social and economic
favor of a return to city-center hous- growth in central cities mirror a decline traits that were once exclusively assoing has generated discussion among in the suburbs? The erstwhile notion of ciated with either the city or the subplanners. Several decades of sustained the suburb as the near universal choice urb. While cities sprout family-friendly
growth in central city populations, for the middle and upper classes as a neighborhoods and areas that cater to
along with apparent renewed cultural safe, homogenous, and family-friendly affluent professionals, there are numerpreference for urban living, has made environment for raising children and ous suburbs where crime, poverty, and
it appear to many that there is a major owning a home is no longer universal- blight have increased in recent decades.
shift in metropolitan popuAnd as urban office towers or
lation trends. Based on curwarehouses are repurposed
If it’s part of America, it’s part of the suburbs.
rent trends, some planners
for residential use, corporate
and commentators believe
headquarters and business
that American suburbs have entered a ly true. Similarly, the one-time popu- districts proliferate in suburbs. Both
period of decline.
lar conception of the central city as a suburbs and cities are diversifying in
There is unquestionably a new en- center of crime and decay that ought form and function.
thusiasm for urban living, and the years to be avoided no longer predominates.
Examples of a renewed preference
following the Great Recession have un- However, observers are not witnessing for urban life, and a return of middle
leashed a torrent of development in the decay and extinction of suburban class or upper class Americans to the
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central city—or to more urban hous- Great Inversion author Alan Ehrenhalt
A closer look at demographic trends
ing forms—emerged to challenge the contends that cities have now become already underway in American metroprevailing preference for the suburbs magnets for an affluent class of profes- politan areas reveals that the traditional
as early as the late 1950s.1 During this sional young adults, and central city demographic conception of ethnically
period, developers marketed well-ap- neighborhoods are becoming more ex- and racially diverse cities juxtaposed
pointed co-op buildings in central cit- pensive places to live.10 Indeed, the ti- with relatively homogenous suburbs no
ies to young couples and empty nesters, tle of Ehrenhalt’s book signifies what he longer rings true. Between 2000 and
and in some cases specifically market- sees as a major shift in which the sub- 2010, the white population accounted
ed the new buildings to “returnees” urbs, formerly seen as enclaves of the for a mere 9% of suburban population
from the suburbs.2 These developments affluent, have become the entry points growth in the 100 largest metro areas.19
sprung up in New York, Philadelphia, where new immigrants settle.11 Mean- The almost universal population trend
Washington, and Chicago.3 Professor while, demographic trends that have in metropolitan areas throughout the
Matthew Lasner notes that this same facilitated movement to cities have 20th century was characterized by white
time period also marked a return to only increased, such as delaying mar- population growth in the suburbs and
denser, more urban-style luxury apart- riage or remaining single, smaller fam- losses in central cities.20 However, a
ment buildings in outer-borough or ilies, and a large generation of empty significant number of major metropolsuburban markets such as Levitt House nesters.12 Ehrenhalt also observes that itan areas now show white population
in Queens.4 Examples of mid-rise and more young families are raising their losses in suburbs.21 In fact, an exemhigh-rise market rate and luxury build- children in urban neighborhoods, rath- plar of white suburban affluence, New
ings quickly proliferated throughout er than moving to the suburbs when York’s Westchester County, is about to
the suburbs during this period.5 Thus, their children are born, as was common lose its white majority.22 However, the
in the face of tremendous suburban practice for urban couples in the past.13 predominant trend in many American
While Ehrenhalt does not portend cities is a relative stabilization of central
growth, central cities emerged as a
place where some people chose to live. the end of the suburbs, he does perceive city white populations.23 Therefore, reThese buildings have demonstrated the them as changing. He believes exurban cent shifts in demographic trends have
ability of the central city to eschew its communities with heavy commuting made cities and suburbs resemble each
other much more than they
reputation as a place to be
once did.
avoided.
Gentrification occurred as young babyPatterns of poverty and
The 1960s saw the beginboomers rejected what they perceived
wealth have also shifted.
ning of the phenomenon of
26 modern gentrification.6 GenWhile poverty has increased
as mainstream middle-class suburbia
trification occurred as young
in both cities and suburbs beand expressed an enthusiasm for
baby-boomers rejected what
tween 2000 and 2010, during
living in formerly decaying central city
this period, the growth rate
they perceived as mainstream
neighborhoods such as New York’s
of poverty in the suburbs
middle-class suburbia and
expressed an enthusiasm for Greenwich Village and Boston’s North End. was twice that of poverty in
central cities. 24 Today, the
living in formerly decaying
suburbs remain home to the
central city neighborhoods
such as New York’s Greenwich Village burdens may struggle while more tradi- largest and fastest growing poor popuand Boston’s North End.7 Lasner ex- tional suburbs will attract middle-class lations in the nation.25 Working-class
plains that the 1960s and 1970s saw immigrants who value the suburban immigrants who would have once seta great expansion of gentrification in landscape.14 In short, Ehrenhalt de- tled in the city are bypassing the city
urban neighborhoods.8 Artists, single scribes a phenomenon already under- and settling directly in the suburbs.26
women, gay men, and a class of people way—the racial and ethnic diversifica- Furthermore, many longtime residents
working in expanding service-orient- tion of the suburbs. Leigh Gallagher of suburban communities who are exed professions concentrated in cities; notes that census data reinforces the periencing rising costs, stagnant wages,
and they bought and renovated un- fact that suburbs are no longer vastly or declining income,27 as well as an inder-utilized multi-family dwellings.9 outpacing cities in their growth.15 Cen- crease in elderly households who have
This movement initiated the creation tral city growth is accelerating, while aged in place, are contributing to the
of neighborhoods that were associated suburban growth is slowing.16 Some growth in suburban poverty.28 With
with cultural movements and enter- suburban areas are starting to diversi- the increase in suburban poverty has
tainment among young people, and fy, not only in terms of population, but come an increase in suburban crime.
unquestionably helped chip away at the also in terms of housing as multi-fam- From 2001 to 2010, the homicide rate
ily housing becomes increasingly com- in cities declined 16.7%, while the honotion that cities were undesirable.
In the decades that followed, cities mon.17 Indeed, the Brookings’ Metro- micide rate in suburbs rose 17%.29 In
have continued to become increasing- politan Policy Program Director, Bruce addition, the presence of gang activily desirable and the trends that were Katz, explains that cities and suburbs ty, once associated almost exclusively
foreshadowed in the 1960s have in- are becoming more alike racially, ethni- with cities, is unfortunately well established in suburban communities.30
tensified. In a CityLab interview, The cally, and socio-economically.18

