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the students at Boston’s best public high school, Boston Latin, included

a brash kid named Leonard Bernstein, who would one day compose

“West Side Story”; another boy named Thomas L. Phillips, who would

build the Massachusetts manufacturer Raytheon into a bulwark of

American defense; and Paul Zoll, who would pioneer the use of electricity to treat cardiac

arrest while working as a doctor at a Boston hospital. ¶ Most any American city of that

period could produce a similar honor roll of kids raised on its streets and educated in its

public classrooms who went on to leave a mark on the world. Back then, cities supplied the

keys for unlocking human potential: an infrastructure of public schools and colleges, pub-

lic libraries and parks, public transit systems and clean, safe drinking water. The very

density and diversity of urban life fostered the accumulation of knowledge, the exchange

of ideas, the creation of new products. ¶ American cities were the hammering engines of

the nation’s economic progress, the showcases of its wealth and culture, the objects of

global fascination, admiration and aspiration. They were also deformed by racism, bled by

the profiteering of elites and fouled by pollution and disease. But in their best moments,

they offered the chance to slip the bonds of prejudices, second-guessing and limited hori-

zons. They offered opportunity. ¶ Then, cities worked. Now, they don’t. ¶ Well before the

coronavirus pandemic posed its own threats to the life of American cities, they were strug-

gling. Over the last half century, their infrastructure of opportunity has badly decayed.

Their public schools no longer prepare students to succeed. Their subways are reliably

unreliable. Their water runs with lead.

Our urban areas are laced with
invisible but increasingly imper-
meable boundaries separating
enclaves of wealth and privilege
from the gaptoothed blocks of ag-
ing buildings and vacant lots
where jobs are scarce and where
life is hard and, all too often,
short. Cities continue to create
vast amounts of wealth, but the
distribution of those gains re-
sembles the New York skyline: A
handful of super-tall buildings,
and everyone else in the shade.

The pandemic has prompted
some affluent Americans to won-
der whether cities are broken for
them, too. It has suspended the
charms of urban life while accen-
tuating the risks, reviving a
hoary American tradition of re-
garding cities with fear and
loathing — as cesspools of dis-
ease, an image that all too easily
aligns with prejudices about pov-
erty and race and crime. Even
New York’s governor, Andrew
Cuomo, has described New York
City’s density as responsible for
its suffering.

Some have left for second
homes, and the crisis has
prompted a flurry of fantasies
about abandoning cities alto-
gether, rooted in the idea that
we’d all be better off at least a lit-
tle farther apart — social distanc-
ing as the salvation of society.

This is dangerously mis-
guided.

Our cities are broken because
affluent Americans have been
segregating themselves from the
poor, and our best hope for build-
ing a fairer, stronger nation is to
break down those barriers.

But to realize the potential of
cities, we need to change the
harsh reality that the neighbor-
hoods into which Americans are
born delimit their prospects in
life: their chances of graduating
from high school, of earning a de-
cent living, of surviving into old
age. In Chicago, the difference in
average life expectancy for peo-
ple born at the same time in dif-
ferent neighborhoods is as much
as 30 years. Please pause to con-
sider that number. Babies do not
choose where they are born. In
Streeterville, a neighborhood of
white, affluent, college-educated
families living comfortably in
townhomes and high-rise condo-
miniums along the shore of Lake
Michigan, a baby born in 2015
could expect to live to 90. Eight
miles south, in Englewood, a
poor, black neighborhood of low-
rise apartments in the shadow of
Interstate 94, a baby born in 2015
could not expect to reach 60.

We need to rewrite the rules
that have made it virtually im-
possible to build affordable hous-
ing in wealthy neighborhoods,
immiserating lower-income fam-
ilies forced ever further from jobs
and services. Lower-income
workers in the San Francisco
Bay Area often live outside of the
Bay Area: Last year, more than
120,000 workers in the region had
daily commutes of at least three
hours. In Montgomery County,
Md., an affluent suburb of Wash-
ington, fully 44 percent of the
county’s own employees live in
other counties, often because
they can’t afford homes in the
communities they serve.

And we need to ensure every
American can obtain a high-qual-
ity education regardless of the
value of their family home. The
economic gaps between people
are compounded because fund-
ing for public institutions is
tightly linked to the wealth of lo-
cal communities. In underfunded
urban school systems, even the
most successful students strug-
gle to rise. The Boston Globe last
year tracked down 93 of the 113
students named valedictorians
at Boston public high schools, in-
cluding Boston Latin, between
2005 and 2007. Nearly a quarter
of those students had said they
hoped to become doctors, but
more than a decade later, not one
had graduated from medical
school. Among a group of vale-
dictorians from the Boston sub-
urbs, 12 percent were doctors.

Isolation of the poor has broad
consequences. The economist
Paul Romer won the Nobel last
year in part for his work demon-
strating the economic impor-
tance of cities, the way that dense
gatherings of people facilitate the
sharing of information and the
process of creation.

In effect, segregation reduces
the size of a city. It limits the num-
ber of people, the number of in-
teractions, the number of ideas.
A study published in 2018 found
that children from families in the
top 1 percent of the income distri-
bution were 10 times as likely to
file for a patent when they grew
up as were children from families
in the bottom half of the income
distribution. The difference is not
innate ability: Rather, the poor
kids are excluded from opportu-
nity. They do not know inventors,
they are not encouraged to be-
come inventors, they do not in-
teract with others trying to solve
the problems of the day. In a sep-
arate study, the same re-
searchers sought to estimate the
impact of moving children to a
better environment. They found
that Seattle children whose
lower-income families used fed-
eral housing vouchers to move to
more affluent neighborhoods
would earn an extra $210,000 in
the course of their lives.

In the United States, blacks
and Hispanics primarily suffer

the consequences.
Most poor whites live in

mixed-income neighborhoods. In
the nation’s 100 largest metropol-
itan areas, about a third of low-in-
come whites — 3.4 million people
— lived in high-poverty urban
neighborhoods in 2014, accord-
ing to a Brookings Institution
analysis. By contrast, 72 percent
of low-income blacks, or 5.2 mil-
lion people, lived in high-poverty
urban neighborhoods, as well as
68 percent of low-income Hispan-
ics, or 6.7 million people.

The pandemic has exacerbat-
ed the inequalities of urban life.
Lower-income Americans, gen-
erally unable to work from home,
are dying at higher rates. And the
very idea of abandoning cities is
a luxury reserved for those who
have the resources to pick up and
move. The poor are bound to the
places where they are born.

The beauty and peril of cities is
that we all are bound together.

The affluent, the economist Jo-
seph Stiglitz has written, have
“the best houses, the best educa-
tions, the best doctors, and the
best lifestyles. But there is one
thing that money doesn’t seem to
have bought: An understanding
that their fate is bound up with
how the other 99 percent live.”

In March 1968, Martin Luther
King Jr. traveled from Detroit to
one of its affluent suburbs,
Grosse Pointe, with a police offi-
cer sitting on his lap to shield him
from violence. That night, he told
a crowd gathered at the local high
school that there were “two
Americas” — one in which white
children grew up in “the sunlight
of opportunity,” and another
where black children were raised
in circumstances so bleak that
“the best in these minds can
never come out.” Every Ameri-
can city was divided, he said.
“Every city ends up being two cit-
ies rather than one.”

As African-Americans migrat-
ed from the rural South to indus-
trial cities in the early 20th cen-
tury, white communities, and
their political leaders, ag-
gressively funneled the new ar-
rivals away from white neighbor-
hoods. Some cities created zon-
ing codes that specified where
blacks could not live. Even in the
Jim Crow era, that was consid-
ered a little much; the Supreme
Court banned the practice in 1917.
But policymakers quickly
learned that it was easy enough
to achieve the same goals with-
out being quite so explicit. Chi-
cago, for example, adopted a zon-
ing code in 1923 that made no
mention of race — but largely re-
stricted high-density residential
and industrial development to
black neighborhoods.

From the 1930s into the 1960s,
the Federal Housing Administra-
tion, created to encourage home-
ownership by subsidizing mort-
gage lending, refused to support
loans in black neighborhoods,
which were delineated with red
lines on the agency’s maps. In
Detroit, a developer persuaded
the government to back loans in a
new, white subdivision in 1941 by
building a half-mile wall, six feet
tall, along its boundary with an
adjacent black neighborhood. An
agency manual also recom-
mended highways as barriers to
maintain racial segregation.

Between 1934 and 1962, whites
got 98 percent of the govern-
ment-backed loans.

Congress outlawed such ex-
plicit racism in the Fair Housing
Act of 1968, but the checkerboard
created during the building boom
of the postwar years endures.
The wealth gap between blacks
and whites allowed suburban
communities to limit integration
through zoning laws restricting
the construction of denser, more
affordable housing. The nation’s
old industrial centers — not just
places like Peoria, Ill. and Syra-
cuse, N.Y., but also New York City
and Boston — remain some of the
most racially segregated cities in
America.

In recent decades, racial segre-
gation has modestly declined in
many cities as richer black and
Hispanic families have moved to
more affluent neighborhoods.

But economic segregation has
increased sharply. As knowledge
workers like lawyers, bankers
and software engineers flock to
cities like Raleigh, N.C.; Austin,
Texas; and Seattle, the concen-
tration of well-educated workers
and well-paid jobs has left much
of the country behind.

Perhaps more surprisingly, the
poor residents of the boomtowns
have also been left behind.

In 1970, 65 percent of the resi-
dents of large metropolitan areas
lived in neighborhoods with me-
dian incomes close to the median
for the entire area, according to
an analysis by the sociologists
Kendra Bischoff and Sean F.
Reardon. Most neighborhoods, in
other words, approximated the
economic diversity of the
broader community. But by 2009,
only 42 percent lived in such
neighborhoods. Meanwhile, the
share residing in either very af-
fluent or very poor neighbor-
hoods more than doubled from 15
percent to 33 percent.

This trend has reshaped cen-
tral cities, filling downtowns with
buildings invariably described as
“luxury” condominiums and
apartments. In Chicago, for ex-
ample, a recent analysis found
the share of census tracts with
concentrations of either wealth 

The photographer Alec Soth visited two neighborhoods in Chicago where the difference in average life expectancy is as much as 30 years. His images throughout this section of afflu-

ent Streeterville and the poorer neighborhood of Englewood show how — just eight miles from each other — they represent separate worlds, with different horizons of opportunity.

BY THE EDITORIAL BOARD In the first half of the 20th century,
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when I was working and knew
Mimi was helping out her father,
too, I’d visit her.

Mimi would be perched on her
stool by the cash register. If he
wasn’t busy, Mr. Fong would step
out of his kitchen, the size of a
New York City closet, and ask
Mimi in Cantonese if I’d like
something to eat. Sometimes her
sisters would be bustling around,
and I knew from watching them
that if the napkins were folded,
the fortune cookies and sauce
packets were stocked away
neatly, the tea was hot, and the ta-
bles were wiped clean, someone
in the family had done all that
work.

Two blocks west and two
blocks south from where I was
waiting for my jajangmyeon or-
der was my parents’ store. It was
there, from behind the counter, I
learned that a supply chain isn’t

an abstract concept; a real per-
son forged each link.

Sometimes Harry, my dad’s
supplier who had a brass jewelry
business in Thailand, would stop
by. A kind man with a sunny
smile, he’d lay out his sample
merchandise across the display
case. The landlord, Mr. Justin,
would pick up his rent check each
month. He and Dad got along
fine. The U.P.S. man would come
daily to drop off and pick up pack-
ages.

If I sold a street peddler six
pairs of gold-filled earrings at
$1.50 a pair, I’d ring up $9 on the
register. The manufacturer of the
earrings charged my dad maybe
$1.15 for the pair, which would
mean that $2.10 was profit, and
even as a kid in middle school, I
understood what that money
meant.

From that profit and whatever
else we’d earned that day and in
the rest of the month, my folks
had to clear enough money to pay
rent for the store and our apart-
ment; the salary of their employ-
ee Mr. Shim, who was also given
breakfast and lunch; utilities;
business insurance; taxes; food;
clothing; and health insurance.
My sisters and I were always
needing things — coats, sneak-
ers, money for lunch.

