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IntroductIon

From my thirteenth-floor office window at Columbia University, the 
highest peak of the Morningside Heights neighborhood, you can catch 
a panoramic glimpse of Harlem. I am always struck by the concentra-
tion of myriad towering red brick apartment buildings. Intermittent 
patches of greenery break the monotony. But, despite the overabun-
dance of similar seemingly unimaginative mammoth structures, one 
cannot truly get a feel for Harlem from up so high. Nor can one actu-
ally see how much Harlem has changed; today’s overhead view probably 
looks a lot like the one from a decade ago. After all, at its core, Harlem 
is and always has been a residential community.

To really feel Harlem’s old grandeur and understand today’s new 
developments, one must be on the ground, walking along the neighbor-
hood’s often teeming streets. On this one spectacular summer Sunday, 
the lights of the landmark Sylvia’s Restaurant on Malcolm X Boulevard 
blink as if on the Las Vegas strip. One block up the Boulevard, a Black 
woman who appears to be homeless dons a straw hat, holding a denim 
piece of cloth in her hand, wearing jeans covered by an old skirt. Stand-
ing in front of a garbage can, she digs in her pockets. A few feet away, 
two middle-aged Black men sit next to each other. They appear to be 
marketing something to passersby. A White man in a beret passes, and 
crosses at 127th Street and the Boulevard. Further east, a number of 
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bow-tied, hat-wearing Black men, members of the Nation of Islam, con-
gregate in front of a local Muslim mosque. Young men aggressively zip 
around on small-wheeled bicycles with long handlebars and high seats. 
On one corner, a man rides one of these bikes holding a baby in his arm. 
On 133rd Street, several African Americans of all ages sit on stoops, 
while a number of SUVs and vans are double-parked. At 136th Street, a 
car stops in the middle of the narrow block by the side of a pedestrian. 
The driver leans out of his window to talk to the man on the street, hold-
ing up traffic. On this warm summer’s day, no one honks. It’s not that 
people don’t honk in Harlem as they do in Midtown. There is almost a 
“country” element to Harlem, likely influenced by the various cultures 
that converge on these streets, from the South to the Caribbean to Latin 
America to Africa. While this conversation continues, the feast for the 
ears is musical, blaring on each corner, spewing hip-hop in front of me, 
merengue behind me, and dance hall reggae on each side. The bounce 
of basketballs seems to move in rhythm with all of these beats, as every 
court in sight is in use. And those basketball games, whether pickup 
games or tournaments, are simply not complete without continuous 
howling and jabbering, rim ringing, and crowd cheering.

Whereas lower Manhattan streets are practically painted yellow 
with taxi cabs, Harlem’s are filled with black or gray cars, usually old 
luxury sedans known as “livery” cabs. According to New York City 
policy, these independent taxi companies are not supposed to pick up 
passengers on the street. But they do so regularly, providing a service 
for Harlem residents that they would otherwise not receive. I flag down 
livery cabs myself when I am on Harlem streets. What else is one to 
do? The refusal of many yellow cab drivers to venture into Harlem and 
other New York City neighborhoods that are predominantly lower 
income and of color is well known.1

Turning to Harlem’s legendary 125th Street, the typical bustle 
vibrates. But this present day scene can be distinguished from what one 
would have encountered ten years ago, when throngs of street vendors 
hocking their African wares and arts and crafts dotted most sidewalk 
spaces along the heart of this thoroughfare. In the commercial spaces, 
one would have found many smaller, independent, less-known estab-
lishments. The vibrancy of the street had a different character. It was 
unmistakable, uniquely Harlem, as crowds could only crawl along the 
sidewalks given the sheer volume of human bodies. Today’s foot traffic 
is still significant but not quite as congested. The stores have changed 
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vastly. Some street vendors dot these sidewalks, but many of them 
are new, as some of the seasoned ones were forced to move by Mayor 
Rudolph Giuliani during his administration. The Shabazz Market on 
116th Street was to be the new haven for street vendors—a space desig-
nated by the city for these entrepreneurs. Business at this site has been 
spotty. On this glorious day, one would think this market would be 
flourishing. I counted twenty people shopping in this area on this day—
a far cry from the foot traffic that these vendors would have encountered 
in a place where their consumer base would have been ready-made.

But the most noticeable change on 125th Street is the presence of 
chain retail stores. These stores could be anywhere in Manhattan or 
the rest of the country: HMV Records, Old Navy, Modell’s, the Disney 
Store, H & M, and so on. To my eye, they almost appear out of place 
given Harlem’s unique culture and history, but there they are. Change 
happens! One can also see commercial banking activity emerging on 
the street as well, such as Washington Mutual’s new branch at the new 
Harlem Center, developed by the Abyssinian Development Corpora-
tion and Forrest City Ratner, one of the larger real estate developers in 
the New York City area. This space, at the corner of Malcolm X Bou-
levard and 125th Street, was once the open-air base for a number of 
African vendors. The Harlem Center is a small shopping mall including 
Marshall’s and other retail establishments.

Although the sparkling new establishments leap out as you pass by, 
125th Street’s most well-known landmark, the Apollo Theatre, appears 
in need of renovation. Indeed, the scaffolding stretching across the 
front of the noted theatre suggests that repairs are underway. The sign 
for the old Blumstein’s department store, having existed before the sig-
nificant divestment of the ’60s, ’70s, and ’80s, still stretches vertically 
above 125th Street. But a sign on the building now reads, “For Rent, 
100,000 square feet, four floors, 25,000 square feet each.” Mart 125, 
where independent vendors could sell their goods indoors on 125th 
Street, is completely closed down, and is now reduced to a two-story 
building with a glass storefront, surrounded by metal bars. This mart 
was a place where small entrepreneurs could sell any variety of goods 
from artwork to music to books and beyond. Not much has happened 
here for some time. Initially, these vendors received promises that they 
would be able to stay, but, in the end, Mart 125 became a real estate 
pricing casualty. Two massive American flags, flying in front of Old 
Navy, probably tell a story in itself. I can’t recall ever having seen an 
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American flag of that size in Harlem, or any African American neigh-
borhood, for that matter.

But one thing has not changed on 125th Street—the majority of the 
foot traffic is brown-skinned. A few White faces are dispersed among 
the African-descended masses, probably more than one would have 
seen ten years ago. The White population in the neighborhood has 
increased recently, but it doesn’t appear that too many Whites partake 
in Harlem’s vivacious pedestrian life.

Moving up Madison Avenue, the stretch of public housing from 
132nd Street to 137th Street is unmistakable—the Riverton Houses, the 
Abraham Lincoln houses, public housing complexes. These rows of red 
brick buildings might be the hope for low-income residents to stay in 
the neighborhood. These are your quintessential public housing com-
plexes. The Abraham Lincoln Houses, for example, contain fourteen 
buildings, six and fourteen stories tall, with 1,282 apartments and 3,117 
residents2—a city unto itself. On 135th Street, the vast Harlem Hospi-
tal boasts a sign, “Harlem Hospital Physicians Acclaimed Among the 
Nation’s Leading Black Doctors,” and a sign at a nearby playground 
says, “Harlem Plays the Best Ball in the Country.” Although many of 
the 125th Street businesses have been replaced by chain stores, the older 
African American–owned businesses there, such as funeral homes, 
barbershops, and beauty shops, remain.

Harlem is truly a neighborhood of neighborhoods. The housing 
stock reflects this internal diversity, as some areas contain concen-
trated housing, others public housing, and others tenements—those 
approximately five-story buildings lined in rows on many New York 
City streets, covered by their trademark fire escapes, and usually rest-
ing over small commercial businesses.

On this August Sunday afternoon, these are some of the sights in 
Harlem. Still predominantly populated by people of African descent, 
the neighborhood particularly comes to life in the summer. August, 
in fact, is known for its Harlem Week—once this was just a week long, 
now it lasts a whole month—when various local events bring out locals 
and visitors alike. For example, the plaza at the Adam Clayton Powell 
Jr. State Office Building on 125th Street is full on this day, as hundreds 
of people thunderously applaud a fashion show, which seems to have 
ended, as statuesque young women and men of multiple hues make a 
final sojourn down the stage.
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As dusk approaches, the sun drapes itself like a yellow curtain 
over the neighborhood, from public housing to brownstones, and from 
parks to long stretches of concrete. The delicate transition from day to 
night that has always been my favorite time of day brings particular 
visibility to Harlem’s many churches. They come in all shapes and sizes, 
and dot numerous Harlem corners and sometimes find themselves in 
the middle of blocks as well. I can see Metropolitan Baptist Church, a 
gigantic gray stone structure, favoring a castle, spreading its majesty, 
partly in light and partly in shade. Several other houses of worship join 
in observing the end of their holy day—some even in storefronts, sand-
wiched in between bodegas, right alongside the other more noticeable 
structures. Even on a residential street, like 136th, near Frederick Dou-
glass Boulevard, one can find a church, Beulah Wesleyan Methodist, 
tucked into the middle of the block. It is hard to miss the significance of 
worship in this historic neighborhood. And as the wheels of economic 
development turn increasingly northward on the island of Manhattan, 
it would be hard to imagine the Harlem landscape without its many 
houses of worship.

Even though Harlem’s economic development is well underway, 
at this stage, it is still spotty. The noted Striver’s Row area of Harlem 
remains pristine, but is very close to poverty and blight. On one section 
of 137th Street, most of the brownstones lining the path are boarded 
up. The block has an almost ominous feel, as a man barbecues out of 
a barrel in the middle of the sidewalk, and a small group of folks have 
a picnic on a concrete slab. Going further west, toward Adam Clayton 
Powell Boulevard, 137th Street becomes tree-lined, renovated, and well 
kept. The trees on either side of the street literally form a tunnel as their 
branches meet overhead. There is no boarding on this block.

A few children play on this street, but the overall mood is far more 
sedate, almost suburban. At Frederick Douglass Boulevard, the hous-
ing stock changes again, but it is still decidedly developed and spot-
less, as a complex of three-story red brick townhouses represent a more 
modern incarnation of Striver’s Row. But 136th Street changes again 
with far more varied architecture, and, like 137th, the eastern part of 
the street plays host to a number of boarded up buildings—“shells,” in 
real estate parlance.

Making my way up St. Nicholas Avenue, a lovely park adorns the 
west side of the block, while five-story multicolored tenements line the 
other side. Emerging from the serenity is some kind of festive gathering 
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on the concrete portions of the park. Hip-hop blares, and balloons are 
everywhere. What is most striking are the African Americans playing 
basketball in one section of the park, and the Latinos playing another 
sport in another section. It’s hard to tell exactly what the Latinos are 
doing, but they play in a volleyball court with a soccer ball, bouncing it 
around, but not actually playing volleyball. I later came to find that foot 
volleyball is an actual sport! Indeed, this is volleyball where one can’t 
use one’s hands. One can use any part of one’s body in this game that 
otherwise mirrors the rules of traditional volleyball.

Harlem has a few quite attractive enclaves. As one steers to the 
northern end of the vast neighborhood, this becomes even more evi-
dent, over the steeper hills and through the spaces of lush greenery. 
One truly picturesque spot rests at the northern end of St. Nicholas, at 
151st Street, which plays host to a triangular small park in the middle 
of the street, surrounded by beautiful six-story residential buildings—
simply regal.

Moving west over to Broadway, commercial activity overwhelms. 
Underneath seemingly endless rows of tenements, a diverse array of 
small retail shops contribute to a bustling aura. At Broadway and 139th 
Street, a Subway sandwich shop is next to a bodega, which is next to 
another bodega, which is next to the Santiago Deli, which is next to 
a pharmacy. It’s all so crowded. More of a mix of Latinos and African 
Americans can be found walking about Broadway, but at this point, 
the pedestrians are primarily Latino. Even moving eastward on 135th 
Street, toward the top of the hill, Latinos of all ages sit at outdoor tables 
playing dominoes.

Going toward Central Harlem’s southern tip, the neighborhood’s 
proximity to the rest of Manhattan becomes very prominent, especially 
near the northern end of Central Park at 110th Street. At 114th Street 
and Adam Clayton Powell Boulevard, one can see spectacular prewar 
(built before World War II) residential buildings, almost resting in a 
bed of fertile greenery. Not surprisingly, in this area, a great deal of 
development is in process. Sandwiched between Morningside Park on 
the west and Park Avenue on the east, and bordered by 125th to the 
north and Central Park to the south, these Harlem flatlands could be 
emerging as an extension of Manhattan proper.

At 122nd Street, near Morningside Avenue, two White men peer 
into the window of a brownstone, maybe speculating about the unit’s 
and the neighborhood’s livability. Although some boarded-up buildings 
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remain in this section, like one red brick structure on 122nd Street and 
St. Nicholas Avenue, one is far more likely to see various construction 
projects underway, ones that involve renovation of old homes or sites 
starting from scratch on empty lots. At 120th Street and Lenox Avenue, 
a new café/bakery called Settepani looks like something you’d find on 
23rd Street. The storefront looks brand spanking new, the windows spar-
kling clean. The mostly White but still relatively multiracial crowd inside 
conjures up images of almost anywhere but what many would associate 
with Harlem. This is quite a nice café, by the way. And it is only one 
among a few others that have recently opened in the neighborhood.

A couple of blocks to the east, the various lamppost banners read-
ing “Mount Morris Park Historic District” are hard to miss. This ele-
gant square of classic residential architecture with a park in the middle 
offers the kind of living that most people dream about. Interestingly 
enough, Mount Morris Park was renamed Marcus Garvey Park in 1973, 
by a city councilperson, Charles L. Taylor. The mayor at the time, John 
Lindsay, signed it into law. Nevertheless, it does not appear that resi-
dents in the district have embraced the new moniker.

At Madison Avenue, the eastern end of this area, just south of this 
park, a sign reads, “Madison Court, your desire for affordable luxury is 
now addressed.” All around this area are signs for the Fedders Develop-
ment Corporation, a large developer that, like others, is creating new 
complexes. Simultaneously, local community development corpora-
tions are offering affordable housing and are helping to renovate exist-
ing residential properties.

Although the signs of development blossom at every turn, the 
metal gratings are pulled down over storefront windows; the graffitti 
scribbled across them can’t be missed. Although commercial and eco-
nomic development forges ahead, the public infrastructure of the area 
remains. For example, the Sojourner Truth School on 118th Street does 
not appear to be recently renovated. And at 5th Avenue and 115th Street 
and downward one can find a stretch of public housing, such as the 
King Jr. Towers and the Taft Houses, that does not appear any different 
than it was some years ago.

Visually, Harlem’s overall landscape smacks of transition—a con-
vergence of the neighborhood’s past and future. I ended my long Sun-
day in Harlem gazing at a colorful sign on 119th Street. It depicts several 
flags—Jamaica’s, the Dominican Republic’s, Puerto Rico’s and others—
and reads, “Sharing Wisdom and the Dream of a Better Community.” 
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Yes, Harlem is somewhat of a mosaic of different cultures, largely peo-
ple of color. It represents the potential of these communities uniting 
around a collective idea of a better neighborhood. Yet, these cultures 
coexist in the face of a future that may or may not include them. The 
Harlem of tomorrow will likely be shaped by a peculiar amalgam of 
multiple racial and ethnic groups, community organizations, govern-
ment, private funding sources, developers, churches, and corporations, 
sometimes operating with the same goal, and at other times moving 
with divergent views. Sometimes those views will, deliberately or acci-
dentally, converge. Today’s Harlem is already experiencing how var-
ied interests and differing degrees of influence manifest in the effort to 
shape a suddenly desirable neighborhood. In this ever-so-unique area, 
the bandwagon has been built. The tickets to get on can be expensive, 
and some may get a free ride, but many are joining in the scramble to 
get the most out of this landmark, this goldmine called Harlem.

* * * *
Some understanding of the state of Harlem—why it’s changing, and 
where it’s headed—can be found through the voices of Harlem’s long-
time residents. They have lived through the area’s decline and are now 
witnessing its apparent, yet debatable, resurgence. That significant eco-
nomic development is occurring in Harlem is undeniable. However, the 
degree to which it leads to economic empowerment for longtime resi-
dents remains to be seen. The change in the neighborhood is well on 
its way—some of which brings clear benefit to longtime residents, and 
some of which exacerbates anxiety and shakes the security of, particu-
larly, low-income residents.

John Bess, a Harlem native, reflected on the local changes he has 
witnessed over the last fifty years. I found Bess in his office at the 
back of the majestic Cathedral of St. John the Divine in Morningside 
Heights. The organization that he founded and still runs, The Valley, is 
located in this space. Tracking him down for an interview was no easy 
task as his organization, a nonprofit providing services to local African 
American and Latino youth, is comprehensive in scope and nationally 
renowned. Bess’s busy schedule showed on his medium-brown face. A 
widely framed, fifty-ish African American man, Bess sat down across 
from me at a table in an open space of The Valley’s office, and bestowed 
his experiential wisdom upon me.
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The Harlem that I lived in was the Harlem where we as young 
people were revered and supported and nurtured. We could go 
into each other’s houses at that time and doors were not locked 
… but someone dropped an atomic bomb on Harlem that trau-
matized us enormously. There was something called heroin. 
People who were upwardly mobile began to say, “I’m not liv-
ing in this community.” Then we had another neutron bomb 
called the crack addiction. No longer could you go in the peo-
ple’s houses, and no longer were people friendly, and no longer 
would people tell you what to do, because now people were 
behaving in a negative, violent, vicious, and malicious way.

In the decades of which Bess spoke, the 1960s to the 1980s, Harlem 
was rattled by drugs, crime, and the subsequent abandonment by those 
who had the option of moving. Boarded-up brownstone buildings lined 
various Harlem streets, some of which became havens for drug dealers 
and users. As Bess noted, the neighborhood became a place of fear. But 
Bess has recently been witnessing changes of an entirely different charac-
ter. He said, “So now we are seeing a housing boom. Where there was once 
the stay away from, stay out of, there becomes an attractive community 
for people to live in. The transformation of Harlem is a radical change.”3

Eighty-six-year-old Mary Baker has been living in the same build-
ing on 154th Street and Amsterdam Avenue for more than forty-two 
years. The long hallway of her first floor apartment is characteristic 
of pre–World War II architecture, before apartments were either cut 
into pieces or built as much smaller units in newer developments. She 
remembers all of the well-known African Americans who lived on her 
block and in her building—Coleman Hawkins, Joe Lewis, Billie Holi-
day, Ella Fitzgerald. Baker was born in Jacksonville, Florida, and, like 
many of her African American contemporaries, took the trek north-
ward to the big city in the 1930s. “I wanted to get away from home, 
and I heard so much talk about New York,” she told me in her slightly 
quivering yet decidedly strong voice.4

Her first apartment was on 119th Street, between Seventh and Lenox 
Avenues. She recalls how Seventh Avenue once played host to Mardi 
Gras, which ultimately became the West Indian Day Parade in Brook-
lyn—New York’s most well-attended annual parade. In the 1930s, trol-
ley cars moved about 125th Street and, although many residents were of 
African descent, few “coloreds” worked in any of the stores. The famous 
restaurant, “Charles,” didn’t even have a Black dishwasher, and only 
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Whites could eat there. Segregation in New York City was very much 
alive during this time, with only one difference from segregation in the 
South, according to Baker: “If you went anywhere, they wouldn’t tell 
you; they wouldn’t serve you. They’d pass by you, and just wouldn’t pay 
you any attention. You didn’t exist.”5 That segregation has been appar-
ent throughout the history of New York City is well known, and I will 
discuss this later in this book. However, as Ms. Baker suggests, Black 
people have received inferior service and access absent of any explicit 
racial policy. This can be found in the school system, for example, to 
this day.

This can be found in other major aspects of the city’s public and 
private infrastructure. In 1935, for example, a Black doctor at Harlem 
Hospital brought to light a de facto discrimination policy. Dr. Lucien 
Brown had resigned from his position at the hospital because of these 
practices. A New York Times article on his testimony at a hearing of the 
Mayor’s Commission on Conditions in Harlem revealed “that although 
about 90 percent of the patients in the hospital are Negroes, only six 
internes [sic] out of twenty-seven on the junior staff are Negroes. The 
entire medical staff numbers 283, of whom 199 are white.”6

In 1956, New York Senator Herbert H. Lehman called for “residen-
tial integration” in the city. In his eyes, it was segregation in housing, 
exacerbated by the presence of predominantly Black public housing 
complexes that made the segregation in all aspects of New York City 
life so palpable. He said, “Harlem is an area of poverty, congestion, sub-
standard housing and sub-standard schools.” He further noted, “Resi-
dential segregation is the other side of the coin of school segregation.”7

According to Baker, it was Adam Clayton Powell, who could have 
passed for White, who broke segregation in Harlem. She can recall the 
first time she could enter the “five and ten” and sit down. “And we had 
a hot dog. I’ll never forget it,” she reminisced. She ultimately found 
work, cleaning up the hardwood floors in Jewish homes for fifty cents 
an hour. She “did everything” from cooking to washing to taking care 
of children in order to survive. But rent was much more affordable in 
those days. “You could get a nice kitchenette room for five dollars.”8

Through her eyes, African Americans were gradually becom-
ing more empowered in Harlem, as Black business ownership began 
to increase. “During the fifties and sixties, we had a lot of those Black 
shoeshine parlors, Black beauty parlors, and corner grocery stores, and 
fish and chip places,” she remembered. She thought of “Mr. Sherman’s,” 
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a barbeque restaurant at 151st Street. She said, “His barbeque stores 
were all over Harlem, and the thing that made him so unique is that not 
only did he own the store, he owned the whole building.” In her view, 
this surge in Black ownership lasted “at least until the eighties.”9

In their respective interviews, Bess focused on a rise in crime and 
Baker on a decline in Black ownership of homes and businesses. Both 
are aspects of Harlem’s historical reality. Longtime residents of Harlem 
are not short on opinions, and they possess a strong sense of ownership 
over their neighborhood. Opinions can be as varied as the myriad types 
of personalities and backgrounds that one can find in the neighbor-
hood. Harlem, throughout the twentieth century and to the present, 
has been a haven for people of African descent—the artists, the intel-
lectuals, the workers, the poor, and beyond. With all of the richness 
inherent in Harlem’s longtime residents, their perspectives are critical 
to shaping the future of the neighborhood. Seeing the neighborhood 
through their eyes can bring to light nuances that should not be over-
looked as Harlem undergoes rapid changes.

My research assistants and I primarily interviewed longtime resi-
dents, nonprofit community organizations, and small business owners. 
Interviews were, at first, strictly qualitative, but eventually included a 
survey dimension, which allowed us to reach a broader cross section of 
people. This research assumes that through soliciting the opinions of 
those directly impacted by recent developments in the neighborhood, 
we can get a greater sense of the indicators of equitable and inequitable 
urban initiatives. We hoped that by conducting this research through 
this angle, we could develop a set of suggestions for more effective poli-
cies that will bring resources into urban neighborhoods without hurt-
ing longtime, especially low-income, residents.

However, this book is not simply about talking to people; it is 
ultimately an analysis of the paradox of urban development, where 
low-income neighborhoods are revitalized, but preexisting residents 
are not empowered in the long run. Harlem is in transition; but if the 
present day “renaissance” is to be truly groundbreaking, it will lead to 
improved economic opportunity for longtime residents, because it is 
the economic empowerment of individuals and families that has eluded 
communities of color, such as those residing in Harlem. A combination 
of jobs and business development coupled with improved training and 
education would be a good start.
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Great learning can be found by listening to communities. Unfortu-
nately, their perspectives have often fallen on deaf ears or their voices 
are simply ignored. In some instances, community voices are actually 
invited to the table, but often merely symbolically. Malcolm X said, 
“Sitting at the table does not make you a diner, unless you eat some of 
what’s on that plate.”10

In the presence of such dynamics, the process of this research 
intentionally focuses most of its energy on the perspectives of com-
munity residents and community-based organizations. Hopefully, the 
ideas emerging from these interviews can be beneficial to policy mak-
ers, scholars, community-based organizations, corporations, small 
businesses, and residents in similar urban communities.

Decisions always have consequences. The policies that determined 
Harlem’s latest phase of development, whether public or private deci-
sions, have had both positive and negative ripple effects on longtime, 
especially, low-income Harlem residents. What is the ratio of economic 
development projects to actual improvements in the economic liveli-
hood of residents? Through working closely with and listening to com-
munity residents, it is easier to get an indication of how the damag-
ing ripple effects of some tendencies in economic development can be 
turned even more in the residents’ favor.

What are the ingredients of economic development strategies that 
advance opportunities for those who are less advantaged from the start? 
The impact of the ripple effects of development can best be understood 
through communication with the residents themselves. The residents 
can tell the story of how changes in the neighborhood directly affect 
their lives, and how alternate strategies can be more effective. Inter-
viewees for this book were engaged in dialogue about the strengths, 
weaknesses, and future possibilities of Harlem’s “new renaissance.”

After decades of limited development initiatives, the concept of 
“impact” has come into vogue. It is in the slogan of the United Way, 
“community impact,” and it is the lens through which many nonprofit, 
philanthropic, governmental, and community initiatives are critiqued 
and measured. The core question with which this view of urban eco-
nomic development grapples is what kind of impact? We have reached 
a point where a higher standard can be placed on impact that enhances 
communities’ capacity to exhibit greater control over their lives. Devel-
opment does not necessarily lead to empowerment.
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1
Harlem THen and now

Throughout Harlem’s rich history, the area has remained a compel-
ling mosaic of all that is great and challenging about urban neighbor-
hoods in America, and perhaps in the world. The majestic architecture, 
unique culture, commanding public figures, and overall vibrancy have 
coexisted with high crime, unemployment, struggling public schools, 
poverty, drugs, and potentially explosive racial and ethnic tensions. 
When Harlem is on an upswing, the media, real estate, speculators, 
politicians, and residents emphasize the neighborhood’s many assets, 
but when it is down, all of the negatives can seem to eclipse what made 
Harlem the vibrant center of life and culture for the African diaspora.

The fact that Harlem is a part of New York City, where scale, energy, 
excesses, delights, and frights are all magnified, should come as no 
surprise. Harlem, in itself, is a vast area, taking up a solid chunk of 
Manhattan north of 110th street. The neighborhood spans three city 
districts—West Harlem, Central Harlem, and East Harlem, and boasts 
a population of nearly half-a-million people, essentially a city in itself.
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Harlem, History, and Economic Development
Before John Bess’s time, Harlem was in its heyday—the Renaissance of 
the 1920s. But it was at the turn of the century when the Harlem that is 
associated with African American life and culture began to emerge.

We think of Harlem as an African American community, but that 
was not always the case. New York City’s African Americans gradu-
ally moved up from the very southern tip of the Manhattan Island and 
eventually settled in Harlem. Much of this movement was facilitated 
by displacement from some Manhattan neighborhoods that few would 
imagine as Black communities today, such as the Wall Street area, the 
space currently occupied by Penn Station, and the area that is now Cen-
tral Park. African Americans are the second oldest ethnic population 
in New York City, after the Dutch.1 Of course, Native Americans pre-
dated both populations—the Algonquin Indians, in this case. Continu-
ally pushed northward by influxes of White immigrants and various 
commercial development projects, African Americans populated the 
Five Points district north of city hall, parts of Greenwich Village, and 
an area known as Little Africa, which is now Penn Station. Although 
Harlem’s Black population remains significant, today’s largest concen-
tration of Black New Yorkers currently resides in Brooklyn. Neverthe-
less, Harlem’s mystique persists, as it continues to dominate public con-
sciousness with respect to the Black experience.2

It is important to note that, from the very beginning, the majority 
of New York City’s Black population were of Caribbean origin. Of the 
enslaved and free Black residents of colonial New York, 80 percent could 
trace their African roots to the Caribbean.3 In fact, it was a free Afri-
can with roots in the Caribbean, Jan Rodriguez, who in 1613, helped 
to build a Dutch trading post in what we now know as Manhattan. 
The Dutch eventually named this area New Amsterdam in 1626, when 
New Netherland Director-General Peter Minuit purchased Manhattan 
island from the Algonquins for the equivalent of $24. One year before 
that, the Dutch brought in the first group of New York’s enslaved Afri-
cans to be the city’s labor force. These slaves built roads and homes, and 
cleared fields for farms, not only in Manhattan, but in the areas beyond 
New Amsterdam, which would become the Bronx, Brooklyn, Queens, 
and Staten Island.4 As Africans gradually settled in New York, their sta-
tus varied, from slave to free to half-free. Some of these Africans owned 
property and engaged in commerce, but in 1655, the Dutch turned all of 
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New Amsterdam into a slave trading post, leading to increased restric-
tions on the African population.5

The rights of Africans were even further diminished after the Eng-
lish wrested control of New Amsterdam from the Dutch and renamed 
it New York in 1664. Slave codes were developed to restrict enslaved 
Africans’ behavior. The English also seized the property and rights of 
free and half-free Blacks.6 Before English control, many Africans and 
Native Americans could aspire to be “cartmen,” those who drove one-
horse wagons to perform public works for the city—carrying commod-
ities, maintaining roads, transporting rubbish, and other duties. They 
had actually formed a guild in 1667, enabling them to contract with the 
city. By 1691, however, the English-controlled legislature passed ordi-
nances that made race a qualification for a carting license, prohibiting 
Blacks and Native Americans from these positions.7 Carting and street 
vending were opportunities for people with almost no starting capital 
to make an income. These and other opportunities for Black economic 
empowerment were continually denied or severely limited. By 1712, 
Blacks, Native Americans, and “mulattoes” were officially prohibited 
from inheriting or transferring land to their heirs.

It was not until 1799 that the New York State Legislature passed an 
act that would lead to the gradual emancipation of African slaves (male 
slaves by the age of twenty-eight and females by the age of twenty-five).8 
An amendment of this act in 1817 called for the abolition of slavery 
on July 4, 1827. New York was an essential state in the cotton industry, 
which was buoyed by slavery.9

Seneca Village, near what is now Central Park West and 80th Street, 
was one of the African American neighborhoods that predated the Black 
migration to Harlem. Andrew Williams, a shoe shiner, bought three 
lots of land in this area for $125 in 1825.10 The area ultimately became a 
haven for Black landowners and eligible voters. But, by 1858, the neigh-
borhood was destroyed to make way for Central Park. The concentra-
tion of African Americans in Manhattan literally made a gradual shift 
northward. And it was often forces outside of Black peoples’ control 
that led to the movement from one neighborhood to another. Between 
1790 and the dawn of the Harlem migration in about 1910, Black com-
munities in Manhattan were as follows: 1790–1840: Free African Com-
munity, near what is now City Hall; 1820–1863: Stagg Town, Mulberry 
and Baxter Streets, around what is now Little Italy; 1863–1890: Little 
Africa/Little Liberia: Thompson, Sullivan, Bleecker Streets, around 

RT3054_C001.indd   15 1/5/06   7:59:08 AM



16 • Listening to Harlem: Gentrification, Community, and Business

Greenwich Village; 1880–1910: The Tenderloin, 23rd Street to 42nd 
Street by 8th and 9th Avenues; and 1890–1910: San Juan Hill, 58th to 
65th between 8th and 11th Avenues.11

New York’s Black population gradually established their own insti-
tutions, churches, newspapers, and so on, with both success and fail-
ure. Economic power seemed to be the most elusive goal, but not for 
lack of trying. By 1851, a group of Black New Yorkers convened to dis-
cuss forming a Black bank from their own savings that totaled between 
$40,000 and $50,000 (the idea never came to fruition).12 By 1853, Black 
economic power became more apparent, as investments in New York’s 
business enterprises by African Americans totaled $839,100, and real 
estate holdings totaled $1,160,000.13 As New York’s population bal-
looned during the industrial revolution, the numbers of local African 
Americans grew as well. However, the extensive European migration 
to New York City shrunk the scope of jobs and other opportunities for 
income production for African Americans, particularly between 1870 
and 1900.14

African Americans were well represented in the Tenderloin district 
in the western part of midtown, just before the migration to Harlem. 
The Black population grew even more rapidly as the turn of the 19th 
century approached; 1890’s New York experienced an influx of about 
twenty-five thousand new Black residents, who tended to move to the 
Tenderloin, and another portion of Manhattan’s western stretch of land, 
known as San Juan Hill, between 60th and 64th Streets and Tenth and 
Eleventh Avenues. Fifty-Third Street was the major thoroughfare in the 
Black community at the time, playing host to two Black-owned hotels, 
various small businesses, numerous churches, and a Black YMCA.15 
But on August 15, 1900, Blacks in the Tenderloin were attacked by a 
mob of several thousand Whites, who assaulted every Black person in 
their path between 27th and 42nd Streets around Eighth Avenue. The 
fatal stabbing of a White police officer by a Black man three days before 
the incident sparked the violence. During the funeral on August 15, 
Whites grew angry, and both civilians and police officers converged on 
the Tenderloin’s Black community.

This brutal incident in many ways hastened the need for effec-
tive community organizing among Blacks that would lead them to 
strengthen their power as a collective and heighten their position 
and profile in New York, and around the world this thinking became 
the foundation of the Harlem Renaissance. New construction in the 
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Tenderloin early in the twentieth century also displaced many of the 
area’s African Americans—another contributing factor in the last leg of 
African Americans’ northern migration in Manhattan. In 1910, many 
of the Tenderloin’s predominantly Black blocks were demolished, dis-
placing thousands, to make way for the construction of Penn Station, 
Macy’s, the U.S. Post Office, and the Hotel Pennsylvania.16

Overall, many of New York City’s landmarks were once home to 
Black communities. Although gentrification is a relatively new term, 
the displacement of African Americans is not new. The history of Afri-
can Americans in New York City is somewhat of a microcosm of the 
struggle of people of African descent in the United States and other 
parts of the world—even when advancing through their own collective 
endeavor, they are displaced, denied, prohibited, attacked, and even 
robbed by formal and informal policies through institutions that they 
have not controlled.

Harlem was established as a permanent Dutch settlement, a sepa-
rate town, called New Harlem, in Manhattan in 1658. It is named for 
a town in Holland that fought tenaciously before falling to the Spanish 
in the sixteenth century.17 The town was annexed by New York City in 
1873. Even Harlem’s landmark Abyssinian Baptist Church was located 
in the Tenderloin, on West 40th Street, before its own uptown exodus in 
the 1920s. Ethiopian merchants and Black members of the First Baptist 
Church who wished to escape segregated seating founded the church in 
1808, on what is now Worth Street in lower Manhattan.18

Before the uptown movement of African Americans, Harlem was 
a primarily German and Irish neighborhood, which ultimately experi-
enced an influx of Italian and Jewish immigrants. Before the arrival of 
the immigrants in the late 1800s, Harlem was home to the city’s elite. One 
can still see remnants of the neighborhood’s past wealth in various stun-
ning works of architecture dispersed among dilapidated housing and 
more recent, less ornate, buildings. For all intents and purposes, Harlem 
was “New York’s first suburb.”19 Living in Harlem was considered a sym-
bol of high status in the 1800s—a destination for the wealthy.

In the early 1900s, African Americans from southern parts of Man-
hattan, then African Americans from the South, and ultimately immi-
grants from Africa and the Caribbean converged, making Harlem the 
capital of the African diaspora. In 1900, African Americans comprised 
less than 2 percent of New York City’s population of 3.5 million.20 Con-
tributing to the growth of Harlem’s burgeoning Black population, an 

RT3054_C001.indd   17 1/5/06   7:59:08 AM



18 • Listening to Harlem: Gentrification, Community, and Business

additional infusion came from the South in search of a new, urban, 
northern life, and economic opportunity.

The proposal and eventual development of the subway—the Lenox 
Avenue IRT (Interborough Rapid Transit) to 145th Street (now going to 
the very edges of the Bronx) in 1910, created great anticipation among 
developers in the 1890s.21 As a result, real estate developers built exten-
sively and landlords rapidly bought property. The IRT was completed 
to 148th Street in October of 1904, carrying six hundred thousand pas-
sengers per day at forty miles per hour. Some of the greatest anticipation 
was in West Harlem, which was intended for wealthier people. Therefore, 
luxury housing, with elevators, maids’ rooms, and butlers’ pantries, was 
constructed. For example, William Waldorf Astor built an apartment 
house on Seventh Avenue, which cost $500,000—all part and parcel of 
what was to become “the loveliest Negro ghetto in the world.”22

However, New York City as a whole was experiencing significant 
development at that time as well, and too many residential properties 
had been built in anticipation. These realities became apparent around 
1904, as rents were cut, and a few months of free occupancy were offered. 
Some landlords and corporations succumbed to the pressure, and 
decided to rent to Blacks, whereas others relied on the threat of renting 
to Blacks in order to scare neighbors into buying them out at market 
rates. These were no simple economic transactions, as racism prevented 
many Whites from giving in to what was known as the “Negro invasion.” 
As a reflection of their disdain, many White Harlem residents formed 
“protective associations,” particularly on some of Harlem’s more afflu-
ent streets (137th, 129th, 135th, as well as others). Signed agreements 
among residents, promising not to rent to Blacks for ten or fifteen years, 
and restrictive covenants that limited the number of Black janitors, ser-
vants, and other jobs, “White only” signs, and proposed evictions of 
existing Black Harlemites were all characteristic of the White resistance 
to the prospective African American uptown migration.23

But, ultimately, Harlem’s Whites shared no uniform strategy or 
voice around real estate. Some were going to sell and could not be con-
vinced otherwise. In their desperation to rent out vacant residential 
units, landlords began to relax their restrictions against African Amer-
icans, facilitating this uptown exodus. Between 1907 and 1914, many 
Whites entered a “panic selling” mode, sparking a staggering turnover 
in property; two-thirds of the homes near areas where African Ameri-
cans were congregating were sold in this brief period.24
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Of course, someone had to manage some of this activity. An ambi-
tious African American named Philip A. Payton Jr. was one of the few 
African American landlords to benefit from this scenario. Through 
his Afro-American Realty Company, which he founded in 1904, he 
approached many of Harlem’s existing landlords with the proposition 
of renting to select African Americans at above-market rates. Given 
their anxieties about finding paying tenants, landlords put some aspects 
of their prejudices aside in exchange for money. Payton embarked on a 
campaign, of sorts, to recruit Black residents to Harlem. He advertised 
on billboards and was one of the first to advertise in subway cars.25

Payton became the most successful real estate agent in the city and 
African Americans gained access to well-built homes; however, they 
were still paying more than Whites. Payton’s clients paid at least $5 
per month more than Whites for similar homes in Harlem.26 Despite 
having been New Yorkers for centuries before many Whites, African 
American Harlem residents not only required landlords’ desperation 
for tenants to gain access to decent housing but also had to pay more 
for it.

As has been the case in so many urban areas, significant increases 
in the population of African Americans influences “White flight.” 
Therefore, Harlem rapidly shifted from a White majority to a Black one 
in a relatively short period of time, although the landlords were still 
mainly White. In Harlem, African Americans had managed to occupy 
some of the best real estate that any Black population has encountered 
en masse in the country at the time. As the people moved, the institu-
tions followed: churches, branches of the Urban League and one of the 
founding chapters of the NAACP, the YMCA, YWCA, social service 
agencies, small businesses, and more, all made the northward trek.

In many ways, these institutions represented a form of self-govern-
ment for African Americans. Given continued obstacles to empower-
ment in the country, the state, and the city, Harlem residents, through 
their own organizations, were able to maintain some semblance of self-
determination. By 1921, Harlem boasted two newspapers, The Amster-
dam News and the New York Age, sixty churches, and branches of the 
Elks, Pythians, and Masons.27

By the 1920s, Harlem was known worldwide as a Black Mecca 
of sorts, most notably through its arts and culture, made ubiquitous 
through the Harlem Renaissance. By 1930, Black Harlem had developed 
all the way down to the northern end of Central Park, with a population 
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of two hundred thousand.28 But even in the midst of the vitality that 
African Americans were infusing into this neighborhood, they con-
tinued to face discrimination and predatory economic practices. In a 
1925 hearing of the Mayor’s Committee on Rent Profiteering, a Judge 
of Harlem’s Municipal Court, John Davies testified, “It is common for 
colored tenants in Harlem to pay twice as much as white tenants for the 
same apartments.”29 These continuous fiscal obstacles to the improve-
ment of the livelihoods of African Americans weave together a theme 
throughout Harlem’s history.

Black people moved to Harlem from the American South, and 
they also came up from the Caribbean. Different than the Caribbean 
population of colonial New York, this group of immigrants brought a 
strong sense of racial pride and a degree of political nationalism. The 
most notable Caribbean migrant of the time was Marcus Garvey, who 
moved to New York in 1916. His United Negro Improvement Associ-
ation (UNIA), established in 1917, morphed into a global movement 
of people of African descent. To provide an indication of the UNIA’s 
popularity, it filled Madison Square Garden with twenty-five thousand 
delegates during its first international convention in 1920.

The UNIA played a vital role in economic development for Black 
people in Harlem and elsewhere. A cruise ship, the Black Star Line, was 
probably Garvey’s most well-known endeavor. However, lesser-known 
efforts, such as the Negro Factories Corporation, provided loans and 
technical assistance to Blacks wishing to create their own businesses. 
This separate business sold stock at $5 per share, which led to the devel-
opment of a restaurant, a laundry, a chain of cooperative grocery stores, 
a publishing house, and other businesses.30 Garvey stressed Black own-
ership of and control over enterprises, a radical notion for the time, as 
Harlem was still, largely, owned by outsiders, even though the popula-
tion had shifted dramatically.

The UNIA’s emphasis on Black pride and the idea of people of Afri-
can descent forging a unified global agenda significantly influenced the 
Harlem Renaissance. It also should be noted that Garvey was not the 
only well-known Caribbean figure in Harlem during this period. One 
of his rivals, Richard B. Moore of Barbados, who was more of a pan-
Caribbean militant activist,31 and the Jamaican writer Claude McKay 
are other notables. Overall, various African American political artis-
tic figures of the time also shaped the emergence of the Renaissance, 
such as W.E.B. DuBois, Langston Hughes, Georgia Douglas Johnson, 
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Countee Cullen, Nella Larsen, A. Philip Randolph, Gwendolyn Ben-
nett, Charles Johnson, to name a few.

Although many of Harlem’s residents were low income at this time, 
the neighborhood also was a bastion for the Black elite. Doctors, law-
yers, famous artists, businesspeople, all actually owned some of the 
majestic homes recently vacated by Whites fleeing to the suburbs. Sugar 
Hill and Striver’s Row, Harlem’s wealthier enclaves, became synony-
mous with African American success. In many ways, the elite’s oppor-
tunity to demonstrate talent and prove the vast capabilities of people of 
African descent was a major focal point of the Renaissance.

Harlem Renaissance
As is still the case today to a certain degree, the arts, in the 1920s, 
opened doors to African American expression and professional suc-
cess. Along with the general enthusiasm around a predominantly 
Black neighborhood in New York City, north of Southern Jim Crow 
and lynchings, and central to the most vibrant part of America, came 
both a need to exhibit racial pride and assert the many talents pulsating 
throughout the African diaspora. The Harlem Renaissance filled this 
need, and Harlem was the ideal locale in which to launch an artistic 
and political movement. As a result, the neighborhood became a haven 
for artists. Writers, painters, poets, musicians, and artists of all variety 
came to Harlem from all over the world. The works of notables such as 
Langston Hughes, James Weldon Johnson, Zora Neale Hurston, Coun-
tee Cullen, W.E.B. DuBois, Jesse Fauset, Dorothy West, Nella Larsen, 
and countless others created and sustained this renaissance for which 
Harlem has become legendary. Although many of the most recognized 
names from this renaissance were in literature, it was also a golden age 
for Black music.

This renaissance32 not only fostered a sense of pride among peo-
ple of African descent, it also caught the attention of Whites. In New 
York, Whites began to consume African American literature, enhanc-
ing the celebrity of the cadre of brilliant renaissance artists. Harlem’s 
jazz and dancing produced international stars such as Duke Ellington, 
and the myriad clubs and cabarets provided entertainment well into 
the night. The Savoy Ballroom, the Cotton Club, and Small’s Paradise 
Club vibrated with Harlem’s music. However, Blacks were often barred 
from entering these White-owned establishments. W. C. Handy, the 
composer known as the “father of the blues,”33 after once having been 
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denied entry into the Cotton Club, could hear his own music playing 
inside as he stood outside.34 The Cotton Club, opened in 1924 at 644 
Lenox Avenue at 142nd Street, explicitly excluded Blacks, despite the 
fact that most of the artists were African Americans. The club, owned by 
a White mobster, Owney Madden, sometimes admitted light-skinned 
Blacks.35 Explicit exclusion was not the case at every club. For example, 
the Savoy, opened in 1926, was accessible to Blacks and Whites. How-
ever, in the grand scheme of things, admission was not the only issue. 
Much of the ownership of the Harlem institutions of the time rested in 
White hands outside of the neighborhood.

As Langston Hughes wrote of his early days in Harlem, “Downtown! 
I soon learned that it was seemingly impossible for black Harlem to live 
without white downtown.” He continued, “The famous night clubs were 
owned by whites, as were the theatres. Almost all the stores were owned 
by whites, and many at that time did not even (in the very middle of 
Harlem) employ Negro clerks. The books of Harlem writers all had to 
be published downtown, if they were to be published at all. Downtown: 
white. Uptown: black. White downtown pulling all the strings in Har-
lem.”36 As the displacement of African Americans predated today’s 
Harlem, so did limited Black ownership and job opportunities.

Whether or not Black people were truly in control of the renais-
sance, the period saw unprecedented opportunities for artists, helping 
to establish Harlem as a center of Black cultural expression. As a result, 
Harlem attracted Black artists from all corners. The neighborhood’s 
appeal to African American artists has endured well beyond the renais-
sance. Harlem resident, Laconia Smedley, a musician, came to Harlem 
from Detroit, about forty years ago. Some of his friends, also artists, 
had moved to the neighborhood, and encouraged him to make the 
move. Smedley said, “… they called me, and they would say, ‘You know 
you have to come here to New York; it’s this big city. It’s this that and 
the other.’ So I did.”37 Although African Americans have been living 
in segregated conditions in large urban centers for many years, those 
who had moved to Harlem from cities such as Detroit, encountered an 
altogether different culture and environment.

Smedley continued, “The first thing that scared me was the taxi 
picking me up to take me up here. You know, I hailed a taxi. Zoom! 
And I jumped back…. ‘Cause it’s a totally different tempo.… a change 
of rhythm, ‘cause when we were riding, coming up, at that time Fifth 
Avenue was two ways, and we were coming up Fifth Avenue, and this 
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beautiful building and, of course, the park on the other side, and the 
rhythm was kind of like knocks, kind of stiff like that. Then when it 
turned to go to Seventh Avenue … the rhythm changed. And that was 
the first time I recognized the difference in vibrations of people.… I 
picked it up right away, loose, just hanging loose kind of thing. I said, 
“Wow!” That was a shock. The other shock was when we did turn on 
Seventh Avenue, I saw all these people who, to me, I would consider 
downtrodden people, yet there was spirit there—loose and free, pro-
fane, colorful, angry, real … and it was loud, you know, and very, very, 
like, to me, aggressive.… So it was a culture shock.”38

For much of the twentieth century, despite the initial shock brought 
on by the personalities of the neighborhood and New York City, Harlem 
remained a draw for people of African descent of all occupations, levels 
in life, and cultures. The “Harlem Renaissance” was often referred to as 
the “Negro Renaissance,” rendering Harlem and Negro synonymous. 
The symbolism of Harlem as a center for Black life and culture existed 
throughout the twentieth century. As Harlem native Vicky Gholson 
noted, “All of our leaders come through here. All of our young people 
that are aspiring—they want to get the flavor, get the feel—want to be 
able come up with the new cloth, the new cut, the new do, come through 
here. And it’s something we publicize. It’s something we do as a people 
because this is one of the important migration stops.”39

Harlem has rekindled aspects of the allure of the renaissance 
recently, but the neighborhood has confronted drugs, crime, and aban-
donment from the Depression until the very recent past. After the 
1960s, and into the following decades, Harlem lost one hundred thou-
sand residents, many of whom fled to the suburbs. Landlords aban-
doned properties that were no longer profitable to keep, and New York 
City took over ownership of about 65 percent of Harlem’s buildings.40

Today, Harlem has not completely changed, but is noticeably dif-
ferent than that of only ten years ago. But even before Harlem began 
to decline, life for residents was far from easy because of racism and 
socioeconomic inequality.

Obstacles to Greatness
Although Harlem was generally accessible to African Americans, as 
noted, residents have often been charged above-market rental prices, 
resulting in limited home ownership. During the 1920s, Harlem’s pop-
ulation of two hundred thousand resided in dense conditions. With the 
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high cost of living, residents were often forced to double up. Although 
the renaissance brought great visibility for a few highly educated Afri-
can Americans, most Harlem residents were employed as maids, cooks, 
and servants, usually in nonunion positions.41

Those who were actually employed were the lucky ones, as several 
Harlem retail establishments would not hire Black people. One depart-
ment store, Koch’s, closed in 1930 rather than hire a Black salesper-
son.42 Despite these efforts to limit opportunities for Black Harlem resi-
dents, the spirit of pride and defiance encouraged by the renaissance 
either fanned the flames of protest or created the conditions for com-
munity-driven development efforts. The Young Negroes Cooperative 
League, for example, developed economic cooperatives in 1930. In the 
wake of the 1929 stock market crash, this effort, under the leadership of 
its founder George Schuyler and its first executive director, Ella Baker, 
uplifted the concept of communalism, that would enable the commu-
nity to share in the profits of such endeavors as cooperative grocery 
stores, buying clubs, and food distribution networks.43 And commu-
nity protest forced Blumstein’s, Harlem’s largest department store, to 
hire Black elevator operators.

