
DIFFERENCE AND DESIGN 
A6830

FALL SEMESTER 2021
COUNTER-STORY 

Adjunct Associate Professor Justin Garrett Moore, AICP



A6830   DIFFERENCE AND DESIGN 

“Given the choice between modernity and barbarism, prosperity 
and poverty, lawfulness and cruelty, democracy and totalitarianism, 
America chose all of the above.”1

Matthew Desmond in The New York Times  
for The 1619 Project

OVERVIEW
In Difference and Design + Culturally Responsive Practice, we will explore together some 
key questions: 

● How has the built environment been shaped by difference?
● How do we make a difference in the design of our spaces, places, and cities?
● How do you want to make a difference through your practice as a designer? 

The format of the course will include readings, presentations, conversations, and counter-
stories in the first half of the semester. The second half of the semester will focus on the 
development of students’ research and design for place-based or issue-based design 
projects or on developing independent research papers focused on difference and design in 
the built environment.

PROMPT
Working individually or in a group of two, you will research, document, and present to the 
class a “counter-story” related to the impact of difference in urban design and the built 
environment. This can focus on urban or environmental policies and practices, or on a 
specific design project or program. The counter-stories can be of projects or documented 
narratives that have had clear negative or positive impacts relative to social, economic, or 
environmental conditions. Selected counter-stories must have adequate documentation and 
the primary source references needed to develop the required deliverables.  
See: https://www.loc.gov/programs/teachers/getting-started-with-primary-sources/guides/
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Subway ballet
Litefeet and the Black Spatial Imaginary
Stephanie McMorran

INTRODUCTION: STREET PERFORMANCE V. LAW 
ENFORCEMENT

The legality of street performance in New York City 
has always been contentious, despite the fact that 
culturally it has always been an integral part of the 
city’s street life. Between 1890 and 1920, New York 
a wave of new immigrants from diverse backgrounds 
and religions flooded into New York harbor bring-
ing “their foods, their art and their dreams of being 
American” (1). They also brought a rich tradition of 
street performance, and it was during this time that 
it was elevated to a new level (Jacks, 2018).  The city 
government, not knowing how to classify these per-
formances outlawed them beginning January 1, 1936. 

The ban lasted until 1970, when poet Allen Ginsberg 
challenged its constitutionality (Jacks, 2018). 

Arguably, street musicians were banned by LaGuar-
dia not only because they did not fit into a formal 
definition of work, as defined by the New Deal during 
the Great Depression, but also because LaGuardia 
and many others saw them as inconsistent with the 
administration’s ideas of “urban aesthetics”(2). Un-
like other members of New York’s informal economy, 
street musicians straddled the boundary between 
informal worker and panhandler. Unable to proper-
ly classify them, they were labeled beggars by the 
LaGuardia administration, and as such were there-
fore a threat to LaGuardia’s vision of urban modern-

How the subway “should” be ridden ization and progress (Hawkins, 111).   Put more suc-
cinctly by Robert Hawkins, the busking ban “favored 
clear streets and an aesthetic of economic modernity 
by seeking to channel itinerant performers into other 
occupations or the relief system” (Hawkins, 108). 

BILL BRATTON AND BROKEN WINDOWS

54 years after the ban on street music and perfor-
mance was lifted, the question of whether or not 
informal public performance should be considered  a 
misdemeanor again emerged in 2014 under NYPD 
Police Commissioner Bill Bratton. That year, over 240 
performers were arrested (3). During his time as Po-
lice Commissioner (2014-2020), Bratton was a strict 
adherent to the theory of “broken windows” policing, 
or the idea that  small nuisance and public disorder 

crimes are precursors to more serious crimes. Central 
to the “broken windows” thesis is public “perception 
of risk”(4). The assumption underlying the link be-
tween small misdemeanors and larger crimes is the 
idea that public disorder increases “perception of 
risk”. If people feel unsafe as a result of disorderly 
conduct and other low-level crimes, they are more 
likely to avoid occupying public space, thus giving 
space to more serious criminals. On the flip side, the 
more people on the street the lower likelihood of 
more serious crime occurring. Some criminologists in 
the past have also argued that a strong police pres-
ence is central to community efforts in preventing 
“the cycle of fear and crime” by targeting disorder 
and by extension the “perception of risk”. The “Bro-
ken Windows” theory is credited with the reduction 
in New York’s Crime Rate under the Giuliani adminis-
tration. However, many in retrospect have shown this 
correlation to be purely coincidental, as by the 1990s 
the national crime rate was starting to fall on its own 
(5). 

“SUBWAY CARS ARE NOT FOR DANCING”

In ornare purus nulla, vel finibus sem lacinia venena-
tis. Nullam diam odio, gravida ut justo et, ultrices 
tristique ante. Maecenas eu massa varius, finibus mi 
in, vulputate nisl. Duis vitae ex vel purus fermentum 
congue. Mauris ut justo id sem lacinia placerat a et 
nisl. In hac habitasse platea dictumst. Interdum et 
malesuada fames ac ante ipsum primis in faucibus. 
Phasellus pulvinar, turpis at pharetra convallis, libe-
ro tortor lobortis erat, quis fermentum augue sem 
sit amet erat. Mauris feugiat diam quis felis sagittis 
porttitor.

Duis cursus eu orci quis vestibulum. Sed turpis nulla, 
laoreet vitae sollicitudin quis, aliquet eget elit. Mauris 
egestas convallis orci, non mattis ipsum ultricies ac. 
Integer bibendum sodales dui ac pellentesque. Cras 
interdum arcu vel justo sagittis, et tristique dui conval-

Above: Bill Bratton, former NYPD Police
Commissioner
Below: Two NYC Transit Police



When Bratton started going after subway dancers in 2014, there was a lot of backlash from the general public 
which led to Mayor Bill DeBlasio making it more permissible by repealing a 91-year old law prohibiting dancing 
in spaces other than cabarets. That being said, subway dancing is still technically illegal and can be charged as 
a misdemeanor using any of the above guidelines. Another one that has been used is “reckless endangerment 
of the public”, and up until the COVID-19 Pandemic, the dancers were still being arrested for performing. 

It’s Showtime! 
A performer on 
the New York 
City Subway. 



Passenger Reactions. 

Passenger reactions range from the uninspired to the 
amazed, but people generally enjoy the rare chance 
to see the subway dancers on their daily commutes. 

“SUBWAY CARS ARE NOT FOR DANCING” (6)

In 1936, as in 2014, the controversy surrounding 
street performance was not whether or not it was 
legal but rather whether or not it lined up with pre-
vailing notions of how public space should be used. In 
other words, the legality of street performance and 
in this case, subway dancing, depends on the cur-
rent hegemonic idea of what public space should be, 
should look 
like and how it should be used. 
 In 2015, a year after Bill Bratton became 
NYPD Commissioner,  the NYPD in partnership with 
the MTA Transit Police released a series of public 
service announcements directing the public on how 
the subway car should and should not be used. The 
purpose of the advertisement was in part to inform 
the public as well as to create informants among the 
public should they catch someone “mis-using” public 
transit. 

“WE JUST TRY TO GO INSIDE THE TRAIN AND 
CHANGE THE VIBE” (7) 

 Perhaps more so than musical performance, 
subway dancers challenge an understanding of public 
transportation as simply a means to get from one 
place to another. The dancers also highlight the ge-
nius of the black spatial imaginary, and highlights the 
ability of Black and Brown people 

 to shift otherwise oppressive geographies
             of a city to provide sites of play, pleasure, 
 celebration, and politics.” (8)

A journalist from VICE summarized the effect of 
watching the subway dancers in her own way, sig-
naling that subway dancing not only brings joy and 
opportunity to the dancers, but also the commuters 
on the train.
 

  Bratton’s New York would be a bland terrain indeed, devoid of what 
   the French situationists called dérive. Dérive is a practice that demands
  the re-imagining of landscapes, particularly urban spaces. Subway dancers, 
   at their most daring, are  sublime if unwitting artists of dérive. For them, a 
   handrail is not a handrail, a seat not a seat — space and its assumed purpose
   is up for grabs, up for play, up for beauty (9).
  

Despite the fact that Litefeet (a.k.a, the style of dance done on the subway) is now a global phenomenon, 
dancing in a subway car is still technically illegal. Although dancing in the subway is now permitted by law, 
the dancers can still be arrested and in some cases risk jail time, for charges related to “reckless endanger-
ment”(10).

The Alvin Ailey Dance The-
ater getting in on the act. 
There is also a discrepancy 
between the popularity and 
international recognition of
subway performance and its 
current legal status.



 GOOFY, W.A.F.F.L.E CREW: “The Litefeet dance style is the main reason for our creativity which we 
brought to the subway. The style is very free, and we incorporated the poles and litefeet moves togeth-
er to have dancing and entertainment at the same time.



Litefeet in Motion: M Train to Williamsburg, Brooklyn

Going #worldwide: “Pole Dancing” recorded by an Italian YouTube Series IBobNY

Why do these kids dance on the train? An answer from the W.A.F.F.L.E Crew.

Some other reasons why they dance. Another perspective from the We Live This crew. 
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CHALLENGES OF BLACK SPACE
Infinite Walk to Freedom
Trenton Scott

INTRODUCTION

Are you free to walk? Are you free to run? Are you 
free to drive? What is your travel story?

During the mid-20th century, Americans were able to 
travel via car with the new boom of automobiles. Our 
white counterparts were able to walk safely; to and 
from their destinations. They could even run if they 
were ever late to an event, and the authority would 
understand. If a black man or black woman chose to 
drive from Missouri to Arizona in their automobile 
during this time, they would face many challeng-
es due to service rejection at many businesses. So 
during the mid-20th century, only white Americans 

had the freedom to all luxury and all necessity. One 
may think that traveling from highway to highway 
was dangerous for African Americans, but walking 
was not pleasant either. 1During the 2000s, the 
stresses of a black man walking and running in Amer-
ica were portrayed through personal experiences in 
the article “Walking While Black” by Garnette Cado-
gan. Cadogan expresses his love for nightlife as he 
walks down the streets of the south; however, he has 
to look over his shoulder uncomfortably for any police 
or ‘frightened’ white people. 

1 Garnette Cadogan, “Walking While Black” 8, 
Garnette Cadogan      
July. “Walking While Black.” Literary Hub, 26 Mar. 2019, 
lithub.com/walking-while-black/.

Generations of the Green Book

2In 1936, Victor Hugo Green changed what black 
travel looks like. Many African Americans across the 
United States were limited to traveling across states. 
During the segregation era, they were restricted from 
service at motels, hotels, gas stations, restaurants, 
and many businesses of necessity. With the produc-
tion of the Green Book, African Americans were 
able to pinpoint safe spaces along their journey. The 
Green Book sparked a new means of travel for blacks 
in America, but the fight is not over.

CONTEXT

In the city of Birmingham, the racial dot map shows 
a clear divide. One side has an ample amount of 
sidewalks while the other does not. Lower-income 
neighborhoods have very little sidewalk access which 
means no streetlights, which leads to higher crime 
rates, negligent police officers, unsafe for child de-
velopment and growth. middle-class and high class, 
have sidewalks that are to code they apply to build 
setback guidelines. They also have streetlights and 
biking lanes to complement the traffic. 

ISSUES

Sidewalks play a role in city planning. Many towns 
and cities in the Birmingham area, such as Vestavia 
Hills, Mountain Brook, Cahaba Heights, Grants 
Mill, and many more on the east, have sidewalks 
throughout their communities and neighborhoods. 
Their street lights pave the way for street safety and 
neighborhood watch organizations. However, what 
about the west? There might be a few elders walk-
ing in the neighborhood and a few kids playing at 
sunset. But, during the night, everyone is expected 
to be inside where it is safe. The likelihood of seeing 
someone walking their dog or riding a bike after dark 
is slim in a neighborhood that lacks sidewalks. When 
sidewalks are non-existent, there is a possibility that 
street lights are not there either. With no lighting, 
it raises the risk of violence, hit and runs, and racial 
profiling. Black males on the west of Birmingham tend 
to stay on their side of town because if they venture 
to the east, it raises the possibility of being stopped 

2 Victor Hugo Green, “Segregation.” Encyclopædia 
Britannica, Encyclopædia Britannica, Inc., www.britan-
nica.com/topic/segregation-sociology. 

by the police. The issues and tension of lynching on 
these sides of towns have gone away, but the hate 
and death stares are still prevalent. There is also an 
issue with bicycles, one of the main compliments to 
a sidewalk is bike lanes. Bike riders are less likely to 
get run over or disrespected if they have space. One 
issue west of Birmingham is the lack of bike lanes. It 
shames the idea of exercise and good health, which 
raises obesity rates and other health conditions. Side-
walks are essential to a community’s development.

DESIGN

Phase 1: The design concept I have come up with is 
making the westside of Birmingham a community 
engagement project. By gathering the church com-
munities and nearby neighborhoods, sidewalks, city 
bikes, street lights, and inspirational art walls can be 
installed and appreciated for those that live in the 
community. 

Major Green Book Destination in Birmingham, AL
A.G. Gaston Motel 

ARIZONA

MISSOU-
RI



Phase 1:

Sidewalk renovation (art walk)
Street lights 
Playground extension 
Art Walls

Phase 2:

Implementation of the Market Maze and raised bed 
gardens for health disparities.

OUTCOMES

New sidewalks will lead to a better way of life. A new 
sidewalk design will include streetlights, well lit bus 
stops, street furniture, new building setbacks for safer 
walking paths, and bicycle lanes. The Maze Market 
will start a movement of growth for black businesses 
and farmers in the Birmingham area. It will include 
raised bed gardens for onsight growth and access, 
25+ vendor spaces that all work together as one 
body, and our businesses to fill those spaces in. Kids 
and adults in the westside of Birmingham will be able 
to create their own story along the paths they create 
for themselves.

CONCLUSION  

In conclusion, sidewalks are our way of living there 
the first step of a journey we call day-to-day. When 
they are dressed properly, they perform a whole lot 
better. People want to be around them, kids want to 
play with them so why not make them veasable for 
us. The Maze Market will create a safer way of foot 
traffic it will also attack the health disparities in the 
area as well as connecting black businesses in Bir-
mingham, AL. All thanks to the little Green Book, we 
can bring our business a live and keep our children 
alive while doing it.

Racial Dot Map of the Birmingham Area
Green: African Americans

Blue: White



Image Caption: Broad Context Map - 16th Street Baptist Church, 6th Avenue North, Birmingham, AL
In the Civil Rights District in Downtown Birmingham sidewalks are noticeable and a good example of how 
they should be used. 16th Street south is a main road that needs to be well maintained because of the area of 
prominence that it is in. However, what about the other neighborhoods that lack proper sidewalks. They are a 
catalyst for violence and bad health which leads to frustration. The Civil Rights Trail should set an example of 
what an amplified sidewalk should look like.

1

2

3

4

Civil Rights Trail
1. 16th Street Baptist 

Church
2. Kelly Ingram Park
3. Civil Rights Museum
4. A.G. Gaston Motel

Main Grid
16th Street
site roadways
site boundary

Image Caption: Zoom In of Site - 16th Street Baptist Church, 6th Avenue North, Birmingham, AL
The extension of the Civil Rights Trail will serve as a safe haven for the Birmingham community. Shadowing 16th 
Street Baptist Church,  the Market Maze will help all small business owners get their feet off the ground and 
benefit their community. Each vendor has a copper funnel shaped roof that collects rain water for future usage. 
The protection ramp gives way into the 2 level of the site which holds the raised beds where produce is grown 
on site.d

1

Civil Rights Trail
1. 16th Street Baptist 

Church

Main Grid
16th Street
site roadways
site boundary



4th Court West, Birmingham, AL

Sidewalks in North Birmingham

Central Park, Birmingham, AL

Birmingham CIty Hall Sidewalks



Food to Retail - Heart of the Maze Market

Image is showing the festive events engagement of community along a intertwined walkpath. Each 
pathway is met with a market vendor stopping point for public interaction and engagement.

Raised Beds Overlooking 16th Street Baptist Church

On the second level of the site, end users are met by the 16th Ave. Baptist Church which 
shadows the site and gives a background history of our people during the 1963 race riots. 

And the days of the Green Book



The Intersection of Racism and The Transportation Infastructure
How the I-65/I-85  Exchange Dismantled the Black Community
Kayla Heard

INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION

On April 6th, 2021 in an interview with the Grio 
transportation secretary, Pete Buttigieg, succinctly 
stated,“ There is racism physically built into some of 
our highways”. This statement ensued a huge debate 
amongst politicians and U.S. Citizens alike. Upon fur-
ther investigation one can evidently see the validity in 
Buttigieg’s statement. 

Interstate and highways are a major part of our soci-
ety, and take us from the west coast of California all 
the way to the east coast of Virginia. The history of 
mass interstate and highway construction in the Unit-
ed States began in 1956 when the Interstate Highway 

Act was passed under President Eisenhower’s term. 
$26 billion dollars was used to build 41,000 miles of 
interstates and highways across America. The federal 
government funded 90% of the project while state 
governments paid the remaining 10% of the cost. 
According to President Eisenhower, the purpose of 
these new roadways was to eliminate dangerous and 
inefficient traveling routes and provide ”speedy, safe, 
and transcontinental travel.” The Interstate Highway 
Act is considered President Eisenhower’s greatest 
domestic achievement.1

1 Deborah N Archer, “‘White Men’s Roads Through Black Men’s 
Homes’ : Advancing Racial Equity Through Highway Recon-
struction,” Vanderbilt Law Review 73, no. 5 (October 2020): pp. 
1259-1330

An image of Transportation Secretary, Pete Buttigeig depicting his views on the history of public transportation 
infastructure in the United States. 

However, this great achievement did not benefit all 
citizens. State governments were allowed to decide 
how and where they wanted the infrastructure to be 
built, and during a time of racial tension, some states 
used this act to further encourage segregation and 
racism. As a result many communities were divided 
and destroyed. Today we will be exploring how major 
public transportation infrastructure affected Black 
neighborhoods during prejudice and racist times in 
the Southern state of Alabama.

CONTEXT

One of the cities negatively affected by the inter-
state system is Montgomery, Alabama. As a whole, 
Alabama is recognized as the home-place of the Civil 
Rights Movement, but Montgomery played the most 
pivotal role. Montgomery is the place where in 1955 
Rosa Parks started the Montgomery Bus Boycott 
movement after refusing to move from her spot on 
the bus for a white man. It is also the place where Dr. 
King ended the 54-mile Selma to Montgomery march. 
The march was organized to protest voting right 
injustices for Black people.2

The Black churches were the center of the movement. 
Not only was the church a meeting place for pro-
testers, but it was also a place of refuge. It provided 
spiritual, emotional, and moral support. People could 
fully express their thoughts and feelings. The church 
was also the place were people found out information 
pertaining to protest and marches.3 In Montgomery 
there were many churches that participated in the 
movement, including the Dexter Avenue King Memo-
rial Baptist Church, Holt Street Baptist Church, and 
First Baptist Church. 

According to a current Black resident of Montgomery, 
the Black community was truly unified during this era. 
Black people had everything they needed in their 
own communities, but they knew the importance of 
having the same political freedoms as White citizens. 
They would protest until they received them.

2 “Civil Rights Movement in Alabama.” Encyclopedia of Alabama. 
Encyclopedia of Alabama. Accessed October 10, 2021. http://ency-
clopediaofalabama.org/article/s-121.
3 Smith, Maria. “Churches Pivotal to the Civil Rights Movement 
to Visit Today.” Explore Georgia. Explore Georgia, October 2018. 
https://www.exploregeorgia.org/things-to-do/list/churches-pivotal-
to-the-civil-rights-movement-to-visit-today.

Photo : Public Domain via Wikimedia Commons | The 
Civil Rights Movement was successful due to the strong 
sense of unity. This image depicts people of all walks of life 
young/old and black/white singing together in unison.

Photo : Getty Images | Black people fought for the right 
to be equal citizens. This is an image of Rosa Parks, unlaw-
fully at the time, sitting in front of a white man on the bus.

