MODULE 7: THE POLITICS OF NEIGHBORHOOD
Some Examples
1. A study of the ongoing gentrification of a neighborhood close to the downtown of a major city reveals that the process has been marked by a number of different sorts of conflict. In the early years a major conflict was between, on the one hand, a large property owner seeking to rehabilitate the properties it owned and, on the other hand, the current tenants of those properties. The property owner was a large hospital which had acquired something like two hundred residential properties over a number of years. In many instances it owned a majority of the properties on a particular street and in some instances, all of them. Its original intent was to eventually demolish some of these structures for hospital expansion. Concurrent with that it also envisaged converting a number of the houses into accommodation for nurses and also for the relatives of chronically ill patients who lived out of town and were visiting. 

However, these expansion plans had been abandoned and the hospital was left as a reluctant landlord. Since the neighborhood was close to a downtown undergoing something of an office boom, however, and since many of the houses were of some architectural merit, it was believed that the hospital could withdraw from its ownership responsibilities by rehabbing them and selling them at a substantial markup.

Once these plans were revealed there was strong opposition from the existing tenants. A meeting was called and concern expressed at what this meant for their future ability to live in the neighborhood. Many of the residents worked downtown as janitors in office buildings, as parking attendants, as housekeepers and maintenance staff in hotels or at the hospital itself, and were on relatively low salaries. The hospital assured them that subsequent to rehabilitation they would be given first opportunity to buy, but the tenants recognized that the prices would be much higher than they could possibly afford, even if they could qualify for a mortgage. Furthermore a good deal of housing surrounding the downtown had already been gentrified so there was a shortage of housing that they could afford close to their places of work downtown.

At the same time as this was going on the hospital revealed more of its plans for the neighborhood. Some houses would be cleared to make way for a neighborhood shopping center. In other cases streets would be closed off to make the neighborhood less subject to through traffic and so heighten its attractiveness to the sorts of affluent buyers that the hospital believed would otherwise be attracted to the rehabbed properties. In order to accomplish these goals the city government's cooperation would have to be enlisted. Only the city could close streets off and grant the necessary re-zonings for the neighborhood shopping center.

The attention of the tenants association, Tenants Against Removal or TAR for short, now focused on the city government, therefore. They believed that if these changes in neighborhood land use and traffic flow could be frustrated then the area would be that much less attractive for rehabbing since it would be less attractive to the ultimate buyer of the rehabbed properties. Traffic flow control was especially important in this regard. But the city government was not about to be persuaded by TAR and argued that gentrification was an important goal for the neighborhood since it would increase property values in the area and so raise the city's tax base: an important objective for all the taxpayers of the city. It had to balance the interests of the tenants in one neighborhood against those of all taxpayers in all neighborhoods, and as far as it was concerned there was simply no contest.

During city hearings on this issue another neighborhood group also made its appearance: Homeowners Organized for Gentrification, with the unfortunate acronym HOG. Alongside the properties owned by the hospital were a number of others owned by their residents. Many of these saw an opportunity for themselves if the hospital's plans were to be carried out. This was because as a result of the changes in neighborhood social composition that would be subsequent to hospital rehabbing, and as a result of the changes wrought by shifts in traffic patterns, their property values would also go up. Not all homeowners belonged to this group. There were some on fixed incomes who feared the increased property taxes that would surely come with increased property values. They had relatives living nearby and were anxious to stay in the neighborhood. But still others saw that gentrification provided them with an opportunity for converting a low value asset into a retirement nest egg and were happy to support HOG in its support for the gentrifying policies of the hospital.

2. The second case illustrates the familiar idea of Not-In-My-Backyard or NIMBY as a metaphor for a certain type of neighborhood politics. The site for the conflict was land use change around a freeway interchange on the edge of the city. A number of years before when developers first learnt of plans to construct an interchange there they had bought up the land in the immediate vicinity. The interchange had been in existence for a number of years but there had been no development. Just a little further away from the interchange, however, were a number of residential neighborhoods dating back to before the construction of the interchange. Its construction had boosted the values of housing there as a result of the improved access it provided and some houses had changed hands at prices considerably higher than had been given for them just a few years prior.

The owners of the land closer to the interchange now revealed their plans for its development. At the center of these was an ambitious proposal to construct a large regional shopping mall with extensive parking. This was greeted with dismay by the nearby residents. There were concerns about increased congestion and increased pressures for the construction of fast food outlets and gas stations on adjacent approach highways. There was concern over the visual intrusion represented by acres of car parks and large commercial buildings on the horizon. In addition many expressed apprehension about the implications for property values. Property values had risen as a result of the interchange but now would surely decline, and perhaps quite severely. A neighborhood group to oppose the plans quickly came into being. 

The major point of vulnerability for the shopping center developers was that they needed to get their land rezoned from residential to commercial if their plans were to go ahead. The neighborhood residents’ organization showed up in force at all the rezoning hearings. The Planning Commission tried to act as mediator in the conflict and ordered the developers to sit down with representatives of the neighborhood organization and come up with a land use plan that would satisfy both of them. In the course of these negotiations the developers agreed to some changes in the internal layout of the shopping center development. These would take traffic away from the residential areas. They also agreed to build high mounds suitably landscaped to insulate the residential areas from shopping center parking lots. However, on one issue agreement could not be reached. The neighborhood organization wanted the floor space of the shopping center reduced by 30% so as to reduce the amount of congestion that would be generated on nearby highways. The developers refused to budge.