Despite the resistance and the community building, the Depression 
would bring even more challenging times to Harlem. By 1932, half of 
Harlem was on public assistance, the Harlem Hospital mortality rate was 
twice as high as Bellevue’s (in Midtown), and the salaries of unskilled 
and semiskilled laborers had dropped by 43 percent.44 By the next year, 
Adam Clayton Powell Jr. was becoming more politically active and vis-
ible, particularly through the “Jobs for Negroes” movement.

It was daunting for Black communities to address the full range 
of issues that affected their lives. If the issue of focus was employment, 
then just as much energy would be required for health. If not health, 
then housing, and so on. Rental units were the most accessible forms 
of housing for Harlem residents, but homeownership could have been 
in more people’s sights without policies that either denied Black peo-
ple mortgages or provided risky loans at exorbitant interest rates. The 
National Housing Act of 1934 ushered in the notorious color-coded 
maps to determine mortgage availability. Many predominantly Black 
communities were “redlined” in this system, explicitly discouraging 
housing investment in communities like Harlem. No one, regardless 
of color, wanted to put down unreasonably high downpayments or pay 
outrageously high rates. Low-income African Americans could not 
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even hope to own homes, as they would not get mortgages in the first 
place. As of 1940, fewer than a thousand black New Yorkers owned 
their own house or apartment.45

The compounding pressure of the various forms of discrimination, 
and the lack of opportunity in so many areas, helped spawn the Har-
lem Race Riots of 1935. Actually, it was police brutality, or the rumor 
of such, in this case, that sparked the rebellion. The rumor that a Black 
high school student was beaten by the police led more than ten thou-
sand Black people to protest on 125th Street. The windows of some of 
the White-owned businesses were broken. Ultimately, 200 stores were 
destroyed, 100 Blacks were arrested, 3 were killed, and 30 injured.46 The 
incident led to a report, commissioned by Mayor LaGuardia, released 
one year later, which indicated that pervasive oppression caused the 
riot, and called for sweeping changes in employment, education, and 
police brutality. Federally funded low-income housing was one of the 
specific responses to the riot, as projects were built along the Harlem 
River Drive between 151st and 153rd Streets.

The onset of World War II created the need for various new jobs, 
opening up opportunities for African Americans in shipbuilding and 
other industrial trades. Conversely, the need for protest persisted also, 
as various forms of discrimination continued. In 1941, most notably, A. 
Philip Randolph along with twenty-two thousand other African Ameri-
cans rallied at Madison Square Garden to demand an end to employ-
ment discrimination. Along with representatives of the NAACP and the 
Urban League, Randolph threatened to march on Washington if Roos-
evelt would not integrate the defense industry. This threat actually influ-
enced President Roosevelt to issue an Executive Order to integrate the 
war industry and institute a Fair Employment Practices Committee.47

In the World War II era, some of the housing restrictions had been 
lessened, and the GI Bill enabled veterans opportunities to buy homes 
and pursue higher education. These opportunities helped to forge a 
Black middle class, which, in many cases, was less restricted, and sought 
to move out of neighborhoods such as Harlem. Nevertheless, protest 
still continued, as another riot, again in response to police brutality, 
erupted in 1943. On August 1, 1943, a woman interfered with the arrest 
of another woman. The son of the intervening woman, Robert Bandy, a 
soldier, got into an altercation with the police officer. He ultimately was 
shot by the officer. Although Bandy survived, the rumor that Bandy was 
killed spread, leading to crowds spilling onto the streets from 110th all 
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the way to 145th Streets. When all was said and done, 1,469 stores were 
vandalized, 606 people were arrested, and 189 people were injured; 4 
Black people were killed by the police and 2 by other Blacks.48

The overall economy began changing at this time, as factory jobs in 
the city began to decline after the war, and a service-based economy was 
beginning to emerge. The Federal Housing Act of 1954 instituted low 
interest loans for urban renewal and development, a part of what became 
known as “slum clearance.” What was once a federal housing agenda 
became a local one with this act, placing the decision of spending on 
housing in the hands of businesses, developers, and local politicians.49

Between 1958 and 1964, the New York City metropolitan area 
lost eighty-seven thousand factory jobs.50 Urban decline at this level 
spawned greater attention to the problems confronting the neighbor-
hood. By this point, policy began to focus on youth, as the Harlem 
Neighborhood Association, founded in 1958, was funded by the Presi-
dent Johnson’s Commission on Juvenile Delinquency in 1962 to imple-
ment Harlem Youth Opportunities Unlimited (HARYOU). HARYOU’s 
“$100 million package of reforms are some drastic steps, such as a 
‘Reading Mobilization Year,’ during which Harlem pupils would spend 
every classroom hour on reading.”  51

This program, widely perceived as unsuccessful, focused on the 
psychology of youth, “to discourage dependency through an increas-
ing sense of pride, confidence, and initiative in the youth themselves.”52 
Numerous such efforts to improve Harlem have been pursued over the 
years, often with limited success.

The depth of the challenge facing the quest to improve conditions 
for urban low-income African Americans, such as those residing in 
Harlem during the 1960s, becomes evident in various dimensions. 
In other words, the kind of economic and educational development 
required for noticeable, sweeping improvement would require change 
in numerous sectors. With respect to economics, the combination of 
overcharging by vendors and debt in the African American community 
creates a need to change both systemic economic practices and eco-
nomic literacy among African Americans.

A businessman in the 1960s, Hope Stevens, said, “Harlem lives on 
credit—its future wages are to a great extent pledged for the consumer 
goods purchased to the present. African Americans are great shop-
pers.”53 Habits aside, African Americans historically have been over-
charged for basic goods. Moreover, overcharging for housing extends 
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from the moment Harlem was becoming a Black neighborhbood to the 
present. Black-owned small businesses also have been notably over-
charged for rent. Additionally, small businesses have struggled to sur-
vive in the face of incoming larger chain establishments. Stevens also 
noted, “The small shopkeeper is rapidly being eliminated by the com-
petition of the chains.”54

These circumstances have fueled racial tension in various aspects 
of business/consumer relations. This is not to suggest that all Black/
non-Black consumer/merchant relations are contentious,55 but in Har-
lem, where new businesses forcing out older smaller ones (especially 
those owned by African Americans), contentiousness has become rela-
tively common. Although some businesses still survive, the possibility 
of eviction caused by an inability to keep up with expenses or simple 
going out of business for similar reasons is becoming more of a real 
prospect for those small businesses that remain.

However economic activity unraveled in Harlem into the 1960s, 
one of the key reasons why Harlem further declined between the 1960s 
and 1980s was the gradually deepening concentration of poverty. Before 
the mid-1960s, Harlem already contained a significant concentration of 
poverty. However, it was more economically diverse than the era that 
immediately followed. Given the state of segregation, the Black middle 
class, working class, impoverished, and even the more well-to-do lived 
among each other in Harlem, as well as other urban neighborhoods. 
Although poverty was certainly widespread in Harlem, several profes-
sionals and merchants resided alongside the less fortunate. However, 
during the Civil Rights era, the end of most legalized forms of segre-
gation opened up opportunities for African Americans, ranging from 
access to education to expanded uses of facilities to greater freedom 
of movement, the latter meaning access to housing outside of major-
ity Black neighborhoods such as Harlem. Before the Civil Rights era, 
Blacks in Harlem were “a class as well as a race,”56 as they shared a com-
monality of experience, and often found that their race was the deter-
mining factor in the number and kind of opportunities they found. 
This is not to suggest that race is no longer significant or that pre–Civil 
Rights class differences did not exist, but it is to say that the Black com-
munity is more economically diverse than ever before.

Many of the higher-income African Americans, who moved out 
of Harlem during the ’60s, ’70s, and ’80s, took vital resources along 
with them. Harlem remained a predominantly African American 
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neighborhood, and remained the capital of the African diaspora; how-
ever, its resources were diminished. Moreover, few of the remaining 
Harlem residents owned local businesses or real estate. As a result, resi-
dents, for the most part, were left with not only low incomes but also 
with little wealth.57 In a free market economy, lack of ownership gener-
ally means lack of power and control.

Some of this sense of disempowerment translated itself into an 
increase in crime, including drug dealing and usage. The impact of 
drugs reached its most frightening stages during the crack epidemic of 
the 1980s and early 1990s, which turned abandoned buildings into crack 
houses and exacerbated an already prevalent local drug industry.

Although many Harlem residents were low income, they found 
ways to survive. Communities were kept afloat by their own economic 
systems. Ownership of property and businesses is one way to gauge a 
community’s economic power. However, the African American com-
munity, and similar disadvantaged communities, developed alternative 
means of survival, which include forms of bartering or sharing. These 
exchanges, which did not involve cash, kept communities functioning 
in creative and independent ways.

Vicky Gholson, a communications specialist, Harlem native, and 
true aficionado of Harlem culture and history, recalled the development 
of these economic systems. She said, “We have community economics, 
which generate from how we live, depending on what we came from, 
and that’s how we move the money around within our communities. A 
lot of people, a lot of times, talk too frequently about how we don’t retain 
the money in our community, but if we didn’t retain a certain amount 
of it, none of us would … be here, so it’s that woman who asks the senior 
to take care of her kids—that’s an economic exchange—that is extra 
money for that woman to be able to do what she needs to do. That per-
son may get somebody to clean her home, to tidy it up, and she pays that 
person a certain amount of money—who lives in the neighborhood.”58

Survival and creativity are other key themes that capture the efforts 
of African Americans seeking economic stability in their lives. With 
barriers at every turn, many Harlemites found ways to survive and 
made this neighborhood a household word in many parts of the world.

Harlem is often in the news locally and beyond. As the neighborhood 
entered the 1990s, we began to see the clash of the high-crime, drug-
dominated era transitioning into the era of commercial development 
and increased residential desirability. The continued White ownership 
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in the area, alongside lower-income people of color who owned very 
little, played itself out in a heavily publicized incident on 125th Street.

A longtime Harlem small business, Record Shack, and Freddy’s, a 
larger store next door, became embroiled in a storm of tension and ulti-
mately violence. Freddy’s, a clothing store owned by a White merchant, 
Fred Harari, sought to expand by ending the lease of its tenant, Record 
Shack, owned by Sikhulu Shange. The property was actually owned by a 
local church, to which Shange pled his case. However, neither the church 
nor Harari budged on their decision. Community residents organized 
a boycott in response to this occurrence—a protest that emerged into a 
more vigorous element of anger, by one person in particular. This man, 
Roland Smith, firebombed Freddy’s with a gun and a can of paint thin-
ner, killing himself and seven of the store’s employees (all of whom were 
not Black).59

Shange continued to confront rising rents following this incident, 
an extreme example of the extent to which tensions can explode. How-
ever, it provides a sense of the complexity of a changing Harlem. With 
ownership comes power and control. In business, opportunity to raise 
prices to meet rising demand holds no natural social conscience. The 
Shanges of Harlem can protest, and the Roland Smiths of Harlem can 
take the most drastic measures, but the wheels of development in Har-
lem are, have been, and will continue to be rolling. The challenge for 
longtime residents and small business owners, particular those who do 
not own property, is to find ways to influence the direction of develop-
ment, ensure that some aspects of change in the neighborhood meet 
their needs, and find mutually beneficial solutions that will help devel-
opers and businesses see where interests converge. Because the retail 
industry needs consumerism of Harlem’s continuous foot traffic and 
developers need a climate characterized by a strong community spirit. 
One mighty task for contemporary Harlem will be bringing together 
key representatives to develop strategies that simultaneously address 
wide-ranging desires and interests in a relatively equitable fashion.

Harlem Now
As the twenty-first century has emerged, many will tell you that Har-
lem is on the rise again—experiencing a new “renaissance.” Others will 
say that Harlem is on the rise but will also be quick to ask, at whose 
expense? The several new businesses dotting Harlem’s main thorough-
fare, 125th Street, and the omnipresent construction projects from 
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block to block are indicators of a potential economic boom. Although 
real estate rates in the area have skyrocketed, and Harlem has become 
a more desirable destination for those who would have never imagined 
setting foot on the northern pavements of Manhattan, the neighbor-
hood is still far from gentrified. A great deal of residential property 
remains public, abandoned buildings can still be found, and many resi-
dents still confront a litany of urban problems.

Although the neighborhood comprises three community districts 
(New York City districts 9, 10, and 11), Central Harlem (district 10) is 
the primary focus of this book. Central Harlem is an indelible part of 
African American history but also a haven for drugs and crime that 
have terrorized the mostly Black, low-income, and working-class popu-
lation. Nevertheless, the residents have endured. But as Harlem returns 
to vogue, a glance at population changes in recent decades tells some of 
the story of Harlem’s metamorphosis.

In 2000, the total population of Central Harlem was 107,109, a 7.6 
percent increase from the 1990 population of 99,915. As has been stated, 
the drugs and crime of the ’70s and ’80s drove some residents out of the 
neighborhood. Subsequently, the 1990 population was a decline from 
the 105,642 in 1980. Therefore, the increase between 1990 and 2000 is 
striking. With so much abandonment, many properties were vacated, 
boarded up, and some were burned out or demolished. Harlem was dot-
ted with vacant lots filled with garbage. Now that properties are being 
redeveloped, the neighborhood has received an influx of new residents.

Central Harlem remains predominantly African American—88.3 
percent of the population over eighteen years of age is in the “Black/
African American Non-Hispanic” category. Under the age of eighteen, 
African Americans make up 85.6 percent of the population. Hispanics 
account for 9.1 percent of those over eighteen and 13 percent of those 
under eighteen. Given that low-income people of color historically have 
been undercounted by the census, it is safe to say that Central Har-
lem is vastly of color. Whites are a very small minority. However, the 
White non-Hispanic population increased by 50.8 percent for those 
under eighteen and 44.1 percent for those over eighteen.60 The African 
American population, despite the vast overall increase in Harlem’s pop-
ulation, has decreased by .9 percent for those under eighteen, and by 
6.5 percent for those over eighteen. The latter figure is eye-catching, as 
so many Harlem families have resided in the neighborhood for several 
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decades. As seniors may be passing on or moving out, the vacant units 
may be filled by Whites.

In 1990, 48.9 percent of Central Harlem’s population was on some 
form of public assistance—welfare, Social Security, or Medicaid. In 
2000, the number was 34.3 percent, with the largest decrease of cases 
in welfare, down from 34,366 caseloads to 16,387.61 One could deduce 
from all of this data that Harlem is on the path to some shifts in racial 
and economic demographics.

Also important to note in Harlem’s latest phase of development is 
land use. Central Harlem is 899.1 acres, extending for 1.4 square miles. 
Of the 4,806 lots in this area, only 173 are commercial; 581 of the total 
are mixed residential and commercial, and 28 industrial. The largest 
category of lots in Central Harlem is designated for multifamily resi-
dents—2,721 lots.62

The cost of residential property is often the most controversial 
aspect of gentrifying neighborhoods. Although the quality of services 
and the upkeep of housing increase, rising housing costs have the poten-
tial to lead to displacement—pushing lower-income individuals and 
families out of the neighborhood. The rising cost of housing in Harlem 
certainly suggests that prices are moving out of reach. Increases in the 
average price of a residential home have been steady: $190,000 in 1995 
to $224,000 in 1996 to $237,000 in 1997 to $296,000 in 1998 to $303,000 
in 1999 to $391,000 in 2000 to $412,000 in 2001.63 In a six-year span, 
housing costs more than doubled. Sales of these homes have been brisk. 
In 2000, 117 homes were sold, up from 67 in 1999. One home in 2001 
sold for $995,000. Although the economy has turned downward and the 
horrific events of September 11, 2001, significantly affected New York 
City (and the world), housing costs continue to rise. Aided by histori-
cally low interest rates, the New York City housing market as a whole 
has remained desirable. And, in general, New York City’s economy has 
rebounded quite resiliently to the present day.

A New Renaissance?
With gradually shifting demographics, new business development, and 
rising housing costs, some feel Harlem is entering a new renaissance. 
But it does not appear that this current concept of a renaissance resem-
bles the very racially and culturally driven 1920’s movement, the goal 
of which was to uplift people of African descent. Regardless of the con-
tainment of a vibrant African–descended life and culture in Harlem, 
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the neighborhood does not exist in a vacuum. This renaissance is a 
function of national trends around the increased popularity of certain 
major cities and broader economic forces. Harlem’s changes have been 
especially affected by downturns in the U.S. economy and the state of 
New York City as whole.

The late 1990s brought a convergence of an overall economic boom, 
and a particular shift in New York City. The city became more desirable 
than ever, with a flourishing financial industry, and apparently cleaner 
and safer New York. As real estate prices skyrocketed in downtown 
Manhattan, ripple effects spread to nearby neighborhoods, such as 
downtown Brooklyn, parts of Queens (especially those in close proxim-
ity to Manhattan), and Harlem. With greater disposable income, those 
who benefited from the economic expansion, especially in technology 
and finance, were willing to buy and rent at unprecedented high rates. 
This increased demand, coupled with a limited supply, sent vacancy 
rates tumbling and prices rising. In 1996, the vacancy rate in New York 
City as a whole was 4.01 percent and 3.4 percent in Manhattan. By 
1999, the city’s rate stood at 3.19 percent, and Manhattan at 2.4 percent. 
Between this same period, the number of rental units under $400 per 
month decreased by 6.5 percent, and the number of those costing over 
$1,750 per month rose by 34 percent.64

Higher-income African Americans and moderate-income Whites 
began moving into Harlem, as the first demographic shift in Harlem’s 
burgeoning gentrification process. Many of these new residents pur-
chased new properties and refurbished them. In 1995, 2.3 percent of 
all New York City mortgage loans for home improvement were in Har-
lem. By 1998, that figure stood at 15 percent.65 The number of mortgage 
loans made in Harlem steadily increased between 1995 and 1998. The 
number of African Americans receiving mortgage loans jumped from 
144 in 1995 to 348 in 1998. Even more striking is the number of Whites 
receiving mortgages for Harlem properties, which moved from 19 in 
1995 to 107 in 199866—a 563 percent increase.

It is also important to note Harlem’s growth as a tourist destina-
tion. “Ground Zero,” the former site of the World Trade Center, is cur-
rently the top tourist destination in New York City. But in the few years 
prior to September 11, 2001, Harlem was second to the Statue of Liberty 
among New York tourist destinations. “Upper Manhattan” receives 
1.4 million visitors per year, who spend $25.7 million on food, admis-
sions, and shopping during their trips. The overall economic impact 
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of tourism in Upper Manhattan on New York City is over $154 mil-
lion and over $4 million in tax revenue. Many of these visitors travel 
to New York City, and, when in town, head uptown. One in five visi-
tors to Upper Manhattan primarily visit to see the local sights in the 
area. First-time visitors to Upper Manhattan primarily wish to visit the 
Abyssinian Baptist Church, Sylvia’s restaurant, and the Apollo Theatre. 
Churches are an increasingly popular destination for tourists wishing 
to sit in on inspirational services. A bus tour, called Harlem Spirituals, 
focuses specifically on taking tourists to church services on Sundays. 
It is the music, gospel as well as jazz, which is the primary draw for 
tourists.

Despite Harlem’s popularity among tourists, many of those visitors 
to New York City are not familiar with Upper Manhattan. Ironically 
fewer domestic than international travelers were even familiar with 
Harlem. The French, in fact, are the largest single group of visitors to 
the neighborhood. Japanese are also frequent visitors. Many of those 
who indicated that they were unfamiliar with Upper Manhattan, and 
not interested in visiting, listed concern about public safety as their pri-
mary reason for staying downtown.67 Despite some remaining negative 
perceptions about Harlem and the rest of Upper Manhattan, the impact 
of tourism cannot be denied. If tourists can see Harlem’s assets, others 
will follow.

Maybe Harlem’s most newsworthy recent change was the contro-
versial uptown migration of former President of the United States Wil-
liam Jefferson Clinton. In order to divert attention from his first office 
space choice, a lavish and expensive midtown suite, Clinton struck a 
deal that enabled him to do business out of 55 West 125th Street, right 
in the middle of the busiest section of Harlem. Some Harlem residents 
criticized this move, and, as will be discussed later, some residents do 
not think Clinton’s presence improves the community. However, a late 
July 2001 ceremony at the plaza of the Adam Clayton Powell State Office 
Building (on 125th Street), brought out many well-wishers. A crowd of 
two thousand generally favored Clinton’s presence, periodically chant-
ing, “We love Bill.”68 Nevertheless, protestors chanting “slavemaster” 
made it clear that the range of responses to Clinton span the entire 
spectrum of possible opinions.

Clinton, himself, is aware of the potential perils of gentrification, 
and how his very decision to locate his office in Harlem could drive up 
prices. In a recent interview for the New York Times, Clinton said, “I 
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want to make sure I’m a good neighbor in Harlem. I’m glad property 
values are going up, but I don’t want small business people to be run 
out because I’m coming in.”69 This, of course, is easier said than done. 
As the noted journalist David Levering Lewis stated, “But even with 
the former president’s good intentions, we would be a little naïve to 
think that large numbers of poor and working-poor families won’t be 
displaced by increasing gentrification.”70 It is interesting that Clinton 
lauded the increase in Harlem’s property values in this article. Often a 
sign of a strong economy, increased property values are usually treated 
positively, as if universally beneficial.

Under the Clinton administration in 1994, what is known as the 
Empowerment Zone became law—a ten-year designation accompanied 
by a $300 million grant to each cluster of neighborhoods in particu-
lar cities in need of economic development. In the Upper Manhattan 
Empowerment Zone (UMEZ) cluster, the goal has been to revitalize a 
vast area covering Central, East, and West Harlem, as well as Washing-
ton Heights, the neighborhood to the north of Harlem, and Inwood, 
which is at the northern tip of Manhattan.

Clinton particularly focused on small businesses in his remarks, 
and, indeed, this is an issue worthy of discussion in Harlem’s recent 
changes. The business dimension of Harlem’s economic shift is, in fact, 
one of the more visible indicators of a new day dawning. A central 
aspect of the Federal Empowerment Zone funding provided quite an 
additional infusion to Harlem’s commercial development. This change 
is inextricable from the residential real estate prices and altered demo-
graphics. The Empowerment Zone legislation provided tax breaks and 
low interest loans to attract the Harlem USA shopping complex, Magic 
Johnson’s movie theatre, a Starbucks, and several other retail establish-
ments. Much of this development concentrated on 125th Street. More 
recently, it has begun to spread to other areas within the cluster.

Federal and state funding are only the beginning, as the Empower-
ment Zone is also designed to leverage private sector resources. As the 
former Upper Manhattan Empowerment Zone director Deborah Wright 
stated, “The idea is to take the Empowerment Zone funds and leverage 
them with private money. The private sector has a whole different set of 
criteria for investment than what’s been used up here in the past. It’s not 
about who owes whom or who’s friends with whom. The numbers have 
to pencil out, and that, by itself, will fundamentally change Harlem.”71 
The UMEZ certainly has leveraged dollars, according to their own data. 
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From its inception to 2002, for every Empowerment Zone dollar spent 
$5.20 was matched. The numbers are even more staggering for 2001 and 
2002, where $7.87 was matched per Empowerment Zone dollar. To be 
more specific, the UMEZ invested $40,971,000 in this period, and lever-
aged $322,579,470.72

Wright’s comments spoke not only of raw dollars but also of a men-
tality. She referred to the informal nature in which business historically 
had been conducted in Harlem, where most significant deals were bro-
kered through relationships with notable local elites, such as Congress-
man Charles Rangel, former Mayor David Dinkins, or businessman 
Percy Sutton.

But it was those notable elites, particularly Charlie Rangel, who 
advocated for the Zone, not just for Harlem but also for distressed 
urban areas nationwide. I was fortunate enough to meet with former 
New York City Mayor David Dinkins, to discuss these issues. In his 
spacious office at Columbia University’s International Affairs Building, 
one floor above my own, he squeezed in some moments within his hec-
tic schedule. When we spoke, Dinkins said that Congressman Rangel 
was the key figure in bringing about the Empowerment Zone legisla-
tion. Rangel “recognized that there was really no federal plan for cities, 
and he went to the leadership in the Congress—in the House, and said 
that this was true and he wanted to revive the notion that Jack Kemp 
[former Congressman and Hud Director] and Bobby Garcia [former 
Congressman, who represented the Bronx from 1978—1990] had … 
and he had a notion for what they called enterprise zones, as I recall.”73 
Dinkins continued, “The leadership of the House told him [Rangel], 
‘Well, there’s no more money, I mean if you want to spend money on 
any item, you have to get it.’ And Charlie said, in effect, ‘You get me the 
legislation, I’ll get the money.’ And he did; he got it out of the White 
House. It came technically from Health and Human Services, but it was 
administered by HUD, and there was a competition for them. They had 
a finite amount of money, and cities around the country competed…. 
And New York was a competitor for one of these Empowerment Zones. 
I was Mayor; we made an application. People here at Columbia [Uni-
versity] helped develop the application, and the area we chose included 
Congressman Rangel’s district, for obvious reasons, and we won. And 
it called for three hundred million dollars over a ten-year period.”74 He 
uttered this figure as if it were merely symbolic—an important, but lim-
ited, amount.
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The principle goals for the Zone include expanded economic oppor-
tunities, and improved overall quality of life. The program explicitly 
includes provisions to ensure that existing residents and community 
organizations benefit from improvements stimulated by the Zone.

Specifically, qualified employers in the Zone receive an annual tax 
credit of up to $3,000 for each local resident hired. Particular businesses 
in the Zone also can be eligible for tax-exempt bonds to finance renova-
tions, expansions, and the purchase of new facilities. In order for a busi-
ness venture to receive Zone support, it must demonstrate its ability to 
address the following stated “impact” criteria. The UMEZ Request for 
Proposal reads:

 1. Does it expand economic activity by increasing jobs through 
the expansion and creation of businesses?

 2.  How will local residents, businesses and/or institutions benefit? 
For example, how does the initiative provide or protect essen-
tial support services necessary to facilitate residents’ job readi-
ness? Are local businesses or other institutions, including non-
profits a part of proposer’s team in a way that empowers them 
to strengthen, expand or protect the scope of their activities?

 3.  Is the quality of life improved for residents, workers and/or vis-
itors, e.g., is the physical environment of the EZ communities 
improved by blight removal or upgraded infrastructure (public 
safety, shopping environment, transportation, etc.)?

Evidently, pains were taken to ensure that the program would ben-
efit local residents, organizations, and businesses. This language articu-
lates a brand of development that, at least in words, leans toward eco-
nomic empowerment. However, effective implementation of such goals 
may be more elusive than originally thought. Dinkins suggests that 
high expectations and misperceptions about the role and extent of the 
UMEZ were rampant. He said, “Now, to people in Harlem, Empower-
ment Zone, three hundred million dollars, sounded like there was this 
pile of money sitting over there—go get a handful! And, of course, it’s 
not like that at all. Number one, three hundred million is over a ten-year 
period, and two, it wasn’t money for grants.”75

In order to address the multiple issues confronting an area of Har-
lem’s size, greater investments are needed. As mentioned, additional 
funding was leveraged, but the question is, for what? From its incep-
tion in 1996 to 2002, UMEZ funds were concentrated in three areas: 
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business investment (58 percent of the funding), tourism and cultural 
industry development (27 percent), and workforce and human capital 
investment (15 percent). In 2001 and 2002, the figures shifted, with an 
increase in funding for business development (81 percent), a decrease 
in tourism (18 percent), and workforce development has been reduced 
to a tiny 1 percent.76 Primary goals always surface in the implementa-
tion, and the increased investment not only suggests that the UMEZ 
is trying harder to attract businesses to the community but also the 
reality that Harlem is hot when it comes to new business. The arrival 
of new retail businesses in Harlem USA (including Old Navy, Magic 
Johnson’s Theatre, and others), and in other spots on 125th Street is 
well documented. However, the UMEZ also has been supporting new 
small businesses and restaurants. Its “Restaurant Initiative” has funded 
new restaurants, such as Bayou, Moca Bar and Grill, Sugar Hill Bistro, 
Taste of Seafood, Amy Ruth’s, Settepani Bakery, and Coogan’s. Small 
businesses, such as the Hue-Man Bookstore and MIKSU Cosmetics, 
also have received funding.77

Larger projects include Gotham Plaza and the Gateway—office 
buildings, three stories each, totaling forty-five thousand square feet, 
and the Langston Hotel, a three-thousand-square-foot boutique hotel. 
Other new businesses have arrived, including Jennifer Convertibles 
furniture store and AT&T Wireless. The presence of banks is also of 
note, as quite a number of new financial institutions have either already 
opened or will soon open, such as JPMorgan Chase, Fleet, Washington 
Mutual, Amalgamated, and HSBC.78

It should be noted that when discussing the investments in Upper 
Manhattan through the Empowerment Zone, the target area expands 
well beyond Harlem’s boundaries, reaching further uptown into Wash-
ington Heights and parts of Inwood (the northernmost neighborhood 
in Manhattan). Because this book focuses essentially on Central Har-
lem, much of the discussion focuses within these boundaries. However, 
the boundaries are not so rigid, and some of the recent investments 
are so large that they affect the entire area. For example, one of the 
largest developments underway is in East Harlem, the East River Plaza, 
which will become a 500,000-square-foot, four-story retail develop-
ment, stretching from 116th Street to 119th. Tenants already signed on 
include Home Depot, another Gap, another Old Navy, Staples, Costco, 
Best Buy, and Marshalls; $15,000,000 of Empowerment Zone funds are 
being contributed to make this effort a reality.79
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Although small businesses are included in the UMEZ approach, 
the funding to small businesses in 2001 and 2002 was a mere fraction 
of the funds going to larger business projects. Total funds to small busi-
ness development stands at $2,813,500,80 whereas those funds under 
the category of “business investment” stand at $28,725,000.81 It appears 
that the flow of dollars has leaned toward larger commercial businesses. 
From the outset, UMEZ prioritized creating jobs and leveraging funds, 
certainly their approach is working in this sense. But what are the rip-
ple effects of these decisions, as they relate to longtime, especially low-
income, Harlem residents? What is the impact of these efforts on the 
everyday lives of preexisting Harlem residents?

Although the presence of federal policy to develop inner-city areas 
is essential, the kind of comprehensive approach necessary is far more 
costly. The level of change required to improve the circumstances of the 
low-income residents, in particular, will take commitment from gov-
ernment, business, nonprofits, and community residents. On the sur-
face, UMEZ might declare success given its stated goals.

The business development taking place in Harlem capitalizes on the 
great potential for retail stores to thrive in a heavily populated, pedes-
trian-oriented, conveniently located area. In some ways this is consistent 
with business development before Harlem’s less desirable periods in the 
’70s and ’80s. The primary thrust of this period of development has not 
focused on “buying Black” and other similar ideas that had flourished 
in the neighborhood throughout its history. As Harlem was becoming 
predominantly African American, Black-owned local business emerged 
as an extension of Harlem’s culture. Residents were able to create small 
businesses, such as funeral homes, law firms, medical practices, barber-
shops, and beauty shops. Among the more successful businesses were 
Carver Savings and Loan and United Mutual Life Insurance Company. 
These businesses were Black-owned and served a local, Black clientele; 
dollars circulated within the community. Although small business was 
not the economic panacea for Harlem and its residents, entrepreneurs 
could aspire to create local businesses given the opportunities, residents 
could patronize establishments that catered directly to their needs, and 
the Black-owned small businesses were part and parcel of the unique 
culture and life of Harlem.

The current business development in Harlem has focused largely 
on attracting national chain retail corporations, which do not target 
specific audiences, and are not locally owned or controlled or uniquely 
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reflective of any particular culture. Ironically, what made Harlem so 
attractive during the original renaissance were the unique elements 
cultivated by Harlem’s African American population. What could be 
found in Harlem could not be found anywhere. A Gap, an HMV, a Star-
bucks, an Old Navy, and other similar chains can be found in just about 
any American city or suburban strip.

On the whole, it does not appear that the primary emphasis in busi-
ness development, through the UMEZ, in the neighborhood is focused 
on turning the ownership trend toward local residents. Although busi-
nesses new to the area provide certain conveniences for residents, it 
does appear that Harlem’s current renaissance targets a population yet 
to arrive as much if not more than the population that has been pres-
ent. The original renaissance promoted the unique contributions of a 
new African American population poised to assert its significance. This 
is not to suggest that Black businesses are completely ignored. Some 
small Black-owned businesses are receiving subsidies and technical 
assistance, as I will discuss in the next chapter. This is only to say that 
the primary focus has been on large retail chains.

Looking forward, the myriad commercial and residential projects 
slated for development in Harlem could blur your vision. In addition to 
what was already indicated, the planned arrival of Edison Schools, Inc., 
a corporation that operates private schools, might be the first national 
corporation to headquarter in Harlem. A new Museum for African 
Art is in the works, a gourmet food store with locations in some of the 
ritzier parts of Manhattan, Citarella, should open on 125th Street in 
the near future. In addition, Citarella will move its food preparation 
center to a former Taystee Cake Bakery on 126th Street. Additionally, 
a 220,000-square-foot complex at Duke Ellington Circle, overlooking 
Central Park, at the southern end of Harlem is under construction. I 
could go on, for example, mentioning the various condominium build-
ings and redeveloped residential units underway.82

Harlem is beginning to look more like the rest of Manhattan. But 
as Harvard fellow John Jackson notes in his book, Harlem World, Har-
lem is not Manhattan.83 Harlem’s significance as a center of African 
American life and culture may very well be in jeopardy in the long 
run. But as these resources enter the neighborhood, the challenge of 
ensuring that longtime residents benefit rather than lose is of utmost 
concern. It could be that the residents are expected to sink or swim 
in an increasingly competitive environment. If development is going 
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to result in widespread empowerment, residents, community organi-
zations, corporations, government, and real estate developers all must 
take some action, beyond market forces, to ensure some degree of bal-
ance in Harlem’s current and future economic development.
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2
Harlem rising

Harlem residents and community organizations have been tradition-
ally active in the pursuit of some sense of justice in the neighborhood. 
Throughout the twentieth century, Harlem residents and community 
organizations have been addressing a number of injustices from higher 
prices and lower service to redlining, the process by which banks deny 
lending within specific geographic boundaries. The engine behind 
African American pride and socioeconomic advancement in Harlem 
has rested in community-based institutions. From churches to small 
businesses to activist organizations to block associations and beyond, 
Harlem residents have stressed organization as a means to improved 
social change.

It should never be said that Harlem’s development is only taking 
place at the top. Much of the change that has occurred has been facili-
tated by grassroots efforts to clean up blocks and engage residents in 
improving their overall surroundings. However, the development from 
above—at the level of large developers and corporations—creates sig-
nificant ripple effects in the lives of longtime low-income and working 
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class Harlem residents. Many see the impact of local development as 
diluting rather than strengthening resident empowerment. This reality 
has encouraged some to increase their community building efforts and 
raise their voices.

With rising prices, organizations such as the Harlem Tenants’ 
Council have stepped up their efforts to organize residents and protest 
the nature of change in the neighborhood, whereas community building 
agencies such as the Harlem Children’s Zone have secured additional 
funding to provide multiple services to the existing Harlem population. 
Both of these organizations share the goal of enabling residents to stay 
in their homes and take advantage of a safer, cleaner, better-serviced 
neighborhood. Both attention to social services and community orga-
nizing are required in order to stave off the potentially damaging ripple 
effects of urban development.

The Harlem Tenants’ Council, headed by Nellie Bailey, has held 
town hall meetings on the neighborhood’s rising prices and has orga-
nized various protests as well. The Council tells a story that gets lost in 
the myriad articles and discussions about Harlem’s renewal. A Coun-
cil-sponsored survey of Harlem residents revealed that 70 percent of 
minority households in the community earn less than $15,000 per 
year.1 Given that the definition of “affordable housing” in New York 
City includes homes priced between $300,000 and $600,000, it is little 
wonder why some residents are outraged.2 An October 2000 “Citywide 
Anti-Gentrification March and Rally” sponsored by the Citywide Ten-
ants’ Coalition—a broad coalition of community based organizations 
moved across 125th Street, starting at Old Navy at Harlem USA, amidst 
chants of “Harlem for the needy, not for the greedy!” and “Harlem is 
not for sale! This is our home!”3 The March ultimately ended in Morn-
ingside Park (the West Side of Harlem, just below 125th Street), where 
a rally ensued, with other chants, such as “No housing! No peace!” and 
“No lease! No peace!”4

Protesters coexist with those who would prefer to cooperate with 
the changes taking place. The Mount Morris Park Community Improve-
ment Association, for example, has emphasized the upkeep of its imme-
diate neighborhood. Not far from the center of 125th Street, residents of 
this part of Harlem have welcomed some of the changes. The head of the 
Association, Valerie Jo Bradley, has said, “There is a real need to bring 
in the supermarkets, bookstores, boutiques, restaurants, dry cleaners, 
shoe repair shops—anything you can get in any other neighborhood.” 
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Despite this cooperative spirit, even those residents who would like to 
see change worry about damaging ripple effects. Bradley also said, “But 
I also think there’s a real willingness by ordinary people to keep Har-
lem on the scale that it is, and not a great desire to see this place get 
yupped up or see an overabundance of franchises and big corporate 
stores running out a lot of the small businesses. There has to be a deli-
cate balance.”5

As I will discuss later, many Harlem residents feel insecure over the 
recent economic changes in the neighborhood. Many fear displacement 
as a result of rising real estate rates. With all of Harlem’s recent popu-
larity, it is the longtime residents who made Harlem what it is today. 
Although the neighborhood faced numerous social and economic tri-
als and tribulations in recent years, residents stuck it out. Community 
organizing on blocks and in buildings enhanced a sense of community 
but also cleaned up blocks, built community gardens, fought crime, and 
held landlords accountable to meeting tenant needs. Many of those new 
to Harlem don’t always realize how much the way had been paved for 
those coming in. Harlem resident Cynthia Simmons said, with respect 
to new residents entering the community, “… there is a tremendous con-
flict between the new buyers and the old ones, you know, they call them 
“low-income tenants”—not understanding that if they had not taken 
charge of those buildings, that there would be nothing there for them to 
rent. Or, I mean none of those people would have lived in those build-
ings when there was no heat or no hot water for stretches of weeks.”6

Laconia Smedley’s block association, on 121st Street, has spent a 
great deal of time addressing crime and drug concerns. They began 
their crusade to clean up the area in 1983, and it did not start “clear-
ing up” until 1999. Smedley laments that new residents coming into 
the neighborhood “have no idea what it was like.” When asked where 
he thought the block would be without their efforts, he said, “At best, 
it would be—it would hold at the same level it was. And I feel with the 
kind of intellect these people [drug dealers] have, of takeover, it would 
be worse, because they will take the place over if you let them. They put 
fear in people….”7 According to Smedley, the drug activity that brought 
Harlem to its knees was not accidental. He said, “… people will put 
drugs in a neighborhood where people are depressed, and you know, 
they’ll take over the drug because that’s their savior; you know that will 
make them feel better.”8
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Drug dealers were able to take over entire buildings and blocks 
throughout Harlem because some residents were susceptible to addic-
tion. However, many of those residents who stayed in Harlem did fight 
to clean up the neighborhood, assisting mightily in Harlem’s redevelop-
ment. Therefore, the changing Harlem is not merely a top-down effort; 
residents played a crucial role in positioning Harlem for change. The 
question that remains is whether or not the residents will benefit or be 
shortchanged in the long run.

Gentrification and the Urban Future
During the ’70s and ’80s, American urban areas faced significant capi-
tal flight. Although this trend has not ceased in all or even most cities 
around the country, we have seen a more recent movement of capital to 
the central city in places such as New York, San Francisco, Chicago, and 
some places outside of the United States as well, such as London, which 
has led to increased real estate rates as well as displacement particu-
larly of low-income residents who rent. As a result, inner-city residents, 
often with little economic means, are forced to leave neighborhoods 
they have called home for—in some cases—generations. This makes 
way for a wealthier population, a sort of modern “gentry,” to move in. 
This new population desires increased services and new establishments 
to suit its tastes. The old population becomes priced out of the area and 
has little hope of returning. This process, known as “gentrification,” is 
becoming increasingly apparent in the United States from Boston to 
Chicago to Atlanta to San Francisco. The term came into vogue in Brit-
ain in response to the redevelopment of London neighborhoods and the 
subsequent entry of middle-class residents.

One of the more apparent aspects of gentrification is the close 
proximity of low-income and wealthier populations during the pro-
cess of change. Whereas low-income people traditionally have had 
their circumstances exacerbated by distance from those who are more 
economically stable, the kind of urban development facing Harlem 
actually fosters mixed economic communities. However, what has 
been lacking in other neighborhoods undergoing gentrification has 
been mixed opportunities. On another side of New York City, in the 
Park Slope section of Brooklyn, for example, the population has shifted 
drastically from a more diverse, less well-to-do population to one that 
is far Whiter, and wielding significantly greater means. Even though 
the neighborhood may become cleaner, safer, and more convenient, 
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unless specific opportunities to improve the lives of low-income people 
are instituted, mixed economic communities will remain temporary 
phases in neighborhood transition, from affordable to exclusive.

In other words, the main issue at stake in urban development is 
in the realm of access and opportunity rather than merely cleaning 
things up and increasing property values. The lack of opportunity for 
low-income people is apparent in the persistently vast and continually 
increasing worldwide and America-wide gap in income and wealth. 
This gap has, in fact, become an increasing barrier to low-income and 
low-wealth communities. The capital that vacated urban areas in the 
’70s, ’80s, and ’90s carried with it stable manufacturing unionized jobs 
either to the outskirts of urban areas or to other countries. The major-
ity of jobs available to lower-skilled labor and those with less formal 
education are in the service industry, and for less income and stability 
and fewer benefits. Gentrification is a daunting threat to many urban 
communities because of sheer mathematics.

Managing Ripple Effects
Neighborhood change is inevitable. Urban development, often designed 
to improve the quality of low-income neighborhoods, while improv-
ing some services, and enhancing some opportunities, also can spawn 
ripple effects that exacerbate or create economic, social, political, and 
cultural challenges for those of limited means. Urban development that 
can positively impact a critical mass of longtime low-income residents 
requires attention to several factors—an anticipation of the potentially 
damaging consequences of decisions, and a commitment to achieving 
a common good.

In some ways, Harlem’s recent economic changes have benefited 
longtime residents, but not enough mechanisms are in place to avoid or 
limit negative consequences for low-income residents in particular. One 
of the key reasons that low-income communities suffer is the lack of 
connection to opportunity. Harlem’s focus on bringing new businesses 
to the neighborhood is one way in which residents can gain access to 
jobs, but even this strategy, in the absence of a full complement of other 
interrelated efforts, has significant limitations.

Over the last few decades, an entire field has emerged, focusing on 
comprehensive community development designed to improve inner-
city conditions by addressing multiple issues simultaneously, while 
leveraging a complement of existing resources through collaboration. 
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As a result of this growing movement, the Aspen Institute, a nonprofit 
think tank, convened a “roundtable” of people who have been engaged 
in this kind of work to reflect on the strengths and weaknesses of such 
efforts, and help the field think about how to most effectively revitalize 
urban communities. Aspen, as a result of numerous conversations with 
its roundtable, emphasizes two key principles for urban development: 
“comprehensiveness,” simultaneously addressing social, economic, and 
physical conditions; and “community building,” promoting widespread 
participation in forging development efforts.

Standing alone, any strategy that tries to address everything at once 
and include everyone probably sounds a bit too utopian to support. 
However, in practice, these principles have merit, and can be applied 
to productive efforts. Development efforts can focus on “strategic driv-
ers,” or particular social issues, such as employment, housing, and so 
on, in which the focus may be on one issue but the analysis remains 
broad. This enables those participating in development initiatives to 
hone in on particular short-term goals, while keeping the bigger pic-
ture in mind.9

In many ways, community building is a means of creating new 
vehicles through which residents can impact policy. Too often, the per-
spectives of those impacted by policy are not addressed when decisions 
are made. The philosophy behind this thinking has logic—if the recipi-
ents of policy do not have a say, they will not own the results. The phi-
losophy behind comprehensive approaches also makes sense in that the 
issues confronting communities are deeply intertwined, to the point 
where it is difficult to separate one’s ability to access a job from the state 
of schooling from the relative affordability of housing. Although, with 
limited resources, it is practical to focus on one issue, the broader con-
text must be kept in mind at all times.

While keeping the big picture in constant view, it is easier to antici-
pate the ripple effects of particular development decisions. For example, 
if an employment development strategy is pursued, how does it impact 
small businesses, real estate, the environment, and other issues? Ripple 
effects occur with any decision, but how can potentially negative ripple 
effects be transformed to create positive ones? How can development 
lead to widespread empowerment? In thinking about development, I 
recommend what I call ripple effects management. What I mean by this 
is a development strategy that is thoughtful enough on the front end 
to anticipate how particular decisions can affect other areas, especially 
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concerning low-income communities, and increase the chances of 
this development yielding positive ripple effects. The intent is to turn 
potentially negative consequences for low-income communities into 
positive ones. A ripple effects management strategy cannot be success-
fully conducted without including the participation of those who will 
be affected.

No matter how many ideas around comprehensive development 
might be developed, policy makers, corporations, and developers may 
not have the best interest of communities, particularly low-income ones, 
automatically in mind. However, if those residents are involved, it is more 
likely that various influential figures and institutions will have a greater 
understanding of their point of view, and become better positioned to 
collaboratively craft mutually beneficial strategies. The other continu-
ous challenge to the pursuit of such broad, contextual development 
approaches is decision making. Involving community residents is not 
new, but opening up genuine avenues to shared governance between com-
munities, institutions, and government is a more elusive proposition.

The Significance of Urban Communities
Urban areas are not just residences for lower-income communities. 
Most cities are designed with extensive public services to meet the needs 
of their citizens. From public schooling to public hospitals to public 
housing, cities remain destinations for those at every economic level. 
But although cities contain extensive public services, the distribution 
of these services has been a topic of constant debate among residents, 
public officials, academics, and others. Low-income urban neighbor-
hoods often have faced slower responses to emergencies, sporadic gar-
bage collection, crumbling public schools, and dangerous, neglected 
public housing complexes. When neighborhoods are gentrified, some 
of these issues are addressed. More specifically, the issues that directly 
affect the more affluent new residents, such as garbage collection might 
receive sufficient attention. However, other issues, like the conditions of 
public schools, might not be, as new residents very well may send their 
children to private schools or not have children at all.

Ironically, in many gentrified or gentrifying neighborhoods, older 
residents organized around and demanded greater resources from the 
public and private sectors, such as cleaner streets, fresh produce, con-
venient stores, and so many basic services. This has been occurring in 
Harlem, and a variety of New York City neighborhoods, especially in 
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Brooklyn. These residents paved the way for greater investment, respon-
siveness, and accountability from businesses, real estate developers, and 
local government. For a neighborhood such as Harlem, in the (albeit 
early) process of gentrifying, longtime lower-income residents face the 
challenge of gaining access to new resources in the neighborhood they 
made desirable.

Gentrification often has been addressed largely in the context of 
housing and the relative access to affordable residential units. However, 
gentrification has many interrelated dimensions and affects neigh-
borhoods at a variety of levels. In addition to real estate, commercial 
development and interpersonal relations should be addressed as well in 
painting a broader picture of dynamics in gentrification. A residential 
real estate dimension is obvious, as housing ultimately becomes a cen-
tral obstacle for low-income communities once gentrification is under-
way. Commercial development is another key dimension, as new busi-
nesses enter changing communities, and real estate developers become 
increasingly interested in properties and land use. Finally, an inter-
personal dimension is also critical as neighborhoods undergo demo-
graphic shifts during gentrification, and tensions arise between old and 
new populations. Many other issues also come into play; however, in 
the study of gentrification, residential real estate and interpersonal rela-
tions are often key focal points.10 Another key variant is culture, as the 
nature and character of communities change.11

A fully gentrified area no longer caters to the previous population 
economically, socially, culturally, or politically. Because of the extent 
of corporate subsidies to attract retail chains, commercial development 
is particularly significant in the case of Harlem. Community Develop-
ment Corporations in the neighborhood, the Empowerment Zone, and 
others made a conscious effort to attract businesses to the neighborhood 
in order to connect residents to jobs and improve consumer services. 
Although some residents have been employed as a result of this effort, 
and new services have entered the area, the presence of many of the new 
businesses alters aspects of Harlem’s culture that have made the neigh-
borhood unique and compelling. A comprehensive view of the vari-
ous dimensions at work in neighborhood change is essential in shap-
ing how we craft solutions to the negative consequences that can occur 
as a result of urban development. It is, in fact, heavy attention to one 
aspect of development, while overlooking other key aspects that fosters 
unbalanced approaches that benefit only those with resources. Extant 

RT3054_C002.indd   48 1/5/06   8:01:11 AM



 Harlem Rising • 49

literature on gentrification and related issues has begun to address the 
strengths and limitations of urban development, and resident efforts 
to leverage accessible directions. However, research has only begun 
to address a more holistic, solution-based approach that could lead to 
greater equity in urban communities undergoing development.

