
















Praise for Comeback Cities



“....(A)n optimistic book.”


—The New York Times


“....Paul Grogan and Tony Proscio have released arguably the most important and insightful books on the American city in a generation.”


—Ronald Brownstein, Los Angeles Times


“....(P)roclaims the work of grassroots organizations to revitalize urban neighbors. For that alone, this book is important and most welcome.”


—Neighborhood Funder’s Group


“[An] accessible and detailed chronicle of the nuts and bolts of urban revitalization....”


—Business Week


“....I have been reading a whole bunch of different books on urban and neighborhood revival. This one offers good reason for hope....”


—David Pepper, Appellate litigator and recently announced candidate for Cincinnati City Council


“From years of experience, Paul Grogan and Tony Proscio explain what impatient mayors and professional protesters are slow to learn. Urban decline can’t be reversed in a single stroke. Here they analyze the forces behind new and encouraging progress in America’s ‘comeback cities.’ And they size up the obstacles that remain in our way.”


—Thomas M. Menino, Mayor of Boston


“Paul Grogan explains how cities are rebuilding themselves block by block and neighborhood by neighborhood through grassroots community effort and strong local leadership. Chicago has benefited from Grogan’s leadership of the Local Initiatives Support Corporation, and policy makers around the country will benefit from the insights of this book.”


—Richard M. Daley, Mayor of Chicago


“Paul Grogan has helped community-based organizations make miracles happen in America’s toughest neighborhoods. For years I have waited—and waited!—for him to squeeze into a book some of his wealth of facts, wisdom and experiences. Here, at last, it is. Many have diagnosed the ills of high-crime, disinvested urban neighborhoods. Comeback Cities offers prescriptions that work!”


—Clarence Page, Chicago Tribune


“Paul Grogan is one of the heroes of the community development movement. Comeback Cities is a wonderfully optimistic book about a subject that Americans usually treat with self-fulfilling pessimism.”


—Nicholas Lemann, author of The Big Test and The Promised Land


“At heart, this book is an inspiring story of human ingenuity and courage.”


—David Gergen
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This book is dedicated to Mike Sviridoff, who taught us all these things, and much more.















[image: i_Image1]

The bustling retail strip of Chicago’s predominantly Hispanic Little Village  neighborhood, 1998. (Todd Buchanan ©1999)
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INTRODUCTION 


The Argument In Brief


THE AMERICAN inner city rebounding—not just here and there, not just cosmetically, but fundamentally. It is the result of a fragile but palpable change in both the economics and the politics of poor urban neighborhoods. Though not yet visible everywhere, the shift is discernible in enough places to unsettle longstanding assumptions about the future of older urban communities. This book tells why that is happening, and where, and what can be done about it—either to accelerate the turnaround or, through carelessness or worse, to stop it dead in its tracks.


Admittedly, the argument is neither easy to make nor incontrovertible. Some fragile evidence supports it: The first glimpse of data from the 2000 Census (most of which is still emerging as this edition goes to press) shows surprising growth in some cities that had suffered population losses or stagnation for years—most strikingly in Chicago, reversing a 50-year trend, but also in New York, Atlanta, and Denver. Even cities that lost population, like Cleveland or Philadelphia, saw an unexpected uptick in in-migration from the suburbs and immigration from abroad that could be an early sign of better news to come. Median incomes in central cities rose in the 1990s, with nearly 1.8 million inner-city households rising above the poverty line.


Still, most of the available statistics argue against a pronounced urban rebound. Volumes of data, and the many books and articles based on them, paint a persuasive picture of unrelieved and deepening misery: concentrated poverty and pathology, racial isolation, a widening gap between suburban haves and urban have-nots.


That bleak picture is not wrong but misleading. It takes a fair measure of the intense residue of 40 years of urban decline, but it sees no bend in the path we are on, namely, toward more of the same. In the toughest urban neighborhoods, despair has an almost automatically intuitive appeal: At least in our lifetimes, major cities have gone mostly downhill, burdened by industrial obsolescence, physical rot, riots, crime, poverty and the serial failure of big Federal rescue missions. The losses have been so great for so long—and so carefully chronicled by decades of statistics—that it’s hard to conceive how any of it would ever be different.


But something different is happening. It’s not yet potent enough to leaven (at least statistically) the legacy of abandonment and decay, but it is unmistakable nonetheless. The evidence demands a close inspection. Some of it is anecdotal, and most of it is still too early to prove anything like an irreversible momentum. But it’s visible, and it’s mounting.


After so steady and profound a decline, the first stirrings of recovery naturally won’t be obvious to the casual eye. Nor will numbers capture it all. In a world where the best data can lag reality by as much as 10 years, statistics alone aren’t very helpful during periods of rapid change. The 1990s were, we will argue, such a period.


Further, as the decade closed, there was no sign that the remarkable improvements in inner-city America were slowing or faltering. Some of them have no doubt been the fruit of a sustained, national economic expansion that (unlike past expansions, it must be said) produced some benefits for older city neighborhoods. But much of it has also been the slow harvest of decades of patient rebuilding, and some is a return on more recent public and private investments that have applied the lessons of past failure, to productive effect.


 To be sure, these improvements don’t reach the (unreasonable and largely irrelevant) goal of most 20th Century urban policy: eliminating poverty. The national “antipoverty” obsession has not merely resulted in a costly and demoralizing string of ambitious failures, it has tended by its sheer mass to overshadow other, far more immediate and achievable goals. Until we find a way to make everyone middle-class, one might ask, aren’t there ways of helping poorer communities remain stable and pleasant to live in, rather than spiraling into physical blight, disorder, political isolation, and ingrained cynicism?


The failure of the antipoverty agenda has not been absolute—some antipoverty programs have reduced suffering and disadvantage without spinning off intolerable side effects. But it has been so great, and come in for such persistent ridicule, that it has led many people to conclude that the only cost-effective thing to do about poor inner-city communities is ignore them (or, in the nastier political camps, berate them for their fecklessness). Even people who otherwise claim to be friends of cities—“metropolitanists” like David Rusk or Myron Orfield, for example—seem to feel that the only hope for an urban turnaround lies in changing municipal boundaries to capture the wealthier tax base of the suburbs, or redistributing poor city residents into less-than-enthusiastic hinterlands. Attracting better-heeled people back into existing city neighborhoods, they seem to feel, is a lost cause. Making the city pleasant and livable with its current base of residents they consider just as hopeless.