We didn’t go on vacations. If
my parents closed the store, then
their customers — gift shop own-
ers and peddlers who sold their
wares on card tables in subway
stations — would go elsewhere.

We couldn’t afford to lose their
sales.

I went to college at Yale, and
for pocket money, I sold clothing
at Ann Taylor on Chapel Street in
New Haven. One Saturday, a
beautiful woman and her daugh-
ter came in for cocktail dresses.
They threw heaps of clothes at
me, and I arranged them in the
dressing room. That month, the
sales manager was holding a
contest — the best-selling associ-
ate would get a cash prize on top
of commissions. I wanted to earn
that money. Maybe it was a hun-
dred bucks.

The mother and daughter ig-
nored me, so I made myself in-
visible, trying only to anticipate
what needed to be done. The
daughter chose two velvet
dresses that looked elegant on
her.

My residential college, Trum-

bull, was about to host its “Trum-
ball,” so I figured she was going
to her residential college’s party.

“Are you going to the winter
formal?” I asked.

The mother and daughter
looked surprised.

“Do you go to Yale?” the
mother asked.

I nodded, then turned to clean
out the dressing room.

When I rang up the sale, they
smiled nervously, embarrassed
at their coldness. I felt sorry for
them. I could have let on earlier.

The jajangmyeon restaurant
door swung open.

The Korean woman in the
apron handed me the paper bag
and stepped back.

We bowed to each other, the
way we might have at a Korean
church.

“Su go ha se yo,” I said, which
translates to “Keep up your hard
work,” but that isn’t it exactly.
The phrase is a kindness, mean-
ing, I recognize you’re making an
effort, and I encourage you to
bear up, and it also means, I ad-
mire your labor.

My city is five boroughs, and
each borough has many neigh-
borhoods, and each neighbor-
hood is made up of numerous
blocks, and on each block, there
are businesses, and in each one,
there is a counter, and that’s
where you and I meet.

I hope when we can take off our
masks, I get to tell you how much
I need you.

T
HERE are two things we
know: The U.S. economy
will recover. And the recov-
ery will start in and be

strongest in the same cities that
were thriving before the pan-
demic. Economies in places like
Seattle, San Francisco, New York
and Boston are driven by the inno-
vation, technology and biotech
sectors, which are proving to be
remarkably resilient to the im-
pacts of Covid-19. Some of the
dominant companies in these re-
gions — think Amazon and Google
— are even humming along
through it all and consolidating
market share.

The question is, can this next re-
covery stimulate an economy that
creates opportunity for those with
the lowest incomes and enables
wealth building for all? Or will it,
like the one we’ve had coming out
of the Great Recession, serve only
to concentrate gains in the hands
of a few? At least part of the an-
swer depends on whether we
build enough housing to give an
affordable toehold to those who
want access to the opportunities
these places offer. The key to do-
ing so is to make cities denser, by
loosening restrictive zoning that
effectively blocks less-affluent
American families from improv-
ing their lots in life.

Before the pandemic, these
same cities and regions were al-
ready facing a crisis of crushing
housing-costs brought about by
decades of underbuilding. The
lack of affordable and available
housing even as jobs boomed
meant that higher-income en-
trants to the market outbid every-
one else for the limited options, ex-
acerbating inequality. In the San
Francisco area, for example, only
one new home was built for every
4.3 jobs created from 2011 to 2017.
This underbuilding created unten-
able and unjust rent burdens on

service and essential workers,
some of whom were compelled to
relocate to less productive re-
gions. Further, high housing costs
impeded lower-income workers
from migrating in to take advan-
tage of job opportunities.

The last time we faced a huge
need for homes was in the imme-
diate post-World War II era. The
federal government kept housing
affordable and facilitated opportu-
nity by spurring the construction
of a large number of homes
through programs administered
by the Veterans Administration
and the Federal Housing Adminis-
tration. The problem with that
strategy, as Ta-Nehisi Coates and
Richard Rothstein have written, is
that this era of development was
shaped by discriminatory policies
including government redlining,
racial zoning and restrictive cov-
enants. These policies led to seg-

regated communities with un-
equal access to opportunity.

Racial inequality isn’t the only
cost of this prior building boom.
Single-family-home subdivisions
are contributing to an envi-
ronmental disaster, requiring peo-
ple to commute by car, sometimes
two hours each way, while spew-
ing carbon emissions. And the
dominance of single-family devel-
opment has only increased in re-
cent decades. Single-family
homes accounted for nearly 80
percent of the housing added in
the largest metro areas since 1990.

The further threat is that the
pandemic becomes a rallying cry
to maintain our sprawling neigh-
borhoods designed to foster exclu-

sion. We have an obligation to ig-
nore the impulse to blame density
for the spread of the coronavirus
and instead use this opportunity
to rethink the policies that impede
the construction of new housing,
at more price levels, in the places
where housing is most needed.

This will not be easy. I know
from having spent my career on
the front lines of this “density”
battle. As a young city planner, I
wrote one of the first inclusionary
zoning ordinances in the exclu-
sionary city of Santa Barbara,
Calif.; I almost got run out of town
for proposing a “density bonus”
program that would make it finan-
cially feasible for developers to
provide a portion of their units for
people with low incomes. Later, as
a nonprofit housing developer
working in prosperous California
communities, I spent many nights
in City Council meetings working
to get apartment buildings for
lower-income older people ap-
proved. Underlying the “density”
battle was almost always a battle
over who has access to the oppor-
tunities of a place, cloaked in argu-
ments about neighborhood char-
acter and traffic impacts.

Yet this pandemic is reminding
us that we need communities
where teachers, child- and elder-
care workers, nurses, doctors, jan-
itors, construction workers, ba-
ristas, tech executives and engi-
neers all share in the prosperity
and the comfort of an affordable
home. Certainly, the first focus
should be on emergency funding
to help families pay their bills and
stay afloat. But we also need to
plan now for the recovery, to en-
sure that it is broadly shared.

An important step is simply to
permit more housing in more loca-
tions. We should put an end to zon-
ing policies that restrict building
to single-family homes and stop
mandating that lots meet large
minimum-size requirements,
leading to sprawling, sparsely
populated neighborhoods. Rather,
we should encourage cities to per-
mit more homes on existing sin-
gle-family lots, allow apartments
in retail districts and near transit,
and dedicate excess or underused
public property like surface park-
ing lots in downtowns to new
housing. All of this can be done
without materially changing the
look, feel and experience of a
place.

The second important step is to
reduce the cost and uncertainty of
getting a housing project built. It
often takes years to get permis-
sion to build. Local government
processes often allow multiple
“bites at the apple” of public com-
ment and hearings for a plan.
Sometimes, even when there is a
vote to approve a project, a neigh-
bor or special interest can sue to
stop the approval, resulting in fur-
ther significant delay. These de-
lays add cost and risk, driving up
the price of new homes and some-
times stopping projects in their
tracks entirely.

Some cities are already making
positive moves. Portland, Ore.,
and Vancouver, British Columbia,
led the way on allowing small cot-
tages in the yards of single-family
homes. California has followed
suit, adding homes by letting
homeowners build accessory
dwelling units. Los Angeles devel-
oped a Transit Oriented Commu-
nities plan that reduced parking
requirements, leading to over
20,000 new apartments, 21 per-
cent of them affordable housing.
State and local governments
should continue to press forward
with such practices, and the fed-
eral government should tie re-
sources such as infrastructure
funding to these types of actions.
(To be clear, public subsidies will
still be needed to solve homeless-
ness and house the most vulnera-
ble among us.)

These types of actions, which
can be taken now, will lay the
groundwork for a broad and
shared prosperity. When denser
housing is allowed, workers can
live closer to their jobs, help save
the planet by driving less and pay
less in rent or mortgage payments
because a bigger housing supply
will lead to lower costs. Research
shows that children tend to be
more successful in neighborhoods
with access to high-quality

schools. In restricting building,
more-affluent Americans are
shutting lower-income families off
from economic opportunity.

Now is an especially good time
to reduce restrictions and allow
for denser housing. Construction
is hit hard during recessions, and
opening up more building oppor-
tunities would be a stimulus for
the industry, and it doesn’t require
any extra funding. This would get
workers back to work, provide
safe and affordable living for
those hard hit by this pandemic
and get property taxes and other
revenue flowing back to local gov-
ernments for the services commu-
nities need. It would be a win for
everyone.

Why it’s
better to
have more
neighbors.

BY CAROL GALANTE

Carol Galante is a professor and

faculty director of the Terner Cen-

ter for Housing Innovation at the

University of California Berkeley.

Restrictive zoning blocks
less-affluent families from the
opportunities that cities offer.

MORE HOMES FOR
MORE PEOPLE

PHOTOGRAPHS BY ALEC SOTH/MAGNUM PHOTOS FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

There’s a Korean phrase that
means, I see you’re making an
effort. I admire your labor.
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It turns out that New York does sleep, or, at least, that it
can be induced to. Through the collective efforts of its
people, its racing pulse has been slowed to a deep, muf-
fled beat, one they strain to hear as they walk by pad-
locked playgrounds, down emptied streets. ¶ With
other diversions closed off to them, rich and poor pass in
Central Park, masked and more strange to one another
than ever, yet also with more in common, given the
tough new adversary they share. Along the southern
edge of the park — Billionaires’ Row, it’s called — the
unfinished luxury towers jabbing at the sky seem less
like middle fingers raised to those who can’t ever hope to
live in them than like decaying monuments of another
age. ¶ That’s silly, of course. The buildings will be fin-
ished — construction has already started up again
across the city. Wealthy people will move in. The masks
will also come off one day. And then maybe New York-
ers will recognize, in one another, something new. ¶ It’s
a dark hour for American cities, but the only road to a
more just and successful society runs through them,
and crises like this have transformed them for the better
before. Central Park itself sprang from an effort to com-
bat disease, out of a 19th-century belief that fresh air
would prevent malaria. Now, in the depths of this pan-
demic, the public square in many cities is expanding, as
streets close to cars and open to walkers. ¶ America’s
cities may have been prospering before the pandemic
hit, but they were failing, too, as the lead editorial in this
second chapter of our The America We Need series ex-
plains (the whole series can be found at nytimes.com/
americaweneed). For all the bigotry and other cruelties
they indulged, these cities also fostered invention and
progress — in literature, music, art, food, science, busi-
ness — by stirring together vast numbers of people
from different cultures and classes. But over the dec-
ades, affluent residents have clustered within their own
neighborhoods, with their own schools and services,
leaving poor neighborhoods to wither. ¶ A baby born in
one neighborhood in Chicago is now expected to die 30
years sooner than a baby born in a wealthier neighbor-
hood just eight miles to the north. A child’s ZIP code has
become a kind of prophecy. ¶ “My students do not nor-
mally advance beyond where they were born,” Amir
Tehari, a high school teacher in Sacramento, said in re-
sponse to questions that Times Opinion asked teachers
across the country. “The story of ZIP codes is a story of
dreams stolen away from children.” ¶ Throughout this
issue of the Sunday Review you’ll find a number of big
ideas to fulfill the promise of American cities. There are
two recurring themes I’d like to emphasize. One is the
crying need for affordable housing, salted throughout
cities rather than concentrated in a few areas. (It may
seem costly, but have we really considered our existing
priorities? As Binyamin Appelbaum writes, we could
house all the nation’s homeless for the cost of an aircraft
carrier.) The second theme is the foundational impor-
tance of public education. We could make such strides if
we’d confront bad choices we’ve made, about financing
and segregation, that are wasting untold human poten-
tial. ¶ As our contributing writer Annalee Newitz
writes, as far back as the Bronze Age, radical inequality
evidently brought once-powerful cities to their knees.
But there’s good news, too: Humans have learned a few
things across the millenniums. It’s within our power to
save the American city so that it works for all its resi-
dents and, in doing so, advances civilization itself.

FULFILLING THE 
PROMISE OF OUR CITIES
BY JAMES BENNET

James Bennet is the editorial page editor.

or poverty increased from 28 per-
cent in 1980 to 47 percent in 2010.