In Resisting Gentrification and Displacement, the sociologist Vicky 
Muniz analyzes the community organizing of Puerto Rican women in 
the Brooklyn neighborhood of Sunset Park. She rightfully maintains 
that gentrification is often met with community resistance. Gentrifica-
tion, according to Muniz, is a struggle. Not only must several external 
institutions and individuals organize to comprehensively restructure 
neighborhoods but also existing residents must organize on behalf of 
their interests as well. Muniz discusses the overall awareness of Puerto 
Ricans of the history of displacement of their community throughout 
New York City. This awareness, which she notes is across class, further 
facilitates the organized resistance of Puerto Rican residents. Accord-
ing to Muniz, much of the literature on gentrification portrays the 
“gentrifiable working class as passive and conformist.”12

Muniz largely focuses on how communities address the housing 
dimension of gentrification, but her work is critical because it addresses 
the issues through the perspectives of residents—longtime residents, 
who stood everything to gain from opposing processes that would result 
in displacement from their neighborhood. Even in the absence of for-
mal avenues to shape the direction of urban development initiatives to 
their advantage, residents create spaces through which their voices are 
heard. The focus of this book is not on resistance to urban development 
in Harlem; however, any attempt to understand the relative success of 
urban development initiatives includes residents’ interactions with the 
social, economic, and political dimensions affecting their lives. Addi-
tionally, resident perspectives provide deeper insights, shedding light on 
the true complexities at work in neighborhood change scenarios, help-
ing to crystallize the potential ripple effects of various decisions. They 
are usually less interested in glossing over the hard issues, and often 
interested in finding realistic ways to improve their neighborhoods.

Because gentrification is a relatively new concept, rooted in a very 
particular history of urban decline, followed by a return to vogue for 
certain inner city areas, we have only begun to understand this con-
cept. Today’s reality is that urban development takes place in stages. 
Therefore, we now have enough examples to think about the phases of 
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neighborhood change that could result in gentrification. Taking a stab 
at this, and the phases are probably many, a crude way to look at this 
might be the following:

Stage 1: Grassroots-level organizing—cleaning up streets, hold-
ing public officials accountable to the community, and so on.
Stage 2: Planning—policy makers become involved in actively 
developing strategies, working with CDCs and business—
explicit solicitations to a more affluent potential residents.
Stage 3: Pioneer—new residents begin to move in, a few new 
shops appear appealing to that population; real estate prices 
begin to rise.
Stage 4: Intensive investment—policy makers, businesses, new 
residents, developers intensify their investment.
Stage 5: Population shift—demographics and businesses are 
noticeably different, and the previous culture appears out of date.
Stage 6: Displacement—fewer and fewer low-income residents 
can hold onto their rent-stabilized apartments or longtime res-
idents have sold their properties.
Stage 7: Full transformation—the old neighborhood is largely 
unrecognizable, and most residents are of the newer popula-
tion, their culture dominates, and most businesses cater to 
them.

Quite a number of factors shape these stages, such as the size of 
the neighborhood, the availability of affordable housing, the strength 
of the pre-existing community, and certainly the level of resources and 
determination among those wishing to see substantial change. The 
neighborhood known as Park Slope in Brooklyn is probably somewhere 
between Stages 6 and 7. Certain parts of San Francisco are indeed at 
Stage 7. The Upper West Side of Manhattan, below 96th Street, is pretty 
much at Stage 7. Harlem is probably somewhere between Stages 4 and 
5. The fact that data has not pointed to significant displacement in Har-
lem has received significant press. But this does not mean that Harlem’s 
changes will not evolve to later phases in gentrifying. Quite a bit of Har-
lem’s housing stock had been abandoned, and the neighborhood con-
tains extensive public housing. Furthermore, rent stabilization keeps 
many people in their apartments. They don’t want to move; they can’t 
afford to move. But they rely on the continuance of housing policies 
such as rent stabilization to allow them to stay. Without it, they would 
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have to move. Therefore, gentrification can be a slow process depending 
on land use policy, housing policy, and availability.

Although Harlem is by no means fully “gentrified,” it is experienc-
ing redevelopment. We can already see some Harlem residents losing 
out as a result of increased prices. Many could argue that these are 
simple market forces at work. One could say that Manhattan is the 
engine behind the nation’s economy, increasing its desirability for resi-
dents and visitors. With this increase in demand for space and services 
catering to the elite, Harlem is ripe for transformation. Given its close 
proximity to Midtown Manhattan, Harlem is potentially valuable to a 
host of parties who previously overlooked or even dismissed the area’s 
potential. Now, wealthier individual house or apartment hunters of all 
races, retail businesses, restaurateurs, and real estate developers are all 
taking note of the emergence of a new era in Harlem.

Harvard Business School professor Michael Porter’s landmark 
Harvard Business Review article published in 1995, “The Competi-
tive Advantage of the Inner City,” argued that inner-city communities 
must create wealth, and do so by capitalizing on “strategic location, 
local market demand, integration with regional clusters, and human 
resources.” In order to do this, according to Porter, communities must 
abandon antibusiness sentiments, and accept a “new model.” As previ-
ously noted, the attraction of new businesses to Harlem has the poten-
tial to leverage new resources for existing residents.

Porter is right in that communities like Harlem could benefit from 
new local businesses and wealth-creation strategies. However, context 
is essential; business-focused strategies absent of safe guards for the 
community, accountability for newer companies, business opportu-
nities for residents themselves, avenues for training and advancement 
in new jobs for residents, and multiple other factors, merely replicate 
existing inequalities. Being a predominantly African American neigh-
borhood, and knowing what the sociologists Melvin Oliver and Harvey 
Shapiro,13 in their landmark book Black Wealth/White Wealth, have 
highlighted regarding the racial gap in wealth, local business, and eco-
nomic development strategies are essential.

Healthy partnerships with external businesses and the regional 
economy are also critical, as region is another key contextual factor 
to include in conceptualizing and implementing urban development 
efforts. Given the wealth in outer ring suburbs and in some downtown 
areas, communities like Harlem require pathways to those areas. Few 
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inner-city communities possess such a strategic location as Harlem, 
which is effectively New York’s gateway to the rest of the world—min-
utes from LaGuardia Airport, the George Washington Bridge, and 
Westchester County. But the question remains: If Harlem successfully 
leverages its competitive advantage, to what degree do those resources 
reach low-income, longtime residents?

When the panoply of social contextual factors does not receive suf-
ficient consideration in urban development strategies, market forces are 
left to their own devices. This is not to suggest that every single real 
estate developer or corporation is inherently greedy or only self-inter-
ested. In fact, the significance of personal will cannot be ignored in this 
respect. However, the lack of measures to ensure benefits to low-income 
residents worsens security in already unstable life situations. Does the 
market have any responsibility to disadvantaged communities? Is there 
any way in which a disadvantaged neighborhood can experience signif-
icant economic development without displacing residents or increasing 
pressure on their lives? It does not appear that policy makers have fig-
ured out how to foster successful economic development that benefits 
and does not displace existing low-income populations. Maybe the sug-
gestions of residents and community organizations might help policy 
makers, businesses, and developers arrive at solutions that produce 
widespread benefits that don’t totally derail their efforts, and simulta-
neously improve the lives of greater numbers.

The limited formal avenues through which inner-city residents and 
community organizations can influence those who ultimately make the 
decisions decreases the likelihood that urban development will take a 
holistic direction, because the resident voices and experiences recog-
nize, understand, and reflect the need for comprehensive approaches. 
Anyone would be hard-pressed to find a completely unified community 
voice. In most communities, some own homes while others rent, for 
example. Self-interest and experience foster differing opinions. And in 
some cases, people simply don’t agree. However, in general, the voices 
of disadvantaged communities often do not become incorporated into 
high-level discussions about the market impacts on poor neighbor-
hoods. This missing piece is part of the reason why urban development 
initiatives have not succeeded in substantially improving the lives of 
low-income communities.

Organizations such as the National Community Building Network, 
a national membership organization that brokers information and 
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connections among community builders, and PolicyLink, which seeks 
to advance new policies that emphasize equity based on the experiences 
and ideas of local communities, have been, through research and dia-
logue, developing various concepts and strategies for “equitable devel-
opment.” In fact, PolicyLink’s website lists examples of ways in which 
low-income communities have been able to leverage resources to their 
advantage, and stave off displacement or other potential negative con-
sequences associated with gentrification. These examples help advance 
society’s understanding of the significance of resident leadership and 
involvement in ensuring that multiple avenues have been addressed in 
the process of development. They also add innovation to the limited 
scope of merely attracting new businesses and building and refurbish-
ing housing. Some of these examples, further discussed in Chapter 6, 
don’t dismiss the need for business development, but they prioritize the 
needs of low-income residents.

Urban development does not automatically foster inequality. Eco-
nomic improvements in poor urban neighborhoods can stimulate 
opportunities. Low-income residents could benefit from linkages to the 
resources housed in major institutions and industries. On the one hand, 
market forces left to their own devices can be highly detrimental to 
low-income people. But, on the other, low-income people do not always 
have the access, skill, or knowledge to take advantage of market forces. 
Both dynamics are at work in Harlem. The residential housing market, 
for example, has exceeded the reach of many residents and some simply 
do not have the knowledge to make the housing market work to their 
advantage. Key barriers to mortgages, for example, have remained, 
but government regulations against redlining have enhanced access to 
mortgages to varying degrees. But even with increased access, some 
residents require education in terms of investigating the housing mar-
ket, approaching banks, brokers, and so on. In other words, approaches 
seeking equitable development require both new strategies to increase 
access as well as efforts to educate and enable low-income people to take 
advantage of preexisting opportunities. If new jobs are created, resi-
dents should be able to access those positions and receive the training 
and supportive services needed for them to succeed in those jobs.

Harlem is vast, heavily populated, world-renowned, and part of the 
even more renowned New York City. It boasts incredible access to public 
transportation, bridges, and highways, and is in close proximity to some 
of the most abundant resources in the world. Nevertheless, the issues of 
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gentrification appear to be the same in many other vastly different cities.14 
The opinions of Harlem residents certainly do not determine the feelings 
of every other community, nor do they apply in every neighborhood.

Today, a central part of Harlem’s economic development is being 
fueled by a federal initiative that includes other cities around the coun-
try—the Empowerment Zone Initiative. Moreover, Harlem has histori-
cally been a test site for various other urban development initiatives 
throughout the twentieth century. Harlem native Vicky Gholson, an 
independent communications consultant, maintained, “When they 
want to try something, they just try it out in Harlem. When they want 
to test something, just like they’ll test an ATM in Yellow Springs, Ohio, 
the next place they are testing it is someplace like Harlem. If it works 
here, then it is going to be exported to the various Harlems around 
the world. That happens with health programs—IUD—when the IUDs 
were done, they came out in Europe; it was tested in Harlem. Platform 
shoes, jheri curls, they were tested in Harlem.”15

When I spoke with these longtime residents of fifteen or more 
years in the neighborhood, employees of various local nonprofit orga-
nizations, and small business owners, I started to develop a picture of 
some of the ingredients that would be necessary for urban development 
that does more good than harm, and increases opportunities for low-
income residents. Those with whom I spoke are from all walks of life 
and experience the current changes in the neighborhood differently. 
They don’t agree on everything, yet common themes became apparent 
from interview to interview.

Overall, comprehensiveness is essential; approaches taking account 
of numerous interrelated issues and potential consequences enhance the 
chances of widespread benefit. The availability of avenues for resident 
ownership arose as a core theme from the interviews—a critical factor 
in determining who can benefit from continuous and rapid economic 
development. Ownership is not the panacea for everything, but those 
positioned to own fair better than those who are not in urban devel-
opment. Creative efforts to own property and businesses that benefit 
the entire community, instead of a smaller cluster of individuals, can 
be pursued. Collective ownership of land, economic activity, or other 
areas, enhance the decisionmaking capacity of residents—the ability to 
decide for themselves how they wish to relate to their neighborhoods.

While the presence of larger businesses can increase local jobs, atten-
tion to small business needs can provide additional options. Technical 
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assistance and skill development is a prerequisite for effective business 
management, and many of Harlem’s small businesses have received 
such. It is also important that resident-owned and -run businesses have 
some priority in terms of access to capital. An equitable approach would 
strengthen small businesses as well as attract large corporations.

Given the significance of displacement in many urban development 
initiatives, the availability of affordable housing is crucial. Set asides in 
buildings and affordable developments can mean the difference between 
staying and going. Rent control policies are also important but still not 
guarantees when residents don’t own. Again, ownership potential is the 
best possible scenario. And it is difficult to imagine realistic ownership 
opportunities without access to employment with advancement and 
training opportunities. New businesses may bring jobs, but if residents 
only have access to lower-rung positions, absent advancement or train-
ing opportunities, then the community is not much more empowered 
than it was before those new resources arrived. Indeed, jobs in them-
selves are important, as unemployment is a persistent challenge, but 
jobs accompanied by training and advancement opportunities create 
more effective paths to economic empowerment.

Resident concerns are more likely to be understood and heeded 
when effective partnerships between community residents and various 
major institutions, such as corporations, universities, banks, and others 
are in place. Government/community partnerships can lead to logical 
and useful planning and design. Zoning and land use issues are essen-
tial in that the types and locations of commercial and residential prop-
erty should correlate with resident interests. For example, too many of 
one type of business might concentrate in a particular area, whereas 
another type of business is sorely needed but altogether nonexistent in 
the neighborhood.

Similarly, resident involvement in actually setting policy can place 
community interests and government decisions in greater accord. 
Resident advisory committees have become relatively commonplace. 
Although it is important to solicit resident opinions beforehand, this 
input goes only so far, and can be easily ignored once policy is actu-
ally set. Not only should residents be extensively involved in advising; 
they also should have some role in making the actual decisions that 
affect their neighborhood. For example, residents could be able to veto 
certain development projects before they occur, beyond community 
boards (which do not always reflect the interests of the majority).
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As new residents and businesses enter an area, ethnic and racial 
demographics change. In a neighborhood such as Harlem, preserving 
culture takes significance far beyond New York City. It is important that 
those new to the area appreciate the existing local culture. For example, 
if the new establishments in a changing neighborhood cater more to 
the new population than the old, the signal becomes clear—that old 
residents are unwanted. If businesses want to do well in new areas such 
as Harlem, it is important to recognize that the old residents still keep 
them in business, making attention to existing residents’ needs in their 
best interest.

Although the creation of formal avenues to resident participation 
in policy making can enhance the likelihood that development will lead 
to empowerment, no democratic structure will work without informed, 
involved, and organized residents. In fact, it is probably not likely that 
any of the aforementioned ingredients for effective equitable develop-
ment will come to fruition without resident involvement. On the one 
hand, policy makers, businesses, developers, and others should consult 
residents; on the other, residents should actively seek out information, 
and take advantage of opportunities that will enable them to benefit 
from their neighborhood’s assets. An organized community is bet-
ter positioned to advocate on its own behalf. Strong community-based 
organizations are central to continuous effective community participa-
tion, and very well can be the portal through which resident concerns 
can be voiced and acted on. But, in terms of information, there is a lot 
that residents already know; it is important to build on this collective 
wisdom in community and economic development. Conversely, given 
that residents don’t know everything, it is important that communities 
have access to technical knowledge, meetings, resources in educational 
institutions, and more to increase their chances of not only developing 
ideas, but acting on them.

How we perceive the world and our individual roles within it 
will continue to drive everything from our personal every day deci-
sions to sweeping national policy. It may seem this goes without say-
ing, but a spirit of common good could probably go a long way toward 
equitable development. If everyone focuses on only their gain, ignor-
ing the interdependency between renters, homeowners, developers, 
banks, corporations, new residents, small businesses, street vendors, 
community-based organizations, and others, development will likely 
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foster inequality. Too many decisions have been made at the expense of, 
particularly, low-income people.

Other factors could most likely be added to this list. The nuances 
from the interviews bare this out in these pages. One word is worth 
mentioning—interdependency. One of the reasons why comprehensive 
approaches make the most sense is that all of these issues are naturally 
related. Attention to residents’ social concerns, for example, is another 
essential factor. The state of residents’ health, for instance, influences 
their ability to be engaged in their community. If health needs are not 
addressed, then everything else is impacted.

It is important that the drive toward economic development does 
not eclipse the importance of tending to a range of other needs. Because 
of the multiple dimensions at work in making communities whole, 
urban development is highly complex and often unlikely to please all 
constituents. But great potential lies in the effort to transcend the errors 
of the past.
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3
EquitablE urban DEvElopmEnt

In 2003, the number of poor Americans rose by 1.3 million, resulting in 
a total of 35.9 million Americans living in poverty.1 For a family of four, 
the poverty rate is an income of $18,810, a family of three, $14,680, a 
couple, $12,015, and an individual, $9,393. For African Americans, the 
poverty rate remained essentially the same, at a rate of 24.4 percent, and 
Hispanics at 22.5 percent. Between 2002 and 2003, the median house-
hold income for the Black community saw little change at approxi-
mately $30,000.

The income for the top 5 percent of households, even in the face of 
a floundering economy, still rose by $1,000 to an average of $260,464. 
Half of all household income is in the hands of the most affluent fifth 
of the American population. This number stood at 45 percent in 1985. 
This can be contrasted with the poorest fifth, which controls 3.4 percent 
of all household income, which happens to be lower than 1985 figures, 
where this population controlled 4 percent of income. The number of 
severely poor, those possessing less than half of the official poverty level 
rose as well: up to 15.3 million from 12.6 million in 2000. The ranks of 
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the poor continue to swell, even in the wealthiest country in the world. 
These figures do not engender any sense of promise for the future sta-
bility of low-income people or of the Black community in particular. 
Evidently, new strategies are required in order to turn this tide.

One of the more interesting census statistics happens to be the 
increase in poverty in the suburbs. In 2002, the number of poor peo-
ple in the suburbs stood at 13.3 million—up 16 percent since 2000.2 
This figure has a direct relationship with the dynamics of urban and 
regional development. As many cities began to sprawl3 away from the 
urban core, inner-city areas became further isolated4 and dilapidated, 
whereas certain suburban areas grew. Low-income people began to 
move to suburban areas, especially those on the “inner ring” or those 
closer to city boundaries—in the New York Metropolitan Area, Hemp-
stead, Yonkers, Mount Vernon would be some examples—to be closer 
to jobs and better-funded school systems. As a result of this wave of 
suburban migration, higher-income communities moved to go to 
outer-ring suburbs, further away from the city, even bulldozing rural 
areas in the process. These dynamics are particularly striking in more 
recently developed metropolitan areas, often in “Sunbelt” states, where 
population growth is highest.

As some of the more affluent communities settled in the outer ring, 
some residents grew annoyed by long commutes into the city for work 
and play. Simultaneously, efforts to revitalize once-abandoned urban 
areas were emerging and expanding. On the one hand, this develop-
ment was welcoming for the lower-income communities that had been 
left behind. On the other, it made cities increasingly attractive to higher-
income people from outside of the city. Those who once thought the 
city was too dangerous were changing their minds as they witnessed 
cleaner, safer streets in many urban areas. As they began to move back, 
they raised the stakes for everyone, as they were willing to bid up resi-
dential real estate, and encourage city governments and industry to tai-
lor policy and commerce to their needs.

I began this research when we were still pointing to the wondrous 
“economic expansion,” partly fueled by unprecedented technological 
advances that changed the speed and scope of everything we do. This 
economic boom appeared to present great promise. Could we leverage 
abundant resources and information on behalf of low-income and dis-
enfranchised communities? The census figures give us a picture of pov-
erty and wealth in the face of a recession. Statistics prior to the afore-
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mentioned census data show that, long before the recession, the income 
and wealth gap was continuing to grow.

Most Americans lost wealth between 1983 and 1998. The top 1 per-
cent of households possess 40 percent of the wealth (wealth statistics, as 
many have noted, provide an even truer picture of inequality than those 
focusing solely on income).5 That same top 1 percent doubled its share 
of national wealth from the 1970s to the late 1990s.6 Toward the end of 
the last decade, the height of the economic boom, almost 90 percent of 
the value of all stocks and mutual funds were in the hands of the richest 
10 percent of households; debt, as a percentage of income, rose from 58 
percent in 1973 to 85 percent in 1997; the bottom 40 percent of house-
holds lost 80 percent of their net worth.7 The gap is both economic and 
racial. For example, African Americans’ net worth decreased by 17 per-
cent between 1994 and 1999 to $7,000. The median U.S. household net 
worth rose 9 percent, during that same period, to $59,500. For White 
households, median net worth, at this time, stood at $84,400.8

Technology, with the ability to become somewhat of an equalizer, 
has not advanced low-income communities either. This “digital divide” 
has likely hindered the chances of less privileged communities catch-
ing up. Gaps in technology are staggering in any number of categories, 
from access to the Internet and e-mail to ownership rates of comput-
ers. For those with incomes over $75,000, significant percentages have 
computers at home, as well as access to e-mail and the Internet at home 
and at work. The gap becomes most apparent at around $25,000 annual 
income. Those below that mark tend to have far less access.9 This data 
also highlights particular divisions along racial lines.

It is also essential to analyze the state of wealth, poverty, and access 
in the United States in the context of the wider world. Although the 
United States is the richest nation in the world, it also is a nation with 
a substantial, recognizable gap between its rich and poor. One-third of 
people in the world live in “abject poverty.” Over the past fifty years, 
even the global gap between rich and poor has become wider. Although 
money is not everything, access to wealth—and, increasingly, access 
to information as well—impacts myriad social issues from health to 
housing to education to the environment. When addressing the state 
of the economy, we paint a picture of the state of communities. Low-
income people often grapple with poor education, health, and other 
social concerns.
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In the poorest countries, for example, we will find the greatest 
hunger and health crises. Approximately 790 million people in the 
developing world are chronically undernourished.10 These worldwide 
gaps in wealth have not subsided in our now declining economy; they 
have simply left those at the bottom more vulnerable to downturns. 
The elimination of jobs often hits the lowest rung workers hardest. In 
New York City, the loss of one hundred thousand jobs since September 
11, 2001, greatly affected some professionals, but low-income people 
remain the biggest losers, as the aforementioned statistics demonstrate. 
Vast increases in the number of homeless bear this out.

The Urban Dimension and Gentrification
Even in historically agrarian economies, urban areas have become 
havens for low-income people seeking opportunity and access to the 
array of services that cities provide. Gaps in wealth can be most stark 
in metropolitan regions (cities and suburbs). Post–World War II urban 
policy stimulated the development of the suburbs, which sparked a 
flight of, largely, White professionals outside of urban areas.11 Many 
refer to this as “White flight.” The corporations and the jobs often went 
along with these demographic shifts. The growth of the suburbs created 
urban sprawl but simultaneously fostered the decline of the urban core, 
where most low-income residents remained.

Various initiatives, some engineered by residents and some by 
policy, attempted to improve conditions in these inner-city areas. Ulti-
mately, many of these approaches turned toward economic develop-
ment. Addressing the economic dimensions of the state of the inner city 
made sense. Even as the Civil Rights movement made some strides con-
cerning race and policy, economic inequality remained largely intact. 
African Americans, for example, were de jure free from certain forms 
of discrimination but, in many cases, still living in impoverished urban 
conditions that were low in services and high in crime. Only by chang-
ing those conditions could one truly begin to see some enhancement in 
life opportunities for African American residents in these areas.

The urban economic development approach, from the late 1960s to 
the present has often sought to bring back those professionals and busi-
nesses to the inner city in order to stave off urban decline and revitalize 
city life. In some cities, this has worked better than in others. However, 
in many of those areas in which it has worked, the life circumstances 
of low-income, inner-city residents have not significantly improved. In 
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fact, the results of some of these initiatives has sometimes directly hurt 
low-income residents. In the more extreme cases, longtime residents 
have been forced to move out of the neighborhoods that they called 
home, as a result of increased prices.

As previously stated, gentrification has often been analyzed pri-
marily with respect to housing, without taking account of many other 
important factors. The housing issue, however, is no small factor in 
itself. Home ownership can often be the springboard to stability. Those 
who own homes in areas experiencing significant economic develop-
ment can reap enormous benefits as their property values soar. How-
ever, when we address low-income communities in particular, housing 
is often a question of rent. Home ownership in the United States is on 
the rise. Homeowners receive significant tax benefits, and public policy 
has generally supported homeownership over renting dating back to the 
Sixteenth Amendment, instituted in 1913, which established the federal 
income tax and continued support for federally backed mortgages.12 
Despite intermittent attempts to support rental housing through pol-
icy, such as rent subsidies through the New Deal, homeownership has 
received preferential treatment at the expense of renting, and ultimately 
low-income communities. This is a painful reality caused by diminish-
ing access to affordable rental housing.

One-third of households in the United States are renting—nearly 
36 million. Thirty-five percent of these households are in urban metro-
politan areas, but 24 percent are in rural areas.13 The figures on hous-
ing accessibility capture the significance of inequities when income is 
brought into the equation. In the calculation of Fair Market Rent, hous-
ing affordability is based on the fact that no more than 30 percent of 
a household’s income should be devoted to housing costs. Taking this 
into account, along with the cost of rent, the median hourly income 
required to afford a two-bedroom rental home is $14.66.14 Multiplying 
that hourly figure by forty hours, and multiplying that total by fifty-two 
(weeks in a year), this means an annual income of over $30,000, well 
over the poverty rate, and also over the average household income in 
Harlem, which is $26,000. Knowing that the cost of living is far higher 
than the median in New York City, the reality is even more grim for 
low-income people there. In New York State, the hourly housing wage is 
$18.24, the fifth highest in the country, behind Massachusetts, Califor-
nia, the District of Columbia, and New Jersey, respectively.15 Given that 
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these are statewide figures, they also do not capture the full reality in 
New York City, which has far higher rental costs than most of the state.

This essentially means that economic development strategies 
should be producing jobs paying a few times the $5.15 federal mini-
mum wage (which has not changed since 1997). With most job oppor-
tunities for low- and semiskilled people resting in the service sector, we 
are witnessing a swelling in the ranks of the “working poor,” who “are 
perpetually at risk for becoming the poor of the other kind: they are 
one paycheck away from getting fired, one missed rent payment short 
of eviction.”16 Certainly, several people make far less money than $18 an 
hour, and they may live in smaller rental units, and double and triple 
up with other families and individuals. This is the state of survival in 
urban America. However, it is hard to fathom that over 90 percent of 
the renter households in the nation have a housing wage that is between 
three and four times the minimum wage.17

Given these realities, one would imagine that mobility among long-
time residents in gentrifying areas would be rather high, as they would 
be displaced, and ultimately forced out as a result of high costs. How-
ever, circumstances are not that straightforward. The presence of pub-
lic housing or rent control, or the aforementioned tendency to double 
and triple up, are factors that enable low-income people to stay in some 
instances. Undoubtedly, residents are displaced by evictions, changes 
in the land use of properties, and by landlord decisions about the future 
of their properties. Developers can buy out landlords, and individual 
multiunit homeowners can decide to sell, leaving renters at the mercy 
of new owners. So many scenarios can lead to displacement. And all of 
the above situations have occurred in Harlem.

Recently, Columbia University professor Lance Freeman and 
Frank Braconi, executive director for the Citizens Housing and Plan-
ning Council, analyzed New York City Housing and Vacancy Survey 
(NYCHVS) data to determine the mobility of residents in gentrifying 
areas.18 They found that, contrary to previous assumptions, lower rates 
of mobility have been found among low-income residents in gentrify-
ing neighborhoods. Does this mean that gentrification actually helps 
low-income communities?

If I were a low-income person, and my neighborhood gradually 
began to receive more services and resources, I would try to figure 
out a way to stay. But do low-income people truly have such options? 
The community development field has repeatedly lauded the potential 
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merits of mixed economic communities. Yet, when affluent households 
reside alongside low-income households, many such neighborhoods 
end up closer to monolithic. In other words, if the low-income people 
stick around, the more affluent ones want to leave or move the low-
income people out. Or, if the low-income people enter a neighborhood, 
higher-income people leave. Low-income people are often faced with 
limited options; and even if a neighborhood has become better-ser-
viced, cleaner, and safer, low-income people, renters in particular, pos-
sess fewer choices. They are, in effect, hanging on. Factors such as public 
housing that may allow residents to stay, are by no means guaranteed.

A recent report defined gentrification as “the process by which 
higher-income households displace lower-income residents of a neigh-
borhood, changing the essential character and flavor of that neighbor-
hood.”19 It is hard to disagree with such a definition when thinking 
about neighborhoods that have been fully transformed, such as New 
York City’s Chelsea or the Upper West Side. However, this is where 
phases of neighborhood change are important to acknowledge. Harlem 
remains a few stages away from full-scale gentrification. It could take 
many years, or it could turn in another direction. On the Upper West 
Side, for example, the gentrification process accelerated in the late 1960s 
with the construction of the Lincoln Center. Although the entire face 
of the neighborhood has changed, one can still find longtime Latino 
residents who have held on to apartments for decades. This is the case 
with some of the less-affluent Whites, who lived in the neighborhood 
pre–Lincoln Center as well.

With all of the significance of residential housing shifts in urban 
development, it is essential to take account of changes in commerce 
in order to understand gentrification. This dimension of urban change 
and development is often understudied in the literature and discourse 
around gentrification. In Harlem, recent commercial development has 
been hard to ignore as a major driving force toward changing the demo-
graphics of the neighborhood’s population. A key aspect of the gentri-
fication process is the conscious effort of businesses to cater to a more 
affluent clientele. Although some longtime residents might be able to 
remain in their altered neighborhoods, are they the desired market? 
Do they experience greater harassment? Do they feel insecure? These 
are some of the nuances that broaden the consequences associated with 
urban development. When observing quality of life, those able to stay 
in gentrified areas probably experience conveniences that they may 
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have never enjoyed, but have their public schools gotten better? Has 
their income increased? Low-income people have not been getting any 
richer, and it is not uncommon to find troubled public high schools 
in very gentrified areas. The new residents change what is tailored to 
them, not things such as public schools that they may choose not to 
use—the same schools to which low-income residents must send their 
children, because they still lack options.

The Business Perspective
Businesses in communities such as Harlem could play a critical role in 
enhancing not only the economic but also social infrastructure. Because 
the availability of jobs and resources is critical to the livelihoods of 
communities, the corporations that house them have the potential to 
provide direct opportunities to residents. Government can go only so 
far in spurring greater opportunity and access for communities, given 
devolution, leaner bureaucracies, and outsourcing. Many government 
responsibilities have been shifted to for-profit or nonprofit institutions.

Over the last three decades, corporate social responsibility, as a 
movement, has gradually gained steam, to the point at which businesses 
now seek recognition for their social programs and philanthropic initia-
tives. Some businesses have even crafted a brand that is closely aligned 
with their social endeavors, such as Ben & Jerry’s, the Body Shop, New-
man’s Own, and others. Even IBM, a true megacorporation, is a peren-
nial presence at or near the top of Business Ethics magazine’s socially 
responsible corporations list. But given global poverty, and the increas-
ing gap in access to resources and information, it does not appear that 
development of a corporate social responsibility industry has made a 
significant dent in our most pressing social problems.

Corporate social responsibility takes multiple forms. From cor-
porate giving to socially responsible investing20 to community part-
nerships21 to ethics in labor and the environment to compliance with 
legal regulations to pricing to diversity to cause-related marketing to 
corporate/nonprofit partnerships,22 and more. This almost endless list 
provides a moral compass for corporate behavior, but it does not neces-
sarily guarantee significant impacts on societal inequality. Moreover, 
it still appears that the corporate sector requires external prodding 
despite growing evidence of the benefits (to corporations) of socially 
responsible practices.23 With Enron, WorldCom, and the slew of other 
corporations in the spotlight for corporate irresponsibility, public faith 
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that the corporate sector actually will effectively take on social causes 
has declined.

Ironically, the exposure of negative corporate behavior surfaced in 
the wake of September 11, 2001, a time at which we might have expected 
an increase in social responsibility. The fact of the matter is that cor-
porations did not recently become irresponsible; they were recently 
caught. Because corporations are generally first concerned with the 
profit bottom line (many suggest social responsibility to the public 
constitutes a second bottom line), corporate social responsibility and 
giving programs are often vulnerable in the overall context of priority 
allocations. Jericho Communications recently surveyed CEOs of 264 
Fortune 1,000 corporations regarding social responsibility in the wake 
of September 11. Thirty-six percent of those CEOs indicated that they 
were more conscious of corporate social responsibility since Septem-
ber 11. However, only 1 percent indicated that they are allocating more 
money for socially responsible practices.24

Despite the limited evidence for hope, I would hate to imagine the 
state of responsible corporate citizenship without the lengthy history 
that produced today’s movement to foster a more caring, careful, and 
conscious corporate global society. Given the aforementioned preem-
inence of corporate power worldwide, even with recent declines, the 
need for corporations to step up and increase their responsiveness to 
public needs is more crucial than ever.

As previously mentioned, the void left by the departure of corpo-
rations from cities led to the loss of jobs, which impacted overall local 
economies, which influenced flight (many corporations moved to 
the suburbs, and the people followed), which created despair among 
remaining residents, which influenced crime. This is not to say that all 
of the problems of inner cities, and many rural towns as well, are a 
result of the lack of loyalty of some corporations. In fact, government 
policy opened up avenues for corporate movement, to seek out cheaper 
land and labor. Withered global boundaries have exacerbated some of 
these circumstances.

But, even in terms of policy, corporations continue to wield inces-
sant influence over public officials due to their vast resources. Those local 
and federal policy makers who developed the Empowerment Zone legis-
lation underscored their recognition of the significance of corporations 
to urban development by providing subsidies to encourage retail corpo-
rations to locate in inner city areas and provide jobs to local residents. In 
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the case of Harlem, new businesses, not all based in the neighborhood 
because of the Empowerment Zone, are bringing jobs, resources, and 
services. In many ways, this approach is new to Harlem in that it has 
been and remains a predominantly residential neighborhood.

Nevertheless, as the residents have indicated, additional factors 
must be addressed in order to make the presence of these various new 
establishments more beneficial to the neighborhood. But it is important 
to note that, whereas corporations doing business in inner-city environ-
ments is one of the latest manifestations of corporate social responsibil-
ity, this should not be perceived as a mere act of benevolence. Indeed, 
they are doing business and capitalizing on Porter’s “competitive 
advantage.”25 The longer term question is: How far can corporate social 
responsibility be extended to foster and maintain equitable develop-
ment and enhance opportunities for low-income people?

Small Businesses and Their Futures
Although corporations had left many inner-city areas (and this still 
happens), small businesses sought to fill the void. They provided goods 
and services tailored to the needs of the local population. Oftentimes, 
these services have been inferior and offered at unreasonably high 
prices. In historically African American neighborhoods, significant 
racial tensions surround inner-city small businesses.26 The merchant 
class has often been composed of immigrants who do not resemble the 
majority of the residents and sometimes faced difficulty grappling with 
the local culture.

Historical redlining by banks, refusing business loans to Black 
residents, only made business ownership more elusive for African 
Americans. It was often through the informal economy that many local 
residents survived in inner-city areas, including both legal and illegal 
activities. In Harlem, as will be discussed further, the “numbers” gam-
bling racket was underground, but extensive and sophisticated. The 
drug trade was also a persistent and imposing force in the neighbor-
hood, but it was, and still is, some people’s livelihood. Street vending, 
home-based businesses, bartering, and other systems are some of the 
various ways that residents have created economic systems of survival. 
Lacking opportunities, residents created their own.

Despite the barriers to creating formally registered businesses, the 
number of Black-owned businesses in the United States has increased. 
The number of Black-owned businesses in 1997 was up over 25 percent 
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from the number of such businesses in 1992. The increase in the same 
period for all U.S. firms was 6.8 percent.27 In no way, however, does this 
suggest that African American businesses are outpacing other firms 
in revenue. Despite owning 4 percent of all U.S. businesses, African 
Americans account for only .4 percent in receipts and .7 percent in the 
number of employees.28 A key factor in this picture is the preponder-
ance of individual proprietorships in these statistics, as somewhere 
around 90 percent of Black-owned businesses are in this category.29 It 
should be noted that these figures are not totally out of step with the 
broader population, as nearly three-quarters of all U.S. businesses have 
no payroll. These “nonemployers” account for only 3 percent of receipts 
among all businesses.30 Therefore, the question is not simply to own or 
not to own, but to succeed or not to succeed. Starting a business is not 
difficult, particularly a sole proprietorship, but it is far more grappling 
to maintain a living through self-employment.

The fact of the matter is that Black American business, like the Afri-
can American community, and America as a whole, is intensely strati-
fied. Of the 823,499 Black-owned businesses, 8,682 (or 1.1 percent) of 
them have receipts of $1 million or more. These businesses account for 
56.4 percent of all of the receipts of the entire sum total of Black busi-
nesses. Only 11.3 percent of all Black-owned businesses have employees, 
and these firms account for almost 80 percent of the receipts among all 
African American businesses.31

Interestingly enough, more Black businesses are located in New 
York (86,469) than any other state, and more of such enterprises are 
concentrated in New York City (63,327) than in any other U.S. city. 
The New York Metropolitan Area also leads in the number of Black-
owned businesses.32 Within New York City, the county with the most 
businesses is Queens; New York County (which includes Harlem) is 
second. Although Black businesses tend to specialize in services and 
retail, such firms do not come near all U.S. firms in receipts in any 
single category.33

Between the 1960s and 1980s, large corporations were not paying 
significant attention to inner city areas. The challenge to urban policy 
makers was to find ways to attract larger corporations to neighborhoods 
that they had been neglecting for years. Not every neighborhood resem-
bles Harlem in this respect. With its Manhattan location and extensive 
transportation, Harlem brings more to the table than many other inner 
city areas in the United States. It is, therefore, not surprising that, with 
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the effort and additional incentives, the Empowerment Zone has been 
able to convince large corporations to set up shop in Harlem.

These entities can provide quality services and jobs, on the one 
hand, but, on the other, the presence of large corporations in inner-
city areas brings a level of competition that forces most residents to be 
employees rather than owners. Therefore, small businesses, and those 
in the informal economy, such as street vendors are left vulnerable to 
increased real estate values, significant competition, and raised expec-
tations around quality, service, and management. Although outsiders 
have often owned many Harlem small businesses, some of those owned 
by longtime African American residents have not had the easiest time. 
Some are closing or are in danger of doing so. This will be discussed in 
further detail through the experiences of current small business own-
ers in Harlem.

Comprehensive approaches to equitable urban development are 
important because attention to one area has consequences for another. 
Unless those consequences are anticipated up front, ripple effects can 
cause damage. Attention to those potential consequences can help 
move development toward empowerment. In the case of business devel-
opment, the intent to bring in large retail corporations may bring jobs 
and services, but a number of additional questions must be posed in 
order to maximize community benefit. What is the nature of the jobs? 
What will the corporate presence do to small business opportunity? 
How might the corporations impact housing prices? What role should 
corporations be required to play in community development? In other 
words, policy decisions should be accompanied by contingency plans.

The Quest for Equitable Development
As previously discussed, African Americans, throughout the history of 
New York City, have not enjoyed security and have often been cheated. 
According to the journalist Mamadou Chinyelu, Harlem is akin to a 
Third World country, where resources are taken out at the expense of an 
indigenous population. Chinyelu explicitly suggests a rather disingenu-
ous intent among Harlem’s power elite, as they cooperate with business 
to take the neighborhood away from the masses of African Americans. 
Harlem, according to Chinyelu, has been a “crown jewel” that fell out of 
the hands of the affluent and powerful, and this is the time when they 
wish to retake the neighborhood.34
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The approach of the UMEZ, according to Chinyelu, is consistent 
with the exploitation of the Third World, where outsiders decide the 
terms, and focus on making the indigenous population consumers 
rather than owners. Low-income people, he argues, are being “ethni-
cally cleansed” from the neighborhood because their earnings “are not 
substantial enough to support the retail and entertainment establish-
ments that are currently being developed in Harlem.” He continues, 
“And if your income is not high enough to support the business estab-
lishments of the masters of capitalism, then you must be removed to 
make room for moderate-, middle-, and upper-income households that 
can afford to support those businesses.”35

Here, Chinyelu not so subtly implies cooperation among corpora-
tions, UMEZ, Rangel, and others in shafting low-income Harlem resi-
dents to benefit big business and wealthier populations. Comparisons 
between the circumstances of African Americans and Third World 
countries are not new.36 Nor are discussions of the circumstances of 
African Americans as a byproduct of capitalism.37 The idea of a middle 
or “buffer” class that cooperates with powerful and influential people 
and institutions to oppress the less advantaged sectors of its own com-
munity has been widely discussed and debated.38

Urban development in present-day Harlem is more than an issue 
of Black and White, as it is fraught with socioeconomic class dynamics. 
Many of those moving into Harlem are of African descent, despite the 
gradual increase in the White population, and although small business 
opportunities have diminished for some Black people, they have not 
entirely dissipated. The UMEZ has been funding the development of a 
noticeable number of small African American–owned businesses.

As a result of an extension in the federal program, the deadline 
for spending down funds from the Empowerment Zone is December 
31, 2009, giving the UMEZ a fifteen-year period in which to spend the 
money. According to Ken Knuckles, the current director of the UMEZ, 
alternative funding sources are being investigated to supplement the 
funding. Knuckles speculates about the degree to which their effort can 
develop an “agenda for the poor.” Not long after he accepted this posi-
tion, Ken Knuckles, a former administrator at Columbia University, 
and I sat down at Columbia’s Faculty House, to discuss his vision for 
the UMEZ.

Knuckles wishes to see enhanced workforce development tied 
to the jobs that have been stimulated by the UMEZ. Knuckles said, 
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“Workforce development is necessary because many people in Upper 
Manhattan are undereducated and underskilled.” Training that “lends 
itself to long term employment,” according to Knuckles would be a sen-
sible approach for the UMEZ to take at this juncture. With respect to his 
desire to bring a hotel to 125th Street and Park Avenue, Knuckles indi-
cated, “If I bring a hotel, I want to be able to go to trained workers.”

Another important direction that Knuckles has been envisioning 
is an emphasis on culture and tourism. “Culture,” said Knuckles, “is 
everything—business, politics, religion …” He wants to see greater sup-
port for Harlem’s cultural institutions, large and small. At this point, 
the UMEZ had already spent $4 million on the restoration of churches. 
He wants to see the tourists visiting Harlem’s churches and other cul-
tural institutions to spend money in the community.

Knuckles will also be working to develop other corridors in the 
neighborhood, such as 145th Street, 116th Street, and 135th Street. 
Much of the initial thrust of the UMEZ had focused on the commercial 
development of Harlem’s major thoroughfare, 125th Street. Knuckles 
sees so much more potential in the neighborhood’s other major arter-
ies. He also senses opportunities with the expansion of Columbia Uni-
versity into a part of West Harlem, called Manhattanville. He wonders 
about the kind of industrial corridors that can be created in close prox-
imity to Columbia, as well as the City University of New York, which is 
also located in the West Harlem.

One division of the UMEZ is the Business Resource and Investment 
Service Center (BRISC), which serves as a “One Stop Capital Shop” that 
helps small businesses “obtain capital, pro-bono professional support, 
and technical assistance.”39 Some examples of small business owners 
recently supported by the UMEZ include Leon Ellis, owner of two res-
taurants, Emily’s and Harlem Underground, and soon-to-be-owner 
of Moca Bar and Grill, and Teresa Kay-Aba Kennedy, CEO of Youfo-
ria, a burgeoning yoga center that proposes to create thirty-two jobs.40 
Both of these examples either are or are aspiring to be among the tini-
est percentage of Black-owned businesses—employers and higher-rev-
enue earners. Numerous other businesses owned by people of African 
descent and other persons of color are receiving support from UMEZ 
and are creating jobs. But the characteristics of those with access to 
business opportunity is limited, and the target consumers of many new 
businesses are not low-income people.
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The UMEZ approach is undoubtedly filling a void in terms of busi-
ness opportunities for African Americans, and these firms are receiv-
ing support. Services from BRISC include:

loans from $50,000 to $250,000, and assistance in securing 
funding from other institutions
technical assistance
needs assessment and planning assistance
business plan development
counseling in financial management and marketing
loan packaging
credit counseling
referral assistance (to lending programs)
small business seminars
community outreach41

Evidently, some thought has been put into small business develop-
ment. This approach does not necessarily lead to widespread empow-
erment, because business opportunities are limited. One must dem-
onstrate resources from the start in order to secure resources from 
elsewhere. The rules are not so different in the nonprofit sector, in 
which the organizations that can demonstrate greater levels of man-
agement capacity and resources up front have a better opportunity to 
obtain funding from foundations and other grant-making sources for 
the future.

The closing of Mart 125 is one example of how small business 
people with fewer resources have lost rather than gained opportunity. 
Opened in 1986, Mart 125 was intended to house about fifty small mer-
chants, marketing a variety of products. With so many vendors on the 
sidewalks of 125th Street at this time, the mart was an opportunity 
for small-scale vendors to operate in an enclosed environment. It was 
developed by the now-defunct state agency, the Harlem Urban Devel-
opment Corporation, which signed the agreement to develop the Mart 
in 1979. In 1995, New York State Governor George Pataki shut down 
the Corporation, and New York City took control of the mart. But, in 
the midst of the Empowerment Zone, and the wave of new investment, 
this mart with its prime location in the midst of the 125th Street shop-
ping district appeared unprofitable in comparison with what could be 
achieved with another tenant. As a result, the city evicted the tenants 

•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

RT3054_C003.indd   73 1/5/06   8:09:05 AM



74 • Listening to Harlem: Gentrification, Community, and Business

in 2001. Angry evicted vendors were dismayed by the lack of protection 
they received from the UMEZ.42

Harlem, a neighborhood that endured decades of divestment, is 
experiencing such an influx of investment that the new opportuni-
ties are working against some longtime residents and small business 
owners. Although Harlem is on a larger scale than the vast majority 
of neighborhoods, the principle of pushing out old residents and busi-
nesses is a common occurrence in the process of gentrification. Other 
urban areas, such as Camden, New Jersey, or East St. Louis, Illinois, 
might hope to have the kind of investment that is taking place in Har-
lem, as they continue to be plagued by effects of decades of disinvest-
ments. Indeed, these are cities that remain poor and are not experienc-
ing a potential for gentrification. Quite simply, many of the traditional 
approaches to urban policy have not benefited low-income people. 
When policy stimulates urban disinvestment, low-income people are 
left behind, and when it stimulates inner-city investment, low-income 
people are hanging on to stick around.

As a result of the damage that gentrification or disinvestments in 
the inner city can cause, many in the urban community development 
field have been seeking equitable development strategies. Such efforts 
seek to economically develop inner-city areas, but with the explicit goal 
of benefiting longtime, especially low-income, residents. By elevating 
and promoting equity before all else, these organizations and individu-
als are exploring strategies to maximize economic opportunity for as 
broad a cross section of residents as possible.

One community development effort that brought such strategies 
into light was the Dudley Street Neighborhood Initiative43 in Bos-
ton. This diverse coalition of residents in a gentrifying area was able 
to secure eminent domain status, during the late 1980s, as a nonprofit 
organization. Eminent domain has historically been reserved for the 
government to control land use decisions within its boundaries. As a 
community-based nonprofit organization, the Dudley Street Neigh-
borhood Initiative was able to control the various real estate projects 
slated for the area, leading to the development of affordable housing, 
which would have otherwise been overlooked. This enabled residents to 
remain in their neighborhood. The Dudley Street Neighborhood Initia-
tive continues to operate today.

As I will later indicate, the Harlem Children’s Zone’s Community 
Pride initiative enabled low-income Harlem residents to take ownership 
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of public rental buildings at staggeringly low prices. Other examples 
of equitable development strategies have been employed worldwide. 
PolicyLink and the National Community Building Network are two 
national community building organizations that take inventory of vari-
ous equitable development strategies in order to guide communities on 
how to ensure that residents benefit from the resources in their neigh-
borhoods and regions. PolicyLink has gone as far as creating a “toolkit,” 
containing a variety of “resident ownership mechanisms.”

Although equitable development strategies might bring some sense 
of hope, the larger landscape underscores the magnitude of work that 
must be done. The state of the economy and of low-income people in 
particular, the dynamics of the housing market and limited affordabil-
ity, the nature of urban policy, and the priorities and decisions of corpo-
rations are some of the larger forces that shape urban development. In 
addition to the efforts of low-income people, other residents, and com-
munity-based organizations, some effort on the part of government, 
real estate developers, and other corporations and influential institu-
tions would be required in order to foster development that works in 
the interest of the least advantaged.

The interrelationship of these broader social forces as well as the 
interconnected web of social issues make problem solving in today’s 
society painfully complex. Without recognizing the broader context up 
front, and emphasizing the interests of low-income people, policies will 
not remedy the harmful ripple effects of urban development. In focus-
ing on a neighborhood such as Harlem, it is important to draw on this 
bigger picture, going beyond a limited approach to urban development. 
Policy in neighborhoods such as Harlem should be place-based as well 
as (simultaneously) people-based, focusing on the well-being of exist-
ing residents along with the state of the geographical area. The reality 
of the lives of those residents rests within a wider context. Given that 
the economic boom led to an increased gap in wealth; given that urban 
policy has historically worked against low-income people; given that 
housing is less affordable; given that corporations are not allocating 
enough resources to social responsibility; there is little reason to believe 
that the kind of urban development occurring in Harlem will naturally 
improve the life circumstances of low-income people. Innovative strat-
egies must explicitly benefit longtime residents, in Harlem and in other 
gentrifying neighborhoods, to ensure that the least advantaged are not 
the biggest losers in urban development.