Photo : Bill Hudson/Associated Press | There was much 
police brutality occuring during peaceful protest. In this 
image a police dog attacks a black man.



Above is an image of Sam Engelhardt, and to the right are a 
few quotes of his. Engelhardt was a known pro-segregationist. 
“I stnad for white supermacy segregation” was printed on his 
campaign cards for state senate.

The images above show the start of consrtuction of interstate 
85 in Montgomery. Large areas of land have been cleared out, 
and one can clearly see the destruction of the community. The 
yellow book depicted above was created in 1955. In the book 
an alternate route, disturbing less communities, is proposed, but 
ultimately ignored.

THE CAUSE : THE MAN WITH THE PLANTHE CAUSE : THE MAN WITH THE PLAN

State and local agencies had control of where the 
interstate and highways were placed. During the 
time the Interstate Highway Act was passed Sam 
Engelhardt was the Director of the Alabama State 
Highway Department. He held this position from 
1959-1963. He was a prominent and respected Mont-
gomery attorney and an Alabama State Senate from 
1954-1958. According to some citizens of Montgom-
ery, Alabama, Sam Engelhardt, “[Came] from an 
established family in Montgomery. Everyone [he was 
mentioned] to said that he is a person to be consid-
ered respectable and that he commands prestige in 
the community.” However, these views were only held 
by a certain group of people. 4Engelhardt was also 
a leader of the White Citizen’s Council and had a 
known history of segregating communities.

 In 1957, Engelhardt was instrumental in the creation 
of Law 140 which is also known as the Tuskegee 

4 Burns, Stewart. Daybreak of Freedom: The Montgomery 
Bus Boycott. United States, North Carolina: The University 
of North Carolina Press, 2012.

THE EFFECT : THE DESTRUCTION OF THE BLACK THE EFFECT : THE DESTRUCTION OF THE BLACK 
COMMUNITYCOMMUNITY

Construction would soon begin, but not without op-
position. The people in the Black communities fought 
back to save their businesses and homes. In 1961, a 
prominent minister of the Black community, Rever-
end George Curry sent a petition containing 1,150 
signatures to highway officials on all levels: federal, 
local, and state, protesting the pathway of the new 
interstate. At the time it was estimated the interstates 
would destroy 600 Black homes, so an alternate 
route through mostly vacant land was proposed. 
Reverend Curry argued that the purpose of the inter-
state was to uproot and dismantle communities with 
prominent Black leaders. 

The church, which was a very important aspect of 
the Civil Rights Movement, was also a target. Ac-
cording to Reverend Curry, Sam Engelhardt stated 
his intentions to target Ralph Abernathy’s church. 
Ralph Abernathy, who was a close friend of Dr. Mar-
tin Luther King Jr., also joined the efforts to stop 
interstate construction through predominantly Black 
neighborhoods. He sent a telegram to President John 
F. Kennedy in October of 1961. The Black opposition 
did help stall interstate construction, but ultimately it 
was unsuccessful. Rex Whitton, the Federal Highway 
Administrator, told Engelhardt to allow the Black 
citizens to calm down first, then proceed with the 
construction of the project.7 

In total the interstate displaced around 1,700 citi-
zens and many businesses. People were given so little 
money for their homes and properties that some were 
left homeless.

7 Mohl, Raymond A. “The Interstates and the Cities: Highways, 
Housing, and the Freeway Revolt.” PRRAC. Poverty &amp; Race 
Research Council, 2002. https://www.prrac.org/pdf/mohl.pdf. 

Photo : Public Domain

Photo :  courtesy Alabama Department of Archives and History

Photo : Bureau of Public Roads

Gerrymandering Act. Tuskegee, Alabama had around 
4,600 Black citizens that represented around sev-
enty percent of the city’s population. Around 400 of 
the citizens were registered to vote. Engelhardt 
single-handedly redrew Tuskegee’s city lines, and 
within the new city limits there were only twelve Black 
eligible voters.5 
 
As a fierce pro segregationist, Engelhardt also used 
his position as director of the Highway Department 
to decimate the Black community in Montgomery, 
Alabama, when he planned I-65 and I-85. His strong 
racist views were his primary motivating factors to 
join politics.  He had inherited plantations that were 
worked mostly by poor Black farmers, and wanted to 
ensure that they wouldn’t “take his land”. Engelhardt 
saw the unity within the Civil Rights Movement and 
the NAACP as a threat to the white citizen’s lives. In 
his opinion Black people caused problems in “nice 
white towns”, and need to be dealt with succinctly. 

Engelhardt openly stated, “ Damn niggers stink. 
They’re unwashed. They have no morals; they’re just 
animals. The nigger is depraved!” 6Engelhardt cer-
tainly had no intentions separating his personal views 
from politics, and in 1965 the interstate construction 
began.

5“A Right to Vote Vs. A Gerrymander.” LIFE 43, no. 4, July 22, 
1957.

6 Bagley, Joseph Mark. “School Desegregation, Law and 
Order, and Litigating Social Justice in Alabama, 1954-1973.” 
Dissertation, ScholarWorks at Georgia State University, 2014.

From left to right : Rev. Curry, Dr. King, and Albernathy 



THE ONGOING ISSUESTHE ONGOING ISSUES

Today this is what some of the Black com-
munities look like. Aside from the historical 
homes (like the Dexter Parsonage House or 
the Dr. Richard Harris house, which sits a few 
blocks away) many of the homes are dilapi-
dated.  
 
The striking images to the left show the 
current status of the surrounding neighbor-
hoods. 
 
The caption of the sign on the white house: 
“To the youth: A brief moment of our history 
was in chains, that is not your future. Don’t 
give your life away to the prison system. 
Stop the unnecessary shooting, killing, and 
robbing. No excuses, there’s always another 
way.”  
 
Although there are many other causes of the 
destruction of the Black communities, the 
interstate was one of the first major steps.

Walking down the streets, as they are now, it 
is hard to imagine a lively community.  
 
According to residents of the area, the 
community was beautiful and bustling. There 
were many spaces of leisure created by Black 
people, specifically for Black people. Today 
parts of the community is barren. Large lots 
sit vacantly. 

Photo : Taken by Kayla Heard

Photo : Taken by Kayla Heard

Photo : Provided by Google Earth Photo : Provided by Google Earth



Photo : courtesy Alabama Department of Archives and History 
The magnitude of the interstate exchange is vast. Many homes and businesses were displaced due to the infastructure being placed directly through existing neighborhoods that consisted of poor black families.haretra ut, luctus a 
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mei pra, nonfit

Photo : courtesy University of Virgina | This dot map shows the racial density of Montgomery, Alabama and where people resided in 2010. The data comes from the US Census. The green dots represent the black population, while 
the blue dots represent the White population. The red line depicts the interstates (I-65 and I-85) that go through the city. The interstate exchange, which is extremely large and disruptive, interupts the majority black communities.
neque. Maecenas non tellus ut elit dignissim malesuada. Voludam noste adhui consuntrio, quis acivis, verbi pra potis apecum dius, patilibus hos M. Mules, vivit fuera num primoentem, quam tertilin tem audet; nost auroximilis Ahale-



CONCLUSIONCONCLUSION

At the edge of these neighborhoods you can 
see the dead ends. These “dead end” streets 
is where the death of the community occurred. 
Beyond the overgrown plant-filled wall is the 
busy and bustling interstate system. The bushes 
and trees do not block much of the sound.  The 
loud cars pass through all day and night. Even 
after all these years, there is still little solace. 

Engelhardt changed the face of Montgomery 
and ultimately the lives of many Black families 
that lived there. This was truly a “dead end” for 
the community. 

Today, these roadways are still being heavily 
used. According to the Alabama Department 
of Transportation, in Montgomery, Alabama ap-
proximately 180,000 cars a day drive on I-65 
and I-85. 8 There are many historically signifi-
cant areas nearby. As more attention is placed 
on the Civil Rights Movement, more spaces are 
created to recognize the fight for equal rights.

The past can not be change, but it can certain-
ly be acknowledged and embraced.

8 Yawn, Andrew J. “Neighborhoods Cleaved by 
Montgomery’s Interstates.” The Washington Times. 
The Washington Times, March 17, 2018. https://m.
washingtontimes.com/news/2018/mar/17/neighbor-
hoods-cleaved-by-montgomerys-interstates/. 

Photo : Taken by Kayla Heard

Photo : Taken by Kayla HeardPhoto : Taken by Kayla Heard
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THE HISTORIC DISTRICT OF DOWNTOWN BESSEMER
An Urban Market Concept
Rikeya Wallace | Fourth Year Architecture Student | Tuskegee University

INTRODUCTION

What factors qualify a neighborhood to be worthy 
of a decent set of living conditions? Are these factors 
racially motivated? Is it based on income, land value 
or the type of job opportunities in the area?
 
In 1866, the city currently known as Bessemer, Ala-
bama was founded on the back of the steel industry. 
With just 4,000 acres, this city was able to bloom 
into a historic district that it is today, even though it 
has not been treated as such lately. As stated earlier, 
Bessemer’s income has been based on manufacturing 
and mining jobs. Besides mining and manufacturing 
jobs there were also truck farming and iron smelt-
ing. The people who mostly worked these jobs were 

African Americans, poor whites and other races who 
wanted to provide a better lifestyle for themselves 
and their families. Since the steel factory closed and 
the recession that took place in 1907, many people 
moved out of Bessemer,  but the remaining popula-
tion around that time consisted of 69 percent and has 
now turned to 72.39 percent today. The downtown 
area was designed to provide government buildings, 
educational buildings and others to support the basic 
needs of survival.

CONTEXT

To give a brief context on this area, Bessemer has 
grown from 4,000 acres to 25,958.4 acres from 1866 

Map of Bessemer, AL Present Day

to present day. In the northeast region of the city is 
where the downtown district is located. This is also 
the same portion of Bessemer where my family and I 
were born and raised. The current state of the district 
can be described as half functioning while the other 
half is filled with open lots and abandoned properties. 
Although there are still some functioning government 
buildings, grocery stores and retail stores, citizens are 
still driving to surrounding cities such as Birmingham 
and McCalla to access a better quality product be-
cause the quality of meats, produce and other neces-
sity products are not up to par.

ISSUES

Many accessible resources are on the outskirts of 
Bessemer for example grocery stores like ALDI, Publix, 
Sprouts Market or any other healthy supermarket or 
restaurants are 30 minute drives minimum away from 
Bessemer. What’s accessible are some mom and pop 
shop grocery stores that barely have quality produce 
and when they are up to par, there isn’t enough to 
last. There are many different fast food restaurants 
mainly serving fried chicken or other greasy foods 
that people should not eat on a daily basis. With our 
shopping also not being esthetically pleasing and 
have gained the reputation of being unsafe, it has 
been hard to maintain a steady income within our 
own city and we tend to outsource to “better” qual-
ity communities. Some attempts have been made 
to keep the income within Bessemer with the Besse-
mer Flea Market but the problem is that it was only 
opened on the weekends and the establishment has 
been closed down ever since the pandemic started. At 
this flea market citizens were able to purchase afford-
able fresh produce and other foods, personal hygiene 
products, etc. while feeling comfortable in a shopping 
outlet. Since this establishment has been closed down 
people had to start selling items on the side of the 
road out of their trucks which led to some possible 
concerns of “stranger danger”, car accidents and a lack 
of economic boost for the entire city. I intend to create 
a possible solution that would allow the downtown 
district to rehabilitate itself and start a ripple effect 
causing people to want to invest back into Bessemer.

Current context of the downtown district to show 
how the district is half way functioning.

Site map and context

Current view of the site



DESIGN

For this project, I plan to design an updated urban 
market to reflect the current Bessemer Flea Mar-
ket. This new urban market would be located in the 
downtown district between DeBardeleben Park and 
Bessemer Hall of History to allow as much walkable 
access through the market as possible and also allow 
pedestrians to want to be curious about the entire 
downtown area. I hope the design will be taken slowly 
into a two phase process to be able to conduct a mini 
observation to conclude if this is the right approach 
to begin economical growth for Bessemer.
 
Phase one will consist of three to seven affordable 
rental kiosk spaces that can be booked day to day so 
that the process of set up can run smoothly and busi-
ness owners would not be worried with the troubles 
of being stuck in a lease that they cannot afford due 
to business or other financial reasons. To see how this 
process would run I’d survey and list pros and cons of 
rental kiosks by the citizens to see how the users are 
adjusting to this style of market. The survey would last 
approximately 18 months. With a good success rate I 
hope to develop the market further in phase two.

In addition to the kiosks developed in phase one, 
phase two would consist of a more stable building 
that would allow more rental (or permanently owned) 
spaces, restaurants and a courtyard area where citi-
zens can relax and enjoy the views. Food trucks would 
also be able to access this area to promote their busi-
nesses as well.

OUTCOME

With this newly designed urban market in Bessemer 
it would allow access to an affordable market area 7 
days a week that will be able to consist of both health-
ier food options and products for one’s household. 
This marketspace would also allow for the local blac-
kowned businesses to gain a platform to grow. Final-
ly, my last hope for this market is to contribute to a 
ripple effect of starting a new self-sufficient economy.

These images show the possible outcome and design 
esethic that I would like to achieve within this market-
place. Precedent Study: Eastville Marketplace
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CONCLUSION

To conclude my counter-story, it is seen in too many predominantly populated African American cities that they 
are being deprived of basic necessities to survive properly. It’s blamed on crime rates, our income or other biases 
that make absolutely no sense but it is our reality. While discovering myself within this project, I know that my 
hometown has a long way to go, but I hope I can start with an idea to help elevate us as a people as far as I can. 
Restoring the downtown district to the Black Wall Street my parents and grandparents once knew could be a 
start.
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DISAPPEARING QUEER SPACES
Analyzing Spaces and People from the Queer Harlem Renaissance
Abriannah Aiken

INTRODUCTION

The Queer identity has been one of discrimination 
and limitation throughout history; and yet certain 
moments and spaces throughout time allowed for self 
expression. The Harlem Renaissance was one such 
place, and Harlem itself was regarding as “the most 
exciting center of gay life” by many.1 The Harlem Re-
naissance brought forth a liberation of discrimination 
and an opportunity for exploration of identities free 
from the bounds of societal judgement. This includ-
ed racial acceptance, but also extended beyond the 
bounds to encapsulate an exploration and accep-
tance of gender and sexuality. 

1 Chauncey, George. 1994. Gay New York: gender, urban culture, and the 
makings of the gay male world, 1890-1940.

Post-Harlem Renaissance, though, there has been 
a gradual disappearence of these queer spaces via 
building demolition. The justification has been the 
function obsolesence of the spaces, as well as ‘urban 
renewal,’ but the counter story may uncover a more 
sinister disruption of freedom of expression via queer 
history demolition. 

This section explores the queer experience within the 
Harlem Renaissance through an analysis of build-
ings and people who have undergone queer erasure 
from their histories. This uncovering and illumination 
of queer BIPOC histories will hopefully amplify the 
urgency for acknolweding and respecting this subset 
of culture and community. 

Mapping of 1920s Harlem, highlighting queer spaces that no longer exist. 

CONTEXT

Harlem circa 1920-1940 existed as an oasis of 
cultural and muscial expression. It was the birthplace 
of jazz and nurtured ideas of the “New Negro” that 
in the words of Alain LeRoy Locke, transformed 
“negative ideas then associated with Black people.”2 
Self Expression came in the form of community joy 
through theatre, dancing, and music, which took 
place all throughout Harlem. Many of these spaces 
became intermingled with white folks from Upper 
Manhattan, leading to one of the only accepting 
inter-racial spaces. This period and space of 
expression was later coined the Harlem Renaissance, 
and continues to resonate with effects today. 

The experiences in the Harlem Renaissance were 
able to be engaged by various class groups. Whereas 
dominant hetero-normative spaces were places that 
identies were stifled (such as Chruch, institutions, 
and homes), spaces of the Harlem Renaissance were 
welcoming escapes. For example, parties existed for 
all classes, from balls to rent parties. Palaces and 
Ballrooms hosted balls and clubbing, whereas rent 
parties allowed for intimate gatherings ranging from 
Brownstones with Parlors to smaller Apartments, 
allowing for anyone from any social class to engage. 

QUEER HARLEM RENAISSANCE

Historian Henry Louis Gates Jr. “described the 
Harlem Renaissance being ‘surely as gay as it was 
black.”3 Just as the Harlem Renaissance was a space 
of self expression, the queer community utilized 
this as a safe space to further explore their gender 
and sexuality. For example, artists and performers 
engaged in cross dressing and drag balls.

Ballrooms and Rent Parties also allowed for a range 
of spaces for queer individuals to express themselves 
within varying levels of privacy and intimacy. While 
ballrooms were loud places for large gatherings, rent 
parties existed as safe, private engagements away 
from surveilling eyes where individuals can “be free, 
not merely to express anything they feel, but to feel 
the pulsations and rhythms of their own life.”4 

2 Shareef, Muhammed. n.d. “Black and Queer in the Harlem Renais-
sance.” Queer Majority. 
3 Shah, Haleema. n.d. “The Great Blues Singer Gladys Bentley Broke All 
the Rules.” 
4 Wilson, James F. 2010. Bulldaggers, Pansies, and Chocolate Babies: Per-
formance, Race and Sexuality in the Harlem Renaissance. N.p.: University 
of Michigan.

SAVOY BALLROOM

The Savoy Ballroom highlights the queer 
interconnection within the culture of the Harlem 
Renaissance, as well as the disappearence and 
erasure of queer culture over time. 

The Savoy Ballroom, established in 1926, was known 
as the “World’s Finest Ballroom” and “Home of Happy 
Feet.”5 It was a space of interracial dancing and one 
of the hearts of the Harlem jazz scene. Behind the 
mirage of mainstream media, though, the Ballroom 
also laid host to a plethora of Drag Balls. At one 
event, a young man was crowned first prize “almost 
stark naked, save for a decorative cache-sec and 
silver sadals.”6 

As Prohibition ended and jazz and ballrooms became 
less of a fad, the Savoy Ballroom slowly deteriorated. 
By 1958, the building was demolished to make 
way for a “much needed housing complex.”7 The 
comemorative plaque for the historical cultural space 
in the Savoy Park NYCHA Apartments does not even 
mention the queer culture that blossomed in the 
Ballroom. 

5 “Welcome to The Savoy.” n.d. http://www.welcometothesavoy.com/.
6 Chauncey
7 “Welcome to The Savoy.”

Savoy Ballroom Comemorative Plack in Savoy Park 
NYCHA Apartments1 

1 Savoy Ballroom 1926-58. http://www.savoyplaque.org/.



QUEER ERASURE IN SPATIAL HISTORIES AND 
INDVIDUAL BIOGRAPHIES

The Savoy Ballroom is a perfect example of a site 
with historical significance to both the Black and 
Queer community. Yet, mainstream media only 
remembers the Black signifiance of the site. This 
Queer Erasure not only exists in this instance, but 
also in a plethora of other circumstances.

At a large rate, queer spaces from the 20th century 
have been demolished, especially in Harlem. 
And, many of the spaces that still exist have been 
converted into different functions. From a capitalistic 
standpoint, the demolition and functional conversion 
of many of these spaces can be justified by means 
of urban renewal (i.e. the Savoy Ballroom was 
demolished to make way for affordable housing). 
But, the lack of acknolwedging the queer histories of 
these spaces and having that history justify historic 
preservation can be seen as an act of queer erasure. 
Mainstream history of the past disregarded the 
documentation of these spaces and mainstream 
academia today continues to erase these histories.

This queer erasure can also be seen with iconic 
individuals of the time period. Bessie Smith, Gladys 
Bently and Claude McKay, to name a few, are artists 
renowned for their contributions to the Harlem 
Renaissance but their queer identities are either 
muted or erased from their mainstream remeberance. 