Nevertheless it was the Planning Commission's view that the developers had conceded a great deal to the residents. Accordingly they approved it and sent it on to city council for final approval. Large numbers of neighborhood residents showed up at the hearing and expressed their opposition to the rezoning, but citing the significance of the development for the city's tax base the city council unanimously voted for the rezoning ordinance.

The attention of the neighborhood organization, or NO for short, now shifted to the possibility of a referendum on the rezoning. State law allowed one if a petition was put together with a certain minimum number of signatures. These signatures were collected and deposited with the County Board of Elections. A number of the signatures were contested by the lawyers for the developers on the grounds that they were not those of city residents but nevertheless there were enough to meet State requirements so the issue went to a referendum.

As the referendum approached the war of words heated up. The developers gained the support of the city school board for the project on the grounds of the property taxes it would supposedly generate. They then embarked on an ambitious advertising campaign designed to elicit the support of the electorate of the city in general for the rezoning. NO, on the other hand, had very little money for media advertising and was thoroughly outspent. They attracted a little money from some residential developers who were concerned at what the shopping center would do to their ability to sell their houses. But they had recourse to nowhere near the resources of the developers. The outcome was closer than one might have expected. A number of neighborhood organizations elsewhere in the suburbs endorsed a rejection of the rezoning citing the city's 'irresponsible and opportunistic zoning policy' as something to contest and which might threaten them in the future. But nevertheless, the developers prevailed and the shopping center went ahead.

3. In this city there was a lot of change in areas surrounding the central area during the 'fifties. Monies were used to engage in sweeping policies of urban renewal. Deterioriated residential areas were defined as those that included the sufficiently high percentage of substandard houses which would allow them to be declared as urban renewal areas under the guidelines of federal urban renewal legislation. The properties were purchased, the owners compensated, and the areas cleared of structures. The land was then sold for redevelopment so that today, where there were once what some regarded as slums, there are now a sports stadium, the facilities of a local community college and a new hospital. 

At the time some critics of these policies mapped the areas which were renewed and compared the map with one of the city's racial geography. For the most part it was clear that it had been blacks that had had to be relocated to make way for the new developments and this earnt urban renewal policies, not just in this city but elsewhere, and reflecting the usage of the time, the term 'negro removal'.

Relocation created problems. The original intent had been to construct low rise public housing projects of duplexes in dominantly white areas into which former black tenants could be relocated but this met with strong opposition in the neighborhoods affected. In the end the local urban renewal authority opted for clearing more land in the black areas and building high rise apartment blocks for the relocatees. So while the program might have led to some racial desegregation of housing if the duplexes had been built, in the end it didn't.

In addition these same areas were impacted by the construction of freeways. The federal government's program of interstate construction called for freeways that would penetrate into the hearts of the major cities. This created problems of land assembly which were handled in exactly the same way as they had been in the case of urban renewal: resort to the right of eminent domain. Again black residential areas were prime targets, largely because residential properties there were of lower value and so would be less costly to acquire.

One of the interesting features of these land use changes was that there was little organized opposition from the black residents and property owners. By and large they accepted what the urban renewal authority had in store for them. This was before the civil rights movement and the raising of black consciousness that ensued. Blacks at that time still believed that faced with a white power structure opposition was futile.

By now, however, things had changed and there were now new plans that would impact on the same black residential area. The issue now was a new freeway. The airport lacked a direct freeway link to the downtown and the Chamber of Commerce had been arguing for such a link for sometime. A major problem was that between the downtown and the airport stood the black residential area in question. Declining use of the railroad now meant that the city could use the railroad's right of way for much of the route. In addition the city had been accumulating for some time tax delinquent properties that it had seized in lieu of the taxes owed
 and some of these could be demolished for purposes of highway construction. But there would still have to be some purchase and clearance of residential properties for the highway and attendant interchanges.

In revealing its plans for the freeway the city outlined various alternative routes. According to which route was chosen different neighborhoods would be affected. Each of the neighborhoods immediately organized in order to press the argument as to why they should not be on the route chosen. But the local NAACP intervened and called for a meeting of all the neighborhood groups that had emerged. The intent of the meeting was to discuss forming a common front. At this meeting the NAACP pointed out that they were all falling into the trap the city had laid for them: by presenting alternative routes the city was indeed hoping to divide the black community and so ally itself with most of them against the particular neighborhood eventually impacted as a result of the ultimate route choice made. The NAACP galvanized support by presenting the issue as a black-white one: that the black community – and it kept on reiterating the word 'community' in order to build a sense of unity – had been impacted by the city before. Moreover, it was 'white folks' who would be the ones mainly using the highway. The highway link provided no benefits for the black community, only dislocation and disruption of established black neighborhoods.

The city planning department now saw that it had to take a different tack. It recognized that it could override neighborhood opposition and implement land acquisition through exercising its right of eminent domain. The problem was that this was a city in which blacks were about forty percent of the total population and such an arbitrary course of action could impact on the election prospects of public officials. So to succeed in its plans the city had to provide something for the 'community' as a whole, or be seen to be so doing, if it was to succeed in overcoming neighborhood opposition. 