RT3054_C003.indd   75 1/5/06   8:09:05 AM



RT3054_C003.indd   76 1/5/06   8:09:05 AM



77

4
Resident PeRsPectives

Although the prospects for the future for low-income people in neighbor-
hoods could prove insecure, given the broader socioeconomic dynam-
ics of our times, none of the skepticism around gentrification should 
suggest that Harlem is not deserving of redevelopment. Nor is it to sug-
gest Harlem is undeserving of cleanliness, safety, new jobs, or anything 
of the sort. The issue of urban development brings with it a constant 
dilemma—the quest to improve conditions in communities, yet certain 
improvements can bring dire consequences for some residents. To say 
“what’s good for Harlem is good for its residents” does not quite tell the 
whole story. Harlem, as a place, was once a wealthier neighborhood, 
which became accessible. It deteriorated, but now it is undergoing sig-
nificant revitalization.

Having seen Harlem’s many faces over the course of their lives, 
longtime residents have formulated a variety of perspectives on the 
direction of their neighborhood’s development, and its consequences 
for themselves and their neighbors. In-depth interviews with long-
time Harlem residents formed the core of research for this book. This 
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qualitative approach was designed to capture the nuances of how resi-
dents are experiencing the new and improved version of their neigh-
borhood. A different group of residents filled out a survey to provide 
a “quick and dirty” statistical view of the opinions of a random and 
varied sample of Harlemites.

With the assistance of numerous research assistants from Colum-
bia University and my company, Marga Incorporated, along with select 
Harlem community-based organizations, a random survey of Harlem 
residents was conducted to complement the qualitative interviews of 
residents and community-based organizations.

Survey participants reflected various walks of life, and, not surpris-
ingly, a wide variety of perspectives about recent economic and real 
estate changes in Harlem. The survey included ninety-one respondents, 
who were approached through numerous methods, including street 
canvassing, community board meetings, church services, and neigh-
borhood/block meetings. As a result of the varied approach, the survey 
reached the hands of a fairly diverse demographic in terms of age (see 
Appendix, Figure A) and years of residence in the neighborhood (see 
Appendix, Figure B). Given the desire to reach longtime residents, over 
28 percent of survey participants exceed the age of fifty-five, whereas 
just under 8 percent were under eighteen. The largest concentration of 
respondents was between the ages of twenty-six and fifty-five.

With respect to the number of years in the neighborhood, over 23 
percent were relatively new to the neighborhood (between one and five 
years). Just about 10 percent have resided in Harlem between six and 
ten years, 8.8 percent between eleven and fifteen years. The remainder 
of respondents exceeded fifteen years of residence in Harlem—the pri-
mary target population for this research. This remaining 67 percent, 
included some elders who have lived their entire lives in the neighbor-
hood. Five and one half percent of respondents have resided in Har-
lem for over fifty-one years; the same percentage has been in the area 
between forty-six and fifty years.

The income level of respondents reflected its own diversity, as 
indicated in Figure 1. The number of participants with an income of 
$30,000 per year or under approached 40 percent. Over 15 percent of 
respondents did not indicate an income. The unemployment status data 
(see Appendix, Figure C) helps illuminate the presence of unemployed 
persons in the findings. Over 34 percent of participants indicated their 
unemployment status—a figure that one might imagine would approach 
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the lower side given that some would not wish to indicate that they are 
not employed.

The degree of property ownership among respondents provides 
another compelling picture, as almost three quarters of survey partici-
pants were home renters instead of owners (see Appendix, Figure D). As 
will be discussed later, limited ownership inhibits residents’ ability to take 
advantage of new economic opportunities and build assets rather than 
face vulnerable circumstances and potentially succumb to displacement.

In terms of race, ethnicity, and gender, the chosen approaches 
to finding survey participants yielded a heavily “Black” response. As 
indicated clearly in the historical demographics of the neighborhood, 
those calling themselves “Black” varied from African American to 
Caribbean to African to Latino (see Appendix, Figure E). The major-
ity of respondents categorized themselves as “African American.” Very 
few who categorized themselves as “White” responded to the survey. 
Despite a demographic increase of Whites in the neighborhood, one 
generally sees a far greater concentration of people of African descent 
on the streets, in churches, and in neighborhood meetings.

Respondents were also predominantly female (see Appendix, Fig-
ure F)—another demographic likely affected by our methodological 
choices, especially in the case of churches.

This collection of survey respondents provided us a variety of per-
spectives on the status and future of recent changes in Harlem. Their 
collective perspectives demonstrate the complexities of approaches 
to urban economic development. When asked what they liked most 
of about recent changes in the neighborhood, responses varied 
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 significantly, as indicated in Figure 2. Twenty-four percent did not even 
answer the question, but 22 percent indicated the new businesses, 20 
percent pointed to renovated homes, 12 percent noted crime reductions, 
and 8 percent indicated new services. New services and new businesses 
likely overlap in some viewpoints. Some preference for new businesses 
and services is consistent with results from qualitative interviews.

When asked about what they like the least about changes in the 
neighborhood, responses were less varied, as indicated in Figure 
3. Overwhelmingly, cost of living was the response to this question. 

What do you like most about changes in Harlem?

No Answer
24%

Other
7%

Renovated
Homes

20%
Diversity

7%

Less Crime
12%

New
Businesses

22%

New Services
8%

Figure 2

What do you like least about changes in Harlem?

No Answer
10%

Other
14%

New Residents
2%

More Tourism
9% Real Estate

Development
3%

Cost of Living
62%

Figure 3
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 Sixty-two percent of respondents indicated the rising cost of living as 
their least favorite aspect of recent changes, with very little competi-
tion, as 14 percent suggested something other than any of the choices, 
and 10 percent did not answer at all. This is also consistent, as discussed 
later in this book, with the more detailed commentary from those who 
were interviewed in depth.

One of the more challenging aspects of any research project on 
urban development and change is providing evidence of displacement. 
Some instances, that is, a multifamily unit converting to a single family 
unit as a result of the preference of a new owner, suggest displacement 
against one’s will but not necessarily economically. Other instances, 
when residents relocate, could be influenced by a variety of factors. 
Instances in which developers secure new zoning regulations that influ-
ence relocation also could suggest some form of displacement against 
one’s will. The manifestations of what drives any individual or family 
to move are numerous. As a result, it is awfully difficult to accurately 
or scientifically identify that the process of gentrification is primarily a 
function of forced relocation.

However, as previously noted, the stages of a gentrifying neighbor-
hood are periodically driven by economic and political choices that pri-
oritize some shift in a population, from one that is lower in income to 
one that wields greater resources and influence. As a result of the com-
plicated dynamics associated with gentrification and displacement, we 
decided to ask a very straightforward question of survey participants: 
Do you know anyone forced to move because rent became too high? We 
were specific in terms of being “forced” to move and in terms of eco-
nomic drivers. Over 58 percent of the respondents answered that they 

Do you know anyone forced to move because 
rent became too high? 

Percent of Respondents

No

Yes

Figure 4
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know of someone who was forced to move as a result of rising rents, as 
indicated in Figure 4.

In conversations with residents, another lively aspect of the dis-
placement factor is the challenge facing longtime small businesses, 
particularly those owned by persons of African descent (see Figure 5). 
Approximately 36 percent of respondents indicated knowledge of one 
to three Black-owned businesses that have closed in the last five years. 
Only about 20 percent did not know of any. Roughly 42 percent indi-
cated that they know of over four Black-owned business closings in the 
last five years. Slightly over 1 percent of total respondents could identify 
over ten recent Black-owned business closings.

Not surprisingly, the forecast of this mix of survey respondents for 
the future of Harlem brought some varied responses. However, quite a 
significant number, 63 percent, see a positive change in the quality of 
life in the neighborhood on the horizon. When specifying the future 
for longtime residents, the responses were closer to a split, with just 
about 40 percent suggesting recent changes would prove harmful to 
Harlem residents, and a little over 36 percent imagining positive effects 
for longtime residents (see Figures 6 and 7).

As will be discussed in the rest of this chapter, participants in qual-
itative interviews distinguished between owners and renters and lower-
income and middle-class longtime residents. They generally pointed to 
the distinctions in how those longtime residents of greater means can 
far more easily benefit from changes than those who are lower income 
and not property owners.

The final critical factor emerging from the survey focuses on local 
participation and decision making. And it is in this area, that the 
most overwhelming responses emerged. A whopping 92 percent of 

How many Black-owned businesses do you know of that have closed
in the last five years?

0 7 to 94 to 6

Number of Businesses

1 to 3 10 or more

Figure 5
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 respondents desired more input into major decisions made about the 
future of Harlem. Only 25 percent of participants feel they have any 
say in the major decisions affecting the neighborhood (see Figures 8 
and 9).

This finding captures the spirit that led to the research for this book, 
soliciting the perspectives that may not have been incorporated into 

Overall, the recent changes in Harlem are:

No Answer, 8.8%

Harmful to
Longtime

Residents, 39.6%

Good for
Longtime

Residents, 36.3%

Just Right, 15.3%
Figure 6

As you look to the future of Harlem, do you think your quality of
life will:

No Answer
9%

Change for
Worse

14%

Stay the Same
14%

Change for
Better
63%

Figure 7
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the path of economic development in Harlem. These survey findings 
should make more sense complemented by the elaborations of the resi-
dents who graciously agreed to be interviewed for this study.

In-depth interviews did not provide a radical departure from the 
survey results. Their principle value was in identifying the dynamics of 
the changes occurring from resident points of view—in demonstrating 
how social, economic, housing, cultural, and other changes are experi-
entially manifesting. These qualitative interviews also, better than any 
survey ever could, capture the emotions, pride, passion, and spirit ema-
nating from these residents’ attachment to their home. Indeed, what 

When major decisions are made about the future of Harlem,
would you personally like to have:

Less Input

No Input at All

More Input

5.5

1.1

92.3

806040200 100

Percentage of Respondents

Figure 8

Do you personally feel like you have any say in the major decisions
affecting Harlem?
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Yes
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Figure 9
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also comes through in these interviews is that Harlem is more than a 
neighborhood or home for these residents. It carries a level of identifi-
cation and meaning unparalleled in many settings.

With respect to the ever controversial displacement concern, the 
vast majority of residents who were interviewed in depth, like their sur-
veyed counterparts, knew of other residents who have been displaced 
from the neighborhood as a result of an increased cost of living. As 
previously noted, rents have always been high, particularly higher for 
African Americans, in Harlem. However, current rents are simply out-
pacing what residents can afford. In recent decades, New York City’s 
rent control laws preserved dwellings for residents. Those laws are 
gradually shifting, enabling higher annual rent increases. Moreover, 
landlords sensing opportunities have been creatively finding ways to 
evict longtime tenants in order to bring in new ones at market rates. 
Many longtime renters are effectively stuck in their current apartments 
because they cannot afford to move in the neighborhood (or anywhere 
nearby), and they are vulnerable to the decisions of their landlords, who 
may sell or even evict.

Owning and renting residents experience the new renaissance dif-
ferently. While renters confront insecurities, owners can think about 
opportunities. As real estate rates plummeted in Harlem, working class 
residents could actually afford some of the majestic old properties origi-
nally designed for the elite. Many of these residents may have newfound 
retirement capital, as their property values likely exceed what they had 
ever anticipated.

Small businesses have experienced some difficulties as well, as they 
have been forced to compete with larger, established, well-resourced 
retail corporations, many of which received financial incentives from 
the Upper Manhattan Empowerment Zone (UMEZ). Some small busi-
nesses have subsequently been forced to close.

With all of these changes, is Harlem as we know it coming to an 
end? David Dinkins said, “Harlem is sort of coming alive to a degree. 
People are coming back in. As a matter of fact, some people are con-
cerned that some of the folks coming back in didn’t live there before, 
or are white, or whatever. Needless to say, they have as much a right 
as anybody else to live in Harlem, ‘cause we say Harlem is a state of 
mind anyway.”1 However, one might address this from another angle, 
in which Harlem represents a geographical homeland of sorts for peo-
ple of African descent—a place where people of African descent can go, 
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live among each other, share in each other’s culture, and collectively 
forge a social, political, and economic agenda. If this historical signifi-
cance is not one of the many factors sufficiently addressed in Harlem’s 
development, then it is no surprise that residents are upset about recent 
changes. One can find tensions of this sort in any neighborhood under-
going change, but these feelings become magnified in Harlem because 
of its importance to, not only Harlem residents, but also to many other 
people of African descent and others who have been touched by the 
neighborhood’s unique qualities.

Lorraine Gilbert, a Harlem-based real estate broker for twenty 
years, sees Harlem’s changes in the context of development in several 
other neighborhoods. By no means are these changes unique to Har-
lem, Gilbert maintains. She said, “The same change that took place over 
on the Upper West Side, near Columbus Avenue, fifteen years ago, is 
starting to happen now. I mean, all over America, money grew. If you’re 
not financially prepared to do what you need to do, you can’t always 
blame somebody else who comes in and has the money, and can outbid 
you.”2 Gilbert speaks to the hard realities of urban development, which 
often spawns gentrification. Change is difficult for anyone, and change 
is often necessary, but is the current road to a revitalized Harlem the 
most appropriate path, particularly for longtime low-income and work-
ing-class residents?

The residents themselves are more directly affected than anyone by 
all that has transpired in Harlem in the last decade. Some of the recent 
changes were made with existing residents in mind, and have improved 
services and some other aspects of the neighborhood. Interviewed resi-
dents generally provided a balanced assessment of the state of affairs. 
Their opinions touched multiple topics from business to real estate to 
demographics to culture. These interviewees shed light on some of 
the opinions one can find on the stoops, in the living rooms, in the 
churches, on the sidewalks, in the barber shops and beauty salons, and 
in the coffee shops of Harlem.

These interviews were not gripe sessions for disappointed residents; 
they were asked to consider both the strengths and weaknesses of recent 
changes. Some residents are upset, and it appears they have legitimate 
concerns given that they have put so much into the neighborhood over 
the years. Many residents feel insecure; they are concerned that the new 
renaissance is not for them, but is in fact against them.
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Advantages
Overview

Overall, interviewees were candid about their feelings. Because they 
were longtime residents, which I defined as having lived fifteen or more 
years in the neighborhood, they understood the issues in historical con-
text. Some feel they are benefiting far more than others, largely based 
on one’s socioeconomic position—those who own homes, for example, 
feel they benefit more than those who do not. Owning a home in Har-
lem does not make one wealthy. Real estate rates had hit pretty close 
to rock bottom in the ’70s and ’80s. Well-built homes with character, 
attractive to anyone’s eyes, were being sold for a few thousand dollars. 
This enabled some working-class people to purchase property. Now 
that real estate rates have risen so much (brownstones now selling in 
the $1 million range), some of these homeowners have opportunities 
of which they may never have dreamed. It is also important to note, 
as John Jackson (2001) maintains, that Harlem residents have a great 
deal of interclass communication, largely because of race. Therefore, it 
is not surprising that some socioeconomically privileged Harlem resi-
dents might share opinions with low-income residents. In fact, despite 
some variety in opinions, a general amount of agreement has emerged 
concerning the strengths and weaknesses of this new renaissance.

Because of the aforementioned popular reticence to even set foot 
in Harlem, for many years, local residents received limited access to 
a number of the basic services found in many other neighborhoods. 
Access to fresh produce, taxis, bank machines, restaurants that deliver, 
and many other goods and services thought to be commonplace in 
traditionally higher-income neighborhoods had been limited. Harlem 
residents tended to count on a trip downtown for access to a decent 
grocery store.

Interviewees generally agreed that they benefited from goods and 
services that have become recently available in the neighborhood as a 
result of the Empowerment Zone, as well as other economic changes. 
Residents lamented the days when they would have to gather as much 
as they could downtown before heading home. Now many more resi-
dents can actually walk from their doorsteps to grocery stores and 
other services.

Minnette Colemen, a Harlem resident for about eighteen years, lives 
in a brownstone with her husband, Robert Roach, and their two chil-
dren. In January of 1985, they moved from Upper Marlboro Maryland. 
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Minnette works for the New World Foundation, and Robert for IBM. 
This middle-aged African American couple has witnessed significant 
change in their neighborhood. Although many of the interviewed resi-
dents had been in Harlem much longer, this family represents the first 
wave of newer pioneers to the neighborhood. They essentially moved to 
their West Harlem home a few years before the area became fashion-
able; although the plans for extensive development were underway, the 
1980s was considered one of Harlem’s more troubling decades.

Coleman welcomes the addition of services brought on by recent 
development. She described the course of change, “When we first moved 
here, there were two or three very shoddy grocery stores in the neigh-
borhood. There were bodega-type drug stores, and where we live now, 
there are major drugstores—I’m talking about walking distance, major 
drugstores.” She continued, “They’ll do Chinese food delivery where 
they wouldn’t do it before. Cab service is a little easier to get, and there 
are more restaurants and there are more specialty food shops.” She also 
welcomes the presence of banks, particularly Chase (JP Morgan Chase), 
which agreed to waive ATM fees in Harlem.3 The improvement in bank 
services, according to Roach, is a result of the community’s changing 
economic base. With a higher overall income among residents, banks 
have a larger pool of potential new customers. Therefore, the presence 
of a more recent higher-income population can improve services for 
the entire neighborhood. According to Roach, this applies to all types 
of business. He said, “People look at the bottom line. And if you have a 
certain clientele in the neighborhood, the stores are going to try to cater 
to that clientele, so they can move the goods.”4

Overall, Roach is relatively pleased with recent changes. He fur-
ther described some of the conditions during their earlier days in the 
neighborhood. He said, “When we first moved here, there was like a 
homicide near Amsterdam or around the corner every four months, 
and it was basically dealing with drugs. And there were apartments in 
city-managed buildings that they were selling crack out of; you could 
see the lines around the corner.”5 On seeing and experiencing the array 
of local problems, Roach joined the local block association and began 
working with local government. Residents having lived through some 
of Harlem’s harder periods, through this sort of community partici-
pation made valuable contributions to the neighborhood’s revival. The 
developers, politicians, and corporations have the power to craft and 
implement decisions, but the residents made Harlem’s improvement 

RT3054_C004.indd   88 1/17/06   1:36:05 PM



 Resident Perspectives • 89

possible. The involvement of Roach and other interviewees is a testa-
ment to the potential of community building at the most local of levels 
to make neighborhoods safer, cleaner, and more convenient.

However, Roach maintains that it took a while for a greater sense of 
civic participation to set in. He said, “One of the things that surprised 
us when we moved here to New York was the lackadaisical attitude of 
people in the neighborhood. In other words, I would challenge people 
in a city-managed building to own their building, manage their build-
ing, because they could buy their apartments for like two hundred and 
fifty dollars per room, and to my astonishment and amazement, nobody 
wanted the responsibility.”6

Coleman wishes that more residents would take advantage of the 
presence of new resources. She said, “We have a tendency to say that 
these changes came because white folks were moving into Harlem, 
and that’s how many people feel. And those of us who are smart, take 
advantage of the changes and of the situations.”7 Many residents lack 
the information and the skills to take advantage; this is why education 
is an essential factor that should be incorporated into understanding 
how to make urban development work for most people. However, Cole-
man is also speaking to a certain lack of will or desire among residents 
to at least try to take advantage. She said of her own personal resolve 
in relation to new businesses and residents, “I am not going to let them 
take over where I am and what I am doing, but if they can benefit or if 
they can bring something good to the neighborhood, then that works 
for me.” She does think that racism has played a major role in deter-
mining how services enter the neighborhood. She said, “These changes 
happen not because more affluent Black people live here. I have friends 
who bought their houses thirty years ago—three million dollars worth 
of property in Harlem. And, so these were well off people. They still 
didn’t get good services. These services started changing the more you 
got White people, but you can say also Asians; Asians came in by the 
busloads and bought property.”8 In the end, the services have and are 
continuing to come to Harlem, and Coleman feels she is just going to 
take advantage of them, and she wants to encourage other African 
American residents in particular to do the same.

Harlem native John Bess also welcomes some of the neighbor-
hood’s improvements. He said, “… you have variety—you have diver-
sity; you do not have to go downtown to see the movies. You can go to 
Magic Johnson’s theater and go see movies. If you’re thinking about a 
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restaurant, you can go to Londell’s, Emily’s, Sylvia’s, 145th Street Bistro 
(Sugar Hill Bistro), you can go to a whole other host of restaurants that 
didn’t exist. Harlem didn’t have a supermarket; now you have a super-
market that’s booming. The Pathmark had no idea … that it would be 
one of its hot-selling Pathmarks. A community that was losing super-
markets—now having supermarkets begging to come in….”9

Supermarkets
As Michael Porter’s research has demonstrated, and has been known 
in urban communities for many years, neighborhoods like Harlem are 
ideal for the retail industry. Given the sheer size of the population, and 
its pedestrian nature, the Harlem community takes advantage of ser-
vices such as supermarkets en masse.

The Pathmark near the East and Central Harlem border on 125th 
Street did not emerge without controversy. When the proposal to build a 
fifty-three-thousand-square-foot Pathmark became known to the pub-
lic in 1995, two hundred local merchants and over five thousand com-
munity residents signed a petition demanding a smaller store,10 suggest-
ing this behemoth structure would wipe out local small businesses. The 
fact that East Harlem is predominantly Hispanic and the Charlie Ran-
gel–backed, Central Harlem–based UMEZ sponsored the project added 
another dimension to the debate. The Empowerment Zone provided $1 
million in grants for the project. Actually, the Abyssinian Development 
Corporation and Pathmark had been in discussion about this effort 
before the existence of the UMEZ. On top of UMEZ money, a city loan 
and tax abatement package kicked in another $6.2 million. Seen as “cor-
porate welfare”11 by some, the project still managed to come to frui-
tion, despite a 1994 Human Resources Administration study that found 
Pathmark to have the highest prices among local supermarkets.12

Proponents of the $12 million project maintained that the Path-
mark would offer reasonable prices and high quality, in addition to 
three hundred jobs and two hundred construction jobs. At the time, the 
project was the largest development endeavor in East Harlem in twenty 
years.13 The tension was resolved when New York Mayor Rudolph Giu-
liani intervened, allowing the Harlem-based nonprofit overseeing the 
development of the project, the Abyssinian Development Corporation 
to control only 51 percent of the interest in the project because it is a 
Central Harlem–based African American organization. Because East 
Harlem is predominantly Latino, the City’s Economic Development 
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Corporation held the other 49 percent of interest on reserve for a to-be-
announced Latino nonprofit organization.14

The Latino community’s opposition to the project stemmed not only 
from the fact that the supermarket was to be located in East Harlem. 
Their perspectives also were influenced by the ubiquitous small bode-
gas (corner delis), some owned by Latinos. These small businesspeople, 
they feared, would be put out of business by unbeatable competition, 
and opportunities for small business in general would be diminished.

Ironically, some similar issues emerged around another Pathmark. 
Indeed, some have argued that Harlem’s development is far too con-
centrated on and around 125th Street. As the street has seen its share 
of new commercial projects over the last few years, discussions about 
other parts of Harlem are well underway. Another major thoroughfare, 
145th Street has not received much new commercial attention. That is 
changing quickly, and one 1999 proposal involved bringing a Pathmark 
to 145th Street and Bradhurst Avenue. This address is actually in Cen-
tral Harlem, making this project the first for a major supermarket in 
Central Harlem. Before coming to fruition, the project encountered 
numerous hurdles. It was opposed by the Community Board for Cen-
tral Harlem’s District 10, which believed too much traffic would ensue, 
changing the character of this residential neighborhood. Proponents 
suggested it would spur other developments along the street. In fact, a 
developer proposed to build a ten-screen movie theatre on the block. 
The project also faced competition from a couple of young Latino entre-
preneurs, who owned a few local smaller grocery stores. The Fernandez 
brothers, however, “could not match what Pathmark offers,”15 thus the 
City’s Department of Housing Preservation and Development chose 
Pathmark’s bid over those of the young locals.

In December 2001, Pathmark signed a lease to build on forty-five-
thousand square feet at the 145th Street location. A $52 million project, 
financed by $6.4 million in grants and low-interest loans from the city 
also will include 126 “middle-income” cooperative apartments and six 
thousand square feet for other retail space, along with underground park-
ing for 118 cars. This project actually never received UMEZ funding, as 
a group of Latino politicians and Giuliani’s Deputy Mayor, Rudy Wash-
ington blocked its funding in support of the Fernandez brother’s appeal. 
Slated for a 2004 completion date, the Pathmark should create two hun-
dred jobs, three quarters of which must be from the local community.16
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The supermarket issue is paramount in many urban areas, as stale 
produce and various inferior products in small local groceries give resi-
dents little choice, as nicer supermarkets tend to be located in higher-
income areas. Harlem native and community activist Gail Aska said, 
“I think that the residents have suffered in quality. We haven’t had it 
in terms of food.” She noted how the Pathmark supermarket made her 
feel as if she were “in a different town or state because we didn’t have a 
quality type market we could go to and get fresh vegetables—vegetables 
that you could tell what they were. And the color—the green vegetable 
was not green, it was grey; it had spots on it, and yet the prices were 
astronomical, and you’d stand there and say, ‘you’ve got to be kidding!’” 
The presence of the Pathmark has given residents a choice in this mat-
ter. She said of the Pathmark, “It’s helped that because the quality of 
the produce alone is much better than most of the markets if not all of 
them. They also, because it’s such a big market, they sell bulk things, 
where a person with a limited budget can go and stock up and get the 
most out of their money in terms of people who are on welfare and get 
the most of their food stamps.”17

Robert Roach is also happy that his choices of produce and other 
food products have improved dramatically. He said, “You don’t see rot-
ten meat anymore, or vegetables that are rotten, and they were trying 
to sell it.” As will be discussed further, the threat posed to small busi-
nesses by the advent of large retail corporations stirs emotions in the 
neighborhood. The question of the quality of service for residents ver-
sus ownership opportunities for small entrepreneurs will likely remain 
a lasting debate in Harlem. For Roach, quality is the priority regard-
less of the demographics of business owners. He said, “Businesses were 
small and the prices they charged were exorbitant. Buy Black? There’s 
no problem with that, but you got to offer me what I want. I’ll buy Black, 
but I’ll buy any color, as long as you are offering a product that I want. 
Why should I buy a product from you just because of your color when 
I don’t want it? Don’t work that way! Not that way in the business com-
munity, and now what you have is going back to the bottom line.”18

According to Lorraine Gilbert, Harlem residents were persistently 
treated rudely in local stores; this recent commercial competition has 
altered various merchants’ behavior. She said, “There was a time when 
we weren’t treated with respect when we patronized a business, and a 
lot of times, we’ve had to patronize because we had no other choice; 
there were no other competitors.”19 Increased access to services is one 
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identifiable advantage for Harlem residents, but it extends to treatment 
and behavior. How people are treated is the kind of factor that might be 
overlooked when assessing quality of life in a neighborhood. Although 
it is a byproduct of larger political and economic decisions, sometimes 
quality of life can boil down to something as basic as being treated with 
dignity and respect.

Jobs

As previously mentioned, a key initial goal of the Empowerment Zone 
was to stimulate jobs for local residents. For example, the 125th Street 
Pathmark employs about three hundred people, 78 percent of whom 
live locally.20 According to UMEZ, Harlem USA, with Old Navy, HMV, 
and others, created five hundred permanent jobs. Businesses attracted 
to Harlem as a result of incentives incorporated into this federal legis-
lation have been required to hire locally. Despite this reality, residents 
have mixed opinions regarding the extent and/or impact of these jobs.

Laconia Smedley thinks the new jobs are generally positive, “… I 
mean they may not be getting big sums of money, but at least it’s more 
than what they had. Some of them didn’t even have jobs; they can (now) 
walk to the job. So I think in a way, the stores that opened up on 125th 
Street are a good thing for that, because these people are making some 
money. And if a person can get a job making some money, that makes 
them feel good—some sense of pride within themselves, and that gives 
them self esteem.”21

Gail Aska also put a positive spin on the new jobs, although she was 
a bit skeptical. She said, “I guess time will tell whether they’ve main-
tained it—whether people are getting jobs there and being given decent 
wages and all of that. But the beginnings seem to be with the consid-
eration of the residents of Harlem being given priority to hire them as 
opposed to other people. So that’s an example of something that came 
in and we tend to benefit….”22

Vicky Gholson was less enthusiastic about the jobs coming into the 
neighborhoods. From her experience and conversations with residents 
in the neighborhood, the jobs are not quite as plentiful. She said, “Peo-
ple have said to me as we walk across 125th Street—friends of mine who 
work in the movies—you know, there are plenty of jobs. I say, there are no 
jobs. We walk across 125th Street, and I say, do you see any for hire signs 
in the windows? There are no jobs here. I say that’s a misnomer.”23
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In addition to jobs provided through Empowerment Zone incen-
tives, the tourist industry provides employment as well. About 723 
full time jobs with an annual salary of a little over $27,000 per year 
are directly associated with Harlem’s landmarks, cultural institutions, 
tours, and other aspects of the tourist industry. However, only 32 per-
cent of those jobs are held by residents of Upper Manhattan. When 
professional positions are isolated among the 723 jobs, the number of 
jobs held by locals reduces to 14 percent.24 For many of its investments, 
the UMEZ lists the projected amount of jobs that will be created by 
the initiative. The massive East River Plaza, for example, is projected to 
bring in twenty-two hundred jobs. The Gotham Plaza, 586, the Langs-
ton Hotel, 112.25 Therefore, although jobs may be located in the neigh-
borhood, quite a number of them, and especially the higher-paying and 
more stable positions, go to outsiders.

As previously noted, the Harlem community’s income is not 
particularly high. Moreover, while it is difficult to attain actual 2002 
through 2004 unemployment data in the neighborhood, the state of the 
economy suggests that fewer jobs are available. We do know that New 
York City, post–September 11, lost quite a number of jobs. It is interest-
ing that the promotional materials of the UMEZ focus on the projects 
underway, money distributed, and funding leveraged, but not on the 
state of unemployment, income, and other social characteristics.

Mixed Economy

In previous decades, the flight of capital from Harlem meant concen-
trated poverty. The lack of a mixed economic community contributed to 
the lack of services, the lack of jobs, and the lack of opportunity for local 
residents. Several scholars have found that concentrated poverty creates 
a vicious cycle, limiting opportunities for generations of residents.26 
Recent changes in Harlem have attracted middle-class employed new 
residents, many of whom are African American. On various blocks in 
Harlem, one can now find a broad mix of economic classes—the kind 
unseen for decades. This mix exposes low-income residents to people 
with education and access. But the hard reality is that the presence of 
middle-class professionals, and the prospect of their arrival, attracts 
resources and services that would generally elude low-income people 
had they been living only among others in the same socioeconomic 
class.
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John Bess said of the demographic shift, “People who are now 
professionals once fled. This upper working class never thought about 
living in Harlem … a community of low income, no income, poverty 
devastates the community.”27 On the surface, it would appear that 
mixed economic communities are the solution to concentrated pov-
erty. However, creating mixed economic communities that work has 
been a persistent challenge. The movement of low-income people into 
more affluent areas has tended to stimulate an exodus of existing resi-
dents, often known as “White flight.” In the reverse situation, known 
as gentrification, in which more affluent people move into low-income 
neighborhoods, low-income residents become priced out, which is the 
fear concerning Harlem’s future.

Although it is difficult to tell if Harlem will become far too inacces-
sible for less advantaged populations, in the present, some residents feel, 
the increased existence of professionals in the neighborhood is helpful 
to low-income people. According to Roach, “I think with the neighbor-
hood being diversified the way it is now, what I mean by diversified, 
I’m talking about the professionals, regardless of color, professionals 
because it gives the kids an opportunity to see a different side of life.”28

Although he is not a new resident, former President Bill Clinton 
has brought increased attention to Harlem. His moving into an office 
on 125th Street does indeed provide local residents a glance at another 
style of life. The reviews as to the significance of Bill Clinton’s Harlem 
office location are mixed, as previously noted, but his presence cer-
tainly brought attention to Harlem. For some, this might say, “If Har-
lem is good enough for Clinton, it should be good enough for anyone.” 
When asked if Clinton’s presence will improve the community, Smedley 
answered, “Bill Clinton had nothing to do with the changes happening 
in Harlem. The plans were already on the board—long time ago. People 
planned twenty, thirty and forty years ahead.”29

Safety
Crime was also one of the key roadblocks to Harlem’s advancement 
throughout the ’70s and ’80s. Although policing practices have been 
credited for crime rate reductions in New York City during the 1990s, 
many have argued that crime reduction has been a national trend as a 
result of other factors, such as the decline in the prevalence of crack-
cocaine. Others would maintain that increased incarceration rates and 
incidents of police brutality were sorry trade-offs in exchange for crime 
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reduction. Some would suggest that innovative community policing 
strategies reduced crime. Overall, the issue is controversial, but reduced 
crime has facilitated some aspects of urban community development.

Although it may be difficult to determine the source of crime reduc-
tion, given national trends in crime reduction throughout the ’90’s, 
less prevalent crime in Harlem has contributed to the neighborhood’s 
recent heightened profile: “… you do feel safer when there are more 
lights, when there are people who you know are working, people who 
are purchasing homes, and if you have three buildings … on this block, 
which were vacant at one time. People were running in and out of it, 
they’re in a vacant building, by the way, to do their drug business. That 
(new home owners) eliminates that definitely.”30

Whatever one’s opinions about how crime data is gathered, the 
reduction in crime rates in Harlem and Northern Manhattan as a 
whole are quite noticeable. The reasons why are debatable. But when 
people say that New York feels safer, that Harlem feels safer, evidently, 
the reasons are grounded in data. In New York City as a whole, crime 
is down, having steadily dropped since 1997—240,008 crimes in 1997, 
and 161,977 in 2001. Robberies, assaults, and burglaries appear to have 
the biggest dips. Overall crimes dropped 12.02 percent between 2000 
and 2001. In all of Northern Manhattan, however, the figures are far 
more significant, especially taking a nine-year view; between 1993 and 
2001, crime dropped 65.18 percent. Central Harlem shares three police 
precincts, numbers 28 at 2271—89 8th Avenue, 30 at 451 West 151st 
Street, and 32 at 250 West 135th Street. The 28th Precinct witnessed a 
69.99 percent drop between 1993 and 2001. The 30th saw a 59.11 per-
cent dip in the same period, and the 32nd Precinct saw a 58.15 percent 
decrease. Large reductions occurred in murders and burglaries, both of 
which were often associated with the drug trade.31

Tourism
One of the ways in which developing countries have generated resources 
has been through tourism. As an economic development tool, this con-
cept can be applied to low-income communities, especially if they have 
something to offer tourists. Given Harlem’s rich history, and myriad 
legendary sites from the Apollo Theater to the Abyssinian Baptist 
Church, the neighborhood has become a chosen tourist destination in 
New York City. Although most residents and community organizations 
have not found ways to directly benefit from tourism, the presence of 
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tourists from around the world brings additional services and atten-
tion from local government. As previously noted, Harlem’s tourism is 
a significant economic generator for the neighborhood and New York 
City as a whole.

UMEZ has been putting resources into tourism. In their eyes, the 
ripple effects would be jobs as well as resources from outsiders. Tourism 
is an often-tried strategy, but not one that has always benefited low-
income people. Nevertheless, UMEZ has made investments in the Har-
lem Strategic Cultural Collaborative, including some of Harlem’s most 
well known cultural and tourist attractions. These include the Apollo 
Theatre, the Boys’ Choir of Harlem, the Dance Theatre of Harlem, the 
Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, the Studio Museum in 
Harlem, and others. This $25 million Cultural Investment Fund is likely 
to strengthen the neighborhood’s local attractions. Since the renais-
sance of the 1920s, Harlem’s art and performance has been a global 
attraction. Additionally, investments in this area can serve to preserve 
some of the cultural traditions for which Harlem has been known and 
respected. Another large investment of note in UMEZ’s repertoire of 
support to arts institutions is the $2.5 million allocated to the Museum 
for African Art, which will top off the Manhattan’s Museum Mile on 
Fifth Avenue. The new museum, to be located at the northeastern edge 
of Central Park, will be a state-of-the-art facility. The Apollo has also 
recently received $2.5 million, as it is being transformed into the Apollo 
Performing Arts Center.32

Increased Property Values for Longtime Owners
Although Harlem was unpopular among many outside of the neighbor-
hood, stunning, ornate brownstones and other residential properties 
were for sale at quite affordable rates. Average working-class African 
Americans, and some wealthier ones, bought many of these homes. 
With Harlem’s newfound prominence, the value of these properties 
has increased by ten or even more times, giving people who stuck it 
out in the neighborhood when it was not in vogue capital of which 
they had never dreamed. Some of the residents have sold their homes, 
cashing out, and moved to more affordable areas, whereas others have 
remained, some renting out their apartments at the new, much higher, 
market rates.

Laconia Smedley owns a brownstone, which he purchased in 1980 
for $30,000. He estimates the current value of this building at between 
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$450,000 and $500,000. He had bought another in 1985 for $55,000, 
which he sold three years ago for $200,000. He said, “Now if I had just 
been very mercenary, I could’ve held on to it, and got more money, but 
I didn’t know this was coming; ‘cause it seems as though the changes 
here happened like waving a wand, and all of a sudden, what was ugly 
became beautiful.”33 Although the changes appeared rapid, Smedley 
noted that he had learned of the plans to significantly redevelop Harlem 
through a local politician many years ago.

Smedley, like many of the interviewees, thinks ownership is the key. 
When asked who are the primary beneficiaries, and who are the losers 
in Harlem’s economically changing landscape, the vast majority said 
that renters with little economic resources will lose out the most. To 
the question of whether housing gentrification was good or bad, Smed-
ley answered, “… for those of us who have a stake, it’s mostly good, 
for those who don’t have a stake, it’s bad.” While individually happy to 
own, Smedley wishes ownership opportunities could open up for less 
advantaged longtime residents. But at this point, he is left to wonder, 
“… how much of Harlem is left for people to own?”34

With the increased interest in Harlem’s real estate, banks and other 
financial institutions have been providing special low-interest loans for 
renovations. One can still see a number of boarded-up buildings in the 
neighborhood, but nowhere near as many as one would have seen even 
five years ago. Although some cannot afford to take on loan payments, 
Harlem’s community development corporations have been helping, not 
only to purchase and resell property at affordable rates but also to help 
those who do not have the resources to renovate their homes to do so. 
Minnette Coleman told the story of a brownstone that was being reno-
vated on her block. She said, “I was awakened a couple of summers ago, 
about seven o’clock in the morning, with hammering and screaming 
and all this noise on a Saturday morning, and I opened the door and 
I went outside and there were like forty people out there. There’s some 
organization that picks a house to do, and they do it in one day. They 
paint it. They replanted the backyard, they did the steps, they replaced 
the windows, and they’ve got all these people who come in; this is their 
community service, the company is doing it, and paying for it, and the 
tenant has to be elderly.”35 This is just an example of the collective effort 
to renovate property in Harlem.

Overall, the increased services, improved products, renovated 
properties, reduced crime, the community spirit, increased real estate 
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values, socioeconomically mixed residents, and new jobs are all indica-
tors of progress in Harlem. Many residents can enjoy these benefits. 
Harlem was a place that several people and institutions wanted to 
avoid. Now it is a place where they are fighting to get in. Although the 
neighborhood’s turnaround had been a part of a long-term plan, on the 
surface, Harlem’s change appears swift, given where things stood only 
a decade ago. Even post–September 11, Harlem’s real estate rates have 
continued to rise, and the various development projects are continuing. 
The development of Harlem is multidimensional, and the neighbor-
hood is clearly in a different place than it had been in recent years.

The Paradox
All of these benefits to Harlem have another, less advantageous side—
the paradox of gentrification. Are the jobs coming into the neighbor-
hood leading to the economic empowerment of the community? Are 
additional services and new residents pricing old residents out of the 
neighborhood? Is Harlem’s unique culture in jeopardy? Are any of the 
new benefits intended for the longtime residents, who made Harlem 
what it is today?

We have still not reached a point where benefits to one group fuels the 
common good. In Harlem, as in many places, changing economies tend 
to affect people rather differently depending on issues such as class, race, 
education, and access. Although these residents found positive aspects 
to the recent changes, far more discussion focused on shortcomings.

Housing
To capture the sense of the residential housing boom in Harlem, I 
thought it might be interesting to peek at how Harlem is being adver-
tised by one of New York City’s most exclusive real estate agencies, the 
Corcoran Group:

Filled with a spirited bustle—from 116th Street and north to the 
Harlem River and from the Hudson to the East Rivers—Har-
lem’s rapid renaissance was emerging long before the arrival of 
Bill Clinton. And aside from the public relations windfall the 
neighborhood’s experienced in recent years, there’s no denying 
the area is hot. Buyers who would never have considered mov-
ing here five years ago are clamoring to pick up new townhouses 
and restored 19th century brownstones for what some say is 
a song. No doubt about it, these magnificent buildings need 
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extensive renovations—but if backyards, working fireplaces, 
original moldings and even a driveway for not-so-exorbitant 
prices is what you’re looking for, it’s here.36

As previously mentioned, some longtime homeowners have real-
ized that they have been sitting on a gold mine. This quote not only 
indicates the attraction to Harlem, a company such as Corcoran would 
have never even glanced at Harlem a decade ago, but it also highlights 
Harlem’s unique characteristics. In comparison to the rest of Manhat-
tan, Harlem provides far more humane residential living conditions—
space and character.

Although some homeowners have realized benefits, Harlem is still 
principally a renter’s neighborhood. According to the 2000 Census, 
Central Harlem (District 10) was 93.4 percent renter occupied and 6.4 
percent owner occupied. East Harlem (District 11) was 93.6 percent 
renter occupied and 6.6 percent owner occupied. West Harlem (District 
9) was 90.3 percent renter occupied and 9.7 percent owner occupied.37 
Renters have been relatively insecure in this environment of continu-
ally rising real estate rates. Rent stabilization continues throughout 
New York City, but landlords want to benefit. If a landlord can get five 
times as much rent as he or she is getting currently, then that person 
may be enticed to force tenants out.

Buildings constructed before February 1947 are subject to rent con-
trol program. The program applies to tenants who have been living in 
an apartment continuously before July 1, 1971. Rent control restricts the 
rights of owners to evict tenants and limits the amount of rent they can 
charge. Each apartment in New York City has a Maximum Base Rent 
(MBR), set by the Rent Guidelines Board, which is adjusted every two 
years to be consistent with increased operating costs. Landlords may 
increase rents in a variety of ways. Rents for such apartments can be 
increased by 7.5 percent each year until the MBR is reached, provided 
essential services are provided and violations are removed. Landlords 
also can raise rents if they increase services and provide significant 
capital improvements or can demonstrate hardship or increased costs 
in labor or utilities. These are relatively broad categories, which can 
be finessed to landlord desires. Interpretations of broad policies of this 
sort provide protections for tenants, but simultaneously do not neces-
sarily stop motivated landlords from finding creative ways of increas-
ing rents or evicting tenants.
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Rent stabilization is another housing policy sharing similar prin-
ciples with rent control. When a rent controlled apartment becomes 
vacant, it is subject to rent stabilization. Generally, rent stabilization 
applies to apartments in buildings of six or more units built between 
February 1, 1947, and January 1, 1974. Rent controlled apartments built 
before February 1947 and vacated after June 30, 1971, are also candi-
dates for rent stabilization.

As rents in New York began to skyrocket, policy makers discussed 
the role of luxury housing in rent regulations. Apartments with legal 
rents over $2,000 per month were deregulated through the Rent Regu-
lation Reform Act of 1993. New York City Local Law 4 of 1994 deregu-
lated apartments at the same $2,000 per month, but went further to 
include the income of tenants. Those making $250,000 per year or more 
were deregulated. In 1997, the threshold was lowered to $175,000 per 
year. Therefore, if high-rent apartments with high-income tenants can 
be deregulated, then it is in the interest of landlords to rent to high-
income tenants, which may partly explain why so much residential 
housing development focuses on “luxury.”

Debates rage on around rent policy throughout the State of New 
York. Housing advocates, landlords, developers, and politicians have 
all been weighing in on the status of rent stabilization. During his cam-
paign for a second term in the fall of 2005, Mayor Michael R. Bloom-
berg pointed to his housing proposals as examples of how he has tried 
to make New York more affordable to the poor and working class. The 
New York City Rent Guidelines Board (RGB), consisting of two landlord 
representatives, two tenant representatives, and five other appointees of 
the mayor determines how much to raise rents every spring. Although 
many tenants are supportive of Bloomberg’s policies, many have criti-
cized the mayor and Board for raising rents up to 6.5 percent in 2004 
and 7.5 percent in 2003, the biggest increase since 1989. In the spring of 
2005, the board recommended an increase of 2 to 4.5 percent for one-
year lease renewals and 4 to 7 percent for two-year renewals.38

Although Harlem has several larger apartment buildings, a good 
portion of the rental market is in brownstones, with fewer than six rental 
units. Not subject to the regulations of larger buildings, brownstones, 
and the degree to which they change hands, significantly impact ten-
ants in those buildings. Many of those purchasing residential brown-
stones, Harlem’s newer residents, are buying for themselves. When less 
affluent residents had been purchasing brownstones before this current 
“renaissance,” they needed tenants to make their mortgages. Some new 
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residents can afford entire brownstones for themselves. Renters may 
have lived there before the sale, but if new owners do not want tenants, 
then tenants must move. Smedley wishes that more African American 
Harlem residents had taken the opportunity to buy when prices were 
much lower. But for many low-income residents, ownership was not a 
possibility. However, there were those who could have bought, but did 
not. Smedley attributes this lack of pursuing ownership as a “plantation 
mentality.” He maintains that, “The ignorance that comes down from 
generation to generation, of people not having any desire to get—the 
government providing them with an income, and they happen to sub-
sidize that income by other means, and if they can’t do it legally, of 
course they are going to do it illegally ‘cause they don’t have the educa-
tion, ability to train for some field….” He later elaborated, saying of 
African Americans, “… after slavery, you became a sharecropper, and 
after sharecroppers, you became the ultimate consumer.”39 If African 
Americans do not own, yet they spend, then the retail industry actually 
benefits from locating in predominantly African American commu-
nities. Retailers stand to profit from a community that would rather 
purchase goods than save to own.

Minnette Coleman thinks the barriers to African American owner-
ship, although a matter of income, is also a question of information. She 
said, “I mean there are probably people in Harlem who make enough 
money to go buy, but they don’t know how to do it. They don’t know 
what to do.” She added that this is similar in the case of business own-
ership. She noted, “And to set up their own businesses, they have the 
ideas, but they don’t know how to do it, and they also don’t know how to 
get somebody to help them.”40 Without information, residents can miss 
out, and become vulnerable. In terms of living quarters, uninformed 
residents, low-income residents, are susceptible to displacement.

Many of the interviewees saw displacement or the prospect of dis-
placement as one of the key weaknesses of the economic changes in 
the neighborhood. John Bess said, “… people who have stayed through 
the hard times—through difficult times—may not be able to afford 
living in Harlem.”41 It is difficult to determine whether or not some-
one has moved from the neighborhood because of growing gentrifica-
tion. Indeed, some people may leave the neighborhood simply because 
they want a change or maybe their lifestyle changed. What’s certain 
is that many residents know or know of people who have recently left 
the neighborhood or been evicted or been priced out. It appears that 
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those who have left Harlem have gone far away. If they left for economic 
reasons, this would make sense, because the entire New York City area 
has experienced increased real estate values in recent years. Prices have 
reached a plateau or decreased slightly in the immediate wake of Sep-
tember 11, and in the face of a national economy that had already been 
on the downturn, but they are back on a rising track, partly influenced 
by supply and demand. With so many people wanting to own property, 
not only in Harlem, but in New York City in general, it is not surprising 
that housing costs continue to rise. Rental costs have slightly decreased, 
partly because of incentives for home ownership, especially low interest 
rates. However, as only so many ownership opportunities are available 
in New York City, rental rates will increase again, as will interest rates.