Some artists were out and proud throughout their 
time on stage, such as Gladys Bently, who is known 
for her “signature white top hat, tuxedo and tails” 
in her performances.“8 Others, like Bessie Smith - 
the “Empress of the Blues,” were closeted in their 
sexuality. But, lesbian relationships of Bessie Smith 
were gossip spread around the community.9

Claude McKay, for example, was a “distinguished 
bisexual writer who wasn’t afraid to include queer 
themes in his poems and novels” but this led to the 
FBI surveilling him and his ‘radical ideas’ to the point 
that he was harrassed out of the country.10 Queer 
erasure has transcended spatial and individual 
histories in favor of straight culture. 

8 Shah, Haleema
9 “Life Story: Bessie Smith.” n.d. Women & The American Story.
10 Shareef, Muhammed

Gladys Bently,1 Claude McKay,2 and Bessie Smith3 
were iconic artists of the Harlem Renaissance. But, 
their sexuality played a different role throughout each 
of their individual experiences, from queer erasure, to 
closeted secrecy, to harrasssment due to being out 
and proud. 

1 Shah, Haleema 
2 Shareef, Muhammed 
3 “Life Story: Bessie Smith.”

Savoy Ballroom Historical Perception versus Queer Historical Scene. Photos from Artstor,1 NMAAHC,2 and the 
Harlem World Tabloid.3

1 “Harlem Renaissance.” n.d. Artstor.  
2 “Savoy Ballroom.” n.d. NMAACH. 
3 Chauncey, George.



The Harlem Renaissance was a space for Black individuals to “transform negative 
ideas associated with Black people” through the ‘New Negro’ ideology.2 This self 
exploration and expression of self transcended race to also encapsulate gender 
and sexuality exploration: “queer artists of the Harlem Renaissance often utilized 
the campaign to explore variances in gender expression and to take pride, both in 
their race and in their same-sex desires.”3 

2 Shareef, Muhammed 
3 Shareef, Muhammed

Historian Henry Louis Gates Jr. even described 

The Harlem Renaissance 
[was] “surely as gay as it was black”
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Queer Erasure played a large role in the lack of historical documentation of the queer part of the 
Harlem Renaissance. But, there were also spatial limitations that led to the demolition and subsequent 
disappearence of architectural and cultural spaces - disappearence physically in built form and 
mentally in mainstream remembrance. Queer Spatial Limitations existed in Legal, Physical and 
Experiential manifestations. There were legal barriers in place that limited the spatial establishment 
of queer spaces. One example is the denial (or revoking) of liquor licensces to queer establishments 
on the basis of ‘disorderly conduct’ which is code for homosexual dancing and kissing.1 These 

1 Sibilla, Nick. n.d. “How Liquor Licenses Sparked the Stonewall Riots.”

legal restrictions limited the ability of queer bars and clubs to thrive, leading to their obsolescene, 
closures, and subsequent demolitions. Similarly, physical limitations existed in tandem with these 
legal restrictions: bars would be physically padlocked to spatially restrict the opening of the building. 
And, police raids would also physically limit invidual interaction with these spaces. Lastly, there were 
experiential limitations, such as surveillance and harrassment by people of authority and the rest of 
society that limited the ability for queer individuals to feel safe intereacting with queer spaces. This 
continued to deteriorate the ability for queer spaces to thrive as these various spatial limitations 
impacted their popularity amongst the queer community and their successes economically.



By the 1950s, there was a decline in jazz ballroom engagement. The Savoy Ballroom existed until 1958, when it 
was subsequently demolished to make way for a “much needed housing complex” called Delano Village, which 
eventually made way for Savoy Park NYCHA Apartments.1 

1 Welcome to Harlem. n.d. “The Savoy Ballroom.” Welcome to Harlem.

The Lafayette Theatre opened in 1912 and was a space of expression for the Black community, specifically 
the Black Queer Community. In the 1950s, the Theatre was converted into a church and is in the process of 
demolition for an apartment complex.1 

1 “Lafayette Theatre.” n.d. Cinema Treasures.

The Rockland Palace laid home to the iconic Hamilton Lodge Drag Balls, that would accumulate thousands of 
spectators. In the 1950s, the Palace started to “host more religious activity” and then served as a skating rink for 
many years, until it was demolished and now serves as a parking lot.1 
1 Ulysses. n.d. “Remember: Hamilton Lodge Balls.” Harlem + Bespoke.

Hotel Olga served as a renowned hotel venue from 1920-1945, hosting many LGBT performers and guests, as 
well as straight Harlem Renaissance icons. In 2019, it was demolished, and currently stands as an empty lot.1 

1 “Hotel Olga.” n.d. NYC LGBT Historic Sites Project.
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CONCLUSION

Spatial Limitations, as well as Queer Erasure both 
played a large role in obsolecence, deterioration, 
demolition and disappearence of queer spaces 
throughout Harlem post-Harlem Renaissance. 
Queer Erasure also has impacted the lack of historic 
preservation measures of the spaces that continue 
to be demolished to this day. There is still hope for a 
thriving queer future in Harlem, as a myriad of queer 
clubs are popping up and continuing to impact the 
community for the better. It is up to contemporary 
scholars to rememebr the past, protect the present, 
and build a better future. 

Modern Day Queer Harlem has allowed for the accumulation of a variety of new safe spaces for the community. Although none have the reach that drag ballrooms did in the 
1920s, they still mark a resurgence and celebration of queer culture indicative of a time before. From Trappy Hours to Chocolate Mondays, these spaces proudly annnounce 
themselves as an inclusive part of the future of Queer Harlem. Something to acknolwedge, though, is the continued discrimination of these spaces, as seen with Alibi. While Queer 
Harlem Culture makes another resurgence, it is important to remember, respect and amplify these voices and help towards eradicating the hatred they may face as Queer BIPOC 
communities. 
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GENTRIFICATION IN WEST COCONUT GROVE

Kherby Jean

INTRODUCTION

In the site analysis Coconut Grove is divided into 
sections. There is East Coconut Grove, west Coconut 
Grove and south Coconut Grove. All these locations 
are alike and different in many ways. The biggest 
difference is classism based on attention. This is 
referring to east Coconut Grove as the tourist area. 
West Coconut Grove is where the city started and 
that’s where most people first built. This reason is 
because it was close to the water. This would allow 
expensive tourist areas that would generate revenue. 
South Coconut Grove is also well treated. It is where 
the higher class of Coconut Grove lives. This area 
includes all types of homes including mansions. West 
Coconut Grove is the opposite of both directions, 

West Coconut Grove it is seen as the lesser of the 
two. In its history it was built the latest in comparison 
to the other two directions. West Coconut Grove is 
found of diverse cultures from the Caribbean. Ad-
ditionally, one aspect that affects Coconut Grove is 
gentrification. Gentrification is more like invasion but 
in the term of building types. It is when people build 
buildings that are not of the cultural standard of the 
area. Many other cities such as little Haiti have faced 
gentrification and west Coconut Grove is next. Also, 
this is more likely to happen because it is by coral 
gables and owned by coral gables. This means as the 
population in coral gables increase the city will be 
forced to push the boundaries into Coconut Grove. 
The effects of this situation would be many of the his-
torical structures such as the shotguns house would 

Early Bahamian settlers in Coconut Grove

have to be moved and the diverse cultures that are 
presented would also be removed. Classism is seen 
everywhere throughout Coconut Grove. From the 
figure ground plan, one can see the change in veg-
etation. This shows that in the high-class neighbor-
hoods, the streets are more taken care of. My mental 
map is based on the threshold from poor to rich and 
rich to poor. As one can see in google street view 
the distance of the threshold can be one street. This 
means that one street shows the difference between 
the rich and poor and the popular and the unpopu-
lar. This example can be seen throughout the rest of 
Coconut Grove by seeing different types of houses 
right next to each other. An example of this maybe an 
old generic house right next to a modern and futur-
istic home. These are all examples of how classism is 

Row of shotgun houses in Coconut Grove

In this Counterstory, I will be analyzing gentrification 
in Coconut Grove. Through two streets, Grand Ave 
and South Douglas Rd, I will be looking at the differ-
ent sides of Coconut grove and how the community is 
affected . 



THRESHOLD 1 (Grand Ave)     West vs East Coconut Grove

The first road that we will be looking at is Grand Avenue where we will analyze the difference between East vs 
West Coconut Grove. East Coconut Grove is where the big developments and new constructions are. In 2018 
I visited the site and I spoke to the many incredible individuals in West coconut grove. While I was there I so 
many luxurious cars passing by going to East coconut grove. I then wondered how would I feel if I lived in a 
place where my side of the town is not taken care of and the other side was, and these cars were evidence. I 
also thought of another perspectives what if it also showed the anticipation of gentrification. At the time I was 
there, many individuals started leaving the area already and the prices were increasing. Gentrification was al-
ready upon the community, and I could see the residences saying those same people in those cars are the same 
people that will be taking our homes in the future. This is truly a great parallel, the parallel of the rich and the 
poor and all of this can be seen on Grand Avenue



THRESHOLD 2 (S DOUGLAS RD)   NORTH vs SOUTH Coconut Grove

A similar story can be told on S Douglas Road, you won’t see super expensive cars but you will see a big differ-
ent in environment. As you can see in the pictures there are more trees in South coconut grove in comparison 
to north coconut grove. This truly shows the comparison of a place being taken care more than the other. I am 

also convinced that behind these trees there are multimillion dollar mansions as well.



Next, we move into on of the real reasons why this difference is happening. In these two diagrams we can see the percentage of whites and blacks in Coconut grove. We can see that majority of the black people in the area live in 
north coconut grove while the majority of the white people in the area live in Coconut Grove Through this information, we can draw the conclusion that the people that live in the white side of the town is more taken care then the 
people that live in the black side of the town. 



Man in Goombay Festival ACE Theatre

This affects the community in a powerful way, many of the lots are now vacant when the area used to be a thriving area, where there would be a lot of people walking and a lot of community gatherings. Things such as the goombay festival was 
stopped for a period of time because of the lack of funding of the organizations that funded the festival. 

COCONUT GROVE (A MEMOIR)
This is the battle of Coconut Grove, In September 2018 I had visited the area to learn more about the people and their perspectives. I parked my car in the corner of Grand avenue and Douglas road, As I walked my first impression of the area 
was where are the people? It seems if the place was deserted. Although I saw a few people sitting in front of stores, still there weren’t that many pedestrian circulations. I walked through Grand avenue from Douglas street to Elizabeth street, I 
saw a food truck selling what smelled roasted chicken. He was busy, so I didn’t bother to talk to him. I then walked back and greeted one of the people who was sitting on the sidewalk. The old man seemed like he was in his mid-50s, at first, 
he was disinterested in what I was asking but later he took interest. I spoke to him for a while, but his answers weren’t that inviting, he kept saying he doesn’t know the answers to what I am asking and kept referring me to people I didn’t know. 
As we spoke a man passed by and greeted the man I was talking to, I then came to realize that they were good friends and referred me to him about asking him questions. Before we even dealt deep into the conversation, we were interrupt-
ed by other people passing by, he greeted almost everyone who was walking and knew them by name, let’s just say he was very popular in the neighborhood. Though I never found out about his real name, everyone referred to him as Gator. 
Our conversation took many turns, speaking about the education system, religion and much more but my focus was his reaction to what is happening in Coconut Grove. Gator was extremely passionate about this topic and he is of Bahamian 
descent. As our conversation went on, what I felt like he trying to make me see was that the people of Coconut Grove need to fight because Coconut Grove is their identity. He told me a brief history about how Coconut Grove became what 
it is today. He told me about how Coconut grove used to be a place of gathering, there was a club, theatre and many more places of entertainment but now all are closed. He mentioned how the city were cutting funds from their area, even 
cutting one of their most entertaining cultural gatherings, the goombay festival. Through the funding cuts of many of the facilitators of the event, the festival ceased to exist. Also ceased to exist was the wearing of colorful masks and cloths, 
the sound of Bahamian music and the gathering and enjoyment of the Bahamian people. What Gator was mainly emphasizing the most was for the people of Coconut Grove to stand and fight for the city. He mentioned how a lot of blacks sell 
everything that they have when they see white people money. They are not willing to stand for what they own because they don’t see the value, but the people who are investing see the value. He also d. He then told me the reason why Coco-
nut Grove is being targeted is because the ground level of Coconut Grove is higher than places like Miami beach who are closer to the water. The farther the city is from the water the better because of sea level rise. This makes a lot of sense, it 
is the same reason why Little Haiti is being gentrified as well. 



CONCLUSION

Every community has a story to tell whether it would be about 
marginalized groups, preservation of historic places vs gentrification 
and different community functions. In this group we decided to analyze 
and tell the story about people and communities who were forgotten 
and not appreciated.

First, we go to Coconut Grove in Miami Florida, a gentrified 
community, where Kherby analyzed the two sides of coconut Grove, 
East and West, where the East side was well taken care of while the 
west side was not so glamorous and consisted of vacant homes and 
lots. In addition, because of the rising prices of the West of Coconut 
Grove, many individuals who had homes that were historic such as 
shotgun houses turned to coffee shops and light eateries to make 
income.

Second, we move to a similar story in Atlanta, GA where Jalen 
analyzed gentrification in the Atlanta new metro station, where many 
community members feared that they would be forced out of their 
homes because they could not pay the rising prices in the area.
Next, we move to a different story, where instead of the community 
wishing they wouldn’t be gentrified, they desired it. Candice analyzed 
ChinaTown and the new development in the area. The people in 
the community knew that gentrification is bad but still wanted the 
renovation.

Next, we move to a different story, where instead of the community 
wishing they wouldn’t be gentrified, they desired it. Candice analyzed 
ChinaTown and the new development in the area. The people in 
the community knew that gentrification is bad but still wanted the 
renovation.

Lastly, instead of looking at a specific location, Abri looked at a 
specific group of people who were marginalized. Abri looked at queer 
individuals in New York in the Harlem Renaissance. She explored their 
impact in the Harlem renaissance and how they are often forgotten in 
Harlem’s history.

Overall, throughout these counter stories, we were able to see the 
communities that were often forgotten, the people that were left out 
in history books and the people that were forced to leave their homes. 
Everyone’s story is important, and we should never leave any pages 
blank because there’s always a counter story to tell.



Chinatown Appears Avoided Gentrification?
Case Study of the 1986 Rezoning Plan in San Francisco Chinatown Core
Candice Siyun Ji

INTRODUCTION

San Francisco Chinatown has suffered from historical 
forced segregation since the 1882 Federal Chinese 
Exclusion Act. Much of Chinatown’s housing was built 
as single room occupancy and was often overcrowd-
ed, in poor condition, and yet still expensive for very 
low-income residents. 

In recent years, the residential building in Chinatown 
core has suffered from dilapidated conditions and the 
possibility of gentrification due to heightened de-
mand for office and commercial space. The changing 
demographics also aggravated the housing crisis in 
the community.

Under this context, an effort to protect the resource 
of affordable housing in Chinatown was established. 
The 1986 Rezoning Plan effectively prohibited demo-
lition and banned the conversion of residential build-
ings into different uses. The intention of this Plan is to 
preserve the existing affordable housing and prevent 
displacement, and it did so successfully. However, this 
Plan also resulted in a few unforeseeable outcomes. 
The Plan only preserved the shell of the housing but 
did not address the organs of the house. A combi-
nation of age and weak code enforcement has led 
to many buildings falling into disrepair. The neigh-
borhood’s zoning policy has also given rise to other 
unresolved challenges of supplying sufficient housing. 

Official Map of Chinatown in San Francisco, July 1885. Image: Library of Congress.

The following counter-story explores the roots and 
impacts of the 1986 Rezoning Plan, seeking to identi-
fy lessons that may help practitioners with different 
perspectives when dealing with historical affordable 
housing preservation in the face of gentrification and 
displacement.

CONTEXT

Historically, San Francisco was one of the earliest 
cities to emerge from the immigration waves brought 
by the California Gold Rush of 1849. The early Chi-
nese settlement soon turned into “Chinatowns” where 
the community have a social life of their “native-place 
style with ‘native place’ elements” (Qin 2012)  The 
earliest cohort of settlers to Chinatown were predom-
inantly male contract laborers from Chinese provinc-
es near Delta. Few of these men arrived in California 
with the intention of permanent settlement; therefore, 
Chinatown initially functioned as a “provision station” 
for Chinese workers (Li 2011). Within this context, 
much of Chinatown’s housing was built as single-room 
occupancy (SRO) residential hotels or small rooms in 
commercial structures or community spaces. 

In 1882, the United States Congress passed the first 
law in its history that barred a group from immigrat-
ing to the country based solely upon their race or 
country of origin. This piece of legislation is called 
The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, officially titled “An 
act to execute certain treaty stipulations relating to 
Chinese.” It barred all Chinese “la-borers” and Chi-
nese women from entering the United States. With 
this institutionalized halt in migration for more than 
half a century, San Francisco Chinatown’s built envi-
ronment did not evolve from the earliest SRO forms. 
This racially discriminated Act also prevented the 
Chinese from owning land. The community had to 
take long-term leases and pay high rents to settle in 
the Chinatown area. Housing was thus poorly main-
tained and often overcrowded. The passage of the 
tensions between discrimination and politics made 
life hard for the Chinese in the country, forcing the 
Chinese community to stay together. 

The Chinese Exclusion Act was in effect until 1943 
when it was finally repealed, as the United States 
and China became allies during World War II. China-
town’s population increased by about 25 percent per 
decade from 1940 to 1970 and propelled the expan-

sion of Chinatown. Based on the 1970 census, the 
Department of City Planning defined a core area of 
Chinatown, a seventeen-block area whose population 
is 90 percent Chinese.

Many Chinatown residents lived in houses with poor 
conditions, with problems of overcrowding and dilap-
idated housing. According to the 1965 Community 
Renewal Programming Report, 77 percent of San 
Francisco’s Chinatown–North Beach area dwellings 

The dark area shows the core of San Francisco’s Chi-
natown. Image: Chuo Li. 

San Francisco’s Chinatown Ross Alley, 1898.  Predomi-
nantly male workers. Image: Chinatown Report.



Top and Middle: Exterior of residential units in San 
Francisco Chinatown. 
Bottom: Inside San Francisco Chinatown Single Room 
Occupancy (SRO).  
Images: San Francisco Chronicle, NBC News.

Jiu Yin Tong, 79, looks out from a 3rd floor fire escape at his SRO at 937 Clay Street on Thursday, Jan. 26, 2017. 
Image: San Francisco Chronicle.

were designated as substandard or seriously sub-
standard (Little 1965).  Furthermore, the density of 
Chinatown core is the highest in the city, with 120 to 
179.9 people per gross acre compared to 24.6 people 
citywide (The San Francisco Chinese Community Citi-
zens’ Survey and Fact Finding Committee  1969). Such 
deplorable housing conditions, despite the rest of San 
Francisco’s development, still exist today. 

The low-income ethnic enclave was then, and still is 
today, surrounded by upper-income, predominantly 
white neighborhoods and the expanding financial 
district. With each proposed development in San 
Francisco being a battle between existing and new 
land uses, protecting low-income residents from 
displacement is paramount as urban renewal, private 
development, and market interests seek to transform 
and gentrify the city. 

DESIGN

In the face of external pressures of gentrification and 
to address the housing crisis in San Francisco’s Chi-
natown, a few planning efforts have uniquely allowed 
Chinatown Core to maintain its historic character 
and accessibility to low-income residents. Amongst 
these efforts, the adoption of the City Planning 
Department’s official Chinatown Rezoning Plan as an 
amendment to the General Plan is one of the most 
influential policy changes. One of the 1986 Rezoning 
Plan’s objectives was to preserve the housing stock 
for low- and moderate-income households in the Chi-
natown core area. The Plan resulted in the designa-
tion of Chinatown as a mixed-use area distinct from 
the downtown; it further prohibited the demolition of 
existing housing and banned the conversion of resi-
dential buildings into different uses (Montojo 2015).