There is a strange double standard to this point of view. On one hand, some metropolitanists—notably Rusk—have explicitly dismissed the idea of reviving existing urban neighborhoods because, they feel, the obstacles are too great. The poverty of these areas is irreversible, weighed down by factors far outside neighborhoods’ or cities’ control (technological change, global markets and what-have-you). And poor neighborhoods, they feel, are inherently unsalvageable. Yet as an alternative way of saving cities, this school of thought embraces an even more complex and ambitious vision: harmonizing the politics and economics of whole, fractious metropolitan regions—without apparent worry over the far greater improbabilities on which that would depend. They are willing to posit the happy premise that suburban majorities will someday be persuaded to subordinate their needs to those of long-neglected cities and poor families. Yet they are unwilling to imagine that urban neighborhoods might build, on their own, a sufficiently inviting environment so that working people will be more likely to remain or return.


Now, we have no doubt that cities would be happier and easier to govern if they could simply collect the taxes of their wealthier neighbors, disperse their poorest families to remote jurisdictions, and halt suburban expansion by fiat. But in the politics of most urban areas, the idea of elastic city boundaries and “smart growth” is only slightly less whimsical than that of eliminating poverty. The dream of metropolitanism, like that of the antipoverty utopia, insists on an elusive perfection to the neglect of the achievable good. Cities can be—and increasingly are being—made more livable, more attractive to businesses and investors, and more inviting to people of various levels of income. That isn’t short-term work and it’s had a late start in many places. But there is more and more evidence that it’s happening, and building steam.


This evidence consists of four trends, quite different from one another but nevertheless linked. Together, they constitute a “surprising convergence of positives” that seem to presage a broad inner-city recovery.


The first is the maturing of a huge, rapidly expanding grassroots revitalization movement in America. Ordinary residents of the inner city have formed thousands of neighborhood-based nonprofit organizations in the past 20 years. They have used these organizations to invest in their assets rather than nurse old wounds, and to build productive partnerships rather than wage ideological warfare. From the wreckage of 1960s-style “community action” and the War on Poverty, the vast majority of these groups have learned to steer clear of the race-baiting and us-versus-them ideology that mired grassroots groups for decades. Some motivated by faith, others by frustration, they have executed strings of small miracles in once-desperate slums. They have built and renovated thousands of houses and apartments, recruited businesses into their neighborhoods, organized child-care centers and charter schools, formed block watches and civic clubs. As individual groups, their achievements are sometimes laughably modest. In aggregate, they are becoming monumental.


Political, business, and academic support for these groups, though far from universal, is strengthening. In the past decade, a coalition of corporations, foundations, and the Federal government has pooled more than a quarter of a billion dollars for a concerted capital infusion into residentled development projects, called the National Community Development Initiative. In the months since the first edition of this book, the Initiative’s 17 members renewed their commitment for another three years, pledging $120 million more, along with a more aggressive effort to get the word out on the possibilities for this kind of investment.


A second, related trend is the rebirth of functioning private markets in former wastelands where, until recently, the only vigorous market activity had been the drug trade. Now, fed by the work of the revitalization groups and gathering steam from the long economic boom of the 1990s, jobs and commerce are returning to cities. Retailers, facing less and less opportunity in suburbs, have finally discovered the untapped markets at their backs—in the very neighborhoods they fled 10 or 20 years ago. More and more, private sector prophets and planners are hailing the inner city as the undiscovered emerging market of our times.


The reappearance of functioning inner-city markets is not just a matter of big retailers suddenly re-discovering urban customers. Small businesses—both ordinary mom-and-pop stores and more entrepreneurial start-up companies—are finding inner-city business strips attractive and profitable again. In 1999, Inc. magazine’s “Inner City 100” told a story of small, new businesses deliberately seeking out older, central neighborhoods for their low costs, available labor, easy commutes, and in some cases, architectural interest.


Meanwhile, thanks to regulatory pressure and structural changes in the financial markets, credit is reaching inner cities for property renovation and small businesses at levels not seen in decades. The first effects have been in housing, where community groups and individual homeowners have been able to re-create a stable, decently maintained residential base, from which businesses can then draw customers and employees. At the same time, relatively liberal immigration policies have brought new blood to many inner cities in recent years, restoring vitality to neighborhoods and their markets. Not only have immigrants spurred growth in cities with once-sinking populations, but they have often concentrated in the very neighborhoods those cities had once written off as lost. By now, the consequences are so unmistakable that a few cities, like Pittsburgh and Philadelphia, now have deliberate policies or programs aimed at attracting immigrants. Thanks in large part to Russians in Coney Island and Brazilians in Newark, Mexicans in Chicago and Houston, and Asians in Oakland, rundown neighborhoods are suddenly seeing a burst of new activity—not just in numbers of residents, but in small-business investment, street life, and an asset that hardly anyone associated with these places 20 years ago: cultural élan.


In all these ways, the advance guard of market formation has been the creation of stable, occupied housing, followed by retail, followed by broad reconnection of formerly isolated communities to the economic mainstream.


The third propellant of inner city revival is dropping crime. Talk about unlikely! Until recently nearly everyone accepted rampant crime and attendant fear as an as an article of faith, a permanent, immovable fact of city life. But cities like New York and Boston have turned that conventional wisdom on its head, witnessing historic drops in crime and—perhaps better still—in the perception and the fear of crime. Nationwide, the National Crime Victimization Survey found an astonishing 15 percent drop in violent crime in just 1999 alone. The property crimes that most plague inner-city neighborhoods—robbery, car theft, burglary—were down markedly. Experts disagree, often fiercely, about the cause of all this, and who should get the credit for it. Some cite ephemeral factors like demographic fluctuations, or the vagaries of the drug market—things that no doubt explain some part of the recent improvements (though they don’t explain why some places have succeeded more than others).


 We believe that a growing revolution in police practices, in league with unfolding revitalization, has played a key role and can play an even greater role in the years ahead. Viewing revitalization as both a cause and an effect of falling crime rates isn’t exactly conventional wisdom—at least not yet. But neither are we are alone in making the connection. Several cities have started to concentrate on blighted and abandoned properties, not for aesthetic reasons, and not just to alleviate housing shortages, but specifically to thwart gangs, drug trafficking, and other crime. Even where cities didn’t make that precise calculation at first, they soon discovered that their best success in dampening crime rates was in neighborhoods where houses and stores were being fixed up and occupied. If this two-pronged attack lasts long enough, the dynamic may prove self-reinforcing: Holding crime to tolerable levels would have an incalculable effect on rebuilding confidence and commerce; the resulting investment could contribute to further drops in crime.