But most wealthy families con-
tinue to reside in the suburbs that
provide the bulk of housing in ev-
ery metropolitan area except
New York. These suburbs, creat-
ed to maintain economic exclu-
sivity, have become increasingly
exclusive. Residents live in what
are effectively private clubs and
send their children to what are ef-
fectively private schools. Cars
have obviated the need for ser-
vants to live close by, or to be tol-
erated as participants in the
same polity. The people who
serve the affluent must find
housing elsewhere.

Life in America resembles an
airline passenger cabin: sepa-
rate entrances, separate seating
areas, separate bathrooms. The
Village of Indian Hill, a wealthy
suburb of Cincinnati, acclaims its
rural atmosphere, its “firm ad-
ministration of zoning ordi-
nances” and its “proximity to the
cultural life of a large city.” It is, in
short, a parasite, taking what it
values from Cincinnati while con-
tributing as little to it as possible.
In this, it is hardly unique. Hun-
dreds of similar suburbs encrust
cities across the United States.

Even in cities where the rich
and poor continue to live under
the same local government, eco-
nomic segregation saps political
support for common, egalitarian
infrastructure. Rich New York-
ers donate generously to beauti-
fy Central Park while resisting
the taxation necessary to main-
tain parks in neighborhoods they
never visit. In Washington, D.C.,
parents in wealthier neighbor-
hoods contribute lavishly to par-

ent-teacher organizations that
provide extra money to public
schools in their neighborhoods,
but they do not vote for a similar
level of funding for all city
schools. Two schools in north-
west Washington each raised
more than half a million dollars in
2017, while several schools in
southeast Washington don’t even
have parent-teacher organiza-
tions. Last year, for the third time
since 1970, the residents of Gwin-
nett County, Ga., which sits on the
edge of Atlanta, refused to fund
an expansion of the regional
transit system into their subur-
ban county.

The consequences of segrega-
tion are particularly stark in pub-
lic education.

Most urban areas are divided
into dozens of school districts,
each funded primarily by taxes
on local real estate. Affluent fam-
ilies pay for access to high quality
public schools by buying homes
in those districts. Cook County,
Ill., for example, is divided into
over 100 school districts, ranging
from the giant Chicago school
system to the Sunset Ridge
School District, which operates
only two schools. Sunset Ridge
spends three times as much per
student as Chicago, according to
the Education Law Center.

Even in the South, where
school districts historically have
operated at the county level,
fragmentation is increasing. In
2018, for example, the North Car-
olina legislature voted to let four
suburbs of Charlotte create char-
ter schools, funded by local prop-
erty taxes, that could grant pri-
ority admission to local students.
In October, the overwhelmingly
white and affluent residents of
the southeastern corner of East
Baton Rouge Parish in Louisiana
voted to create a new city, St.
George, as the first step toward
seceding from the parish school
system. The parish is 47 percent
black; the proposed city, which
requires state approval, would be
12 percent black.

The logic of school secession is
straightforward. Said the mayor
of Gardendale, Ala., which waged
an extended campaign to extri-
cate its schools from the district
that serves Birmingham and its
less white, less affluent suburbs,
“It’s keeping our tax dollars here
with our kids, rather than shar-
ing them with kids all over Jeffer-
son County.”

The success of affluent Ameri-

cans in asserting the privilege to
sequester themselves, to retain
the benefits of their wealth
within the boundaries of their
communities, to ignore the wel-
fare of those on the other side of
invisible lines, is shortsighted.
This nation is ailing because so
many of its citizens have no
chance to chart their own destin-
ies. A return to health requires a
renewed commitment to provide
every American with the free-
dom that comes from stability
and opportunity — the freedom
to make something of one’s life.

There can be no equality of op-
portunity in the United States so
long as poor children are segre-
gated in poor neighborhoods.
And there is only one viable solu-
tion: building affordable housing
in affluent neighborhoods.

The federal government can
help. In 2015, it provided $139.8
billion in payments, tax credits
and other forms of housing subsi-
dies — and 60 percent of that
money went to households earn-
ing at least $100,000, according to
the Center on Budget and Policy
Priorities. Imagine what could be
accomplished if the government
used that money instead to build
housing that poorer families
could afford to rent.

The government also should
require communities that want
federal funding for roads and
other infrastructure to allow the
development of denser, more af-
fordable housing.

But federal interventions can
only go so far. Perhaps the most
enduring legacy of Brown v.
Board of Education is not its con-
demnation of racial segregation,
but the bitter lesson that much of

America has successfully re-
sisted the legal imperative to end
segregation. Progress ultimately
requires the consent of the gov-
erned: Economic segregation is
getting worse because Ameri-
cans with wealth and power don’t
want to help Americans without
wealth and power.

The necessary corrective is for
states to take back some power
from local bastions of privilege.
Oregon set a valuable precedent
last year by banning single-fam-
ily zoning in all cities of more
than 10,000 people. Similar meas-
ures have been proposed in other
states, including California and
Minnesota. Beyond increasing
the supply of affordable homes,
such measures have the addi-
tional benefit of opening opportu-
nities for the construction indus-
try, helping to stimulate activity
and preserve jobs during a reces-
sion that will surely hit hard.

Federal and state officials also
can crack the walls of those bas-
tions by more vigorously enforc-
ing existing laws against racial
segregation. Last year, Newsday
reported that real estate agents
on Long Island routinely steered
black customers to black neigh-
borhoods. The paper conducted a
careful investigation, sending
matched pairs of customers,
white and black, to the same
agents. That is a well-established
procedure for rooting out dis-
crimination in real estate, so per-
haps the most startling takeaway
from the paper’s investigation
was the revelation that the state
of New York does not conduct
such testing on a regular basis.

The construction of better cit-
ies, more fair and more equal, is
the work of generations. Tri-
umphs of egalitarian infrastruc-
ture, from the baths of Rome to
the subway system of New York,
require policymakers to keep
their eyes on the horizon. Neigh-
borhoods are made slowly and
remade slowly: It can take years
to build an apartment building.
When Minneapolis eliminated
single-family zoning last year, of-
ficials estimated that it would
take decades to see a substantial
shift in the composition of the
city’s neighborhoods.

In the meantime, governments
can make a meaningful differ-
ence by breaking the connection
between private wealth and the
quality of public services.

The most viable escape route
from poverty is a good education,

beginning at an early age. In
1965, the federal government
started a program for lower-in-
come children called Head Start.
Darren Walker, who rose from
poverty in Louisiana to head the
Ford Foundation, has credited
his escape to “the young woman
with the clipboard who knocked
on our door,” to sign him up for
the program’s first cohort. A
growing body of research backs
him up. Yet federal investment
remains paltry. Head Start is
available to only 11 percent of eli-
gible kids below the age of 3, and
36 percent of those ages 3 to 5.

The United States is virtually
alone among developed nations
in devoting more public re-
sources to educating affluent
children than poor children.
Breaking the link between prop-
erty taxation and school funding
is an important first step. But eq-
uity requires a reversal of the
current situation. It costs more to
provide an equal education to
lower-income students. The
Netherlands, for example, funds
schools at a standard level per
student, plus a 25 percent bonus
for each student whose parents
did not graduate from college.

A vocal group of critics has
long questioned whether more
public spending would improve
education. Such arguments are
exercises in obfuscation. What
those critics really believe is on
display in their own communi-
ties, which generally provide lav-
ish funding for well-tended
schools stocked with the latest
technology and staffed by experi-
enced teachers.

Cities also need to try harder to
equalize opportunity within

school districts. Most cities as-
sign students to neighborhood
schools, making little effort to re-
duce racial or economic segrega-
tion. A 2019 analysis by the econ-
omist Tomas E. Monarrez found
that attendance boundaries
within the average school district
reduced segregation by less than
1 percent compared with a simple
policy of assigning every student
to the closest school.

The racial and economic inte-
gration of public education in-
creases the test scores of minor-
ities and lower-income students,
and improves their fortunes in
later life. Perhaps as important, it
inculcates empathy and a sense
of community in students from
every walk of life.

Shared experience is the foun-
dation of a successful polity, and
it is not a stretch to think that
simply educating children in in-
tegrated schools would begin to
close the divides that have para-
lyzed our politics and made it im-
possible to address the problems
that are crippling the country.

America’s cities are being pro-
foundly tested by a pandemic
that has caused the deaths of tens
of thousands of people and forced
the suspension of urban life.
Even in cities so far spared the
worst of the health crisis, the col-
lapse of tax revenue is forcing
elected officials to consider dra-
conian cuts in public services. In
such moments, it is hard to
dream about what might be.

Yet crises can be clarifying, en-
forcing a focus on what is neces-
sary and what is important.

Inequality is an inescapable
fact of urban life. The Greek phi-
losopher Plato, prefiguring Dr.
King by a few thousand years,
wrote in “The Republic” that
“any city, however small, is in
fact divided into two, one the city
of the poor, the other of the rich.”
But the crisis is a reminder that
segregation is an illusion. The
halves depend on one another.
The rich need labor; the poor
need capital. And the city needs
both. Reducing segregation re-
quires affluent Americans to
share, but not necessarily to sac-
rifice. Building more diverse
neighborhoods, and disconnect-
ing public institutions from pri-
vate wealth, will ultimately en-
rich the lives of all Americans —
and make the cities in which they
live and work a model again for
the world.
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when I was working and knew
Mimi was helping out her father,
too, I’d visit her.

Mimi would be perched on her
stool by the cash register. If he
wasn’t busy, Mr. Fong would step
out of his kitchen, the size of a
New York City closet, and ask
Mimi in Cantonese if I’d like
something to eat. Sometimes her
sisters would be bustling around,
and I knew from watching them
that if the napkins were folded,
the fortune cookies and sauce
packets were stocked away
neatly, the tea was hot, and the ta-
bles were wiped clean, someone
in the family had done all that
work.

Two blocks west and two
blocks south from where I was
waiting for my jajangmyeon or-
der was my parents’ store. It was
there, from behind the counter, I
learned that a supply chain isn’t

an abstract concept; a real per-
son forged each link.

Sometimes Harry, my dad’s
supplier who had a brass jewelry
business in Thailand, would stop
by. A kind man with a sunny
smile, he’d lay out his sample
merchandise across the display
case. The landlord, Mr. Justin,
would pick up his rent check each
month. He and Dad got along
fine. The U.P.S. man would come
daily to drop off and pick up pack-
ages.

If I sold a street peddler six
pairs of gold-filled earrings at
$1.50 a pair, I’d ring up $9 on the
register. The manufacturer of the
earrings charged my dad maybe
$1.15 for the pair, which would
mean that $2.10 was profit, and
even as a kid in middle school, I
understood what that money
meant.

From that profit and whatever
else we’d earned that day and in
the rest of the month, my folks
had to clear enough money to pay
rent for the store and our apart-
ment; the salary of their employ-
ee Mr. Shim, who was also given
breakfast and lunch; utilities;
business insurance; taxes; food;
clothing; and health insurance.
My sisters and I were always
needing things — coats, sneak-
ers, money for lunch.

We didn’t go on vacations. If
my parents closed the store, then
their customers — gift shop own-
ers and peddlers who sold their
wares on card tables in subway
stations — would go elsewhere.

We couldn’t afford to lose their
sales.

I went to college at Yale, and
for pocket money, I sold clothing
at Ann Taylor on Chapel Street in
New Haven. One Saturday, a
beautiful woman and her daugh-
ter came in for cocktail dresses.
They threw heaps of clothes at
me, and I arranged them in the
dressing room. That month, the
sales manager was holding a
contest — the best-selling associ-
ate would get a cash prize on top
of commissions. I wanted to earn
that money. Maybe it was a hun-
dred bucks.

The mother and daughter ig-
nored me, so I made myself in-
visible, trying only to anticipate
what needed to be done. The
daughter chose two velvet
dresses that looked elegant on
her.

My residential college, Trum-

bull, was about to host its “Trum-
ball,” so I figured she was going
to her residential college’s party.

“Are you going to the winter
formal?” I asked.

The mother and daughter
looked surprised.

“Do you go to Yale?” the
mother asked.

I nodded, then turned to clean
out the dressing room.

When I rang up the sale, they
smiled nervously, embarrassed
at their coldness. I felt sorry for
them. I could have let on earlier.

The jajangmyeon restaurant
door swung open.

The Korean woman in the
apron handed me the paper bag
and stepped back.