Coleman spoke of how she has gradually seen fewer low-income 
people. She said, “All of a sudden, pockets of people who are at poverty 
levels aren’t there anymore. A lot of people—the real poor people who 
used to be on our block, you don’t see them, or maybe they moved.” She 
reflected on how the City of New York sold a lot of brownstones that 
contained renters, and how a number of landlords are taking “steps to 
get rid of people that they really didn’t want in the building.”42

On the one hand, it appears that Manhattan’s economy benefits 
from gentrification. After all, it looks cleaner, less depressing. However, 
if all of Manhattan Island is gentrified, other ripple effects could hurt 
New York’s economy. For example, civil servants provide essential ser-
vices. If no one can afford to live in the city, hiring for those positions, 
especially the lower paying ones, will become increasingly difficult. 
Harlem resident and artist Cynthia Simmons said, “I think the inflated 
real estate values may be good for landlords, but I think ultimately, it’s 
not good; it is going to displace too many people in Manhattan in gen-
eral.” She continued, “Manhattan is going to have a very hard, the five 
boroughs—they will have a very hard time filling certain jobs that are 
important to the running of any community, just because what they 
pay is not enough money for you to live there. So I don’t have to com-
mute to be a sanitation worker. Maybe I might commute to Wall Street 
to make megabucks, but forty thousand dollars? Why would I commute 
for that?”43

John Bess spoke of the experiences of young people associated with 
his organization, “Lots of young people have been told that their par-
ents have been bought out of their apartments, or they can’t afford it. 
Unfortunately, I hear a great deal of young people, and see on our roster, 
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young people who are moving out to Queens and the Bronx or moving 
down South because they can’t afford escalating rents. Harlem only has 
a homeownership rate of about six percent, which is still horrendous 
and drastic. Even that’s gonna change very soon.”44

It would appear that the solution to inaccessible and unaffordable 
housing would be to build more. Walking the streets of Harlem, one 
can see the various construction projects underway. Some of it may 
lead to housing that is affordable for working people. But affordability 
does not appear to be the direction of the Harlem’s housing market. 
The insecurity that some residents may feel is very much grounded in 
the reality that the target audience for recent housing developments 
is not low income or even lower middle class. Harlem small business 
owner, Reggie James said, “I know I would be scared to death if I was 
a lower middle class person making maybe around $30,000 and look-
ing at all this development. These brownstones that were given away at 
one point—then you could pick them up for $60,000 to $80,000 a shell 
that is now half a million to a million dollars. They have to be scared to 
death. And they are hardly building any middle class housing.”45

Much of Harlem is still low income. Tyletha Samuels, a lifelong 
Harlem resident, said, “And now they’re building affordable homes, but 
it’s not affordable for low income people, because affordable homes is 
$40,000 and up, and the low income person doesn’t even make $20,000 
to $25,000.” She continued, “I see a lot of my friends doing construction 
work … a benefit would have been them being able to get them apart-
ments instead of working to build those apartments for other people.”46

Residential real estate rates have gone up so quickly in Harlem that 
even some of the professionals who moved into the neighborhood dur-
ing the 1990s could not afford to move in at this time. Deborah Faison, 
who moved to Harlem in 1991, and is the director of a nonprofit orga-
nization, the Harlem Venture Group, said, “I think you have to be in 
an upper income bracket to move to Harlem. And if you’re not, and 
you’re renting, and your lease is going to expire, you’re probably going 
to have to move. I know a number of people—individuals and profes-
sionals, who really were forced to leave Harlem. I couldn’t move to Har-
lem now.”47

If Harlem is following the direction of the rest of Manhattan, Fai-
son’s comment speaks to a real estate market that excludes the poor, the 
working class, and the middle class, leaving room only for the upper 
middle and upper classes. From looking at Harlem today, it does not 

RT3054_C004.indd   104 1/17/06   1:36:07 PM



 Resident Perspectives • 105

appear that such a sweeping demographic change would occur. But 
many less-advantaged people are able to continue living in the neigh-
borhood because of longtime rent stabilized apartments and public 
housing. This is where policy becomes so essential—if rent stabilization 
laws continue to whither, as they have been in recent years, and if public 
housing units decrease, Harlem will no longer be a place accessible to 
low income and working class people, regardless of race or ethnicity.

Lorraine Gilbert, a longtime real estate broker in the neighbor-
hood, said of the rising residential real estate rates, “I think the weak-
ness is that the price has escalated so much that when you’re talking a 
million just about for a brownstone, then that wipes out a lot of people, 
Black and White.” She continued, “Senior citizens and people that have 
been here for many years won’t be able to afford, and they will have 
no choice but to sell.”48 The lack of options is part of what paralyzes 
residents. Once the services have arrived in their neighborhood, they 
might very well be able to stay, but in a very limited sense. If they move, 
it’s all over—they can no longer afford to stay in their community even 
if they have lived there for thirty, forty, fifty, or more years.

This speaks to the continued need for a comprehensive approach 
to development—if low-income people are going to face difficulties in 
access to affordable housing, another particular effort will be required 
to enhance affordability. Buildings where a certain percentage of units 
are set aside for low-income people, tax credits, jobs, or any number 
of other mechanisms can make the difference between remaining in 
the neighborhood and being displaced. But New York City, as is the 
case in many instances, requires more. Jobs must pay more, set asides 
aren’t enough, tax credits give back only so much, and on. Staving off 
displacement will be daunting in Harlem’s and New York City’s future, 
but little progress will be made without the desire of policy makers, 
landlords, developers, and businesses. If no one cares enough to ensure 
benefits for low-income people, it is very likely that we will witness dis-
placement, and even further impoverishment, as the cost of living out-
paces the amount of money coming in.

Gilbert thinks that greed has sent prices far beyond where some 
might have imagined they would go. She has worked with affordable 
housing developers to renovate homes and sell them at reasonable rates. 
She worked with the Abyssinian Development Corporation and other 
local developers to renovate and sell thirty-five three- and four-family 
houses at between $350,000 and $450,000. She said, “They’re beautiful 
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houses; in fact, the income from those houses is enough for an owner to 
maintain the duplex rent-free because he has two or three other units to 
support his monthly mortgage.”49 Because brownstones are multifamily 
units, middle-income people can afford to buy and rent out two or three 
units to tenants. This rental income pays for the mortgage and beyond.

Although these rates are still out of reach for low-income people, 
some private developers have been renovating homes to be sold at far 
higher rates, buying property from elderly residents at low rates, and 
reselling them for “thousands and thousands.” She also spoke of devel-
opers who have worked with nonprofit organizations, received homes 
from the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) to 
be redeveloped, borrowed money from HUD for renovation, and pock-
eted the money without doing the renovations.50

Vicky Gholson says it is not just the big developers exacerbating dis-
placement. She thinks the movement of various immigrant groups into 
Harlem has pushed out longtime African American residents. Accord-
ing the Gholson, the rental buildings in Harlem have a tendency of 
reflecting the ethnicity of superintendents. She said, “If you look at who 
the supers are of tenement buildings, you’ll note in short order, within 
a five-year period of time, the population of the tenement building will 
change. As the people, African Americans, you know, migrated from 
the South, when we came, and we began to get those jobs as supers, our 
people began to become the residents of those buildings; that’s why we 
have people now who have been living for thirty-five, forty, fifty, going on 
sixty years in the same apartment.” This population of renters, accord-
ing to Gholson, is not getting its due, as the neighborhood changes. The 
renters, Gholson said, “… who have been living in those apartments for 
over forty or fifty years have contributed over five hundred thousand 
dollars into their communities, into those apartments.”51

The fact that those residents don’t receive anything back for all of 
that investment is a part of the uglier side of Harlem’s new renaissance. 
Gholson says she knows of several people being displaced. “I know 
people who have been displaced,” she said. She continued, “Yes, I know 
people, with the mayor’s policies changing, you know that the in rem 
qualifications changed, so you can go in rem in a year, as opposed to 
three or four or five, which was the case before—the safety net to be able 
to capture people who have fallen behind in their taxes—all of that was 
changed in the past ten years.”52
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But displacement, through Gholson’s eyes, has many dimensions. 
Displacement began decades ago, with the drug trade. She said, “People 
are being forced out. People were forced out first with the drug traffick-
ing; they were forced out second with the drug trafficking and the police 
corruption; then they were forced out with the immigration.” When the 
drug market in Harlem was at its height, according to Gholson, people 
had no choice but to leave in some instances. She said, “People were 
forced out by drug dealers, who made it absolutely impossible to fight for 
your property—for you to go to a meeting at the precinct council, and by 
the time you got home, they identified that you were at the meeting.”53

Gholson speaks of a different kind of displacement than what seems 
to concern so many residents in today’s Harlem. No studies have been 
able to accurately assess the effect of gentrification on mobility among 
longtime residents. A couple of recent studies,54 however, maintain 
that gentrification leads to some displacement, but, for the most part, it 
encourages low-income residents to stay. Because residents of all types 
may move for any number of reasons, it would be rather painstaking to 
accurately determine the precise motivations for leaving in every case. 
Does this mean Harlem residents’ fears are unfounded?

Harlem’s extensive public housing, and New York City’s rent con-
trol laws would suggest that quite a number of low-income residents 
could remain in the neighborhood to enjoy the various resources enter-
ing the area. However, rent stabilization policy has been under constant 
pressure from landlords in recent years, and public housing may be pol-
icy now, but its existence is not guaranteed. No one knows how policy 
will change, and no one knows for sure how more affluent residents 
will receive public housing. Chicago’s Gold Coast community, a rela-
tively wealthy enclave that happens to contain the well-known Cabrini-
Green public housing complex, has continually advocated for the public 
development’s removal. In the Fort Green section of Brooklyn, a good 
portion of the extensive public housing development in the neighbor-
hood is being converted into condominiums, displacing about half of 
the residents, sending them to public housing in the far less convenient 
Coney Island neighborhood. The Department of Housing and Urban 
Development’s Hope VI initiative is revamping the standard towering 
and dreary public housing structures, and turning them into low-rise, 
more spread out developments. However, in order to do that, residents 
are being temporarily displaced, relying on Section 8 housing vouchers 
(accepted by very few private developments) to find affordable housing. 
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This is all to say that Harlem brings no guaranteed living situations, 
public or private.

To be displaced or not displaced, however, is not by any means the 
only issue at work; residents may leave nongentrified areas because of 
the lack of services or limited safety. Most of the interviewed residents 
are happy about additional services, which is clearly an incentive. How-
ever, for low-income residents in particular, options have diminished 
significantly. The family that has lived in the same rental apartment 
for twenty-five years simply cannot move within Harlem unless it pos-
sesses significant resources. If the landlord in that building might evict 
that family, it is left out in the cold. Families are vulnerable, tenuously 
holding on, in many cases.

The concept of a mixed economic community was cited as one 
of the benefits of Harlem’s changes. However, few effective models of 
mixed economic communities exist. Traditionally, low-income resi-
dents become pushed out. The presence of a newer, more affluent popu-
lation might actually lead to better services. However, some of those 
services might not be accessible to low-income people, and more afflu-
ent neighbors may not actually invest in the public services that low-
income people need in order to better their lives, most notably, schools. 
In many gentrified neighborhoods, residents with disposable income 
often send their children to private schools. A predominantly White, 
upper-middle-class urban neighborhood with a public high school 
containing almost exclusively low-income and working class people of 
color is a common sight in quite a number of New York City neighbor-
hoods that are much further along in their gentrification, such as the 
Upper West Side.

But, after a long period of abandonment and deterioration, Harlem 
needed an infusion. Part of what makes Harlem’s situation, and those 
of other gentrifying neighborhoods, so complex is that they simply 
were not receiving the funding or attention that was required. Before 
the Empowerment Zone legislation, few major federal policies were 
attending to low-income urban neighborhoods. Given Harlem’s state 
during the early 1990s, it was not surprising that the neighborhood 
became one of the six areas around the country to receive the Empow-
erment Zone designation. As others mentioned, the seeds for today’s 
economic changes in Harlem had been planted decades ago. Harlem 
became unlivable for many people in very real ways. Those who stuck 
it out and stayed endured significant hardships in some instances. But 
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many of those with choices opted to leave—the beginnings of a certain 
type of displacement that is curiously tied to current economic devel-
opment efforts. Was that displacement orchestrated in order to make 
way for Harlem’s revitalization? It is difficult to accurately determine a 
web of conspiracy complete with drugs and crime. However, the lack of 
concern for low-income urban neighborhoods that enabled drugs and 
crime to flourish cannot be denied. Once the conditions had gotten so 
out of hand, the federal government responded with funds. It took the 
unrest in 1992 in Los Angeles to encourage the discussions that would 
ultimately lead to the Empowerment Zones.55

The place-based focus of this federal policy is important. Bring-
ing services and jobs and safety to particular disadvantaged geographi-
cal areas is an essential part of enhancing communities. However, if 
the quality of life of the people themselves is not simultaneously taken 
into account and given equal weight, we will only be left with gentrified 
neighborhoods. A neighborhood may look nicer as a result of strictly 
place-based approaches, but it also may be terribly overpriced and gen-
erally insecure for low-income people.

Limited African American Ownership
Although new businesses have come to Harlem, ownership still rests 
primarily in the hands of people who do not reflect the dominant racial 
and ethnic demographic. The original Harlem Renaissance symbolized 
the advancement of a people—African Americans and all people of Afri-
can descent. Although this current renaissance focuses on economics, it 
does not appear that it is fostering economic empowerment for existing 
Harlem residents. Higher African American business ownership would 
be one, albeit limited, form of economic empowerment for existing resi-
dents. So, if the policy is to attract new businesses that bring jobs, then 
do longtime residents only get access to the jobs? Do they receive some 
co-ownership? Do they collectively enjoy some of the profits?

According to Mary Baker, Harlem’s recent economic changes are 
very much tied to race, and a history of powerful Whites ensuring that 
people of African descent do not become more empowered. She believes 
that Whites are threatened by any prospect of Black empowerment. She 
said, “The White man doesn’t care much for you period, because he 
doesn’t want you to get equal with him. Because if you do, what will he 
have? Because he knows if he gives you the opportunity, you’re going 
to excel him. Because, number one, we’re used to hardship, and we can 
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take it.” She is critical across the board of the state of urban develop-
ment in the neighborhood. “No matter what’s coming in, the White 
man’s behind it; it’s still not colored,” she declared.56

As she has seen the various Black-owned businesses in her neigh-
borhood close shop, while new business, not owned by persons of Afri-
can descent, move in, she has grown increasingly displeased. In refer-
ence to Old Navy, the Gap, Pathmark, and other new establishments, 
she responded sharply, “That’s nothing to rave about, because what is 
it bringing in!?” She recalled a local Black-owned drugstore that was 
at 152nd Street and St. Nicholas Avenue that was recently put out of 
business, “He was there for over fifty years, but all of a sudden, they just 
wiped him out.”57

Limited ownership among African Americans has been a long-
standing area of concern. But, as Baker indicates, even in some of the 
hardest of times, Black-owned businesses were still present. Now, when 
Harlem is supposedly making its ascent, Black ownership is declining. 
A part of the stated economic promise of the Empowerment Zone and 
other economic development projects has been job creation.

Laconia Smedley provided his take on this issue, “People are getting 
jobs in these businesses, but so far as them having a stake in the busi-
ness, that’s different because there’s no ownership there.”58 Some of the 
few accessible ownership options for local residents came through street 
vending and very small establishments. Overall, the community’s power 
will always be limited if residents are not positioned to control their future, 
and make decisions about and share in the benefits of local economics.

Many small business opportunities were limited in order to make 
way for the retail industry receiving incentives through the Empower-
ment Zone. The street vendors on 125th Street, who, on the one hand, 
crowded the sidewalks, but, on the other, contributed to the vibrancy 
and color of Harlem, were removed, and given the option to move to 
another site with far less foot traffic. For people with limited means to 
afford space and other aspects of business infrastructure, street sales 
became an accessible opportunity for self-employment. Therefore, the 
apparent infusion of new resources limited opportunities for residents.

The process by which the vendors were removed from 125th Street 
was highly contentious. Harlem’s established leadership did not sup-
port the vendors, and, in fact, advocated for their removal. C. Virginia 
Fields, now the Borough President of Manhattan, while on City Coun-
cil, stood on the steps of City Hall in September 1994, and demanded 
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that Giuliani remove the vendors. Shortly afterward, the New York City 
Police Department removed the vendors. This battle had been brewing 
since the 1970s, as business owners on the street advocated for their low 
overhead competitors’ departure.59 Ironically, the small businesses that 
sought to push out the street vendors, are themselves, facing intense 
competition from new businesses.

Most of the 125th Street vendors were from various parts of Africa. 
In the new space at 116th Street and Malcolm X Boulevard, some of the 
vendors were around before the removal from 125th Street, but many 
of them are new to Harlem. Managed by the Harlem Business Out-
reach Center, this partially enclosed market sells many of the various 
African jewelry, sculptures, pieces of cloth, and other works of art that 
once spread across 125th Street. Personally, I have never seen the new 
market crowded, however, the vendors note that business is not bad on 
some weekends.

One vendor from Gambia, a “longtime” United States’ resident, 
located his business on 125th Street before the policy change. In com-
paring his new location to his old one, he said, “I like it here better. Here 
we have no problem.” The idea of being secure in a space without won-
dering what will happen is appealing to this vendor. He gave no opinion 
on the process of his removal from 125th Street. According to him, he 
was just following orders. “I have no choice,” he said. He continued, 
“They say that nobody can sell here no more. So, I say okay, yeah. And 
the government say I have to follow that. So I cannot say no. I cannot 
say yes. Anything they say, I have to say okay.”60

As immigrants, these vendors experience Harlem differently than 
African Americans. They have voluntarily, although potentially flee-
ing unlivable conditions, come to the United States to earn a living for 
themselves, and their families, both in the United States and in their 
home countries. As evident in the comments of this particular vendor, 
he is happy to be in a space to sell his goods. He is not interested in 
criticizing the government. Whether his new situation could be better 
or not, he is going to follow the rules. The insecurity of the immigrant 
experience in the United States, especially with stricter regulations 
around deportation and immigration status, makes the idea of fighting 
the U.S. government around any issue an intimidating proposition.

This particular vendor doesn’t appear to want to do or say any-
thing that will jeopardize his business. Nevertheless, he is happy with 
Harlem’s changes overall. However, he, like the majority of the ven-
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dors in the market, does not live in Harlem. They live in less expensive 
neighborhoods in New Jersey and the Bronx. What is also interesting 
about many of the vendors is that some of them have never even heard 
of the UMEZ. The one interviewed vendor who knew something about 
the UMEZ, an “East African” man, expressed his frustration with the 
volume of paperwork required for application for Empowerment Zone 
funds. He recounted how he and his wife took time to fill out several 
forms and received no answer. He said, “No answer until you ask.” But 
he kept asking, and had not received an answer at the point when he 
was interviewed. He does not have high expectations because of his feel-
ings about “American capitalism.” He said, “The capitalism of America 
is like a flat water. I mean, those who are exposed to those people who 
matter, they get the financial help.” What upsets him about the Empow-
erment Zone is the fact that it is government money. He added, “This is 
government money, they are supposed to help poor people, and I don’t 
think they help poor people.”61

Although Harlem’s Business Improvement District had favored the 
movement of vendors from 125th Street, because of the competition 
brought on by businesspersons who carry little overhead, even incor-
porated Black-owned businesses have held mixed feelings about Har-
lem’s changes. They feel that the Empowerment Zone in particular, has 
focused too heavily on large and outside businesses. It includes techni-
cal assistance for small businesses, however, some have maintained that 
it is not enough. Competition has gotten too tough and real estate rates 
have risen too high for a number of small Harlem businesses.

A proprietor of a thirty-two-year-old small Black-owned business 
in Harlem, Dee Soloman, discussed the Empowerment Zone as it relates 
to small businesses: “The Empowerment Zone has been concentrating 
on bringing the larger corporations into Harlem, I guess for economic 
development, which is not a bad thing. I don’t have a problem with that. 
The problem that I do have with it is that it has affected the small busi-
nesses in Harlem, which the Empowerment Zone has not really, I feel—
have concentrated on keeping the small business in Harlem. They have 
done a couple things for small business, but I just don’t feel that it has 
been enough to say that we are really wanted in our own community.”

Soloman continued, “I don’t feel that we have come to a time when 
we are really wanted in our own community. We feel almost like we 
are being driven out of our community—someplace else. And I know 
this because it has been said to me. It has been said to me by landlords, 
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by corporations, that now is their time to make money in Harlem, and 
in order to do that, being a small business, we cannot afford to pay the 
type … and to keep up the type of business that they would like for us 
to keep up.”62

The sentiment of not feeling wanted was a relatively common 
theme among a few interviewees—the sense that although the recent 
economic changes may have some merit, the recent developments, they 
feel, are not intended to improve the well-being of longtime residents, 
community organizations, or small businesses. Herein lies the contra-
diction in many urban development efforts that exacerbate inequity. In 
the case of small businesses, the Empowerment Zone did not address 
financial incentives for small businesses to stay and grow. The small 
businesses already in Harlem did not require any prodding to do work 
in the community; they had already been doing it for years. And, while 
some small businesses have been owned by African Americans, many 
have not. But some question why corporations should receive money 
to make more money in Harlem. Soloman said, “… these corporations 
are getting a lot of tax abatements; they’re getting other considerations 
that, of course, we’re not getting. The other thing is that the Empower-
ment Zone then comes along and says (to small businesses) we’re going 
to give you technical assistance. Well, I had their technical assistance, 
and it does not work. It’s just somebody paying somebody some money 
to come in, give you a whole bunch of words, with about forty people 
sitting in a room, and we all have different problems. So how you going 
to give me technical assistance when I’ve been in business for thirty 
years, and somebody who hasn’t even opened up a store yet, or who has 
only been here two years.”63

Improving the capacity of local small businesses is a good idea. 
However, it is important to assess the effectiveness of technical assis-
tance services. Simultaneously, the challenge facing many small busi-
nesses, especially in high priced areas such as New York City, is the 
cost of doing business. It would seem that a combination of technical 
and financial assistance would be the most effective approach for small 
business development. Ironically, the presence of new corporations has 
driven up the overall cost of doing business, especially regarding real 
estate. The same small business owner said, “We cannot afford to write 
off anything because we don’t have that kind of money that we can say, 
‘Okay, so we’re paying a six thousand dollar rent and we’ll get a write-off 
of four thousand dollars’; it doesn’t work that way for small businesses. 
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So, this is one of the changes that the Empowerment Zone has brought 
about in Harlem—by bringing in the corporations, by making the rents 
go up higher.”64

Rising real estate rates have led to residential displacement, but it 
has affected small businesses as well. The challenges around business 
development in Harlem take on multiple dimensions. Outside of soar-
ing costs and increased competition from larger businesses, consumer 
behavior plays a critical role. For example, many Harlem residents have 
traditionally worked in Midtown or downtown Manhattan. Many oth-
ers have worked in other parts of the city or in the suburbs. Jobs have 
traditionally been concentrated in these areas. With such limited busi-
ness activity in Harlem, the neighborhood lacked jobs and consumer 
activity. Residents’ money was often spent after work in other areas.

The piecemeal solution to this problem is to bring business back 
to Harlem. A more comprehensive approach also would incorporate 
significant affordable housing, substantial support for small, especially 
Black-owned businesses, and other decisions that would enhance the 
well-being of existing, longtime residents, small businesses, and com-
munity-based organizations. Some of those businesses may charge too 
much, but additional support would enable them to stay in business 
while charging less. Development is about choices.

Another important layer to the issue of the retail industry in rela-
tion to residents and small businesses is the attraction of brand names. 
Consumer behavior tends to gravitate toward familiarity. Those busi-
nesses that have been able to cultivate an attractive brand, and a steady 
following, have leveraged customer loyalty into “mega” business. 
Indeed, many of the businesses locating in Harlem, Old Navy, the Gap, 
Pathmark, Starbucks, HMV, and others are chains—megastores. These 
are some of the retailers that Harlem residents have patronized in other 
neighborhoods for many years.

Small business in Harlem, and elsewhere, must all face this chal-
lenge, and figure out how to market their uniqueness as an asset in 
comparison to stores that sell the same mass-manufactured products 
throughout the country and world. For Black-owned small businesses, 
the challenges can be even greater. In a world where people of African 
descent have been associated with inferiority, Black business owners 
must work even harder to convince investors and consumers, includ-
ing those who are Black, that they can be successful. Many have argued 
that the Black community has not been supportive enough of itself. For 
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example, not allowing money to circulate in its own community by 
spending outside of predominantly Black neighborhoods, and refusing 
to patronize Black-owned establishments, which often are small busi-
nesses. Overall, this is a complicated issue that has something to do with 
race, something to do with resources, something to do with brands, and 
these issues are all interrelated. Black-owned small businesses have less 
access to capital, and some businesses may not be patronized because of 
the race of the owner, and some businesses can’t compete because they 
are not readily recognizable.

The Empowerment Zone’s approach to tax abatements for the hir-
ing of local employees inherently limits opportunities for small busi-
nesses, and provides an additional advantage for large corporations, 
which are likely not owned by local residents. Deborah Faison said, 
“The tax credits for businesses, for example, are aimed at employees; 
and a lot of the small businesses didn’t have employees, or had only 
one or two employees. So they’re not really to benefit from all that.”65 
As stated earlier, the Empowerment Zone sought to increase the num-
ber of jobs in the neighborhood. With limited resources, the legislation 
reflected the choice to attempt to attract jobs to the community. Small 
businesses inherently cannot compete for such advantages because 
they don’t offer jobs. However, corporations that don’t need additional 
funds, got money to locate in an area where some of them are making 
more money than they would in other places.

The Zone’s approach to small businesses is technical assistance, 
which is indeed needed. Without the necessary skills and informa-
tion, small businesses will have a hard time competing—surviving. 
However, simultaneously providing technical assistance and bringing 
in large businesses does not improve the outlook for small businesses. 
Faison said, “A mom and pop office supply is not going to survive in an 
environment of Staples and Office Max, no matter how much technical 
assistance …” She feels that the program that is in place, “… was under 
funded, and I think it really lacked the commitment needed to really do 
the job. I think there were good intentions … nobody really understood 
the depth of the issues.”66

Gholson agrees that small businesses did not get their fair share 
from the Empowerment Zone. She maintained, “You have mom and 
pop businesses from day one, where we’re seated, who have applied 
for funding. They haven’t received it. Their numbers don’t match the 
criteria.” The interview with Gholson took place in a local restaurant 

RT3054_C004.indd   115 1/17/06   1:36:09 PM



116 • Listening to Harlem: Gentrification, Community, and Business

called Sheryl’s Café at 151st Street and Amsterdam Avenue. It is quite a 
nice establishment with plenty of tables. I was struck by the extremely 
low prices—a remnant of Harlem’s past. But, the restaurant was rather 
empty by lunchtime. On the day of the interview, the owner expressed 
her concern about the restaurant’s future; Gholson informed me that 
she wanted to sell. I was recently informed that the owner is being 
evicted from the space. The prices rose too high for them to stay in busi-
ness. I also have personally noticed that many of the newer restaurants 
in Harlem have prices that are beginning to rival downtown establish-
ments, which have prices about three or even four times as much as a 
place like Sheryl’s.

Gail Aska suggested that some of the newer small businesses that 
appear to be Black-owned actually are controlled by others. She said, “A 
lot of the businesses that have come are actually fronts, making it seem 
as if it is a black-owned business, when it may not be—when behind the 
scenes, it’s owned by a white individual or an Asian individual or what-
ever….” As previously discussed, redlining has historically blocked Har-
lem residents from loans for businesses or mortgages. Although some 
suggest this situation has improved markedly, especially through the 
Community Reinvestment Act, many small entrepreneurs are having 
trouble financing their businesses. Aska continued, “But I have heard 
stories of people trying to get into the business—their own businesses, 
and run into road blocks in terms of financing through the banks. It’s 
like unheard of. You just can’t afford it. You can’t afford the interest rates 
and all kinds of things. So I don’t think necessarily that the residents of 
the community have gained through this resurgence of Harlem.”67

Reggie James, president and CEO of Nujapple Marketing, develops 
and markets bold and colorful maps of Harlem, entitled “Harlem, USA.” 
He has recently completed a new version that reflects the altered land-
scape of the neighborhood. The mission of his company is to “promote 
and celebrate the cultural, business, spiritual community of Harlem.” 
According to James, “50 percent of the businesses have changed” on his 
new map, versus his old one, which had been developed in 1987.68 The 
long-standing family businesses, such as funeral homes, have remained; 
however, various other types of businesses have closed shop.

But James feels the presence of the larger businesses in the neigh-
borhood is healthy. “It makes Harlem more viable,” he noted. Small 
Black-owned businesses, according to James, can coexist with the new 
larger establishments. “There are a lot of good small business own-
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ers,” he said. The various small businesses have recently created a new 
association to address their need—for example, Harlem & Company, 
of which James is a member. James is banking on the potential for a 
variety of types of businesses to collectively make up a thriving com-
mercial community. For James, it is a matter of providing a variety of 
complementary options in one area. Shopping, eating, seeing movies, 
and attending cultural events are often interrelated—people tend to 
engage in these activities in tandem. James said, “We have to have all 
of those services available, and variety.” James just wants to make sure 
that Black-owned small businesses can take part in all of this poten-
tial activity. “Hopefully, we’ll find ways that we could be a part of that, 
and it’s not just folks moving their businesses up here, and taking the 
money right out of the area,” James declared. He wants the Empower-
ment Zone to do more to ensure the health of small business.69

Unlike some other interviewees, James feels the Empowerment 
Zone has been helpful to his business. He earns revenue by charging 
businesses and other institutions for space on the map. The UMEZ 
underwrote map space for about forty Harlem cultural institutions, 
and placed an ad themselves. James also feels that their technical assis-
tance has been helpful to his business.

But when asked whether or not the larger new businesses are forg-
ing community partnerships, and making a special effort to reach out 
to residents, James was not encouraged. He did stress the importance of 
recognizing the number of new small businesses entering the neighbor-
hood. These institutions, unlike their larger counterparts, are seeing 
themselves as a part of the community. James said, “I see more coming 
from the smaller businesses that are moving in here because of trying 
to get involved with the community and being a part of the business 
organizations in the community.”70 As others have noted, the larger 
businesses should do more, especially because Harlem residents are 
giving them so much business. “Black people are good business,” James 
noted. “We spend a lot of money, and they are just realizing that.”71

Employment
Businesses receiving tax credits through the Empowerment Zone are 
required to hire locally. Therefore, assuming that businesses are gener-
ally adhering to these requirements, places such as Old Navy, Starbucks, 
HMV Records, Pathmark, and other new businesses have brought new 
jobs into the neighborhood. Quite a number of construction projects 
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have been created by development underway, and those new initiatives, 
as previously noted, will bring in a few thousand jobs combined.

Residents have been dismayed by the fact that the vast majority 
of new jobs going to locals have been entry level. Opportunities for 
advancement appear unclear at this time. Moreover, the number of jobs 
that have entered the neighborhood do not nearly address the need. The 
UMEZ has lessened its investment in workforce development, but it has 
recently supported some training and development initiatives. UMEZ 
recently invested $6.9 million in its Workforce Development Initia-
tive, which sponsors five career centers that have placed 3,195 residents 
in jobs.72 Actually, John Bess’s organization, the Valley, has received 
$150,000 for a school-to-work initiative.73

Changing Culture
Walking the streets of Harlem, one can feel that the African Ameri-
can, African, and Caribbean cultures that made the neighborhood so 
unique still remain very strongly. However, the new corporations, par-
ticularly on 125th Street, do not appear vastly different than similar 
branches of Starbucks or the Gap in other places. It is through Harlem’s 
unique culture that resources for the community have been and can 
be generated. The Harlem community could probably do even more to 
exploit the tourism industry to its advantage. Bess suggested, “I don’t 
think Harlem has sufficiently exploited tourism marketing.”74

Harlem may not have lost its culture, but if the economic, as well 
as demographic, changes do not embrace the culture, Harlem will lose 
not only a culture but also a competitive advantage. No neighborhood 
should be blindly averse to change or forced to cement itself in time; 
however, Harlem has taken on a unique role in forging an identity and a 
degree of pride for people of African descent. The preservation of Har-
lem’s culture is, therefore, an essential element in understanding the 
significance of where the neighborhood is today, and in which direction 
it may be headed. Approaching the business side without adequately 
addressing the cultural aspect creates tension and resentment.

Businesses and culture are closely tied. The street vendors, who 
once lined the sidewalks of 125th Street often sold goods that reflected 
various cultures throughout the African diaspora. As previously men-
tioned, megastores with well-known brand names had already enjoyed 
some degree of consumer loyalty from African Americans. Harlem 
resident, Cynthia Simmons said of these issues, “I’m not somebody who 
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shops in the Gap or … the merchants that have come just aren’t the 
merchants that I patronize, and the stuff that I want is not on 125th, and 
where they moved those guys on 116th Street, they didn’t get enough 
traffic, so the true craftsmen aren’t there now.”75

She was referring to the street vendors, who were moved to a part 
of 116th Street that did not receive enough patrons to keep some of the 
original vendors. Many of the vendors were artists, selling their own 
carvings, clothing, and other hand-crafted items. Many of them were 
African immigrants. Although crowds on 125th Street were sometimes 
suffocating when the vendors were there in full force, people from all 
over the country and world could come and purchase something that 
reflected the culture of Harlem and the African diaspora. Smedley said, 
“… you have people who have the mom and pop type stores, who can 
be chased out of business if you put a big record company there, which 
they have. What’s going to happen to the African fella, who’s on 125th 
Street; I don’t even know if he’s still there or not. He had a store there for 
many years, Record Shack, right? … His store being there was cultural 
to us, ‘cause he supplied us with a certain kind of thing there—it’s the 
records and certain kinds of records you want to get; you could have 
them and get them. And the feeling of knitting together, or a closeness, 
can get lost when you have big enterprises … It loses some of its flavor, 
its customs, and its color.”

Virtually an institution in Harlem, Record Shack, on 125th Street, 
and across from the Apollo Theater, is still in business. However, it has 
confronted the realities of rising rents. In an Amsterdam News article, 
Record Shack’s owner said, “Last year, my rent was $2,000 per month. 
Now my landlord, the United House of Prayer for All People, wants 
to raise it up to $9,000.”76 Owned by South African Sikhulu Shange 
Record Shack has been very much tailored to its local clientele, with its 
collection of vinyl records, and including a specialized selection of titles 
or African, Motown, and Caribbean music that one might not find in 
more popular chain music stores. The customized, small-shop appeal 
of a store such as Record Shack is facing competition with the UMEZ-
attracted HMV Records across the street. Shange bought the shop in 
1979. The life of Record Shack significantly predated his purchase, as it 
has been around since the 1940s.

Cynthia Simmons has enjoyed the presence of smaller establish-
ments in the neighborhood. She said, “… those little things that really 
made the community unique and distinctive—we’re starting to lose 
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those, and I don’t know how we hold on to that.” She attributes some of 
the cultural shifts in Harlem to a certain racial arrogance, “When big 
business comes—when White comes—when Whites come into a com-
munity, they sort of still want to insist upon everybody in the pot com-
ing out as a White man, and it’s really a ridiculous concept.”77

Smedley continued on similar lines, “… there’s something lost 
when you lose something quaint, and something you relate to. All the 
lights—it’s cheap looking to me. I don’t mean the structure itself, but 
it’s just simply gaudy; you know it doesn’t have the character that 125th 
Street had before, and I’m not the only one that feels that way.”78 Smed-
ley wishes that spaces for small businesses could be set aside, but he is 
skeptical of such prospects because, “they attempted that with the Mart 
(Mart 125), and of course, they chased the people out after they prom-
ised they would not do it.”79

Cynthia Simmons maintained, “I resented the fact that they had 
to give people Empowerment Zone money to serve a clientele that they 
already had, because everybody who’s shopping in those stores is going 
downtown to shop in them, so why did we have to give you a tax break 
for you to come and service a clientele that you already had? Case in 
point, Blockbuster came before the Empowerment Zone money, so they 
didn’t get it (Zone). The year that they were open, that store did more 
business than any other store in Manhattan.”80 According to Simmons, 
a certain cultural aspect of Harlem business, embodied in the street 
vendors, was sacrificed in exchange for larger businesses that did not 
even require financial incentives to locate in Harlem, since they were 
going to profit anyway.

An anonymous developer, although largely supportive of some of 
the recent commercial developments, said, “They’re trying to make 
Harlem into what the rest of the world is, which is national credit, big 
bucks, more of the same retail. And they are losing some of the local 
flavor, not necessarily by subtraction, but I think by making it less of a 
priority.” This person continued, “There’s been less of a focus on exist-
ing assets, or existing community folks, who have ideas about new 
retail or commercial ideas.”81 As a non–Harlem resident, who develops 
property in the neighborhood, this developer does not have the more 
personal feelings of the residents. But it does not necessarily take a resi-
dent to identify the degree to which recent commercial developments 
have diverged from Harlem’s unique culture and identity.
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Sense of Common Good
What some residents saw as a benefit—an emerging mixed economy, 
others saw as a drawback, particularly those who are low income. The 
presence of new residents with resources may bring attention to needed 
services. However, conflicts of interest emerge between old residents 
and new, as well as wealthier residents and less fortunate ones. Tyletha 
Samuels saw little hope for residents to unify and ensure fair treatment 
because residents’ personal interests have become so divergent. She 
said, “I don’t know how you would organize around that. I just don’t 
see it, due to the fact that the people that’s moving in … if society wasn’t 
getting like it was today in Harlem, then I could see you organizing, if 
it was back then where everybody was on public assistance … but now 
you got a mixture. You can’t fight the businessman just ‘cause you ain’t 
got no money.”

It does not have to be an automatic that only low-income people will 
be concerned with issues such as poverty and access. It does appear that 
Harlem residents of the past had a greater sense of unity among them-
selves—many of them are low income, and some others not. However, 
a number of interviewees suggested that newer residents are generally 
not identifying with the neighborhood or respecting older residents.

The irony, according to Samuels, is that, as others have noted, much 
of the activity in Harlem appears to target newer residents, “It seems 
like they’re building and making things accessible to the people that’s 
coming in, that’s moving in, like I said, middle class people, not low 
income people. ‘Cause they’re moving into our community and mov-
ing us out.”82 If, indeed, new residents are moving in, thinking that the 
neighborhood will soon be comprised primarily of their peers, then it is 
not surprising that they are not embracing older residents. They could, 
however, enter the neighborhood with a different mindset—one that 
stresses a common good among neighbors. They have the option.

Pricing
Rumblings in the community have suggested that some of the new 
retail establishments on 125th Street have been charging more for the 
products in Harlem than in other neighborhoods. Given that Harlem 
residents and African Americans in general, have often paid more for 
their cars, homes, and other items than Whites, overcharging would 
not represent a historical departure.
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But, according to Tyletha Samuels, it does not even make sense for 
stores to charge the same prices in wealthier areas, as they would in 
Harlem. She likes the fact that various stores have come to the neigh-
borhood, but much is still inaccessible to low-income people. She said, 
“I don’t have to go all the way downtown to buy what’s downtown, like 
stores are downtown, now I don’t have to go downtown; they’re up 
here—since I like to shop. But as far as me benefiting from it, that’s the 
only benefit I see. The prices are so ridiculous; I figured if they come up 
in Harlem, maybe the prices would be cheaper, since it’s more expensive 
downtown, but that’s not the case.”83

Gail Aska noticed that newer stores in Harlem are charging higher 
prices for goods that sell downtown for less. She said, “I have found 
their prices have tended to be higher than they are at the same type 
of store downtown, so I have been offended by that.” She continued, 
“For my son, he is a teenager now; he’s been a teenager for a while now. 
He started out in that teenage era enjoying Old Navy clothes; he has 
since changed his mind. There’s no doubt that in terms of buying at the 
Old Navy that’s on 125th was somewhat differently priced that the Old 
Navy that was on 19th and 6th.”84

My research assistants investigated pricing at Old Navy, selecting 
particular items at three different stores: the one in Harlem, the one 
to which Aska referred in Chelsea, and another store in Brooklyn. For 
the most part, we did not find vast differences in the prices. In fact, we 
saw no variation in price in the items we selected. Our research of Old 
Navy prices was conducted approximately two years after the interview 
with Aska.85 

Urban Planning
Some interviewees made reference to a certain limited overall logic to 
the recent economic development strategies. With the Empowerment 
Zone, for example, many of the businesses are retail establishments. 
Some interviewees questioned whether this choice was consistent with 
the community’s needs. Others suggested that the economic develop-
ment strategy never appeared to be logically tied to the overall socio-
economic and geographical needs of the neighborhood.

Bess maintained, “… I think there should be a body of people who 
can do an economic analysis of what does this mean for this economic 
project to be here. Do we need more teachers? More schools? Do we 
need more minutes of sanitation support? How do we align it with 
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other possibilities of making sure that in mapping that geographically, 
that a church is there, that a hospital is there, that child care is there, 
that the essential services for families with children are near each other, 
and that Harlem becomes another kind of marketplace.”86

Design is an essential element of urban planning. Gholson sug-
gested that the design of the new businesses on 125th Street and new 
housing developments are out of sync with the neighborhood. She 
said, “When we look at the rehabilitation of housing that’s taking place 
… if we look at the new development, new structures that are being 
designed, they don’t have a Harlem flavor. Harlem USA, although it 
might be a fantastic concept, has two blatant inconsistencies: it looks 
like a strip mall out of the suburbs plopped onto 125th Street, number 
one, and number two, you don’t have black independent entrepreneurs 
on that site.”87

Gholson speaks to both design and a certain respect for the neigh-
borhood. As with the discussion of culture, the new developments, 
according to residents, don’t seem to fit. Had residents’ ideas been more 
seriously considered, many believe, development would have been more 
sensitive to the preexisting culture and style of the neighborhood. Rec-
ognizing the whole is an essential component in urban planning—visu-
alizing the big picture and attending to how each decision about one 
aspect impacts each other aspect.

William Jefferson Clinton
Bill Clinton’s decision to locate his office on 125th Street made national 
news. He was given a hero’s welcome—a well-attended, star-studded 
celebration—a celebration that would suggest Clinton’s presence would 
bring dignity and resources to the neighborhood. Although many resi-
dents attended the celebration, it does not appear that many have high 
expectations about the significance and potential impact of his pres-
ence. To Gail Aska, the meaning of Clinton’s presence depends on what 
he does. She thinks he could use his power and influence to ensure a 
more equitable form of development. In fact, in his speech at the cel-
ebration, Clinton suggested that he did not want his presence to lead to 
displacement of longtime residents.

Aska said of Clinton, “If he were to get behind the issues of the 
Empowerment Zone and really see that this concept had become … if it 
became anything at all, and would speak out about the fact that it hasn’t 
serviced the residents of Harlem, as he had hoped, or as we thought he 
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had hoped. And as it should be, that his being here would be benefi-
cial because it would bring the publicity to it—maybe push a couple 
of people to tighten up a little. But standing back and reviewing it, I 
also became somewhat upset that people were talking about it in a way 
that this was just going to turn us totally around, and I don’t believe 
that. But it definitely disturbs me to know that there is now and prob-
ably going to be so much effort put into making this more of a tourist 
attraction because he’s here.… all the improvements, all the little fine 
tuning of the neighborhood should really have been done already, and 
done because of the residents that are here, not just because a former 
president is coming.”

She continued, “So now there’s a reason to think about fixing 
those streets, you know, putting better light on the corner and what-
ever, because you have a former president that’s coming, and his wife 
is going to be dropping in, and so on. Terrific! But these are things that 
should be done anyway.” Some of the local restaurants, she said, “are 
just thrilled because they think, ‘Now that the president’s here, oh he’ll 
be in for lunch a couple of times a week and then people will want to 
come in and see where he sat at, and we’re going to make a bundle.’ 
Maybe you will. What’s in it for the rest of us? Because your menu is 
probably going to change, and will that person be able to afford the 
changes in menu prices?”88

Urban development for whom? Is a question posed by many peo-
ple around the country in circumstances where gentrification is tak-
ing place. Aska’s remarks speak to the political realities of inequality. 
The location of Clinton’s office in Harlem was newsworthy. Of course, 
the office was his second choice. Nevertheless, Aska’s point is that the 
neighborhood is being fixed up for other people. Issues around recog-
nizing the common good and relative desire to improve the conditions 
of low-income people are essential factors in the pursuit of equitable 
development. If the interests of low-income people are not held as a 
priority, urban development will often result in displacement or dis-
investment or some other means by which those without resources to 
begin with miss out.

Clinton’s presence in Harlem, to Lorraine Gilbert has made Harlem 
more attractive to a number of more affluent African Americans, who 
once shunned the idea of living in the neighborhood. She said, “I guess 
they say to themselves that if it’s good enough for Clinton, here I am 
Black, then it’s good enough for me.” She recalled the days when it was 
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more difficult for her to sell property in the neighborhood. She said, 
“People who were here and never would buy when the houses were forty 
or fifty thousand, they are trying to come late. They wait until the house 
is a half a million, then they’re hollering and saying, “Well I can’t afford 
anything because all the whites are buying up everything. When I tried 
to sell you a house for forty or fifty thousand, you said, ‘I’m not buy-
ing a house on that block!’”89 Although Clinton has attracted attention, 
the option of ownership is too late for some. Harlem has become fash-
ionable, but some people would not invest in the neighborhood when 
given the opportunity. In the end, Clinton’s presence has made some 
difference in the sense that it elevated Harlem’s already rising desir-
ability. A key aspect of this altered point of view on the neighborhood is 
the presence of new services, as has been stated by many interviewees. 
However, low-income people are still priced out. Even if they stay in 
the neighborhood, their position could be tenuous, as the path of other 
New York neighborhoods has demonstrated. Without incorporating 
this eye toward equity in the overall scheme of development strategies, 
low-income people will continue to be left out.

Clinton brings unlimited connections to resources. Through his 
foundation, he can develop various programs that can address Har-
lem’s social concerns. The foundation has not been in Harlem for long, 
but Clinton has begun to address some local issues. Regarding small 
businesses, Clinton’s foundation organized technical assistance teams, 
drawn from a management consulting firm, Booz Allen and Hamil-
ton, the National Black MBA Association, and students from the Stern 
School of Business at NYU, to stabilize small businesses. Clinton has 
also worked with the Harlem Children’s Zone and the Robin Hood 
Foundation to raise awareness among low-income people regarding the 
availability of the earned-income tax credit, a thirty-year-old program, 
which was expanded in 1993. In terms of Harlem’s public schools, Clin-
ton spawned an effort to enhance economic literacy among students 
(with Carver Federal Savings Bank), and partnered with VH-1 to pro-
mote music education.90

According to Clyde Williams of the William Jefferson Clinton 
Foundation, small business development is critical to the future of 
Harlem. “If you help small businesses grow, you stabilize a commu-
nity,” said Williams. The foundation is actually pursuing a small busi-
ness development strategy, which provides advice for small businesses 
through the consulting firm, Booz Allen Hamilton, and the New York 
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 University Stern School of Business. The Foundation decided to take this 
direction as a result of a meeting between President Clinton and vari-
ous community leaders. Clyde Williams is satisfied with the direction 
the Foundation is taking. According to Williams, this approach builds 
upon the commercial progress in the neighborhood. He is pleased that 
“now people can get services in the community.” The foundation’s effort 
intends to enhance the sustainability of small businesses in the com-
munity. Owners of all businesses benefiting from this program “have 
to live in Harlem,” according to Williams.

Social issues such as education seem to have been lost in the vari-
ous discussions about Harlem’s “new renaissance.” Clinton has not 
shied away from this direction, including assistance to small busi-
nesses. However, even with Clinton’s influence and power, it remains 
to be seen whether or not technical assistance will make the difference 
between staying or going for small businesses. Nor can we assume that 
economic literacy will enable residents to make their rent payments, or 
a few programs will address the scope of challenges confronting public 
schools. Clinton is only one person and his foundation is one institu-
tion. The most significant obstacles to be overcome, for Harlem’s less 
advantaged residents, are shaped by market forces—forces that no one 
person, no matter how influential, can stop. Nevertheless, this is not 
to stay that people should not try. It has been the residents and com-
munity organizations that have been cleaning up the neighborhood, 
working to end the local drug trade, attempting to improve schools, 
lower infant mortality, fight environmental racism, and improve access 
to housing.

Not every potentially influential institution, such as Clinton’s foun-
dation, cares enough to address local issues; Clinton, at least, has made 
some effort, within a short tenure in the neighborhood, to pay atten-
tion to the fact that most Harlem residents, despite all of the changes, 
are still facing limited access and poverty, somewhat exacerbated by 
recent developments. The skepticism of some residents around Clin-
ton is certainly warranted, given that the Harlem community in the 
decades before the recent wave of development, had been ignored and 
abandoned. As previously noted, many longtime residents do not feel 
the changes are for them. Therefore, anyone’s effort to bring money, 
resources, jobs, services, or housing to Harlem is viewed with a criti-
cal eye. Many residents want to be shown that Clinton’s presence will 
improve social conditions, that new businesses will bring economic 
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development, and that all of the apparent local improvements will ben-
efit longtime residents. Harlem’s history does not suggest that, espe-
cially low-income residents will benefit, nor does the history of other 
New York City neighborhoods that have been experiencing significant 
development over a longer period, such as Park Slope, Chelsea, or the 
Upper West Side.

With respect to Clinton, residents don’t agree; some are quite 
pleased that he decided to bring his foundation to the neighborhood, 
as evidenced by the attendance at his welcoming rally. A national, and 
probably international, news item, Clinton’s uptown sojourn is part of 
what separates Harlem from other neighborhoods. Clinton’s arrival 
only adds another notch to Harlem’s lengthy lore. None of the other 
gentrified New York City neighborhoods are as well known as Harlem, 
nor are they as massive. Harlem is probably the most well-known neigh-
borhood in America. Everything in the neighborhood is on a different 
scale. Had Clinton ended up on 57th Street in Manhattan, it is unlikely 
that any of us would be discussing what he will do for the neighborhood 
or the meaning of his presence to the neighborhood. And even though 
Clinton has been challenged to do something for the community, and 
has likely challenged himself around the same idea, Harlem is not the 
kind of neighborhood that can change overnight.