There was widespread recognition of a problem of unemployment in the black residential areas. The city, therefore, approached the NAACP with a plan: In exchange for it withdrawing opposition to the highway link it would do two things: i) tenders from local black construction firms, of which there were some, would be given favorable consideration: they would be able to quote up to 5% above what would otherwise be the winning bid, and gain it; ii) land alongside one of the interchanges would be set aside for an industrial park: it would be governed by a city commission and a majority of appointees would be black; the city emphasized that there would be good prospects for the park project since it would enjoy such good access to the airport. The NAACP agreed to this course of action and lined up alongside the city to sell it to the black community as a whole.

4. For a variety of reasons the city in our final example has been experiencing a growing problem of homelessness. The homeless are a very diverse group. Many of them are former mental patients. For a number of years now the State has been trying to close its institutions for the mentally insane. This is an economizing measure but it has been made possible by improvements in drugs which keep the mentally ill able to function normally. The success of the program, however, depends on the cooperation of the mentally ill themselves: taking receipt of the drugs, taking them at the prescribed time. Once they lapse they lose the capacity to function, including remembering to take the drugs, and so wander aimlessly around the downtown eking out a living from begging.

A number of others include those who, while not insane, are almost totally without money. They have difficulty holding on to jobs, some are alcoholics, and have problems maintaining normal social relationships, including those with their families. Others are former prison inmates. Former wives or husbands have thrown them out and want nothing more to do with them. Some of them, on the other hand, are just down on their luck. Divorced and without families, they lost their jobs through illness and are now too old to hold another job.

The homeless have attracted the attention of church and philanthropic groups who have established a shelter and soup kitchens for them downtown. This has increased their tendency to congregate in the downtown area, a tendency already present since that is the premium site for begging. Moreover, lacking cars they seek out pedestrianized parts of the city accessible to the cheap booze shops and bars that they patronize, to the city parks where they can sit on a bench during the day, to the public toilets downtown and to the employment agencies that offer them work on a daily basis.

The number of homeless continues to grow, however, so a church group is looking for a site for an additional shelter. It is having trouble. For a start the downtown businessman's association has declared war on them. The downtown is undergoing a transformation into a major office hub and is attracting attention from firms considering locating headquarters' offices there. The downtown businessman's association is anxious to sustain the boom but they are afraid that the presence of large numbers of homeless will detract from the city's image. Already they have prevailed on the city to close a number of public toilets. Benches downtown have been replaced with so-called 'bum proof' benches: benches that instead of being flat on top are shaped convex upward so that it is impossible to lie down on them. While the downtown businessman's association and the city government look on the downtown as a place of work, for the homeless it is a living place: a 'residential' neighborhood in which they are the residents. The pressure is on to find a site for the shelter in adjacent residential areas. 

Gentrifying areas are obviously a no-go. The city government, as part of its policy of stimulating the growth of the city as a financial services and corporate center, is anxious to provide appropriate residential amenities close downtown. There is a site in one neighborhood, however, which is fairly close to downtown and in which a church group has expressed interest. It will mean ferrying the homeless on a daily basis to and from the shelter but it is economically feasible. The site is an old school facility, long disused, but which the city school board, under prodding from the municipality, is willing to turn over to the church group. 

Neighborhood opposition, however, is intense. The homeless have a bad public image. Nobody wants the mentally insane, former prison inmates, alcoholics and those unable to control their emotions, living in their midst and perhaps intruding through their movements on the neighborhood. Rumors circulate: that the homeless urinate and defecate in public, that a large number are drug addicts prone to robbery with violence in order to get their fix, that instead of being willing to being bused downtown every day they will hang around the neighborhood. Besides, the neighborhood has been heavily impacted over recent years by local government policy. The school board constructed a depot for school buses there a few years back. Overflow parking from a nearby sports stadium creates problems for resident parking in a neighborhood where there is little off-street parking. The city has refused to create a scheme whereby only residents holding display licenses would be able to park in the street. And so on. The neighborhood feels it is being dumped on and ignored. It is time to draw the line and take a stand.

Case Studies
1.Neighborhood Change in Inner Suburbs:

In the late 'sixties neighborhood change – often with an important component of racial change – was receiving a lot of public attention. A number of studies were done of the ensuing conflicts and attempts to resist neighborhood change and three of them are assigned reading for this particular module. In all the instances of neighborhood change discussed the start of it was racial change and the fear on the part of white residents of total displacement. There is no reason to believe, however, that concerns have altered in this regard.

Despite considerable similarities there were also differences between the three neighborhoods involved and this accounts for some of the differences in strategy and in outcomes. The article by Martha Reynolds deals with Clifton, Cincinnati: a much wealthier suburb than the other two dealt with, and probably much like Bexley here in Columbus. A second Reading (Wolf and Lebeaux) deals with Bagley, an inner suburb of Detroit. Other readings (Little and the submission to a Congressional Committee) focus on University City in the St. Louis area: the distinctive feature there is that University City is a municipality with the same powers as the city to which it is adjacent – St. Louis. This gave it powers not available to either Clifton or to Bagley.

In the Clifton and Bagley instances the initiative was taken by some sort of residents' association. This was true to a degree in University City (e.g. University City Residents' Services) but for the most part the local government assumed the responsibility of countering social change. Several common themes in perceptions of the problem facing them and the strategies deployed can be observed.