As demographers
have commented,
the suburbs have
changed from enclaves
reserved
for the upper or
middle classes to
places that more
closely
mirror
America; and suburbs encapsulate
every segment of
society, race, age,
income, and housing type.31 As one
demographer observed, “If it’s part
of America, it’s
part of the suburbs.”32 While increasing poverty and
crime are always a cause for concern,
it is doubtful that these trends spell a
prospective end to suburban living and
to suburban communities.
The physical housing stock of
suburbs is also changing. Ellen Dunham-Jones and June Williamson explain the physical means by which suburbs are being altered, or in some cases,
“retrofitted” to accommodate evolving
uses and an increasing demand for
density.33 Examples include zoning
code revisions, altered street patterns
allowing for greater density, the legalization of accessory apartments, and
the conversion of single family dwellings to accommodate additional apartments.34 The appearance of transit-oriented development and edge cities has
dramatically remade many suburban
communities.35 Denser developments
and apartment buildings have prolif-

erated in the suburbs while suburban
edge cities encompass suburban downtowns with mixed-use commercial, residential, and retail structures.36 Some
suburbs exhibit high-level city-like
activities such as “technoburbs,” with
new office parks and “boombergs,”
which seem to sprout new CBDs over
the course of a few years.37 In other
words, the suburbs more and more resemble the city in both function and
form, while residential neighborhoods
of single-family homes are no longer
the prevalent suburban form they once
were.
Even suburban retail is being reformulated, as the prototypical suburban strip mall gives way to mixed-use
development with residential apartments above street-level retail.38 At the
same time, big box stores are proliferating in cities and urban locations.39
While some older suburban malls
struggle, new malls catering to affluent city-dwellers
have been built
in the urban core
and can even be
found in ManThe
hattan.40
reverse migration
of empty nesters
and professionals seeking an
urban lifestyle
has brought suburban style retail
to central cities,
such as Blauvelt,
Soho, which is
perhaps the na-

tion’s largest open-air retail mall.41 As
the suburban strip mall gives way to
mixed-use development—and central
cities gain retail once reserved for the
suburbs—urban and suburban retail
and commercial functions have become more similar.
Lasner explains that a complex and
varied residential landscape is now the
norm in both urban and suburban areas of metropolitan regions across the
country.42 This residential landscape
27
reflects the diversity that can exist
within cities and suburbs, which both
contain all economic classes, racial or
ethnic groups, and levels of economic
(or for that matter criminal) activity.
Invariably, as residential characteristics
have diversified in cities and suburbs,
economic functions and commercial
activities once found exclusively in cities can now be found in edge cities and
suburban office parks, while former
commercial spaces in cities are converted for residential use.
The future of the American metropolitan area is one in which the once
firm boundary between city and suburb
has eroded. Along with the blurring of
these lines, the popular 20th century
understanding of cities and suburbs,
and the past cultural associations of
both have eroded. Thus, it is incorrect
and a vast oversimplification to characterize the changes that have taken place
in suburbs strictly as a decline. Rather,
as cities have transformed, so too have
the suburbs around them, and both
will continue to play a vital role in the
American landscape.
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PART TWO
By Charles Bachmann
Photos courtesy of Nina Young

