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ABSTRACT 

  

 It is no secret that high poverty neighborhoods in U.S. cities suffer from abject 

living conditions which seem to be perpetual. Residents of these neighborhoods feel 

victimized and stigmatized, adversely affecting their ambition and confidence. The 

question is why do these problems persist? 

 In considering this question, I first researched how living conditions in high 

poverty neighborhoods adversely impact the lives of residents. Next, I looked at 

governmental efforts to address these problems over the past 25 years. I concluded that 

these efforts have improved living conditions for a relative handful of the urban poor, but 

have done little to improve living conditions within the high poverty neighborhoods 

themselves. 

 I then concluded that these neighborhoods need better protection from crime and 

drug trafficking, and convenient access to goods, services and jobs. My proposal is to 

improve crime and drug deterrent efforts and to develop centers offering needed goods 

and services, connected to the neighborhood by reliable and inexpensive public transit. 

The centers would allow neighborhood residents to satisfy daily needs efficiently, leaving 

time for work. The centers would allow residents to improve their standards of living, and 

by extension would improve the standard of living within the neighborhood. 
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Concentrated Poverty in U.S. Cities: Can We Fix It? 

 

Introduction 

 

 The focus of this paper will be on the challenges that have stymied productive 

urban renewal projects in inner city neighborhoods, particularly on efforts by the federal 

government and local housing authorities, as well as by urban planners and designers, to 

improve the physical environment of these neighborhoods and provide access to goods 

and services needed by everyone but often out of reach to the residents of these 

neighborhoods. The investigative scope of this research extends from planning efforts to 

other opportunities to provide basic services to the urban poor. I am interested in 

examining these problems in order to explore new approaches for providing such 

services. The time span I will study in investigating prior efforts will be roughly the 

decade of the 1990’s to the present, which corresponds to the time period in which 

governmental programs have attempted to overcome problems of high concentrations of 

poverty by dispersing the poor into mixed income communities. I have chosen to narrow 

my investigation to this particular period of time in American urban renewal history 

because the policy of dispersing the poor remains operative and I do not believe it is 

addressing the problems of the urban poor effectively.  

 There are numerous federal and state government programs as well as non-

governmental efforts designed to alleviate social problems of the poor through 

counseling, education, job training and other means. While many of these programs 

appear to have positive influences on early childhood development, nutrition, public 

transportation, health and other issues, a complete description and analysis of these 

programs is beyond the scope of this paper.  
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 While my original topic of investigation was to evaluate and determine the 

efficacy of  

 

subsidized housing programs and the development of mixed income communities, 

particularly under the Federal HOPE VI grant program implemented under enabling 

legislation enacted in 1988, I soon became disenchanted with the programs I studied, 

finding that they focused on improving housing and neighborhood quality for a relatively 

small number of people and did little to improve the quality of life in the high poverty 

neighborhoods themselves. I expanded my research to include a broad look at problems 

faced by the inner city poor, aiming to identify ways in which solutions to these problems 

could be approached more comprehensively.  

 My background research confirmed what I already knew--that the United States 

has a problem with its inner cities. The problem is not a housing problem, nor is it a 

problem of poor schools, transportation, public health, crime, drugs, day care, 

unemployment, unhealthy physical environment, or poor social and municipal services. 

Rather it is a complex combination of these problems. 

 The widening gap between the “haves” and the “have nots” in the U.S. has 

become an increasingly serious problem. In 1997, the U.S. had the highest income and 

wealth disparity between rich and poor of any country in the world. This gap has led to 

greater economic segregation of the poor. (Drier, 12, 13). Beginning shortly after World 

War II and continuing to this day, public housing developments have squeezed the poor 

into neighborhoods which are segregated economically and usually racially, and are 

generally located in inner cities. 

 Municipal, state and federal government agencies in the U.S. have spent hundreds 

of millions of dollars each year on programs and services aimed at serving the urban 
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poor, yet high poverty neighborhoods remain blighted. This paper will review the 

difficulties residents of these neighborhoods face in their day-to-day lives and the 

existing barriers to overcoming these difficulties. My investigation will review and 

critique programs which the federal government has implemented in recent years to 

alleviate these problems, and attempt to determine why they have not been effective in 

rehabilitating inner city neighborhoods. I will also provide provisional solutions to 

alleviate these problems, including the key suggestion for the establishment of centers, 

possibly created by remodeling abandoned shopping centers or manufacturing plants, 

which would offer one-stop access to goods and services needed by the poor, and which 

would be connected to the neighborhoods by high quality public transit made affordable 

by government subsidization of costs. 

 In addition to critiquing prior government revitalization efforts and the nexus of 

services that provide additional assistance to residents of inner city neighborhoods, this 

essay will also examine the concept of “Place” as an expression of where we live and 

investigate the role that place plays in shaping quality of life and opportunities to become 

fully functioning members of society economically, socially and politically. 

Concentrations of urban poverty tend to be oppressive living environments, presenting 

residents with a daily barrage of exposure to the effects of unemployment, drugs, crime, 

violence, teen pregnancy, unmarried mothers, single-parent families, school drop-outs 

and similar conditions. People in these neighborhoods generally lack quality schools, 

parks, access to jobs, retail goods and services, and healthy environments. This negative 

environment resulting from the cycle of poverty and lack of opportunity creates major 

obstacles to mobility for these people. (Drier, 21).  
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 In preparing this paper, I have conducted research to determine how residents of 

high poverty inner city neighborhoods are adversely impacted by the physical 

environments in which they live and the difficulties they have in accessing basic goods 

and services. This research has led to the conclusion that we are failing residents of high 

poverty neighborhoods when we consider that demand for public housing greatly exceeds 

supply; rates of unemployment, crime and drug use in these neighborhoods are 

significantly higher than in other areas of the city; schools under perform when compared 

with schools in more affluent neighborhoods; access to retail shopping, such as grocery 

stores, pharmacies and hardware stores, and to services such as health care and social 

services, is difficult; residents feel the stigma associated with living in high poverty 

neighborhoods, which adversely affects their confidence and self-esteem; and poor 

architectural and design quality can lead to higher risks of crime and drug use, as well as 

to reduced socialization. These conclusions are based primarily on an analysis of 

statistics relating to the above considerations in high poverty neighborhoods as compared 

with more affluent neighborhoods, on descriptions of living conditions for residents, and 

on results of case studies that show limited neighborhood improvement resulting from re-

development.  
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Problems of Concentrated Poverty 

 In general, neighborhoods of concentrated poverty are not pleasant places to live. 

As will be shown below, such neighborhoods are characterized by poor housing, low 

employment rates, high crime rates, high drug use, poor schools, poor access to jobs and 

to needed goods and services, lack of health care, poor nutrition, and architectural and 

landscape design which robs the neighborhoods of vitality. There is a community-wide 

stigma to living in these neighborhoods which is felt by residents and which drains their 

self confidence and self esteem.  

 There is not a standard definition of a concentrated poverty neighborhood, but a 

neighborhood in which 40% or more of residents are in poverty (however defined) is 

often considered to be in that category. (Drier, 21). This 40% standard is consistent with a 

study by Galster in which he found that the negative behaviors attributable to 

concentrated poverty (such as crime, school drop-out rates, teen pregnancy, and similar 

behaviors) increase significantly as a neighborhood poverty rate climbs from 20% to 

40%, and then level off above 40%. Below 20%, the poverty rate appears to have little 

effect on these behaviors. (Galster 2003, 902).  

 The trends related to concentrated poverty are not encouraging. Between 1970 

and 1990, the number of U.S. metropolitan census tracts in which 40% or more of the 

population was in poverty doubled, and the population of these tracts almost doubled as 

well, from just over four million to eight million people. During the same period, the total 

U.S. population grew by only 28%. (Drier, 47, 48). This trend has continued. During the 

first decade of this century, the number of America’s poor living in high poverty 
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neighborhoods grew by one-third, and over 10% of the poor lived in such neighborhoods. 