In all instances the real estate market and its impacts on the respective neighborhood is a major point of reference. The reason for this is that the real estate market mediates between the buyer and the neighborhood. In any neighborhood there will be some residential turnover regardless of its changing desirability. What was of particular concern in these three neighborhoods was that it should be the relatively affluent and white continuing, as in the past, to buy residential property in the neighborhood. Yet buyers have a choice of where they buy and what they are prepared to bid depends not only on the particular house in question but also on just how residentially attractive the neighborhood is: schools, open space, public safety, traffic perhaps. To the extent the better off do not make bids for property in the inner suburbs, then asking prices will fall and the less affluent, the black perhaps, will be able to move in. 

In this competition for the more affluent inner suburbs are by definition older so they already have some disadvantage with respect to neighborhoods further out. In large part this is a matter of housing structures that lack the amenities of newer ones: two-car garages, perhaps, the latest bathroom fixtures, even a wood burning fireplace. If the inner suburban neighborhood is to attract in the same sorts of people as have lived there in the past, therefore, the onus is on making the neighborhood more attractive. This is not easy to do in inner suburbs because the ghetto is often close by and, as a result, people expect racial invasion and this leads to the fall in housing prices which eventually makes invasion possible. So extraordinary efforts have to be made to maintain residential attractiveness and so compete effectively with the residential opportunities offered by the newer suburbs further out.

This explains the concern in each of these cases for monitoring land use change and for making the schools more attractive. Land use control strategies are especially evident in the Clifton case. There was, for example, an attempt to assert the identity of Clifton as purely residential. There were also efforts to maintain the tranquility of the area by opposing city traffic plans which would channel more traffic through the area; and efforts to maintain its rustic charm by opposing (e.g.) the replacement of gas lamps or the introduction of above ground electrical cables.

In University City land use control took a more explicitly exclusionary (and, by implication, inclusionary) character. Crucial here was the enactment of a strict occupancy ordinance to counter the subdivision of residential property (which would have allowed lower income households into the area). In addition, housing codes were strictly enforced at the time of sale: this would have the effect of increasing the costs of the seller and hence the price he or she would have to demand – thus filtering out those of lesser income who would be unable to pay the higher price.

In the Bagley case, on the other hand, the schools were regarded as "the key to maintaining or enhancing the holding power of the neighborhood". If good schools could be maintained then the lure of the suburbs would be reduced, real estate values would be maintained and, so, poorer households filtered out. A variety of initiatives were undertaken aimed at improving the offerings of local schools (e.g. the introduction of grade school French) and generally boosting financial support. A disadvantage in these strategies, however, was that Bagley was only one of many neighborhoods in Detroit and had to work through the city as a whole: e.g. lobbying for more money to be spent on schools in general, and not just on Bagley schools.

The crucial issue, however, is pupil composition. This is seen as affecting the rate at which learning can proceed in the school, and also the physical safety of children. It is the big issue from the standpoint of parents. This explains attempts to redraw attendance boundaries for schools; and also the desire to decentralize the operations of the very white, middle class, Cass Technical High School to the neighborhoods where it could bolster the white, middle class, character of pupil compositions.

Schools were also important in University City. As the article "University City: End State Aborted" points out, the initial impact of racial invasion in only a small part of University City was to create a decline in residential property values throughout University City. As the author remarks: "...the explanation would seem to be that the price of the total housing bundle reflects anticipated changes in such characteristics as education, which are associated with all housing units in the suburb".

Clearly in the cases reviewed here, making the neighborhood more attractive was seen as not enough. The concern also was that the real estate market would not be a faithful interpreter of the residential desirability of these inner suburbs: rather there was a concern that realtors would capitalize on resident fears of racial change in order to create a selling panic, buy the houses cheaply and then sell at a markup to blacks (so-called 'blockbusting'); and that in order to help bring this about they would steer likely white buyers into looking at housing possibilities in other neighborhoods (so-called 'steering').

In every one of the cases reviewed here, therefore, blockbusting and steering by realtors were seen as a problem. In both Clifton and Bagley one strategy was to organize neighborhood groups on a block basis as a means of disseminating information to counter panic selling when a black family moved into the area. In Bagley and in University City there were other attempts to counter blockbusting: University City passed ordinances prohibiting blockbusting and real estate solicitation. The Bagley Community Council lobbied the Detroit City Council for a fair neighborhood practices ordinance with similar goals. Likewise in both University City and in Bagley there was active involvement in real estate markets in an attempt to counter the steering of white middle class families away from the area and – hopefully – to steer them into it. A brochure was produced to advertise the neighborhood and members also acted as unpaid brokers to bring buyers and sellers together. Likewise in University City, University City Residential Services kept track of all housing vacancies and tried to get information to those seeking housing in University City (presumably with a preference for the white, middle class!).

A final point concerns just how effective this type of counter-action can be in inner suburbs. It would seem from these cases that to the extent that the neighborhoods threatened correspond to the jurisdiction of a local government then it is much easier to mobilize power against the threat. This was true in the University City case. As a result of its effect on the city school system everybody felt threatened. It was, therefore, easy to get the local government to adopt a concerted program of initiatives. This was not true in the Bagley case; as part of the City of Detroit, Bagley had to press claims to which many people would be either indifferent or opposed.

2. No-Growth in the Suburbs:

The development of land in the suburbs, particularly for housing, became a major issue in the 'seventies and 'eighties. Controversy was particularly intense in rapidly growing areas of the US like Southern California or the Connecticut and New Jersey suburbs of New York City, but the peripheral areas of no major metropolitan area were free of it. 