In the meantime, more and more urban police departments have embraced the main tenets of the policing revolution that started in New York and Boston, under the twin influences of criminologist George Kelling and reform cop William Bratton. Cities that hadn’t shared much in the national crime-rate plunge—Baltimore, Philadelphia, and New Orleans, for example—have belatedly but dramatically seen the light. Since we started surveying urban law enforcement for this book a few years ago, Baltimore and Philadelphia have both picked former Bratton associates to head their police departments, and New Orleans recruited an architect of New York City’s most far reaching police management reform, the data-driven accountability system called Compstat. (The political consequences of all this are remarkable. In New York’s 2001 mayoral contest, Democrat Mark Green —surely among the most liberal candidates on the ballot —proudly claimed the endorsement of Republican Rudolph Giuliani’s first police commissioner: Bill Bratton.) Fourth, and finally, has been the unshackling of inner-city life from the giant bureaucracies that once dictated everything that happened there—in particular the welfare system, public housing authorities, and public schools. These massive, immovable systems were all formed with the noblest intentions, and even succeeded at many of those intentions for a time. But in recent decades, each has proven to be a bureaucratic albatross and a social disaster—concentrating poverty, insulating failure, limiting upward mobility, and stifling initiative.


By the end of the 1990s, by an astonishing bipartisan consensus, each of these behemoths has begun to disintegrate. Most surprising, perhaps, was the 1996 compromise in which President Clinton led his still-uneasy party into a historic bargain with the Republican Congress to end “welfare as we know it.” The uneasiness was understandable: A verdict on the wisdom and humanity of this change will await years of experience, including a recession. But in its first few years, at least, welfare reform has largely been a success, with public assistance rolls falling radically, and most cities participating proportionally in that reduction. The timing, certainly, could not have been more propitious—nudging people off the welfare rolls in the late 1990s, into the strongest American economy in thirty years. But as a result, something more durable may be building, something that could sustain the good news through leaner times. It’s a subjective assessment, to be sure, but early reports suggest that a culture of work seems to be taking hold in many inner city neighborhoods where examples of success and self-sufficiency had been absent for decades.


As welfare reform was taking shape, Republican reformers and a newly-savvy HUD leadership began to open the once-impregnable fortress of public housing—a nucleus of blight where decades of government rules had, in The Washington Post’s phrase, “stacked poor people in human filing cabinets.” At the start of the 21st Century, 100,000 public housing apartments are being razed and replaced with mixed-income communities where the architecture suits the surrounding neighborhood. The first completed projects already show a wholesale transformation of the physical appearance and social dynamics of these communities—places once so isolated that, in some cities, they had achieved the status of economic leper colonies. Meanwhile, the vast tracts that the old “filing cabinets” used to occupy now offer enormous potential for new development—on land that had been off limits to the private market forces that were gathering strength in adjacent areas.


Finally, though not as far along, a tide of reform and competition is beginning to engulf urban public schools—perhaps the institutions most impervious to change for the longest time. What began as an ideological assault mainly from the political Right is gradually changing into a parents’ movement, increasingly backed by elected officials (particularly mayors) of both parties. In some ways, the new battle over schools is the final frontier of inner-city revitalization. All the other incipient positive trends will fall short of their potential if city schools continue to push huge numbers of working and middle class families out of the city—which has been, unfortunately, their principal contribution to the urban cause in the past 20 years. If that dreadful “push factor” can be neutralized in time by some combination of charter schools and privatization—a force sufficient to drive genuine reform within public schools as well—the ultimate victory might be in the cities’ grasp.


The first, indispensable step is being taken in more and more places: wresting control of the schools from inept and patronage-ridden School Boards, and vesting it in mayors who can’t duck the implacable reckoning of Election Day. The wisdom of that course may not yet be entirely beyond debate, but more and more it’s uniting the partisan camps that have warred over school reform for decades. Significantly, the one issue on which New York Mayor Rudolph Giuliani and Senator Hilary Rodham Clinton now completely agree is giving the mayor control of New York City Schools.


Reviving markets, dropping crime rates, and deregulating public systems open vistas for the inner city not seen in nearly 50 years, before the great postwar exodus and decline. These new trends combine powerfully with the now-extensive grassroots revival efforts. Together these four trends could engineer a far reaching change in the social, economic, and physical environment—indeed, the whole idea—of the American inner city.


 Since the first edition of this book went to press in mid–2000, Congress has moved further along the course these trends chart. Two measures seem specifically designed to advance the cause of bringing capital to inner city neighborhoods, attracting retailers and other businesses to their streets and storefronts, and widening the potential of community development groups. The first is an expansion of the Low-Income Housing Tax Credit, a federal lever that encourages private investors to shoulder much of the risk —and front a big percentage of the money —to produce affordable housing. The second is a similar device, though smaller and more tentative, to lure private investment into neighborhood commercial property. The latter effort, called the “New Markets Tax Credit,” became law with the joint sponsorship of a Democratic president and a handful of Republican members of Congress, including the Speaker of the House. It is hard to escape the conclusion that a political middle ground is forming here—something almost unheard of in most areas of domestic policy, and entirely uneard-of in urban affairs for nearly half a century.


The good news, though palpable, is still subtle. It is entirely reversible, if treated with indifference or with the heavy-handedness of past Federal programs. And to be sure, in most cases, it has not produced anything like the urban sentimentalists’ dream: primly restored historic dwellings above savory shops decked out in Parisian awnings. Even the fastest-recovering inner cities are still hardscrabble places occupied largely by poor families and struggling businesses. The point is not that poverty has been abolished, or will be, nor is it that inner cities can or should return to the full glory of their wealthier pasts. The point is that they are becoming places where people want to live, shop, run businesses, and go to school. Joel Bookman, whose northwest Chicago community organization has led one of the more successful inner-city revitalization programs anywhere, says of his rapidly rebounding neighborhood, “It’s not pretty. It’s still not clean. We’ve got problems. But economically, it works, and people like it here.”


like it here.” The modesty of that statement makes it easy to disregard. People like  it here. Were Bookman talking about a middle-class community of trimmed lawns and above-average schools, the statement would be unexceptional. But as a description of a neighborhood from which the middle class once fled, where poverty remains high, shops are thinly capitalized, and investment had disappeared for decades, it is a perfectly remarkable accomplishment, on which a great deal can now be built.


To put this accomplishment in perspective, we turn in Chapter One to the place once singled out as the capital of urban hopelessness: the South Bronx. Admittedly, the South Bronx story has lately become a mainstay of feel-good news reports, and we re-visit it here with some trepidation. It is often told in unduly poetic tones, with the unwarranted implication that New York City and its plucky residents somehow conjured a suburban utopia out of 40 years of social and economic implosion. The fact is that the South Bronx is still poor. Much of it remains unsightly. Crime is higher there, and academic achievement lower, than in many other New York neighborhoods. The war has not been won, but it is now clearly winnable. In much of the South Bronx today, something People like it here.


that was once altogether unthinkable has happened: People like it here.  The next chapter views that achievement both from the vantage point of the Bronx’s nadir in 1977, and from that of today’s still-unfinished rebuilding. Thereafter, the remainder of this book dissects the four trends that are making such transformations possible all over the United States. We argue throughout, and particularly in a concluding reflection, that there is plenty that the public and private sector can do to enlarge and accelerate those trends: to make the community development movement an even more potent force; to speed the recovery of inner city economies; to sustain the recent drops in crime; and to ensure that the deregulation of the inner city is successful.