(Kneebone).  

 A major challenge for the poor is affordable housing. Housing is considered to be 

affordable if housing costs do not exceed 30% of a family’s income. (Myerson, 4). In 

2007, 16% of all U.S. households spent 50% or more of family income on housing. More 

than 30% of all homeowners and more than 45% of all renters spent at least 30% of 

family income on housing. This housing burden is most heavily concentrated among low 

income families, as would be expected. Among those in the lowest tenth of the income 

spectrum, 70% of all renters and 67% of all homeowners paid more than 50% of family 

income for housing. (Schwartz, 26-29). 

 The statistics related to availability of housing for America’s poor show that we 

are not meeting their needs. As of 2005, the federal government had helped to fund the 

construction of five million housing units for low-income families, and helped two 

million more with rental vouchers. (Schwartz, 1). This number inched up in 2006 to 7.1 

million. (Schwartz, 8). In spite of this federal largesse, in 2005 42 million households 

were living in substandard housing, spent 30% or more of family income on housing, or 

were homeless. (Schwartz, 1). The housing problems of these millions of families have 

been made more acute by a 12% reduction between 1995 and 2008 in the number of 

public housing units, a decrease of 165,000 units. (Cisneros, 266). 

 Some would argue that federal housing policy actually favors the rich rather than 

the poor by subsidizing housing costs through the mortgage interest deduction, real estate 

tax deduction and other tax benefits for homeowners which renters do not enjoy. 

(Schwartz, 7). While it is true that renters are not entitled to these tax benefits, renters do 
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presumably get the economic benefit of deductions allowed to landlords. These include 

the above benefits as well as tax write-offs which the typical homeowner does not enjoy, 

such as for minor repair expenses, maintenance costs and depreciation. If anything, tax 

policy would seem to favor renters (including the poor) rather than homeowners. 

 Not only is the number of housing units inadequate to meet the need, but federal 

housing policy often has led to creating or maintaining areas of concentrated poverty. 

Largely to minimize fears of the private real estate industry that public housing would be 

competitive with their businesses, only the poorest and most vulnerable households were 

made eligible for public housing. (Schwartz, 128). Because of a ruling by the U.S. 

Supreme Court that the federal government lacked authority to acquire property for 

housing through eminent domain, the federal government ceded to local governments the 

right to establish housing authorities which, as units of local governments, possessed such 

right. (Schwartz, 131).  

 Placing local governments in control of public housing has limited the spread of 

public housing developments. Only jurisdictions which elect to participate in the public 

housing program receive federal funding for developments, and these have been mainly 

cities and working class suburbs. Wealthy suburbs generally do not need or want public 

housing and have elected not to participate. Jurisdictions electing to participate are given 

authority over locating developments within the jurisdiction, with the result that such 

developments have been most often located in predominately black, low income 

neighborhoods. This has been partially due to strong resistance by whites to locating such 

developments in white neighborhoods, but black leadership has also supported locating 

the developments in black neighborhoods because the housing was needed, and because 
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keeping poor blacks in the inner city would help the black political leaders to maintain 

their inner city political bases. (Schwartz, 131, 132). The result has been greater 

concentrations of poverty in these neighborhoods. 

 These concentrations of poverty have led to the deterioration of the quality of life 

in the affected neighborhoods. Housing in these neighborhoods tends to be older and 

poorly maintained, and not compliant with building codes, leading to greater risk of 

accidents and fire. Lack of green space means that children often have only the street for 

play space, with the danger that entails. Overcrowding creates mental and physical health 

issues. Lead paint and lead pipes create health issues, especially for children. Air is 

usually polluted due to heavy traffic and polluting facilities which are often located in 

poor neighborhoods because the residents lack the political clout to resist them. Disease 

is spread by rodents and cockroaches. (Drier, 69-71). Even problems that might be 

considered more minor, such as poorly maintained common spaces, graffiti, minor 

vandalism and drinking in public, add to the day-to-day miseries of residents. (Sedlak, 

121). 

 As mentioned above, Galster’s study shows that residents’ behaviors are 

adversely affected by the living conditions found in neighborhoods with poverty 

concentrations above 20%. These neighborhoods have high rates of crime and violence, 

low employment, shortages of shopping and commercial services, and poor social 

services. Residents often become socially isolated because they fear to leave their 

apartments. Obesity and risky behaviors, such as smoking, drinking, drug use and 

unprotected sex are much more prevalent in these neighborhoods. (Drier, 72).  Births to 
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unmarried women and teens occur at much higher rates, and many families are headed by 

single parents, generally mothers. (Drier, 21). 

 Local housing authorities, and the federal government which substantially funds 

these authorities, are not exempt from the blame for poor housing conditions in high 

poverty neighborhoods. This point is made clear by a 1994 Inspector General’s report on 

Atlanta’s large public housing developments, which found that 88% of units were unsafe 

and unsanitary, the developments were poorly managed, 7100 maintenance work orders 

were waiting for response, many units were boarded up, other units had defective or 

broken doors and windows, electrical hazards were widespread, toilets were leaking or 

backed up, rodent infestations were commonplace, lead paint posed a health hazard and 

tenants were under stress because of fear of gunfire, violence, victimization and drug 

trafficking. (Boston, 395). 

 The concentration of negative behaviors in high poverty neighborhoods leads to 

high unemployment rates. In one highly dysfunctional public housing development 

surveyed in the1980’s, only 1 in 14 households claimed a resident who was working. 

(Sedlak, 71). Finding a job is difficult for people living in high poverty neighborhoods. 

Social networks have little value in helping residents find jobs because most of their 

friends either have few contacts outside the neighborhood or are looking for work as 

well. Also, poor people are generally under-educated. Today, most entry-level jobs are 

located outside of the inner city, and employers are unlikely to locate jobs in high poverty 

neighborhoods because of a perception that residents lack a strong work ethic, engage 

disproportionately in criminal activities, and are involved in the drug culture. These 

perceptions persist despite evidence to the contrary. Studies show that even in very high 
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poverty neighborhoods most men are working or looking for work, and a large majority 

of residents of poor neighborhoods believe in the importance of having a job. (Drier, 61).  

 Neighborhoods of concentrated poverty are dangerous places, with gang warfare, 

hard drug use and attendant crime. No one is safe, and law abiding citizens stay inside to 

avoid being victimized. These conditions create very powerful social and psychological 

burdens on inner city residents. (Sedlak, 71, 72). The rate of violent crime in the inner 

city is particularly troubling, being about 3 times higher than in the suburbs. (Drier, 83). 

 One reason for high crime rates in the inner-city is that crime pays. One survey in 

Boston calculated that crime paid an average of $19 per hour, and that drug dealers 

earned an average of $30 pear hour worked, about twice the pay rate for legitimate jobs. 

Crime tends to buy respect in the inner-city by putting money in the pockets of young 

men who have few other prospects. (Drier, 84). This is especially true if there is little 

competition from legitimate jobs. 

 Drug use and sales in concentrated neighborhoods have seriously undermined the 

livability of such neighborhoods. Drug use is not a victimless crime. The drug business 

creates a criminal underclass which preys on law abiding but weaker neighbors. 

Everyone in the neighborhood is devalued and exploited. Violence erupts in the 

neighborhood as dealers attempt to evade arrest and to defend their territories. Those who 

get in the way pay the price. Dealers reject middle class values and use their ill-gotten 

gains to buy drugs and luxuries and to host lavish parties, tending to glamorize the drug 

trade. (Johnson, 26, 27).  