We bowed to each other, the
way we might have at a Korean
church.

“Su go ha se yo,” I said, which
translates to “Keep up your hard
work,” but that isn’t it exactly.
The phrase is a kindness, mean-
ing, I recognize you’re making an
effort, and I encourage you to
bear up, and it also means, I ad-
mire your labor.

My city is five boroughs, and
each borough has many neigh-
borhoods, and each neighbor-
hood is made up of numerous
blocks, and on each block, there
are businesses, and in each one,
there is a counter, and that’s
where you and I meet.

I hope when we can take off our
masks, I get to tell you how much
I need you.

T
HERE are two things we
know: The U.S. economy
will recover. And the recov-
ery will start in and be

strongest in the same cities that
were thriving before the pan-
demic. Economies in places like
Seattle, San Francisco, New York
and Boston are driven by the inno-
vation, technology and biotech
sectors, which are proving to be
remarkably resilient to the im-
pacts of Covid-19. Some of the
dominant companies in these re-
gions — think Amazon and Google
— are even humming along
through it all and consolidating
market share.

The question is, can this next re-
covery stimulate an economy that
creates opportunity for those with
the lowest incomes and enables
wealth building for all? Or will it,
like the one we’ve had coming out
of the Great Recession, serve only
to concentrate gains in the hands
of a few? At least part of the an-
swer depends on whether we
build enough housing to give an
affordable toehold to those who
want access to the opportunities
these places offer. The key to do-
ing so is to make cities denser, by
loosening restrictive zoning that
effectively blocks less-affluent
American families from improv-
ing their lots in life.

Before the pandemic, these
same cities and regions were al-
ready facing a crisis of crushing
housing-costs brought about by
decades of underbuilding. The
lack of affordable and available
housing even as jobs boomed
meant that higher-income en-
trants to the market outbid every-
one else for the limited options, ex-
acerbating inequality. In the San
Francisco area, for example, only
one new home was built for every
4.3 jobs created from 2011 to 2017.
This underbuilding created unten-
able and unjust rent burdens on

service and essential workers,
some of whom were compelled to
relocate to less productive re-
gions. Further, high housing costs
impeded lower-income workers
from migrating in to take advan-
tage of job opportunities.

The last time we faced a huge
need for homes was in the imme-
diate post-World War II era. The
federal government kept housing
affordable and facilitated opportu-
nity by spurring the construction
of a large number of homes
through programs administered
by the Veterans Administration
and the Federal Housing Adminis-
tration. The problem with that
strategy, as Ta-Nehisi Coates and
Richard Rothstein have written, is
that this era of development was
shaped by discriminatory policies
including government redlining,
racial zoning and restrictive cov-
enants. These policies led to seg-

regated communities with un-
equal access to opportunity.

Racial inequality isn’t the only
cost of this prior building boom.
Single-family-home subdivisions
are contributing to an envi-
ronmental disaster, requiring peo-
ple to commute by car, sometimes
two hours each way, while spew-
ing carbon emissions. And the
dominance of single-family devel-
opment has only increased in re-
cent decades. Single-family
homes accounted for nearly 80
percent of the housing added in
the largest metro areas since 1990.

The further threat is that the
pandemic becomes a rallying cry
to maintain our sprawling neigh-
borhoods designed to foster exclu-

sion. We have an obligation to ig-
nore the impulse to blame density
for the spread of the coronavirus
and instead use this opportunity
to rethink the policies that impede
the construction of new housing,
at more price levels, in the places
where housing is most needed.

This will not be easy. I know
from having spent my career on
the front lines of this “density”
battle. As a young city planner, I
wrote one of the first inclusionary
zoning ordinances in the exclu-
sionary city of Santa Barbara,
Calif.; I almost got run out of town
for proposing a “density bonus”
program that would make it finan-
cially feasible for developers to
provide a portion of their units for
people with low incomes. Later, as
a nonprofit housing developer
working in prosperous California
communities, I spent many nights
in City Council meetings working
to get apartment buildings for
lower-income older people ap-
proved. Underlying the “density”
battle was almost always a battle
over who has access to the oppor-
tunities of a place, cloaked in argu-
ments about neighborhood char-
acter and traffic impacts.

Yet this pandemic is reminding
us that we need communities
where teachers, child- and elder-
care workers, nurses, doctors, jan-
itors, construction workers, ba-
ristas, tech executives and engi-
neers all share in the prosperity
and the comfort of an affordable
home. Certainly, the first focus
should be on emergency funding
to help families pay their bills and
stay afloat. But we also need to
plan now for the recovery, to en-
sure that it is broadly shared.

An important step is simply to
permit more housing in more loca-
tions. We should put an end to zon-
ing policies that restrict building
to single-family homes and stop
mandating that lots meet large
minimum-size requirements,
leading to sprawling, sparsely
populated neighborhoods. Rather,
we should encourage cities to per-
mit more homes on existing sin-
gle-family lots, allow apartments
in retail districts and near transit,
and dedicate excess or underused
public property like surface park-
ing lots in downtowns to new
housing. All of this can be done
without materially changing the
look, feel and experience of a
place.

The second important step is to
reduce the cost and uncertainty of
getting a housing project built. It
often takes years to get permis-
sion to build. Local government
processes often allow multiple
“bites at the apple” of public com-
ment and hearings for a plan.
Sometimes, even when there is a
vote to approve a project, a neigh-
bor or special interest can sue to
stop the approval, resulting in fur-
ther significant delay. These de-
lays add cost and risk, driving up
the price of new homes and some-
times stopping projects in their
tracks entirely.

Some cities are already making
positive moves. Portland, Ore.,
and Vancouver, British Columbia,
led the way on allowing small cot-
tages in the yards of single-family
homes. California has followed
suit, adding homes by letting
homeowners build accessory
dwelling units. Los Angeles devel-
oped a Transit Oriented Commu-
nities plan that reduced parking
requirements, leading to over
20,000 new apartments, 21 per-
cent of them affordable housing.
State and local governments
should continue to press forward
with such practices, and the fed-
eral government should tie re-
sources such as infrastructure
funding to these types of actions.
(To be clear, public subsidies will
still be needed to solve homeless-
ness and house the most vulnera-
ble among us.)

These types of actions, which
can be taken now, will lay the
groundwork for a broad and
shared prosperity. When denser
housing is allowed, workers can
live closer to their jobs, help save
the planet by driving less and pay
less in rent or mortgage payments
because a bigger housing supply
will lead to lower costs. Research
shows that children tend to be
more successful in neighborhoods
with access to high-quality

schools. In restricting building,
more-affluent Americans are
shutting lower-income families off
from economic opportunity.

Now is an especially good time
to reduce restrictions and allow
for denser housing. Construction
is hit hard during recessions, and
opening up more building oppor-
tunities would be a stimulus for
the industry, and it doesn’t require
any extra funding. This would get
workers back to work, provide
safe and affordable living for
those hard hit by this pandemic
and get property taxes and other
revenue flowing back to local gov-
ernments for the services commu-
nities need. It would be a win for
everyone.

Why it’s
better to
have more
neighbors.

BY CAROL GALANTE

Carol Galante is a professor and

faculty director of the Terner Cen-

ter for Housing Innovation at the

University of California Berkeley.

Restrictive zoning blocks
less-affluent families from the
opportunities that cities offer.

MORE HOMES FOR
MORE PEOPLE
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There’s a Korean phrase that
means, I see you’re making an
effort. I admire your labor.
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T
HE life expectancy in most
American metro areas is
around 80 years. But it var-
ies enormously depending

on your neighborhood.
High-income people can often

expect to live 10 to 20 years long-
er than lower-income people. Na-
tionwide, the largest gaps are in
Washington, D.C. (27 years), Co-
lumbus, Ohio (26 years), and
Kansas City, Mo. (23). In New

York, the gap is 21 years. In Chi-
cago, it’s 14 years. In Los Ange-
les, it is 11 years.

These gaps highlight a broader
problem: The country’s cities —
historically, the nation’s engines
of opportunity — often exacer-
bate inequities today.

Over the past 50 years, the av-
erage income in nearly every
metro area has soared. But the
averages don’t tell the full story.
They have risen in part because
incomes for the affluent have
soared.

And the income numbers are
snapshots, which don’t follow the

same people over the course of
their lives. Studies that do track
the course of people’s lives show
an even more alarming pattern:
Many people who grow up in low-
and middle-income families are
struggling to climb the income
ladder.

In some cities that have been
celebrated for rapid economic
growth — like Atlanta and Char-
lotte, N.C. — upward mobility is
particularly rare. These cities
have attracted new upper-in-
come workers from other metro
areas, but opportunity remains
mostly closed to huge swaths of
the population.

One of the forces holding down
economic mobility is physical
mobility. People living in higher-
income neighborhoods typically
live near good schools and good
jobs. In lower-income areas,
many people must spend long
stretches of time getting to and
from work, taking them away
from their families.

In addition to the growth in in-
equality within metro areas, in-
equality across metro areas has
also surged. A small number of
areas account for a large and
growing share of jobs, income,
wealth, venture-capital funding
and more.

Cities are still the country’s
most economically dynamic
places. But they are also a micro-
cosm of the extreme inequality
that shapes so much of American
life in the early 21st century.

David Leonhardt writes The

Morning, The Times’s daily news-

letter. Yaryna Serkez is a graph-

ics editor for Opinion.

What
opportunity
looks like 
in our cities.

DAVID LEONHARDT
AND YARYNA SERKEZ
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A
MERICA’S teachers are on the front lines of connecting young people to

opportunity, in the form of learning, employment and emotional and

physical health.

But teachers too often are working within structural inequalities

that impede many students from achieving their potential. These issues be-

gin with pollution and the stresses of poverty and extend to economic segre-

gation and inadequate school funding.

We asked teachers in cities across the country to share the experience of

how the neighborhood that children are born into affects their futures. Over

500 teachers wrote in.

All of the teachers we heard from went out of their way to praise the hard

work and talents of their students. But each also discussed the challenges

that students in low-income schools face that students in wealthy ZIP codes

do not.

In their own words, here are seven public-school teachers on the question

of how where students are born shapes their lives. All photos were taken by

the subjects or people close to them. These accounts, drawn from interviews

and submissions, have been edited and condensed.

‘ZIP CODE HAS A GRAVITY’
BY LORA KELLEY

Lora Kelley is an editorial assistant in the Times Opinion section.

Past and present racism still deter-

mine too much of my students’ fu-

tures. Race shapes the map of Atlanta.

These school zone lines were drawn by

race and are still drawn along neigh-

borhood lines that are tracked by race.

I teach in southwest Atlanta. Most of

my students are black. Almost every-

body receives free or reduced-price

lunch. There’s a public high school two

ZIP codes over in a whiter, richer part

of town. It would be our rival high

school if it existed in the same world as

us at all. But it doesn’t.

I have taught many children who

fought their way through and have

gone on to do amazing things. Many

wonderful, brilliant kids have come to

my school. I have taught many chil-

dren who have fought their way

through and gone on to do amazing

things. But those stories happen less

here than they would if these kids lived

in the wealthy part of town. If you look

at all the metrics, like test scores, high

school graduation, college gradua-

tion, future employment — all of that

just tracks worse for students in my

ZIP code.

The success stories that get publi-

cized let people hide and say where

you’re born doesn’t matter. But it’s not

that simple. Against these anecdotes

is the aggregate of millions of children

— and data says that rich kids tend to

stay rich while poor kids tend to stay

poor. So ZIP code may not be destiny,

but it operates with something like

gravity. It exerts a tremendous pull on

its children, for good or for ill. Can you

break the pull? Of course! But most

won’t. The rich will stay rich and the

poor will stay poor. ZIP code has a

gravity.

The No. 1 thing schools that are

struggling can do is to decrease class

sizes. Kids who are struggling in high

school need to be seen by the adults in

the building. I’ve taught classes of 42

students. But if you shrink class sizes

to a more ideal number like 20, teach-

ers can know every child better. You

can know their first names, last

names, how many siblings they have,

whether they like the Bulls or the Pis-

tons or whether they were up late

working a double shift the night be-

fore.