For all this to reach its potential, some national policies still need to change. Deep anti-urban biases infect much of the behavior of the federal government in both its regulatory regimes and its programs and investments. That historic bias contributed hugely to the decline of the cities in the first place, and it remains a significant barrier to their full recovery.


In all this we find things to praise—and many defects—in the traditional approaches of the two political parties. But the emerging turnaround has followed a path that neither party envisioned, and that does not fit any of their ideological paradigms. The cities’ stubborn refusal to march to the prevailing politics has meant that national leaders have been tardy in recognizing the changes afoot, and frequently off the mark in connecting those changes to policy. Forging a healthy connection between what is working locally and what needs to be done nationally is one overarching ambition of this book.


But first, a new look at the notorious South Bronx.
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President Jimmy Carter on Charlotte Street, the South Bronx, October 5, 1977.  (Theresa Zabala/NYT Pictures)















PART ONE


The Case for a Turnaround


THE REBIRTH of the South Bronx has become one of those national legends that lots of Americans are fairly sure they’ve heard before, at least in broad strokes. And it has, from time to time, enjoyed a brief spell in the headlines, especially when the TV networks or prominent politicians pay a celebratory visit. But like most legends, the South Bronx turnaround has tended to mutate in the telling, with different heroes and morals for different occasions. In several versions, it has been distilled (often for political or ideological reasons) into almost pure myth.


Among people who are not particularly attuned to cities and their fate, on the other hand, the story may not be well known at all. So famous was the horror of the old South Bronx—immortalized in novels and films, even for a time a fixture of late-night comedy—that some people probably believe the whole area long since burned to oblivion. The recovery of the South Bronx is not total. There remain some rough and dangerous enclaves, to be sure. But to anyone with a clear image of the area from, say, the early 1980s, the change is awe-inspiring. Most of the once-decimated neighborhoods are now inviting and populous; the sidewalks are safe enough to be crowded with baby strollers and elderly people and kids on roller-blades. The plywood is off the storefronts, and commercial traffic is back on the main streets. Property values are fantastically higher.
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President Bill Clinton on Charlotte Street, December 10, 1997, with  Ralph Porter, executive director of MBD Development Corporation. (Stephen  Crowley/NYT Pictures) 







How all this happened—both the bleak “before” and the heroic “af-ter”—is a tale so often distorted, and its complex meaning so often missed, that it warrants a detailed retelling. Among other things, the South Bronx was not saved the way decades of reformers insisted it would have to be saved: by eliminating poverty. Poverty levels in the South Bronx at the end of the 1990s were little changed from those of the 1980s (though significantly, the rate of employment was higher). What changed the South Bronx from Fort Apache to a functioning community was not a sudden influx of wealth, but a careful restoration of order—in the built environment, in public spaces, and in people’s lives.


That’s not to say money wasn’t involved—in fact, the whole twentyyear exercise cost billions of public and private dollars. But the South Bronx repaid that investment with an achievement that was unthinkable in its day, and remains unorthodox in many circles even now: the reclamation of a ruined neighborhood without removing or suddenly enriching its poor and working-class residents.


After parsing the sunny lessons of the Bronx, we turn next to the shadows—to the volumes of learned arguments about why cities can’t, or probably won’t, ever recover, and why America is doomed to become a scatter-plot of secluded suburbs, their backs uniformly turned to the obsolescence of a ruined urban core. However much we find these arguments distasteful—and, more to the point, contrary to some firsthand observation—we do not refute most of the evidence on which they’re based. Cities are not becoming significantly wealthier, and many have grown steadily poorer in the last half of the twentieth century. Conceded. Most Americans still prefer the bigger lots and quieter climes of suburbia over the greater density of urban neighborhoods. Conceded. City infrastructure is aging and often unsightly, burdened by decades of mismanagement and deferred maintenance. All conceded.


Yet it’s significant that most of these bleak arguments are now aimed at cities’ residential areas, not their downtowns. Why? Because the story no longer fits a huge, coast-to-coast regeneration in downtowns of every kind, from Boston to Cleveland to Milwaukee and even to sprawling Los Angeles. It’s important to remember, though, that the same clouds of doom once hung over American downtowns that now hover over the neighborhoods. It’s possible—more than that, it’s lately observable—that the neighborhoods are the next to recover.


That recovery is not yet accepted in the conventional scholarship, mainly for two reasons: First, it’s still in progress, and most socioeconomic data are very slow to capture such changes until they’re far along (the ten-year Census, for example, is practically the only consistent set of data for comparing many trends from year to year and city to city). Second, as the South Bronx story illustrates, urban neighborhoods are not recovering the way everyone expected them to: by getting wealthier. They are becoming healthy and desirable without imitating  the suburbs, economically or socially. They seem to be achieving viability, in a sense, by the back door, while the scholars are busy debating in the parlor. Chapter 3 sketches out the array of positive forces lately converging on urban neighborhoods, a convergence that seems to suggest a future more like the South Bronx than the fate decreed by the bleaker academics.


Yet at this stage, the story of the South Bronx may be more important as a cautionary tale than as an inspirational one. Seen in the dim light of the late 1970s, the area’s assets looked merely pitiful, and its liabilities seemed insurmountable. The long struggle to defeat those odds could have derailed at any moment (and came perilously close several times), in part because the whole thing, by the lights of conventional wisdom, was a fool’s errand. But what few people outside the Bronx saw in those days—and what certainly showed up in no official statistics or formal scholarship—is that people who are determined to save their homes and their neighborhood will do so, given the political and financial resources and the regulatory latitude to proceed. It helps to see how that happened in one place, before examining the similar rumblings elsewhere.














Chapter 1 
THE SOUTH BRONX: FROM THE BOTTOM UP



NEW YORK, October 5, 1977—Around 9:30 on a bright earlyautumn morning in the worst neighborhood in America, two men teetered on a rotting curbside, mouths agape. Along a ruined street of dilapidated housing and charred hulks of commercial buildings, in a place where the smart set never strayed and no one ever slowed down, a column of sparkling limousines twelve cars long, escorted by six police motorcycles with sirens blaring, eased past at a regal (some might have said funereal) pace.


One of the men, slightly older, cradled a bottle in a brown paper bag. From a window seat in the motorcade press car, Associated Press reporter John Shanahan heard the man tell his companion, with a shake of his head, “Damn. Imagine the president of the United States on Brook Avenue.”