 The impact of drug use on the users also adversely affects the neighborhood. As 

their needs for drugs grow, they exhaust monies available to them and turn to crimes such 
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as burglary, robbery and prostitution to fund their drug habits. (Johnson, 42). The drug 

culture in these neighborhoods creates a dangerous and exploitive environment, making 

life difficult for those with middle class aspirations and values.  

 Educational attainment is lower for students in high poverty schools than for 

students from more affluent neighborhoods. High poverty schools are most heavily 

populated by students who are poor, of color, and from single parent families, and these 

factors are indicators of low student performance. In addition, students living in high 

poverty neighborhoods are subjected regularly to factors such as community violence, 

poor quality teachers and lack of after-school supervision. In-school violence, disruptive 

classmates and poor physical facilities add to the litany of problems faced by children in 

high poverty schools. Children living in these circumstances cannot be expected to 

compete favorably with children in private and suburban schools, and they do not do so. 

(Mitchell-Yellin). 

 Administrators of high poverty schools feel the necessity to provide student 

services that are deemed to be unnecessary in more affluent schools, such as nutrition 

services, medical and dental care, social and psychological counseling and birth control 

services.  Middle class parents do not want these services in the schools for their children, 

which encourages these parents to abandon the high poverty schools and to leave them to 

the children of the poor. (Belmont, 117, 118). 

 The issues of poverty by themselves lead directly to underachievement in school. 

Malnutrition saps the children of energy and intellectual curiosity. They have few role 

models, and their parents (or single parent) are often not available to supervise them or to 

help with their homework. Minority students in high poverty schools complete advanced 
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courses at rates significantly less than white students, and are more often routed into the 

vocational study track or they drop out. (Johnson, 10). All of these factors conspire to rob 

them of hope for the future, or even of a vision of a future. 

 The spatial development of the United States has coincided with the development 

of the automobile. The result has been low density development, with residential 

neighborhoods separated from commercial areas, and absence of neighborhood 

commercial centers or clusters. An automobile is almost a necessity for accessing goods 

and services. The U.S. is somewhat unique in this lack of population density. European 

cities are on average three to four time denser, and even in Canada, which has more land 

per person than the U.S., cities are twice as dense as in the U.S. (Drier, 51). 

 The low density development pattern in U.S. neighborhoods creates special 

problems for the poor. In most cities in the U.S., high poverty neighborhoods are 

comprised primarily of single family residences or small multi-family units, areas that 

Belmont refers to as gray zones. (Belmont, 58). The number of dwelling units in these 

gray zones is generally in the range of 7 to 8 per acre, about half of the number needed to 

support a high level of bus service. To support a walkable neighborhood commercial hub, 

the number of units must approach 100 per acre. For example, housing density of 110 

units per acre with two people per unit, bisected by a commercial street, would allow 

10,000 people to live within 1000 feet (walking distance) of the commercial activity. This 

population density would support the commercial activity and minimize the need for 

automobile transportation. (Belmont, 9-11). Achieving this density in gray zones 

nationwide is obviously improbable for the foreseeable future. 
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  The low density development in the U.S. has also created a spatial 

mismatch between where jobs are and where low income workers live. Increasingly, jobs 

are moving to the suburbs—two-thirds of new jobs were in the suburbs in 2000. (Drier, 

58, Galster 1998, 614). High poverty neighborhoods remain concentrated in the inner city 

(some working class suburbs have become areas of concentrated poverty, but this paper is 

focusing on inner city poverty). Since few of the poor own cars (in 2000, only 5% of 

welfare recipients nationwide owned cars (Drier, 58)), the inner city poor need good 

pubic transportation to get to suburban jobs, and this need goes unmet more often than 

not. (Belmont, 122, Sedlak, 69, Rohe, 12). One study found that a typical inner city 

resident using public transit can reach only 30% of available jobs within ninety minutes. 

(Tatian, 26). 

 Job access is not the only transportation problem for inner-city residents without a 

car. How does a single parent (usually the mother) get one child to school, another to 

daycare, take a child to the doctor, shop for clothes, buy groceries, buy drugs and other 

pharmacy needs, get haircuts and other personal services, and then get to her suburban 

job? All of the locations for the goods and services are likely to be widely dispersed and 

outside of her neighborhood, yet access to all of these goods and services can be a critical 

need. (Sedlak, 109).  The challenges of meeting day-to-day needs for this parent are 

simply overwhelming. 

 Public transit can operate to meet the transportation needs of inner city residents, 

but only if there are destinations of concentrated commercial activity that are reasonably 

accessible by such transit. Because of the spread of suburban development, bus or rail 

service to the suburbs will not serve to transport inner city residents efficiently to the 
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goods and services that they need. A centralized commercial hub (preferably a large 

central business district) is what is needed. (Belmont, 159-172).  

 People living in neighborhoods of concentrated poverty face health challenges 

special to them, such as a lack of access to health care, an unhealthy environment, 

detrimental social relationships and unhealthy lifestyles. Black men in Harlem have a 

lower chance of seeing their sixty-fifth birthday than do men in Bangladesh. (Drier, 67, 

68). As mentioned above, the unhealthy environment in these neighborhoods can lead to 

problems with lead poisoning and disease, and poor neighborhoods often suffer from 

poor air quality due to heavy traffic routed through the neighborhood and to polluting 

facilities located there. Poor nutrition, discussed below, also causes serious health 

problems for inner city residents. Health problems often go untreated because high 

poverty neighborhoods are generally underserved by doctors, and the poor lack access 

and financial resources to obtain medical assistance. (Drier, 68). Poor health of inner city 

residents not only leads to poor quality of life and high health care costs often passed on 

to the public, but it is also one of the major barriers to finding good jobs. (Cisneros, 197). 

 Residents of high poverty neighborhoods regularly suffer from diet related health 

problems. The diet of the poor, generally low in nutrition and high in salt and fat, often 

leads to food-related health issues such as malnutrition, obesity, type 2 diabetes and 

cardiovascular disease, among other health risks. Few grocery stores are located in these 

neighborhoods, school lunch programs often serve foods that are low in nutrition and 

high in calories, and neighborhood residents often find that quality food is unaffordable. 

(Ilochi, 1). The lack of a nearby grocery store is particularly significant. Going outside 
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the neighborhood is expensive, both in terms of the time it takes and the cost factor. 

(Sedlak, 110).  

 Where grocery stores are lacking, corner groceries and convenience stores move 

in to fill the void. By definition, these stores carry few fresh fruits and vegetables, 

emphasize processed and packaged foods, and are more expensive than large, high 

volume, grocery stores. (Ilochi, 2).  

 The community reputation of neighborhoods matters. Businesses are often 

unwilling to locate in high poverty neighborhoods because they have poor reputations, or 

even to hire people from such neighborhoods. These attitudes are partially responsible for 

the lack of local shopping opportunities in these neighborhoods, as well as the lack of 

jobs. Outsiders are wary of stigmatized neighborhoods. (Arthurson, 64, 65).    

 Living in a stigmatized neighborhood also has deleterious effects on individual 

residents. The morale and self-esteem of residents is low and turnover of residents is 

high. The anxiety of living in constant fear of crime and lack of personal safety also takes 

a toll on both the mental and physical health of residents. (Arthurson, 67). Even in newer 

mixed income communities, the tenants in public housing units often feel inferior to the 

market rate tenants and homeowners in the development, and thus feel different and cut 

off from others. (Sedlak, 121). 

 Urban planners, architects and designers have traditionally focused their work on 

improving the physical appearance and livability of urban neighborhoods. Successful 

community designs should bring neighbors together, thereby improving the sense of 

community within the neighborhood. Design features such as stores, green spaces, plazas 

and public buildings are generally helpful in creating community, as are features that 
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encourage social interaction such as sidewalks, front porches, and traffic calming devices. 