Without fixing poverty and unem-

ployment and jobs and income in-

equality, the schools are always going

to struggle. There’s no fixing schools

without fixing those issues. This pan-

demic has exposed what I think has al-

ways been true. I’ve never seen it as

starkly.

Jay Wamsted 
High school math,
Atlanta

I am a fourth-year teacher at a non-

charter public high school in the Oak-

land Unified School District. It’s one of

the oldest high schools in Oakland. We

have 100 percent students of color,

and 95 percent receive free or re-

duced-price lunch.

During the fires in California, we

were in classrooms full of smoke. Our

building is old, it’s funky, the windows

don’t seal. Because we’re in East Oak-

land, a lot of our kids have asthma. A

lot of our teachers have asthma. So

we’re all in there. We can’t breathe.

You can see smoke in the hallway. We

can’t dismiss the students without dis-

trict approval. In other districts, the

buildings are newer and that’s less of

an issue. Middle-class students and

white students tend to flock to one or

two schools.

As a white teacher with a master’s

degree coming from a middle-class

background teaching in this neighbor-

hood, I got fed the narrative about

teaching that Oh, education is the

great equalizer, right? That’s the nar-

rative that we have as a society: If you

work hard enough and you study in

school, you can be successful. And

then coming into my school, I’m like,

Oh, well, that’s a lie, right? I have kids

who work incredibly hard. And I have

kids who have the academic potential

to do incredible things, but they have

to work 40 hours a week to help sup-

port their family.

Even if my students were geniuses

receiving a top-notch education, that

doesn’t change the fact that they live

in a two-bedroom apartment with 12

other people; that they hear gunshots

every night; that they have a parent in

jail or ICE detention; that they don’t

have food at home. If students’ basic

physical and emotional needs aren’t

met at home, how can they succeed

academically? We need a stronger so-

cial safety net: We need to eradicate,

or at least alleviate, poverty to give

students like my kids a chance at

“making it.” I think we need to guaran-

tee a right to good, stable housing.

My kids aren’t starting at the start-

ing line. They’re starting from 100 feet

behind the starting line. And the fact

that they make it to the finish line at all

is a testament to how incredible they

are. My students are incredible in the

resilience that they show.

Maya Brodkey
High school English,
Oakland, Calif.
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I’ve come to teaching in a roundabout

way. I studied public policy and then

went to work for the federal govern-

ment. Eventually I decided to become

a teacher. My initial goal was to work

at a low-income public school in Se-

attle, and my first job was just that. Af-

ter a year, I was let go, and I was picked

up by a high-income public school. I’ve

been teaching there for the past two

years.

It’s largely a different job. The way

that I teach is different, the questions

that I get are different. These two

schools are 15 minutes apart.

At the low-income school, I had stu-

dents who were homeless. There were

all sorts of people with really precari-

ous circumstances. And dealing with

those precarious circumstances, in ef-

fect, was a part of our jobs.

At my current school, the rate at

which those issues occur is very, very,

very small, even with students who are

low-income. One student had a frank

conversation with me, and he said,

“Mr. Tola, my friend’s dad does most of

the stuff for me.”

Poor people from richer places do

better than poor people from poorer

places. I think the reason is there are

more examples set forth by the com-

munity at large. If you’re a 16-year-old

kid in a very difficult circumstance and

you go home with your friends, the

likelihood that they’re in a difficult cir-

cumstance is smaller. So you begin to

see what a good circumstance looks

like.

If you create economic integration,

students will see the things that are

available, not because I’ve told them.

But because they’ll see a dad who lives

in a nice house who has been a car-

penter for 30 years and owns his own

business, or you’ll see someone over

there who’s an officer in the military

slowly taking college classes. Great

models of how to succeed in a variety

of ways would be more common,

whereas the kids at the low-income

school see one way to success: col-

lege. Everything we promote is col-

lege, college, college. And I’m a

teacher who thinks this college-or-

bust mentality is fraught with tremen-

dous risk, especially for the most vul-

nerable. I focus on trades. Some of

these trades have tremendous re-

turns.

Tola Atewologun
High school
economics, Seattle

O
N A COLD, clear April 3,
1979, the city then known as
“Gray Barcelona” held its
first free local election since

1934. Soon after, the city’s new
planning director, Oriol Bohigas,
helped devise a novel strategy for
rescuing the city’s urban life from
the Franco-era haze of corruption
and neglect that brought the un-
welcome nickname.

Instead of the master plans and
showpiece projects usually be-

loved by mayors and planners, the
city undertook a rapid and re-
markable investment in the so-
called “homogeneity” of the city’s
pedestrian spaces. In a wide-
spread act of care and repair, new
carpets of granite and tile spread
across sidewalks and plazas, in
both rich neighborhoods and poor.

Wherever you walked, and
whoever you were, it seemed, a
gracious and accessible surface
was ready to receive you. Show-

piece projects and large-scale
plans, of course, arrived with the
1992 Olympics. But their fluid
foundation, and that of the urban
renaissance that followed, was the
welcoming river of public space
that flowed through, and con-
nected, the city.

Four decades and a continent
away, America’s latest Gilded Age
has widened divisions in our soci-
ety, even as the urban landscape
often collapses them into a single
gaze. From the needle-thin condo-
towers of contemporary Manhat-
tan to the needle-strewn gutters of
San Francisco’s tech-gentrifying
Tenderloin, it is hard to escape the
prospect of profound inequity.

Until recently, my own journey
to work often took me walking
through just such a landscape:
homeless encampments squeezed
to the left of a sidewalk in down-
town Oakland, Calif.; shiny,
shaded-window tech buses idling
to the right; those in the middle
just trying to squeeze in between.
Far too abundant in today’s Amer-
ica, such circumstances are also
as old as urban life itself. Effec-
tively, many cities overlap within
a single physical space, offering
radically different opportunities
to those who live in them.

Yet this physical overlap also
creates the enormous potential
that our cities have to create op-
portunity and bring people togeth-
er. This power, well understood by
Barcelona’s planners and commu-
nity organizers as they walked
from the shadow of their gray dec-
ades, is the ability of physical
space to bring many cities togeth-
er, unexpectedly and instrumen-
tally. And to begin to create out of
many cities, one.

Like a chemical catalyst, the
sidewalk and the street edge are
the surface on which all the atoms
of a metropolis come together, re-
acting with one another and pro-
ducing energy. In practical terms,
this is because public space pro-
vides a restaurant owner, some-
one posting dog-walking services,
or a midnight clubgoer the chance
to meet anybody, with any imagi-
nable result. The equality of ac-
cess to a busy city street, com-
bined with the creativity and skill
required to thrive there, is the
meritocratic mechanism at the
heart of urban life. Over time, cit-
ies developed streets to hold and
channel shared infrastructure.
But the equal and accessible pub-
lic space created by streets is the
most essential infrastructure of
all.

In our current crisis, we see the
absence of street life in the devas-
tating effect of shelter-in-place or-
ders on small businesses. But we
all feel this loss, with its own dev-
astation, in the joylessness of life

BY NICHOLAS DE MONCHAUX

The spaces that
make cities fairer and
more resilient.

Nicholas de Monchaux is a

professor and the incoming head of

architecture at the Massachusetts

Institute of Technology.

WHAT HAPPENS IN BETWEEN
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without the serendipity or chance
encounters that the city street
provides.

Much has already been written
about how this pandemic provides
an opportunity to remake, or re-
design, cities. But such state-
ments mostly reveal our recent
amnesia about the inextricable
history of disease and urban life.
The fact that the same forces that
bring us together to share and cre-
ate also create the possibility of
contagion is a design problem as
old as cities themselves. And
some of our best and most effec-
tive public spaces are a result.

The 19th-century belief that
malaria — literally “bad air” —
sprang from poor ventilation in-
spired Frederick Law Olmsted’s
designs for Central Park in New
York and the Emerald Necklace in
Boston, among each city’s most
gracious public spaces. In Paris,
cholera epidemics in the 1830s led
to the grandest sewer system in
Europe — and not incidentally to
the grand boulevards and public
spaces on top of that sewer sys-
tem. In Barcelona the same dis-
ease, rampant in cramped, lower-
class neighborhoods, helped cre-
ate the vast, open grid of the city’s
extension, or Eixample, designed
by Ildefons Cerdà in 1859 and fin-
ished in 1897. (At the time, be-
cause of its resemblance to the av-
enues of New York City, it was cri-
tiqued as “too American.”)

Even today, these projects help
embody the idea that the health of
cities is connected to every part of
a complex metabolism — equal
and effective circulation above all.
Yet from Mission Bay in San Fran-
cisco to Hudson Yards in Manhat-
tan, too much urban investment of
the past decade has focused on
creating or revamping dense,
profitable urban centers, not on
improving and expanding the
spaces between them. But it is on
these in-between spaces — on our
journeys, not destinations — that
our shared economy most de-
pends.

While it pains me to say it as an
urban designer, we often do not
need entirely new ideas to im-
prove our cities. But sometimes, it
appears, we need a crisis. In the
past few weeks, to allow for a
safer, more widespread and not in-
cidentally more equitable access
to open space, cities across the
world have closed streets to cars
and opened them to pedestrian
and bicycle traffic. Oakland has
been a leader, transforming 10
percent of its streets into public
promenades. San Francisco, New
York and others have followed. Al-
ready in Seattle, there is talk of
making such changes permanent.

The idea that safe, generous
and accessible common space is
fundamental to public life is an es-
sential American idea — as old as
the Boston Common — but if our
current catastrophe can help re-
capture this birthright, it will have
served a small purpose.

Today, our common space is
more than sidewalks and parks. In
these times, cities such as Seattle,
Los Angeles and Denver are mak-
ing municipal bus travel free, to

help essential workers and pro-
tect the health of drivers, since
riders can enter at the back. This
spirit should also continue once
the pandemic has passed. Public
transportation is an essential
service and an economic engine
that, particularly when it is cheap
and reliable, repays investment
by enabling and stimulating em-
ployment and business activity.

Here, another symptom of this
crisis is worth mentioning — the
exodus of public life to privately
owned online spaces. In the past
two months, we have leaned away
from in-person interactions and
leaned into the structures that the
internet already gives to our
shared existence. At the same
time, we have looked online to try
to bring to our lives the qualities —
surprise; chance; a loose, sup-
portive web of friendship — that
urban life normally brings us.

Yet for all the superficial ser-
endipity of social media, for every
online happy hour that somehow
avoids being simultaneously bor-
ing and stressful, the public
spaces of the internet are impov-
erished when compared with a
simple sidewalk. Just like Hudson
Yards, our online platforms
mostly give us shiny, narrow sim-
ulations of public life — but only
enough to sustain private profit.
And as with any shopping mall,
the shared spaces of virtual life
are accessible only so long as we
support the commerce on which
they are sustained. For online
spaces, the price is almost always
the value of their surveillance of
us. The local controversy around
the Google sibling Sidewalk Labs’
data-driven “city of the future” in
Toronto, which was canceled re-
cently, highlights how queasy we
become when the business of in-
formation, space and citizenship
become more obviously entwined.

Online or offline, a lack of equity
and accessibility (and ser-
endipity) has the same effect. The
same small-business owner who
mourns the current demise of foot
traffic also mourns the invisible
algorithms that present content to
those who wander on the screen.
With the death of unexpected dis-
covery comes the death of cre-
ative, and economic, opportunity
in any kind of space. If our newly
strengthened reliance on virtual
spaces, and their ever more inter-
twined relationship to public life,
makes us demand more account-
ability and access online as well,
then the result will also help en-
sure our civic health.

There will be more predictable
uncertainty to follow for the met-
ropolitan web of physical and dig-
ital space that emerges from our
current crisis — not least from the
climate crisis that encloses our
current tragedy. Equal, accessible
and resilient public space can pro-
mote civic health during a pan-
demic. Over the long term it will
promote the health, welfare and
equality of our cities for decades
to come. For in the end, urban re-
silience is not purely a physical,
social, or economic goal. It is one,
like well-made streets and side-
walks, that should connect every
part of public life.

PHOTOGRAPHS BY ALEC SOTH/MAGNUM PHOTOS FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

A
BOUT 3,190 years ago, a mer-

chant in Emar, a trading
outpost in what is now
northern Syria, sent a des-

perate letter to his boss, Urtenu,
who lived in the rich metropolis of
Ugarit, a city-state on the coast of
Syria. “There is famine,” he wrote.
“If you do not quickly arrive here,
we ourselves will die of hunger.”