Youth Perspective
If Harlem’s youth are able to afford to have the option of staying in the 
area in their adult years, they will be charged with the task of local 
community building. Having grown up in the neighborhood, Harlem 
teens, in particular, have lived and observed the noticeable changes in 
their surroundings; they also may be around to deal with their conse-
quences. Harlem youth bring a unique perspective to the table. They 
did not witness Harlem’s heyday and lament its decline. They were born 
into a Harlem in transition. They are not as wedded to tradition; they 
like brand names and anything that is new and fresh and tailored to 
people like them. But they are simultaneously aware of inequality, and 
maintain an interest in seeing a better neighborhood. They do not all 
agree on how to get there, but they have been thinking about and ana-
lyzing Harlem—the Harlem that is their lives.

The Wadleigh School in Harlem hosts a comprehensive after school 
program for high school aged youth in the neighborhood. This “Robeson” 
program, which takes place from 5:00 p.m. to 7:00 p.m. on Tuesdays 
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and Thursdays, brings the youth together to discuss a variety of topics. 
They attend high schools in various parts of the city. One of my research 
assistants, Cynthia Jones and I conducted a focus group with some of 
the youth in the program.91 They were asked similar questions about 
the economic changes in the neighborhood, but the youth perspective is 
worth particular attention, as they are keen to particular dimensions of 
the issues. Because they had grown up in Harlem, these youth have had 
the benefit of watching Harlem’s development throughout the period in 
which real estate has been refurbished, prices have ballooned, and the 
Empowerment Zone has come to fruition. Although many of the youth 
agree with their parents’ and grandparents’ generations about a certain 
neglect of resident needs, their thinking about issues such as crime and 
consumer behavior are noteworthy, and sometimes divergent from the 
thoughts of their elders.

The youth seem to share similar opinions with adults with respect 
to residential and commercial real estate. One youth, Tamika, said, of 
the various local redevelopment projects, “Some of the stuff I don’t see 
beneficial to us, like when I say us, I mean like minorities, like Afri-
can Americans, like a lot of the old brownstones and stuff that were … 
they fixing up now, but they raising the price on the building and most 
people like minorities and stuff can’t afford those houses. So that’s why 
a lot of Caucasian people and Indians and all kinds of other people 
are moving into Harlem ‘cause we can’t afford them brownstones they 
building; they not making them for us; they making them for people 
with more money than us.”92

This quote raises a number of issues around class, race, and the pol-
itics of Harlem’s new renaissance. She referred to “minorities,” but clar-
ified that she meant African Americans. She associated an inability to 
afford renovated brownstones with the experiences of existing African 
American Harlem residents. She indicated that Caucasians could afford 
higher real estate prices, but she said that a number of other racial and 
ethnic groups could afford to move into Harlem as well.

Another focus group participant, Angel said, “Harlem is gaining 
a lot of respect.” To him, issues around policing and crime are most 
salient. For example, he noticed the increased police presence in the 
neighborhood. He thinks crime is coming down, but he questioned 
whether police officers were respecting longtime residents. He spoke of 
his observations of the reduction in crime, “I used to live in the other 
part of Harlem, like 135th, that’s where I used to live at; now I live at 
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close to 125th, 129th, so like I see changes—it’s not that much people, 
you know, not that much gang members, you know, outside like it used 
to be.”93

A central characteristic of the drug trade was the persistent pres-
ence of gangs that managed local sales. Residents were often terror-
ized by such groupings, making their departure a welcome change for 
many residents. But the youth seem particularly keen to these issues, 
as the drug trade often particularly touched them and their peers in 
very direct, sometimes brutally violent, ways. But Angel is unsure of 
where all of these people went; and he thinks the cops are responsible 
for moving people out of the neighborhood. He said, “More cops, like, 
you know, trying to take everybody out of Harlem—that’s what I see. 
That’s the only change that I see, and they taking people out from Har-
lem, you know. I’m seeing less people than what I used to see from my 
project window since I was little. I see less people.” When asked where 
he thought people were going, he responded, “They in jail. I don’t know 
where. I don’t know. Everybody getting locked up.”

Many of the youth, like their elders, questioned the planning logic 
in Harlem’s economic changes. One youth said, “One thing I think 
about, like they building buildings in the wrong places, ‘cause there’s 
an open space—117th and 8th Avenue that’s been there since I was a 
baby. They haven’t put nothing in it—nothing there. What do they use 
it for?” As the youth continued, she also questioned the commitment 
of developers to the needs of residents—the needs of people who could 
benefit from resources targeted to them. She said, “They should put a 
shelter there or something; do something with it; try and clean it up … 
why can’t you make it into a community center where kids could go, or 
why you can’t make it into a shelter, where people … where it’s not so 
much of a higher rent, where some families could afford it.”94

The youth have a sense of justice; they can see that changes are rap-
idly occurring, but they don’t seem to buy that the changes will benefit 
residents. This particular young person has concrete recommendations 
for alternatives that, she believes, would uphold some sense of a com-
mon good that puts people before profits. These youth have a sense that 
they have been wronged—that the world does not work in their favor 
because of race and class. This same youth completed her commentary 
by pointing out how negative perceptions have worked against her and 
her community, “… they don’t never want to do nothing to help us, 
then they want to know why we are the way we are sometimes. So you 
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can’t put a label on us, ‘cause we try to take it off, but it’s stuck. You done 
crazy glued it to us and then we just get comfortable with it; so don’t 
complain when we get comfortable because you helped put it there…. 
it’s just like you stapled it to our forehead, so now we go through, like 
we the bad people, when it should be vice versa.”95

The youth are all too aware of the stigma associated with being a 
young, urban African American or Latino. This youth, like many of the 
adults, pointed to a mentality in her community—a mentality that rein-
forces negative stereotypes. This could be similar to the “colonial” men-
tality discussed in some other interviews, in which a historically disen-
franchised population internalizes an inferiority complex and expects to 
gain very little in life. Some of the adult interviewees noted that the com-
munity was aware of the changes taking place, but did not take advan-
tage of them—did not seek out the knowledge that would help them own 
a home, profit from some form of enterprise, or obtain employment.

The youth also appear to be awfully aware of the class differences 
within the neighborhood—the more affluent areas versus the less afflu-
ent ones: Sugar Hill, on the one hand, and the Valley, on the other. One 
youth referred to “the mountain” on which Sugar Hill rests. They can 
tell which parts of Harlem appear more desirable, and subsequently, 
more positioned for redevelopment and renovation.

Some of the youth never understood the logic of living in downtown 
Manhattan, when one could live in Harlem for half the price, and remain 
conveniently located. This is what made Harlem a sensible place to live, 
in their eyes. One youth asked, “Why am I gonna pay $1,300 a month on 
a studio that’s facing Central Park when I can go right there to Harlem, 
when it’s convenient to everything, and pay maybe like $700?”96

Non-Harlem residents, they believe, have just figured out that Har-
lem is convenient and cheaper, but at the expense of existing Harlem 
residents. One young person said, “They don’t want us to be convenient 
no more because they don’t want us to feel relaxed no more, ‘cause when 
you in Harlem, you don’t have to walk that far to get to a train station, 
catch the bus—you got the train, or you got the … now we got a cab ser-
vice; you just call and they come get you in front of your house.”97 They 
can see that Harlem already had many conveniences—many assets—an 
exceptional foundation from which to build.

Like their elders, the youth can see the plight of small businesses. 
One youth said, “A lot of old places that was in Harlem, like old barber 
shops from like ’60s and ’70s, and stuff, they getting, you know, put out 
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of business and taken down because they can’t afford to pay that rent 
… I know, ‘cause like on a 100th, what is that, 18th and 7th, it’s this 
old man barber shop, and I could—you know, don’t nobody really be 
in there but his old friends … and it’s like they got old restaurants and 
stuff like that, and old folks own them, and it’s like when they put these 
new buildings up, got some more complexes, got these little mini malls 
inside your building where you don’t really have to leave your building 
for nothing, and they can’t pay the rent on them ‘cause some of them 
can’t afford to pay $1,200 for a space that’s not even that big.”98

The energy level of our conversation rose when we moved to the 
relationship between consumerism and small Black-owned businesses. 
To some of the youth in the room, the small businesses will fold because 
the newer businesses understand the wants of consumers and have a 
brand name to which people have become accustomed. These youth did 
not have a problem with the presence of newer businesses, because they 
are bringing products that residents already purchase in other areas, 
especially youth. While some of the adults saw no need for Old Navy 
or Footlocker, some of the youth very much welcome these establish-
ments. One youth said of these stores, “They know what the kids like 
now; it’s all about the sneakers, the clothes, the shirts, stuff like that.”

But a smaller group of students stood hard and fast by the need to 
develop, maintain, grow, and support small Black-owned businesses. 
One young woman was particularly firm in her opinion around the 
need for Black people to create and operate their own businesses. If 
the community wants fashion, then Black businesses should create and 
market fashion to the community. She said, “We don’t need to go to Old 
Navy, if we knew how to sew or do whatever; we could have our own.” 
She continued, “I think that successful Black and minority, or any type 
of minority, can come to a community and start they own businesses 
instead of us putting the money into big corporations they not giving 
us anything.”99

But although many of the youth want certain name brand clothes, 
they are skeptical of corporate intentions. In other words, they do not 
think these various retail corporations are meeting consumer desires 
because they care about the community. One youth said, “They using 
black people, not even black, minority—they taking the money, ‘cause 
they know that black people—we not saying all of us, but we love cloth-
ing, sneakers, and stuff like that. They not worried about that; they 
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worried about they sneakers and they clothes, and how much they … 
and they know what sells in Harlem.”100

A certain cynicism ran through the whole group, from those who 
were in favor to the presence of new businesses to those who were opposed. 
None of the youth seemed to believe that new businesses were going to 
help the community. Many feel they are meeting consumer desires for 
fashion, they do not think they are bringing in many sustainable jobs, 
and they do not expect them to do very much in terms of community 
development. With respect to Magic Johnson’s Theatre, for example, the 
youth realize that the presence of the theatre is a new convenience, but 
they do not seem to feel that the theatre is about helping the community. 
One youth said, “These owners today are not trying to give back to the 
community. I think what they’re trying to do is just make a profit off 
the Black and Latinos here. He didn’t set up the theatre to give back. He 
knows that everybody—that Black people are gonna go there; he knows 
he’s gonna make money off us. That’s why he put it on 125th Street, like 
the most richest place there in Harlem, and the other stores.”101

According to one youth, it’s not the job of large corporations to 
give back to communities. That aim rests with the nonprofit sector. 
The youth said, “Most of these economic places is not to give back to 
the community. I’m sorry; they do college things every now and then, 
but that’s not what’s up. That’s why you have, like Countee Cullen, the 
Schomburg, where you go in there and learn about your history. You 
got P.A.L., that’s like a predominantly Black center; you got the Valley. 
You got mad centers out there, just people don’t want to go.”102 This per-
son suggests that nonprofits are responsible for helping the community, 
and that the community bears the burden of taking advantage of all of 
the services that already exist.

One youth did reply, noting that the big companies have commu-
nity programs, saying, “Most of these places have funds. They do schol-
arships, stuff like that, but sometimes you gotta go out and you gotta 
find them ‘cause they not always gon’ be broadcast.”103 Although some 
noted the community programs of such corporations, no one thought 
the businesses shared any sort of primary goal of helping existing Har-
lem residents. The call for personal initiative is also interesting in this 
quote, suggesting that it is up to the residents themselves to learn more 
about the businesses. Overall, the young people were fairly critical of 
their fellow Harlem residents.
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One focus group participant thinks the community is never satis-
fied and should not complain at this stage in the game. This person said, 
“The way I see it, like people don’t really know, like people don’t know 
what they want—’cause like when two fifth didn’t use to have nothing, 
everybody used to be like, ‘Oh downtown got everything, dah, dah, 
dah,’ but then when they threw the Modell’s and the Old Navy and 
they threw the HMV up here, then people was like, ‘Oh, they taking 
money out of Harlem.”104 This youth is happy to see the new businesses 
in Harlem because, “you don’t have to go all the way downtown” to buy 
clothes or see the movies or buy records. But she would like to see more 
jobs for young people. For most jobs, she said, “… you gotta be eighteen; 
eighteen be grown … we sixteen, so let us work now.”

Many of the youth maintain that residents should not complain, 
because the businesses are meeting a demand. One youth said, “I feel 
that it’s just like with the stores and stuff; it’s like a fashion. I’m saying 
if Beverly Hills could have it, why can’t Harlem have it? We could have 
what they have. If they could be all high classy with furs and the minks, 
why can’t we be high class with the furs and the minks?”105 With youth in 
particular, another participant noted, “All the kids want to wear brand 
name stuff.” And parents, according to another youth, “don’t want your 
kids looking like bums. Everybody wanna go out looking nice.” Taking 
these quotes into account, the sentiment suggests that new businesses 
are meeting a consumer demand for high quality—quality that Harlem 
residents deserve. It also suggests that Harlem residents are particular 
about brand names that connote quality. A certain material dimension 
pervades these remarks as well—good living being equated with not 
just name brands but luxury goods. The new establishments in Harlem 
are not exactly bringing “furs and minks,” but these voices suggest a 
desire for certain external symbols of good living.

One youth piped up, arguing that the community’s priorities are 
out of whack. This person said, “We are more concerned about what we 
wear, then we go home, we can’t afford more than a ninety-nine cent 
bag of chips for dinner.” A respondent countered, “I’m never gon’ have 
on no cheap stuff ‘cause I gon’ work too hard for it.”106 The reward for 
hard work, according to this particular youth is, in fact, quality fashion. 
After all, fashion is what everyone can see, interacting with others on 
a daily basis. Not everyone is going to see one’s home, know what one 
eats, or know the state of one’s bank account. This is a fairly practical 
way of thinking.
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It is important to note how often words like “hungry” and “work 
hard” surfaced over the course of the focus group. These youth are moti-
vated and driven to succeed. They know that some Harlem residents 
will lose out over the course of the neighborhood’s metamorphosis, but 
they are determined to be the ones who win. They know that they will 
likely search for jobs outside of the neighborhood, and seek out funding 
for college, and they know that they may need multiple jobs to live at 
the level that they desire. But the desire to work toward their goals was 
firm and unmistakable.

Adult interviewees also varied in their thoughts about the bene-
fits of the presence of new businesses in Harlem, as well as the relative 
responsibilities of residents. Youth, in fact, seem to be more critical of 
their fellow residents of all ages, and of politicians as well. One youth 
said, “Maybe one of these stupid-ass politicians will come through and 
help us—give us some money or something.” It should also be noted, 
that Bill Clinton was singled out as a good politician, who “Knows what 
Black people need right now.”107

The convenience issue seems to be a recurring theme among many 
interviewees of all ages—residents like the added conveniences but 
do not appreciate the negative consequences. The youth in the focus 
group were a bit less empathetic around the negative consequences of 
the businesses, as most of them felt the businesses are meeting their 
desires for certain fashions. Nevertheless, the negative consequences of 
the changing commercial base would be lessened with greater attention 
to comprehensive approaches that prioritize equity. The presence of 
businesses means only so much without jobs, but the jobs mean only so 
much without training and opportunities for advancement; and even 
then, the convenience goes only so far if it drives up property values. It 
appears that a series of back up plans, influenced by various scenarios, 
tested by residents, could help in this respect. For example, if residents 
had an opportunity to play out what would happen on the arrival of 
new businesses. In playing out such scenarios in advance, it may be 
easier to predict the impact, positively and otherwise. Exercises of this 
sort could highlight the importance of comprehensive approaches, but 
also reveal true intentions—whether or not those with decision-making 
power have the will to find the resources and energy to forge equitable 
development strategies.
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The Role of Corporations and Developers
Corporations and developers will have to be central to new development 
strategies that benefit low-income people. Although they may be in 
business to make money, they can pursue approaches that enable them 
to make some money while being socially responsible. But entry-level 
jobs and “affordable” housing that is out of reach for those with a low 
income can only go so far. If the concept of corporate social responsi-
bility is truly going to be tested, it must be able to demonstrate that such 
pursuits don’t only look good but actually make tangible improvements 
in the lives of low-income and other less-advantaged populations.

Jobs are crucial for communities such as Harlem, with high unem-
ployment rates, and a spatial mismatch between where jobs are located 
and where the unemployed reside. Urban sprawl throughout recent 
decades moved jobs into the outer-ring suburbs, far from the major-
ity of people in the most need of employment—low-income inner-city 
residents.108 The advent of aggressive community development strate-
gies, such as the process by which the Empowerment Zone was created, 
provided incentives for businesses to consider setting up shop in inner 
city communities. Of course, these new businesses could still import 
their workers from other communities, but the trade-off for financial 
incentives to locate in the inner city is to provide local jobs. But should 
this be the only expectation of corporations?

“Harlem USA has taken an active role in making sure that it 
reaches out to the community, and that’s HMV, Modell’s, the Magic 
Johnson Theater, New York Sports Club, and Old Navy—they’ve taken 
an active role in trying to connect to the community and work with 
the community and offer funds and stuff to some community based 
organizations that are uptown. I don’t get a sense that all these other 
stores have any connection to the community. And I think that’s going 
to become a problem. I think that, again, if they’re smart, they will, to 
force the group relations, they will establish that, but right now it’s very 
few stores or complexes that are progressive and see themselves as com-
munity partners and are connecting with community organizations, 
institutions, churches, synagogues, or mosques.”109

As Bess suggests, community involvement is to the advantage of 
a business or developer. Healthy relations with the community open 
doors for future projects, and build consumer relations. The demand for 
greater corporate accountability and responsibility rests in the context 
of a continually expanding gap in wealth and access to information. 
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Accounting scandals involving nonretail, but corporations just the 
same, have heightened public skepticism of corporate aims. Are they 
out to simply make money at all costs? Corporations are not all the 
same, but their existence is predicated on the profit motive. Therefore, 
expectations for truly altruistic goals are often quite low.

Nevertheless, we must rethink these expectations. As the gatekeep-
ers of so many needed resources, corporations are positioned to pro-
vide an infusion of resources, services and jobs into low-income urban 
communities. In the case of Harlem, it is not enough that major retail 
establishments have located in the neighborhood. Nor is it enough that 
real estate developers have refurbished residential and commercial 
properties. If our society is interested in improving the lives of low-
income people, especially at a time when joblessness is significant and 
the economy is tenuous, then it is important to hold major institutions 
with resources accountable to higher expectations. One key aspect in 
imagining greater equity in development is recognizing the whole. But 
once it is recognized, how can it be done, and where are the resources? 
Large corporations and developers doing business in Harlem should 
engage in true partnerships with the community.

A partnership constitutes a deeper relationship—one where all 
parties involved recognize the interdependency among themselves 
and collectively forge mutually beneficial activities. The hurdle facing 
partnerships between communities and major institutions is power. 
Corporations can make decisions without community involvement, for 
example. But the reality is that corporations can’t survive without con-
sumers. Historically, Harlem residents have contemplated or attempted 
economic boycotts of particular business to highlight the interdepen-
dency among corporations and people.

An anonymous executive in a Harlem Community Development 
Corporation gave high marks to some of the new retail establishments, 
“Pathmark, Old Navy, Gap, those kinds of businesses have been very 
good corporate citizens. They sponsor little leagues, they sponsor fund-
raisers; they’re good corporate citizens.” But residents are not satisfied 
across-the-board with the state of corporate/community partnerships. 
The executive continued, “I think the way it’s been received by the 
mainstream community is very good. I think there are some elements 
of the community on the margin, who are real radical, very radical, and 
really see this as an opportunity to go back to the days of marching and 
getting in people’s faces and calling them all racists….”110
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It appears that discontent with the new corporations extends 
beyond the very radical, as interviewees run across the political spec-
trum. As previously mentioned, some see the new retail presence as 
too far of a cultural departure, many others think the stores just aren’t 
doing enough, and others think the stores got too much of a sweet deal 
to locate in the neighborhood. The opinions are wide-ranging, but they 
emanate from a set of expectations that is shaped by a history of failed 
development initiatives. It is one thing to set policy that brings in retail 
and says, “get on board or get off.” It is another to recognize the totality 
of experiences in making decisions. The historical feelings of betrayal in 
the community, and the sources of those thoughts should be addressed 
in combination with the concrete attempts to stimulate jobs and attract 
improved services.

Although Harlem’s new retail industry has not satisfied everyone, 
some corporate/community partnerships have emerged. The anony-
mous executive gave an example, “Old Navy does this whole thing with 
Frederick Douglass Academy, where it really has a partnership with 
them and has a deep commitment to doing everything from hiring the 
kids in the summers at the stores to making the school t-shirts for free, 
and giving them to them and giving every family a fifty dollar certifi-
cate at the beginning of the school year towards clothing.” This kind of 
partnership, according to the executive, ultimately benefits the busi-
ness, “it’s good for business because people become very loyal to their 
brand and certainly they are seeing the results of that because the store 
in Harlem is doing very very well.”111

The degree to which corporate partnerships of this sort actually 
improve local conditions is uncertain. They may make a difference in 
the lives of a handful of people, but it is unlikely that they move the 
Harlem community much closer to overall community empowerment. 
According to the anonymous executive, the most important thing that 
retail corporations can do is hire locally. This person said, “The respon-
sibility of business in the community, I think first and foremost, it is 
to reflect the values of the community—to have a level of sensitivity 
about the community and the context in which you’re operating, and I 
think the issue of a commitment to hire locally is the most important 
thing they can do. And that is why I support having local businesses 
commit to a number, commit to a goal of hiring locally, commit to 
training managers—that if you’re going to open a supermarket, you’re 
not just committing on hiring cashiers, but that you want to have your 
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management team also come from the community and have career lad-
ders that allow for community people to move up and monitor those 
things.”112

This perspective is consistent with that of most residents—jobs are 
critical, but not enough without training, opportunities for advance-
ment, and a commitment to hiring managers as well as entry-level 
workers. Although the CDC executive and residents agree philosophi-
cally, the resident interviewees generally did not give high marks to the 
retail corporations’ hiring practices.

Communities need services and jobs in any community develop-
ment model; corporations can make some of that happen. Banks also 
play an essential role—communities need the support and cooperation 
of banks to finance large- and small-scale projects and enable owner-
ship opportunities for residents. As previously discussed, banks have 
not always been friendly to Harlem residents, as they had redlined, 
refused to make loans, in Harlem and many other inner-city African 
American neighborhoods. The anonymous CDC director said of the 
current state of bank/community relations, “The banking community 
has been, I think, very committed overall. Banks like Chase, Deutsche 
Bank, Citicorp have come a long way—have commitments, both in 
terms of the grant making that they do in the community to qualified 
community-based organizations that are doing charitable work, and 
also in terms of the lending, are putting private capital into the com-
munity, in terms of construction lending, mortgage loans, bridge loans, 
permanent financing on projects … But we can’t fool ourselves—that 
is the result, primarily, I think, of the Community Reinvestment Act 
(CRA) and the implication of that. The implications of not being an 
investor and a lender in low- to moderate-income communities is that 
you will be penalized as a financial institution, and the banks certainly 
do not want the regulators to penalize them or give them unsatisfac-
tory ratings under the CRA standards. So they have been very, very 
aggressive.”113

This form of bank/community partnership, facilitated by federal 
policy through the CRA, created an incentive for banks to take a more 
socially responsible approach to urban communities. Therefore, policy 
created an interdependency between banks and urban communities 
that had not existed. Before the CRA, banks were regularly redlining 
without any accountability. Partnerships are enhanced when incentives 
are clear. The CRA is an example of the critical role that government 
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can play in stimulating greater responsibility among major institutions 
and industries. It is critical in looking to the future and potential of any 
form of corporate/community partnership to recognize where commu-
nities can have power and influence in such relationships, and where 
communities do not have the optimum amount of leverage, where can 
government intervene to create it.

Absent of a widespread spirit of common good, some of which is 
still necessary in order to forge truly equitable development strategies, 
corporations and other major institutions tend to require incentives 
in order to develop programs and initiatives that benefit low-income 
people. Corporations have the resources, but their missions as institu-
tions are not automatically geared toward sharing. However, when a 
consumer base can demonstrate its power to influence corporations, 
and when policy creates regulations to ensure that corporations meet 
the needs of that base, corporations are pushed to recognize interde-
pendency. But this does not often occur automatically. The involvement 
of policy makers and the action of communities are critical drivers in 
enforcing corporate accountability.

Nevertheless, in the grand scheme of things, a few corporate com-
munity partnerships, enhanced bank lending programs, and afford-
able housing projects are going to do only so much toward eliminating 
poverty and noticeably curtailing the negative effects of gentrification. 
This would take a far greater and more comprehensive investment in 
addressing the broader social needs of the community.
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5
Making Urban DevelopMent Work

It would be fantastic if every block in Harlem could look like Convent 
Avenue between 141st and 145th—stately, sparkling brownstones. Peer-
ing through these windows, one can see pristinely and artistically dec-
orated homes. Parallel to Convent is Hamilton Terrace, which is even 
more gorgeous; the block has remained integrated, with some of the 
most valuable properties in all of Harlem. So, why not make the rest of 
Harlem as lovely as this apparent paradise perched on a hill? One only 
need move one block in any direction from this enclave to feel Harlem’s 
poverty and intensity. Yes, let’s renovate those abandoned buildings on 
neighboring streets, and this is being done. But the residents question, 
for whom? Proposed resident solutions center on fairness and equity. 
They know Harlem’s potential, and want the neighborhood to improve, 
but in an accessible fashion.

Although most residents who were interviewed shared a variety of 
views about changes in the neighborhood, they transcended problem-
identification, and proposed a variety of solutions. Their perspectives 
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were largely balanced in terms of the responsibility of outsiders, devel-
opers, and businesses as well as that of preexisting longtime residents.

Like residents’ assessment of the state of Harlem’s changes, their 
recommendations for improvement also speak to the importance of 
recognizing the extensive array of interconnected issues that must be 
addressed in order to make urban development more beneficial to com-
munities. One decision impacts something else. That same decision 
could have negative ripple effects in various other areas. Determining 
how to address a particular aspect of development, although adequately 
focusing on other aspects to ensure the benefit of low-income people, 
remains a formidable challenge facing urban policy.

Resident‑Driven Decisions
The first thought when one suggests a resident-driven decision-making 
body might be, doesn’t the neighborhood have a Community Board? 
Like all New York City neighborhoods, Harlem does have a Commu-
nity Board, in fact it has three—one for each of the three districts that 
make up the areas of East, West, and Central Harlem. But Gail Aska is 
skeptical of the ability of Community Boards to adequately reflect resi-
dent needs and interests. She said, “I think that the residents of Harlem 
need to make that decision to be a part of, whatever, whether you call 
it a board, or a committee of being able to scrutinize people for this, be 
able to do the investigation themselves of their own fellow neighbor.” 
She continued, “I’m proposing something completely new, and the only 
reason I say that is right now, I cannot honestly say that I am on top 
of actually what the three community boards are doing. So because I 
cannot tell you they’ve tried this and it didn’t work or whatever, I would 
be totally considering something totally new with a different feel. And 
the reason I say it’s different is because, unfortunately, I don’t think 
residents in any community ever really get to be the final say, and that’s 
what I am suggesting.”1

Given that so few residents could recall being solicited before the 
coming of the Empowerment Zone, and other economic development 
initiatives, it does appear there may be some gaps in local communica-
tion. Indeed, the will to communicate to a broader section of residents 
may not be present. Even though some interviewed residents actually 
participated in the preplanning for the Empowerment Zone, few inter-
viewed residents could identify any neighbor or colleague who was 
actually involved in that process.
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In reference to the beginnings of Harlem’s recent development, 
including the Empowerment Zone, Minnette Coleman said, “When 
they started, there was not a lot of community support for it. When 
they started moving the small businesses and folding on 125th Street, 
the first thing we saw were businesses closing, and we’re like why is 
this happening? The rent started going up because they could legally 
raise the rent to a certain rate and they had, you know, we’re like this 
is a sign, you see, but nobody’s explaining what’s going on, and all of 
a sudden, the big storm moves in. There were some in the community 
who were involved, but I don’t think enough to make a big deal.”2 A 
more extensive and inclusive process for soliciting resident input had 
been missing.

The Improved Role of Corporations and Developers
As previously mentioned, corporations and real estate developers are 
involved in an extensive array of projects in Harlem’s present and future. 
Residents wonder about how to make decisions around those projects 
consistent with community needs and priorities—how to involve those 
resources in improving the overall health of the neighborhood. Most 
interviewed residents do not think it is enough for corporations to pro-
vide jobs; they believe that new corporations in Harlem should adopt a 
higher degree of institutional citizenship, including in depth participa-
tion in community improvement. From many residents’ perspective, an 
inherent responsibility, beyond employment, comes with doing busi-
ness in the neighborhood. They envision an exchange—if residents are 
going to patronize the various new establishments, then the establish-
ments should contribute to their community of consumers. Many feel 
this is especially true given the various monetary perks, through the 
Empowerment Zone, given to these businesses. They wonder how busi-
nesses can benefit from their patronage, yet get paid to do so.

Some residents are rather skeptical about the businesses entering 
the neighborhood because their presence may be more geared toward 
newer residents—a community to come rather than a community that 
has been in Harlem for decades. Real estate developers, driven by prof-
its, are focusing on luxury, rather than affordable housing, creating a 
climate in which individual landlords are finding various ways in which 
to evict old tenants, and bring in new ones paying above-market rents. 
The following are some ideas drawn from the interviews about how 
urban development initiatives could become more equitable.
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The Role of Community in Policy
Involving all residents in shaping local policy in a neighborhood the 
size of Harlem would likely be daunting and unwieldy. However, select-
ing among a few residents presents its own set of challenges as well. 
After all, who really represents the community in a neighborhood his-
torically fraught with internal political tension and often controlled by 
a small group of elites? Nevertheless, the vast majority of interviewees 
generally feel out of the loop when it comes to major policy decisions 
affecting their neighborhood.

The UMEZ was developed through a process that solicited feed-
back from community residents in 1995. The results of this discussion 
informed the development of a proposal to the Federal government, 
which was ultimately successful. Approximately three hundred resi-
dents were involved in ten different focus groups designed to propose 
how the Empowerment Zone could add value to the neighborhood. 
Resident advisory groups are generally limited in their power, as they 
only provide input, rather than actually develop policy. Obviously, no 
process will please everyone. Decisiveness, almost inherently, creates 
resentment, disappointment, and mistrust. However, if people feel 
sufficiently involved in decision-making processes, they at least know 
they had an opportunity. Most interviewees said they were not aware 
of these ongoing meetings. However, even those who did know or were 
actually involved wish they had more involvement in the actual devel-
opment of the plan.

Vicky Gholson was a part of this initial dialogue. At first she was 
rather optimistic about the process, and its invitation to people of all 
walks of life to engage in discussion about the neighborhood’s develop-
ment. She said, “The Empowerment Zone was another opportunity for 
a true and honest collaboration to be demonstrated across the section—
everyday people and entrepreneurs coming together with their paid 
representatives out of the elected officials and politicians to merge and 
bring all those visions and plans and dreams and hopes of what ought 
to be, which was evidenced in the working groups that took place over 
a two-year period of time. But then that becomes a little bit jaded when 
you have black professionals upstairs working and white professionals 
on another floor, rewriting the script. And then the disparity in terms 
of what is sent to Washington as the final proposal, and how much was 
left out.” She continued, “So those agreements that were made in terms 
of what the priorities were from a residential perspective were thrown 

RT3054_C005.indd   144 1/5/06   8:10:19 AM



 Making Urban Development Work • 145

out each time there was another head of operation, or each time there 
was another development on the board of trustees.”3

When asked how she got connected to the process, Gholson said, 
“I was called by elected officials, community organizations, a couple of 
business people, to say that this thing is ready to go down, and they’re 
looking for people to come together in areas of transportation, ecol-
ogy, telecommunications, and information technology, entrepreneurial 
efforts, etc. And I think it was pretty much word of mouth, and heav-
ily political identification. And then people came together in about ten 
different groups and thrashed out ideas on the table and this should 
happen. It was a rich experience.”4

Gholson mentioned that seniors in the community had warned 
her that the process was not genuine—that the politicians would take it 
over and discount many of the residents’ ideas. In some specific ways, 
Gholson believes this actually came to pass. One particular example 
involved a communications research lab. Gholson, who holds a doctor-
ate in communications, believes she was called to the table for that rea-
son. She and some of her colleagues pushed for this lab. She noted, “The 
communications research lab, was proposed and accepted in Washing-
ton, as part of the designation. We applied the first round of funding, 
and since, no funding, no nod.”5 According to Gholson, this was an 
instance where residents put a particular idea on the table, and were 
given the impression that the idea would come to fruition. However, 
they were ultimately required to apply for funding from the Empower-
ment Zone to implement the idea. This funding was never received, and 
the lab was never created.

Gholson mentioned other ideas that were unfulfilled. She said, 
“Being able to bring academicians, community professionals, retirees, 
give formidable experience to the many colleges and high schools in the 
area, where they can apply their skills and get something out of it … 
that was all cut off and what wasn’t cut off was taken and duplicated in a 
watered-down fashion …”6 When asked when she first realized that the 
Empowerment Zone was not going to genuinely reflect the ideas of the 
working groups, Gholson said, “When we reviewed the organizational 
structure.” She strongly suggested the restructuring of the decision-
making channels and funding approval process. The existing structure, 
she maintained, is not efficient. She said, “There’s no way anything can 
get done. The Empowerment Zone funding that was given to the South 
Bronx—they have their board. Upper Manhattan has their board—then 
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you have representatives on another board where city, state, and federal 
is represented, and then on top of that board is the final approval. I 
mean, it’s—Stevie Wonder can see the problem with that! What’s been 
cut off that was so extremely important was the organization of the 
working groups.”7 She feels the working group should continue in 
order to provide an ongoing feedback mechanism that could influence 
UMEZ’s decision making.

The UMEZ has three bodies for decision making: the New York 
Empowerment Zone, the Board of Directors, and the staff. The New 
York Empowerment Zone includes the Congressman representing the 
Harlem aspect of the UMEZ, Charlie Rangel, and the one represent-
ing the Bronx aspect, Jose Serrano. It also includes the governor of the 
State of New York, the mayor of the city of New York, and the president 
and CEO of the UMEZ (a staff person), who is now Ken Knuckles. This 
Board is the highest level of decision making; however, the particular 
decisions around the governance of the UMEZ itself, and the invest-
ments that the UMEZ chooses to pursue are made by the UMEZ Board 
of Directors. This Board includes over twenty members, many of whom 
are influential professionals who represent the communities included 
in the UMEZ. The UMEZ has fourteen staff members. The staff ulti-
mately carries out the decisions of the UMEZ Board of Directors.8

Decisions must be made, and people will always be unhappy with 
decisive behavior because everyone’s views cannot be reflected in the 
end. In all fairness to those who drafted the policies nationally and for 
New York, there is no easy way to draw the line and sift out what is 
important from what won’t work. Consensus, when it comes to broad 
social policy at the level of the Empowerment Zones, is virtually impos-
sible to achieve. Having stated this, decisions should strive, as much as 
possible, to reflect both the needs and views of a community. Gholson 
believes enough was not done.

Community engagement is a key component toward the creation 
of more comprehensive and equitable development strategies because 
their insights will push policymakers to think about the implication of 
various directions and the overall interrelationship between various key 
social issues. Simultaneously, the limitation of resources is a constant 
barrier to development that can truly take account of various concerns 
from housing to employment to education to economic development, 
and beyond. As a result, it is essential that nongovernmental major 
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institutions and industries contribute resources to fill in gaps. The 
resource question will constantly hover over any development process.

Nevertheless, dialogue is a key element in the process by which pro-
posals are developed, conclusions are drawn, and decisions are made. 
According to scholar and business consultant, Daniel Yankelovich, our 
complex society, more than ever, requires “shared understanding” to 
solve problems.9 Dialogue, according to Yankelovich, is not a question 
of winning or losing arguments, it is more about achieving mutual 
understanding, despite conflicts of interest. Successful dialogue, he 
maintains, can only be achieved when people participate as equals. He 
said, “Dialogue becomes possible only after trust has been built and the 
higher-ranking people have, for the occasion, removed their badges of 
authority and are participating as true equals.”10

Negative ripple effects cannot be transformed into positive ones 
without the level of dialogue that Yankelovich suggests. Without this 
kind of a process, it is difficult to set policy that meets resident needs. 
And, if resident needs are not a priority, failure to try to take account of 
resident opinions could be a missed opportunity to collectively develop 
mutually beneficial strategies. Town meetings that descend into gripe 
sessions (because residents can sense the limited influence of their 
voices) are not dialogue. Actually sitting down at the table, with the gen-
uine desire to listen to the community is a more productive approach.

Many of the interviewees are generally dissatisfied, and feel that if 
their input had been solicited or taken seriously, development might 
have taken some different turns. Some critical needs that are consid-
ered common concerns by several residents would be more sufficiently 
addressed with more significant community input. These views are not 
only of those who did not have any access to the process. They are also 
not only the views of renters. Deborah Faison also attended some of the 
early meetings associated with the Empowerment Zone. She noted, “I 
went to a few publicly held meetings where basically I was just told what 
the plan is. This is: we have this money, we have these tax breaks; I think 
the program was planned ahead of time. I think that again, part of the 
problem is that we don’t have confidence about the input of people 
within the community.” When a public Request for Proposals around 
training for small businesses was issued, Faison and her colleagues 
applied. “And we were accepted,” she said. “And we were very happy 
about that, but the initial plan that we submitted was not accepted. It 
ended up being redesigned for us. We put in the classroom training 
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piece, and we wanted to do something earlier that was a lot more com-
plicated.”11 As discussed in Chapter 2, the UMEZ’s Business Resource 
and Investment Service (BRISC) provides various types of assistance to 
small businesses.

From her experiences as a resident and as someone providing 
resources and advice to small local businesses for a living, Faison had 
particular insights about the needs of her constituency. However, her 
suggestions were altered to fit a design that she believes, was already 
constructed. She wanted ongoing one-to-one assistance for small busi-
nesses. She said, “We wanted to involve most of the large consulting 
companies and see if they could make a contribution, not by giving 
money necessarily, but by allowing us to use their employees a certain 
number of hours every month to help develop these businesses.”12 The 
consulting firm, Booz Allen Hamilton, as indicated in Chapter 1, is 
now playing a role, along with Clinton and others, in developing small 
businesses.

Community input, according to Faison, is critical because it broad-
ens policy makers’ understanding of the problems they hope to address. 
Money is always a necessary factor in urban development, but with-
out an in-depth understanding of the issues at hand, money stands the 
risk, political will aside, of being wasted. Faison maintained, regarding 
decision making within the Empowerment Zone, “I think it’s getting to 
understand the problem and taking ownership of it, really. You know, 
I think that if you say to an entrepreneur, we can’t approve you because 
you don’t have professional—you don’t meet the professional standards, 
and that’s the end of it, I think that that is just showing a lack of commit-
ment to addressing the problem.”13 The idea of the economic changes in 
Harlem benefiting those who already have skills, access, or property is a 
recurring theme among interviewees. Small business owners who can-
not benefit because of their lack of skill is one example. If the available 
technical assistance does not bring them to that acceptable level, then 
it is difficult for many local entrepreneurs to benefit. Faison explicitly 
pointed to a lack of commitment. This may be the case, especially as 
so many people who live and work and do business in Harlem seem to 
have multiple suggestions, based on experience, about what could be 
done in a manner in which existing residents would benefit.

Harlem native Abdul Salaam would like to see the Empowerment 
Zone become more accessible to residents. He said, “I think that if there 
is a way for the Empowerment Zone to be even more accessible, I’m 
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not saying it’s not accessible, but for it to be even more accessible, and 
what way that is, I don’t know. You know, there’s a newsletter, so that 
exists. There could possibly—there are community wide meetings, you 
know, where people are invited to come. There are letters—mailing 
letters out.”14 Salaam was not as critical of the Zone as some others, 
but he still wants to see improved communications between the Zone 
and residents. He also suggested a cable television show, which should 
be well publicized in the community. Access is the primary issue in 
Salaam’s view; he sees the potential in the Empowerment Zone, “but 
the potential can only be realized if something with power makes the 
kind of power it has accessible to those with less power.”15

Salaam says that he has been invited to various meetings about 
Harlem’s development. He said, “I’ve been invited to a number of dif-
ferent meetings, but if I’m in the middle of a project, I can’t go, so I don’t 
go. If I don’t go, there’s a certain amount of information that’s not made 
accessible to me.”16 It seems that outreach has been and continues to be 
done, but residents like Salaam question whether it is done in a manner 
that is accessible. Can residents find the time to attend meetings?

One such meeting, organized by local Senator David Patterson, 
took place in June 2000 at the Schomburg Center for Research in Black 
Culture. Representatives of UMEZ, banks, New York City’s Housing 
Preservation and Development (HPD), and the public housing author-
ity attended. The seven hundred residents and interested parties attend-
ing this meeting expressed anger, particularly regarding the affordabil-
ity of housing, often heckling the speakers.17 Clearly, some residents 
found the time to attend this particular meeting. It appears that many 
residents are looking for avenues to express their dismay over the state 
of the neighborhood. As previously mentioned, some do not feel that 
the development is intended for them.

Some Resident Recommendations

Interviewees mentioned a number of recommendations for some more 
equitable version of urban economic development for Harlem. Not 
everyone agrees, but it is clear that residents have been thinking practi-
cally about improving their neighborhood. Following are some ideas 
that emerged from the interviews.
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First Priority for Residents and Those Demonstrating Commitment
Many interviewees bemoaned the absence of benefits for longtime resi-
dency in the neighborhood. Gail Aska suggested that residents should, 
“have a priority in acquiring property, acquiring real estate, choice loca-
tions …”18 Aska continued on this line of thinking with respect to busi-
nesses. According to Aska, the right to do business in Harlem should 
be gauged by a person’s or organization’s demonstrated commitment 
to the neighborhood. She said, “I think that the fact that they would 
have been here for X amount of years shows their devotion, shows their 
commitment to the community, their willingness to help build it, their 
willingness to raise families, so I think that, therefore, I think that an 
investment that they’ve made qualifies them to help kind of weed out 
the people who can make a similar investment.” For Aska, unregulated 
market forces where those who happen to have the money and the will 
can buy in, ignores the kind of priority that she thinks residents should 
be accorded because they stuck it out and demonstrated a commitment 
to the area.

Stabilization Fund
John Bess recommended a stabilization fund to enhance the prospects 
for small businesses that have been in Harlem. This would help small 
local businesses “anchor themselves and be secure and competitively 
market and sustain themselves.”19 He emphasized the need for stronger 
technical assistance for small, particularly, Black-owned, businesses. He 
recommended financial consulting to help businesses with their books 
and help them understand various codes and potential violations. He 
maintained that these types of small businesses need more effective 
guidance in understanding the long term—investing in improvements 
that will benefit in the end.20

Lower Prices
Although it may appear to some that the act of corporations enter-
ing and doing business in Harlem is a socially responsible act in itself, 
many residents want more. Some don’t feel that the newer stores are the 
right stores for existing residents, largely due to pricing. “Make stuff 
more affordable … if they’re gonna try to help the community, help the 
people that’s already here,” said Tyletha Samuels. She continued, “All 
them high-priced stores that they have downtown, they moving them 
up here, but yet and still them high prices is coming right along with it. 
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Make a Bargain World. Make more Bargain Worlds, make more Wool-
worth’s.”21 She continued on this train of thought, “… bring something 
that I can afford. Bring retail prices, like they do in Chinatown … they 
open up a store in Chinatown, those are the cheapest places …”22

Sectoral Business Development

Although uncertain if this would be the right timing, Bess suggested 
that Harlem could be another Silicon Alley. He lamented the fact that 
Harlem had not attracted a larger percentage of the high-tech indus-
try. He suggested that, through this industry, residents could have been 
trained and employed. Harlem’s existing approach to development 
stimulates jobs, but does not build longer-term career opportunities 
for a critical mass of residents. Bess’s suggestion of an industry-specific 
approach might be a more viable long-term option for the community. 
Technology would not have to be the only possibility. The neighborhood 
could make a strong pitch to a couple of different industries, outside of 
retail, with greater potential for advancement and career development. 
Various training programs could be developed around the specific 
industries, enabling residents to not only obtain jobs but also develop 
sustainable economic opportunities.

Deliberately Building or Setting Aside Housing for Low‑Income People

It is difficult to imagine any way to protect low-income residents from 
displacement that does not include some form of guarantees—fixed 
spaces for low-income people.

Smedley suggested, “… have more housing built in the area, and 
they are doing that, and they’re calling that affordable housing. But 
my thought is, when they say affordable housing … those would be 
running into thirteen, fourteen, fifteen, sixteen hundred dollars, so 
that would not be for people in the area, who just have a minimum 
income.”23 He went on to note that policy already has addressed such 
issues for seniors through the Senior Citizen Rent Increase Program, 
which allows seniors to stay in their apartments if they are below a cer-
tain income. He suggests something be arranged for low-income people 
in general: “… in some of the housing, you could have a two tier thing, 
where you have the people who can afford to pay their rents and the 
twenty percent … of people who don’t have a certain income, and you 
can’t charge them over a certain amount, or you at least start them at a 
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lower amount.”24 He also suggested that housing could be built over the 
various new businesses in the neighborhood.

Unfortunately, not everyone knows the law; some try to exploit 
this fact. The New York City Department for the Aging administers 
the Senior Citizen Rent Increase Exemption Program (SCRIE). This 
program provides exemption from rent increases for seniors. In order 
to qualify for the program, seniors (heads of household) must be sixty-
two years of age or older, have an annual income of $20,000 or less, 
spend at least one-third of net monthly income on rent, and reside in a 
rent-controlled or rent-stabilized apartment.25

Bess recommends the development of mixed housing that would, 
by design, allow spaces for low-income and higher-income residents. 
This mix, according to Bess, would have ripple effects on Harlem’s other 
social concerns. By living together, mixed economic communities can 
forge a shared interest in schools, for example. Bess said of mixed com-
munities, “… you can have communities where everyone has an inter-
est in that school, an interest in that faith base … interested in all those 
streets, interested in elected officials, interested in the city surfaces.”26

This appeared to be an area in which quite a number of residents 
were in agreement. They were not directly prompted to answer whether 
or not units should be set aside. This was a confluence of independent 
thinking. Gail Aska made some similar commentary, but with an enti-
tlement thrust—suggesting that low-income existing residents deserve 
to have housing set aside for them, and that this is the least that devel-
opers and landlords and policymakers could do given how much they 
have already taken from the neighborhood. She said, “If you’re going 
to come in and drain people of their monies and stuff, you need to 
also give them something back in terms of making that community or 
neighborhood somewhat better…. I think this should be some kind of 
mandate. I think that some of the housing that was built when Section 8 
was really running high, there were developments that were mandated 
that a certain percentage of those apartments go to low-income people 
or people on welfare … And I think it should be something as simple 
as that—you’re going to come in, you’re taking pieces of the pie every 
week, every day for that matter, then you should be mandated to give 
something back.”27 According to Aska, this “mandate” extends beyond 
housing, “I think it should be given back to projects that are going to 
rebuild. We do have a shortage of children’s programs. Children’s pro-
grams were cut so tremendously over the past years; you need centers 
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for them to go to after school, encouragement of kids reading again, 
putting back into the library system … all kinds of things—exposure 
to the arts.”28

Planning for Resident Ownership
Smedley suggested to “… have it planned where people would not be 
renters … but actually owning their buildings.”29 Although lower rents 
would help a significant number of residents, ownership would enhance 
their independence and investment in the future of the neighborhood. 
When Smedley discussed the composition of his block association, he 
said, “… you have mostly owners, and I would say it’s about … ten to 
one in favor of owners.”30 It is through that association that Smedley 
and his neighbors addressed the drugs and crime on the block, gotten 
street lights and potholes fixed, pushed to get the garbage collected on 
time, and many other issues. Homeownership can have ripple effects 
into the overall civic engagement of residents, which can improve con-
ditions in communities.

Well‑Paying Jobs with Training and Advancement Opportunities
In general, the Fairway supermarket in West Harlem got much higher 
marks than the Pathmark from interviewees. Ironically, Fairway was 
not attracted to Harlem through Empowerment Zone financial incen-
tives; it set up shop before the creation of the Zone. Cynthia Simmons 
praised Fairway for its employment practices, “I’ve been in the HMV 
store, and they seemed fine, but I didn’t see the kind of stuff that I saw in 
Fairway, like in Fairway, when people come to work there … if they’re 
bright, if they have any interest, you may see them on the cash register 
to begin with; in three months, you may see them behind the counter 
… it’s interesting to see some guys from the community become experts 
about something, even if it is food service … because that means there 
are other kinds of jobs, you know—all these little gourmet shops, they 
pay much better, but you see people move up in Fairway.”31

Minnette Coleman provided some similar praise for Fairway, sug-
gesting its approach as model behavior that other local businesses 
should consider. For Coleman, having a job or not, is only one aspect of 
the kind of economic development that will help residents. Like Sim-
mons, Coleman sees Fairway as a career path for residents. She said of 
Fairway, “The manager is from the neighborhood. In fact, he used to 
be a security guard at the seventy-something street store (Broadway 
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between 74th and 75th). Most of the clerks, most of the people are from 
the neighborhood.”32

Negative perceptions have been a critical barrier in the hiring pro-
cess. As the youth had mentioned, the preconceived notions that some 
people develop have blocked opportunities for local residents. A Harlem-
based C-Town supermarket has a class action suit filed against it because 
the store refused to hire Black people based on the notion that Blacks 
steal. According to Coleman, stores such as this one and others should 
have a recruiter, who is responsible for helping them to hire locally.33

Greater Attention to Nonprofits and Social Services
A few interviewees noted the lack of attention to nonprofit organiza-
tions through the Empowerment Zone and other recent economic 
development efforts. Bess stressed the need to infuse “support dollars 
to help faith-based institutions stay here in Harlem and stay here in 
New York City.” Indeed, large corporations received the most substan-
tial financial incentives from the UMEZ.