(Tatian, 20-21). 

 The population densities of American cities often work against incorporating 

community-building features. Neighborhoods are comprised in large measure of single 

family residences and duplexes. For example, Belmont found that these units comprised 

58% of total housing units in Minneapolis. (Belmont, 11). This high percentage of 

detached housing in America’s cities has created neighborhoods with population densities 

that cannot support good public transportation and full service neighborhood commercial 

centers. In 1996, only one neighborhood commercial center in Minneapolis contained a 

grocery store, a drug store and a hardware store. (Belmont, 11). Buildings which once 

housed attractions that helped to create a lively neighborhood and sense of community, 

such as shops and restaurants, are now gone or boarded up, or they house check-cashing 

outlets, store front missions, social service agencies, auto repair shops, and used car lots. 

There are no longer active commercial areas that residents can walk to. (Belmont, 13-15). 

 Because the low population densities of U.S. cities cannot support a serviceable 

public transit system, residents need access to cars to reach commercial centers. With a 

car, however, residents will likely drive to outlying big box stores rather than to 

neighborhood centers because these centers are rarely competitive. (Belmont, 12). Low 

population density and the attendant lack of access to goods and services leave little 

around which neighborhoods can build a sense of community.  

 The detached housing which is prevalent in urban neighborhoods (and more so in 

high poverty neighborhoods) is especially vulnerable to burglary and theft. Ground level 

windows and doors offer multiple opportunities for forced entry, and yards, alleyways 
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and vacant lots provide hiding places and escape routes. (Belmont, 11, 47). Even public 

housing developments, which have generally been designed with higher densities than 

detached housing, have invited crime by providing for common areas such as long 

hallways, large parking lots, and green spaces which are open to all and unsupervised. 

(Schwartz, 144).  

 The foregoing presents an overview of the problems which residents of high 

poverty neighborhoods must contend with. Below is a discussion of the government 

responses intended to alleviate these problems and of the reasons I believe such responses 

have been inadequate, followed by a proposal which offers a more comprehensive 

approach.  
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Government Response to High Poverty Neighborhoods 

 The federal government recognized the need to assist in providing housing for the 

poor as early as the 1930’s. A public housing program was first implemented under 

Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal and was later enacted by Congress in 1937. The initial 

tenants were often two-parent families who could not afford market rate housing because 

of temporary circumstances beyond their control. As time went by, however, the median 

income of public housing residents dropped from 57% of the national median in 1950 to 

less than 20% in the mid-1990’s. By targeting the poor, public housing developments 

have tended to create high concentrations of poverty. (Schwarz, 125-129). 

 Congress has attempted to deal with the issue of concentrated poverty in public 

housing, most recently in 1988, by enacting legislation designed to mix market rate 

housing in with subsidized housing. HUD (Department of Housing and Urban 

Development) followed with the HOPE VI (Housing Opportunities for People 

Everywhere) program. This program was created to rebuild or rehabilitate distressed 

public housing properties and to replace them with mixed income housing designed more 

on the suburban model--low rise garden apartments and townhouses with lesser 

population density than the public housing. (Sedlak, 23-24).  

 The deconcentration policy favored by Congress has also included a voucher 

system established in 1974 which provides the poor with rental vouchers obligating the 

government to pay or subsidize rent obligations in qualifying developments (referred to 

herein as the “voucher system”). The voucher system caters to very low income families, 

with average annual income in 2009 of less than $12,600. A voucher recipient can opt to 

live anywhere in the U.S. so long as the rent paid does not exceed prescribed levels and 
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the landlord has elected to participate in the system. By 2009, vouchers provided housing 

assistance to 2.2 million families, more than any other federal housing program. 

(Schwartz, 177-207). Another federal dispersal  strategy subsidizes the construction costs 

of low income housing units by providing tax credits to the developers, thereby making 

rents more affordable to the poor (referred to herein as “tax credit housing”). Studies of 

income levels of tax credit housing tenants have shown that most have family incomes 

below 50% of the median income for the area. Over half of the total tax credit housing 

units are located in central cities and 35% are located in suburban areas. The remaining 

units are located in non-metropolitan areas. (Schwartz, 103-124).   

 The foregoing dispersal approaches have worked to provide some of the poor with 

much improved housing. The question, though, is, whether these approaches have made a 

significant contribution to alleviating in general the woeful living conditions of residents 

of high poverty neighborhoods. 

 One test is to look at numbers. As discussed above, as of 2005 federally financed 

housing authorities had constructed approximately five million public housing units, and 

the federal government had helped to finance 1.6 million units through tax credit housing. 

By 2009, the voucher system had assisted another 2.2 million households. In spite of 

these numbers, 42 million people needed housing assistance in 2005. These huge 

numbers of citizens for whom housing needs are going unmet would indicate that more 

needs to be done. 

 Another test is to consider the aims and goals of the dispersal strategy in relation 

to the needs of residents of high poverty neighborhoods. The voucher system and tax 

credit housing program do not prescribe where developments must be located, nor do 
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they provide any incentives or policy components which would affect location. The goals 

of the HOPE VI program introduce a greater dose of social policy. HOPE VI is charged 

with replacing public housing on a smaller scale and with lower density than the housing 

it replaces, and promotes architectural design adhering to the principles of New 

Urbanism, as discussed below. (Schwartz, 143). HOPE VI developments are designed to 

encourage a mixed income resident base, including owners and renters. Strict tenant 

eligibility requirements and eviction criteria lead to a better class of tenants than in public 

housing and help to reduce crime and maintain order in the developments. Through the 

HOPE VI program, between 1993 and 2007 the U.S. invested $6.1 billion to revitalize 

247 public housing developments, and HOPE VI has been the lead program for most 

public housing redevelopment projects. (Schwartz, 143). For this reason, the discussion 

herein of the dispersal strategy will emphasize HOPE VI developments. 

 HOPE VI originally focused on the reconstruction of public housing and on 

resident empowerment. By 2004, however, this focus was expanded to include mixed 

income development, which would provide for economic integration and poverty de-

concentration, adoption of New Urbanist design principles (explained below) and overall 

revitalization of high poverty neighborhoods. (Schwartz, 143). 

 New Urbanist design principles are an outgrowth of the New Urbanism 

movement, birthed in the late 1990’s by a small number of designers led by Andres 

Duany and his wife, Eliazbeth Plater-Zyberk. The New Urbanists advocate re-creating 

what its founders have determined was best about American towns before the automobile 

changed the development pattern--walkable, mixed-use neighborhoods. Consistent with 

focusing on towns of this era, New Urabanist design leans heavily on traditional 
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concepts. (Cisneros, 51, 52). The basic principles of New Urbanist neighborhood design 

are laid out in its Charter: diversity in use and population, accommodation of public 

transit and pedestrians as well as the automobile, clearly defined public spaces and 

community institutions, and advocacy of architecture and landscape design that celebrate 

the place, including its history, climate, ecology and building practices. (Charter of the 

New Urbanism, 1).  

 New Urbanist designs have emphasized attractive, traditional structures built on a 

human scale. Buildings should be low rise with features such as front porches, gabled 

roofs and bay windows, designed to fit in with the surrounding community. (Schwartz, 

143-149). Walkability and socialization are encouraged by linking buildings and 

landscape features, and incorporating shared amenities. (Cisnero, 8, 51, and 265). 

Developments should accommodate residents of varying income levels (mixed income 

development). (Charter of the New Urbanism, 1). 

 The movement was greatly influenced by the writings of Jane Jacobs, whose 

seminal work, The Death and Life of Great American Cities, was published in 1961. 