Several cars ahead, behind tinted layers of bullet-proof glass, the president of the United States was hearing the short, miserable tale of the obliteration of the South Bronx, as told by New York Mayor Abraham D. Beame and Patricia Roberts Harris, secretary of Housing and Urban Development. Through every reinforced window, the end of the story unfolded around them: a Gothic landscape of destruction and concealed menace, the burned-out remains of 40,000 arson fires in just the past four years, blocks of abandoned tenement buildings punctuated now and then by the odd survivor—the not-quite-empty ruins where apparently, against all odds, thousands of people still slept and ate and raised children.


Jimmy Carter had landed in New York less than twenty-four hours before, to deliver an internationally telecast speech on the Middle East before the UN General Assembly. The Middle East must have seemed safe territory compared to New York City politics, in which Carter found himself knee-deep within minutes of stepping out of his helicopter. On the Wall Street helipad, at what was supposed to have been a cordial welcoming ceremony, Democratic mayoral candidate Edward I. Koch had greeted the president with a letter accusing him of, among other things, abandoning Israel. It was a classic New York political moment (and a typical Koch ploy), but it startled and infuriated the president.


Before he knew it, Koch was off the list of people who would accompany the president on his various New York stops. Thus it was that lame-duck Mayor Beame, whom Koch had defeated in a primary two months before, found himself rousted the next morning for a surprise trip in the presidential limousine, creeping along Brook Avenue in the Bronx’s notorious Melrose neighborhood (soon to be made grotesquely famous in Tom Wolfe’s novel Bonfire of the Vanities) and extemporaneously trying to explain how his city had permitted the South Bronx to turn into a char pit.
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Nearly half a million people had lived in the South Bronx in its heyday—a city-within-a-city, larger than St. Louis, Seattle, or Miami. Just fifteen years before Carter’s visit, the Grand Concourse, the area’s signature boulevard, was still a showplace of elegant residential buildings with spacious apartments, more than a few of them boasting dumbwaiters, servants’ quarters, and uniformed concierges. It was a place of comfort and style, with a European graciousness to suit an overwhelmingly European-American population.


The South Bronx started as an area of refuge for upwardly mobile families, many of them first- and second-generation immigrants who wanted to escape from raucous, overcrowded Manhattan. (“Those who wish to secure a quiet home,” proclaimed an 1860s advertisement, “sufficiently remote from the city to be out of its turbulence and yet within a convenient business distance, had better seek out North New York”—an early name for the South Bronx.) But just over a century later, the neighborhood stumbled off a cliff. Legendary planning czar Robert Moses had carved up the area with new expressways, and welfare bureaucrats then crammed the remaining fragments of neighborhood with destitute and rootless families who had nowhere else to live. The fires began in 1967 and continued throughout the next decade. Arsonists descended in every shape and color: vandals scavenging for metal and marketable debris, young delinquents after a thrill, landlords fabricating insurance claims, and welfare recipients betting the government would find them a new address.


In those years, more than 300,000 people fled the neighborhood, never to return. Behind them smoldered a wasteland of cynicism and anarchy.


Soon unemployment rates were running as high as 85 percent. In a 1969 study of death records on three streets in the South Bronx’s Hunts Point section, the New York Times reported that residents had only a one-in-twenty chance of dying a natural death. Most died in homicides or from drug overdoses. In just one block of Fox Street, thirty-four people had been murdered in a single year.


“Many city services taken for granted elsewhere in New York,” the Times reported later, “such as police protection, garbage collection, some semblance of civil order, could not be predicted with certainty in Hunts Point.”


Now, as the presidential caravan inched up Third Avenue to Claremont Parkway, turned right onto Boston Road, and headed toward the infamous hypodermic heaven of Crotona Park, Mayor Beame and Secretary Harris were explaining how the city had become the South Bronx’s biggest landlord. The owners of more than 8,000 South Bronx houses and apartments had stopped paying taxes. The uncollected bills had reached $40 million and were rising. The city consequently owned thousands of empty or abandoned parcels whose owners had thrown up their hands and walked away. (Sometimes, it was said, the hands thus thrown up still reeked of gasoline and matchsticks.)
 



The president surely knew parts of this story already. So many of its images had traveled around the world that, six years earlier, Mother Theresa had established a South Bronx outpost of her Missionaries of Charity, an organization founded in the bowels of the Calcutta slums to care for the most hopeless of the poor. So famous had the arson become that Howard Cosell, broadcasting the 1977 World Series from Yankee Stadium one month earlier, had periodically cut to an aerial shot of a massive blaze several blocks from the stadium and intoned, “There it is again, ladies and gentlemen. The Bronx is burning.”


More than 40 percent of the South Bronx housing stock was destroyed in those years. When the city got around to demolishing the torched buildings, the result was simply vast tracts of rubble, with piles of bulldozed bricks and debris sometimes rising two stories, the masonry mesas of the new urban desert.
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Finally, just before ten A.M., the motorcade reached its destination. As the president’s car eased into place, Secret Service agents hustled along its sides, and reporters and technicians scrambled for front-line position, cameras and boom mikes steadied amid bricks and shards of glass along the roadside.


Somberly, head lowered, Carter eased out of his cream-colored limousine onto what had become a kind of consecrated ground, the graveyard of the American city. Empty buildings like tombstones surrounded blocks of nothing but basements, filled in with the derelict masonry and bricks of buildings that once had stood five to seven stories high. On a corner two blocks away, a bent green sign bore the road’s dainty name, almost childlike, reminiscent of a favorite storybook title: Charlotte Street.


Mayor Beame followed, less steadily. Failing to watch his step as he spoke to a reporter, the mayor stumbled on a stray piece of concrete, saved only by the reporter’s quick reflexes. A Washington commentator later saw a metaphor in this, but New Yorkers apparently thought nothing of it.


After a slow 360-degree scan of the devastation, Carter turned to his Housing secretary and asked, “Most of this occurred in the last five years after Nixon cut off the Urban Renewal funds?” She dutifully answered “Yes.”


“Yes.” Not true. The Bronx’s problems had started well before Nixon took office. Under three earlier presidents, the Urban Renewal and Model Cities programs, with their massive slum-clearance apparatus, had done more to empty the Bronx than Nixon could have had time to conceive. Conversely, the housing subsidy program known as Section 8, a Nixon invention, had done more to produce affordable housing in other parts of the United States, including other parts of New York, than all the ambitions of the Great Society combined. Pinning the blame on the disgraced Nixon administration may have been politically irresistible, but it was far off the mark.