T

his is the second installment of a ministrative failings permeate the entire meet the needs of the 21st century, the
two-part paper on the backlog of New York State Unified Court System situation in the Bronx courts will play
criminal cases in the Bronx County’s (UCS). It is chronically underfunded out time and time again. These shortcriminal court. The first part, published and poorly organized. A public report comings cannot be contained in crimin the Fall 2015 issue of Urban Review, prepared by Special Commission on the inal courts of the Bronx, and will cerdealt with the roots and history of the Future of New York State Courts indict- tainly crop up in other jurisdictions.
backlog, whereas this piece
This administrative isattempts to propose policy
sue has bloomed into a civil
A public report prepared by Special
remedies for the ills identirights issue of epic proporfied earlier. At the height of Commission on the Future of New York State tions as thousands of accused
the crisis in 2008, more than Courts indicted New York’s trial court system criminals from the Bronx
18,000 felony and misdelanguish in New York City’s
meanor cases were pending, as being “the most backward and inefficient overcrowded jail facilities
court structure in the nation.
and more than two thirds
for months, even years. Even
of them were considered by
worse, indigent, Black and
the judiciary itself to be unHispanic defendants are disacceptably overdue. Since then, drastic ed New York’s trial court system as be- proportionately affected. Furthermore,
measures have been taken to reduce the ing “the most backward and inefficient the inefficiencies of the state’s court sysbacklog, but the underlying structural court structure in the nation.”1
tem impose an incredible cost on New
Until the Unified Court System York City itself, which pays an annual
flaws remain. While the Bronx Courts’
backlogs are particularly egregious, ad- is adequately funded and reformed to cost of over $160,000 per prisoner. 2 An

effective policy approach to the backlog in the Bronx combines legislation
to ensure that accused criminals are not
stripped of their rights, a constitutional
amendment to allow the Unified Court
System to function efficiently, and a
guarantee that the legislature will deliver funds when they are needed.
THE RIGHT TO A SPEEDY TRIAL
One pernicious question raised by
the Bronx courts felony backlog is how
defendants can possibly wait for long
periods of time to go to trial. After all,
the 14th amendment clearly guarantees
a right to a speedy trial and New York’s
own Court of Appeals has released defendants on the grounds that they were
imprisoned too long before trial. In
1971, the U.S. Court of Appeals missed
an opportunity to censure New York
for the number of prisoners awaiting
trial. Though the opinion upheld “that
some rule is required would seem obvious,” the Court of Appeals ultimately
deferred to the legislature and judiciary
of the state to “fashion a rule which will
require standards of performance designed to guarantee speedy trials in state
cases.”3
Ultimately, a tough on crime Republican legislature, led by Nelson
Rockefeller, killed a speedy trial law
along the lines of most states. The typical speedy trial law stipulates that prosecutors must demonstrate the he or she
is ready to go to trial, and the trial must
actually commence within a set period of time. In its place, the legislature
passed the so-called “ready rule.” Under
the ready rule, “The prosecution would
merely have to be ‘ready for trial’ before
a deadline. Whether a trial actually occurred was not relevant.”4
Subsequent court decisions have

erred on the side of the prosecution,
and so prosecutors are granted lengthy
extensions, while staying within the letter of the ready rule statute. In practice,
The clock stops for many reasons—for example, when defense attorneys submit
motions before trial—so that
the amount of time that is officially held to have elapsed can
be wildly different from the
amount of time that really has.5
In this way, defendants are legally barred
from filing a successful writ of habeas
corpus, or otherwise challenging their
pre-trial imprisonment because the state
can prove in court that the letter of the
law has been followed.
Because of the nature of legal precedent, it is impossible for the courts to
reverse course on their decisions regarding the ready rule. In order to bring justice to defendants in New York, the legislature must amend the existing ready
rule to 1) ensure that prosecutors have
completed their discovery before declaring that they are ready to go to trial and
2) mandate the time a trial is delayed
due to court congestion counts towards
the deadline after which the defendant
must be released. These two provisions
will ensure that defendants who cannot
make bail are not jailed for months or
years. Sadly, these proposals do not exist
outside the pages of law journals.6
In many ways, this is the heart of the
problem that bedevils the Bronx courts.
As long as defendants can be jailed indefinitely, there is external pressure on
the courts to work more efficiently. If
there were a meaningful chance that
defendants would be released from jail
before trial, a legitimate public outcry