Jacobs glorified active New York neighborhoods, and advocated for neighborhood design 

which would encourage high population density and walkability to bring people outside 

and onto the sidewalks. Her idea was that busy streets are safe streets. She also preached 

that busy streets lead to vitality and richness in the neighborhood. (Belmont, 7). Jacobs 

was a journalist untrained in urban planning, and her conclusions were based on 

observation rather than academic research. For this she was widely criticized. (Wikipedia, 

and cites  listed therein). Nevertheless she has been an influential voice in urban design. 

(Cisneros, 51-52; and Belmont, 26). 
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 The New Urbanist design features have found their way into the design of HOPE 

VI developments. Architectural features of many such developments include front 

porches, gabled roofs and low rise buildings built to human scale. The architecture is 

intended to overcome the physical isolation endured by residents of many public housing 

developments by blending with the architecture of the surrounding community. In mixed 

income developments, a goal is for the exteriors of market rate and subsidized units to 

look the same in an effort to eliminate the stigma attached to public housing residents. 

(Cisneros, 8, Schwartz, 144). Exterior design features include clear differentiation of 

private, semi-private and public spaces, providing residents with control over spaces 

around their homes. (Schwartz, 144). Other exterior design features are intended to 

overcome isolation and to encourage social mixing with neighbors. These include placing 

doors and walkways of neighboring units in close proximity, including front porches 

from which conversation can originate, sharing walks and drives, providing yards in 

which neighbors can interact, and similar features. (Cisneros, 8, and Sedlak, 102-109). 

 One criticism of New Urbanist design principals is that they are based more on 

the suburban model of low density than on the higher density urban model. (Sedlak, 31). 

Much of the New Urbanist work has been in the suburbs, and as one commentator puts it, 

“If the New Urbanists were any kind of urbanists at all, they wouldn’t promote the 

urbanism of suburbs while our urban centers stagnate in underutilization.” (Belmont, 

216). 

 Social mixing by class is a salient feature of HOPE VI. (Cisneros, 8). Most HOPE 

VI developments have contained living units for market rate residents as well as those 

being subsidized. The goal is to change patterns of negative behavior in high poverty 
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neighborhoods by exposing low income residents to higher income neighbors who 

embrace the middle class ideals that education is desirable, that work is the preferred 

alternative to welfare, and that family stability is the norm rather than the exception. 

(Brower, 136). The planners’ expectations have been that exposure of the poor to the 

middle class role models will result in improvements in behaviors of the poor with the 

result that they will become more self sufficient and improve their standards of living. 

Social interactions between middle class and low income residents were expected to open 

up opportunities for jobs for the poor. The social capital and political clout of the middle 

class residents were also expected to benefit the poor by leading to better police, fire and 

sanitation services, safer and better living environments, and elimination of the stigma of 

living in a poor neighborhood. (Lipman, 6, Schwartz, 304, 305, and Sedlak, 1-3). 

 The design of HOPE VI developments has been a great improvement over the 

institutional design of many predecessor public housing developments. The HOPE VI 

developments have blended in with the surrounding community, have incorporated 

private and semiprivate spaces as well as public spaces, and have included private market 

amenities. They have also incorporated many of the above-mentioned elements designed 

to overcome isolation and to encourage social mixing. (Schwartz, 144).  

 So, how has HOPE VI done in meeting its goals? One way to evaluate the 

program is to examine a HOPE VI development and see how it performed. Sedlak 

describes the partial demolition and redevelopment of a public housing development that 

she calls Garvey Homes located in a city she calls Penton (in an attachment to her 

dissertation, she discloses that the development is Richard Allen Homes in North 

Philadelphia). (Sedlak, 238). The Garvey Homes public housing development was 
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comprised of 53 three and four story buildings housing over 5300 residents. The 

development had suffered from poor management, deteriorated physical condition, high 

crime rate, drugs and gangs. Residents felt isolated, frustrated and helpless, and in 2001 

the development was partially demolished. (Sedlak, 95). 

 Following the partial demolition, the housing units that were not demolished were 

remodeled, and the rest of the site was redeveloped. The site was divided into eight 

quadrants, two of which contained the remodeled housing which was for low income 

residents and was designated as Phase II. Four quadrants contained new town houses, 

were for upper income residents, and were designated as Phase III. The other two 

quadrants were set aside for a community center and a health center.  (Sedlak, 102-109). 

 The newly built town houses in phase III were designed on the suburban model 

and intended to appeal to upper income residents. They provided for off-street parking, 

faced the street and had private front and back yards. Architectural features included such 

bay windows, half moon windows and shutters. Some units had shared walks, drives and 

front porches, designed to encourage social interaction. Phase III units were limited to 

two stories in height and had amenities such as air conditioning and carpeting. Phase II 

units could be up to four stories high, and had no carpeting or air conditioning. Many of 

the Phase II units had window air conditioners, not in evidence in Phase III. Phase II and 

III are separated by roads and thus are not interspersed or even adjoining. (Sedlak, 107-

109). 

 Rents in Phase III are not limited, which means that rents can increase in line with 

increases in residents’ income. Phase III was financed under the tax credit housing 

program, which means that the units can be sold at market rate prices after fifteen years. 
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Rents in Phase II can increase with residents’ income, but not above a rent ceiling.  

(Sedlak, 46).  

 The ultimate goal of the redevelopment was the same as for other HOPE VI 

developments— to deconcentrate poverty by introducing higher income residents into a 

development that was originally limited to low income residents. The hopes were that the 

higher income residents would act as role models whom the poor would emulate, and that 

interactions between the poor and higher income residents would result in the formation 

of social networks leading to job opportunities for the poor and consequent upward 

mobility and self-sufficiency. (Sedlak, 1, 2).    

 Sedlak conducted fifty in-depth interviews with residents and sent out 100 shorter 

surveys. (Sedlak, 52, 54). Residents of both Phase II and Phase III were interviewed and 

surveyed in equal numbers. The goals of the study were to determine the extent of social 

interaction in mixed income developments, the benefits derived by the low income 

residents from such interactions, and how differences in class affect residents’ social 

networks. (Sedlak, 35).  

 Based on Sedlak’s interviews and surveys, the inclusion of higher income 

residents in the redevelopment has materially improved living conditions within the 

development. Levels of crime and other deviant behavior have been reduced, and 

informal social control has produced better order overall. (Sedlak, 145, 146). To 

demonstrate the improvements, Sedlak provides results of resident satisfaction questions 

comparing Garvey Homes with their prior residences. The residents felt safer at Garvey 

Homes day and night, although only 42% felt safe at home at night (as compared with 

31.6% at their prior homes) and only 17% felt safe on the streets at night (as compared 
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with 7% at their prior homes), and they felt that other destructive behaviors were less of a 

problem at Garvey Homes than before. For example, litter, graffiti and drinking were 

perceived as problems at Garvey Homes by approximately 10% or less of residents (over 

30% thought these were problems at their prior homes). Drugs were perceived to be a 

problem at Garvey Homes by 24.6% of the residents (and at their prior homes by 52.6%). 

The prior homes of the respondents were the prior Garvey Homes development, other 

public housing developments, and various other locations. (Sedlak 84, 85).  

 The improvements in safety and the other factors mentioned above are commonly 

expressed in evaluations of HOPE VI developments. There is no doubt that residents are 

better off when these types of factors are considered. (Cisneros, 172, 196, 232 and 266; 

Rohe, 7-10, and Turner, 35).  

 Access to goods and services is a significant problem for the Phase II residents of 

Garvey Homes. Every resident surveyed is within a 15 minute walk or less of a bus or 

train stop, and a large proportion (usually around 90%) can get to church, school, health 

care and a park or playground within thirty minutes. Only 75% of residents can reach 

their grocery store within 30 minutes. (Sedlak, 109-110). The lack of close access to a 

grocery store was a special concern for residents, and often led to feeding their families 

fast food and take-out. (Sedlak, 110). The foregoing information applies only to trips 

having a single destination. There was no information showing how long it would take to 

visit multiple destinations or whether this was even a viable option.  