ISSUES

Although the study was well-intended and did help 
preserve the stock of existing housing and avoided 
gentrification in Chinatown Core, the neighborhood’s 
zoning policy paid minimum attention to the rehabil-
itation of historical buildings in Chinatown Core and 
limited further housing development .

of the oldest community organizations in San Fran-
cisco Chinatown established during the anti-Chinese 
discrimination era – described the area as an “eth-
nic ghetto.” He told the author, “many buildings in 
SF Chinatown are at the edge of falling down. An 
earthquake like the one in 1906 would have easily de-
stroyed these buildings.” He wondered, “Is that what 
it takes for them (the government) to pay attention to 
us (Chinatown residents)?” (Robert Wong, Interview 
with Author, October 5, 2021).

Above all, 1986 Reznong Plan successfully achieved 
its objective to “preserve the distinctive urban char-
acter of Chinatown” and “retain and reinforce Chi-
natown’s mutually supportive functions as a neigh-
borhood, capital city and visitor attraction.” (San 
Francisco Planning Department). Nevertheless, some 
might argue that the neighborhood has achieved its 
goal, avoided gentrification, and prevented displace-
ment because the limitations surrounding both rede-
velopment and rehabilitation have made Chinatown 
Core somewhat less desirable to affluent residential 
developers and businesses.

The 1986 Rezoning Plan focused merely on the 
“stock” of housing but ignored the fact that what the 
Plan ultimately preserved is the declining quality of 
deteriorated housing. 

A combination of age and weak code enforcement 
has led to many buildings falling into disrepair. Con-
sequently, Chinatown Core has suffered problems 
from a shortage of supply and declining quality 
of housing as buildings have deteriorated. With 
low-profit potential, particularly for rent-controlled 
affordable units, and continuously high demand 
throughout the neighborhood, property owners in 
Chinatown Coreare disincentivized to rehabilitate 
their rental units. In some cases, when it comes to 
paying necessary maintenance costs, owners have 
opted to take units off of the market, which has coun-
tered the housing preservation intention and further 
contributed to the housing crisis that most severely 
impacts lower-income communities (Tan 2008). 

In an interview with Robert Wong, a member of the 
Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association – one 



to make it better”  (Ted Gong, Interview with Author, 
October 2, 2021). The top priority is to keep China-
town a liveable place for residents. “We don’t want 
gentrification, but at least the housing needs to be 
habitable,” says Wong  (Robert Wong, Interview with 
Author, October 5, 2021).

Additionally, the restrictive zoning policies in the 1986 
Plan also resulted in the lack of new development. 
Statistically speaking, since 1987, only 22 residential 
buildings have been constructed in Chinatown Core, 
whereas, within the same timeframe, 65 buildings 

A Closet-sized life in San Francisco Chinatown SROs.
Images: SRO Families United Collaborative.

OUTCOMES

Since the 60s, many “behind the facade” researches 
in Chinatown had exposed the deplorable housing 
conditions, echoing the housing issues of past de-
cades. In a shocking report by Jane Eshelman Conant 
from San Francisco Examiner, she wrote “Many of 
these places are not… apartments in the accepted 
sense, but were in many cases were built as barracks 
for the single Chinese man in the coolie larbor force 
brought here decades ago” (Yu 1981). 

The Plan did not address the housing condition issues 
in Chinatown core. With 75 percent of the housing 
unit in Chinatown Core being built before 1949, 
low-income renters in San Francisco Chinatown Core 
lived in the same unhealthy and unsafe housing since 
before World War II (Motojo 2015). According to 
the Chinese Progressive Association’s 2005 Report, 
housing, health, and fire code violations are wide-
spread in Chinatown housing, with 87% of tenants 
surveyed reporting at least one code violation, and 
62% reported multiple code violations. Most reported 
violated Health Code included Insect and Rodent In-
festation, Unsanitary Conditions, Noise Disturbances, 
and Second Hand Smoke Exposure (Chinese Progres-
sive Association, 2005). 

The 1986 efforts preserved the shell of the historical 
housing; however, the Plan did not stop the internal 
organs of the residential units from deteriorating. 
Given the extremely limited options for low-income 
immigrant tenants in San Francisco, many tenants 
have no choice but to tolerate the deterioration. Very 
few tenants have complained to their landlord and 
even fewer have complained to a government code 
enforcement agency or a community organization 
Chinese Progressive Association, 2005). Tenants 
trace the roots of these conditions to the lack of 
affordable housing, living-wage jobs, and support in 
knowing their rights and health risks.

In an interview with Ted Gong, the Executive Direc-
tor of the 1882 Project Foundation and President of 
WashingtonDC chapter of the Chinese American Cit-
izens Alliance, he said, “many of these Chinatown res-
idential buildings are not weatherproof. The plumbing 
system is over a hundred years old. And putting a 
double window on a crumbling building is not going 

have been built in Chinatown North (Dataquick 
2014). New affordable housing development in 
Chinatown Core has also been limited. Despite the 
increasing need, only 342 subsidized and public units 
have not increased since 1990 ( California Housing 
Partnership Corporation. 2014). 

Inside of one immigrant family’s life in 75 square feet. 
Image: NBC News.

In simple terms, since 1986, not much has changed in 
Chinatown Core housing, neither in housing stock nor 
in housing condition. Although Chinatown Core has 
largely resisted displacement and gentrification, it 
also gives rise to other unresolved challenges of hous-
ing improvement and supplying sufficient affordable 
housing in San Francisco.



CONCLUSION 

The enforcement of the 1986 Rezoning Plan has 
exposed the contradictory assumptions embedded 
in the housing policies. The Plan intends to “protect 
what the Planning Department acknowledged was a 
‘virtually irreplaceable’ resource of affordable hous-
ing in Chinatown” (Montojo 2015). Nonetheless, the 
problem is that the Plan preserves housing that is 
“totally deplorable inside” and prevents other devel-
opments in the Chinatown Core (Gong 2021).

Chinatown is evitably part of the urban fabric in the 
city. As the rest of the city progresses, preserving 
the housing Chinatown Core so that these units can 
“stay” is not the answer to solve either historical 
preservation or the housing crisis. Neighborhoods are 
not static, and merely preserving the shell of afford-
able housing will not promote growth or maintain 
the quality of life for the lower-income marginalized 
communities. 

It is clear that getting greater affordable housing 
and promoting the community’s health and vitality for 
Chinatown is more than an issue of zoning. So, what 
efforts ultimately need to be in place to preserve 
Chinatown’s character and culture for its existing 
residents in today’s dominant agenda of promoting 
urban growth? 

“Ultimately, the reason why Asian Americans and im-
migrants come to Chinatown is that they feel a sense 
of belonging. A feeling that you don’t have to explain 
yourself. Chinatown functions as a place that brings 
communities together. It acts as a common ground, a 
public space, and this sense of community is what we 
need to preserve, not just the mere form of seemingly 
‘Chinese’ structure,’” says Gong (Gong 2021).

Despite the shabby conditions on the inside of the 
housing, Chinatown core remains as one of the few 
places that enables low-income people to survive in 
the city. It is worth noting that the reason why many 
new immigrants and senior residents still desire to 
continue living in Chinatown is not only that these 
are the only rents they can afford, but also because 
“they are monolingual and they want to live closer to 
their community,” said Rosa Chen, the Interim Com-
munity Planning Manager of Chinatown Community 
Development Center (Chen 2021). This Native-Place 

Sentiment that includes “being loyal to the native 
place, holding traditions in high esteem, establishing 
native place associations, creating a native-place 
atmosphere in distant cities, cherishing the solidar-
ity of homeland ties, performing judicial power over 
the members, and practicing mutual aid for fellow 
countrymen,” are deeply ingrained in Chinese history 
and solidly embedded in the Chinese community in 
America (Qin 2012). Such sense of community is what 
planners need to help preserve. 

As the land values of Chinatown continue to increase, 
market pressure, and so many other neighborhoods 
underoging gentrification and displacement, promot-
ing a sense of community requires regulatory chang-
es to encourage community growth while preserving 
the culture. Because low-income immigrant tenants 
in San Francisco have limited options for housing, it 
is particularly important for government agencies to 
ensure that housing, health, and fire codes are ade-
quately enforced in these communities and the health 
and safety of vulnerable residents are protected. 
Further incentives and partnerships with public and 
financial institutions are needed to motivate long-
time property owners to rehabilitate or redevelop 
their properties. 

As a policy change to preserve housing and prevent 
displacement, the 1986 Rezoning Plan has good in-
tentions. Yet, it should be noted that planning policies 
have always influenced how difference is encoun-
tered, managed, and solidified through space. In this 
case, the 1986 effort solidified the distinctive urban 
character of Chinatown and retained its difference 
and distinction from the rest of the city. For better or 
worse, it acts as a plausible initial attempt in allowing 
the neighborhood to remain affordable and main-
tain its historic character. The future of resolving 
Chinatown’s age-old housing dilemma, however, lies 
in finding new housing opportunities outside, while 
improving existing housing and preserving culture 
from within.

Community Spaces in San Francisco Chinatown. 
Images: Project for Public Spaces, Hoodline, The Cultural Landscape Foundation.
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ATLANTIC STATION INFLUENCING GENTRIFICATION OF OTHER COMMUNITIES?  
Analyzing Affects of Upscale Mixed-Use Neighborhoods in Metro Atlanta Areas  
Jalen Carlyle

Map of the City of Atlanta (1938) color-coded to represent the grades for neighborhoods. 
Source: Home Owners Loan Corporation

INTRODUCTION

The history of African Americans in 
Atlanta is synonymous with the history of 
Atlanta itself, “From the early days of 
slaveholding until today, when the last 
five mayors of Atlanta have been African 
Americans, the story of the largest

gentrify heavily populated Black areas. 
This map identifies different 
neighborhoods and their “grade” based 
upon residential security. “The red swaths 
identify each area with large African-
American populations as being a 
“hazardous place to underwrite 
mortgages.” This is what was known as 
redlining, and it was perfectly legal for 
many years,” (Darin Givens). These maps 
listed the percentage of black residents in 
each neighborhood, and of all of the 
neighborhoods classified as "best" or 
"still desirable," the population was 0%; 
and right above the epicenter of this 
map, is what is known today as Midtown’s 
“Atlantic Station.”

southern city can be told through the 
experiences of its largest ethnic minority,” 
(NPS). For decades African Americans 
have made up a majority of the Atlanta 
population; however, (as pictured above), 
there have been numerous attempts to 

CONTEXT

Even before desegregation took place 
African Americans created their own 
opportunities in businesses, publications, 
and sports. “Evidence of successful 
businesses was most noticeable in Sweet 
Auburn, now known as the Sweet Auburn 
Historic District, a one-mile corridor that 
served as the downtown of Atlanta's black 
community,” (NPS). Businesses flourished 
throughout the 1930s and 1940s, 
including restaurants, hotels, and 
nightclubs where Cab Calloway and Duke 
Ellington performed. The city of Atlanta 
has always been a place where African-
Americans could thrive, financially, 
socially, and even politically. However due 
to recent developments these aspects of 
our lives are now coming into question. 

“Although gentrification has expanded 
the city's tax base and weeded out blight, 
it has had an unintended effect on 
Atlanta, long a lure to African-Americans 
and a symbol of black success. For the 
first time since the 1920’s,” (Shaila 
Dewen). The black percentage of the city 
of Atlanta’s population is declining and 
the white percentage is on the rise."There 
could be a time in the not-too-distant 
future when the black population is below 
half of the city population, if this trend 
continues," said William Frey, a 
demographer at the Brookings Institution, 
a Washington research group. Mr. Frey 
did not know how correct he was, In the 
year of 2020 the percentage of the Black 
population dropped to 47%. This is versus 
about 62% in the year 2000, 5 years 
before this statement was made. 

ATLANTA’S POPULATION SHIFT

Census for the City of Atlanta 2000-2010. 
Source: US Census Bureau



The AJC analysis said Atlanta’s population 
grew by more than 71,000 since 2010: 
- New white residents accounted for just 

over 50% of them 
- 23% were Hispanic or Asian 
- Only 9% of the city’s new residents 

were African American (11alive). 

The change has introduced an element of 
uncertainty into local politics, which has 
been dominated by blacks since 1973, 
when Atlanta became the first major 
Southern city to elect a black mayor. "It's 
certainly affecting local politics," said Billy 
Linville, a political consultant who has 
worked for Ms. Franklin. "More white 
politicians are focusing on possibly 
becoming mayor and positioning 
themselves accordingly, whereas in the 
past they would not have. The next mayor 
of Atlanta, I believe, will be African-
American, but after that it may get very 
interesting.” (NY Times).

ATLANTIC STATION

Atlantic Station was originally a steel 
company with a large steel mill, dating 
back to 1901 when it was founded as the 
Atlanta Hoop Company with 120 
employees, and which produced cotton 
bale ties and barrel hoops. In 1998, 
Jacoby Development purchased the 
complex for about 76 million USD, tore 
down the complex, cleaned up the site 
and built Atlantic Station in its place. 

Atlantic Station’s original design of the 
space was intended to include 15 million 
square feet of retail, office, residential 
space as well as 11 acres of public parks.

Atlantic Steel Mill 
Source: Atlantic Station

Atlantic Station Master Plan 
Source: Buildings

“Housing has also mushroomed in places 
where it had not previously existed. The 
most ambitious project, Atlantic Station, a 
shopping and residential district on the 
site of a former steel mill near downtown, 
will have more than 2,000 units. Loft 
prices start at $160,000,” (Shaila Dewen). 
Housing developments such as these are 
impacting communities throughout the 
city. Even the Old Fourth Ward, the once 
elegant black neighborhood where Martin 
Luther King Jr. was born, is now less than 
75 percent black, down from 94 percent 
in 1990, as houses have skyrocketed in 
value and low-rent apartments have been 
replaced by new developments. There are 
displacements being caused by these 
intended “problem solutions” that are not 
being addressed. Another Midtown 
development, The Atlanta Beltline is also 
a factor. 

Atlanta Gentrification Pressure Map 
Source: AtlantaGov

Atlanta Beltline has triggered property 
value increases. “Median sales prices in 
Beltline neighborhoods such as Adair Park 
and Westview ballooned by 68 percent 
between 2011 and 2015, per the study.” 
Dan Immergluck also sounded the alarm 
in an interview with CityLab, asserting that 
the Beltline’s current trajectory could lead 
to the “economic and possibly racial 
resegregation of the city.” (Atlanta 
Curbed). The effects these projects have 
had on the community is unquestionable, 
however the true problem lies in what 
these developments are doing to those 
outside of the city, in neighboring 
communities. Half a decade ago, news 
spread of the next Atlantic Station coming 
to South Metro-Atlanta (Henry County), in 
a development that would become known 
as Jodeco Crossings.



THE INFLUENCE

Jeff Grant and his partners have owned 
over 150 acres of land in south Henry 
County since 1985. At one point, one of 
the partners lived on it, but other than 
that, the land acres has remained 
untouched. Grant is a Henry County 
native and plans on turning this into the 
same type of intensive mixed-use projects 
seen commonly in Atlanta, less than 30 
miles north. “That piece was bought more 
for the beauty of it. It wasn't really bought

Atlantic Jodeco Crossings Sketch Rendering 
Source: Because We Care Atlanta South

or true speculation,” Grant said. “Now 
that things have evolved the way they 
have, I guess we were lucky in a good 
sense.” After Jodeco Crossings was first 
proposed there was a halt on the 
project. “County commissioners denied 
the annexation request earlier this 
month, and stated that they wanted to 
keep the development under the 
county’s control instead of the 
city,” (Henry Herald). Several Henry

County residents spoke against it 
expressing concerns about having 
infrastructure and transportation fixes in 
place before proceeding with the 
development. When the project was 
originally proposed in 2015, a 
development of regional impact review 
was completed by Georgia DCA and the 
Atlanta Regional Commission. Though 
the concept site plan and proposes uses 
have undergone revisions since then, the 
recommendations from the project’s 
traffic impact study should still be valued 
and local governments look for funding to 
implement the recommendations. “The 
traffic study estimated that 34,317 new 
daily vehicle trips will be generated by 
the development,” (Moving Henry 
Forward). The study recommended 
several road improvements and 
intersection projects to support the 
additional traffic on surrounding 
roadways.

BRIDGES AT JODECO

Bridges at Jodeco Site Map 
Source: LPC Retail

Bridges at Jodeco Site Plan 
Source:Moving Henry Forward

Now entitled Bridges at Jodeco, the 
project’s residential components are 
expected to include: 300 apartment 
units, 176 single-family lots, 90 
townhouses, as well as 52.4 acres of 
commercial space. Jodeco 158 is not the 
only firm planning mixed-use in the 
Metro Atlanta area. Other developers 
are eyeing mixed-use as well.



CLOSE TO HOME

Distance From Bridges at Jodeco to my Home 
Source: Google Maps

The intended site for Bridges at Jodeco is 
actually less than 4 miles from my home, 
and is only 5,000 feet from my former 
high school. Because of the close 
proximity this project has to myself, my 
family, and my friends, I am witnessing 
first hand the effect of a high-end 
development project within a community. 
A number of former classmates, as well as 
their families, have had to move due to 
increases in costs of living, as well as fear 
of Henry County becoming a second 
Atlanta.

“I chose to live in Henry County because 
of the peace and quiet that it offered, 
but still the short commute it provided 
to downtown. If I wanted to live 
downtown, I would have moved 
downtown.” Lil Patterson (former 
neighbor) states. Ms. Lil had been a 
member of our community since before I 
was born, and now with this new 
development in progress, she felt she 
had no choice but to leave. It is not just 
people who are being forced out of the 
community either, it’s businesses as well.

INTERSECTION SOLUTIONS

Intersection improvements recommend 
by the project included the following: 
- Install a traffic signal, with appropriate 

turn lanes, at Jodeco Road and the 
western parallel connector 

- Install a traffic signal, with appropriate 
turn lanes, at Jodeco Road and 
Chambers Road 

- Add turn lanes at Chambers Road and 
Mt. Olive Road (west) 

(Moving Henry Forward).

Chevron Gas Station Feb. 2021 
Source: Google Maps

Chevron Gas Station Oct. 2015 
Source: Google Maps

Chevron Gas Station Oct. 2012 
Source: Google Maps

Prior to the construction phase of the 
mixed-use development beginning, 
there were several road improvements 
and intersection projects conducted to 
support the additional future traffic on 
surrounding roadways. These “road 
improvements” however, created 
extreme problems for certain business/
customer relationships. For example, a 
locally owned gas station located along 
Jodeco Road, that originally you would 
have driven directly into, now required 
an additional 1,000 feet of road to 
access. This of course led to a decline in 
business because on the other side of 
I-75 were gas stations not requiring this 
additional effort. The local store lasted 
for less than a year after the road 
construction before closing down.  
“BIG GOVERNMENT WINS, SMALL 
BUSINESSES LOSE” read a banner 
which they hung over the front of the 
store.



Atlantic Station Plans 
Source: ScholarBlogs

Atlantic Station Courtyard 
Source: The Connor Group

Atlantic Station Green-roofs 
Source: Curbed Atlanta

Moving forward, the most important 
factor in the design of mixed-use 
developments will be the extent to 
which the resultant environment 
supports walking, bicycling, and mass 
transit as viable choices for travel 
within a 100-mile radius of home. “The 
question you should be asking every 
time a new mixed-use project is 
evaluated is this: "Can the people who 
live and work here sustain their 
lifestyles for travel between home, 
work, and leisure destinations within 
100 to 500 miles either by walking, 
biking, taking the bus or train, or using 
a shared car?” (Buildings). Most large 
American cities provide this 
opportunity through pre-existing 
urban patterns and transportation 
infrastructure; however, while a city-
like pattern of development can be 
replicated in the suburbs and in 
greenfield sites, construction of new 
mass-transportation infrastructure is 
expensive and cannot be afforded by 
most privately financed mixed-use 
development projects. Today's mixed-
use centers need to focus on links to 
the larger urban core and nearby 
neighborhoods. Transit needs to be a 
major component of mixed-use plans, 
in addition to neighborhood-focused 
offerings, such as dry cleaners, cafés, 
and grocery stores, all located within a 
few-block radius.