would undoubtedly force the state to
address the underlying structural flaws
that allowed for thousands of criminal
cases to accumulate.
THE ADMINISTRATIVE MORASS
The New York State Unified Court
System is both inefficient and underfunded. These two trends play off one
another; the inefficiencies of the Court’s
structure push the budget ever farther
into the red. Neither of these trends is
sufficient to explain the felony backlog
in the courts of the Bronx. After all, the
backlog persisted even when New York’s
budget swelled in the late 1990s and the
2000s. The most basic problem with the
Unified Court System is its structure,
and it requires a fundamental override.
In order to discuss court administration, it is critical to understand the
three types of trial courts: general jurisdiction, limited jurisdiction, and single
tiered. A general jurisdiction court is “a
trial court having original jurisdiction
over all subject matter or persons within
its geographical limits except those that
may be assigned by law to a special or
limited jurisdiction court.” A limited
jurisdiction court is, “ a trial court having legal jurisdiction over only the specific subject matter or persons assigned
by law or statute to that court.” A single 29
tier courts is, “a trial court having original jurisdiction over all subject matter
or persons within its geographical limits and sharing no jurisdiction with any
special or limited jurisdiction court.”7
At present, the judiciary is a patchwork of general and limited jurisdiction
trial courts. For example, the Criminal
Court of New York City is a court of
limited jurisdiction, (it can only hear
misdemeanor cases and arraignments)
while the Supreme Court branch in
New York is a court of general jurisdiction (it has jurisdiction over all civil
and criminal cases, though in practice it
only hears large civil cases and felonies).
Since as early as the 1980s, both
the legislature and the judiciary itself
have been calling for a major overhaul
of the Unified Court System. The New
York State Senate Select Task Force on
Court Reorganization was assembled in
1976 and collected testimonies for several years before releasing its report in
1983.8 The primary complaint identified by the report was that the 11 different courts that make up the system create an administrative morass that makes
the disposition of cases—criminal and
civil—unnecessarily complicated and
expensive. The report quotes Chief
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Judge Lawrence H. Cooke, who said,
“In a state which boasts of the latest systems and high rates of production, and
in a state whose constitution calls for a
unified court system, it’s absolutely unbelievable that we tolerate 11 different
trial courts.”9
The key recommendation of the
Task Force, as it is related to the New
York City Courts, calls for the elimination of the New York City Criminal
Court and the New York City Civil
Court. The justices would all be moved
into the State Supreme Court, which
would have taken on responsibility for
trying felony cases, while the functions
of the lower level courts would be handled by associate judges with broad
powers, including accepting pleas and
trying non-felony cases.10 In essence,
this reform would have moved the Unified Court System farther in the direction of a single tier system, with one
court for all civil and criminal matters.
The same year, the Board of Judges
of the Civil Court of New York and the
Association of Criminal Court Judges
of the City of New York released their

own report on the Task Force’s findings.
In many key areas, it agrees. The report provides anecdotes to illustrate the
wasteful nature of the Court System’s
structure:
A Judge in the Criminal Court
is hearing a case involving an
arrest and discovers that the
defendant is also charged with
a violation of probation in the
Supreme Court. She adjourns
the case to await that disposition11… A judge in the Supreme Court is scheduled for
a calendar part next week. He
takes no cases, which will not
be finished by the end of the
week. He waits for a short case,
but no such matters are ready.
He knows that there are short
cases and hearings ready in the
Criminal and Civil Court, but
the current system does not
permit him to take those cases.12
In a final flight of illustrative furor, the

authors point out that the time it takes
to hear many cases “is longer than that
which it takes to go to the moon.”13
As much as it concurs on the reasons
that the courts are in desperate need of
structural reform, the report categorically rejects the reforms envisioned by the
State Senate Task force. In fact, it argues
that the proposal would not only promote a form of second class justice, but
because every associate judge’s decisions
would be up for appeal, it would actually compound the system’s problems. In
place of the quasi-single-tier system put
forward in the Senate Report, the City
Court Judges advocate for a radical shift
in the nature of the Unified Court System across the entire state. It proposes
that the entire Judiciary be transformed
by constitutional amendment into a single, statewide trial court.14
New York has only 2.3 judges per
100,000 citizens. Despite being the
fourth largest state in the nation, the
state employs a paltry 459 judges.15
These justices are spread through 11 trial courts, so both judges and other judicial resources—like court reporters and
jurors—cannot be used to their maximum efficiency. Furthermore, as per the
current constitution, the Chief Judge
cannot appoint more than one temporary Supreme Court Justice per 50,000
citizens. This arbitrary restriction limits administrative power and dampens
any efforts to address the backlog in the
Bronx.16
These are the exact types of problems that a single tier trial court would
help to address. For example, during the
winter months when felony filings are
fewer, judges and other judicial resources can be moved from arraignment parts
to hearing parts in order to continue the
work of disposing criminal cases. 17
This is not an easy solution, but a
constitutional amendment to fundamentally resolve the fractured nature of
the New York State Unified Court System is the only long-term answer to the
backlog in the Bronx. Without a single
tier trial court, there is no way to either effectively clear the felony backlog
in the Bronx or to ensure that it does
not happen again. Despite the crucial
importance of this reform, neither the
judiciary nor the legislature has seriously considered proposing a constitutional
reform since 2003.

The Constitution of the State of New
York clearly states the following:
The legislature shall provide
for the allocation of the cost of
operating and maintaining the
court of appeals, the appellate
division of the supreme court
in each judicial department,
the supreme court, the court
of claims, the county court,
the surrogate’s court, the family
court, the courts for the city of
New York.18
In theory and in fact, the legislature has
opened itself up to a significant liability. The state is currently being sued by
New Yorkers for Student’s Educational
Rights on the grounds that the state has
failed to adequately fund schools.19
There is significant precedent for
this. Throughout the early 1990s, many
courts across the country faced rising
caseloads, and the American Bar Association commissioned a report that indicated funding was an incipient threat to
the entire American justice system.20 In
1991, Chief Justice Sol Wachtler filed
suit against the state, alleging that it had
failed its constitutional duty to fund the
courts. Justice Wachtler’s suit was settled out of court, and his brinkmanship
resulted in a suitable compromise.21
This is not a sustainable solution in the
long term, both because it increases animosity between the branches of government and because the court’s legal basis
is shaky; cases proper to Wachtler’s suit
set a precedent for the state to deny the