Several issues seem to have been and, indeed, remain, at stake. The most obvious of these is congestion in its various forms. This includes the congestion of highways as experienced in an elongation of journey-to-work and to-shop travel times; and schools congestion. But any public facility is affected. To the extent that the water supply function does not expand in tandem with the population then there will be problems of water pressure; to the extent that the extension of storm sewers and catchment basins lags then residents are likely to get concerned about the possibilities of flooding that is implied by new development. 

It is true that these problems can be largely solved by the investment of money in new infrastructure: new highways, new schools, new storm sewers, new parks, etc. This, however, raises the issue of where the money will come from. Raising money for new schools has been a particularly aggravated object of voter discontent in suburban school districts. Part of the reason for this is that a number of voters will see no benefit to themselves since they no longer have children in the public schools. That same ageing population is also more likely to consist of people on fixed income, which intensifies their sensitivity to public spending issues.

A second major source of public opposition to the prospect of increased suburban development concerns aesthetics. Development necessarily involves the loss of open space. Cornfields and woodland have to disappear just as do the distant vistas which may have been precisely what attracted existing residents in the first place. The typically sprawled character of American suburban development in which large areas of undeveloped land remain behind the advancing frontier of development serves to increase the likelihood that this will be a major issue. This is because it maximizes the number of developed lots in the suburbs which actually border on a field, a piece of land reverting to secondary vegetation or to woodland. Accordingly many of the most brutal of conflicts over suburban growth concern the development of such infill sites.

The final source of public opposition is more obviously social than physical in character. It concerns the implications of the new development for the social composition of the neighborhood or the suburb. Different forms of housing development connote different social compositions and the suburbanite has developed a keen sense of what those implications are. For while some of the implications are obvious – apartments vs. single family residential or public vs. private housing – some are not quite so obvious: low density residential vs. high density, for example, or public housing for the aged vs. public housing in general.

A necessary precondition for growth controversies is demand for sites – residential, commercial, industrial, etc. – in the suburbs. A common feature of the geography of the advanced capitalist societies has been the growth of the very large cities. But if they are to grow then the people have to be located somewhere accessible to that city. The possibilities of intensifying existing residential densities, even if people wanted it, are limited since assembling land in central city locations is extremely difficult as we discussed earlier in the course. One of the advantages of the suburbs is that large areas of land, unencumbered by existing development, can be purchased for new housing developments. Demand for new housing, moreover, is bolstered not only by increase in the numbers of those seeking housing. For a variety of reasons, what people look for in a house changes: today a two car garage is taken for granted but that clearly wasn't always so. Some changes are more stylistic in character or else have to do with equipment: central air conditioning, a spa, or kitchen fitments, for instance. Once again, it is easier to build housing incorporating these changes at the edge of the city than to purchase already developed land in a sufficiently large acreage and then demolish those existing structures prior to building. 

Suburbanization of the population has also been stimulated by considerations of a more overtly social character.  The problems of the inner city are a case in point. That people move to the suburbs in search of safer streets and better schools is no less valid for being obvious. Occasionally these sources of suburbanization will be dramatized by sudden surges of outmigration: the movements subsequent to busing for racial balance provide an example.

It is not just a matter of push factors, however. The growth of employment in the suburbs has been a major condition for residential development since housing in the suburbs can mean a shorter journey-to-work. And to some degree it seems fairer to talk less about the development of new suburbs and more about the emergence of a multinuclear city with new nuclei of commercial and industrial activity springing up in peripheral locations with their own, independent, penumbrae of housing developments. But this distinction does not alter the fact that it is new growth and it is, therefore, likely to be the object of opposition from existing residents.  

This opposition assumes diverse forms depending upon the particular case and the weapons to hand. The most common form of opposition is opposition to the re-zoning that is often required in order for development to occur. For a variety of reasons large amounts of land in many suburbs is zoned for housing at relatively low densities. This may have been exclusionary in intent but not necessarily so. This is because a good deal of low density zoning was brought into being to combat the public health problem implied by the use of septic tanks as a form of sewage disposal. Whatever the origin of low density zoning, however, the desire of the developer is usually to develop at higher densities or in uses (e.g. apartments) not permitted by the existing zoning. In this (common) case the rezoning hearing and the vote on the rezoning by  municipal councilors provides a point of leverage for those opposed. Moreover, in most States the decision of the local council in rezoning matters is not necessarily final. Procedures for popular reversal through referendum are not uncommon though getting the issue on the ballot – collecting a sufficiently large number of signatures on a petition, for example – may represent an expenditure of effort which the opposition is not willing to countenance.

Referenda can also provide an important source of power in other contexts. Development in general, as opposed to the specific developments which are the anathema particular to the rezoning hearing, requires the availability of capacity in sewage disposal and in water supply. The requisite infrastructure can be provided but this is usually funded through the sale of bonds which will then be retired from fees for water and/or sewerage services. Bonds, however, are subject to public vote so that in the right circumstances this popular power too can be mobilized to thwart growth. 

More recently attention has turned to so-called impact fees as a means of controlling, if not altogether deterring, new suburban growth. The idea of impact fees arose in the context of raising the money to counter the congestion that so often accompanies the expansion of housing in an area. Usually if new parks are to be developed, new schools built to mitigate congestion, then existing residents have to share in paying the bill. As a principle of social justice this seems at least mildly questionable and so there have been various attempts to shift the cost on to those seen as causing the congestion. The impact fee is levied on the builder for each house constructed and the monies so collected devoted to expanding the local physical infrastructure so as to better accommodate the new residents. Who actually ends up paying the impact fee is unclear. To the extent that demand for suburban housing is especially intense then builders should have little difficulty in passing it on to the new residents. If demand is relatively elastic, however, then this will be more difficult. As far as existing residents are concerned, who bears the cost between builder and new resident is beside the point: the point is that they – the existing residents, that is – should not have to share in the cost. And to the extent that the builders and home buyers go elsewhere then that will be all to the good from their standpoint (see the Appendix on Impact Fees). 