CONCLUSION

MOVING FORWARD
“Perhaps one of the most notable 
factors fueling the trend toward 
redevelopment of urban sites is the 
realization that more makes the city 
better, while less of everything is 
better in suburbia,” (Buildings). 
Developers are realizing that it's easier 
to get economically sustainable, 
mixed-use projects approved in 
existing cities than in automobile-
oriented suburbs. More restaurants, 
shops, residents, and jobs make urban 
environments more dynamic and 
attractive. “More importantly, density 
increases the viability of mass-
transportation systems and innovative 
transportation models, such as car 
sharing - all of which reduce 
dependency on personal automobiles 
for daily needs,” (Buildings).

Although these solutions are 
considerate toward the residents of 
the new community, what about those 
who lived there before? These 
developmental phases are bringing 
uprooting and unemployment to 
communities. Instead of exploring 
methods to benefit the new 
neighbors, and businesses, let’s 
propose some solutions for the 
existing businesses. 
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EJ at the US - Mexico Border
A 3-Part Counter-Story
Bianca Bryant

INTRODUCTION

The dominant narrative surrounding the US - Mexico 
border revolves around the preservation of national 
security specifically for the United States.  While the 
construction of a continuous, impenetrable border 
wall is controversial in and of itself, it is also equally 
important to address the less prominent issues 
surrounding the existing fragments of border walls.  
Not only are these barriers proving ineffective for 
deterring illegal immigration, but they have also 
created sites of environmental racism impacting the 
surrounding communities that live on either side of 
the border.  

Environmental injustice manifests itself in a variety 
of ways along the stretch of the border.  These 
injustices stem from physical barriers, infrastructural 
inadequacies, and industrial corridors, all of which 
are products of the border and the policies behind it.  
The following counter-story will unfold in three parts, 
each looking at a specific set of cities and conditions 
on the border: industrial pollution in San Diego, US 
- Tijuana, MX, flooding in Nogales, US - Nogales, 
MX, and truck exhaust fumes in El Paso, US - Ciudad 
Juárez, MX.  In each of these locations, it is important 
to distill how communities surrounding the border are 
disproportionately impacted by the border wall as it 
stands today.

AMBOS NOGALES - ARIZONA AND SONORA

The US-Mexico border divides Ambos Nogales, or the 
sister cities of Nogales.  One is located in Arizona, 
USA, and the other in Sonora, Mexico.  The physical 
border wall acts as a dam in this region, causing 
major flooding in both cities.  While flood exposure 
is equal in Ambos Nogales, the environmental justice 
implications derived from the flooding impact the 
Nogales, Sonora side more than its US counterpart.  
This is due to a variety of reasons, the main ones 
being the increase in population density, greater 
amount of impervious surfaces, and poorer quality 
of housing on the Nogales, Sonora side. The US is 
arguably responsible for the increased flooding in 
recent years in Nogales, Sonora.  Water naturally 
runs northward towards Arizona from Sonora, which 
transforms the border wall into an inequitable dam.  
During flood events, the wall acts as flood protection 
for the US side but exacerbates flood damage on 
the Mexico side by retaining water.  In an effort to 
address this issue, there is a large drainage pipe that 
punctures the border wall to allow water to drain 
from Sonora to Arizona.  However, due to concerns 
of illegal immigration, the US border patrol illegally 
constructed a barrier inside the drain without 
informing the Mexican government.  As a result, the 
drain does not operate as intended, creating these 
inequitable flooding conditions in Nogales, Sonora.4

EL PASO, US - CIUDAD JUÁREZ, MX

In 2018, over 800,000 commercial trucks and 12 
million cars crossed the border between El Paso, 
US and Ciudad Juárez, MX.5 The majority of the 
freight trucks are “drayage” trucks which travel short 
distances from Mexico to Texas, and back to Mexico 
again.  These drayage trucks contribute significantly 
to the air pollution in the area.6 Additionally, traffic 
bottlenecks keep cars and trucks idling on the border 
for hours at a time, spewing fumes and exhaust all the 
while. Vehicular emissions disproportionately affect 
the health of those who live near transportation 
corridors like the port of entry between El Paso and 
Ciudad Juárez.  Notably, El Paso is the only port 
of entry in Texas that has violated EPA air quality 
standards.7

When comparing El Paso to Ciudad Juárez, the 
Mexican city emits double the pollution than its sister 
city.  This is likely due to more relaxed regulations 
and less air quality monitoring on the Mexican side 
compared to El Paso.8  However, given the facts 
that both cities share the same air basin and that 
transportation emissions travel through air, both 
cities are responsible for the health crisis that is 
plaguing the border populations.  A binational issue, 
the countries must work together to address this 
environmental injustice.  

Mexico

United States

El Paso

Ciudad
Juárez

Nogales, US

Nogales, MX

San Diego

Tijuana

Points of interest on the US - Mexico Border

SAN DIEGO, US - TIJUANA, MX

In 1942, the US began the Bracero (“Mexican 
laborer”) Program which allowed Mexican workers 
to cross the border legally to support industries 
whose workers left to serve in WWII.  The program 
ended in 1964, at which point thousands of Mexican 
laborers were forced to return to Mexico, leaving the 
Mexican border cities overpopulated with a large 
force of unemployed workers.  In response, Mexico 
created the Border Industrialization Program which 
incentivized the US to place industrial plants in 
Mexico due to the availability of cheap labor in the 
area.1 Thus began the regime of the maquiladora, or 
US owned factory, on the US-Mexico border.  

Currently, Tijuana, Mexico has 570 maquiladoras 
which provide thousands of jobs to Mexico.2  
However, they also produce environmental injustice 
due to their toxic and polluting natures. Industrial 
sites in this area have a reputation of contaminating 
the air, soil, and water around them by releasing toxic 
chemical waste.  Several studies have concluded 
that the health risks in these industrial areas near 
the border are higher than those in more rural 
areas, which is reflected in higher mortality rates.  
Industrial air pollution, especially in the form of black 
carbon, is much higher in Tijuana than in San Diego, 
contributing to respiratory and heart diseases.3

US-Mexico border wall in Otay Mesa, California on 
August 13, 2021. Image: CNN



Migrants illegally crossing the border in Tijuana, Mexico. 
Image: Pedro Pardo / AFP - Getty Images file

Nogales, Arizona, US - Nogales, Sonora, MX | Flooding at the Nogales border wall. 
Image: Sean Sullivan / Wild Sonora

San Diego, US - Tijuana, MX | Maquiladora in Tijuana.  

Image: WGNO

El Paso, US - Ciudad Juárez | Trucks and cars waiting to cross the border between El Paso Ciudad Juárez.
Image: US Customs and Border Protection
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ADVOCACY + ACTIVISM

The border faces many environmental injustices 
which may appear insurmountable at times.  However, 
local communities are dedicated and involved in 
creating meaningful change for the communities they 
serve.

In Tijuana alone, there are 66 toxic waste sites that 
have been shut down due to health issues related 
to the manufacturing processes.  One of the most 
prominent sites is Metales and Derivados, a battery 
recycling facility that left thousands of tons of 
contaminated waste after it was closed. After much 
advocacy from local environmental justice groups 
and a NAFTA petition, the site was finally cleaned up 
in 2008, 14 years after the site was originally closed.9 

In Ambos Nogales, Guillermo Valencia works with 
the volunteer group Greater Nogales and Santa 
Cruz County Port Authority to develop ideas for 
economic development and improvements for both 
cities.  The group is looking at the infrastrucural 
and topographical conditions of the site to better 
understand how to mitigate flood damages. Better 
communication and cooperation between the US and 
Mexico would prevent physical barriers that turn the 
border into a dam.10

The Familias Unidas del Chamizal in El Paso took the 
city to court in 2020 over air quality violations. The 
legal battle was in response to the EPA declaring 
El Paso’s air quality as passable, when clearly the 
pollution levels were much higher than the standards.  
The EPA’s decision to re-evaluate their original 2018 
decision is a step forward to creating action that 
will improve the community’s health and wellbeing.  
Should the EPA change their designation, that would 
pave the way for stricter testing and regulations of 
air quality in El Paso.11

Of course, the real solutions would need to be bi-
national ones.  Real change can only happen if the 
US and Mexico work together to find an alternative 
to the damage-inducing border wall.  Changes in 
trade agreements could stem the influx of industry 
along the border, while stronger policies could impose 
higher air quality standards.  Collective action is 
incredibly important in order to bring these issues to 
the global stage to effect change.

Images (top to bottom): Carmen Valadez - UC 
Berkeley Class Archive; Guillermo Valencia by 
Nogales wash - Sonoran Institute; Familias Unidas del 
Chamizal protest - Sipa USA / Alamy Stock Photo

+

+

Although these three samples appear distinct from one another, they are actually intertwined.  The Border 
Industrialization Program and the subsequent NAFTA agreement between the US and Mexico catalyzed 
the three scenarios.  Without the industrial landscape, there would arguably be less industrial pollution, less 
impervious surface buildup that exacerbates water runoff, and fewer trucks making short trips across the border 

“Just about every year, without fail, we lose people Just about every year, without fail, we lose people 
to these storm flowsto these storm flows. Sometimes, there must be 
a tragedy for people to know what’s going on.” 
 
“There must be collaboration,There must be collaboration, organization, and 
synchronization from international agencies, 
foreign agencies, local agencies, and so on. We We 
need sensible negotiations and agreements so need sensible negotiations and agreements so 
that both sides [of the border] don’t negatively that both sides [of the border] don’t negatively 
affect each other.”affect each other.”1313

- Guillermo ValenciaGuillermo Valencia, chairman of the Greater 
Nogales and Santa Cruz County Port Authority

“The pollution is bad as it is.The pollution is bad as it is. They’re not taking 
into consideration what it’s going to mean for 
future generations.”14

“We have been trying to get some justiceWe have been trying to get some justice. [What] 
we have seen is that it’s mainly neglect from the 
city and the federal government. They do have 
regulations, but those regulations do not apply those regulations do not apply 
to a community like oursto a community like ours.”15

- Katherine andKatherine and Hilda VillegasHilda Villegas, founder and 
member of the Familias Unidas del Chamizal, 
an advocacy group in a  predominantly Hispanic  
South-Central El Paso neighborhood near the El 
Paso / Ciudad Juárez border crossing

“Panasonic and Sanyo never inform you of the Panasonic and Sanyo never inform you of the 
risks from toxic chemicals in the factory.risks from toxic chemicals in the factory. I’ve 
started to get spots and sores on my body… And 
these spots from contact with the paste we use. 
And my doctor says I’m at risk for leukemia.I’m at risk for leukemia.” 

“Also, you can’t wash your clothes with your 
children’s, or get close to your kids after you 
leave work, because it affects them too.because it affects them too.”12

- Carmen ValadezCarmen Valadez, former Tijuana maquiladora 
worker for Sanyo factory and labor rights activist 
for Casa de la Mujer / Grupo Factor X



The Colectivo Chilpancingo Pro Justicia Ambiental (Chilpancingo Collevtive For Environmental Justice), is a Ti-
juana-based women’s activist group.  Known as “promotoras,” or “those that moves forward,” the activists have 
worked over the years advocating for environmental justice near the border.  They assisted with the cleanup 
of the Metales y Derivados site between 2000 and 2008, advocated for children’s health by reducing diesel 
pollution through the Air Quality Campaign from 2009-2011, and are currently trying to designate the Alamar 
River as a Natural Protected Zone.15 Image: HIP Give         
                

                
                
               

Issues of environmental justice are widespread across the United States.  This image shows a parachute de-
signed by Rosario Gonzalez who worked with Culture Strike, a publication that focuses on portraying immigra-
tion issues through art.  The parachute was used in the New York Climate March in September of 2014.  The 
butterfly is representative of migrant journeys across the border, especially those who are artists.  The para-
chute reads “Climate change affects us all” in both English and Spanish.16 Image: Ben Pomeroy / Hyperallergic



To construct a continuous border wall for the sake of national security is flawed logic.  Considering 
the fact that most undocumented immigrants in the US are those who entered legally and whose 
visas have expired, a physical wall is not a worthy solution of the challenge of illegal immigration.  
Furthermore, exacting the phrase of “where there’s a will there’s a way,” there is no wall that can will 
completely deter illegal immigration in its entirety.17 Instead of focusing on a clearly performative act of 
building the wall, both the US and Mexico governments should redirect their efforts into addressing the 
actual issues that are pervading the border populations today. Image: abc7 News



Gap in the US - Mexico border wall.  Image: Eugene Garcia / AP Photo 
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Little Village, Chicago IL

HAZARDOUSHAZARDOUS

Javier Ortiz

Dust cloud descending though the Little Village neighborhood, after the Crawford Generating Station smoke stack was imploded in 
Chicago

Zapata Elementary School

Abandoned facility

Smoke stack behind school sport event 

Introduction

Little Village is a historic industrial and 
predominantly latinx neighborhood on Chicago’s 
Southwest Side. As a result, the neighborhood 
is a front line environmental justice community 
where inhabitants face a variety of challenges. 
Pollution from a century ago, as well as
continuous hazardous emissions from factories, 
transportation, and other sources.

Increased diesel emissions from trucks, as well as 
new projects in line utilization plans by munic-
ipal officials and private business owners, pose 
significant dangers to Little Village’s economy, 
ecology, health, and housing costs. As a result, 
community leaders and residents are increasingly 
asking that these efforts be driven by the com-
munity and serve the neighborhood rather than 
promoting gentrification and displacement. 

The extension of existing facilities and the 
implementation of additional will result in an 
increase in pollution, particularly from diesel 
trucks, which are particularly detrimental because 
they are located near to Zapata Elementary 
School. Diesel fine particle emissions have been 
related to an increase in cancer, heart illness, 
and respiratory disease. According to a study 
conducted by Little Village North Lawndale High 
School, this neighborhood is already subject to 
considerable truck traffic. In five hours, students 
tallied 552 trucks.

Elevated lead levels were also discovered in the 
soil on the property, with amounts exceeding 
1000 ppm in three spots. The EPA’s lead limit 
is 400 parts per million in play areas and 1250 
parts per million in other locations. As you can 
see, the valuated regions are exceedingly un-
safe and toxic, and they are not good for the 
community. According to studies, even small 
amounts of lead consumed or inhaled can harm 
young children’s brains, resulting in learning dif-
ficulties, aggression, and criminal behavior later 
in life. According to most scientists, there is no 
such thing as a safe level of exposure.

Minority communities on the West and South 
Sides of Chicago are the most vulnerable to
toxic air pollution and other environmental 
health dangers in the city. The findings of the 
Chicago study demonstrate that neighborhoods 
with high numbers of African American and 
Latino populations are most affected by air, 
water, and land pollution, extending from the 
deep South Side to Little Village, Pilsen, and 
McKinley Park on the West and Southwest Sides.

1.“Zapata Academy Annex.” PBC Chicago, 6 Apr. 2021, https://pbcchicago.com/projects/zapata-elementary-school-annex/
 
2.Camarillo, Emmanuel. “Little Village Residents Rally, March against Pollution Year after Botched Implosion.” Times, Chicago 
Sun-Times, 11 Apr. 2021, https://chicago.suntimes.com/2021/4/11/22378791/little-village-residents-rally-march-against-pol-
lution-year-after-botched-implosion. 

3.EPA, Environmental Protection Agency, https://www.epa.gov/il/environmental-issues-chicagos-little-village-pilsen-neigh-
borhoods. 
 
4.Yeo, Sophie. “Chicago’s Mexican Immigrants Are Fighting Toxic Air Pollution-Again.” Pacific Standard, Pacific Standard, 4 
Apr. 2018, https://psmag.com/environment/chicagos-mexican-immigrants-are-fighting-toxic-air-pollution-again. 
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Little Village is known for the rich culture and dozens of amenities that the neighborhood has 
to offer. Commonly known for 26th street, this serves as part of the identity of the community; 
however, many issues go unnoticed that many families at risk of health problems. 

The La Villita Park also connects to a food 
source. Collective planning and community
 engagement lead to the creation of a new
recreational space. The site was previously 
occupied by  Celotex, which made asphalt 
roofing materials and polluted soil with cold tar 
and other toxins, occupied the site earlier, and it 
was designated as a superfund site. 
 
The park is associated with a remarkable 
achievement for a little village, which 
transformed a toxic boundary into an important 
community asset through community design and 
implementation. The park is currently an 
important site for residents to go for relaxation 
and outdoor activities.

Currently this serves as a outdoor 
recreational space for little village community 
members; however, as mentioned already this 
was a super fun site. The remediation was 
completed in 2008. 

COMMUNITYCOMMUNITY

1. says:, Kassandra Locksmith, and Hv Says: “Years after Coal Plant Fight, Chicago Neighborhoods Take on Diesel Exhaust.” 
LVEJO, http://www.lvejo.org/years-after-coal-plant-fight-chicago-neighborhoods-take-on-diesel-exhaust/. 

1

2.  Mauricio. “Target Building Truck Storage Facility near Little Village Warehouse - but Won’t Answer Public’s Questions 
about It.” Block Club Chicago, Block Club Chicago, 1 Sept. 2021, https://blockclubchicago.org/2021/09/01/target-building-
truck-storage-facility-near-little-village-warehouse-but-wont-answer-publics-questions-about-it/. 
 
3. Guzmán, María Marta. “Little Village Alleges Environmental Racism after Coal Plant Demolition.” The DePaulia, 4 Dec. 
2020, https://depauliaonline.com/48158/news/little-village-alleges-environmental-racism-after-coal-plant-demolition/.

Little Village High School with factory in the background 

New Target warehouse will be located near a school and in Little Village

La Villita Park and a factory in the backgroundSchools and parks still face heavy traffic exposing students people to 
toxic air
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PZIbWL_�RJZ�̂���L

d�_Y�>_d����> xa>_�>_xa���>xx_Y�>_xx���>

�x_Y�>_�x���>

a��_Y�>_a�����>

d̂S[�>_d̂���>
��_Y�>_�����>

aa�_Y�>_aa����>

ZR>_�S]JZS�S[ dd���V

VZ>_ZSL�RJZ �"���V

bR[]>WL�>_�a�L�T�a�>

efIIZS_WL�RJZ�"���L
-Y]-RQW�RJZd���L
SWW>ZJZI_�S[a����>

aax_Y�>_aax���>aaa_Y�>_aaa���>

-ZSbRF�S[�����>â>_�>_â���>
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Little Village is surrounded by many transportation, distribution and logistics facilities. Within this 
map we can see the schools, parks, and also the industrial corridor boundary. There are 14,263 
students within 1 mile of the industrial corridor and 25 schools within the industrial corridor.

Minority communities on the West and South Sides of Chicago are the most vulnerable to toxic 
air pollution and other environmental health dangers in the city. The findings of the Chicago study 
demonstrate that neighborhoods with high numbers of African American and Latino populations are 
most affected by air, water, and land pollution, extending from the deep South Side to Little Village, 
Pilsen, and McKinley Park on the West and Southwest Sides.
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]SJ]LQ�:RSF�S["����L

YWVRS[�>_�̀���L

��_Y�>_�����>

YRI>_Z[�>_ d���V >_R_Z�>_ a�Z�T�a�V

-]-ZSW�RJZ "d���V

YRSIZb�RJZ �����V

[RbZL�RJZ �����V

YRSS]>WL�>_�̀��>
F]L\]Z�>_"���L

[S�b�I�F]LQ�hS�[S "���Z

YRSIZb�RJZ �����V
WRF�:RSF�RJZ d̀���V -ZL_SRI�RJZ �̂���VRf>_]L�RJZ �̀���VLRQIZ�RJZ "̀���V R>YIRL[�RJZ à���V
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1. says:, Kassandra Locksmith, and Hv Says: “Years after Coal Plant Fight, Chicago Neighborhoods Take on Diesel Exhaust.” 
LVEJO, http://www.lvejo.org/years-after-coal-plant-fight-chicago-neighborhoods-take-on-diesel-exhaust/.  