judiciary funding.22
The judiciary needs to be fully
funded, and it should be considered
a priority no matter the conditions of
the state budget. When the courts are
underfunded, not only is it impossible
to conduct business in a timely and efficient manner, but also the legitimacy of the judiciary as a separate, equal
branch of the government is undermined. Though the 2015 budget will
begin to restore balance, great damage
was done between 2008 and 2014 when
the court budget was frozen. In fact, the
hour-shorter court days and loss by attrition of experienced court employees
helped to cement the felony backlog in
the Bronx at that time. 23
Like with the Unified Court System’s structure, there is no easy solution to this question. For one thing, increased spending on court infrastructure
is perennially politically unpopular. The
public perception is that spending money on courts is a waste of public funds.
As the financial condition of New York
begins to stabilize, it provides a critical
opportunity to guarantee funding for
the judiciary in perpetuity by providing for a statutory minimum budgetary increase of 2.5% per annum. This
growth rate, though modest, is actually
consistent with a modest growth budget
increase, which has been sought by the
judiciary over the past decade. 242526
CONCLUSION
The backlog in the Bronx is complex, and it demands a complex solution. It has roots in the festering recesses

of a horse drawn bureaucracy thrust into
the space age. By law, New Yorkers can
be held in pre-trial detention indefinitely, and the poorly organized and funded courts make that a daily reality for
hundreds of defendants. Furthermore,
this statewide failure imposes harsh cost
on New York City, which is required to
foot the bill for pretrial detentions.
In order to bring criminal justice in
the Bronx into the 21st century, the entire state must undergo reform, first to
amend the “ready rule” that allows court
backlog to keep defendants in pretrial
detention indefinitely. In and of itself,
this is insufficient to relieve the strain
on Bronx criminal courts. The entire
trial court system needs to be simplified to a single tier court, in order to
use judges and other judicial resources
with maximum efficiency. Finally, the
judiciary needs to be fully funded, with
31
a minimum guarantee set by statute.
There are many reasons for adopting these reforms. A single tier court
would save the state millions, and a
guaranteed budget would smooth tense
relations between the judiciary and the
other branches, putting to rest fears of
a divisive lawsuit. But the most important reason to reform the New York State
Unified Court System is the pursuit
of justice itself. Objective, swift, and
fair systems of justice are the hallmark
of freedom and civilization. When the
poor and the racially disadvantaged as
systematically kept from justice and
unfairly imprisoned, as they are in the
Bronx, it reflects the danger of slipping
from freedom to repression. Fyodor
Dostoyevsky once wrote, “The degree of
civilization in a society can be judged by
entering its prisons.” What does it say
about our society that thousands are imprisoned without having been convicted of any crime? There is no reasonable
excuse not to resolve the backlog in the
Bronx and to fight to keep it from occurring ever again.

THE FUNDING GAP
The judiciary needs to be fully
funded, and the failure of the legislature
to fund the courts is unconscionable.
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HARLEM ECODISTRICT

STUDIO GOALS
1) Sustainability:

Use environmentally friendly practices to decrease energy consumption, reduce the
area’s carbon footprint, and mitigate the impacts of climate change

2) Health and Safety:

Implement programs and infrastructure to promote healthier lifestyles and improve
safety for pedestrians and bicyclists, while reducing crime rates

3) Affordability:

Create an economically inclusive community with new green affordable housing units
while creating opportunities to retain local existing affordable housing

4) Livability:

Create a more unified community and strengthen its cultural identity, while improving
opportunities for local employment
The plan is grouped into the following six categories:
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ecent events indicate that our
cities need to begin planning for
harsher climatic conditions. In East
Harlem, the need for environmental improvements is especially urgent
since this area, as a water-bound community, is vulnerable to storm surges
and flooding. However, ‘green’ rhetoric is often used as a façade for changes
designed to make working-class
neighborhoods more attractive to the
middle class and upper middle classes,
while development is geared towards
gentrification that, unchecked, leads
to the displacement long-term residents. Any environmental program in
this area must take into consideration
East Harlem’s complex social and economic conditions, and address the
needs of existing long-term residents
without inadvertently encouraging
gentrification.

One way to address this set of
concerns—as outlined in the El Barrio
Verde proposal—is to create an EcoDistrict that is tailored specifically
to the needs of East Harlem. The
‘Eco-District’ is a holistic approach to
sustainability that takes into consideration both regional environmental
issues and local concerns ostensibly
unrelated to the environment. In East
Harlem, many residents are concerned
about unemployment and rising cost of
housing. Can green initiatives address
these issues? Our planning studio—in
partnership with Lott Community
Development Corporation—created
a plan that finds common ground
between various complex issues that
the neighborhood is facing. Rather
than viewing economic development,
affordable housing, and environmental
resiliency as unrelated issues, El Barrio

Verde—informed by the Eco-District
model—begins from the assumption
of their commonality.
East Harlem is currently undergoing a transition, with luxury high-rises
sprouting up across the neighborhood; gentrification is certainly moving on to East Harlem, threatening its
unique culture and institutions. We
are certain that the plan for El Barrio
Verde will help revitalize the community, making it a culturally and economically vibrant, safe, resilient and
sustainable place to live while maintaining the local social make-up of the
neighborhood and keeping it affordable for its current residents. This
is an Eco-District model for equitable transformation, not looming
gentrification.