A final strategy worth discussing here is that of the agricultural preserve. The principle here is to take away the incentive for landowners to sell their land for development. Usually most of the land available for development is farming land. If it can be preserved in this form then, ipso facto, open space will be preserved, housing and the need for spending on new physical infrastructure diverted elsewhere, etc. The approach here is to strike a financial deal with the landowner: in exchange for giving up his right to develop the landowner will be compensated financially. The land will continue to have a commercial use, but only as farming land. This is an approach which has been applied on Long Island in New York State, for example, but it obviously requires a financial commitment from local residents. This usually takes the form of bonds which are sold by the local government and then retired through added property taxes on residents. 

The mechanism central to the implementation of agricultural preserves highlights one of the obstacles to no-growth. Most approaches to no-growth involve an abridgement of the private property rights of the landowner. The landowner, or the developer who has purchased the land, is either prevented from developing (as in the case of a deliberately contrived insufficiency of water and sewerage capacity); or, as in resistance to down zoning, forced to develop the land in what is, to him, a sub-optimal way. Now the latter is not challengeable in law, but preventing a landowner from developing her land without compensating her for her loss (as in the agricultural preserve case) is. There is in the constitution a clause known as the takings clause which protects the right of owners to develop their property. How that clause is interpreted varies over time for the judiciary is not immune to climates of opinion and so subject to an implacably absolutist interpretation of the law. But that the possibility of an appeal to the law always exists provides a limit to just how far the resistance to suburban growth can go. 

Furthermore, there are counterstrategies which developers can engage in in order to thwart the demands of suburban residents. The voice of residents as expressed through referenda on selling bonds to expand the local water or sewage works may prevent development. On the other hand a developer may install a package sewer plant or import water through agreement with a neighboring water system. Moreover, developers often own land in unincorporated areas and so may have to annex to a municipality in order to gain access to water and sewerage services. But by the same token this may provide them with an opportunity to choose between one municipality and another and so avoid those municipalities with a reputation for anti-growth policies. Central cities, for example, are usually much more eager to develop than suburbs so that annexation to a central city, where it is possible, will be relatively attractive to the developer.

But perhaps the most serious threat to the effectiveness of no growth policies lies, paradoxically, in their very success. For to the extent that a suburb is successful in keeping out growth, to the extent, therefore, that it remains a haven of open space, retains relatively low tax rates along with uncrowded highways and schools, so does its residential attractiveness increase and hence the incentives to developers to develop there. In other words, the payoff to the developer from securing the essential rezoning or the timely extension of a sewer line may be of such a magnitude as to make it worthwhile engaging in tactics that are quite transparently illegal. It is well known, for example, that the land use rezoning process is often surrounded by practices of the most corrupt kind and it is easy to see why. Councilors need campaign funds; they also have various outside business interests which make them interested in what developers can do for them: patronage of their insurance business, for example. Assuming that the potential payoffs to the rezoning are sufficiently high it may be worth the while of the developer to offer to the councilor or councilors some share of the loot in the form of (e.g.) campaign funds or contracts for services.

Consequently no-growth seems a very unlikely outcome of the efforts of existing residents to keep it out. Much more likely is slow-growth; i.e., growth at a rate at which congestion does not become controversial; and/or some form of selective growth. In the latter case development is not excluded altogether for fear that such a course of action might incite legal action under the takings clause. Rather the attempt is to divert it into those uses which (e.g.) maximize the fiscal benefits of growth in the form of additions to tax base but which at the same time minimize demands on public spending. In this regard cost-revenue analysis has become an attractive planning tool in many suburbs identifying, as it does, those land uses which will, in the case of the particular suburb applying it, provide maximum revenues to local government while at the same time minimizing expenditures. In this regard (e.g.) office developments are more attractive than any residential development; while one-bedroom apartments will be more attractive than two-bedroom apartments: and the reason for this is that office developments generate no children to be educated and one-bedroom apartments are very unlikely to shelter families with children. 

3. Schools Issues:

In talking about schools as an aspect of neighborhood politics the first thing to note is how frequently implicated they are. They were, for example, absolutely central to the case studies discussed above: the politics of neighborhood change in inner suburbs; and the neighborhood politics of suburban growth.

There are two important arenas for schools as it intersects with neighborhood politics, at least at the more local level: that of the school district and that of the neighborhood within the school district – what we might call the neighborhood level 'proper'. The school district is an important focus for neighborhood politics for a variety of reasons. It is the school district, or rather the school board elected to represent the district, which determines questions of funding, of raising the money for new schools and teacher pay increases, questions of allocating teachers to the different schools in the district and also school attendance policies: which children from which neighborhoods will attend which schools? At sub-school district levels these policies may be objects of contention for particular neighborhoods: in which neighborhood should a new high school be built? to what extent do policies regarding the allocation of teachers to different schools discriminate against some in favor of others? In the discussion which follows the major focus is on the school district itself.