Still, it must have helped ease the horror of the moment, and the palpable embarrassment of a dejected Mayor Beame. AP newsman John Shanahan, the only New York–based reporter with the president that morning, later recalled the stunned look on Carter’s face as he surveyed the desolation around him:


“The President seemed appalled by the extent of the destruction. It struck me that he must be thinking ‘How could you have let this happen to your city?’ From the expression on his face, you could see that he was devastated.”


“See which areas can still be salvaged,” the president told Secretary Harris. “We can create around the edge. Maybe we can create a recreation area and turn it around. Get a map of the whole area and show me what could be done.” With that, Carter spoke briefly to reporters and returned to his car.


The motorcade sped off, headed south on Southern Boulevard and eventually across the Willis Avenue Bridge to Manhattan, but not before passing two men standing along a crumbling curbstone by the collapsed warehouses of Brook Avenue, where no one would ever have imagined seeing the president of the United States.
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The next morning’s New York Times immortalized the scene along Charlotte Street—a grave-looking Jimmy Carter huddled with his Ministers of Devastation, the determined Harris and a dispirited Beame, all of them encircled by distant fire-gutted ruins like a malignant Stonehenge. A reporter years later compared the image to the hoisting of the flag at Iwo Jima: the icon of a turning point in history.


But the turning point that Jimmy Carter saw in progress in the South Bronx was not at Charlotte Street (that came later). It was at a stop that his motorcade had made a few minutes before, on the 1100 block of Washington Avenue, between 167th and 168th Streets. The president had left his limousine there, too—this time to visit a place that Patricia Harris and other staffers at HUD regarded as a small but significant sign of hope.


The six-story building had been renovated—an event so unheard-of in the South Bronx of the mid-1970s that for months, many of the building’s neighbors still thought the construction crews were there for a demolition, even as new flooring, drywall, and windows were incredibly marching indoors. By that October morning, the building sported twenty-eight shining new apartments with oak floors and modern kitchens, and solar heat collectors on the roof.


More remarkable still, the renovation was not the work of an opportunistic investor or some missionary of charity, but of forty seemingly bedraggled residents, who lived in the vicinity and inexplicably preferred not to leave. They had organized a nonprofit group for the task, called People’s Development Corporation. By the time President Carter appeared at their doorstep, they were already planning the reclamation of five more buildings nearby. The second-phase renovation was backed by $3 million in federal financing and grants from the Comprehensive Employment and Training Act, or CETA, to train and pay construction workers.


As the president strode onto the worksite, Claude Briley, one of the tenant/construction workers, greeted him with a cheery “Hi, Jimmy, glad to see you in the Bronx.” Carter, unfazed, returned the greeting and asked, “How do you think you’re making out?”


“Fine,” Briley answered. “We hope to make more progress on a wider level.”


Turning to the head of People’s Development, a local radical in his twenties named Ramon Rueda, the president said he was proud of what the group had accomplished. How could they do more?


“We need more money, Carter,” Rueda answered, friendly if abrupt. “We could use more CETA [Comprehensive Employment and Training Act, a 1970s-era wage subsidy].”


The president never promised any money, though in later years he was widely reported to have done so. Nonetheless, when he told Harris that “we can create around the edge,” he seemed to be referring to the kind of work he saw in progress on Washington Avenue. That was, in fact, exactly the kind of work in which the Carter administration tried to invest in the Bronx. But only a few hundred thousand dollars actually arrived there by the time Jimmy Carter returned home to Plains, Georgia, in defeat.
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In the next two decades, Brook Avenue and Washington Avenue and Charlotte Street and the rest of the South Bronx saw no more presidents of the United States. They did, briefly, see candidate Ronald Reagan, who appeared in the midst of the 1980 presidential campaign at the same spot on Charlotte, near Boston Road, where Jimmy Carter had stood less than three years before. Nothing had changed. Reagan took a few moments to talk to reporters about tax incentives, ridiculed the Carter administration’s “failed activism,” lost a shouting match with a group of hecklers, and sped away.


“From that time on,” a Senate staffer said later, “the place was politically toxic. No President would go near there, for fear of appearing to make a promise, or of being identified with the blight. Jimmy Carter had taken that cross on his shoulders, got nothing for it, and ended up with most of the blame. Who wants to repeat that?”


Where presidents feared to tread, candidates rushed in. In 1988 alone Gary Hart and Walter Mondale dropped by for a photo-op, and Jesse Jackson famously shared a home-cooked chicken dinner with a South Bronx family and then stayed the night. But in those visits, residents were quick to point out, the message was always promises or criticisms, a string of “if-I’m-electeds” and “what-I-would-dos.” For two decades, no one who held Washington’s purse—or the responsibility for what it could buy—dared retrace Jimmy Carter’s steps.


Until December 1997—almost exactly twenty years after Carter’s visit. In a political image that landed on the top-center of the New  York Times page one, exactly where Carter’s photo on Charlotte Street had appeared twenty years before, President Bill Clinton brought the motorcade, the cameras, his HUD secretary and other presidential entourage, and the same winded Washington press corps, back to the South Bronx for another look at the urban wasteland.


South Bronx for another look at the urban wasteland. What they saw could well be the most important story of urban America at the dawn of the twenty-first century. At worst, it is the story of how things could have been in every run-down neighborhood, had only neighbors and governments paid attention. It is not the story of the federal government creating “a recreation area” in the midst of the squalor. Nor is it the story of solitary heroism by the likes of the People’s Development Corporation, which faded from public view sometime in the 1980s.


sometime in the 1980s. It is something far better and more profound than either of those stories, yet it combines something of both. What Clinton and his entourage saw in December 1997 was a prim neighborhood of shady trees and manicured lawns, lace curtains, sprinklers and gardens, neighbors walking their dogs and baby strollers coursing along smooth sidewalks, past an upright green sign still bearing the dainty name Charlotte Street.


It had been done by community organizations and New York City, with a considerable helping of federal money. No one has sole credit for saving the South Bronx. But those who have the credit have a lot of it. The results, Clinton noted, were nothing short of astonishing.


Crime and drug abuse had plummeted—in the worst areas, shootings were down by more than two-thirds, and robberies and assaults by more than half. School attendance was dramatically improved. Vandalism was no more common than in any New York neighborhood—and by some measures a good deal less. Property values on Charlotte Street had risen so high that many residents of tonier neighborhoods in Manhattan, Staten Island, and Queens could scarcely afford to live there. Yet many of the residents were once the tenants of bombed-out South Bronx hulks where the only reliable heat had come from two blankets and a cat.


Although frequently dubbed “miraculous,” the transformation of the South Bronx was nothing of the sort. It was simply work and money—the work often performed by thoroughly ordinary people, and the money typically parceled out boldly but strategically by surprisingly cash-strapped governments.


Most of the elements of the transformation of Charlotte Street were present on October 5, 1977: community organizations willing to stay and build, a federal government willing to finance their efforts, and a local government that had learned clear but bitter lessons from decades of massive, top-down “renewal.”