 The question remains, though, whether the better outcomes described above are 

attributable to the influence of the upper income residents or to other factors. Sedlak 

found little, if any, meaningful social interactions between the upper and lower income 
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residents. One problem was the design of the development. The housing for the two 

classes of residents was physically separated rather than being interspersed, and the Phase 

III housing was clearly superior. These factors alienated the Phase II residents by sending 

a clear message to them that the phase III residents were a better class. Phase III residents 

did little to rebut that message. They generally avoided events designed to build a sense 

of community, and social contact in general, because they felt they led different lifestyles 

and had little in common with Phase II residents. (Sedlak, 120, 121). 

 What Sedlak found was that homogeneity was more important than proximity in 

cultivating relationships, and that economic diversity led to group distrust between the 

Phase II and Phase III residents and solidarity of each group in opposition to the other. 

(Sedlak, 216). At best, the social ties formed between the Phase II and Phase III residents 

were weak, and she found no evidence that these ties led to greater employment 

opportunities or greater self-sufficiency for the Phase II residents. (Sedlak, 143).  

 The physical separation of the Phase II and III housing mentioned above can be 

blamed, at least in part, for the failure to develop mixed-class social contacts at Garvey 

Homes. Even absent this separation, though, numerous studies have failed to demonstrate 

that adding upper income residents to high poverty neighborhoods has been a catalyst for 

changing behaviors of low income residents. (Brower, 139; Cisneros, 197, 232 and 257; 

Arthurson, 114-115; Tatian, 19; Turner, 37; Galster 1998, 619; and Boston, 394). One 

possible exception is the Charlotte, N.C., Boulevard Homes study, described below. 

Residents of the demolished public housing development who moved to mixed income 

communities were more likely to look for work than before the move (43% to 35%) and 

were happier with their neighborhoods and neighbors. But, there is no evidence linking 
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the improved work ethic to social interactions with higher income neighbors, and 

Charlotte’s extensive mentoring and counseling programs perhaps were more influential. 

(Rohe, 9, 10). 

 HOPE VI advocates have been lavish in their praise for its effectiveness in de-

concentrating poverty and enhancing the lives of the poor. The program has been 

characterized as spreading throughout the county “with compelling results” (Cisneros, 

28); as having “clearly ended the isolation of public housing” (Cisneros, 33); as 

“succeeding in decreasing the concentration of poverty” (Cisneros, 71); and as being a 

“powerful image of change.” (Cisneros, 266). As mentioned above, HOPE VI projects do 

generally show improvements in such factors as crime, litter, graffiti, drinking and drugs, 

and poverty is less concentrated in such projects than before. (Cisneros, 174). However, 

the positive figures can be misleading. As will be explained below, most HOPE VI 

projects allocate fewer housing units to low income residents, and carefully screen 

applicants to exclude those with criminal records, poor credit ratings and similar 

negatives. The obvious result of these actions would be to decrease the percentage of 

poverty in the development and to minimize the other negative behaviors.  

 HOPE VI has not gone without critics. The primary criticism is that in various 

ways HOPE VI makes life for the poor worse rather than better. For example, HOPE VI 

has exacerbated the housing shortage for the poor because its redeveloped projects do not 

replace all of the demolished public housing units. (Cisneros, 237). Garvey Homes is a 

good example. The original public housing development contained 1324 housing units 

for the poor. The redeveloped site contains only 408 units, of which 178 are for higher 

income residents in Phase III. (Sedlak, 44). This leaves only 230 units for the poor, a 
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reduction of over 1100 units. At the same time,  the housing shortage for the poor in the 

U.S. continues to grow. (Cisneros, 237).  

 Many of the residents of demolished or remodeled public housing developments 

are simply re-located and do not return to the HOPE VI project when it is competed. For 

example, 639 residents of Garvey were moved out of the area that became Phase III, and 

only 40 returned. (Sedlak, 91). The general expectation is that only 12% to 20% of 

residents displaced from public housing developments will be eligible to move into the 

new HOPE VI housing. (Lipman, 8). This low return rate is attributable primarily to the 

relatively long period of time needed for rebuilding or redeveloping a development and to 

the strict re-admissions criteria. (Cisneros, 193, 194). Families which are hard to house 

due to criminal records, bad credit ratings, having too many children and similar issues 

are often not allowed back into the HOPE VI developments and have difficulty finding 

homes. The plight of displaced residents has not been well documented in the past, but 

today the issue is drawing attention. (Cisneros, 194, 233, and Rohe, 5-14). See the 

discussion below of the efforts by the Charlotte Housing Authority to assist displaced 

residents to make new housing choices and to track their re-location.  

 Many residents of HOPE VI projects find that they are responsible for paying 

higher rent than before and for paying utilities for the first time. (Cisneros 198, 199; 

Rohe, 7). This has created financial strains which have added to increased family stress 

and instability. (Cisneros, 233). Moving the poor into mixed income neighborhoods can 

also create stress through social isolation, stigma, a sense of relative deprivation and a 

feeling of competitiveness with the higher income residents. (Cisneros, 230, 256).  
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Galster and Zobel found that social isolation may be a problem for some, but that its 

impact is often exaggerated. (Galster 1998, 613). 

 Finally, the dispersal policy of HOPE VI arguably diverts attention from the high 

poverty neighborhoods themselves and saps the will to improve these neighborhoods. 

(Cisneros, 75, and Arthurson, 55). Because of the relatively strict resident screening 

process of HOPE VI, and because HOPE VI redevelopments generally reduce the 

number of housing units available to low income residents, the program does little for the 

poorest and hardest to house families. These families are generally offered housing under 

the voucher system or in another public housing development. (Cisneros, 193). Those 

opting for voucher housing often are not equipped to assume the financial responsibilities 

imposed on them, such as higher rents charges and utility costs, or are evicted for 

behavioral reasons, and often are re-located back into public housing. These people, and 

those opting for the public housing option initially, usually end up with living conditions 

no better than in the public housing which they vacated to make way for the HOPE VI 

development. (Cisneros, 236-237, and Lipman, 8).  

 As mentioned above, residents displaced in the process of converting a public 

housing development into a HOPE VI development have often not been tracked or 

properly counseled. This shortcoming has been recognized, and many housing authorities 

are working to alleviate this problem. A recent example is the Boulevard Homes 

development in Charlotte, N.C., a public housing development which has been 

demolished and is being redeveloped into a HOPE VI mixed income community. The 

Charlotte Housing Authority offered displaced residents the option of receiving housing 

vouchers or moving into other public housing developments, and initiated a vigorous 
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counseling program to assist them in making informed choices. Mentors and case 

managers provided social support and counseling about support services. The displaced 

residents overwhelmingly (64%) chose the voucher program, in some cases against the 

advice of the counselors, and 24% chose to move into another public housing 

development. The others died or otherwise disappeared or did not participate in the 

program. For those who moved back into public housing, little has changed. For those 

who opted for vouchers, some have been evicted and cannot be tracked. The others 

generally report being satisfied with their new housing, although many feel financially 

insecure due to the need to pay utilities and other expenses. The intensive counseling 

effort has shown results. More residents are working or looking for work. But, the 

problems of poverty have persisted in the effort to locate jobs, primarily lack of 

education, lack of access, employer discrimination and criminal records. (Webb, Rohe, 7-

10). 