An important feature of the American educational system is the degree to which individual school districts rely on local property taxes. This varies, of course, from one State to another and from one school district to another, as there are State as well as some federal subsidies. But typically, and on average a school district will have to find at least two-thirds of its revenue from local taxes. These taxes, moreover, are property taxes. It is not possible to divert local sales or income taxes to the schools.

It is this reliance on locally generated revenues which is partly at the root of widespread variations across school districts in the revenue they have at their disposal per individual pupil. There are State subsidy programs but these are typically re-distributional in the direction of the poorer school districts only to a very limited degree. In order to get the necessary State legislation passed the State representatives from the more affluent suburban school districts have insisted that their districts also get a share. Inequalities in per pupil revenues across school districts have therefore become an issue in many States. It seems to be so obvious an obstacle to the achievement of equality of opportunity and has been declared unconstitutional in many States. It is an issue of growing importance, though challenges to court decisions are likely to delay resolution, if ever resolution is finally achieved, for a long time to come.

In assessing the importance of this issue some skepticism can usefully be exercised. In particular it is not completely clear how important school spending per pupil is to school achievement. A major study of this that was done in the 'sixties, James Coleman's study of equality of opportunity in education, suggested that the amount of money spent on school facilities, on libraries, laboratories, classroom facilities, came a distant third behind two other factors. The qualifications and experience of the teachers were of some importance and it is true that the better off school districts can afford to pay such teachers more and so probably gain more than their proportional share of them. But the most important factor by far was what was termed 'social background'. In short children from more affluent homes tend to do better in school, regardless of the quality of the teaching or of the library facilities, the presence of language laboratories and the like than those from poorer families: suggesting that the contribution of equalizing school spending per pupil to equalizing opportunity would be at best a very modest one.

One can speculate as to why social background should be so important. More affluent households are more likely to have books lying around. Travel, even foreign travel is a more common experience. And parenting is taken very seriously, particularly in the earlier, formative years, perhaps because the parents of such children are less hassled by other concerns like making ends meet. It would be interesting in this regard to look at the relation between parental income and the likelihood of purchase of the various child rearing manuals. 

This is not to deny that the sort of 'education' more middle class parents aim at instilling in their children is a culturally biased one. It is one which is aimed at equipping their children with the cognitive skills and aptitudes which will allow them to graduate to the higher rungs of the occupational hierarchy and does not constitute 'good education' in any more universalistic a sense. There is, in other words, an issue of cultural hegemony here, so that when educationists bandy around statistics on 'educational achievement' one has to ask oneself just what it is that is being achieved.

This hegemonic element is in fact grasped by some children and their response serves, in effect, to further disadvantage them. For many black children to take school seriously is to 'act whitey'. It is to try to be like a white person and since whites are not models for blacks to emulate owing to a history of racial domination blacks, many of the younger ones would argue, should express their opposition to that hegemony by rejecting the education they are given. There are similar sub-cultural reactions among whites for it is not just blacks who occupy the lower rungs of the status hierarchy: many white children from blue collar backgrounds do too. The British sociologist Paul Willis, in his book Learning to Labor, has underlined the importance of this. British working class culture has a history of fierce rejection of middle class values, of looking in on itself. For many children the teacher is a symbol of those values. Moreover, they have been brought up to expect a life such as their parents led. They know that a blue collar job is in their future and school is seen as irrelevant to it. They can't wait to leave school and get into the factory where 'real life' can begin.

These sub-cultural reactions are interesting in the light of another of Coleman's findings. What he discovered was that educational achievement was subject to a mild contagion effect. In other words, children from less affluent home backgrounds would do better, all other things being equal, in a school dominated by children from more affluent backgrounds than they would if they went to school among a student body from a similar background to themselves. It seemed, therefore, as if traits specific to the middle class, traits of ambition, cultural standards, work habits perhaps, would rub off. Indeed this finding was used to bolster support for busing for racial balance: desegregate schools so that poorer black kids come into contact with wealthier white kids and the black kids will benefit academically. Things are more complicated than this, however, and culture formation runs both ways: not just from the advantaged to the disadvantaged but also from the disadvantaged against the advantaged.

Even so, the issue of schools funding continues to simmer. It is not just parents who have a stake, particularly if their children go to schools in less well endowed districts. Teachers also have an interest in the outcome. State funding of education has always been attractive to them since it would generate more certain revenues out of which teacher salaries could be paid. At the present time the system of relying on operating levies subject to the hurdle of local voter approval is not one on the basis of which teachers can plan personal futures.

Agreement on how to achieve greater equality is not likely to be easy to achieve, however. There is generally an insistence from the school boards of the better off districts that any leveling should be a leveling up. They are adamantly opposed to what is often defined as 'Robin Hoodism': taking from the wealthier school districts to give to the poorer ones. But the State opposes the alternative since it would be out of greatly increased State taxation that the monies would have to come in order to raise per pupil revenue in the poorer districts to the level current in the better off. And on top of that the more affluent districts reject any State cap on per pupil spending that would prevent them from voting more monies locally in the future.

It should not be assumed, however, that per pupil spending can be read off from resident incomes in any simple way. The low incomes and lower residential real estate values that constitute a residential tax base in a school district can be compensated for by an appropriately well endowed commercial and industrial tax base. In fact it is very often the case that those school districts with large numbers of children from low income households are not the ones with the lowest per capita property tax bases simply because they may also include large factories, electric generating plants, warehouses, breweries and the like.