A long drought had left the hin-
terlands around Ugarit in a state
of famine, wars were brewing, and
there may have been plagues as
well. Urtenu may not have real-
ized it, but he was living through
the last years of two wealthy cit-
ies, Ugarit and the Greek city-
state of Mycenae, that dominated
the eastern Mediterranean Sea
during what historians call the
Bronze Age, from roughly 3000 to
1200 B.C.E.

More than a thousand years be-
fore the Greeks invented democ-
racy and the Romans undermined
it with imperialism, these city-
states of the Bronze Age influ-
enced civilizations in many parts
of the world. Homer recorded the
myths of the era in “The Iliad” and
“The Odyssey.” Although the
rulers of the Bronze Age some-
times went to war, the true source
of their might was economic
power secured through trade. The
final decades of Ugarit and Myce-
nae tell us a lot about why cities
fail — and what survives amid the
ashes.

Ugarit and Mycenae were two
of the most prosperous kingdoms
in a thriving economy that grew
along coastal trade routes linking
today’s Greece, Turkey, Syria,
Lebanon and Egypt. Their mar-
kets sold everything from im-
ported olive oil to local grain,
while artisans crafted sculptures

and weapons from the metal alloy
that gave this period its name.
Made with tin from Afghanistan
and copper from Cyprus, bronze
was the ultimate achievement of
long-distance trade as well as
technical know-how.

But the Bronze Age was also a
time of extreme inequality. Cities
were ruled by wealthy urban aris-
tocrats who controlled trade, re-
lied on various kinds of forced la-
bor, and placed heavy tax burdens
on their client states and agricul-
tural villages.

Historians and archaeologists
don’t know all the reasons these
cities collapsed. But there is evi-
dence that both burned to the
ground in the 1100s B.C.E., their
palaces toppled and abandoned.
There are signs of earthquakes,
too. For centuries after these
events, there are almost no writ-
ten records. It was as if literacy
and culture evaporated along with
the kingdoms themselves.

Until recently, historians
blamed this collapse on maraud-
ers known as the Sea People. Sup-
posedly, these Sea People sacked
the cities, leaving the once-great
kingdoms of the Mediterranean to
be menaced by pirates or worse.

New research has challenged
this whole story. Eric Cline, a clas-
sicist at George Washington Uni-
versity and the author of “1177
B.C.: The Year Civilization Col-
lapsed,” explained that there’s no
evidence of invaders coming from

the outside at Mycenae, so vio-
lence must have come from
within. Given what’s known about
these societies, he concludes that
the city’s lower classes may have
gotten fed up and burned it all
down. Josephine Quinn, an ar-
chaeologist at the University of
Oxford, agrees.

Their scholarship puts the
achievements of the Bronze Age
in a new light. The kings of Myce-
nae and Ugarit worked with the
wealthiest merchants to get rich.
They consolidated economic and
political power to stamp out com-
petition from smaller city-states
or independent merchants. Mr.
Cline described a letter from an
Ugarit merchant named Sinaranu,
who reported that he didn’t have
to pay any import tax when his
boats returned from Crete loaded
up with grain, beer and olive oil.
Apparently, tax breaks for the rich
are one of the oldest tricks ever in-
vented by the ruling class.

When their cities were swal-
lowed by fire, the Bronze Age rul-
ing classes lost everything, in-
cluding the subjects they once
controlled. Greece’s population
dropped by roughly 50 percent
during this time, probably be-
cause of a combination of war,
drought and migration, according
to Sarah Murray, a classics profes-
sor at the University of Toronto
and the author of “The Collapse of
the Mycenaean Economy.”

After the uprisings, the Medi-
terranean was no longer domi-
nated by cities like Ugarit and My-
cenae. Smaller cities such as Tyre
and Sidon, which still stand in
Lebanon today, emerged from the
Bronze Age unscathed and be-
came centers of culture in the re-
gion. It was as if the fall of New
York and San Francisco left room
for Philadelphia and Oakland to
take up the slack.

The merchants of Tyre and Si-
don thrived in this new world.
They were local business owners
with no formal political ties. With
the collapse of the old kingdoms,
they had the freedom to sail un-
known seas. Tyre’s traders ven-
tured much farther than the repre-
sentatives of Ugarit ever had, and
settled in the territory that be-
came Spain, Morocco and Tunisia.

In other words, the demise of
Bronze Age civilization was not an
all-out collapse. More accurately,
it transformed the nature of politi-
cal power in cities. Instead of a rig-
id, international power structure
that controlled the whole eastern
Mediterranean, there were local
governments for each city-state.

One of the reasons historians
call this transition period a “col-
lapse” is that writing all but disap-
peared. Ms. Quinn said that may
have been another sign of the anti-
state protests. The kings of Ugarit
and Mycenae kept a tight leash on
their client states by using written
records to track their wealth and
levy taxes. Farmers and mer-
chants, she said, might have
stopped writing things down to
evade the kings’ control.

Writing returned to the region a
few centuries after the fall of
Ugarit, thanks to traders from
Tyre and other independent cities.
They used a form of writing that
was phonetic, based on sounds
rather than logographs like Egyp-
tian hieroglyphs. This script,
dubbed Phoenician, was easy to
learn and easy to adapt to local
languages, and it became the ba-
sis for the modern Roman alpha-
bet we use today.

As we live through what could
be the first big cataclysm of the
third millennium, the people of the
late Bronze Age have something
to teach us. “Invest in the local
community, because no matter
who is in charge at the top, local
businesses are likely to survive,”
said Ms. Quinn. Of course, she
added, the ultrarich companies
will survive, too. The biggest
traders of Ugarit didn’t disappear,
because they had political connec-
tions in the surviving cities like
Tyre. Their fancy homes may have

burned down, but they could af-
ford to buy new ones.

Will we face a violent uprising
in the wake of economic collapse?
Perhaps, but today’s 1 percent
might not suffer the way Bronze
Age kings did. For one thing, local
trade networks are no longer as
robust as the ones that existed in
1000 B.C.E., when merchants from
Tyre traded with nearby villages,
who then traded with other neigh-
boring towns. “We really have de-
molished local manufacturing and
supply systems,” Ms. Murray
said. “It is a bit sad to reflect on the
contrast between the Bronze Age
case, in which a few elites bore the
brunt of the suffering.”

These days, local traders and
small towns rely on international
supply chains as much as the
kings of Ugarit did. One thing re-
mains certain. Our survival still
depends on sustainable local net-
works, not tax breaks granted by
kings.

The 
elites were 
living 
high. Then 
came 
the fall.

BY ANNALEE NEWITZ

Modern cities can learn from
the fate of the civilizations at
Ugarit and Mycenae.

Annalee Newitz, a science

journalist and contributing Opinion

writer, is the author of the forth-

coming “Four Lost Cities: A Secret

History of the Urban Age.”

WHY CITIES FAIL
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“Streets and their sidewalks —
the main public places of a city
— are its most vital organs,”
wrote Jane Jacobs, the architec-
ture critic and urban theorist, in
“The Death and Life of Great
American Cities.”

The streets of our cities don’t
just take us from one place to
another; they’re where we shop,
where we play, where we loiter,
and where we’ll meet once again
as we work to bring this pan-
demic to an end.

Even as our public interactions
are profoundly limited by social
distancing, our sidewalks remain
the essential stage of public life.
Times Opinion asked photogra-
phers in Atlanta, Detroit, St.
Louis, San Antonio and Washing-
ton to shoot the sidewalks
around their communities. (You
can see more photos at
nytimes.com/americaweneed.)

Their photographs show us the
landscape of the current crisis,
but also, still, the landscape of
American life today. In these
pictures, we see both home and
homelessness, hope and fear,
abundant resources and those
desperate to find them.

Our streets divide our neigh-
borhoods, and neighborhoods in
America have always been divid-
ed by wealth, race and class. Yet
sidewalks, too, connect — a
single surface supporting every
moment of our shared life in the
city. Sidewalks belong to no one;
that is another way of saying
they belong to all of us.

WHERE 
THE SIDEWALK
BEGINS

St. Louis Whitney Curtis Atlanta Johnathon K

T
HE image of cities as cal-
drons of contagion is a very
old one. In the 19th century,
rapid urbanization was ac-

companied by literal squalor and

waves of often lethal communica-
ble disease. Life expectancy de-
clined during the Industrial Revo-
lution as cities’ populations
surged.

But in recent years, U.S. cities
could boast that the so-called ur-
ban penalty had been reversed. “If
you want to live longer and health-
ier than the average American,
then come to New York City,” May-
or Michael Bloomberg declared.
This advantage continued with his
successor, Bill de Blasio.

New York had an average life
expectancy that was roughly 2.5
years longer than the nation’s in
2017, the most recent year for
which data are available. This is
good news, since most of human-
ity lives in cities, and in the United
States, over half of the population
lives in cities of one million resi-
dents or more.

And then the coronavirus ar-
rived, and New York became a hot
spot for Covid-19 cases and
deaths. As stay-at-home advi-
sories rolled out, many wealthy
city residents fled to country
houses, beaches and boats.

Connecting the dots between

population density and viral
transmission seems to be simple
logic. New York, with a population
of 8.6 million, is the only American
megacity. It is also the U.S. center
of the pandemic.

But everything we know so far
about the coronavirus tells us that
blaming density for disease is mis-
guided.

New York City Health Depart-
ment data indicate that Manhat-
tan, the borough with the highest
population density, was not the
hardest hit. Deaths are concen-
trated in the less dense, more di-
verse outer boroughs. Citywide,
black and Latino residents are ex-
periencing mortality rates that
are twice those of white city
dwellers.

Then there is the rest of the
world. While the coronavirus first
exploded in Wuhan, a city of 11 mil-
lion, many “hyperdense” cities in
Asia have been able to contain
their outbreaks. The virus ap-

peared in Singapore (5.6 million
residents), Seoul (9.8 million),
Hong Kong (7.5 million) and To-
kyo (9.3 million), cities close in
size to New York, but with much
lower recorded deaths.

California and Hawaii, for ex-
ample, have high population den-
sity — but not the highest Covid-19
mortality rates of the states. Al-
bany, Ga., with a population under
80,000, has among the highest
case rates in the United States
(many related to attending a fu-
neral).

Cities, large and dense by defi-
nition, do not inevitably support
explosive viral transmission. But

factors that do seem to explain
clusters of Covid-19 deaths in the
United States are household
crowding, poverty, racialized eco-
nomic segregation and participa-
tion in the work force. The pat-
terns of Covid-19 by neighborhood
in New York City track historical
redlining that some 80 years ago
established a legacy of racial resi-
dential segregation.

Population density is not the
same as household overcrowding.
The U.S. census defines crowding
as more than one person per
room, excluding the kitchen and
bathroom. That means a one-bed-
room apartment occupied by four
people is crowded. In 2013, the
Bronx had New York City’s high-
est percentage of crowded house-
holds (12.4 percent), followed by
Brooklyn (10.3 percent) and
Queens (9.3 percent). Manhattan
and Staten Island had 5.4 percent
and 3.4 percent crowding. (Na-
tionally, 2 percent of people live in

DENSITY IS A HEALTHY CHOICE
BY MARY T. BASSETT

Mary T. Bassett directs the

Francois-Xavier Bagnoud Center

for Health and Human Rights at

Harvard and was New York City’s

health commissioner from 2014 to

2018.
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crowded households.)
Why are there so many

crowded households in New York,
including in its less densely popu-
lated neighborhoods? The answer
is simple: the high cost of housing.

High rents are also a principal
driver of homelessness, which
during this epidemic has proved
deadly. Covid-19 has shown how
risky crowded settings like home-
less shelters, jails, detention cen-

ters and nursing homes can be.
It is no surprise that public

health and urban planning have
common roots and missions, be-
cause the quality and availability
of housing, public transportation

and green spaces are so tied to
health. But as we think about the
blueprint and design of cities, it is
also critically important to con-
sider the lived experience of indi-
viduals and how they navigate

their urban space.
Imagine a low-wage worker,

who holds two jobs to support her
family and pay the rent, who has
to work during this pandemic be-
cause her job is “essential,” who
works when sick because she has
no sick leave. She travels on a
crowded bus, puts off medical care
because she lacks insurance, and
then returns to an apartment
crammed with young children and
elderly family members. Maybe
she fills in on the night shift as an
aide at a nursing home.