2. EPA, Environmental Protection Agency, https://www.epa.gov/il/environmental-issues-chicagos-little-village-pilsen-neigh-
borhoods. 
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Looking at this map, we can also see the industrial corridor highlighted with little village. Along with 
this are the open green spaces and schools lot areas. This map helps us see the close proximity that 
the schools and the parks have to the industrial corridor. The history that this industrial corridor has 
on the community is very crucial.

In 2006, testing by the Illinois EPA found the former Loewenthal Metals site contaminated with up to 
5,900 parts per million of lead more than 14 times the federal safety limit for areas where children 
play. State investigators also found arsenic in the soil at levels more than 23 times higher than the 
federal cleanup goal for residential areas.

Little Village, Chicago IL

1.  EPA, Environmental Protection Agency, https://www.epa.gov/il/environmental-issues-chicagos-little-village-pilsen-neigh-
borhoods. 
2.  says:, Kassandra Locksmith, and Hv Says: “Years after Coal Plant Fight, Chicago Neighborhoods Take on Diesel Exhaust.” 
LVEJO, http://www.lvejo.org/years-after-coal-plant-fight-chicago-neighborhoods-take-on-diesel-exhaust/. 

3.  Mauricio. “Target Building Truck Storage Facility near Little Village Warehouse - but Won’t Answer Public’s Questions 
about It.” Block Club Chicago, Block Club Chicago, 1 Sept. 2021, https://blockclubchicago.org/2021/09/01/target-building-
truck-storage-facility-near-little-village-warehouse-but-wont-answer-publics-questions-about-it/. 

The new warehouse in Little Village, which will 
be owned by Target,is working to make the site 
greener and wants to improve connections with 
locals. However, this does not take to inconsid-
eration all current environmental concerns and 
future concerns that this warehouse will have 
at such a close proximity to schools and family 
homes.

The project will redevelop the property at 3501 
S. Pulaski Road, it will supposedly reduce traffic 
pollution.

View of industrial corridor

Community members protesting the new targets warehouse

Little Village community residents protesting against industrial and toxic 
facilities 
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WISHWISH

DREAM    DREAM    

ENVISIONENVISION

HOPEHOPE

 Environmental justice activism in Little Village

Little Village students making their way to school, and along their way, 
they pass several industrial sites

Kids looking over at the facilities   

Little Village gathering to protest the new target warehouse
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Park Accessibility in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.
Nature as a place of borders, policing, and inaccessibility.
Jake Tiernan

INTRODUCTION

In 1861 King Charles II of England ceded land South-
west of New Jersey to William Penn in order to repay 
a debt owed to his father. A devout quaker, Penn 
promptly began to plan a city based on quaker ideals 
of equality, regardless of race or gender, alongside 
surveyor general Thomas Holme.  Central to this vi-
sion was a rectangular street grid in which a publicly 
accessible greenspace would sit at the center of each 
block. 
The result was Philadelphia, a city in which, even to-
day, 95% of all residents live within walking distance 
of a public park. But, while Penn’s vision of equal 
access was realized, his vision of equality within those 

spaces was not. Residents in low-income neighbor-
hoods within Philadelphia have 17% less access to 
park space per-person than the city median, while 
residents in high income neighborhoods have 43% 
more than the city median.2 Similarly, parks in majori-
ty non-white census tracts receive less investment as 
well as higher rates of litter.3

To understand this phenomenon, however, we must 
look past Philadelphia and to the intensely racialized, 
class-based history of parks and nature in the U.S. at 
large.

Statistics on Parks in Philadelphia, the Trust for Public Land. 

CONTEXT

Divisions of city and nature extend beyond forests 
and rivers, and to the people who inhabit them. 
Rhetoric pushed by champions of parks and conser-
vation within America in the 20th century, such as 
Teddy Roosevelt and Aldo Leopold, promoted a view 
in which non-white, non-landing owning, urban dwell-
ing people could not appreciate the sublime beauty 
of nature, as they were either too primitive or lacked 
the moral fiber to do so. This rhetoric can be traced 
in how and where cities have historically invested in 
their parks, Philadelphia included. In turn, how people 
use and experience their outdoor spaces showcases 
the pervasiveness of this rhetoric even now.

ISSUES

It is a commonly held belief that “nature is for ev-
eryone”, and that the primary obstacle to entering 
greenspace is simply proximity to it. However, in truth, 
accessibility to the outdoors extends far beyond 
proximity.  
 
In 1912, Virginia passed its first hunting regulation, 
known as the Moncure and Rutherfoord Bill. The bill, 
which introduced the need for a hunting license to 
hunt various game species, stated its intent to “keep-
(s) out of the fields a class that should not, under any 
circumstances, have the right to hunt,”. This class, as 
specified, was “a multitude of town and negro loafers, 
forcing them to legitimate pursuits during the hunting 
season.”4. 

 
Far from an isolated incident within the American his-
tory of parks and recreation, the Moncure and Ruth-
erfoord act was emblematic of its guiding principles. 
Figures that loomed larger than life such as Teddy 
Roosevelt and Gregory Pinchot spoke blatantly of 
their support for eugenics, believing that the most im-
portant aspect of conservation was the “conservation 
of the racial stock itself,”. Similarly, Madison Grant, 
founder of the National Parks Service, released his 
book The Passing of the Great Race in 1916; a book 
so vile, Adolf Hitler referred to it as “my bible.” Within 
the context of nature in America, the outdoors exist-
ed as a place dictated by race and class.5. Those who 
were not wealthy and not white were not welcome. 
This conception of the outdoors as a heavily border-
ized and policed space trickled from the top, perme-

ating and twisting William Penn’s vision for the City 
of Brotherly Love. This is seen nowhere more clearly 
than in two of Philadelphia’s largest parks, Wissa-
hickon and Fairmount. Both among the largest urban 
forests in the country, Wissahickon sits nestled in 
Manayunk, a historically white neighborhood in Phil-
adelphia. Fairmount, on the other hand, sits amidst a 
collection of historically Black neighborhoods. Within 
historic redlining maps of Philadelphia, areas around 
Wissahickon are marked for major investment. Areas 
around Fairmount are red. 
 
It is of little surprise, then, that this trend largely holds 
true today. Wissahickon, boasting 91% white visitor 
attendance despite Philadelphia being a 55.2% 
non-white city, has received two major renovations in 
the past five years.6 Streets surrounding it are large-
ly green on the Philadelphia litter index suggesting 
little, if any, trash. Fairmount Park, by contrast, has 
just begun the planning of its first restoration project 
in years. It is a regular site for illegal dumping and a 

Parks in relation to litter index scores, with green being cleanly 
streets and red indicating uncleanly streets. 

Credit: https://www.tpl.org/city/philadelphia-pennsylvaniariculture-philadelphia-plan-garden-plots-20190320.

Philadelphia Redlining 
Map. 

Credit: https://philadelphiaency-
clopedia.org/archive/redlining/
holc-map-philadlephia-1932/

1.“William Penn’S Philadelphia Plan | The Cultural Landscape Foundation”. 2021. Tclf.Org. https://tclf.org/
landscapes/william-penn-philadelphia-plan.
2. “Everyone Should Have A Park Within A 10-Minute Walk Of Home.”. 2021. The Trust For Public Land. 
https://www.tpl.org/city/philadelphia-pennsylvania.
3. “Sanitation Solutions: How Hidden Cameras Became Philly’S Fiercest Weapon In The War On Dumping”. 
2021. WHYY. https://whyy.org/articles/sanitation-solutions-how-hidden-cameras-became-phillys-fiercest-

Fairmount 
Park

Wissahickon 
Park

Fairmount 
Park

Wissahickon 
Park

4. Giltner, Scott E. 2010. Hunting And Fishing In The New South. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press.
5. Muñoz, David. 2020. “Antiracism In Conservation”. Presentation, The Pennsylvania State University, , 2020.
6. Melamed, Samantha. 2020. “Philadelphia Keeps Clearing Homeless Encampments. But Who Is Being Helped?”. Philadelphia Inquirer. https://www.inquirer.com/news/encampment-clearing-homeless-philadelphia-ben-frank-



mecca for those experiencing homelessness in the 
area; usually longtime residents who are subsequent-
ly forcefully removed heavy police presence unseen 
in Wissahickon.7  Furthermore, these police exist as 
a precinct specifically dedicated to Fairmount Park, 
created under Mayor Rizzo in the 1960’s. Something 
that Wissahickon does not have.

The conditions in these two parks are endemic to 
Philadelphia. Parks in predominantly non-white 
neighborhoods face greater rates of illegal dumping, 
heavier police presence, and oftentimes less overall 
investment than their white counterparts. Non-white 
residents who choose to venture to parks such as 
Wissahickon are usually met with scrutiny and heavy 
discomfort. 

OUTCOMES

In light of an outdoors park system heavily disinvest-
ed in and policed based on race, accessibility became 
more than just an issue of proximity to the green 
space itself. The result is a self-defeating cycle, in 
which Philadelphia, like so many other cities, invests 
its funds into the most heavily trafficked parks: parks 
in predominantly white neighborhoods. Parks divest-
ed in in non-white communities than largely become 
unused and abandoned, as they offer little to the 
communities they are supposed to serve. 

CONCLUSION 

Faced overwhelmingly with spaces made inaccessi-
ble to them both through disinvestment and policing, 
Philadelphia’s non-white communities rallied through 
creating a series of enclave spaces in which they 
could re-negotiate their relations to the outdoors on 
their own terms. As defined by Catherine Squires in 
her piece “Redefining the Black Public Sphere”, en-
clave spaces are spaces created out of necessity, of-
ten forced there in light of repressive regimes. Within 
the outdoors in Philadelphia, these spaces arise in 
the disinvested communities around them, creating 
a gathering place for those communities to reclaim 
their identity and voice in the outdoors away from 
the oppressive regime of typical American outdoors 
culture. 

In Order: (1) Wissahickon Park during the Fall, (2) 
Encampments of Those Experiencing Homelessness in 
Fairmount Park, and (3) A Police Cruiser from Fair-
mount Park’s Police Precinct.

Image Caption:  On Fletcher Street, a short distance from Fairmount Park’s East Side, sits the Fletcher Street 
Urban Riding Club. Created in the 1980’s as a way for founder Ellis Ferrell to share his love of horse back riding, 
it has evolved into a beloved community program that allows the mostly Black neighborhood of Strawberry Man-
sion to renegotiate their experience in the outdoors amongst the streets of Philadelphia rather than the heavily 
disinvested parks around them. 

Credit: http://fsurc.com/7. 2021. Fow.Org. https://fow.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/My-Park-Counts-User-Survey-1.pdf.



Image Caption:  Found in the primarily Black neighborhood of Kingsessing along the Schuykill River, Bartram’s 
Garden once sat as a disinvested green space surrounded by Philadelphia’s trash facilities and an oil refinery.
This was until the local community in Bartram’s Village created a robust farming program to meet their needs 
for fresh produce, creating a rich series of programs centered around mutual aid and culturally grounded in 
the African Diaspora. Named Sankofa Farm, it roughly translates to “it is not wrong to go back and get what 
is at risk of being lost.” Within this space, the neighborhoods relationship to the outdoors is governed entirely 
through a non-Western, non-white pedagogy, allowing the community to reclaim their space on their terms. 

Furthermore, the residents from Bartram’s Garden have worked to create a boat house within their community. 
Kept from the Schuykill River for years due to extreme pollution levels, the boat house allows the community 
to re-negotiate their relation with the water through acitivies such as teaching children to build and pilot their 
own boats, interacting with the water directly down the street instead of being forced to participate at the 
hyper-commercialized boat house row. 

Credit: https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.inquirer.com%2Fscience%2Fclimate%2Furban-farm-ag- Credit: https://newsblog.drexel.edu/2015/10/14/drexel-snapshot-designing-and-building-phillys-first-public-boathouse/



Dirtbikes in Philadelphia is immensely popular throughout Philadelphia, especially in disenfranchised, minority 
neighborhoods. It allows participants to reclaim and participate in outdoor space in a culturally unique way.

Produce sold from the Sankofa Community Garden

La Finquita was an urban farm in the Kensington neighborhood of Philadelphia that co-opted a lot owned by 
absentee landlord to grow food for their neighborhood. 

Fletcher Street Urban Riding Club - Child Says Hi to the Horses

Credit: https://whyy.org/articles/how-one-urban-farm-was-lost-la-finquitas-finale/drexel-snapshot-designing-and-build-Credit: https://whyy.org/articles/how-one-urban-farm-was-lost-la-finquitas-finale/drexel-snapshot-designing-and-build-

Credit: https://www.bartramsgarden.org/explore-bartrams/the-farm/ing-phillys-first-public-boathouse%2F&psig=AOvVaw38b- Credit: https://billypenn.com/2020/11/29/philly-urban-cowboys-fletcher-street-ellis-ferrell-strawberry-mansion-idris-el-



Sankofa Farm Community Garden Sign
Credit: https://www.businessyab.com/explore/united_states/pennsylvania/philadelphia_county/philadelphia/kingsessing/sankofa_community_farm_at_bartrams_garden.



A member of the Fletcher Street Urban Riding Club stops by to visit his friends while on a 
ride. 

Credits: https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2017/02/fletcher-street-riding-club/515520/
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Community Bonds in Clinton Hill/Fort Greene
Mapping community in the absence of publicly maintained spaces 
Daniela Déu

In the years after the white flight of the postwar 
decade, Fort Greene Park and Clinton Hill’s lack of city 
maintenance in basic infrastructure resulted in an eroded 
public sphere. As a result, residents south of Myrtle Avenue 
found other ways to create and maintain their community 
networks beyond the public realm. Social networks 
pre-gentrification emerged by joining neighborhood 
organizations like block associations or church groups. 
These networks were possible in part due to the growing 
wealth of these residents and their ability to invest in 

SARAH HURST JENOURE ELIZABETH SMITH DÉUA N D R E A  C I S C O

maintaining their indoor spaces like churches, transitional 
spaces like stoops, or temporal spaces like block parties.

Through interviews, a series of maps were created to 
explore how these social relationships were geographically 
distributed. A second map was also created to illustrate how 
gentrification has an impact on the distribution and type 
of social interactions that occur today, and how that might 
contribute to further displacement of longtime residents.   

TODAY

PRE-GENTRIFICATION



Community Bonds in Clinton Hill/Fort Greene
Mapping community in the absence of publicly maintained spaces 
Daniela Déu

INTRODUCTION

When we think of how community networks form, 
we typically imagine them occurring in the “public 
sphere”. In the built environment, this loosely defined 
term becomes a neighborhood’s network of streets, 
plazas, parks, and other public spaces maintained 
by the city where people can gather. However, what 
happens when these spaces are not taken care of by 
city officials? What happens when these spaces fall 
into disrepair, become epicenters for criminal activity, 
or become illegal dumping grounds?  
 
With this guiding question began the exploration of 
how community networks could form in neighborhoods 
where city neglect and disinvestment made 
congregation in traditional public spaces difficult. In 

order to do so, through this counter-story, interviews 
with longtime residents in the Fort Greene/Clinton 
Hill neighborhoods were conducted to visualize their 
community networks and map where they occurred.

However, another theme became clear through these 
conversations – how gentrification can disrupt a 
neighborhood’s sense of community. This is despite the 
reinvestment and reestablishment of traditional public 
spaces, where historically, these networks have been 
strengthened and maintained. Thus, these discussions 
revealed a parallel counter-story when a second map 
illustrated the evolution of these longtime residents’ 
networks.  

Fort Greene Park Yoga Lesson
Craig Garrison for Time Out (2010)

CONTEXT

Although Fort Greene and the adjacent Clinton Hill 
area always had a black population, the neighborhood 
became a majority black residential area after the 
white flight that characterized the postwar decade1. 
Due to racial housing discrimination, lack of mortgage 
loans for African Americans, and discriminatory rent 
regulations, the new wave of black residents included 
“a wider range of incomes”2. However, the difference 
in income levels was reflected in residents’ geographic 
distribution and interaction with the public realm. 

Lower-income black residents lived primarily north 
of Myrtle Avenue, which in the 60s was described as 
“a partially vacant and often dangerous commercial 
strip”3. This street separated the NYCHA developments 
facing Fort Greene Park – the Walt Whitman and 
Ingersoll Homes – from the more affluent black 
residents. South of Myrtle Avenue and East of the 
park, a growing population of middle-class families, 
young college-educated professionals, and artists 
were moving into the brownstones previously deemed 
white only. In contrast, this area was described as 
having “elegant, well-maintained 19th-century brick 
and brownstone houses.” 4

Known to public housing residents as “the suburbs”5, 
middle-class residents formed different spatial-social 
networks. Despite the availability of an ample public 
space like Fort Greene Park, these middle-class 
residents would not congregate in the park. This 
aversion to the park is partially due to the physical 
neglect from city officials, as “graffiti, litter and 
vandalism were commonplace.” 6 

In this context, these residents found new means of 
maintaining community bonds in the absence of a 
perceived viable public space. The interviews and 

1	 Chronopoulos,	Themis.	“African	Americans,	Gentrification,	and	
Neoliberal Urbanization: The Case of Fort Greene, Brooklyn.” Journal 
of	African	American	Studies	20,	no.	3-4	(2016):	294–322.	https://doi.
org/10.1007/s12111-016-9332-6.	p.8
2	 Rosenberg,	Jan.	“Chapter	9:	Fort	Greene,	New	York.”	City-
scape	4,	no.	2	(1998):	179–95.	
http://www.jstor.org/stable/41486482.	p.5
3	 Rosenberg,	p.1
4	 Rosenberg,	p.1
5	 Rosenberg,	p.10
6	 “Fort	Greene	Park	Urban	Forest	Management	Plan.”	New	York	
City	Department	of	Parks	&	Recreation,	2004.	https://www.nycgovparks.
org/pagefiles/15/Ft-Greene-Urban-Forest-Management-Plan.pdf.	p.8

social mapping exercise revealed how these residents 
congregated in church (where many of their children 
attended school), the homes of friends and neighbors, 
or in the many black-owned stores and restaurants in 
the neighborhood7. They also created strong bonds 
within their block, where the block’s street, sidewalks, 
and stoops became the epicenter of where social 
connections formed.

ISSUES

A 1985 New York Times article titled Fort Greene 
Integrates as it Gentrifies looked into the beginning 
of a wave of white residents moving into this primarily 
black neighborhood. An increase in public and private 
sector redevelopment and investment in Fort Greene 
facilitated the process of gentrification, resulting 
in “the large influx of affluent white newcomers who 
replaced or displaced mostly black people.” 8 

One of the New York Times interviewees, Eva Cranford, 
was co-owner of a funerary home on Dekalb Avenue. 
She expressed joy about the renewed city and private 
investment in Fort Greene and the general revitalization 
of the neighborhood. However, she noted that “it has 
been mostly the newcomers who have been able to 

7	 Chronopoulos,	p.12
8	 Chronopoulos,	p.6

1938 HOLC Map of Brooklyn
National	Archives	and	Records	Administration,	
Mapping	Inequality	
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From 1980 to 2014, the population of African 
Americans in the study area decreased 
dramatically from 73% to 41%, in contrast to only a 
slight decrease, from 38% to 34% seen in the rest 
of Brooklyn. Conversely, the neighborhood went 
from only 16% white in 1980 to 38% by 2014.

Today, the census tracts to the east and south of 
the park are about 60% white, while those along 
the northern edge (an area currently occupied by 
NYCHA residents) is about 60% black.

Though the racial mix of Fort Greene looks more 
like the rest of Brooklyn today, it looks a lot less like 
the Fort Greene of the 1980s.
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take advantage of the neighborhood’s changes.”9 She 
also wondered “if the young people who grew up in 
the neighborhood [would] be able to afford to stay.” 
Piro Funeral home shut its doors in 2019. 

When discussing gentrification in non-white 
neighborhoods, a common theme is the resentment 
that the neighborhood “had to attract whites before 
the city government provided decent municipal 
services and infrastructural improvements” 10. When 
these spaces were majority black, as with Fort Greene 
and adjacent Clinton Hill, these essential city services 
such as street maintenance, park upkeep, or consistent 
garbage pickup were nowhere to be found. 