On the other hand school districts that do have relatively strong property tax bases, residential plus non-residential, may have low levels of per pupil spending. A problem in many school districts is their demographic structure: an overrepresentation of older people who are inclined to reject requests for more tax money in the form of operating and bond levies. The common view is that their children have been educated and they no longer have a strong interest in local schools. On top of that is the common aversion of those on fixed incomes to increases in tax rates.

On the other hand, there are additional interest groups, other than the residents, with a stake in the outcome of schools tax issues. The local branch of the teachers' union will typically work hard for passage. Money for advertising is also often forthcoming from realtors and developers, particularly in those school districts where there is ongoing residential development and where the state of the local schools is an important marketing tool.

In many central city school districts school boards have had to implement programs of busing for racial balance or what has become known more popularly as 'forced busing'. During the 'seventies many central city school districts, as a result of civil suits filed by black groups, were found guilty of having engaged in practices leading to racial segregation in schools. The court-ordered remedy was more often than not a program of busing in order to achieve an approximate balance of the races from one school in the district to another.

Busing for racial balance was widely opposed by white parents who clustered behind the slogan of 'saving neighborhood schools'. But since segregation was found to be in denial of constitutional protections there was little that could be done about it. Busing was ordered and it was implemented. There were, however, a number of important responses on the part of the parents of children in central city schools. 

By far the most important was what came to be known as 'white flight': relocation into the suburban school districts since these were not affected by court ordered busing. Indeed many of the suburban school districts had had so few black students that it would have been very difficult to bring a suit charging segregation by race there. So flight from busing intensified the suburban housing boom. Other forms of response included private and parochial schools and enrollment in both underwent a sharp increase. In combination with white flight this had several important consequences. 

First, public schools became segregated once more. Previously segregation had been between schools within (central city) school districts. Now it was between the suburban school districts on the one hand and central city districts on the other. The second consequence was a declining constituency for educational spending in the central city. Fewer and fewer households had children in the public schools which made it harder for the school district to pass operating and bond levies. This in turn speeded the exit of black middle class children from the public schools.

One solution to the schools segregation dilemma would be to institute busing for racial balance on a metropolitan scale: i.e. ignoring the boundaries that presently separate the central city school district from the surrounding suburban ones. There have been a number of lawsuits designed to bring about precisely this but they have not been successful.

There has more recently been a much broader based reaction against busing for racial balance. The quite crucial change that has taken place here has been a shift of black sentiment. Busing for racial balance was long supported by the more assimilationist pole of black political thought and action centering on the NAACP. But this pole always existed alongside a more separatist one. The belief among many blacks is that the experience of busing has not been a good one for black children. Being in the same schools as white children has done them little good academically and has been oppressive culturally. Rather, segregation has something to offer in the sense that under those conditions it will be black children that come top, who achieve, and it will be black children who are the role models and who develop improved self images of themselves. With exclusively black schools, moreover, syllabi can be designed to take that into account and black teachers will add to the role model effect. In consequence a number of central city school districts are now reverting to something more like the neighborhood school concept of pre-busing days. 

Appendix: Impact Fees

Impact fees are typically lobbied for in suburbs undergoing rapid residential growth and experiencing congestion of public facilities. The congestion that often becomes an issue is the congestion of public schools. This results in demands for the construction of new schools from parents with children in the schools.

The demand for impact fees comes from existing residents. New schools re funded out of local property taxes and all property owners have to pay those taxes regardless of whether they are a newcomer or a long time resident. Long time residents are likely to oppose this on several possible grounds:

· Their children are now grown and they are no longer personally affected by conditions in the public schools; i.e. they are indifferent to the congestion there.

· They are on fixed incomes – typically pensions – and so cannot look forward to increasing incomes in the future out of which to pay the increased taxes.

· They resent having to pay to solve a problem that they did not create; after all, they may say to themselves, they did not invite the new residents in to the school district. This is a sentiment likely to be shared by those longtime residents that have children in the schools and who are suffering the effects of congestion. They want to see the over-crowding solved but don’t see why they should contribute anything to that solution. After all: ‘They didn’t create the problem in the first place’.

Developers often resist the imposition of impact fees. This is because they are afraid that they will have to absorb them themselves in order to sell their houses. Where demand for housing is intense, however, and the supply of new housing, for whatever reason, is limited – i.e. conditions of great housing scarcity – developers can simply add the impact fee on to the price of the house and pass it on to the consumer. This is because in conditions of great housing scarcity consumers are willing to pay a premium to get any housing at all. As a result, in areas like Southern California impact fees have become common and the resistance to them from developers has been relatively modest.

Impact fees are seen as a means of resisting any residential growth and so promoting the cause of ‘no growth’. This may be one of their purposes, but the major purpose is to shift the cost of new schools onto the new residents. If it results in a slowing down of growth then that too will be seen as a good thing since growth results in all sorts of other problems apart from congested schools: problems like loss of open space, congestion of sewage lines and storm sewers with resultant flooding, low water pressure, congested highways.

�  This is a common enough feature of many inner city housing markets. To try to extract the last drop of rent a house can yield in a market where rents are typically low landlords try to reduce their outlays by not paying property taxes. They can do this for five years without the property being seized. At the end of the five years they often just walk away from the property and the city takes possession of it.


�     Interestingly there does not seem to have been a schools issue in Clifton. One can only speculate why not. One possibility would be a relatively large enrollment in private schools.
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