STREET NETWORK AND INFRASTRUCTURE
IMPROVEMENTS
Several issues were identified pertaining to the street network,
including: insufficient lighting, lack of street trees, confusing and
underutilized pedestrian pathways within the NYCHA campuses,
dangerous conditions for pedestrians and bicyclists, heavy truck
and delivery traffic, litter, crowded buses, lack of crosstown
transportation options, and limited access to the waterfront. To
address these conditions, we made the following recommendations
with the goal of improving safety and connectivity: construct
pedestrian safety infrastructure at dangerous intersections (especially
along 116th Street, 2nd Avenue, 3rd Avenue, Madison Avenue and
5th Avenue), add protected bike lanes on 112th Street and 115th
Street, extend ferry service to 111th Street, and create a pedestrian
plaza on a portion of 116th Street.

AFFORDABLE HOUSING PRESERVATION AND
CREATION
One of the many challenges facing East Harlem is housing,
which is plagued by deteriorating building conditions, health
risks resulting from these building conditions, and a lack of
affordability due to rising rents. We identified underutilized
development rights within the NYCHA campuses and on
underbuilt lots as a source of opportunity for addressing
housing needs in the study area. In order to improve the
quality and quantity of housing, our team proposed a number of recommendations that focus on sustainability, affordability, and equity, including: rehabilitating NYCHA-owned
properties and privately owned properties as well as creating
new affordable housing. We also provided a variety of strategies for the implementation these recommendations.

MICROGRID DEVELOPMENT TO ENCOURAGE
SUSTAINABLE ENERGY SOURCES
Establishing a microgrid within our study area’s NYCHA
campuses is an important measure to ensure the resiliency and
sustainability of the neighborhood, especially in the case of
extreme weather events, since much of the area is located within
the city’s flood evacuation zone. A microgrid will ensure that
electricity is provided to the community during power outages
that would affect traditional energy sources. With our plan,
solar power will provide most of the power to these buildings
if there is a disruption to the grid, but we also recommended
supplementing this energy source with other sustainable
sources, such as wind turbines and tidal power.

JOB CREATION AND TRAINING TO REDUCE
UNEMPLOYEMNT
After speaking to local residents and consulting
Community Board 11’s Statement of District Needs,
we determined that unemployment is a large concern
in East Harlem. Notably, the unemployment rate for
NYCHA residents within our study area is 21%. This
number is high compared to our study area as a whole
(16%), East Harlem as a whole (12%), and the average
for New York City (11%). We made recommendations
within each topic area of our plan that focus on addressing
the unemployment issue by creating jobs and training
opportunities for the local residents.

PUBLIC OPEN SPACE IMPROVEMENTS
Based on our observations and conversations with local
residents, the main issues our team identified was that open
spaces in the area, although abundant, do not often feel safe
or accessible. Significant open space, natural and recreational
resources just outside of the study area—Central Park to the
southwest, the waterfront to the east, and Randall’s Island across
the East River—feel disconnected from the neighborhood while
many of NYCHA’s open spaces are fenced off, unwelcoming
and underutilized. Our recommendations for open space seek
to find common ground with local culture and history while
improving the quality of the public sphere, by enhancing the
network of community gardens, developing existing resources
and buildings new ones, and increasing resiliency.

ZONING AMENDMENTS TO INCENTIVIZE
AFFORDABLE HOUSING AND GREEN
BUILDING DESIGN
Zoning plays an important role in our proposal for an
Eco-District. Within the scope of zoning, our team has
outlined three main goals: alleviate NYCHA’s financial
burden with respect to local building repairs, create new
affordable housing while preserving the existing affordable
housing stock, and encourage the implementation of
green building design and infrastructure. To enable the
success of the Eco-District, we recommend the creation of
a Special Purpose District called the Special East Harlem
Eco-District.
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Early brainstorming of studio vision and mission.
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Studio site visit to Times Square pedestrian plazas.

GENDERINC

arrive at planning and policy interventions
that will make public spaces safer for not
only LGBTQ individuals, but for the broader New York City population-at-large.
Our initiatives and recommendations
will be aimed at reducing harassment and
violence against LGBTQ people in public spaces, with a particular focus on public transit as well as on transit’s street-level
access points. These recommendations and
initiatives will be specifically designed to be
executed on a broader level across the five
boroughs of New York City. Such a citywide
application of the report’s findings would
position New York City as a national leader in addressing gender-based violence and
harassment.
Work on the project is multifaceted, comprised of interviews with LGBTQ
advocates, policy shapers, and planning
professionals to build coalitions; gathering
qualitative data from members of the Jackson Heights LGBTQ community to inform
planning interventions; and presenting our
findings to city agencies.
The studio employed a variety of methodologies to accomplish our project goals.
We conducted in-person and telephone
meetings with community leaders, movement builders, and policy makers to help
us understand current and future policy directions, and to educate agencies about particular gender agenda items. The interviews
conducted at the beginning of the project
informed our policy recommendations, and
interviews with agency leaders were arranged
to disseminate project recommendations to
those in power.
The GenderInc Studio hosted a workshop of New York City planning professionals to facilitate discussion amongst practic-