Furthermore, these infrastructural upgrades came at 
a social cost. Gentrification resulted in the “departure 
of many of their friends and relatives, a decline of 
a cultural and commercial infrastructure that they 
cherish” 11. This social impact of gentrification is evident 
in the mapping of the interviewees’ interactions today. 
After losing many of their neighbors and longstanding 
businesses, the remaining social interactions between 
residents today occur primarily along the revitalized 
Myrtle and Dekalb Avenues, which are now home to 
many trendy restaurants. Most social interactions now 
occur in these transactional spaces of business.

Despite the renewed investment and popularity of Fort 
Greene Park, most of the interviewees still do not go. 
As one interviewee noted, “now it is dogs and people 
with children, I only go if my grandchildren are visiting.” 
The hesitancy to go might be attributed to dogs and 
children, but there is also a clear racial distribution in 
the park’s geography. While white residents generally 
occupy the hillside, most black residents use the lower 
plaza, particularly those who live in the adjacent 
NYCHA development. Because historically  there was 
little interaction between NYCHA residents and the 
residents who live south of Myrtle, there could also be 
an issue regarding comfort in which space to occupy. 
Moreover, since the park was never part of their 
original social network, there is no appeal to use this 
public amenity. 

9	 Shawn	G.	Kennedy.	1985.	“Fort	Greene	Integrates	as	it	Gen-
trifies:	Blacks,	Whites	and	Hispanics	Aid	Revitalization	Fort	Greene	
Neighborhood	Integrates	as	it	Gentrifies.”	New	York	Times	(1923-),	Jun	
23,	2.	http://ezproxy.cul.columbia.edu/login?url=https://www.proquest.
com/historical-newspapers/fort-greene-integrates-as-gentrifies/
docview/111164000/se-2?accountid=10226.
10	 Chronopoulos,	p.3
11	 Chronopoulos,	p.3

(Above) Brooklyn Block Party in 1970
One	Block,	New	York	Magazine	(2018)

(Left) Demographic Change in Fort Greene & Clinton Hill from 1980 to 2014
Analysis	of	Public	Space:	Fort	Greene	Park,	Brooklyn,	Pratt	Institute	(2016)



SARAH HURST JENOURE

Sara moved into the neighborhood before having her 
second child in 1967. She has lived in three different 
homes in the neighborhood, but spent 40 years in 
the same brownstone on Clinton Avenue that she 
purchased in 1968. Although most of her days were 
occupied with her work in Manhattan, during the 
weekends she was active at church. The church was 
central to much of her social interactions, as her 

children attended the adjacent catholic school. She 
also had many friends and family members who lived 
nearby, and frequently visited them in their homes. 
Although Sarah rarely crossed past Myrtle Avenue, 
she did go to the Key Store and a few other small 
shops and restaurants. 

Once the neighborhood began to change, much of 

Sarah’s social networks in the neighborhood revolved 
around dining. Although she enjoyed the many new 
restaurants, particularly those on Dekalb Avenue, by 
2015 most of her friends and family had relocated. 
However, she still did not go to Fort Greene Park, which 
she felt was overrun by dogs. She moved to Florida in 
2015.

GROCERY SCHOOLCOMMERCIAL CHURCH FRIENDS/FAMILYRESTAURANT	/	CAFE OUTDOORS HOME



ANDREA CISCO

Andrea moved to Fort Greene in the mid 1960s. When 
she first moved into the neighborhood, she lived in an 
apartment building on Clinton Avenue, which “black 
people had to fight to get in.”

When she moved to Cambridge Place 9 years later, 
she became very involved with her block association. 
Because her children were mixed race, at first, they 

felt somewhat excluded from the neighborhood. But 
joining the block association allowed Andrea and her 
family to connect with the community that lived there 
and work to better their street, which at the time was 
still somewhat dilapidated. Black southerners and 
black Caribbean’s lived to the south, and an emerging 
black middle-class lived in the north. They were a very 
close-knit group of neighbors and they “took care of 

each other’s kids.”

Today, Andrea still lives in the neighborhood, but she 
relocated to a house she owns on Vanderbilt Avenue. 
Most of her social interactions occur on the many 
restaurants along Myrtle and Dekalb Avenues. 

GROCERY SCHOOLCOMMERCIAL CHURCH FRIENDS/FAMILYRESTAURANT	/	CAFE OUTDOORS HOME



ELIZABETH SMITH DÉU

Elizabeth was born in Clinton Hill in 1971 and grew 
up in the same house until adulthood. As a child, 
her social networks revolved mostly around school 
and visiting her friends and family. She attended the 
catholic elementary school run by Queen Mary of All 
Saints. Church was an important part of her social 
life as most of her friends attended the same school 
and church. Although her parents did not allow her to 

go to Fort Greene Park, on occasion she would go to 
Underwood Park as it was close to her church. Other 
than to accompany her mother shopping, Elizabeth 
rarely crossed beyond Myrtle Avenue or into Fort 
Greene Park, as the majority of her friends lived within 
3 blocks from her home. On weekends her mother 
would sometimes take her to Brooklyn Academy of 
Music or drive into downtown Brooklyn.

After living abroad for over a decade, Elizabeth 
returned to the neighborhood in 2012 and purchased 
a home on Adelphi Street. Today her social interactions 
mostly occur at restaurants or at the hair salon she 
goes to on Myrtle Avenue. She also takes advantage 
of the new Wegman’s Supermarket on Flushing Avenue 
and the mall on Flatbush Avenue.  She will sometimes 
go to the Farmer’s Market at Fort Greene Park.

GROCERY SCHOOLCOMMERCIAL CHURCH FRIENDS/FAMILYRESTAURANT	/	CAFE OUTDOORS HOME



CONCLUSION

In the years after white flight, Fort Greene Park 
and Clinton Hill’s lack of city maintenance in basic 
infrastructure resulted in an eroded public sphere. 
As a result, residents south of Myrtle Avenue found 
other ways to create and maintain their community 
networks beyond the public realm in indoor spaces:

“…Middle-class members of Fort Greene formed or 
took over civic associations, church groups, block 
associations, political organizations, and other 
entities in an effort to improve the neighborhood 
and address its social, political, and infrastructural 
problems.” 1 

As documented through maps, the networks formed 
at block associations or neighborhood organizations 
were possible in part due to the growing wealth 
of these residents. It allowed them to fund the 
maintenance of their indoor spaces like churches, 
transitional spaces like stoops, or temporal spaces 
like block parties. Thus, the networks extended from 
these civic or residential zones into the public realm 
by the temporary occupation of the street or the 
stoop to continue conversations started indoors. 
This shift in the geography of social networks 
allowed residents to create hyper-local connections 
and tackle needed improvements on their streets 
as a community.

These long-established social links were reliant 
on daily or weekly interactions in specific indoor 
spaces. As the demographic changes in Fort Greene 
closed down many of these spaces and prompted 
the relocation of many longtime residents, these 
networks were quickly strained. Today, for the 
legacy residents that remain, almost all social 
interactions occur in restaurants. However, if all 
these connections occur in transactional spaces 
like restaurants or shops, the maintenance of 
these bonds can only be sustained if a resident can 
afford to dine out frequently. Due to the difference 
in wealth between new residents and longtime 
residents, this reliance on money to maintain social 
networks puts legacy residents at a disadvantage 
and further strains the remaining community bonds. 
This process accelerates the displacement of these 
residents as there are fewer social incentives to 
remain in their neighborhood. 

1	 Chronopoulos,	p.16
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Tom Ping Park
How community drove development in Chicago Chinatown 
Rotina Tian

INTRODUCTION

In the history of fighting against systematic suppression, 
Chicago Chinatown community advocacy groups 
plays an important role in supporting community-
driven development. 

For multiple times, community activist groups stood up 
to pursue new ways for future development, including  
establish settlement at its current location after 
repelled from downtown Chicago,  proposed for the 
cultural landmark Pui Tak Center, purchase of extra 
land from Santa Fe Railway for community expansion, 
and finally earned support from the government to 
construct the Ping Tom Memorial Park along the 
Chicago river, after decades of lack of public open 

spaces. 

Organizing group efforts to actively seek solution 
to address the community’s concerns and planning 
for future development is the key to the Chinatown 
community’s thrive.  

CONTEXT

Chicago Chinatown was formed in the current location 
in 1912, after facing servere racial discrimination from 
previous location in downtown. The Chinese business 
group On Leong Merchants Association proposed 
and constructed the very first building complex along 
Clark Street and Cermak Road. 

Tom	Ping	Park	at	night However, it is difficult to secure the properties for the 
following Chinese people. Back then, ethnic Chinese 
can not purchase land. In order to establish the 
new Chinatown, On Leong Merchants Association 
acquired several 10-year leases from surrounding 
blocks. In 1920s, they secured more 50-year leases, 
and proposed to construct a Chinese style building 
to visually represent the community. The building was 
completed in 1928, framed by two oriental pagodas.1

The situation became more challenging in the coming 
decades. As Dan Ryan Expressway started construction 
in 1962, almost half of the Chinatown Neighborhood 

1	 Leroux,	Charles	(January	6,	2002).	“Still	Stand-
ing	-	Living	links	to	a	rich	history	of	commerce	and	cul-
ture”.	Chicago	Tribune.	Newsbank.	Retrieved	August	
10,	2009.

was eliminate. Community leaders gathered to take 
actions to secure the future of the Chinatown.

ISSUES

With the construction of Dan Ryan Expressway, two of 
the existing parks were taken out. The neighborhood 
since suffered from lack of open space. 

In the late 1980, Santa Fe Rail Road planned to sell 
the 32-acre land to headquarter of USPS on the north 
side of Chinatown. The Chinatown community wanted 
to purchase the land for expansion. Local leaders 
formed  Chinese American Development Corporation 
and lobbied the Chicago government. After years of 
negotiation, they was able to purchase the land for 
housing and commercial development, with additional 
affordable housing programs supported by the 
government. 

The new commercial plaza was named China Square. 
Behind it were housing, community facilities and senior 

1.	Chicago’s	First	Chinatown	on	Clark	Street
2.	Early	Chinatown	with	Pui	Tak	Center	in	the	back	



The 5 acre space along the river was left over. 
Community seek out help from the city to construct 
future park space. A neighborhood organization 
Chinatown Riverside Park Advisory Council was 
formed to negotiate with the city.1

OUTCOMES

The city passed the plan and added an additional of 
6 acres to the original site.2 In addition to that, the  
park design by Site Design Group also reflects on their 
culture identities. It includes a Four-Dragon gateway 
structure, a pagoda-style pavilion, red railings and a 
field house. Other facilities include a playground, boat 
house, trails and gardens. The park was names after 
Tom Ping in honer of his effort as community leader to 
create the park.3

The construction began in 1995. In 2002, an additional 
5 acres was added to the park.

CONCLUSION 

Community-driven advocacy groups played an 
important part in the history of Chicago’s Chinatown, 
From relocating to the current location, acquiring 
leases for the other community members to expand 
the community, creating cultural architectural 
structure to visually represent the community, securing 
extra land from Santa Fe for housing and commercial 
development, to asking the government for a riverfront 
park, they were able to defend for the community and 
even planed for the future. 

However, with the huge development 78 District 
planned to take place on the north of Chinatown, the 
community is facing potential threat of gentrification.   
Will the community groups propose another plan to 
defend themselves this time? 

1	 “History	of	Ping	Tom	Memorial	Park”.	Ping	Tom	
Park	Advisory	Board.	Retrieved	August	14,	2009.
2	 “History	of	Ping	Tom	Memorial	Park”.	Ping	Tom	
Park	Advisory	Board.	Retrieved	August	14,	2009.
3	 Heise,	Kenan	(November	2,	2007).	Chicago	Af-
ternoons	with	Leon.	AuthorHouse.	p.	38.	ISBN	1-4343-
4737-0.

1.	Chicago	Chinatown	was	formed	in	the	current	loca-
tion	in	1912,	after	facing	servere	racial	discrimination	
from	previous	location	in	downtown.
2.	Oriental	style	Pui	Tak	Center	and	Gateway	struc-
ture.
3.	Statue	of	Community	Leader	Ping	Tom.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

Chinatown revitalization plan: Chicago's Chinatown area plans to go more Oriental
Brodt, Bonita
Chicago Tribune (1963-1996); Mar 6, 1980; ProQuest Historical Newspapers: Chicago Tribune
pg. W_A1

Chinatown	revitalization	plan	proposed	by	local	community	leader	in	the	1980s.	It	includes	new	outdoor	spaces,	
an	oriental	garden,	storefront	improvement	and	changes	at	Cermak	and	the	highway	intersection.

Credit:	Chicago	Tribune,	Mar	6,	1980.



The aerial photo was taken in 1938, before the construction of Dan Ryan Expressway. Nearly half of the Chinatown  
was removed, including two parks that served the area. 

The Chinatown community was segregated from the rest of the city by the highway and river. The neighborhood 
gradually became very compacted because they lack of room to expand. 

Acquisition of the 32-acre provide ample space for housing and commercial development that the community 
needs. It also became the new Chinatown landmark for tourist.
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1920
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1970s

China 
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Ping tom 
park



New	development	on	the	purchased	Santa	Fe	Railroad	property.
Image	Credit:	Wikipedia

The	oriental	style	pagoda	in	the	park.
Image	Credit:	Chicago	Park	District	Website

Before	and	after	of	the	riverfront	projects.
Image	Credit:	Site	Design	Group	Website

The	78	post	potential	future	gentrification	to	the	Chinatown	community.



Riverfront deck with Chicago downtown in the 
back.



Dragon Boat activities taking place by the park
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BELAPUR ARTIST VILLAGE
Incremental Housing and Financial Systems
Govardan Rajasekaran Umashankar

INTRODUCTION

The Artist Village in Belapur is developed as an incre-
mental housing stratgey as part of the New Mumbai 
development. The housing was designed as a scheme 
of affordable, mixed income, high-density low rise 
houing strategy for Navi Mumbai. The site area of 
5.4 hectares was developed to house 500 people 
(about 100 families) per hectare. Work on the project 
began in 1983, taking three years to complete, with 
the first residents moving in by 1986. The project was 
developed as two phases, that would be developed in 
a checker board pattern, connecting to public infrats-
ructure. 

CONTEXT

Navi Mumbai is designed as a series of nodes strung 
along a rapid transit network. The Belapur node, 
located in the city center is part of a primary transit 
arteries. The artist village was developed by the City 
and Industrial Planning Corperation (CIDCO) a state 
government body; and Housing and Urban Design 
Corperation (HUDCO), a central government body. 

The Housing is in the picturesque valley of Parshik 
range of hills in 1983, which has since developed into  
a dense urban settlement. 25% housing was alloted 
for the Artists as the context inspired artists. 

Incremental growth, Artist Village, Belapur, India

DESIGN

Each house is designed with a small courtyar or 
terrace to augment the built up space. Seven houses 
are clustered together around an intimate courtyard. 
Three of these clusters are further combined to form 
a larger module of 21 houses. Three such strung to-
gether modules form a community of 63 houses. This 
spatial hierarchy continues until they reach the larg-
est neighborhood spaces where schools and other 
public facilities are located. The system is arrangend 
in such a way that the spines of community spaces 
open to the hills behind. At key points along this spine  
are located shopping, schools and playfields. 

The houses are buit on individual sites in order to 
promote incremental growth of the housing by the oc-
cupants. The primary bearing walls were independent 
from the neighbors, so that design alterations could 
be undertaken by the occupants. There are five basic 
house typologies, four of them are single families de-
signed for varying income groups, the fifth is a doubl 
e unit. The construction is of brick walls with tiled 
roof. The organization of mixed income in clusters 
was designed to promote community development. 

Housing plans were designed keeping in mind possi-
ble future spatial configurations like addition of living 
spaces or stairs to rooms above. The courtyard at the 
entrance formed a threshold between the community 
and private spaces. 

ISSUES

The financial systems part of this incremental housing 
development were not supportive of equitable growth 
for all community members. Occupants who took a 
loan from HUDCO were not allowed to develop their 
houses until the loan is paid back. Furthermore, the 
housings were limited to income groups, therefore not 
all typologies of housing was available for potential 
occupants to choose from. Additionally change in so-
cial structure, such as increase in family size, leading 
to increase in household expenses deters incremental 
development of the house. 

Currently very few inhabitants from the initial occu-
pants continue to live in this village due to financial 
constraints. Spatial grammar of Artist Village 



OUTCOMES

We analyse four scenarios of incremental develop-
ment in this commuity, 

1) Resident who bought the house from their own sav-
ings and have incrementally developed it to accomo-
date their family needs. 

2) Residents who have developed lesser than their 
spatial requirment due to the hampering by financial 
systems

3)Residents who have fallen in debt to the financial 
system and have lost ownership of their house. 

5) Resident who has incrementally grown the house 
at a slower pace due to his economic standing. 

CONCLUSION 

The analysis illustrates how the financial system and 
economic standing can cause inequity among owners 
of incremental housing. The factor of incremental 
growth is not cnstant for all and is influenced by vari-
ables like social, sconmic as well lack of support from  
the financial system. The finances can make or break 
the incremental development of residence. 

Housing Typologies : Single family homes and 
multi-family homes with varying levels of developed 
functions

The section and isometric drawing illustrate the hierarchy in social interaction, that begins at the threshold of the 
house and spills into the communty courtyards. 

Type A

Type B

Type C

Type D

Type E



From the archives : Excerpts from the brochure of the Belapur Artisan Village From the archives : Excerpts from the brochure of the Belapur Artisan Village, classifying building cost
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Loss of ownership

Community



This Type B Unit is owned by an artisan who 
has managed to maintain the house in its 
original form. An additional living spaces was 
added to meet to occupants social needs, 
this repaced the courtyard of the house. The 
house was bought from the artisans savings 
anf was developed pver a period of 30 years. 

This Type C unit belongs to a nuclear family, 
who bought these units as part of financing 
scheme provided by HUDCO. They were 
only able to make incremental addiditions to 
the house after paying off their loan. Since 
the family had grown by then, their financial 
standing only allowed them to add one room 
in the floor above and the remaining spatial 
needs were met by adding a temporary struc-
ture above that. 

This Type D unit houses a multi-generational 
family. The grandparents had aquired this 
unit  and were part of the High Income Group 
Class and bought the house from without any 
depandence on financial systems. They were 
able to incrementally add multiple rooms over 
a period of time and pass down the residence 
to their family mambers. 

This Type B Unit was bought by the current 
owners from the previous occupants due to 
their inablility to pay of their debts. Due to 
the previous occupants financial insecurity, 
the house was not maintained, therefore the 
current owners chose to tear down the prop-
erty and build a new residence for their family 
of four. 





UNDERLYING TENSIONS
In the context of Affordable Housing 
Carmen Yu

INTRODUCTION

 The quality of one’s life is directly correlated 
to where one lives and has the ability to either 
increase or decrease opportunities for a prosperous 
life. Affordable housing is typically advertised to 
low income households in which the maintenance 
and infrastructure of the surrounding neighborhood 
heavily influences one’s well being, as well as the 
well being of others. Unfortunately, the immediate 
neighborhood around affordable housing complexes 
are typically subjected to systemic inequalities and 
uncoincidental juxtapositions. This has the ability to 
influence misinformation that various media outlets 
provide and the public’s perception. 
 Some major issues to date include unfair 

policing of neighborhoods that contain NYCHA (New 
York City Housing Authority) housing which causes 
underlying tensions between the police and residents. 
The amount of attention and resources the NYPD 
(New York Police Department) puts into a specific 
area directly affects the recorded crime rates. This 
provides an opportunity to influence inaccurate 
correlations of crime and demographics based on 
one’s preferred news outlet.