These elements in combination took twenty years to finish the job (with more wisdom and less complicated politics, they could probably have done it in fifteen, but not much less). It was massively expensive—though it eventually proved a sound long-term investment. It took the political will and persistence of a mayor and a Bronx borough president far outside the city’s political norm. In short, it was not a story built on government-as-usual. But government was, throughout, an indispensable part of the solution.


Still, it’s also worth noting what Clinton and his crew did not see. Most of the lost population of 300,000 people from the 1970s had not returned to the South Bronx. Though the population has risen through the 1980s and ’90s, the gains are small compared to the earlier loss. Poverty is still significantly higher than in most other parts of New York. The South Bronx has not regained its former grandeur, nor is it likely to do so. It has instead become something more necessary and more lasting: It has become pleasant and livable.
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The work set in motion by Jimmy Carter’s visit to the South Bronx was initially slow and stumbling. Ed Koch was elected mayor a month after Carter left town (his much-predicted landslide spoiled by a stubborn third-party contender named Mario M. Cuomo), and in little more than a year he had established what governments always seem to establish when they want to accomplish something big: a giant new agency.
 



Koch entrusted the newly formed South Bronx Development Organization (SBDO) to Edward J. Logue, the quintessential Urban Renewalist and a master development planner from Boston. It might have been just another massive government project, with the dismal results that such things repeatedly wrought in other cities, but for a crucial insight early in its development. Under heavy persuasion from the Ford Foundation (from whose orbit Koch had drawn several of his top officials), Logue enlisted resident groups and their nonprofit organizations in the planning and redevelopment of his first target blocks. And the first among these was Charlotte Street.


Besides the cost of operating SBDO, New York City turned over sizable tracts of land that had come into its possession during the waves of abandonment and tax delinquency in the 1970s. Through the Comprehensive Employment and Training Act (CETA), Section 8, Community Development Block Grants, and other HUD programs, the federal government contributed mightily to the early effort in the South Bronx, though the Reagan administration soon pruned back most of these programs and eliminated a few, most notably CETA.


By 1983—more than five years after Jimmy Carter’s impromptu tour—two new single-family ranch-style houses stood on Charlotte Street, manufactured in a factory in Berwick, Pennsylvania, and set on lots and foundations prepared by SBDO. The two houses served as models for a planned project of ninety such homes, to be known as Charlotte Gardens. The houses were being marketed, at $47,800 apiece, by a community-based nonprofit group with the hardly reassuring name of Mid-Bronx Desperadoes.


Their name aside, the Desperadoes were in fact becoming a hardheaded development organization. The group had arisen three years before President Carter’s visit, cobbled together by people who had channeled their frustration with government failure and empty promises into a burning determination to rebuild the neighborhood themselves if need be. With little experience and no money of their own, they already had grown, like People’s Development Corporation, into a modestly sophisticated housing renovation company gleaning government grants, loans, and contracts for small-scale projects, mostly one building at a time.


But unlike the more radical People’s Development, the Desperadoes showed a talent for working diplomatically with the city to raise money and finish projects. They saw their partnership with Logue and SBDO as a test of the city’s willingness finally to tackle the South Bronx as a solvable problem, rather than wringing its hands and dispensing condolence money. With the beginning of Charlotte Gardens, their bet seemed to be paying off.


In no time, however, New York City politics intervened. Under the city’s nineteenth-century charter (later scrapped by a federal court) federal grants to New York City first had to be “accepted” by the city’s de facto governing board, called the Board of Estimate. It consisted of the mayor, the comptroller, the president of the city council, and the heads of each of the city’s five boroughs. All the boroughs, though hugely disparate in size, had an equal vote (hence the eventual displeasure of the federal courts). Not surprisingly, the other four boroughs soon grew irritable over the bales of federal money being pitched into the Bronx. They were looking for their cut. Finding little or none, they marshaled a majority to reject the federal dollars outright. Charlotte Gardens screeched to a halt.


It took nearly a year, and some deft intracity diplomacy by Koch, to reconnect the Bronx’s federal life supports. By the time all eighty-nine of Charlotte Gardens’ new houses were completed, Jimmy Carter’s visit was a nine-year-old memory.


But in the meantime, something remarkable was happening—something that had little to do with the city’s centralized planning or its new blue-ribbon development agency. Nonprofit community organizations like the Desperadoes were continuing to form, build, and prosper—a church-based group called the South East Bronx Community Organization, a block-club-turned-builder named the Banana Kelly Community Improvement Association (because of a distinctive bend in Kelly Street), and half a dozen others, all renovating and managing apartment buildings that once had seemed scarcely worth the cost of demolition. Their combined output of new housing vastly exceeded whatever support they received from SBDO, and their production speed was double or triple what was possible for any city agency, with its complex procurement rules and labor politics.


Late in 1986, just as the finishing touches were going up in Charlotte Gardens, Koch changed course. At that point, the mayor was confronting three seemingly hopeless challenges that, if tackled together, might actually make for a common solution.


First, a crusading state judge had ordered him to move homeless families more quickly out of shelters into permanent apartments, just as New York was suffering through one of its periodic bursts of sky-high housing costs.

 Second, the city’s mammoth supply of abandoned, tax-foreclosed real estate was draining municipal coffers and casting the city as the biggest and most inept of slumlords.


And finally, the interborough rivalries that had erupted over federal money for Charlotte Gardens had not disappeared. The attention and funds lavished on the South Bronx, particularly through Logue and the SBDO, made the efforts of other blighted neighborhoods, especially in Brooklyn and Manhattan, seem neglected by contrast. New York’s fractious political structure (especially under the old Board of Estimate system) could not long tolerate those kinds of resentments. All three forces pointed in one direction: The city had to find a way to unleash the resources of the private sector—including the city’s widening battalion of nonprofit development groups—on its foreclosed housing stock, to get the property back on the tax rolls, move formerly homeless families into some or most of the apartments, and spread the benefits (and the responsibility for combating homelessness) to boroughs outside the Bronx. No city agency could develop all that real estate in the short time available. The age of the big-government local development agency was about to end.


By the time SBDO closed its doors in the late 1980s, it had taken part in building or renovating hundreds of units of housing, and channeled millions into the South Bronx’s long-starved real estate market. It was, in many ways, a remarkable achievement in a city where labyrinthine work rules and stifling bureaucracy can make a multiyear ordeal out of even the most routine construction project.


Still, in roughly the same amount of time, the Desperadoes, BananaKelly, the South East Bronx church group, and their cohort had renovated thousands of units with a total investment several times the size of SBDO’s. To his lasting credit, Koch recognized the difference, and switched his bet to the faster horse.