This all conspires to make her
especially vulnerable to the coro-
navirus — with the result that her
household, her nursing home and
her neighbors all are liable to be-
come sick as well. In this scenario,
“the city” is not to blame for the
explosion in cases of Covid-19.

That disease is devastating cit-
ies like New York because of the
structure of health care, the hous-
ing market and the labor market,

not because of their density. The
spread of the coronavirus doesn’t
require cities — we have also seen
small towns ravaged. Rather, cit-
ies are merely the front door, the
first stop. It’s not that there are too
many people in cities. It’s that too
many of their residents are poor,
and many of them are members of
the especially vulnerable black,
Latino and Asian populations.
That’s what underlies the errone-
ous idea that, for those who can, it
might be best to get far away from
those people who endure house-
hold crowding and its risks.

It’s wrong for the “haves” to
seek remote, isolated housing for
at least two reasons. First,
Covid-19 will be with us for some
time. It has reached all 50 states
and the District of Columbia. It
has reached the White House. It
sped to virtually every country in
a few short months. It could just as
well make inroads in the vacation
communities and remote outposts

where the wealthy have sought
refuge.

Next, when the affluent seek
separate communities, it is not
good for democracy or, in the long
run, society’s stability. The way to
ensure both is instead to invest in
affordable housing and safer
workplaces.

There are lessons from history.
In the 19th century, recurring epi-
demics were tackled with public
health measures, improved sani-
tation, building standards, and the
introduction of sidewalks and
parks. These investments made
possible cities that could be opti-
mal places for living.

The walkability of urban areas
builds exercise into everyday life,
improving physical and mental
health. The large numbers of peo-
ple means a tax base that can sup-
port cultural institutions, world-
class medical care, public trans-
port and parks. Denser living is
more efficient, less wasteful and

kinder to the environment. It
makes possible the interactions of
all types of people, across the
many divides of our society.

Right now, people have to take
great care in congregating with
other people — because proximity
carries risks. But cities can do
many things to reduce those risks.
They can increase the frequency
of buses and trains to reduce
crowding. They can create more
pedestrian spaces and room for
walkers and bikers. Above all,
they can build more affordable
housing.

Cities will remain a destination
for families wanting a better fu-
ture, young people looking to start
a new life and migrants fleeing
terror. Cities’ density underlies
their wonder — the people, the
bustle, the democratic impulse
born from the mixing of cultures
and identities. They’re also
healthy places to live. Don’t give
up on them.

IItt’’ss wwrroonngg ffoorr tthhee ‘‘hhaavveess’’ 
ttoo sseeeekk oouutt rreemmoottee,, iissoollaatteedd
hhoouussiinngg..
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T
ONIGHT, more than half a
million Americans will sleep
in public places because
they lack private spaces.

They will huddle in crowded New
York City shelters, or pitch tents
under highways in Washington,
D.C., or curl up in the doorways of
San Francisco office towers, or dig
holes in the high desert of north-
ern Los Angeles County.

They are homeless, and their
lives are falling apart. They strug-
gle to stay healthy, to hold jobs, to
preserve personal relationships,
to maintain a sense of hope.

They are victims of America’s
wealth — and its indifference.

Homelessness in the United
States is the most extreme mani-
festation of a broader housing cri-
sis. Even in the fat years before
the coronavirus plunged the econ-
omy into recession, millions of
Americans struggled to pay the
rent, particularly in prospering
coastal cities.

The federal government could
render homelessness rare, brief

and nonrecurring. The cure for
homelessness is housing, and, as
it happens, the money is avail-
able: Congress could shift billions
in annual federal subsidies from
rich homeowners to people who
don’t have homes.

Instead, Americans have taken
to treating homelessness as a sad
fact of life, as if it were perfectly
normal that many thousands of
adults and children in the wealthi-
est nation on earth cannot afford a
place to live. Government pro-
grams focus on palliative care:
Annual spending on shelters has
reached $12 billion a year, accord-
ing to Dennis Culhane, a professor
at the University of Pennsylvania
and an expert on homelessness.
Rather than provide housing for
the homeless, cities offer showers,
day care centers and bag checks.

Collectively, we are choosing to
avert our eyes from the people
who sleep where we walk. We
have decided to live with the fact
that some of our fellow Americans
will die on the streets.

“There’s a cruelty here that I
don’t think I’ve seen,” Leilani
Farha, then the United Nations
special rapporteur on adequate

America’s
cities
could
house
everyone,
if they
chose to.

Binyamin Appelbaum is a

member of the editorial board.

BY BINYAMIN APPELBAUM
VICTIMS OF INDIFFERENCE

FLINT, MICH.

A
BABY born in Flint, where I

am a pediatrician, is likely
to live almost 20 fewer
years than a child born else-

where in the same county. She’s a
baby like any other, with wide
eyes, a growing brain and a vast,
bottomless innocence — too inno-
cent to understand the injustices
that without her knowing or
choosing have put her at risk.

Some of the babies I care for
have the bad luck to be born into
neighborhoods where life ex-
pectancy is just over 64 years.
Only a few miles away, in a more-
affluent community, the average
life span is 84 years. The ravages
of Covid-19, which disproportion-
ately affect low-income families
and people of color, are surely wid-
ening this gap even further.

Throughout the United States,
geography defines and describes
inequities in health, wealth, mobil-
ity and longevity. The reasons for
this are both visible and hidden.
Life in a distressed neighborhood
means limited access to health
care and healthy food. It means
living with violence, racism, pov-
erty and uncertainty. It means
bearing the brunt of environmen-
tal injustice — not having safe and
affordable water, as Flint knows
too well, or living in the shadow of
a polluting factory. More air pollu-
tion increases rates of respiratory
disease and reduces student
achievement. We are also begin-
ning to understand the interplay
of water access and air quality
with Covid-19 severity.

These disparities between

neighborhoods are rarely acciden-
tal; they are the product of pur-
poseful policies and practices that
have widened gaps in income and
opportunity. Over the decades,
city inhabitants have been bat-
tered by deindustrialization; rac-
ist banking and real estate prac-
tices; white flight and population
loss; austerity cuts to public edu-
cation, public health and safety
net programs; the corporate-driv-
en weakening of unions; dilution
of environmental regulations;
housing and nutrition insecurity;
and racially driven mass incarcer-
ation. And so much more.

Science tells us that children ex-
posed to multiple adversities, both
in their home and in their neigh-
borhood, have a far greater likeli-
hood of challenges later in life.
From addiction to eviction, these
pressures change children on a
molecular, cellular and behavioral
level — and make them sick. The
effects of toxic stress can be as dis-
ruptive as environmental pollu-
tion on their bodies, increasing
risk for chronic diseases like
asthma and hypertension, and
lowering life expectancy. Expo-
sure to six or more adverse child-
hood experiences can cut a life
short by as much as 20 years.

The pandemic hot spots in
Michigan follow this pattern: Out-
side of metropolitan Detroit, the
troubled Flint area has been hard-
est hit. In Flint, we just marked the
sixth anniversary of the water cri-
sis, when poisonous, lead-laced

water was used to fill baby bottles
and sippy cups of unsuspecting
Flint kids who just happened to be
born in the wrong city. Now we’re
being ravaged by another pre-
ventable public health emergency.
With over 200 deaths, the county
where Flint is has more Covid-19
fatalities than 19 states to date.

All of us who live or work in this
beleaguered community know
somebody who has died from the
disease caused by the coro-
navirus. There’s Wendell Quinn,
the gentle giant of a hospital pub-
lic safety officer who always gave
me a warm smile and a nod when I
walked into work; and Ruben
Burks, the dedicated United Auto
Workers leader; and Nathan
Burtley, the first black superin-
tendent of Flint schools; and Kar-
en Dozier, the kind and loving cus-
todian at the early child care cen-
ter. And bringing a level of grief
that is difficult to comprehend,
Calvin Munerlyn, a Family Dollar
store security guard and devoted
father of six, was recently shot
and killed after telling a shopper
to wear a mask. The epidemic of
gun violence has compounded
tragedy upon tragedy.

At a multigenerational level of
loss, there are the Jones and
Brown families. Within weeks, a
Flint elementary school principal,
Kevelin B. Jones II, lost his father,
Pastor Kevelin B. Jones; his uncle
Freddie Brown Jr.; and his cousin
Freddie Brown III. At the com-
bined burial for her husband and
only child, Sandy Brown waved to
the parade of cars that drove by as
she stood alone next to two freshly
dug graves. Reflecting on the
losses, a church elder, Keimba
Knowlin, spoke on resilience, a
quality that I’ve long observed
and admired in the people of Flint.
“We’re going to rise above this
and get past this,” he said.

The will to survive and endure
can be the deciding factor be-
tween a child who overcomes ad-
versity and a child who never
makes it to adulthood. But how
long can we ask people born in the
wrong ZIP code to “rise above”
and persevere in circumstances
beyond their control, no matter
how central the idea of overcom-
ing is to our archetypal American
identity? When Hazim Harde-
man, a 2019 Rhodes scholar, was
asked about his journey from pub-
lic housing in North Philadelphia,
he spoke a truth that we all need to
hear: “Don’t be happy for me that
I overcame these barriers. Be mad
as hell that they exist in the first
place.”

Surviving life’s hardest blows
should not be celebrated — or ex-
pected. Recovery and reconcilia-
tion require reparations and re-
sources. To expect resilience with-
out justice is simply to indiffer-
ently accept the status quo. Just
as the New Deal sprang from the
Great Depression and public
health best practices were born in
response to a previous plague, we
need to embrace the bold innova-
tions that are certain to arise.

To begin with, we need to estab-
lish policies and practices rooted
in science. And science tells us
that where you live matters. For
children raised in places replete
with the stresses of misfortune,
these adversities rooted in his-
toric and systemic bias are scar-
ring. Just as new Covid-19 cases
can represent a time lag from in-
fection two weeks earlier, adversi-
ties in early childhood play out lat-
er, filling our hospital beds and de-
teriorating the public’s health.

Addressing the upstream root
causes is the only answer. This
means mandating universal basic
income and living wages, for a
start, and enhancing health and
safety protections, along with
benefits like paid parental and
sick leave. This means establish-
ing desegregated and well-funded
public education, starting with
child care, as a fundamental right.
Universal health care needs to be
untethered from employment and
free of racial disparities. And envi-
ronmental regulations need to be
strengthened and enforced so that

all children — no matter the ZIP
code — can breathe clean air and
drink safe water.

These big and bold ideas are not
new. They are proved to improve
health, quality of life and longevity
— standards that most developed
countries employ. And to ensure
we are moving in the same direc-
tion together, the pathogens of di-
visiveness and bigotry need to be
treated as the deadly, life-short-
ening contagions they truly are.

This is how we begin to trans-
form the concept of resilience
from an individual trait to one that
describes a community — and so-
ciety — that cares for everyone.
Rather than hoping a child is
tough enough to endure the insur-
mountable, we must build resil-
ient places — healthier, more nur-
turing and just — where all chil-
dren can thrive. This is where pre-
vention and healing begin.

Babies
don’t
choose
where
they’re
born.

Mona Hanna-Attisha is a pedi-

atrician and professor at Michigan

State University College of Human

Medicine in Flint. She is also the

director of the Pediatric Public

Health Initiative and author of

“What the Eyes Don’t See: A Story

of Crisis, Resistance, and Hope in

an American City.”

BY MONA HANNA-ATTISHA

It’s time for reparations and
resources and to not expect
kids to ‘rise above.’

DEADLY NEIGHBORHOODS



housing, said after a 2018 visit to
Northern California. She com-
pared conditions there to those in
countries that, unlike the United
States, lack the money to care for
their citizens.

“I’ve never seen anything like
it, and I’ve done outreach on every
continent,” Dame Louise Casey,
who directed homeless policy for
several British prime ministers,

said after touring homeless en-
campments in San Francisco, Los
Angeles and other American cit-
ies.