 The individual case management offered by the above program has been very 

expensive for the Housing Authority, and the outcomes have not been as positive as 

hoped. As a result, the Housing Authority is considering terminating the program. When 

the replacement HOPE VI development is ready for occupancy, the admission criteria 

will be relatively strict. Applicants must have no recent criminal record, must have been 

employed for at least six months, and must have a decent credit record. (Webb). These 

criteria will likely lead to statistics showing the higher rates of employment and lower 

rates of crime that are touted by HOPE VI supporters as evidence of success, but they 

will also mean that many of the former Boulevard Homes residents will go back into 

public housing.  
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 A thorough discussion of the HOPE VI program would describe many cases of 

residents who have benefited from the program and many criticisms. In the final analysis, 

though, the program has not done the job of “ending the isolation of public housing” as 

some of its defenders claim. Large neighborhoods of concentrated poverty remain 

throughout cities in the U.S. and, if anything, are continuing to expand. Congress 

recognized in 2006 that a new focus is needed by eliminating funding for HOPE VI. 

(Boston, 393).  

 The ideals of HOPE VI are still alive, however. In 2010, HUD implemented a 

new initiative, “Choice Neighborhoods,” which is designed to deal with issues of poverty 

beyond housing. The goals are to improve schools and early childhood development, 

including providing quality childcare, after-school programs, tutoring, mentoring, 

enrichment and parent education. (Turner, 34). While this program is a step in the right 

direction, it does little to deal with problems other than childhood development, and for 

this reason the program would seem to fall short of what is really needed to help lift the 

chronically poor out of poverty. What is needed is a broader approach that takes into 

account the wide range of problems of poverty. (Vale, 403, Cisneros, 234, 256, and 

Arthurson, 133).  
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A Proposal 

 The federal government has spent billions of dollars in an effort to improve living 

conditions in high poverty neighborhoods, yet these neighborhoods as a whole have seen 

little change for the better. The reasons seem straightforward. Public housing 

developments have tended to load low income housing into already poor neighborhoods, 

thereby further concentrating poverty there. Dispersal programs such as HOPE VI have 

focused on helping a relative handful of individuals rather than on rehabilitating 

neighborhoods. Most of the government’s focus is on housing, which is just one of the 

problems faced by the poor in these neighborhoods. Government programs designed to 

help the poor are not well coordinated, with the result that little attention is paid to 

resolving the breadth of problems faced by the poor. 

 To make a more effective attack on the problems of the poor living in high 

poverty  neighborhoods, we must take a hard look at the real issues and then deal with 

them in a comprehensive manner. We must recognize that the problems of the poor are 

interrelated and that solving one of the problems and not the others is an unlikely path to 

success. We also must recognize that these problems will not be resolved overnight. 

Solutions require a long-term, sustained effort. 

 There are, though, important steps that can be taken in the short-term to start us 

on the way to raising the quality of life in these neighborhoods if we are willing to 

commit the necessary resources. The big first step would be to increase police protection 

to the extent that residents of high poverty neighborhoods feel safe from crimes against 

their person and their property. (Tatian, 22). Feeling safe in one’s neighborhood should 

be a right of all citizens. As a side benefit, a heavy police presence should eliminate or at 
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least significantly curtail drug trafficking and public drug use and drunkenness, 

minimizing noise, disruptions and resident intimidation. 

 Neighborhoods can be inspected for ways to incorporate design which 

discourages crime as well as drug dealing and use. For example, improved lighting may 

provide a deterrent to these activities. Another deterrent is to eliminate hiding places and 

escape routes that criminals may use in the course of committing crimes. This can be 

done by installing smaller plants, away from houses, and by erecting physical barriers 

that cut off these escape routes. (Schwartz, 143). 

 Better sanitation services in these neighborhoods would improve the living 

environment. This is a relatively minor problem, but is nevertheless an irritant to 

residents. (Sedlak, 121). 

 Revitalization of housing in high poverty neighborhoods can begin. Much of it, 

both public and private, is substandard and needs replacement or refurbishment. This can 

be financed through federal tax credits and vouchers, without the necessity of 

constructing large public housing projects that lead to concentrating the very poor. This 

type of redevelopment preserves the neighborhood fabric and neighbor relationships.  

 In the longer term, we can work to develop a plan to overcome the low population 

densities of our cities and the lack of access by the poor to necessary goods and services. 

As mentioned above, our cities have developed around the automobile, with the result 

that goods and services are generally not available where people live and are not found in 

concentrated areas. This is especially true in high poverty neighborhoods due to the 

stigma which keeps businesses from locating there. A strip mall with a grocery store and 

drug store may be in one direction, child care in another, school in another, medical care 
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in another, and so on. Rarely are these necessities well connected by public transit, and 

many residents of high poverty neighborhoods do not own an automobile. The difficult 

logistics of meeting day-to-day needs make holding a steady job almost impossible.  

 The low population densities mean that neighborhoods cannot support walkable 

commercial centers or neighborhood schools. Achieving the necessary density will 

require decades of development and significant changes in public attitudes. So, how do 

we solve the problems of low density and the needs of the poor for access to jobs, goods 

and services? If population densities in neighborhoods cannot support walkable 

commercial centers, then we need to consider other ways to provide the poor with 

reasonable access to the jobs, goods and services that they need. One suggestion for 

accomplishing this is to create centers in which needed goods and services are 

concentrated, and to provide swift, reliable and cheap public transit connections from the 

high poverty neighborhoods to these centers. The centers would offer goods and services 

similar to a commercial area in a walkable neighborhood, and the transit ride would 

substitute for the walk.  

 Such a center would need to have shopping (grocery store, hardware store, drug 

store, and other retail outlets), pre-school facilities (day care and early childhood 

development) to care for and provide enrichment opportunities for children until they are 

ready to begin school, an elementary school, nutrition services for children in the pre-

school facilities and school, medical and dental services, social services, financial 

services, job training and similar programs and facilities. The stores and services in the 

center should be of sufficient quality to attract residents of neighborhoods outside of the 

high poverty neighborhoods. 
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 These center could be designed around an abandoned factory building or 

shopping center, or perhaps on vacant land. Specific design features are difficult to 

recommend without knowing the beginning point of the center, but design would be an 

important element. The goal would be to replicate the feel of a walkable neighborhood 

commercial area. The transit access would be on a narrow tree-lined street limited to 

transit traffic, and the various facilities at the center would be directly accessible from 

this street.   

 The center’s design would need to be compact, allowing transit riders to walk to 

the various destinations once they arrive at the center, whereas the visitors and employees 

of the center arriving by car would need adequate roads and parking spaces to 

accommodate their automobiles. Playground space for the school and day care facilities 

would also be needed. The spaces needed to accommodate automobiles and playgrounds 

work against a compact development, but this problem can be minimized by placing the 

automobile traffic, parking and playgrounds around the outside perimeter of the center.  

This would preserve the compactness and neighborhood feel of the interior. 

 To the extent practicable, all of the facilities in the center would have direct 

access from the outside perimeter as well as from the interior, perhaps through arcades or 

other passages between buildings. Buildings would likely need to be multi-story and 

mixed use to minimize the footprint of a center. 

  Public transit access to the center would need to be reasonably direct, 

inexpensive, frequent (especially at the beginning and end of the day) and reliable. These 

requirements would mean that bus stops would need to be numerous and service would 

need to be more frequent than might be supported by the neighborhood population, but 
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providing frequent and reliable service is essential. Children should ride for free to make 

the system more affordable. The additional costs of the service would likely be offset in 

part by reduced school bus usage and by increased ridership resulting from the 

convenience of the new service. Other cost reductions could perhaps be achieved by 

using smaller vehicles than buses, such as vans, or even by paying car owners in the 

neighborhood to transport residents to the center. The increased demand for vehicle 

drivers would potentially provide jobs for residents. 