ing planners on planning, policy, and design
interventions to elevate LGBTQ safety in
the urban public realm. This workshop attracted professionals in academia, transportation planning, policy making, parks planning, and the private sector, among others,
leading to a robust and meaningful conversation on what potential recommendations
and interventions could look like.
To gauge differences in perceptions of
safety in New York City’s public spaces, the
studio administered an online survey, open
to all who live or work in New York. We
also gathered intercept surveys on the streets
of Jackson Heights to better inform our research with site-specific conditions and perceptions of the neighborhood.
A number of focus groups with transgender New Yorkers shaped our understanding of the issues that this community
faces in public space, and we were able to
collect suggestions for improvements.

Existing data collected by Hollaback!,
our partner organization, NYPD crime
data, and MTA ridership numbers for the
two subway stops in our Jackson Heights
study area make up the quantitative data
points of our study.
The studio’s preliminary findings suggest that the LGBTQ community – particularly transgender individuals – need to
be more closely considered in urban planning processes to elevate inclusiveness and
safety. Community policing, eyes on the
street, participatory planning, and general
education and awareness are aspects that are 35
lacking in these communities and the wider
urban realm currently experienced by these
publics. The studio’s policy recommendations and urban design interventions will be
informed by the intersectionality of gentrification, homelessness, policing, gay-friendly
public spaces and land use, zoning, urban
design, and city-level public policy.

U

rban planning practices have histori- and design interventions focused on the ur- launch advocacy campaigns, and propose
cally planned for a heterogeneous pub- gent need for ending violence against and design interventions.
lic in processes that marginalize difference. harassment of transgender and gender nonOur work on the studio will culmiGender-inclusive planning recognizes that conforming (GNC) people will affect policy nate in a report describing planning intergender plays a significant role in the urban and cultural changes that result in a safer city ventions and policy recommendations that
public realm without privileging any one for all New Yorkers.
will elevate LGBTQ safety and equity in
gender identity over another. To update and
Our mission is to make New York City the urban public realm. The studio is using
improve upon traditional planning practice, a national leader in addressing gender-based Jackson Heights, Queens as a focus area for
gender-inclusive planning addresses the di- violence and harassment on multiple levels. our efforts, as it is home to a large LGBTQ
versity of experiences among
population and has been the
people of all gender identities
site of several recent instances of
Our mission is to make New York City a
in the enactment of land use,
gender-based violence. Jackson
zoning, housing, transportation, national leader in addressing gender-based Heights also contains varied land
urban design, and policy recom- violence and harassment on multiple levels. uses, transportation options, and
mendations that affect the built
a richly diverse populace, enough
environment.
so to capture the wide range of
The Gender-Inclusive Planning Stu- We will elevate LGBTQ safety and equity planning issues that one could encounter in
dio (GenderInc) envisions a more just city in public spaces through a combination of the rest of the city at-large. There, the stuwhere LGBTQ people of all races and cul- formal and informal actions that engage dio is working with community members to
tures experience safety – in mind and body all levels of government, facilitate coalition understand the sources, locations, and types
– in public spaces. We believe that policy building, encourage allyship initiatives, of gender-based harassment and violence to

Left: Studio work session. Right: Diversity Plaza in Jackson Heights, Queens, a central public space in the studio’s study area.
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HEALTHY
BROWNSVILLE

Howard Park Houses, Brownsville. Photo courtesy of Jeremiah Cox.

P

ublic health has influenced city
planners and their predecessors for
centuries. The decisions to separate residential from industrial uses, develop
sewage infrastructure, and create parks,
for instance, all stem from the need to
keep people physically and mentally
healthy. Our policies or zoning laws
or planning practices can all be traced
back to public health, in some form or
another.
However, the problem that concerns us, which we’ll attempt to address in this studio, is one of equity,
because while city planning may be a
construction of public health, we can’t
confidently say that all residents have
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reaped the benefits of public health
planning equally. Through the lens of
health equity, we look to Brownsville.
Our early surveys and interviews
of Brownsville reveal a community rich
with assets. The residents of Brownsville are well serviced by public transit;
the public housing, though badly in
need of city, state, and federal investment, houses a large portion of the
community; and the informal networks
and cultural capital are perhaps stronger here than anywhere else. Many of
Brownsville’s residents grew up in the
neighborhood, and they know their
neighbors well.
Brownsville residents also have a