[image: i_Imagein1]


It helped mightily that New York City had emerged, by this time, from the capital drought brought on by its decade-old fiscal crisis. With renewed access to the bond market and the prospect of restoring thousands of properties to the city’s tax rolls, Koch was able to marshal sums that dwarfed even the federal government’s fondest promises. By 1988, committing some $3.6 billion of mostly city-raised capital, Koch had launched what would become the largest municipal housing construction program in American history (the sum eventually rose above $5 billion). For partners, he relied not only on community organizations, but on private landlords and developers of every size, often brought to the table with extensive technical help from the New York City Housing Partnership, a group that grew out of the corporate response to the city’s near-bankruptcy a decade earlier, and the Community Preservation Corporation, a specialized development bank for small landowners and poor neighborhoods.


 In six years, the city enabled the construction or renovation of nearly 100,000 units of housing. At its peak, the Koch administration was pouring half a billion dollars a year into the effort—more investment in housing than in the other fifty largest U.S. cities combined. City financing for the nonprofit developers flowed through two nonprofit national development institutions, the Enterprise Foundation and the Local Initiatives Support Corporation. It was a mobilization of private sector forces, including both nonprofit and for-profit, on an epic scale. The city was planner, financier, supplier of vacant or run-down property, and sometimes strategic planner—but only rarely developer.


Of this explosion in residential development, a sizable share—certainly more than one-fifth—went to the South Bronx, partly because that area still contained the largest and ugliest swaths of vacant property, decaying buildings, dilapidated infrastructure, and sweeping brown prairies of empty, buildable land. At the end of the 1980s, more than one-third of the tax lots in the South Bronx were vacant. But what sealed the South Bronx’s advantage in the competition for city investment dollars was its record of success against long odds. By the time of Koch’s massive housing initiative, the South Bronx already contained the city’s richest concentration of grassroots development groups, tried and proven in the hard years before any Washington entourage ever set foot there.


New York City invested more than $1 billion in South Bronx housing between 1988 and 1997. Private investment—including investors’ equity and bank financing—came to some $365 million. More than 10,000 new houses and apartments went up, blending city, state, and federal subsidies with private capital. At its peak, in 1992, the production machinery was cranking out 2,700 units a year in the South Bronx alone.


Remarkable as that achievement is, the most significant consequences are those that extend beyond housing. The nonprofit Citizens Housing and Planning Council, in an exhaustive 1997 study of South Bronx redevelopment, reported that the widespread construction and renovation seemed to have created a “greater sense of community order.”


Policing methods in the Bronx also improved, as they had citywide, building alliances with community organizations and other city services that targeted low-level crimes that undermine the local quality of life, and often incubate more serious criminality. The combined effects of these changes included a plunge in South Bronx crime rates considerably steeper than in the rest of the city—despite a jump in the number of teenagers and young adults living in the South Bronx, a usual catalyst for rising crime. Elsewhere in the city, these age groups declined 12 percent, compared to a 15 percent increase in the South Bronx.


In the notorious 40th Precinct—subject of the 1980s Paul Newman film Fort Apache: The Bronx—total felonies dropped by more than 61 percent between 1990 and 1996, a decline 23 percent greater than in the comparably run-down East New York section of Brooklyn, and at least 5 percent greater than in Manhattan’s central Harlem neighborhood, where middle-class occupancy was rising. Grand larceny had dropped more than 57 percent—37 percent better than East New York and 26 percent better than central Harlem. Car thefts had declined an amazing 74 percent, even as the number of car owners in the South Bronx was rising.


In the same period, real estate tax collections in the South Bronx roughly doubled. Residents’ opinion of the neighborhood jumped markedly, with a near doubling of the percentage of residents rating the area “excellent or good.” Roughly one quarter of the residents reported living near boarded-up buildings in 1996, compared to nearly two-thirds in 1987.


And perhaps most significantly, the Housing and Planning Council found “an upsurge in civic participation as measured by voting trends and other community activities.” From having lived as virtual captives in a neighborhood that everyone fled when they could, residents of the South Bronx had become citizens again, participants in the forces that had restored their community to a livable place.


That is significant not only in itself, but even more in light of what was not achieved in the Bronx, and in some places was never even attempted: The poverty rate did not decline. Employment, though considerably higher than in the 1970s, did not rise more rapidly than anywhere else in New York, and lagged behind some comparable neighborhoods. Participation in the labor force is mostly unchanged. Adolescent pregnancies did not decline significantly (although it is arguable that the next generation, not yet in adolescence, will be the one most affected by the Bronx’s physical and social turnaround).


The South Bronx has not become a middle-class neighborhood. No surprise there. But it has become something that, in the midst of New York’s stratospheric rents and high-skills job market, is more needed and more valuable: It is a place where lower-income people can live affordably, in tranquillity and safety.


To weigh the enormity of that accomplishment, it helps to view the landscape from the windows of the presidential limousine on October 5, 1977. In a barren terrain, where the best thing the president of the United States could imagine was maybe a recreational field, there now stands a prim, middle-class housing development. In the rubble-strewn field that furnished the opening murder scene in Fort  Apache: The Bronx, there is now a sprightly development of white duplexes, complete with gardens, shutters, and awnings. The renovation of the South Bronx is far from over, but it has become manageable, even profitable.


In fact, the process has given rise to an entirely new (and frankly more welcome) generation of problems. In some parts of the South Bronx, like the once-dismal Mott Haven section, there is now a housing shortage. On one of the few remaining city-owned lots there, at Crimmins Avenue and East 141st Street, a group of neighbors had years ago planted a community garden. But in 1998 the gardeners were massing their political forces against another group of neighbors who, with the city’s help, were determined to build three new duplex homes on the site. Neither the city nor the prospective home builders have anything against gardening. Their problem, according to the nonprofit group that wants to build the houses, is that there are only six vacancies among the neighborhood’s 900-plus dwelling units. Mott Haven can no longer keep up with the demand.


“If you can do it,” President Clinton told residents of the South Bronx twenty years after Carter’s visit, “everyone can do it.” In fact, more than 2,500 other communities have come to a similar conclusion, forming development organizations and strategic revitalization programs similar to (and in some ways more inventive than) the one that changed the Bronx. Are they right? Can every poor neighborhood and blighted inner city achieve what the South Bronx achieved, given enough time and resources?


 A substantial body of scholarly opinion says No.


 Viewed from the streets of the South Bronx, that answer seems illogical in the extreme, yet it is both too widely believed and too carefully argued to be dismissed out of hand. Before looking to the Bronx and other such success stories for a model of urban reclamation, it would be wise to consider the negatives carefully, and see whether, and how, they undermine the unmistakable optimism in the lawns and window boxes of Charlotte Street.
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