 Construction of the center would require substantial capital outlays. If the center 

is well designed, however, it should attract enough business to be commercially viable 

and thereby attract private investment. For example, the grocery, hedware and drug stores 

would be good candidates for private financing, as could other stores, a bank branch and 

medical and dental facilities. The facilities housing government services would 

presumably charge rent to agencies that move from geographically dispersed locations. 

The school might represent an investment that the community would be undertaking in 

any event, as could the cost of the pre-school to the extent that pre-school education is 

provided by the community. All of these elements can work together to reduce the public 

outlay of funds for construction and of ongoing support of the facilities. 

 The daycare, pre-school and school would provide children with nutrition, 

enrichment opportunities and quality education, as well as supervision until they are 

picked up at the end of the day. The school must attract children from higher income 

families so that it will not carry with it the stigma and problems inherent in being an 

“inner city” school. The school must receive adequate funding, and peripheral programs 

such as medical and dental care, social and psychological counseling and birth control 
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services should be provided by social service agencies located in close proximity to the 

school but not on the premises. The costs of these services should not be added to already 

stretched school budgets. If the day care and early childhood development programs 

work as they should, the quality of the students from the high poverty neighborhoods will 

increase over time and an influx of more affluent students may become unnecessary. 

 The convenience of the proposed center would allow residents of high poverty 

neighborhoods to meet basic family needs at a single location, much as a walkable 

commercial center might if our cities had adequate population density. The residents 

could meet their daily shopping needs, their children would be cared for and fed, quality 

educational opportunities would be provided, health care opportunities and social 

services would be at hand, and all would be free of the negative behaviors and influences 

found in the neighborhood. Importantly, the convenience of the center would allow adults 

the opportunity to work. The center itself would provide jobs which could be filled by the 

neighborhood residents, and perhaps additional employers could be influenced to locate 

facilities near the center by government tax credits or other inducements. For residents 

who find employment outside of the area of the center, the problems of access to the job 

become more difficult. Providing direct connections by public transit from the center to 

one or more general transportation hubs would provide such access to some. For others, 

more creative ways to meet this need will need to be devised. For example, employers 

might be convinced to offer transportation from hubs or centers to their places of 

business, perhaps charging on a break-even basis. As access problems arise, workable 

solutions will need to be developed to deal with them. This should not be an 

insurmountable problem if there is a willingness to resolve them.  
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 A successful center should attract adjacent housing. This housing should be 

designed on the high density urban model so that the residents will be able to walk to the 

center. Over time, the center could develop into an actual walkable community. 

 In the long term, the creation of the center should help to redevelop the high 

poverty neighborhoods which it serves. Relocations of residents is not required, which 

means that the residents can continue to live among their friends and support groups and 

thereby avoid the tensions of living with an unnatural mix of people and the loss of the 

sense of “home” which relocation often engenders. (Drier, 94, Cisneros, 230, Arthurson, 

62-63 and Goetz, 346). 

 The center would not directly affect the problem of low population density within 

a neighborhood. In the foreseeable future most U.S. cities are unlikely to develop density 

sufficient to support adequate bus service, much less walkable commercial areas. 

Nevertheless, improvements that the center can bring to a neighborhood, such as 

employment opportunities, better care and education for children and access to goods and 

services, can help the neighborhood attract more residents, and thereby increase the 

population density over time. Government policy should do what it can to increase 

population density over time as it redevelops inner city neighborhoods. In the long term, 

these neighborhoods need to develop on the urban model rather than the suburban one. 

  As mentioned above, neighborhood poverty has little or no effect on prevalence 

of negative behaviors such as crime, school drop-outs and similar behaviors, until the 

neighborhood poverty rate reaches 20%. At that point, poverty begins affecting such 

negative behaviors at escalating rates until the poverty rate reaches 40%, and above that 

rate there is little change. Poverty rates were also found to discourage positive behaviors, 
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such as working. There is little effect if the poverty rate is below 15%. Between 15% and 

30% the effect grows, and over 30% the effect levels off. (Galster, 902). Consistent with 

these findings, the goal in revitalizing inner city neighborhoods should be to reduce the 

poverty rate to at least 15%. By providing the opportunity to work, the proposed centers 

have the potential for achieving this goal. Further, improvements in the living conditions 

within the neighborhoods through improved housing, better police protection and 

sanitation services, and designing defensible space, will provide a more welcoming 

neighborhood to attract higher income residents into the neighborhood.  

 Implementing the plan for a center will not be easy. The costs will be substantial 

and the effort will need to be sustained for many years. Progress will likely not be as 

rapid or as consistent as our citizenry and politicians might want. Everyone will not show 

improvement. High poverty neighborhoods will continue to suffer from criminals and bad 

characters who will eschew legitimate work and will act in ways that make negative 

headlines which opponents of the center will cite as evidence that the plan will not work 

and should be discontinued.  Perhaps the biggest barrier to implementing the plan, 

however, will be forming the public/private partnership needed to accomplish it. A large 

number of individuals, agencies and organizations will need to come together and work 

together with a singleness of purpose. These include various federal agencies, state and 

local agencies, and businesses, all of which have a history of independence and their own 

missions and rules. (Turner, 35). Each agency will be able to conjure up a thousand and 

one reasons why the plan cannot be carried out. These difficulties cannot be overstated. 

Everyone must cooperate. The planner must work with all constituent parties to develop a 

plan for the center that responds to their needs. The private developer must recruit the 
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right tenant mix to meet the needs of the residents of the high poverty neighborhood and 

to attract higher income customers. The school system must construct the school in 

accordance with the design of the center rather than its usual specifications. Various 

social service agencies must be willing to provide the essential services at the site, the 

local transit service provider must implement the necessary service, and on and on. 

 If the political will exists, however, we can accomplish this. First, there must be a 

clear plan that details the outcomes and the responsibilities of all of the parties. Secondly, 

there must be a leader with the power and desire to compel implementation of the plan. 

Thirdly, there must be adequate funding of the obligations of all parties. Perhaps the 

unique nature of this proposal can create unique solutions. For example, Congress could 

fund the proposal outside of normal agency budgets. Federal government staffing could 

be provided through a joint task force comprised of existing employees of the various 

agencies in which implementation responsibilities would lie. This task force would have 

its own funding and its own rules and would be charged with responsibility for 

developing the first center in accordance with the plan. By appointing existing employees 

to the task force, federal government administrative costs could be minimized. State and 

local government agencies could be brought into the action perhaps by the promise of 

federal funding initiatives. A developer who understands and embraces the goals of 

establishing the center would need to be found. 

 The proposal for the centers places the ultimate responsibility for success on the 

shoulders of the inner city residents. They must rise up and meet the challenges for 

bettering their lives. This they are apparently prepared to do if they are given a fair 

opportunity. Most residents of high poverty neighborhoods are law abiding and working 
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or looking for work, or are going to school, even in neighborhoods with poverty rates 

exceeding e 40%. (Drier, 22). 

 The U.S. has spent billions of dollars to improve various aspects of the lives of 

residents who live in concentrated poverty. Nowhere, though, have I found evidence of a 

comprehensive program that has looked carefully at exactly what the problems are that 

these citizens deal with day-to-day and how the effects of these problems might be 

overcome. One is tempted to say that access is the main issue that needs to be addressed, 

and it is a critical issue, but in fact the issues should not be weighted. Protection from 

crime, better health and nutrition, better education, better housing and other 

improvements are equally important. We must address all of these problems in a 

comprehensive manner, and to concentrate on improving neighborhoods rather than on 

improving the lives of a few select individuals, if we are to have any hope of success. 

(Belmont, 306). In the long run, taking a hard look at he real issues of poverty and 

determining the root causes, and then working to eliminate them, will be the cheapest 

way to proceed. We do not show serious intent to deal with these problems if we continue 

to do otherwise. 
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