life expectancy of 74 years, which is
11 years less than residents of Murray
Hill, Financial District, and the Upper
East Side. Of all 59 community districts, Brownsville’s community district
16 ranks top 5 in premature mortality rate, infant mortality rate, pre-term
births, psychiatric hospitalizations,
avoidable diabetes hospitalizations,
non-fatal assault hospitalizations, and
alcohol- and drug-related hospitalizations.
A lot is already being done to address these issues. In conjunction with
local businesses and nonprofits, innovative partnerships across city, state,
and federal agencies are already providing Brownsville with best-in-class
services. This studio will take into account ongoing projects and research,
as well as best practices in cities across
the globe.
Our report will consist of a thorough analysis of the needs of Brownsville residents, the services that already
exist, and the built environment. Our
recommendations will fall within three
goals:
(1) improve public safety,
(2) improve physical health, and
(3) improve mental health.
We believe that zip code should not
be an indicator of public health. We believe that just as there are cycles poverty, there are also cycles of public health,
and the sooner we as civic thinkers intervene with place-based solutions, the
sooner we can make a real difference in
our neighborhoods.

BROOKLYN COMMUNITY BOARD 16
RALPH BLESSING
DYLAN DEKAY-BEMIS, EILEEN BOTTI, REBECCA CHAU, 		
JEREMIAH COX, RACQUEL FORRESTER, FELIX GOTTDIENER,
BRIAN HAMLIN, ELENA LUNYOVA, GREGORY ROUSSINE, 		
YETUNDE SOETAN, AND DANIEL TOWNSEND

Mural TItle, “It is not a Dream if you will It, 2014,” (painted by Groundswell in association with the Pitkin Avenue Bid and the Department of Probation). Photo courtesy of Jeremiah Cox.
Left: Closed Staircase to an abandoned platform: Atlantic Avenue L Subway Station. Right: The View
from the Broadway Junction L Platform. Photos courtesy of Jeremiah Cox.
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Current Urban News
H OU S ING

EN V I RON ME N T

After months of debate and
opposition, the City Council of New
York voted to approve Mayor Bill
de Blasio’s Mandatory Inclusionary
Housing plan and Zoning for Quality
and Affordability text amendment on
March 22, 2016.

As of April 2016, two state employees,
Stephen Busch and Michael Prysby
of the Michigan Department of
Environmental Quality, have been
charged in the ongoing Flint water
contamination crisis that exposed
nearly
100,000
residents
to
poisonous levels of lead. Michigan’s
Republican Governor Rick Snyder
had still not been questioned
while residents have called for his
resignation.

Last fall, the city of Detroit developed
a map of targeted areas for multifamily housing developments, which
is now taking effect. However,
city housing officials are deciding
whether these targeted areas have
stabilized enough to accomodate the
new construction.
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To grapple with its own rising housing
costs and increasing evictions, San
Francisco approved policy changes
in April 2016 to boost affordable
housing among projects in progress
and for new construction projects.

T RANS P O RTATI ON
The first portion of Santiago
Calatrava’s World Trade Center
Transportation Hub opened this
March, including Oculus, the ribcagelike sculpture that encircles the large
main hall. The $3.9 billion project
is intended mostly for PATH users
travelling between New York and
New Jersey.
Public transportation investment
projects have been popping up
around the world. Manila, the capital
of the Phillippines, has broken
ground on a fourth metro line, while
the Panama Government struck a
deal with the Japan Government to
fund a monorail in Panama City. La
Paz, Bolivia is also building on their
urban cable-car system, which is the
largest in the world.
The Transportation Department
reported that the last quarter in 2015,
had the lowest airfares in five years,
down 14.4% from the average fare of
$462 in 2000.

Democratic presidential hopefuls,
Hillary Clinton and Bernie Sanders,
have outlined their own plans to
deal with climate change, while
Republican Presidential candidates,
Donlad Trump and Ted Cruz,
continued to deny climate change
and its environmental consequences.
Seattle has developed a plan titled,
Transfer of Development Rights,
which preserves farmland in King
County by selling the rights to develop
their land in exchange for monetary
compensation and a conservation
easement on the property.

POLITICS
While the Democratic and Republican
primaries have been playing out
throughout the U.S. over the last
several months, it has exposed
numerous inconsistencies in voter
registration and access from one
city to another. In New York City
alone, multiple investigations were
launched after 126,000 registered
Democratics were found to be
removed from the rolls.
Election results have shown that
Hillary Clinton has been winning
in more urban areas, while Bernie
Sanders has been appealing to
those living in more rural parts of
the country. After the primaries in
New York, results showed that while
Donald Trump came out on top, he
did not win in Manhattan.

Icelandic Prime Minister Sigmundur
David Gunnlaugsson stepped down
from his position after the massive
data leak known as the Panama
Papers linked him to secret offshore
bank accounts.

E CON OMIC
D E VE LOP ME N T
Cities across the U.S., including
Oakland, are trying to address the
issue of equity in urban economic
development projects by focusing
their efforts on making local residents
active participants in the development
process.
The Rochester Institute of Technology
in upstate New York celebrated
the grand opening of their new
program, The Center for Urban
Entrepreneurship, on April 25, 2016.
The center is located in the heart of
the city’s downtown innovation zone
and is working to help reshape the
regional economy.
A new report by the Institute for Local
Self-Reliance (ILSR) outlines how rising
commercial rents are threatening
independent businesses and what
cities are doing to counteract this.
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