CONTEXT
 
 Grant Houses is an affordable housing project 
located in West Harlem, bordering the northern 
boundary of Morningside Heights. This affordable 
housing complex consists of 10 buildings spanning 

Public Housing in Harlem (1965) | Source: Sam Falk/ New York Times

from 123rd street to 125th street. Grant Houses 
began construction in 1954 and was completed in 
1956. Currently, it is still being managed by NYCHA. 
During the 1940’s, Morningside Heights Inc. 
(founded by Columbia University) lobbied for the 
displacement of residents using legislation and 
supported the construction of Grant Houses north 
of Morningside Gardens. This was intended to 
create a buffer between Morningside heights and 
Harlem, segregating the differing demographics and 
economic standings.

NYCHA

 Previously in the 1950’s - 1970’s, NYCHA 
was regarded “a Progressive Housing Solution to fix 

New York City” (NYT) and one of the most important 
resources for low income residents. Over time, the 
government has reduced funding which results in 
the neglect of maintenance for a multiplicity of 
housing complexes. The organization was previously 
selective with their residents in the 1950’s, but in the 
late 1960’s, loosened their selectivity, sparking an 
increase in crime, vandalism and drugs.  

“Every place you step, you would 
step on a crack bottle, back 
in the ’80s, a long time ago. In 
Grant, you would be afraid to 
walk down the steps because they 
had a bunch of crack bottles and 
they get stuck in the groove of 
your shoe.” - Earline Jenkins, 70
(Resident of the Grant Houses in Manhattan since 1976)

 During the 2000’s through 2018, began a 
period of defunding which resulted in reduced staff 
and redirection of resources. Hurricane Sandy further 
propelled the housing issue in which NYCHA projects 
required the maintenance of devastating conditions. 
This quickly affected the quality of life for some while 
others continue to deal with depleting infrastructure.     



NYCHA Housing in relation to local Police precincts. 



“Everything is getting old at once, because everything 
was kind of built at once. So it’s like a 30-year window 
where almost all of public housing was built, and now 
we’re in that 30-year window where it’s going to be totally 
revamped or redeveloped. A lot of these buildings have had 
more than your normal wear and tear.” - Nicholas D. Bloom
(Professor and author of “Public Housing That Worked”)

ISSUES

 Due to the lack of maintenance in the NYCHA 
aff ordable housing complexes, crime has increased 
causing an infl ux of police surveillance among ALL
NYCHA Housing. This results in a disproportionate 
amount of surveillance and loitering in which police 
can be seen parked in areas for long periods of 
time, whether crime was in the area or not. Police 
are sometimes parked in front of restaurants and 
grocery stores watching local residents perform 
daily tasks, creating an uncomfortable environment 
with underlying tensions. This tactic is a form of 
intimidation as a part of systemic inequalities. 
 Crime rates in NYCHA Housing 
neighborhoods also face the possibility of inaccurate 
records in which crime is directly correlated with how 
much attention and resources the NYPD choses to 
put into a specifi c area. These reported crime records 

can inaccurately infl uence misinformation and the 
public perception of a certain area to a specifi c 
demographic. This sadly causes the neighborhood 
to be subjected to media scrutiny and inaccurate 
portrayal of the neighborhood and the life there, 
depending on the media outlet. This also ultimately 
infl uences crime and increases surveillance further. 

Old Broadway

NYPD - 26th Precinct

Based on the media outlet, the information communicated will be diff erent - making it easier to be subjected to 
misinformation. Source: Vox 



ISSUES (CONT.)

 Due to the fear of crime, extra precaution is 
taken around the neighborhood especially with the 
use of surveillance cameras. In the context of Grant 
Houses and Harlem, excessive use of surveillance 
cameras can be seen on neighboring buildings.  
 
 Directly adjacent to the Grant Houses is a 
separate affordable housing complex, Morningside 
Gardens, but within a higher income bracket. Having 
observed the two in relation to each other, the 
maintenance and spatial planning is incomparable. 
The perimeter of Grant Houses is littered and dark, 
consisting of little to no occupiable green space. 
The south west entrance is directly adjacent to their 
waste collection, as well as a children’s playground. 
Compared to Morningside Gardens, the neighboring 
space consists of a well lit landscaped front courtyard 
with seating and beautifully paved pathways. 
 
 The use of surveillance cameras in 
Morningside Gardens is not only for the sole purpose 
of safety, but is also used as an intimidation tactic. 
Their cameras are situated in plain sight, directly 
looking into Grant Houses and facing their south 
west entrance. Their excessive use of 5 large security 
cameras sends a message to nearby residents that 
they are being watched which contributes to the 
systemic oppression and stigma of crime in relation to 
certain demographics.   
 
 Across the street on the opposite side of the 1 
line train tracks by 125th street is Harlem’s neighbor, 
Columbia University. One of their recently renovated 
buildings, The Forum, “serves as the gateway to 
Columbia University’s developing Manhattanville 
campus” (Columbia University). Designed by famous 
architect, Renzo Piano, the building opened in 2018 
and acts as one of the university’s event spaces. 
Surrounding the perimeter of this prestigious building 
are small spotlights used to bring the space to life at 
night, but hidden among the lighting are scattered 
surveillance cameras disguised in similar color and 
form. There was a total of 24 cameras scattered 
and hidden among the lighting - an excessive use of 
surveillance within a one block radius. This sends a 
clear message to the neighborhood that the building 
only welcomes some and not all. 

1. Surveillance camera from Morningside Gardens 
looking into Grant Houses
2. Grant Houses southwest entrance
3. The Forum surveillance cameras

Columbia University security cameras on Broadway and 123rd street. 



NYPD - 26th Precinct

CONCLUSION
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“The way we see crime is politicized 
and infl uenced by news sources” - VOX

Tilden Housing Complex | Source: New York Times
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FREDERICK DOUGLASS HOUSES
A strong yet forgotten latin community in the Upper West Side
Lucas Coelho Netto

INTRODUCTION

Named after a former slave, abolitionist, and 
candidate to vice-presidency of the United States, the 
NYCHA Frederick Douglass I and II are home to over 
four thousand latin residents in Manhattan. Composed 
of eighteen buildings, most of them completed in 
1958, the complex of high-rises stand out like a sore 
thumb amongst the low-rise brownstone buildings 
surrounding it in Upper West Side.

What at first glance appears to be a healthy community 
for passers by, with the recurrent street events, music, 
outdoor gatherings, and a sports court, is heavily 
contrasted by the presence of police cars around the 

perimeter and lawsuits against the city for poor living 
conditions. Rats, bedbug infastations, collapsing walls 
and ceilings, mold, hunger, and broke radiators are a 
few of the complains filed by residents over the last 
decade.

Unfortunatelly, authorities have not done much to 
reverse this scenario. Inhabitants find themselves 
abandoned in an imaginary deteriorating island, with 
boundaries established by rent prices and ethnography.  
Through a network of collective care, they help each 
other through the difficulties faced daily. One is left 
wondering how - and if - design could improve the life 
quality in Douglass houses.

Location diagram (01)

CONTEXT

Approved in 1952 as a low-rent housing project, the 
development is located in a “superblock” between 
Manhattan Avenue, Amsterdam Avenue and West 
100th and 104th streets.  The towers are surrounded 
by a 19.45 acres playground acquired by the city. 
The development is home to a community composed 
mostly by Puerto Ricans, Dominicans, Jamaicans, 
and Chinese. With few vacancies and most residents 
living there for decades, it is a place where “everybody 
knows your name”. 

However, this low-income island on Upper West 
Side seems to be forgotten by the city and housing 
authorities. Over the last decades, and especially 
the last three years with the COVID-19 pandemic, 
life quality at Douglass deteriorated drastically. 
Even though the number of felonies and shootings 
decreased, residents were dying out of hunger in their 
apartments. Some could not go downstairs to buy food 
because of acessibility issues and broken elevators 
due to lack of maintenance.

When top down and power agencies do not take 
action, we often encounter bottom-top initiatives 
that try to revert negative scenarios. It is the case 
of Douglass’ Tenants Association, led by Carmen 
Quinones, ten main volunteers, and one “guardian” 
per building. Together, they try to lighten the burdens 
residents face: food distribution, daily visits, religious 
events, and sports activities are a few of the examples 
that create a bond in the community, and help them 
get by. Carmen is also a member of the NYPD board 
and candidate for City Council representing District 7.
 
ISSUES

On a broader scale, the main problem Douglass 
Houses and other NYCHA’s projects are facing is the 
change from Section 9 to Section 8 by the Housing 
Authority. In section 8, there is a “Housing Choice 
Voucher Program” that allows private landlords to 
charge rents at fair market rates to qualified low 
income tenants, by using a rental subsidy which pays 
the differente between resident’s responsibility (30% 
of their income) and the fair market rent. (1) According 
to Quinones, it is an attempt to “privatize” it by 
reducing the rights of the residents and making the 
received vouchers useless, since they would no longer 

apply to other developments but the one where they 
current reside. That would likely result in an increase 
of homelessness across the city.

Secondly, facade deterioration - and the scaffoldings 
installed to repair it -  is another issue raised by 
Quinones.  Most of the public space between the 
buildings looks like a construction site, with abandoned 
scaffoldings creating a lighting problem and not 
having an actual use. The distance from the facade 
contradicts the argument of why they were installed 
in the first place, and create areas susceptible to 
robberies.

Amongt other several complaints filed by residents, 
most relate to safety, lack of maintenance, and poor 
spatial quality. The only indoor common area is an 
semi-underground room, with no windows, where all 
administration happens. During winter, when outdoor 
gatherings are interrupted by the weather, the space 
host all sort of festive events, masses, and meetings.

Douglass Houses (02)



Abandoned gardens accumulate trash, and broken 
furnitures, increasing the number of rodents. The 
area is locked by the NYCHA and not allowed for 
intervention by the residents - who also do not have 
the budget to do so.

DESIGN

Design issues could be split into two scales and uses: 
the private areas within the buildings and the common 
spaces around them.

Internally, lack of natural lighting, deteriorating 
structures and vertical circulation, and the lack of 
common spaces are the most perceivable issues. 
Regarding exterior spaces, lack of lighting and the 
installed scaffolding result into dark areas, multiple 
stairs cause lack of accessibility, and abandoned areas 
lay ground for most complaints on rodents and trash 
accumulation.

OUTCOMES

Even though all mentioned issues, the project helps 
create a diverse and plural community in what could 
have been an exclusive neighborhood. Its scale allows 
for cultural expression and interaction. However, a 
project built 70 years ago can not go unchanged, 
especially one with little investment from managing 
agencies. The neglect that turns into deterioration 
is, possibly, leading to the eviction of residents under 
claims of reform that hides a private interest on the 
large parcel it occupies.

CONCLUSION 

To transform the city we first need to transform the 
way we look at it - to think of it as a series of activities 
and living spaces, and to-be-continued situations, not 
finished products that go unlooked for for decades.

Residents need spaces to support the social 
infrastructure created amongst and by them. 
Opportunities lay in subutilized spaces and, possibly, 
the roofs.

Finally, the apartments need punctual and low 
maintenance interventions to increase life quality, 
especially for elderly who can not leave their units.

The exterior spaces between buildings comprises a 
new community garden, playground for children, and 
also a large amount of trash bags. (03,04,05)

Facade of two of the eighteen residential towers (06)



ROOF AS POTENTIAL COMMON AREAS



The NYPD plays an important role for the community, according to Carmen Quinones - president of the resi-
dents association and candidate for New York City Council representing District 7. As a member of their board, 
Carmen was able to create a positive connection between residents and the police, where events happen 
frequently, be it a basketball game at the recently built sports court, or weekend lunches that take over the 
streets around the buildings. However, when looking from outside, there can be a perception of a harsh dual-
ity between the relationship portraied at daytime and weekends, to nightly patrols, overpolicing, and strong 

reflectors to shed light into the common areas. Security is a major issue for the Douglass Houses, where several 
shootings happened over the last decades. Even though the number of crimes and reports in the area has re-
duced gradually, it is still a cause of worries for residents. The image above portraits a police officer on one of 
the hallways after a resident was found murdered in his apartment. According to Carmen, even though overpo-
licing for most can be seen as a negative presence, residents refer to them as “guardian angels” - people they 
can trust and rely on daily.

EVENTS WITH NYPD HOMICIDE AT DOUGLASS



Deteriorating interiors at Douglass. (11)

Deteriorating interiors at Douglass. (10) Residents Association Room (12)

Residents Association Room (13)

APARTMENT DETERIORATION COMMON AREAS

APARTMENT DETERIORATION COMMON AREAS



Food distribution  (15)

Bi-weekly free food distribution organized by the RA (14)
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INTRODUCTION

Flint, Michigan has a rich history of urban-agriculture 
or food-gardening dating back many generations. 
Simultaneously, it is the poster child for urban decay 
and dispossession. Not only is Flint most known for lead 
contaminated water and soil terrain, but it also suffers 
from public health and food insecurity. 

Food, therefore, becomes an important tool - not only 
from a perspective of growing, consuming or organizing 
territories, but in its entanglements within politicized 
landscapes. Through the lens of such contested produce,  
food becomes a tool for questioning, projecting and 
speculating alternative futures.  

At a time of environmental and institutional reckoning, 
exploitative regimes complicit in processes of food 
systems are explored throughout the narrative. From 
demarcating the term ‘Food-desert’ which anchors 
the built and natural  environment to fore-fronting 
the structural inefficiencies in manufacturing and 
distribution process in suburban Michigan - there is 
much potential and agency in stories of despair and 
success coming out of Flint. 

Through such, redefining what access to food means 
today versus what it could become in a not-so-distant 
future for residents of Flint and beyond, unravels 
potentials that are examined through on-going counter-
narratives that begin to dismantle capitalist extractive 
regimes of urban agriculture. 

Red lined map of Flint, MI atop present day aerial footage

CONTEXT + ISSUES

A macro-analysis of the state of Michigan, reveals an 
extractive + expansive automobile/ vehicle centered 
development focused on its capital and suburban 
districts, on pre-existing fertile soil as in the two 
images on the right. The geographic location and 
birth of Flint as a General Motors town supports this 
narrative. This  southern half of the Lower Peninsula 
enables heterogeneous soil terrain, topography (slope), 
drainage, and climatic characteristics favorable for 
high agricultural production. 

Acts of segregation including redlining, waste 
disposition, toxin release, and highways construction 
cutting through existing neighborhoods and fertile 
land, Flint today is a low income-low accessibility 
neighborhood. Food, thus becomes a resource and tool 
for agency against such exploitative regimes that were 
systematically put in place. 

While the state food sector generates $17 billion in 
revenue each year and supports a million jobs - more 
than half the revenue leaks to companies outside the 
state.  This insinuates that even with the lack of access 
to food in the city, the sources of food in the city are still 
run by businesses outside of the city which somewhat 
perpetuates a sense of detachment between locals and 
their food. This lends to issues of lack of dependability 
and regulated access, given the top-down management 
of such resources beyond the city limits.

At the micro-level, a situational site study of Flint 
through it’s geologies of capitalism along with a 
collapsed timeline of cross-generational living through 
the prism of food inaccessibility uncovers an inequitable 
and polluted figure ground. Over the past five decades, 
disinvestment and systemic resource extraction 
disregarding the place’s futurity, from key industries 
including car manufacturers in the 1970s where people 
held most jobs, led to employment in the same industries 
dropping by 77% since 1980. With such a historic 
economic shift, high unemployment and rapid population 
decline alongside environmental hazards persist in 
Flint today. Exodus led to urban decay, neighborhood 
blight, decreased home values, and falling tax revenues 
atop polluted lands. Intergenerational trauma persists 
through poverty rates of over 41% contributing to poor 
community health factors and outcomes. (Genesys Regional)

Historic Images of Flint + Land Cultivating Practices

“Declining food access can be understood 
critically through an analysis  of the 
time- and place-specific nature of capital, 
including its uneven penetration in local 
economies, the extent of its concentration 
and consolidation, and its impact on the 
local built environment.” (Bedore, M. Geographies)

FOOD DESERT 

The term ‘food desert’ describes  
socioeconomically disadvantaged areas with 
no access to healthy fresh foods. This definition 
is limited in its focus to static geographic 
entities irrespective of societal context and 
therefore should be understood within the  
historical continuum of capitalist urbanism. 



A decline in services and retailers such as grocery stores has accompanied this devastation. Where retail does 
exist in low income communities, grocery stores are easily outnumbered by liquor stores offering junk food with 
little availability and range of fresh produce. Food Systems, from preproduction to post-waste are not seen through 
in Flint - and yet, the once fertile grounds are contaminated, devastated, and seemingly in ruin but 
not beyond repair. A significant rise in urban agriculture and farming around the river is used as means to 
combat lead poisoning. At the heart of Flint’s food community is the year-round Flint farmers’ market. A diverse, 
food cultivating environment isn’t the picture most people conjure when they think of Flint —a town that is now 

synonymous with industrial decline and one of the worst public health crises in the nation’s recent history. Yet this 
local food market is booming. More than 1/2 a million people visited its 45 year-round and 30 seasonal vendors 
last year, according to farmers’ market managers despite extenuating circumstances. Vacant lots, ruined 
houses, and seemingly barren industrial lands - abundant within and beyond the inner-city limits 
-  are now productive to this narrative of food as a means of cultivating local economies of scale. The 
following map draw connections across territory, demographics, and zones of insecurity and potentiality - paired 
with images by photographer Black that echo trauma of generations past captured in Flint’s urban architectures. 







CASE STUDY #1 |  FLINT RIVER FARM
Flint River Farm is a diversified urban farm in downtown Flint. A vegetable subscription means that users will 
receive weekly boxes of freshly picked, local vegetables grown without pesticides or synthetic fertilizers at the 
rate of $475.00 ($30/week). Most urban farms sell their produce to a few higher-end restaurants in the city. 
Their farm is for-profit, and restaurant sales are their main source of income; and the nature of urban farming 
is transforming to a contested scale instead of a community engagement. There continues to be an imbalance 
here:  feeding the privileged versus the popular masses. 

CASE STUDY #2 | ORGANIC FARM VEHICLE 
Flint Fresh Mobile Market, a project initiated through the Regional Food System Navigation program, offers 
access to healthy foods for residents who live in areas without a grocery store and may not have reliable 
transportation. The mobile market takes food out every day, sometimes twice a day, delivering it low-access 
neighborhoods, and community venues. They accept most forms of food assistance benefits such as SNAP and 
Double Up Food Bucks, making food accessible to all people. It has several partners such as the Flint Farmers’ 
Market, the Community Foundation of Greater Flint, Flint YMCA, and the Neighborhood Engagement Hub.



CASE STUDY #3 | D-TOWN URBAN FARMS
Zooming out beyond Flint to consider the regional 
scale and discourse around of food - urban agri-
culture models rooted in the social justice, racial 
justice, economic justice are echoed and manifest 
at even larger scales in Detroit. D-Town Farms in 
Detroit through community co-ops shifts reliance 
on unhealthy food from outside sources to provide 
communities with nutritious and accessible local 
produce. Malik Yakini , the executive director of the 
Detroit Black Community Food Security Network, and 
a native of Detroit, advocates against the inequities 
existing within current food systems towards equita-
ble futures through practices of urban food farming. 

CONCLUSION

In regaining sovereignty away from capitalist and 
consumerist regimes entangled in systems of food 
production and consumption - there are many 
potentials and pitfalls within urban farming practices. 
Considering the case of Flint, within a larger 
conversation around  equity beyond  dispossession and 
despair.  As primarily  African-American populations 
reasserts the roots of urban agriculture in Michigan, 
through acts of reclamation and remediation, 
urban farming becomes an agent for change and 
redevelopment towards reasserting a foothold in 
more regional markets and bringing more economic 
potential into the local community. In retrospect and 
despite the abundance of opportunities, it is important 
to critique such practices for they might become 
drivers of gentrification thus dispossessing people of 
their lands once again. In speculating an alternative 
future away from looming narratives surrounding Flint, 
there is power in the notion of Urban Soil. Creating a 
locally intensive and inclusive ecosystem of sorts, food 
is reclaimed by and for the community.
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