The list of Harlem’s social challenges remains far and wide, from edu-
cation to housing to AIDS and HIV to drugs to an overall lack of access 
to services, and beyond. Communities such as Harlem are increasingly 
looking to nonprofit organizations to address issues of this sort. Moreover, 
nonprofit organizations are also most likely to address various aspects 
of human development—support, encouragement, advice—issues that 
complete the picture, and position communities for greater self-suffi-
ciency. Although some of the newer retail businesses have provided sup-
port to some nonprofits, this appears less deliberate or extensive than the 
overall effort to provide financial incentives for corporations.

UMEZ has provided some direct support to nonprofits, but com-
paratively, the numbers are quite small. The employment approach 
was clearly designed around the private sector. Indeed, corporate jobs 
were a missing link in Harlem, but nonprofit and government jobs have 
been essential throughout the neighborhood’s history. Before the cre-
ation of the 1995 UMEZ, 43 percent of Harlem’s jobs were concentrated 
in nonprofits and government.34 To Charlie Rangel, this suggested a 
limitation. Another perspective could have suggested that these jobs 
contributed not only to Harlem’s economy, but to its social condition. 
According to Rangel, $1 billion in retail sales were being lost to the 
Harlem community, thus the strategy to attract retail companies. The 
retail industry has brought jobs and services, but is this approach bal-
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anced with a more targeted effort to directly address persisting socio-
economic needs in the community?

In terms of nonprofit organizations, UMEZ has, as previously 
noted, provided support to various arts institutions. It has supported 
other types of nonprofits as well, including Harlem Dowling, the neigh-
borhood’s oldest nonprofit. BRISC provides nonprofit workshops and 
supports the tuition of nonprofit executives who wish to attend Colum-
bia University’s Institute for Nonprofit Management at the Universi-
ty’s School of Business.35 Some of BRISC’s nonprofit workshops have 
addressed topics such as financial management, strategic planning, and 
grant writing.36

Despite the efforts to support nonprofits through the UMEZ, some 
residents want to see more of the profits from retail corporations feed-
ing into the issues facing the community. Lorraine Gilbert suggests that 
businesses be required to provide “a percentage of their profit towards 
economic development or taking kids and training them, all types of 
different scenarios to help those in the community, ‘cause we’re not 
Midtown Manhattan.”37 This particular suggestion raises a number of 
issues in terms of an influx of new resources entering a low-income 
community. The complexities of the realities of low-income people 
extend far beyond any isolated issue, whether it is jobs or services or 
any other issue. Although Harlem might have some new jobs and bet-
ter services, communities still need better schools and better health 
care—basic concerns. Unless corporate resources and new residents’ 
income go toward improving social services, then low-income long-
time residents will not experience the elevation in quality of life that 
urban development could stimulate.

Nowadays, in most low-income communities, nonprofit organiza-
tions take on a significant load in terms of providing social services 
or holding public systems accountable to community needs. Business 
development and real estate development absent of attention to the 
broader array of social concerns facing low-income communities go 
only so far.

Greater Assistance for Small Businesses and Street Vendors
As with nonprofit organizations, many interviewees suggested addi-
tional support for small businesses from tailored and effective technical 
assistance to assistance with real estate costs to help with advertising. 
Dee Soloman, a small business owner, spoke of an advertising initiative 
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in the Magic Johnson Theater, which enables local establishments to 
advertise at the movies. While the idea was good, she thought, the fees 
to advertise were beyond the means of the typical Harlem small busi-
ness. “… I don’t know how they pay those fees; I really don’t know. And 
then I realized also, it wasn’t the little stores that were advertising in the 
movie houses; most of them were larger stores …” Her recommenda-
tion was to provide a “cut rate” for such advertising costs for longtime 
small businesses.38

Cynthia Simmons recommended a commercial space set aside for 
longtime small businesses. She said, “… maybe there could be a com-
mercial space—a big commercial space—that all of these people could 
put into, and have their little shops, almost like a little mall…. that’s 
something that I think people always ought to address when things 
gentrify, because so many times the people who have provided a service 
to a community for forever are the first ones to go under, because they 
don’t have the kind of contract for services and goods that you get by 
buying in bulk.”39

According to Gholson, many innovative ideas to protect small busi-
nesses were discussed in the Empowerment Zone working groups. One 
was to give small businesses and community residents the first right of 
refusal around which types of businesses should enter the community, 
and which companies will do business with newer establishment.40 
Apparently, this idea remained at the level of discussion, as various 
small businesses, the street vendors, and the Mart 125 vendors have 
been faced with their vulnerability rather than their power to decide.

The removal of street vendors from 125th Street, and their subse-
quent placement at a market on 116th Street caused quite an uproar in 
the community, which still resonates. It appears that it was more sym-
bolic, representing the removal of the old to make way for the new. Many 
residents think that situation could have been handled better. Gail Aska 
said, “… they could have come up with a better solution. It could have 
been maybe alternate days—those who had licenses or whatever could 
have, by alphabetical order or whatever, today is your day, tomorrow 
is somebody else, and there wouldn’t have been as many on the street; 
there could have been numbers attached to it or whatever …”41

Whatever could have been decided with respect to the street ven-
dors, the overall opportunities for independent business people of lim-
ited means have been gradually dismantled in Harlem. Aska makes a 
very logical point regarding the vendors; crowding on the street was 
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one of the given reasons for why the independent business people were 
removed. However, if crowding was the only issue, maybe Aska’s rec-
ommendation might have been considered. Independent vendors don’t 
appear to be a part of the plan—inconsistent with a focus on established 
retail businesses whether outdoors or in. The Mart 125 vendors, as pre-
viously mentioned, were not crowding streets while indoors, but they 
were also displaced. When Harlem USA was originally designed, it was 
supposed to include spaces for small, independent vendors, but when it 
was developed, those spaces were not there.

Landlords Taking Responsibility for Affordable Housing
As new residents buy up units that once were multifamily, and make 
them single-family homes, fewer rentals will be available for low- and 
moderate-income residents, who can’t afford to own. Smedley sees it as 
his responsibility to provide affordable housing. He said of his property, 
“I’ve tried to maintain this building as a place for rental, just to say I 
would like to keep some people in the neighborhood, who are decent 
people, who are working people. So that’s one way—landlords could, 
who are Blacks or Whites, whoever, who own buildings and they realize 
that people have to have a place to stay—try to accommodate them.”42

Corporate Communication 
with Residents before Arriving

Given the popular sentiment in Harlem that businesses are not logically 
tailored to resident needs or desires, many interviewees suggested that 
businesses communicate with residents before arriving in the neigh-
borhood. Smedley said, “I think that companies could do something, 
but they need to talk to the people in the community to find out what 
the people need, and say we’ll do this, and not always look at the bot-
tom line.”43 He noted that residents are generally not informed about 
zoning, and the plans for future business activity. He recommended 
that residents be notified as to the nature and number of new businesses 
coming in, so that they can have an opportunity to share their perspec-
tives on the neighborhood’s priorities, and how those businesses could 
address them.

Some of the new businesses in Harlem have learned how to target 
the existing population after the fact. For example, Cynthia Simmons 
said of the music store, HMV, “HMV had to realize that they needed 
more jazz. That was something they assumed was not a big seller up 
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here.”44 Fairway, according Coleman, “catered to people being adven-
turous and coming to Harlem to buy food from a warehouse. But now 
they cater to Haitian, Dominican, and Puerto Rican flavors … Other 
businesses don’t do that.”45 It was through listening to the local com-
munity that they figured out the diversity among residents and their 
cultures. Coleman argues that businesses tend to overlook these con-
cerns, and “just impose their ideas on the neighborhood.”46

Robert Roach thinks corporations should do a great deal more 
research on the community before and after locating in the neighbor-
hood. He said that corporations should “have employees who live in 
the neighborhood, or at least have some fact finding meetings through 
the churches, communicating with community organizations, attend-
ing some of their meetings, because there is a customer base here, who 
utilize some of their products, but what you have in a lot of instances in 
corporate America—people in authoritative positions who don’t even 
know anything about the neighborhood, because they never experi-
enced it.”47 As previously mentioned, the movement toward corporate 
social responsibility has heightened awareness about mutually benefi-
cial partnerships with communities. However, the perspectives of resi-
dents in Harlem suggest that a great deal of work has yet to be done in 
this respect.

Although nonprofit organizations, for example, institutions of 
higher education, are corporations, and although they are unique insti-
tutions, colleges and universities must think about some of the same 
dynamics that confront large corporations when it comes to commu-
nity relations.48 Columbia University and the City University of New 
York are two major institutions of higher education in Harlem. Roach 
recommends more sharing with the community, particularly regarding 
Columbia. He said to me, “Take back to your employer, Columbia, to 
be a little bit kinder to the community, and share some of the educa-
tional tools they have. I think that’s one of the premier universities in 
the world, and I think they could do a lot more for the community.”49

Given the oft-surfacing idea that longtime Harlem residents can 
only truly benefit from the changes in the neighborhood with more 
knowledge and skills, it does appear that the local universities could be 
essential in assisting Harlem residents and community organizations. 
Columbia has been developing a number of initiatives to work with the 
community,50 but this work could be expanded and improved. Hope-
fully, those of us at Columbia will do a better job in the coming years.
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More Logical, Holistic Planning
Many interviewees, although happy to see increased services in some 
areas, felt that attention to other areas was lacking—too much of one 
thing. For example, Cynthia Simmons thinks the array of local restau-
rants could be more diverse in terms of types of food and style, “… 
we have more restaurants; they’re all sort of basically the same thing. I 
would like to have some different kinds of food, and I would like more 
people who would deliver. You know, ‘cause the joke uptown is if you 
want delivery, you know, you got Chinese for Chinese.”51

As Reggie James looks at Harlem’s services from a business per-
spective, he sees a need for more health food stores and restaurants, 
a need for more men’s clothing stores, especially finer boutiques. Ser-
vice businesses, like his, which he calls a “design firm” are also lacking 
in his eyes. The planning around business development, according to 
James, has been too limited, focused on a particular type of retail. He 
also noted the need for “more technology companies.” The UMEZ tried 
to build something in this respect, a “technology zone,” but according 
to James, this effort “went down because it did not have substance.”52

Coleman complains of the saturation of business ventures on one 
street—125th Street. She noted, “There are tons of restaurants and little 
spots that are opening up, but nobody wants to take a chance on a street 
that’s not a premier street, you know. Just walking down 125th Street 
will make you sick, because this is where they put everything here, and 
we’ll be safe because we’ll all be together. Then you get to 145th Street, 
and there’s nothing. I keep thinking, if you want to do something, put 
a big bookstore up here.”53 Coleman lives near to 145th Street. Not only 
is her point interesting in that so much of Harlem’s development is con-
centrated in one spot, but also in the fact that a large, chain bookstore 
has not been included in the plans. Actually, the UMEZ opted to invest 
in an independent Black-owned bookstore, located in the Harlem USA 
complex on 125th Street. This establishment, Hue Man, given residents’ 
comments, would represent some degree of progress as it simultaneously 
supports a Black-owned business and it brings a bookstore to Harlem.

Overall, residents are not short on opinions or proposals; their sug-
gestions generally make sense. Some suggestions, such as a stabilization 
fund and higher paying jobs may take more time or money than others, 
such as greater resident input. But the suggestions are consistent with 
some of the concepts with which communities have been grappling in 
other areas, as will be discussed later in this book.
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As important as it is to emphasize the responsibility of policy mak-
ers, businesses, and developers in the process of urban development, 
it is more likely that we will see the kind of change recommended by 
residents when the community is informed and engaged. After all, it 
was the community’s drive that got policy makers to pay attention to 
the lack of services and jobs in the neighborhood. It will likely take the 
community to round out Harlem’s development. And it will likely take 
the community to figure out how to make new resources in the com-
munity work to their advantage.

Getting Tourism Revenue to Residents
As previously mentioned, the increased attention on Harlem has made 
the neighborhood one of the primary tourist destinations in New 
York City. However, the degree to which residents are sharing in the 
resources that tourists bring to the area is questionable. We know from 
the experience with developing countries, which have used tourism as 
a means of economic development, that a booming tourist industry will 
not automatically end poverty. It can bring jobs and other resources, 
but who actually profits is not necessarily indigenous and rarely low 
income. In many developing countries where tourism is a major aspect 
of the local economy, hotels are often owned by people who do not 
reflect local demographics, for example. It is not uncommon to find 
tourist industries that are primarily run and operated by outsiders.

The many tourist buses that enter Harlem daily, often bringing resi-
dents to churches, are, in many instances, owned and operated outside 
of the neighborhood. Reggie James recommends that “the tour compa-
nies that come up here—they need to have partners with our Black tour 
companies that are in Harlem, and things like that. We need to demand 
that those types of things are being addressed.”54 It is interesting that 
some of Manhattan’s tourist companies are bringing visitors to Harlem. 
The New York Conventions and Visitors Bureau has tended to focus its 
attention below 96th Street. To this day, maps of Manhattan in taxi-
cabs do not even include Harlem. Now that Harlem is more fashionable 
among tourists, maybe this will change. But not that long ago, Harlem 
did not receive this sort of attention; now this has changed. However, as 
in the case of housing and business, longtime Harlemites are not neces-
sarily reaping the benefits of their neighborhood’s “renaissance.”

The Harlem Churches for Community Improvement (HCCI) has 
worked with a nonprofit organization created by Columbia University 

RT3054_C005.indd   160 1/5/06   8:10:22 AM



 Making Urban Development Work • 161

students, the Alliance for Community Enhancement (ACE) to cre-
ate a tourist guide.55 Some of the proceeds from the guide go to local 
churches. This is one example of an effort that explicitly seeks to secure 
tourist revenues for Harlem. Among first time visitors to Harlem, the 
primary way in which they learn about Harlem and its landmarks is 
through tourist guides. This is also true for all international visitors to 
the neighborhood.56 The ACE/HCCI guide fills a clear void, as tourist 
guides are not generally produced and marketed in Harlem. The guide 
also provides an extensive overview of Harlem churches, and seeks to 
educate tourists about church culture and etiquette. One issue with 
tourism anywhere in the world is that visitors do not always know how 
to behave in a manner that is respectful of indigenous cultures.

Leveraging Resources to Residents’ Advantage
Knowledge and skills among longtime residents may not end gentrifi-
cation, however, they might make the difference in someone being dis-
placed or not. As Robert Roach said, “If you don’t hone or sharpen your 
skills, you’re gonna get left. You cannot do the same thing every day 
of your life and expect to excel.”57 He prioritizes getting involved and 
getting informed for Harlem residents. He continued, “very interesting 
what you can accomplish once you document it. And most people in 
the neighborhood never document it. They would have problems with 
their apartment that the city would manage, and they would call and 
never get anything done. And I would say, well what complaint number 
did you get? They didn’t know what I was talking about. Then I’d say, 
okay, let’s write a letter.”58 Roach brings a certain sense of entitlement 
and assertiveness that one might find among many professionals like 
him. He is taking it on himself to help others in the neighborhood keep 
abreast of policies that shape their lives and take informed action to 
avoid being abused or cheated.

Information and active engagement can make the difference in 
whether or not some residents will actually secure financial benefits 
for themselves. As people like Lee Farrow of Community Pride at the 
Rheedlan Center for Children and Families (now the Harlem Children’s 
Zone) help residents turn old city owned buildings into low-income 
cooperatives continue their work, they demonstrate to residents that 
knowledge of laws and regulations, and skills around management 
and finance can help residents navigate a scenario that will not natu-
rally work in their favor. Cynthia Simmons reflected on when she first 
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moved to Harlem, “Lots of people in Harlem own, and that is not read-
ily apparent because so many buildings were abandoned, and if there 
was one intelligent person in the building, who had a little time … one 
person who would take it upon themselves to go downtown and find 
out what it took for tenants to get control of the building and oversee 
that transition … I think there is a percentage of people who won’t get 
displaced—the old timers are really aware on my block, of what’s going 
on, so they’re just not gon’ move.”59

But, as has been stated, many Harlem residents have lost out or got-
ten taken advantage of because they were not as informed or active as 
they could have been. Minnette Coleman reflected on the sewage sys-
tem at the State Park on the far west end of Harlem—the Riverbank 
State Park. She said, “My biggest pet peeve in Harlem is the State Park. 
It’s built on top of the sewer system between what is 145th and 139th 
Streets. Great park! Stinks like hell sometimes! Now, there is a rumor 
that it was supposed to have been built at 72nd Street, but the residents 
got together and said, ‘Oh, no, no, no! We’re not having it!’” When the 
idea of bringing it to Harlem surfaced, according to Coleman, “Only a 
few people knew what was going on.”60

The park is over the North River wastewater treatment plant, which 
is on the Hudson River, just off of the Westside Highway, from 137th 
Street to 145th Street. The park itself includes three swimming pools, a 
well-utilized athletic center, sports fields, and even a restaurant. How-
ever, it is the only New York State park facility built on top of a water 
pollution control plant. The odor is noticeable, however, the city has 
recently invested $55 million to improve odor control by funneling air 
through activated carbon filters.61

More affluent communities, such as the one near 72nd Street, tend 
to be given more opportunities for input from policy makers and devel-
opers in situations such as these. But, in the grand scheme of things, 
many such communities tend to be more on top of affairs affecting 
their personal vested interests, and more organized around their collec-
tive interests. This is often the result of education, access, and a general 
understanding about how decisions are made, since they themselves 
are often involved in some form of decision making around business, 
law, real estate, and so on. These are worlds separate and apart from the 
existence of your average low-income or working-class person. This is 
not to say that low-income communities are not organized in any way. 
On the contrary, many of the improvements in Harlem were stimulated 
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by their engagement. However, lack of knowledge and skills will limit 
any group’s opportunity to shape policy and change on a regular basis.

Abdul Salaam believes that many residents simply did not take 
advantage of opportunities before them even though they knew changes 
were on the way. He said, “Yeah, but we’ve seen that shit coming. You 
know what I mean? We saw it coming back in the seventies. The problem 
with that is ignorance and the inability of African American people on 
certain levels to pool their resources in order to fight those particular 
demons—self-ownership part of that—you know whatever residuals of 
the plantation mentality, you know what I’m saying, that we as a people 
still have to stop us from doing that. And I have no excuse for that. On 
the flipside, you know a building that, five years ago, was a quarter mil-
lion dollars, that is now eight hundred thousand—give me a fucking 
break. You know what I mean?”62

“Change is a good thing,” according to Reggie James. He continued, 
“When there’s growth and progress, there’s always going to be some 
people that get hurt, and I think everyone that comes up here, from 
the tourist to the traveler to the corporation to our own elected offi-
cials—we have to hold everyone accountable. And make sure that we 
just don’t get left out in the cold—out of the mix with no housing, with 
no ownership, because we own so little of Harlem. I just hope we keep 
holding people accountable.”63 Change is inevitable, but how to create a 
situation where residents can benefit through some set of formal deci-
sion-making channels is a persistent obstacle. Holding the more influ-
ential figures, making decisions about Harlem’s future is essential, but 
it is difficult to imagine an added degree of resident engagement being 
embraced by policymakers and other key decision makers, absent of 
some recognition of the benefits of such widespread participation.

According to an anonymous CDC executive, positioning residents 
to take advantage of resources coming into their area is “a challenge.” 
However, the executive suggested that a variety of initiatives of which 
residents should be aware are in place. The person said, “I think there 
are a number of policy and program opportunities for residents—every-
thing from home ownership, where local residents are able to become 
first-time home buyers through a matching down payment program 
that some of the banks are working on. So if you are a local resident 
wanting to buy a home in Harlem, you can get a three to one match for 
your saving from up to five thousand dollars. That’s a huge opportunity 
to build your assets, but you got to be positioned to do that, so you got 
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to have a decent credit rating; you’ve got to have done some level of 
financial literacy.”64

The same degree of challenge comes with small business owner-
ship. One cannot merely become a successful businessperson without 
education. Moreover, competition limits the amount of realistic busi-
ness opportunities, meaning that anyone running a business must be 
awfully savvy in order to succeed. The African American community, 
although filled with entrepreneurs throughout its history, has still not, 
according to Faison, reached a level at which the community generally 
expects to be in charge, running all of the businesses in its community. 
The lack of opportunity is a significant factor, but Faison suggests the 
community’s mindset is important to consider as well. She said, “Entre-
preneurship and business ownership has been alien to our culture for 
many, many years, even though it was not always.”65

Even those of any race or ethnicity who venture to create businesses 
rely upon extensive social, intellectual, and capital resources for suc-
cess. Faison suggests that policy makers closely examine successful 
businesses before deciding on programs to improve residents’ potential 
to start or manage small businesses. She said, “Most people who are 
running large corporations have some formal education in business, 
either in business school or by real practical experience working with 
someone that they know in their family, or they came up through the 
ranks, and that took time to develop a skill base to run a large corpo-
ration—a successful corporation, by and large.” She continued, “Peo-
ple who run corporations have more than mentors; they have a whole 
team of people behind them that advise them on a regular basis, from 
a board level. But they also have access to highly qualified professionals 
like accountants and attorneys and technical advisors who design their 
computer systems and they have that access by just picking up their 
telephone—because they are backed—they have stockholders’ money 
to pay for those services. Entrepreneurs in communities like Harlem 
need that also.” Given these realities, the technical assistance through 
classroom training, provided for small businesses through the Empow-
erment Zone “by itself is not enough.”66

In this respect, for residents to take action that will lead to 
improved businesses owned by community representatives, they must 
seek out highly qualified advisors, who can be on call on a relatively 
regular basis. Certainly, current and aspiring business owners can seek 
out information, but even the most successful require a wide range of 
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advisors. In a specialized society, it is difficult for any person to be a 
true generalist with a wide variety of skills.

Whether we are addressing jobs, home ownership, small business 
ownership, or any other way by which an individual can attain greater 
control over one’s life, it is difficult to imagine advancement when peo-
ple do not already possess resources, knowledge, and access. Deborah 
Faison said, “It seems that the design of the programs, like the Upper 
Manhattan Empowerment Zone, are such that you sort of have to be 
in a strong position already to participate, and so the people who don’t 
have that position either are not already financially strong, or don’t 
have access to a lot of other resources to complement what they might 
get from the Empowerment Zone.”67

Any form of equitable development should include educational and 
training efforts to provide skills and knowledge. The banks can provide 
people resources, but, in order to get a match, one still must have money 
from the start. When looking at low-income inner-city areas, we must 
realize that we are often faced with starting from scratch—developing 
strategies that can work for people who have little or nothing.

Looking back over the course of her long life, Mary Baker is not only 
discouraged by what Whites are doing, she shares a similar degree of 
concern about what African Americans are not doing. The Black com-
munity, in her eyes, once held a greater sense of common good—coop-
eration with one another. Some of this is a function of general societal 
change, and some of it because of changes within the African American 
community. “We have to learn to stick together. We have to learn to 
trust one another,” said Baker. She is saddened by the behavior of Black 
people with money in particular. She said, “I was just looking here on 
TV, looking at all of the people who make big money, you know. What 
they buy? … five or six automobiles, houses for three or four million 
dollars that they never live in, for what? Because they thought that what 
the white man had with his luxury is what’s important in life.” She con-
tinued, “And that’s our weakness, because we think the almighty dollar 
is everything, which it’s not.”68

This sentiment, according to Baker, is a departure from the African 
American culture that she has known. She said, “We always have to have 
somebody; we’re going to pull somebody along with us. Whether they 
appreciate it or not, this is the way we were brought up. And I find that, 
New York really hasn’t grown anywhere, because when I first came here, 
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I didn’t have locked doors. I slept with my door open. We could sleep on 
the roof. And we shared what we had. Today, they’re not sharing.”69

In analyzing the array of factors that must be taken into account in 
order to make urban development more beneficial to less advantaged 
residents, evidently will and desire are essential ingredients. Although 
mutually beneficial arrangements that can simultaneously help busi-
ness and communities are possible, it can only go so far. When we look 
at the individual level with any race, those possessing resources must 
hold some concern for those without. As previously stated, Harlem’s 
changes are not neatly cast in Black and White, to the point at which 
Whites gain and Blacks do not. Many of the newer, more affluent Har-
lem residents are African American. Both a sense of common good 
within the African American community, and one between African 
Americans and others will be essential. Moreover, African Americans 
may be the vast majority in Central Harlem, but they are not in East 
Harlem. Additionally, Central Harlem is likely to diversify.

Overall, Harlem’s transition is still in relatively early stages. Although 
many plans have been made, as long as everything is not built and 
finalized, residents have an opportunity to influence the process. The 
Empowerment Zone still has a few years remaining, and residents, as 
Smedley suggested, should organize to convene a meeting with the Zone 
to make their concerns and recommendations known.70 Moreover, Har-
lem’s development will not cease once UMEZ funds are discontinued.

However, none of this will organically emerge, nor will it occur 
without tension, struggle, and conflict. So many stars must be aligned 
in order for urban development to become more beneficial to longtime 
residents, and particularly those in lower income brackets, with lim-
ited wealth. Businesses stand to make money, but they need residents’ 
patronage in order to do so. This interdependency is the community’s 
leverage. Policy makers may have different conceptions of how the 
neighborhood should develop, but they rely on residents to hold (and 
maintain) office. Moreover, their legitimacy as representatives of a pop-
ulation relies on the nature and character of their relationships with 
those residents. The community can leverage these dynamics that are 
inherent in democratic societies.

A comprehensive approach that takes account of the mosaic of 
issues shaping the community’s existence and future and prioritizes 
the needs and interests of longtime residents is what can ease 
anxieties among Harlem’s residents and reduce the real threats to their 
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livelihoods. In order to travel down this path, businesses, developers, 
and policymakers must feel the need to do so. Therefore, resident 
knowledge and engagement is yet another critical piece of all that must 
be in place in order for development to become more equitable.

Standing somewhere in between the residents themselves and the 
major institutions that ultimately make the larger-scale decisions about 
the neighborhood’s future are community based nonprofit organiza-
tions. In any community, they range in size from the most grassroots 
neighborhood associations and startup initiatives to expansive social 
service agencies, community development corporations, and churches. 
These organizations have, in fact, been the lifeblood of Harlem’s econ-
omy throughout much of the twentieth century. They not only address 
the various social issues in the neighborhood; they also provide jobs and 
bring resources into the community. As they interface with residents 
around the health and well being of the area and its population, and 
pave the way for various development projects of all types, they have 
critical insights into Harlem’s state and future. They will likely play an 
essential role in the next steps of the neighborhood’s development.

RT3054_C005.indd   167 1/5/06   8:10:23 AM



RT3054_C005.indd   168 1/5/06   8:10:23 AM



169

6
CBO’s PersPeCtives and PrOPOsed sOlutiOns

It is difficult to separate the perspectives of community-based organi-
zations and those of residents. Indeed, many of those interviewed work 
in community-based nonprofit organizations and are lifelong Harlem 
residents. Nevertheless, community-based organizations have a par-
ticular vantage point, because their work often focuses on improving 
the conditions in the neighborhood or on the people in the neighbor-
hood. The distinction is important, as community development can 
take a place-based or a people-based approach. One can gather from 
the perspectives of some of the residents that the place-based approach 
is getting more attention, in some ways, at the expense of people—the 
longtime residents of Harlem.

CDCs on Economic Development
Community Development Corporations (CDCs), as previously men-
tioned, have played a significant role in the physical development of 
Harlem throughout the years, although many CDCs have been criti-
cized for taking an approach that is too limited and too place based and 
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housing oriented. CDCs have been integral to recent economic devel-
opment in the neighborhood.

Karen Phillips, the former Executive Director of the Abyssinian 
Development Corporation (Sheena Wright is the current director), sees 
many positives in Harlem’s economic changes. Her former organiza-
tion is one of the historically more recent but well-known CDCs in 
Harlem. They have redeveloped and refurbished properties through-
out the neighborhood and helped attract Pathmark to Harlem. As a 
longtime executive director and resident, Phillips is familiar with the 
community’s conditions. She maintains that property redevelopment 
was needed in the neighborhood because Harlem was fraught with 
abandoned buildings and vacant land.

The new businesses in Harlem, according to Phillips, are largely 
positive as well. These businesses have, she noted, “… done a lot of 
active outreach to hire from the community and partner with a lot of 
community-based organizations.”1 They also “bring goods and prod-
ucts that respond to the needs of the community.”2 This perspective is 
similar to those of many of the other interviewed residents in its praise 
for the services entering the neighborhood. However, she paints a more 
positive picture regarding partnerships with community organizations 
and local hiring. Furthermore, others seemed to be much more skepti-
cal as to the appropriateness of new services to community needs.

But Phillips indicated that she is quite familiar with the disgruntled 
feelings among many residents and small business owners. In terms of 
small businesses, these views, according to Phillips, are very logically 
based on the fear of additional competition.

She does share the recommendation to “diversify the types of busi-
nesses that are coming in, for instance, to get more office space and not 
just rely on retail for the business sector.”3 She also recommends pro-
visions for affordable housing to curtail displacement. But, ultimately, 
from Phillips’s point of view, it is up to residents to determine how they 
will survive in the midst of economic changes. She said, “People have 
got to be prepared.” She continued, “… if you’re paralyzed by the fear 
that somebody’s going to move you out, then are you really doing what 
you need to do to make sure you can stay, and figure it out.”4

As previously discussed, strategies to enable resident ownership 
are essential for surviving gentrifying conditions. However, the average 
Harlem resident does not have the knowledge and skills necessary to 
make this happen. Residents must recognize their assets, feel entitled to 
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ownership and control in their neighborhood, and get the information 
and know-how to make this happen.

An anonymous executive in a CDC suggested that much of the 
economic change in Harlem was precipitated by resident “civic engage-
ment.” However, a number of residents, this person suggested, are still 
out of the loop. The executive said, “… many of the economic changes 
that have taken place in Harlem were actually rooted in community 
initiatives. If you look at the Pathmark supermarket, for example, 
which was really probably seen as the sort of metaphor for Harlem’s 
revitalization and that one sort of marquis project that everyone points 
to as a turning point—that grew out of a complete community initiative 
around the need to have a supermarket that was led by a woman called 
Alice Carnegay, who regrettably is no longer with us, but Mrs. Carne-
gay was fed up with buying all her groceries at the bodegas and those 
small six thousand square foot mini marts that did not offer her and 
the people who lived in public housing over in East Harlem what they 
needed, and that was back in the eighties. And after a half dozen false 
starts, getting the banks interested, finding a supermarket chain that 
would be interested, and then them backing out, and the city getting 
the land, and backing out of giving the land and back and all the quag-
mire of negotiations; it wasn’t until 1997 that construction was started 
on the project.”5

The irony of Harlem’s development is that community building 
activities among residents attracted new resources into and attention 
to the neighborhood; however, some longtime residents may not sig-
nificantly benefit from their own work to improve the community. Of 
course, not every resident is actively engaged in neighborhood improve-
ment efforts, and not everyone agrees on the approaches to be taken. But 
although resident participation has always existed in Harlem, some of 
the more recent local efforts constitute a change in the social fabric of 
the neighborhood. As Harlem declined, and drugs and crime were ram-
pant, communication and cooperation among residents was stifled. This 
fear and lack of trust among residents had implications for community 
organizing, limiting its practice and potential. “… for a very long time, 
Harlem residents really did not talk to each other and did not engage, 
and I’m making some generalizations, but did not engage in a lot of 
organized activities in a constructive way to really demand accountabil-
ity from the public sector or the private sector and their institutions.”6
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Although many residents increased their participation in the com-
munity, and their resolve to improve local socioeconomic conditions, 
the vast majority of resident interviewees for this project felt their input 
was either not solicited or ignored. It appears that a combination of 
factors created this situation. On the one hand, many residents were 
not solicited; on the other, many simply did not know what was going 
on. Is it the responsibility of businesses, government officials, and real 
estate developers to more actively and extensively seek out residents, or 
is it the residents’ responsibility to be more involved, and by doing so, 
stay abreast of the various projects-in-the-making? In the case of new 
retail businesses, for example, various community meetings were held, 
but only certain residents were involved. The answer is a combination. 
It would be nice if powerful institutions automatically prioritized low-
income people, but that is unlikely. But when those institutions and 
individuals are pressured to recognize their real interdependency with 
common, everyday people, they are more likely to respond to resident 
needs. Residents can only be positioned to push for that level of change 
when they are informed and engaged.

The anonymous CDC executive, and most interviewees, agree that 
it is essential for businesses entering a new community to communi-
cate with residents before setting up shop. But this person suggests that 
such efforts were made prior to the certain retail establishments’ loca-
tion in the neighborhood. The executive praised the Gap and Old Navy 
for their efforts before arriving in Harlem, “… before those stores were 
even under construction, they had people out from headquarters out 
in San Francisco coming to community board meetings, going to all 
the churches, meeting with the civic clubs, getting people’s input about 
different aspects of their business, sharing their vision …”7 It appears 
that if residents do not go to church or attend community board meet-
ings, they may miss out on critical information. However, given the 
residents’ commentary, it does not appear that residents were really in 
the position to decide whether or not the Gap or Old Navy should come 
to Harlem.

Overall, the CDCs have played an essential role in stimulating eco-
nomic and real estate development in Harlem. The full landscape of 
community organizations in Harlem are expected to take on a healthy 
share of all that must be done. All of the organizations do not agree, 
and their levels of effectiveness vary, however, each follows a perspec-
tive on how Harlem should be improved. But in the grand scheme of 
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things, CDCs are a small piece in this overall collection of community-
based nonprofit organizations, large and small, old and new.

The Abyssinian Development Corporation’s (ADC) rehabilitation 
and revitalization efforts at the Ennis Francis Houses on Adam Clayton 
Powell Jr. Boulevard provide an example of a comprehensive approach 
for what can be done to help lower-income residents face community 
change. In 2004, ADC was assigned to manage the residential build-
ing that had been “effectively abandoned” by owners and in which 
conditions were “dangerous to life, health, or safety.”8 ADC helped to 
make specific improvements, including repairs to sewer lines, lighting 
systems, and restoration of the community space. Throughout these 
efforts, Ennis Francis tenants also have been introduced to ADC’s Fam-
ily Services, educational initiatives, and programs. These low-income 
residents, living in a poorly managed, neglected building, benefited 
greatly from ADC’s management as the CDC not only improved living 
conditions but also increased residents’ sense of security in the face of 
a tightened real estate market and provided an important connection 
to ADC programs and resources. This project serves as an equitable 
community improvement model, providing overall development to 
low-income residents.

Other CBO Perspectives
The bulk of Harlem’s community based organizations run the gamut 
from social service providers to arts organizations to community orga-
nizers. Harlem’s social needs have been so extensive over recent years 
that these organizations have become vital aspects of Harlem’s overall 
existence. As real estate rates continue to rise in the area, space has 
become one of the primary negative ways in which these organizations 
have been impacted by recent changes. Churches also fall into this cat-
egory. Harlem has become known for its many churches; in fact, some 
of the larger churches have benefited from tourism, as tourists pile in 
on Sundays to get a taste of the lively oratory and energetic singing for 
which the African American church has become known.9

Churches, according to an anonymous source, have been essential 
in developing a spirit of activity among Harlem residents, “The churches 
like in Abyssinian or the churches through HCCI, for instance, have 
played a very very vital role in organizing people. So you see more 
block associations. You see more tenant associations. You see more civil 
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society forums, where people are organized and come together to talk 
about community-wide issues.”10

HCCI has been emphasizing “equitable development” in their com-
munity development efforts. This organization, located in the northern 
part of Central Harlem, has been focusing on developing affordable 
housing. At the point of my interview with HCCI’s Director, Lucille 
McEwan, which took place at the legendary Londell’s restaurant at 
139th Street and Frederick Douglass Boulevard, HCCI was in charge of 
thirteen hundred units of occupied affordable housing units.

According to McEwan, “Equitable development is about getting at 
deeper roots.” One concern of HCCI’s has been the limited knowledge 
of certain aspects of economics in the community. As a result, HCCI 
has been holding financial literacy classes, particularly in some prox-
imity to tax season.

As the former General Counsel of the UMEZ, McEwan has an inti-
mate familiarity with the workings of the effort. She, like most who 
were interviewed for this book, is “glad to see the new services and 
improvements in the community.” She is simultaneously “sad about 
gentrification issues.” She thinks the original design of the UMEZ was 
“ideal and very flexible.” However, she sees various limitations. When 
the key political offices, the mayor of New York City and the gover-
nor of the state of New York, changed to Rudolph Giuliani and George 
Pataki, according to McEwan, the interest in the UMEZ moved toward 
“contractual obligation.” City and state matching funds are required to 
implement UMEZ objectives. As a result, who sits in the key political 
offices does matter in shaping the direction of the effort.

As indicated by others in these pages, McEwan does not think 
$250 million is enough to “change the entire community.” She feels the 
UMEZ has been meeting the goals of the project, but not “the hopes 
and dreams of everyone.” McEwan sees “the development of two sep-
arate communities”—one that is well educated and professional, and 
the other that is low income. Of the professionals, McEwan noted that 
they “are not integrated into service provision and what goes on in the 
community.” And, in terms of low-income residents, McEwan said, 
“Low-income people don’t feel nice places in the community are for 
them.” Indeed, this dynamic has been raised by other interviewees, and 
characterizes the paradox of the kind of economic development taking 
place in Harlem.
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Acknowledging the significance of churches to the neighborhood, 
UMEZ has developed an initiative to ensure that local houses of worship 
are well kept. The churches, like the various cultural institutions, are 
key ingredients in tourism to the neighborhood, outside of their social 
and spiritual significance to residents. In 2001/2002, UMEZ provided 
$1,080,000 to various local churches, largely for physical restoration.11

Deborah Faison is the director of a nonprofit organization, the 
Harlem Venture Group, which provides financing for local entrepre-
neurs; she is also a Harlem resident. She, like some other interview-
ees, maintains that nonprofit organizations have not received enough 
attention through the Empowerment Zone. She said, “Lots of nonprofit 
organizations are suffering, and I think that part of the plan should 
have included that corporations that came in had to either sponsor a 
not-for-profit organization or do something really tangible and sig-
nificant that you could put your hands on and say, well Sprint is here, 
but now this is being paid for that wasn’t being paid for before. This 
school now has more resources than they had before, or you know, they 
should adopt—they should absolutely adopt some of the institutions of 
the communities that they move into, especially if it’s needed and it’s 
part of an economic development program.”12

Corporate social responsibility can take many forms; Faison’s sug-
gestions stress direct corporate accountability for the health of the 
community-based institutions that directly address Harlem’s primary 
social needs. She makes recommendations that suggest a corporation’s 
responsibilities extend beyond merely hiring locally. One can infer from 
Faison’s comments that corporations are institutional citizens, and if 
they should choose to locate in any community, they must give back. In 
a community that has been traditionally disadvantaged, such as Harlem, 
the responsibilities naturally increase because of the high need. As pre-
viously mentioned, the Harlem community has been giving enormously 
to many of the new businesses through their repeated patronage, in some 
instances, far exceeding sales expectations. Many Harlem residents and 
community organizations wonder, where is the reciprocity?

The real estate and displacement issues that have affected residents 
in general, according Faison, have also impacted nonprofit organiza-
tions significantly. She said, “And the rent is still going higher and 
higher and higher. I mean, the Harlem Venture Group rent went from 
$350 to $1,000 in just a few short years, even though we did occupy a 
little bit more space, but certainly not in proportion to the rate that our 
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rent increased. And, you know, that’s why we have to move out of our 
office. And that’s happened to a number of businesses.”13

In this regard, small for-profit businesses and nonprofit organiza-
tions are in a similar predicament. Without the resources, neither of 
these types of businesses will be able to afford Harlem. Gholson main-
tained that the lack of attention to nonprofits is one of the key mistakes 
in the Empowerment Zone and the overall economically changing 
landscape. She said, “There’s a whole red line that’s been taking place 
for years, which is never talked about, with the not-for-profits.” She con-
tinued, “Not being able to get the construction or mortgage loans with 
the banking institutions while all the hoopla is going on about how 
much we’re doing. When in actuality, they’re dictating that if you’re not 
involved in housing—if you’re involved in education, if you’re involved 
in culture, if you’re involved in the mental health and spiritual aware-
ness of a community or neighborhood, we’re not funding them.”

Therefore, although banks may be meeting their Community 
Reinvestment Act requirements in some areas, according to Gholson, 
they are missing the various essential elements of community life. The 
approach is piecemeal, neglecting the natural interrelationship between 
key social issues confronting a community. Indeed, the nonprofit sector 
is where social issues are most likely to be addressed. Gholson added, 
“And when it comes to the not-for-profits and their development, that’s 
a key place where the Empowerment Zone should have been there.”14 
The money through the Empowerment Zone, according to Gholson, 
could go a longer way.

Abdul Salaam, a Harlem native and director of the dance theater 
company, Forces of Nature, a twenty-one-year-old nonprofit organiza-
tion, has seen some arts organizations benefiting from the changes in 
Harlem. He said, “I do know a number of artists and entrepreneurs and 
business people who have coalesced and applied to the Empowerment 
Zone for funding and subsidy in order to create—you know—economic 
collectives. There’s one with Barbara and Dance Theatre of Harlem, and 
somebody else, you know, where there are five major arts companies 
that have done that, and certainly … so, they’ve benefited.”15 However, 
in his own efforts to secure funding for his organization, he has felt 
a bit challenged by the requirements of the Empowerment Zone. He 
does not feel that organizations of the size of Forces of Nature have 
much room to benefit because of the requirements. Therefore, as others 
have noted, it becomes inherently difficult to take advantage of the new 
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resources as a small business, for-profit or nonprofit. He said, “A lot of 
it is based upon your ability to provide employment, at least within the 
last eight to ten years, that was something that came up. As a guideline 
for applying, if you weren’t trying to provide employment for larger 
numbers of people, or putting programs together that weren’t talking 
about employment, that there was no need in even trying to apply.”16

As with for profits, all nonprofit organizations are not alike. Those 
that are larger, with bigger budgets, greater capacity, and access, are 
likely better positioned to take advantage of new resources. The Har-
lem Children’s Zone (a nonprofit), for example, has built a $30 million 
complex on 125th Street at Madison Avenue. This “community center” 
will, in its one hundred thousand square feet, provide “comprehensive 
social, educational and recreational services to the residents of the Har-
lem Children’s Zone.” Services including a technology charter school, 
a dental clinic, a medical clinic, a head start program, and a “baby col-
lege” (parenting guidance for those with small children) will take place 
at the center.17

The Harlem Children’s Zone, in fact, has been a significant player 
in redeveloping its neighborhood in Harlem, while ensuring that 
low-income residents gain access. Their Community Pride initiative 
has been focusing on community building and community organiz-
ing since 1993. It began as a homeless prevention program that could 
help residents who were being re-housed from local homeless shelters 
into city-owned buildings. Because the conditions in those buildings 
were “worse than the shelter conditions,” Community Pride decided to 
“work on one city block in Central Harlem to provide a saturation of 
services ranging from tenant organizing and block association organiz-
ing, social support services, and just neighborhood revitalization activ-
ity that would engage people in such a way that they’d want to stay in 
these homes.”18

Because of their success on one particular block—119th Street, they 
decided to apply their strategy to twenty-four blocks in the immedi-
ate area, from 116th Street to 123rd Street from Fifth Avenue to Lenox 
Avenue, which they ultimately called the Harlem Children’s Zone. Lee 
Farrow, director of Community Pride said their “main focus of organiz-
ing is apartment by apartment, building by building, block by block.” 
Within about half of their target area, about 60 percent of residential 
property was owned by New York City. In those city-owned buildings 
with four or more apartment units, they organized tenant associations 
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to assist them in leveraging existing housing policy that enabled tenants 
to manage the buildings. Through policies such as the Tenant Interim 
Lease Program or the Neighborhood Entrepreneurs Program, residents 
could collectively own and manage these various public buildings.

Tenants now own twelve out of nineteen West 119th Street build-
ings that were once city-owned as a result of Community Pride. This 
form of ownership is known as a limited equity cooperative. Farrow 
outlined the process by which they were able to achieve such accom-
plishments, “We organized the tenant associations, they managed the 
property under city supervision, the city renovated the properties, relo-
cated the tenants out of the building, renovated the apartments, made 
completely brand new apartments, brought the tenants back into the 
apartments, and they sold the buildings to the tenants as low-income 
coops at the rate of $250 per family.”19

The city legislation that allows for cooperative apartment units to 
be purchased at such low rates emanates from tenant activism in the 
1970s. According to Farrow, various South American families squatted 
in vacant buildings on Amsterdam Avenue and around 110th Street. 
In partnership with the nearby Cathedral of St. John the Divine, these 
residents protested to allow them to live in these buildings that were 
not being used. What is now called the Tenant Interim Lease Program 
was called Direct Sales, started officially in 1978. This was during the 
city’s fiscal crisis, when many neighborhoods were considered unsafe, 
and many building owners were burning down their own properties to 
collect insurance.

During the 1980s, when city property gradually became more 
desirable, the legislation was revisited. The $250 concept remained, but 
with the condition that some property be sold at market value. More-
over, when a $250 apartment was sold at market value, the city gets 40 
percent of the profits. This 60/40 idea lasted until the end of the 1990s, 
when the original $250 concept was restored, because it was too diffi-
cult to monitor the flow of profits through apartment sales.

Recently, a group of squatters in New York City’s Lower East Side 
had eleven buildings turned over to them, through a nonprofit devel-
oper, by the Bloomberg administration. Despite the existence of the $250 
law, many squatters had been evicted and treated rather harshly during 
recent decades. In this August 2002 Lower East Side case, 167 apart-
ments were turned over to the Urban Homesteading Assistance Board 
at $1 per building. These properties will ultimately be turned over to the 
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squatters. The city currently has three programs through which prop-
erties can be turned over to low-income tenants. As of August 2002, 
eight hundred buildings that the city gained through foreclosure, are 
now owned by tenants through low-income cooperatives at a monthly 
maintenance of $500 per month. Apartments must be the tenants’ pri-
mary residences and they cannot be sold at a profit.20

In any of the above instances, it took residents to make the issue of 
unaffordable housing clear to New York City. Now that these various 
affordable housing programs are in place, the challenge is to inform 
and guide low-income communities in making these policies work to 
their advantage. Community Pride has been working to do this, but the 
sustainability of resident control of, not only housing, but the various 
issues of concern to them rests in the availability of decision making 
avenues. It is the organization of residents that enables them to main-
tain a voice that ensures that their interests will not be overlooked.

Community Pride established associations on each block of the 
Children’s Zone, which is more significant in New York City than in 
some other places, given that neighbors are not always acquainted, and, 
as previously mentioned, given the fear and isolation brought on by 
Harlem’s decline. A democratically elected body of owners and renters 
governs these block associations.

Overall, Farrow, Community Pride, and the various residents and 
staff working in the Children’s Zone have been able to enhance living 
conditions and directly engage residents in the process. Residents in 
this section of Harlem needed additional information and resources in 
order to become less vulnerable to displacement and have better lives. 
Community Pride provided that, but in cooperation with residents. 
Although they focused specifically on housing, they “saturated” the 
community, addressing a comprehensive array of issues. Additionally, 
for the long term, they helped the community set up indigenous gov-
ernance structures that could serve as vehicles through which they can 
control the decisions affecting their respective blocks.

Some essential resources that have helped Community Pride in its 
efforts have come from corporations. Farrow mentioned Timberland, 
Modell’s, American Express, and Viacom as examples of corporations 
that have been assisting their efforts. From these corporations, Farrow 
noted a total 180 volunteers working in the neighborhood. Viacom 
has been helping to renovate vacant apartments and paint hallways in 
the building—activities that the tenants would ordinarily have been 
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required to take on themselves and pay for as well. American Express 
and Timberland have been working in the elementary schools in the 
area, helping them to build and refurbish playgrounds. Community 
Pride also has painted classrooms, installed bookcases, and created 
horticulture gardens in various local elementary schools.

As Community Pride continues to forge ahead with its community 
building, Lee Farrow does not give a ringing endorsement to the broader 
context of development in Harlem. She does not feel that enough resi-
dents have been hired; she noted that fewer have been hired than pro-
jected. To Farrow, not only are the number of jobs significant, but the 
type. She said of Pathmark, “And we know that to get any corporation 
like Pathmark, you’re talking about professional jobs at some levels, 
butcher jobs and that type of thing; that didn’t happen.”21 In terms of 
Old Navy, she stated, “The store that seemingly does the best out of all 
of them has been Old Navy, but then there’s been the rumor that the 
products are inferior than Old Navy’s in downtown Manhattan, and 
that’s something I want to investigate also, because I think that’s a real 
issue. If you have inferior products, and you’re not getting the first cuts 
off the assembly lines … in addition to that, the prices are one to two to 
three dollars higher than they are in other stores.” She added, “If I had 
to summarize the Empowerment Zone and what it promised to give the 
community, I think it’s fallen short.”22

Similar to many of the residents and local entrepreneurs, Farrow 
believes that small businesses have not been receiving their due. She 
told a story to capture what she sees as the Empowerment Zone’s lack 
of support for existing small businesses. She mentioned a friend of hers 
who owns one of a few full-service gas stations in Central Harlem, 
which is at Frederick Douglass Boulevard and 110th Street. He sub-
mitted a proposal to the Empowerment Zone during its early stages to 
set up a new gas station at Central Park West and 110th Street at their 
suggestion. He continued to call for an update on the progress of their 
decision to no avail. After repeated attempts to contact the office, he 
ended up making an unannounced face-to-face visit. At that point, he 
was finally told that they had other plans for the area, particularly resi-
dential development.

It took assertiveness simply to get a negative response. The Empow-
erment Zone is faced with making decisions with limited resources 
and space. However, one would imagine that responsiveness to com-
munity requests should be high on the agenda of an initiative that is 
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explicitly designated to serve the interests of residents. In retrospect, 
Farrow suggested that the process through which the Empowerment 
Zone, while inclusive of some in the community, was fundamentally 
flawed. If she could have had the power to do things differently, Farrow 
said, “There would have been a different kind of community participa-
tion, that really was community participation.” She continued, “I think 
that it becomes very, very convoluted whenever things are put into one 
pot and it’s whoever can speak the best, whoever can write the best, 
whoever knows the people, whoever knows how to get things, and then 
the promise just sort of dwindled down.”23

Content and process appear to be the principle areas of concern 
among residents and community organizations in Harlem. The two 
concepts are inseparable, as what ultimately gets addressed is a func-
tion of who was allowed to influence the process, and how the process 
unfolds is a function of the priorities of those involved. The governance 
structures developed by Community Pride have certainly elevated the 
degree of residents’ ability to shape very localized decisions. However, 
some of the bigger issues that belie the immediate surroundings of 
these twenty-four blocks will always be of concern. Nevertheless, the 
enhancement of social bonds within and among these various block 
associations has spawned a forum through which ideas can be laid on 
the table, and a broader community agenda can be formed.

Community Pride’s office has served not only as a place of business 
for staff, but as a house of dialogue for local residents. A few days after 
interviewing Farrow, I facilitated a focus group of residents and Com-
munity Pride staff to ascertain their thoughts on Harlem and its future. 
Overall, this group of about fifteen African Americans (some circulated 
in and out of the room) was rather dismayed by the economic changes in 
Harlem. Many of their thoughts resonated with those of the other resident 
interviewees. They are glad that Community Pride has helped to organize 
them to address issues of concern, but they raised concerns around the 
ability of recent changes to improve the lives of low-income residents.

Low-income families, many in the group maintained, are very ner-
vous, particularly with respect to recent housing developments. One 
man noted, “I think the greatest fear right now is that most of the build-
ings that are going up—most of them will not provide housing for peo-
ple who are considered as low-income families, and people are scared 
because these buildings are coming up, but they don’t get to live in 
them.”24 This man told of his own experience, as a new Harlem renter, 
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“I started off paying $822 for a very, very small two bedroom apart-
ment. Well, I thought everybody paid $822. I came to find out that I was 
paying the most rent in the building, because I was the most recent resi-
dent. Therefore, because I already signed a one-year lease, at the end of 
the year, my rent was up to $921, and when I moved from that building, 
the rent was going to be $981.” He indicated that most residents in his 
building have been there for at least fifteen years, which is why they can 
afford to stay. They are banking on rent control to keep roofs over their 
heads. The man said, “There are people who’ve been there thirty-five 
years, and those people could live nowhere else; they couldn’t afford to 
pay rent anywhere else.”25 When asked where displaced families go after 
leaving Harlem, focus group participants threw out a number of loca-
tions, most often, New Jersey, Virginia, and North Carolina. A woman 
said, “These people were born and raised right here. That’s what hurts; 
you were born and raised here, and you’re just uprooted.”26

The group also held negative opinions of the ability of the burgeon-
ing local retail industry to help the community. This group was less 
positive than other interviewees regarding the conveniences that have 
come with these new stores. One woman characterized Pathmark as “a 
load of trouble” for anyone without a car. She additionally noted that 
the supermarket’s bathroom has been out of order for five months. “All 
they’re doing is taking money and nothing’s coming back out,” she 
declared.27 However, this group, like many other interviewees, gave 
positive marks to Fairway.

The presence of small businesses in the community, to one woman 
in the group, is and has been more than simply a smaller scale of 
commerce. Small businesses are an extension of the community. She 
said, “The larger the institution, the less they want to give. They shun 
you. The smaller ones, that’s who you get the cooperation from; that’s 
who Harlem was built on—the smaller stores, and it’s more of a fam-
ily thing.”28 But others in the group pointed to the limited options for 
grocery shopping. They spoke of the “inferior products” at many of 
the smaller local corner stores (or bodegas). For this reason, the 125th 
Street Pathmark continues to be one of the higher-performing stores in 
the entire corporation.

Although the larger businesses possess greater resources, and can 
afford continually rising rents, not all of them are doing well. The Dis-
ney Store’s performance is not near that of Pathmark or Blockbuster 
(both of which preceded the Empowerment Zone). The Magic Johnson 
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Theater, which is in the Harlem USA complex, along with HMV, Old 
Navy, and others, according to the focus group, is not doing very well. 
To some of these participants, it is a function of trying to make Harlem 
something that it is not—something that resembles lower Manhattan, 
but cannot truly compete at the same level. When it comes to going to 
the movies, one man noted, “most people want to go out of the neigh-
borhood.” Another man added, “When you’re with your family, you 
want to take them downtown—the lights … you got the ESPN Cen-
ter (Zone), you have different video—there’s different things. I mean, 
if you want to get a quick movie, there goes Magic Johnson, but with 
the family, let’s do something different.”29 With adequate preliminary 
research, this man noted, those who drafted the UMEZ would probably 
have made a different decision regarding the theatre.

A woman in the group concurred, and went further to say, “They 
don’t have a clue; they don’t even have a clue of what is needed in Har-
lem.” Dismayed over the Apollo Theatre being owned by Time Warner, 
she said, “The Apollo is not the Apollo anymore … you’re still taking 
away everything that fits with us too.”30 This comment speaks to the 
perception that not only are new businesses coming in but also that an 
active effort to dissolve Harlem’s cultural institutions is underway. It 
actually appears as if the Apollo Theatre is on the rise, with its exclusive 
ongoing production, “Harlem Song,” and it’s revamping of its televi-
sion show. Nevertheless, indigenous ownership, as has been the case 
throughout Harlem’s history as an African American neighborhood, 
continues to be a priority for many longtime residents.

In terms of recommendations, the group called for greater resources 
to be funneled into enhancing and sustaining existing institutions that 
have been useful to the community, such as the Apollo or Bargain 
World, the discount store that recently closed. Too many of the remain-
ing small businesses are “at the mercy of the landlord,” according to one 
man in the group. A woman said, of the new developments, “There’s 
nothing that’s tailored to fit the community.” This tailoring, according 
to another woman, never came to fruition partly because of the process. 
She argued that the community should have been thoroughly surveyed 
before any decision making. In such a survey, another woman main-
tained, residents should have been able to answer questions about what 
types of development or services would be beneficial to Harlem, along 
with questions about long-range planning.
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“We were sold down the river,” said one woman. She continued, 
“With the planning boards, councilmen, community boards, the sena-
tors, all of them had a hand in it.” A man suggested that the commu-
nity is continually kept uninformed intentionally. As an example, he 
mentioned how some know about new housing developments “before 
they even break ground.”31 Therefore, even if residents want to apply for 
some of these units, they find that the list is closed before anything is 
even built. This same person suggested that residents need to form net-
works and share information as well as attend various meetings taking 
place in the community. He suggested that churches make more of an 
effort to inform parishioners.

It is ironic that one of the major recommendations emerging 
from this focus group was the need for residents to be organized and 
informed, since this is why the initiative at Community Pride has been 
created. In many ways, this very discussion was an exercise in inform-
ing residents about what is happening in the community and build-
ing their resolve to be engaged. Absent of a sweeping political will to 
ensure that low-income people always benefit, many Harlem residents 
will continue to be left out of the process and made vulnerable to dis-
placement. However, as Community Pride has demonstrated, mobiliz-
ing a community, and providing it with useful information can help 
residents gain from the changes in their neighborhood. This is not to 
suggest that policy makers shirk all responsibility; they should be held 
accountable as well. But, in reality, communities, especially those that 
are low income, will continue to require an exceptional level of organiz-
ing and informing in order to stay afloat as market forces send Harlem 
down a more exclusive path.

The Empowerment Zone, in its effort to stimulate far-reaching eco-
nomic impact, seeks to create jobs. However, in doing so, it can limit 
opportunities for local residents to run thriving organizations, either 
for-profit or nonprofit. Small businesses and nonprofit organizations 
are the managerial and ownership opportunities open to a more exten-
sive population, including people at various class levels. Therefore, an 
apparently noble effort on the part of the Empowerment Zone has a 
painful side effect that results in limiting community control—provid-
ing opportunities for residents, primarily as employees (generally at 
lower levels), rather than as owners or managers.

In general, the perspectives of community-based organizations are 
as varied as they are. But the desire to improve the community is a 
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consistent theme across the various types of organizations; they dif-
fer around the how. Community Development Corporations play a 
unique role in this category, however, because urban development is 
their primary goal. Some of the larger CDCs, in particular, have already 
been intimately involved in the process of Harlem’s current economic 
changes. Those organizations that have been on the outside might share 
a different spin on the neighborhood’s state of affairs, sounding more 
like the interviewed residents.

Although residents, community organizations, policymakers, 
academics, businesses, and developers can all make development pro-
posals, it is crucial to understand the population at hand. Not every 
group of residents will receive development in the same way. This can 
be shaped by culture, race or ethnicity, history, the nature of local poli-
tics, and so many other factors. But the psychology of a group is one of 
the critical, less tangible, factors that should be incorporated into any 
development strategy. This book deals primarily with Black Harlem—
Central Harlem—the Harlem that became known for cultures of Afri-
can descent from the turn of the last century until now. If the history 
of African Americans and how their thoughts are impacted by such 
are not addressed in the planning and process of development, efforts 
will likely not succeed. The way African Americans perceive the world, 
based on experiences and history, shapes expectations. Therefore, what 
might work with some other races or ethnicities might not catch on in 
an African American community.

Expectations
Because of historical exploitation and discrimination, African Ameri-
cans do not have high expectations of the country’s major institutions 
and industries. Although hope has kept African Americans going 
through the most trying times, a certain cynicism about government, 
developers, and corporations pervades the community’s psyche. It is 
important to recognize this in thinking about how to forge equitable 
development strategies.

Interviewees made references to the fact that residents did not take 
advantage of homeownership and business opportunities. This is not 
a surprise when a community has been so often burned historically. 
Why should now be any different than any other time? And, at this 
time, African Americans have seen a Civil Rights movement influence 
sweeping legislation designed to improve opportunities for not only 
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African Americans but also Americans in general. African Americans 
have watched some of those same gains gradually slip away. The vast 
majority of predominantly African American communities still face the 
same array of social, economic, and political barriers, but in a manner 
in which the concepts of rights and entitlement has been obliterated.

The anger and resentment of some longtime Harlem residents is, 
therefore, understandable. Many residents already knew that Harlem was 
convenient and that it had a lovely housing stock; and they knew that even-
tually, the neighborhood would be slated for “redevelopment.” Some got 
excited when they heard about changes on the way, and others were sim-
ply skeptical, presuming that these changes would necessarily be designed 
with their interests in mind. Given such dynamics, urban development in 
a place like Harlem becomes inevitably and thoroughly complex.

With so much to think about in order to make urban development 
work for those with the least resources at their disposal, some may 
wonder whether it is even worth the effort. It is easier to simply ignore 
people, forge ahead, let the market freely run its course, and displace 
people. But, in looking toward a better future, which is focused on a 
common good, examples of communities that have transcended a stan-
dard gentrification model, and yielded tangible benefits to longtime 
residents, especially those who are low income, could provide guidance 
in thinking about Harlem’s direction.
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With this rich and extensive set of recommendations and ideas from 
those who experience Harlem on a regular basis, we can infer some gen-
eral sense of factors to consider toward more equitable forms of urban 
development. As previously discussed, these factors include: avenues 
for resident ownership, attention to small business needs, affordable 
housing, employment with advancement and training opportunities, 
effective partnerships, logical planning, involvement of residents in set-
ting policy, cultural appreciation, informed, involved, and organized 
residents, and a spirit of common good.

Although a newer population may ultimately populate a changing 
geographic area, existing residents are still the engine behind a neigh-
borhood’s economy and overall livelihood. In a case like Harlem, the 
population is so large, and the area is so vast, that such a population 
shift will not happen overnight. Moreover, extensive public housing in 
the area suggests that many older residents could remain for some time. 
Businesses new to Harlem still depend on longtime residents to stay 
afloat. A place like Pathmark, for example, generates revenue because of 
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longtime local patrons. If this population does not feel that businesses 
and developers are committed to the overall health of the neighbor-
hood, residents can organize and undermine their efforts. Residents 
have the power, if organized and informed, to push local development 
in various ways. They are not inanimate recipients of the decisions of 
outsiders who have recently recognized Harlem’s viability. Therefore, 
businesses and longtime residents are interdependent, making good 
corporate citizenship smart business sense, and inclusive policy mak-
ing more effective for the long term. It is in the best interest of Harlem’s 
new corporations to make more extensive investments, beyond low-end 
jobs, in the overall health of the neighborhood. Harlem needs major 
institutions and industries that will not only locate in the neighbor-
hood, but address the most pressing social concerns confronting resi-
dents, such as education, health, economics, and others.

But the most unwieldy aspect of achieving a broad, multi-issue, par-
ticipatory approach to urban development is implementation. Although 
it might sound logical that multiple intersecting issues should be simul-
taneously tackled in order to pay adequate attention to the plethora of 
social concerns facing any urban area, it is painfully difficult to actually 
achieve an effective, yet productive, process through which residents 
are sufficiently included, and their concerns are adhered to in policy. 
First of all, residents do not agree across the board. Although consis-
tency emerged among many residents’ ideas and recommendations, not 
everyone affords the same weight to each issue.

Second, coordinating the various opinions of a vast urban popula-
tion into some coherent policy that generally suits the majority’s inter-
est is daunting. Many community-wide planning processes have tended 
to result in endless lists of the various local concerns. The challenge to 
democracy in general is ensuring that citizens are educated and ratio-
nal decision makers. Participation is a competency in itself. To compre-
hend a neighborhood’s landscape is one thing. Being able to translate 
such into policy is entirely another. In the case of the Empowerment 
Zone, neighborhoods around the United States played some role, to 
varying degrees, in influencing the nature and scope of local strategies. 
However, in all of those situations, resources were limited. No mat-
ter how many ideas were taken into account, policy makers were ulti-
mately challenged to arrive at conclusions. Conclusions mean choices, 
and choices mean exclusion of some ideas at the expense of others. It is 
important that residents understand how to make strategic choices and 
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recommendations within the parameters of limited resources. Com-
munity building initiatives around the country, stressing comprehen-
sive approaches to problem solving, continue to confront the difficul-
ties of simultaneously prioritizing particular issues while maintaining 
a broad multi-issue approach.

Harlem’s residents are right to critique displacement and hold new 
businesses accountable to a higher level of local economic development 
than entry-level jobs. They are right to desire greater control over the 
forces that are moving their neighborhood toward a new “renaissance.” 
However, the problem is not only one of process, and it is not only one 
of fragmented policy decisions. It is also a question of the overall limi-
tation of resources designated for urban development, whether they 
originate from the public or private sectors.

The perfect model does not exist, given the shear magnitude of 
influences over the state of urban America. It will take more than local 
participatory, comprehensive decision making to make a noticeable 
dent in the gap in wealth and access that often leaves low-income urban 
people of color firmly at the bottom. Massive shifts in political will and, 
likely, collective vocal public demand will be required to alter some of 
the broader sources of inequality. In the meantime, we can draw some 
lessons from examples of participatory community building efforts 
that invite community input and decision making, and comprehen-
sively address various local concerns.

Examples of Effective Urban Development
In terms of attracting business, some would say Harlem is an example 
that can guide others. However, there is much to be gained from taking a 
glance at strategies elsewhere. PolicyLink, as previously noted, has been 
conducting research on “equitable development” strategies over the last 
few years. Their website’s “Gentrification Toolkit” provides more exten-
sive summaries of specific examples that place greater resources in the 
hands of community residents and enhance community-based decision 
making around local development.

I already mentioned the legendary example of the Dudley Street 
Neighborhood Initiative, which, during the 1980s, gained the right of 
eminent domain, enabling residents, through this nonprofit organi-
zation, to make decisions about the development projects that would 
enter the neighborhood. Any time the idea of “equitable development” 
surfaces this example is worthy of note. As noted, the development in 
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Harlem has some merits in terms of services and forging a mixed econ-
omy. With the numerous critiques of Harlem’s development by some 
of its longtime residents, it make sense to look to other attempts to fos-
ter more equitable forms of development. All communities are not the 
same, and it would be naïve to suggest that a strategy that works in 
one city will automatically work in another. Harlem’s uniqueness aside, 
some helpful lessons might be drawn from development efforts in other 
places.

Market Creek
Market Creek Plaza in San Diego, like the UMEZ efforts in Harlem, 
focuses on retail development, along with restaurants, a movie theatre, 
and office space. Also, as with the strategy in Harlem, job development 
is one of the key drivers in the Market Creek approach. What is unique 
about Market Creek is its focus on community ownership.

The Plaza, spanning twenty acres, is a partnership between the 
community and the Jacobs Center for Nonprofit Innovation. The Jacobs 
Center’s shares in the Plaza will ultimately be transferred to a com-
munity controlled capital pool. A Community Investment Team was 
put in place to ensure that the community ultimately takes 100 percent 
ownership. Over time, the ownership interest will support community-
owned vehicles.

A focus on social concerns in the community is another important 
aspect of this effort. A number of different teams address various issues: 
an Art and Design Team, a Youth Center Team, a Childcare Center 
Team, and a Construction Team. Market Creek stresses both business 
and social services, as the Youth Team is charged with creating a safe 
space for youth, and the Childcare Center Team is focusing on develop-
ing childcare opportunities to enhance residents’ ability to take advan-
tage of new economic opportunities. Two thousand adults and over 
one thousand youth to date have participated in land planning, leasing, 
marketing, research, advocacy, and ownership design.1

Three hundred sixty jobs were created through the effort. As the 
effort was under construction, hiring minority- and women-owned firms 
was emphasized. Sixty-nine percent of the construction contracts were 
awarded to local, minority-owned enterprises, totaling $7.1 million.2 The 
anticipated sales revenue of the Plaza is expected to exceed $25 million 
per year. Residents have designed a locally controlled foundation to grant 
a portion of the profits from the Plaza back into the neighborhood.3
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It should never be suggested that any of the efforts listed as good 
examples or “best practices” are without flaws. Indeed, Harlem’s UMEZ 
is often listed as a good example of urban business development; it is, 
depending on the angle. If the goal is to attract business to an area that 
has been previously neglected, then UMEZ and other development 
efforts in the neighborhood have done a fantastic job. What appears 
compelling about Market Creek is the attention to community owner-
ship, the comprehensive approach that addresses social issues in con-
junction with business, and the awarding of contracts to minority- and 
women-owned firms, which can have ripple effects in job development, 
as those firms may be likely to hire their own. Overall, it seems as if 
this effort is at least attempting to take account of the “who” as much as 
the “where.” It is developing a place, but it is stressing and prioritizing 
direct benefit to the existing community.

Nashville and Mills
The Mills Corporation builds shopping malls. Historically, they had 
focused on sprawling suburban malls but eventually decided to create 
them in urban areas as well. Seeing their effort as a jobs development 
strategy, Mills did not originally realize that residents would critique 
their plan because of the limitations of the kinds of jobs that would be 
provided by a mall. Retail development can bring services and jobs. 
However, the types of jobs offer salaries that hover around minimum 
wage. Indeed, these are the jobs that are available to those with limited 
skills and education. But the longer-term question is, where will the 
jobs lead? If the goal is to enhance the sustainability of the community, 
something must be done to train and educate unskilled and semiskilled 
laborers to enhance their opportunities for advancement.

When the Mills Corporation was challenged to consider these real-
ities, they, in partnership with local community based organizations, 
and the Rockefeller Foundation, created a training and development 
center for employees in the mall. The center helps employees build on 
their existing jobs in order to move to higher levels within the various 
companies in the mall or elsewhere.

It is important to think about supportive services in development. 
Simply trying to address every issue at once is not easy, but when one 
issue, jobs, for example, is the focus, then the various supportive ser-
vices that can make a job go a longer way should be considered as 
well. A job in itself is not the panacea if it does not pay enough and if 
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childcare, transportation, and other related issues are not addressed. 
And the impact of simply having a job can only go so far unless eco-
nomic sustainability is the longer-term goal. Economic sustainability 
cannot be achieved unless minimum wage jobs can lead to additional 
opportunities—opportunities that don’t often arise without additional 
training and education.

Numerous ideas for equitable development have been circulating 
throughout the world. However, successfully implementing these strat-
egies in a manner that actually improves the lives of significant numbers 
of low-income people remains elusive. Implementation remains diffi-
cult because of the breadth of the context in which urban low-income 
and working-class residents reside. However, substantial improvement 
of the livelihoods of such residents requires comprehensive approaches 
that take account of multiple intersecting issues. It is easier for policy 
makers and business to envision strategies that can be accordingly 
comprehensive, when they collaborate with the residents themselves.

The Fifth Avenue Committee
Community developers and community organizers in the essentially 
gentrified Park Slope section of Brooklyn make up the Fifth Avenue 
Committee, which was originally developed in the 1970s in order to 
redevelop the many vacant housing units in the community. Vacancy is 
no longer the issue, as the neighborhood has become one of Brooklyn’s 
most desirable and expensive. Now the organization is known for having 
established an “antidisplacement zone” to prevent low-income people 
from being evicted. The committee continues to organize at the neigh-
borhood level, but it believes that “government action” and “expanded 
rent regulation” will be required to stave off potential displacement.4

Land Use Plans and Inclusionary Zoning Campaigns
Communities around the country have provided a range of technical 
and financial assistance to nurture and grow small businesses and local 
ownership. Methods have included business incubators, stronger anti-
trust and antichain policies, leasing municipal property to local busi-
nesses, and the orientation of land use and zoning to favor local own-
ers.5 Zoning codes are plans with specific land use rules and have been 
applied to prevent the growth of chain stores by restricting the size of 
new retail establishments, limiting “formula” businesses or those that 
have standard services and methods of operation, and reviving taxes 
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on chain stores.6 In addition to commercial zoning codes, inclusionary 
zoning is also a tool to create affordable housing by setting aside units 
in developments, promoting mixed-income communities. In New York 
City where the demand for housing has created a tight market, PolicyL-
ink and the Pratt Institute Center for Community and Environmental 
Development have partnered to promote inclusionary zoning to bal-
ance out neighborhoods, create more mixed-income communities, pre-
vent larger-scale development, and ensure greater affordability.7

In addition to zoning codes, community land trusts are nonprofit 
organizations that hold parcels of land on behalf of the larger com-
munity and aim to preserve the long-term affordability of the land by 
removing it from the control of market forces and placing it under the 
direct control of the local community. Most existing residential urban 
land trusts are small in scale. However, there is enormous potential to 
extend the model to the commercial sector as a means to launch com-
munity-owned business endeavors.8

Land-use plans and inclusionary zoning campaigns are feasible 
strategies to directly involving citizens in community building and eco-
nomic cooperation. These strategies are capable of making a substantial 
contribution to the economic security of low- to middle-income Amer-
icans by stabilizing long-term housing costs and ensuring the stable 
supply of quality resources.9

Policy and Method—the Role of Community
Turning back to Gail Aska’s suggestion to create a new formation, more 
thoroughly representative of community voices than traditional Com-
munity Boards, policy makers and residents should consider other 
ways to involve residents in major decisions that will comprehensively 
impact neighborhoods.

Vicky Gholson lamented the dissolution of the various working 
groups that informed the development of the Empowerment Zone. 
Although the process did not capture the perspectives of a broad enough 
cross-section of residents, and although many were disappointed with 
the ultimate outcome of the legislation, the working groups were a part 
of a process that was intended to be influenced by resident perspectives. 
Continuation of such formations would create an ongoing avenue for 
resident participation in policy making. It appears clear that such par-
ticipation could enhance the logic and usefulness of the final drafts of 
urban planning initiatives.
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Worldwide, participatory planning efforts are taking root. It makes 
sense for a number of reasons—the recipients of policy are more likely 
to own and accept it when they are solicited up front; moreover, those 
recipients know their communities, consequently, they have good, 
informed ideas. A true paradigm shift would be when residents are as 
much drivers of policy rather than merely recipients. However, even in 
the most participatory processes, questions around who gets to the table 
and who truly represents one’s constituency rightfully emerge. Never-
theless, any genuine effort to solicit popular participation in shaping 
policy will likely lead to new ideas, raising overlooked concepts, mak-
ing innovative recommendations.

The general attitude toward planning is that it should be partici-
patory to be effective, sustainable, and lasting, engaging residents in a 
democratic process that makes it easier for everyone to see the whole 
picture. However, according to studies conducted by Michael Hibbard 
and Susan Lurie for the Journal of Planning Education and Research, 
many stakeholders are systematically excluded from participating in the 
planning process, creating a distinct contradiction between the domi-
nant mode of practice and the empirical data.10 Their article explores 
why participatory planning failed to achieve its potential in a commu-
nity with a history of local problem solving. They argue that profes-
sional staff and decision makers can make a difference in the quality 
of participation by using existing social networks to help citizens with 
various viewpoints and backgrounds work toward a common, commu-
nity-focused, interest.

According to Richard Margerum in his article for the Journal of 
Planning Education and Research, participatory or collaborative plan-
ning is an interactive process that builds consensus and fosters imple-
mentation involving various stakeholders and public opinion but faces 
some common obstacles that have confronted the process of consen-
sus building.11 He identifies a number of obstacles for planning groups, 
including limited resources, parochialism, operational problems, state 
agency commitments, member abilities, a lack of strategy, and the fact 
that frequent reliance on alternative dispute resolution is not always 
appropriate for collaborative planning. His findings suggest that effec-
tive communication, collaboration, and interaction are prerequisites for 
planning as well as strong member or stakeholder commitment. How-
ever, as Hibbard and Lurie suggest, Margerum argues that the model 
for collaborative planning must be continually refined.
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Recently, a few thousand residents of the New York City metro-
politan area critiqued and analyzed the plans for redeveloping the site 
of the World Trade Center (Ground Zero) through a participatory pro-
cess. The plans crafted by developers and presented to the public, as 
a result of opening up the conversation, have been entirely rethought. 
Residents, who experienced the pain of the events of September 11, 
2001, pointed to the fact that the plans did not begin with a memorial. 
They critiqued the limited, commercial focus that reflected the business 
backgrounds of the plans’ original designers.

On July 20, 2002, four thousand people from the New York City 
area participated in “Listening to the City,” a process to solicit resident 
feedback on the redevelopment of lower Manhattan. This large group 
divided into subgroups of ten to respond to six proposed plans created 
by the Lower Manhattan Development Corporation (LMDC). Several 
interesting ideas emerged from this historic event. In terms of demo-
cratic participation, this event was monumental in that it was a formal 
process, beyond electoral politics, community boards, and traditional 
town hall meetings, which sought resident perspectives. The effort also 
was nongovernmental, as it was sponsored by a nonprofit organization 
in collaboration with private developers. The Regional Plan Associa-
tion, in conjunction with almost one hundred organizations formed the 
Civic Alliance to Rebuild Downtown New York, a coalition dedicated 
to assisting in and influencing the planning of the redevelopment of 
downtown Manhattan.

Rarely are private developers held accountable to the public in such 
a manner. It is clear that the developers were relatively out of touch 
with the ideas of residents. Many of the plans that developers had put 
forward did not resonate with residents. For example, residents wanted 
more affordable housing, diverse types of businesses, and cultural activ-
ities.12 Therefore, without resident participation, it is very likely that the 
developers would have traveled an entirely different path, underscoring 
the significance of soliciting popular input. This is not to suggest that 
every proposed idea was dismissed. Residents took a balanced view, as 
they not only criticized; they supported such ideas as a memorial prom-
enade from the site of Ground Zero to Battery Park, and the footprints 
of the Twin Towers kept intact.13

However, as with the resident meetings around the UMEZ, the 
question of participation versus actual decision making arose. Solicit-
ing advice or feedback from residents is not a new idea in itself, however, 
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actually incorporating resident perspectives in decision making or 
involving residents directly in decision making is far more complex. 
Shared governance among residents, policy makers, and business is the 
new frontier. Because of this lack of precedent around shared gover-
nance, many New Yorkers, and Americans in general, do not have faith 
in democracy. Only one third of participants in “Listening to the City” 
were “confident” that their perspectives would actually be incorporated 
into the final development plans.14

Undoubtedly, the development of downtown Manhattan will not 
happen as quickly as the LMDC would like. Time is always an issue 
where participation is concerned. Not only is it likely that once a pro-
cess is opened to a broader public, the resulting strategies will take 
longer, but it takes time to bring people to the table as well. It takes 
even more time to involve others earlier in the process, or keep people 
involved in the governance and maintenance of the implementation of 
strategies. On the surface, participation at this level might appear inef-
ficient. This all depends on long-term goals. If people are expected to 
comply when they feel they have not been solicited, which is the case 
with many longtime residents in Harlem, they will find ways to rebel 
through protest, voting, or other means. In other words, they will not 
own the policies that have been set. If the long-term goal is to solicit 
popular investment in policies, then it makes sense to involve a broader 
population in decision making.

Who’s participating? This is another central question to pose 
around shared governance. Taking a glance at the demographics of the 
participants in “Listening to the City,” it is clear that the group was 
predominantly White and significantly upper income. Sixty-two per-
cent of those participating in the event make $50,000 or more per year. 
Only 7 percent were African American, and 10 percent Hispanic. The 
entire group was drawn from the vast New York City Metropolitan 
Area, which is 20 percent African American and 20 percent Hispanic.15 
Therefore, participation in the event, which was heavily publicized, was 
not representative of even half of the Black and Hispanic populations in 
the New York City region. Granted, downtown Manhattan teems with 
bankers and brokers, often White and wealthy; however, many African 
Americans and Hispanics were impacted by September 11, 2001.

Historically oppressed groups are less likely to have faith in such 
participatory processes because policy has often not worked in their 
favor. The African American community, in particular, has tended to 
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create its own, less institutionalized, means of impacting policy, such as 
social movements. But it appears that if processes are going to be devel-
oped to engage the African American community in shaping policy 
through institutional channels, a special effort must be made to solicit 
participation. Additionally, it appears more likely that such participa-
tory processes will improve in incorporating resident voices, when resi-
dents are involved in shaping the process itself.

Indeed, process is as essential as content, since the direct involve-
ment of residents in decision making not only increases a collective 
sense of ownership, it leads to policies and approaches that are more 
consistent with residents’ needs. As Aska noted, we need new forma-
tions that are more representative of the interests and concerns of 
residents, particularly those who are low income. Although American 
democracy has developed a system of representation, it is limited in its 
ability to genuinely incorporate community voices in a productive and 
informed fashion.

Such a variety of extensive democratic practices would not come 
without its challenges. As numerous community building strategies 
and innovative collaborations have demonstrated, the continuous 
involvement of numerous diverse parties in decision-making requires 
incredible patience and takes time. It may be inefficient in the eyes of 
many, but in the end community residents’ involvement can lead to 
more informed decisions in the end, and a greater sense of connection 
with a neighborhood’s future. In such formations, participants may 
jockey for power, and the most informed and privileged residents may 
dominate. Mini fiefdoms are scattered about any neighborhood, and 
they may collide in collective decision-making processes.

In the end, a spirit of common good is key to success, and this may 
be close to unachievable in a society that promotes individual gain over 
collective interests. A new way of thinking will be required to effec-
tively develop this degree of widespread participation and control. 
Many people, especially those who are low income or disenfranchised, 
are unaccustomed to making key policy decisions in collaboration with 
government and business. Why should communities even seek partici-
pation in such formations if they always end up drawing the short stick? 
As some residents noted, communities like Harlem need priority and 
the final say in major development decisions. Such community-based 
power would ensure that community benefit is a priority. This would 
require extensive training, especially as such communities have not 
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historically had a say at this level. But if we are interested in forging a 
truly democratic society, where citizens are not only participating, but 
controlling, this is the kind of hard work that must be pursued.

The Empowerment Zone was a landmark piece of legislation. The 
kinds of seemingly intractable social issues that it is designed to address 
require decades of work and significant resources. And the legislation 
should be viewed in this context. It has certainly produced jobs in 
urban areas where there were few jobs, and it has brought a certain 
degree of hope to some residents. First of all, the Empowerment Zone’s 
funding may sound like a great deal of money, but it is not. If the politi-
cal will to improve urban conditions for low income and disenfran-
chised people is genuine, the Empowerment Zone should be expanded. 
It should include more cities, and each city should receive a greater allo-
cation. Pools of private funding could complement these investments. 
The Empowerment Zone/Enterprise Community (EZ/EC) Funding 
Consortium attempted to do this, by bringing various private founda-
tions together to provide additional financial and technical support to 
each city with an EZ or EC grant. The level of funding was not enough, 
and the initiative was never able to become sustainable. However, it is 
important to reiterate that the amount of funding does not matter if the 
goals of the development strategies are not in the interest of longtime 
residents.

It is not enough to say that retail conveniences have improved 
access for residents if the price of those conveniences may be displace-
ment. Numerous guidelines or safeguards to protect residents from the 
side effects of economic development should be in place. Again, com-
munities should be positioned to craft such guidelines. For example, 
corporations entering urban neighborhoods like Harlem should be 
accountable to a coalition of residents, representing different parts of 
the area and ensuring a significant low-income presence. That coali-
tion would determine which businesses would enter and how business 
is conducted. It also could evaluate businesses’ contributions to the 
neighborhood. This group could actually develop indicators for corpo-
rate social responsibility beyond producing local jobs.

The presence of local jobs should not be underestimated; this can 
have a critical long-term impact on some residents. In the case of young 
people, for example, a first job can be awfully elusive. This is especially 
the case for young people of color. The first job is experience, and expe-
rience leads to other jobs. However, residents should be in the position 

RT3054_C007.indd   198 1/5/06   8:12:14 AM



 Development’s New Day?   • 199

to assess the quality of jobs, whether or not jobs provide opportunities 
for advancement, whether or not training is tied to the jobs. They also 
should be able to evaluate the degree of a corporation’s institutional 
citizenship. How does the company treat customers? Does the company 
make grants in the neighborhood? Does the company work to improve 
public schools? Does the company pollute the environment? Does the 
company’s presence in the neighborhood positively contribute to the 
quality of life of residents? These additional questions should be posed 
in order to create a more holistic sense of a corporation’s accountability 
to a neighborhood. Without any residential authority over corporate 
behavior, there is no space to ensure that residents will benefit.

One might suggest that if communities are doing all of the work 
government should be doing, doesn’t this let a lot of people off of the 
hook? Government accountability can be viewed from multiple angles. 
Informed and organized communities can make government better. 
Participation in the democratic process can shape the direction of can-
didates and policy. However, all politicians should be held account-
able once they are in office. External formations have always been the 
true engines of change. Historically, most major policy shifts had been 
sparked by social movements on all ends of the political spectrum. If 
communities are not organized to affect local policy then it is very pos-
sible that local policy will not work in their favor.

Another important factor to keep in mind is that the majority posi-
tion can sometimes oppress others. This is a reality when discussing 
any broad decision-making body. However, the best decision making 
is informed. Education is essential in this respect. Community based 
decision-making bodies should be committed to learning, as a means 
of quality control, and a way to avoid choices at the expense of others. 
Any decision has consequences, but education can minimize the nega-
tive effects of such choices.

In Harlem, for example, the presence of businesses makes the neigh-
borhood more desirable. As the neighborhood’s desirability climbed 
over recent years, so did real estate values. In order to make policy that 
helps residents, the complex array of interrelated issues should be taken 
into account. Policy around commerce must be made in conjunction 
with policy around residential real estate in this instance. Not only are 
business and real estate intertwined, but so are education, health, the 
environment, transportation, and a variety of other issues. For example, 
if new businesses help to raise real estate prices that displace longtime 
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residents and attract new, more affluent ones, do the new residents send 
their children to public schools? If they don’t send them to local public 
schools, do they have an investment in the quality of the schools?

In other words, all policy decisions have ripple effects. Sweeping 
urban policy such as the Empowerment Zones help in some ways, but 
they may hurt in some others, regardless of intent. The real estate issue 
in Harlem is of continuous concern. In many ways, the sometimes, 
majestic housing stock in the neighborhood attracted a great deal of 
the recent interest in the neighborhood. As real estate prices rise in 
Harlem, and throughout New York City, rent control laws have been 
loosened. It would be difficult to avoid displacement in any low-income 
urban areas without tight rent control laws. Housing codes are often on 
the books but not enforced strongly enough. Therefore, landlords have 
been able to harass residents out of apartments or illegally evict their 
tenants. Absent a true popular spirit of common good, residents will 
continue to be displaced in neighborhoods such as Harlem if policies 
are not designed to protect low-income tenants.

Finally, ownership could position residents with greater control over 
their livelihoods. It is important to promote and draw lessons from the 
creative work of the Harlem Children’s Zone’s Community Pride and 
various approaches around the country like the Dudley Street Neigh-
borhood Initiative’s use of eminent domain to the residents’ advantage, 
and the work in Market Creek. Not every area is the same, but what 
can be learned in order to help residents in gentrifying areas benefit 
from the resources coming in and secure greater control over their own 
choices? All of the aforementioned efforts could not have happened 
without funding. Therefore, pools of funding to develop cooperatives, 
community land trusts, and other, what has become known as Resi-
dent Ownership Mechanisms is of utmost importance. Foundations, 
wealthy individuals, corporations, and other sources of private funds 
can support these kinds of efforts.

Research Directions
As a national movement to make institutions of higher education more 
accountable to the needs of society develops, more people are coming to 
the realization that research should not be insulated within academia. 
The development of the kinds of policy suggestions made by Harlem 
residents and by various nonprofit organizations can be aided by data. 
Researchers should turn their attention to issues of urban development, 
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as the majority of the global population has become urbanized. What 
affects urban areas ultimately affects everyone.

Although gentrification has become a widespread, global phenom-
enon, little research has been conducted on these concerns. Moreover, 
much of the existing scholarly literature has not been solution-based, 
recommending strategies that will enable residents to benefit from 
new resources entering their community. Most of the research taking a 
more practical thrust has been conducted by nonprofit organizations, 
such as PolicyLink and the National Community Building Network. 
We would all benefit from more joint research between scholars and 
nonprofit organizations on urban development.

Research seeking to highlight case studies in which communities are 
employing equitable development strategies will continue to be useful 
and necessary, as would research on effective corporate/community part-
nerships that stimulate more equitable urban development. In conduct-
ing this research, corporate/community partnerships that truly led to an 
improvement of residents’ livelihoods were hard to find. Indeed, jobs and 
philanthropic initiatives were present, along with greater financing from 
banks. But the sum total of these initiatives has not led to any substantial 
access or advantage for a broad cross-section of Harlem residents. Most 
of the innovative efforts that have tangibly improved the livelihoods of 
residents have been developed by nonprofit organizations.

Getting an accurate handle of gentrification-induced residential 
displacement is daunting. Anecdotal data, as can be found in this book, 
provides a general sense of what is happening. But accurately deter-
mining why people move from their residences requires a combination 
of quantitative research on who is leaving, and qualitative research on 
why. It does not appear that any research has effectively employed this 
method in any substantial manner. Commercial displacement may be 
a bit easier to gauge, as there are fewer establishments, and it is easier 
to contact merchants regarding their reasons for leaving. This research 
has also not been substantially conducted. Stories emerging from this 
book’s interviews referred to various instances where longtime small 
entrepreneurs have been forced out due to increased rents or competi-
tion from larger corporations, however, there has been no systematic 
study of this form of displacement.

This book focused specifically on Harlem, partly because of its size, 
symbolism, and uniqueness; little research has compared how differ-
ent neighborhoods across the country and world address extensive 
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urban development. Numerous factors shape how urban development 
unfolds in various areas—a neighborhood’s history, proximity to other 
resources, relationship to a metropolitan region, density, transporta-
tion services, demographics, housing stock, nature of commercial 
activity, and other issues, all help shape the nature and character of 
development. Comparative research would help highlight the relative 
significance of a variety of factors in determining whether or not urban 
development will lead to gentrification, what steps should be taken to 
avoid significant displacement, and other social concerns.

Institutions, Industries, 
and Community Partnerships

Greater equity for low-income people in urban neighborhoods requires 
a two-pronged approach that focuses on both the community level 
and the institutional level. At the community level, residents must be 
better positioned to take advantage of opportunities and advocate on 
their own behalf. The community development and community build-
ing field often promotes greater “community capacity.” Organizations 
such as PolicyLink have been exploring effective “community equity 
mechanisms”—processes by which low-income communities can use 
resources toward their own benefit. These efforts have been addressed 
particularly in the context of neighborhoods undergoing significant 
economic change, especially when new resources threaten to displace 
residents, alter their power, and change social and cultural priorities, 
as in Harlem.

If communities were armed with greater knowledge, skill, and access, 
they could take advantage of existing economic opportunities, such as 
the limited equity coops implemented by the Community Pride initia-
tive. Cooperatives, community land trusts, and other forms of collective 
resident ownership strategies can stave off overwhelming displacement 
and place community residents in the position to make decisions about 
the nature of economic development in their neighborhoods.

Communities will never be able to implement these innovative 
strategies without skills and knowledge. These strategies cannot work 
without some facility with banking, the law, policy, real estate, tech-
nology—the many areas in which low-income communities have been 
left in the dark. When communities do not have such knowledge, they 
are vulnerable to outside interests. Institutions of higher education and 
intermediary nonprofit organizations, like the Abyssinian Development 
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Corporation and other Community Development Corporations, can 
play an essential role in training residents and smaller community-
based organizations around these types of skills.

The idea of empowerment has many dimensions. Knowledge and 
skills make a difference; however, low-income communities must 
believe they are entitled to resources, knowledge, and overall local 
control. The African American community has faced several hundred 
years of disempowerment. This has affected the sense of expectation 
and entitlement among African Americans throughout the United 
States. The Harlem Renaissance represented a period when African 
Americans were asserting their pride as a community. The twentieth 
century is filled with instances of African Americans displaying pride 
and recognizing power. This has, indeed, altered some aspects of the 
access and freedoms available to all people of African descent, as well 
as other people of color and women of all colors. However, poverty and 
disempowerment remain quite prominent in the African American 
community despite the enormous individual successes of a handful of 
famous African Americans.

It is important to distinguish between collective economic develop-
ment strategies and individual economic strategies. During the Black 
Power movement in the late 1960s and early 1970s, many activists 
stressed the limitations of the creation, enhancement, and expansion 
of a few highly successful African Americans. The presence of African 
American multimillionaires, in itself, does not represent progress for 
the majority of African Americans or make life easier for low-income 
African Americans. Unless those individuals make their wealth and 
access available to low-income African Americans, progress is not col-
lective. If African Americans were a country, they would have the ninth 
largest gross national product in the world. The money in the commu-
nity exists; however, an effective coordinated approach to widely dis-
perse resources across the Black community does not. An increasing 
effort to promote “Black Philanthropy” is an important trend to watch 
in this respect, as numerous organizations, including the Twenty-First 
Century Foundation, and others, are designing the future of what it 
will take to funnel resources within the Black community in a manner 
that addresses the priorities of Black people.

The persistent disempowerment of African Americans is a prob-
lem of race and class. Traditional economic development strategies 
have tended to focus on the individual more than the community. 
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Small business development in neighborhoods such as Harlem is criti-
cal; however, unless these businesses can enhance the quality of life for 
greater numbers of low-income people, these strategies will have little 
impact.

Protest, community organizing, and advocacy have been essential 
components of the African American experience. Because of the persis-
tence of institutionalized racism, African Americans have been forced 
to continually employ a variety of strategies from civil disobedience 
to violent rebellion in order to achieve policies that address the con-
tinuous barriers facing the community. We have not reached a point at 
which protest is unnecessary. However, protest should be recognized in 
the context of a variety of strategies. When communities are organized, 
communicating with each other—achieving “social capital,” they are 
better positioned to mobilize and protest when necessary. When com-
munities have greater knowledge and skills collectively, they feel more 
entitled. Therefore, if they do not get what they believe is their birth-
right, they will fight to get it. Greater community capacity, greater 
knowledge, greater skills, a sense of collective destiny, and the desire 
to protest when necessary are all important ingredients in community 
empowerment. Too often, they have been treated separately, as if they 
are unrelated, or at odds with each other.

As important as it is to enhance the community level, and better 
position communities to control their life circumstances, it is also essen-
tial to recognize and engage the institutional level. Although our major 
institutions and industries have replicated and exacerbated social and 
economic and political inequality, those same institutions and indus-
tries still hold the power, knowledge, and resources. Moreover, they still 
depend on people for their survival. The retail corporations in Harlem 
need local residents to buy their goods. The community level and the 
institutional level should be recognized for their natural interrelation. 
If Harlem residents are knowledgeable, skilled, and organized, they are 
positioned to hold new local corporations accountable.

Conflicts of interest are real. This is why protest is inevitable. How-
ever, many of our major institutions and industries have been able to 
operate absent of significant popular criticism. When those institutions 
and industries are made to recognize that they cannot afford damaged 
reputations or lost business, they are more likely to behave in a socially 
responsible manner. We can look at government through this lens as well. 
Many urban policies have not benefited low-income urban residents. 
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Elected officials need votes and healthy reputations. Oftentimes, policies 
are made absent of significant popular opposition due to lack of knowl-
edge, lack of organization, or even lack of resources on the community 
side. It is important for communities to stay abreast of policy develop-
ments and push for government accountability to the needs of low-income 
people. Enhancing skills, knowledge, and access at the community level 
and holding major institutions and industries accountable are essential 
strategies on the path to greater community empowerment.

Community partnerships are where the community level and the 
institutional level come together. Low-income communities and major 
institutions/industries aren’t necessarily inherently at odds. Because of 
the interdependency between our major institutions and industries and 
communities, mutually beneficial partnerships are possible. Some of 
the hope for the future lies in the ability of everyday citizens working 
in conjunction with our most powerful institutions and industries in 
developing policies and practices that promote a common good. Con-
flicts of interest will continue to limit the fruition of such partnerships. 
However, conflict is a necessary aspect of any healthy partnership. If 
community residents and banks, government officials, businesses, insti-
tutions of higher education, and real estate developers can collectively 
craft strategies that promote a common good, the future of Harlem and 
other communities will be characterized by the combination of new 
businesses and redeveloped housing along with lessened poverty and 
increased opportunity.

These are the components that can bring communities closer to 
urban development that fosters equity. Development is necessary, and 
critical to the future of urban communities. But the challenge to the 
future is not to abandon all existing approaches or start completely 
from scratch. The long-term challenge is to do better, focusing on peo-
ple in addition to place.

I founded Marga Incorporated, a consulting firm, based on the 
belief that existing resources can be leveraged to address social issues. 
Our mission is to maximize existing resources for societal gain through 
the development of strategies that include partnerships. We work with 
foundations, universities, nonprofit organizations, government, and 
corporations in designing the kinds of strategic plans that will make 
practical use of the resources of institutions and industries in a manner 
that simultaneously fulfills the mission of institutions and industries 
and addresses community priorities. Direct communication between 

RT3054_C007.indd   205 1/5/06   8:12:15 AM



206 • Listening to Harlem: Gentrification, Community, and Business

community residents and these institutions/industries is critical to the 
development and success of any of these plans.

Much of our work begins with an assessment—an inventory of 
sorts—of existing resources, institutions, and initiatives. Looking at 
the Harlem community, it is hard to miss the proximity of the neigh-
borhood to major institutions and industries of various sorts. The 
potential to tap into the vast nearby resources is enormous. Our work 
with the Morningside Area Alliance is an attempt to create a strategy 
to apply the resources of the various hospitals, universities, and other 
heavily resourced institutions concentrated in the lower part of District 
9, known as Morningside Heights. Tapping into educational resources, 
health-related resources, and other social resources could round out 
the development underway in Harlem, and provide the missing pieces 
that would improve the life chances of residents. These institutions also 
happen to be economic engines, with the employment, procurement, 
and real estate development dimensions that they bring to the table. A 
coordinated effort can make this happen.

Holistic, comprehensive approaches to urban development will 
help to manage the ripple effects of focused strategies that may address 
a particular set of local needs, but neglect, or even exacerbate other 
priorities. Ultimately, being deliberate and forward-thinking would be 
essential in advancing the next chapter in urban (and human) develop-
ment, in Harlem, and elsewhere.
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