And homelessness is poised to
increase. More than 36 million
Americans have filed for unem-
ployment benefits in the last two
months; almost 40 percent of
workers in households making
less than $40,000 a year have lost

work. Women in Need NYC, which
runs shelters, warned this week
that New York faces a “mass in-
crease” in homelessness.

In the decades after World War
II, some experts predicted that
prosperity would eliminate home-
lessness in America. Instead, in
recent decades, wealth and home-
lessness have both increased — a
stark illustration of the inequal-

ities that pervade American life.
The rise of homelessness is of-

ten portrayed as a collection of
personal tragedies, the result of
bad choices or bad luck. But the
first law of real estate applies to
homelessness, too: Location, loca-
tion, location. The nation’s home-
less population is concentrated in
New York, the cities of coastal Cal-
ifornia and a few other islands of

prosperity. Well-educated, well-
paid professionals have flocked to
those places, driving up housing
prices. And crucially, those cities
and their suburbs have made it
virtually impossible to build
enough housing to keep up.

The government calculates
$600 is the most a family living at
the poverty line can afford to pay
in monthly rent while still having
enough money for food, health
care and other needs. From 1990
to 2017, the number of housing
units available below that price
shrank by four million.

Most hard-pressed people man-
age to stave off homelessness.
While there are roughly 80,000
homeless people in New York on
any given night, more than
800,000 New Yorkers — more
than 10 times as many people —
are scraping by, spending more
than half their income on rent.

Those who do end up homeless
are often those with additional
burdens. They are disproportion-
ately graduates of foster care or
the prison system; victims of do-
mestic abuse or discrimination;
veterans; and people with mental
and physical disabilities. Some
end up on the street because of ad-
dictions; some develop addictions
because they are on the street.
Whatever problems they face,
however, they are much more
likely to become homeless in
places without enough affordable
housing. According to one analy-
sis, a $100 increase in the average
monthly rent in a large metro area
is associated with a 15 percent in-
crease in homelessness.

Consider a simple comparison:
In 2018, eight out of every 10,000
Michigan residents were home-
less. In California, it was 33 per
10,000. In New York, it was 46 per
10,000.

Countries confronting home-
lessness with greater success
than the United States, including
Finland and Japan, begin by treat-
ing housing as a human right. In

the United States, by contrast, po-
liticians decry the problem but
aim for more modest goals. Mayor
Bill de Blasio’s promise to New
York last December “to end long-
term street homelessness as we
know it” is a classic of the genre;
most homeless people in the city
live in shelters, not on the street.

Reframing the debate — asking
what is necessary to end home-
lessness — is an important first
step for New York and for other
places that are failing this basic
test of civic responsibility.

The next step is simple but ex-
pensive. The federal government
already provides housing vouch-
ers to help some lower-income
families. The families pay 30 per-
cent of their monthly income to-
ward rent; the government pays
the rest. But instead of giving
vouchers to every needy family,
the government imposes an arbi-
trary cap on program spending.
Three in four eligible families
don’t get vouchers.

The program costs about $19
billion a year. Vouchers for all eli-
gible households would cost an-
other $41 billion a year, the Con-
gressional Budget Office estimat-
ed in 2015. Where to get the
money? Well, the government an-
nually provides more than $70 bil-
lion in tax breaks to homeowners,
including a deduction for mort-
gage interest payments and a free
pass on some capital gains from
home sales. Let’s end homeless-
ness instead of subsidizing man-
sions.

Vouchers alone, however, won’t
be enough. We also need more af-
fordable housing.

Without a significant expansion
in the supply of housing, adding
vouchers would be like adding
players to a game of musical
chairs without increasing the
number of chairs.

Market-rate construction can
help: More housing would slow
the upward march of housing
prices. New York and San Fran-
cisco are the nation’s most tightly
regulated markets for housing
construction, and it is not a co-
incidence that they also are the
most expensive. Tokyo, often cited
as an international model for its
permissive development policies,
has expanded its supply of homes
by roughly 2 percent a year in re-
cent years, while New York’s
housing supply has expanded by
roughly 0.5 percent a year. Over
the past two decades, housing
prices in Tokyo held steady as
New York prices soared.

But in the parts of the country
that need affordable housing most
desperately, construction will re-
quire significant public subsidies:
land, tax credits, direct govern-
ment spending. In California, for
example, construction of a five-
story apartment building that
meets minimum standards costs
an average of $425,000 per unit,
according to researchers at the
University of California, Berkeley.
Without public aid, the apart-
ments would need to be rented for

several times more than the $600
a month affordable to a family liv-
ing at the poverty line.

Proposals for a big increase in
affordable housing construction
inevitably call to mind the trou-
bled public housing projects of the
mid-20th century. They offer one
clear lesson: Avoid housing that
concentrates poverty. And there is
a solution — to build subsidized
housing as part of mixed-income
developments and to spread the
developments out, putting them
not just in cities but also in the sur-
rounding suburbs. Helsinki, Fin-
land, a city of just 600,000 people,
builds about 7,000 units of mixed-
income housing a year. That’s a
big reason Finland is the rare Eu-
ropean country where homeless-
ness is in decline.

The government still will need
to help those who fall into home-
lessness. Fortunately, we already
know how to do that. Over the last
decade, the federal government
has conducted a highly successful
campaign to reduce homelessness
among veterans. The government
reported in January that it had re-
duced the number of homeless
veterans by 50 percent — from
about 75,000 in 2010 to about
37,000 at the end of 2019. Three
states and several dozen cities
have provided housing for their
entire veteran populations.

As Ben Carson, secretary of
housing and urban development,
told Congress in May 2019, the
success shows “that homeless-
ness is not an intractable problem
— we can end homelessness.”

The program uses a triage ap-
proach, calibrating aid to need.
The government provides up to
$4,000 in cash for those who need
just a little help, for example to
pay a security deposit. For those
who need continuing help, there
are housing vouchers. And for vet-
erans whose economic problems
are compounded by other issues,
such as disabilities or substance
abuse, the government provides

“supportive housing” — a place to
live, plus counseling and care.

This is cheaper than leaving
people to remain homeless and
then intervening intermittently.
One study found that in the two
years after a person entered sup-
portive housing in New York, he or
she spent, on average, 83 fewer
days in shelters, 28 fewer days in
psychiatric hospitals and four
fewer days in prison.

Extending this approach to the
entire homeless population would
be expensive. To take one exam-
ple, Washington’s King County,
which encompasses Seattle,
would need to increase annual
spending on homelessness to
roughly $410 million from $196
million to help each of the county’s
22,000 homeless families, accord-
ing to a study by McKinsey. That’s
about $19,000 per family.

For King County, that’s a lot of
money — about 5 percent of its an-
nual budget. For the federal gov-
ernment, it’s a rounding error.
Even if the cost per person were
twice as high, the nation’s home-
less population could be housed
for $10 billion a year — less than
the price of one aircraft carrier.

The coronavirus pandemic has
prompted a surge in spending on
homelessness, thanks in part to $4
billion in emergency federal fund-
ing. Cities have converted conven-
tion centers into shelters and
rented out hotel rooms to house
the homeless. In Seattle, the city
accelerated construction of a
project to provide “tiny houses”
for some homeless people.

But there is worse to come.
Homelessness rises during reces-
sions, the federal funding is tem-
porary and state and local govern-
ments face huge drops in tax reve-
nue.

Having failed to address home-
lessness during the longest eco-
nomic expansion in American his-
tory, the nation now faces a great-
er challenge under more difficult
circumstances. Yet the imperative
remains: Everyone needs a home.
No one should be left to die on the
street.

Americans must decide
whether we are willing to let ele-
mentary school students spend
nights in guarded parking lots,
like ones I saw proliferating
across the Western United States.
We must decide whether it’s
worth spending just a little of this
nation’s vast wealth to ensure that
no 60-year-old woman needs to
sleep on the same bench in down-
town Santa Monica, night after
night, because, as she explained to
me, it’s relatively flat and easy for
the police to see her from their
cars. We must decide whether it’s
tolerable for people to live in tents
on the scraps of green space along
a highway in Washington, D.C.,
just a short walk from the block
where the richest man in America
combined two mansions to create
the city’s largest.

Addressing homelessness is
within our power. The question is
whether we are ready to act.

The cure for homelessness 
is housing, and, as it happens,
the money is available.
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What makes a home? Is it the things we put in it or the memories that accumulate

there? I posed this question to people who were, or had recently been, homeless in

Ithaca, N.Y. I asked them to share something they had held on to when so much had

been lost. (A longer version of this photo essay appears online.)

THE HALF LIFE OF HOME BY DAMON WINTER

Steven wore this mask to protect his
wife, who is diabetic.

This wrench came from a sawmill that burned down.
“Everything can be used for something,” Chris said. “If it’s

broken you can fix it.”

The birthstones in these rings represent Tasa’s family

members. The keys are for padlocks.

Jason uses this knife almost every day. “If I don’t

have it I feel like something is missing.”

Jeff has a tattoo of a pendant that belonged to his dad. It

reminds him of “God, peace, love and the inner

strength I have to be the king of my own world.”

José used this ax to make his home out of salvaged
wood. It is his “most important tool.”

Damon Winter is a staff photographer on assignment in Opinion.
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The ZIP code I teach in is 10453, in the

Bronx. It’s one of the ZIP codes that

has been really hard hit by Covid-19.

Many of my students are considered

essential workers. Whether it’s fast

food, whether it’s Starbucks, many of

my students work in retail service jobs,

so they cannot stay home. When stu-

dents have their bosses calling them

in for eight-hour shifts, and if they

don’t go in, they’re fired, remote learn-

ing is really hard for them. They are

contributing as breadwinners to their

households. Many of their parents

work in hospitals and don’t really have

the option of working from home, ei-

ther.

Many of my students are struggling

with Covid-19. I don’t think any of the

students at my school have died, but

some have become very, very sick.

They’ve lost family members. As a

teacher, it is really hard for me to keep

on rolling when I realize that my stu-

dents have so many other circum-

stances that they’re dealing with. I feel

like a lot of suburban students and par-

ents are not dealing with that. They’re

dealing with the challenges of remote

learning, but they’re not as much deal-

ing with the challenges my students

face.

The Bronx has the highest rates of

asthma in the entire country. And

asthma often means that students

miss school because they get sick with

seasonal respiratory illnesses, or a

cold might mean that they get a lot

sicker. That’s not anything that’s their

fault. It’s just the ZIP code.

If I could wave a magic wand, I

would make internet access available

to all of my students. I also really wish

the schools my students attend had

less teacher turnover. Students have

told me that a lot of teachers who work

in the Bronx tend to leave. I feel like

the stability of having a group of adults

whom they can trust to kind of guide

them through the four years is impor-

tant. I have been teaching in the Bronx

for most of my 12-year career.

Teachers, students and parents try

their hardest in the Bronx. In fact, I’d

wager to say that students here try

harder than the average suburban stu-

dent. But there are so many students

who get bogged down by homeless-

ness, poverty, domestic violence and

other issues in their immediate envi-

ronment. My students work very, very

hard.

Ivy Lin
High school science,
Bronx

I
WANTED some noodles.

You can get jajangmyeon,
the Korean version of the Chi-
nese black bean sauce noo-

dles, in plenty of places. Queens
has a strong jajangmyeon game,

but I live in Harlem now, so it’s
easier for me to go to 32nd Street
in Manhattan.

When I got to the restaurant, I
kept on my mask, disposable
gloves and baseball hat. I stood

between the front door and the
entryway, which was sealed off
with heavy plastic. No one could
get inside. In that plastic sheet-
ing in place of an interior door,
there was a cutout portal, the size
of a pet door flap, at waist level
for payments and orders. The
dining room was dark, the only
light coming from the kitchen.

In no time, a petite Korean
woman approached the desk,
which served as the counter on
her side of the plastic. Even be-
hind the mask, I could make out
her pretty oval face, the small
chin. Gray T-shirt, black pants,
apron and gloves. Hardly a drop
of makeup. She was younger
than me. I’m 51. Her eyes looked
tired and worried.

I felt bad about my techno-
style cycling mask that I’d
bought on the internet. All the at-
tractive models had sold out. If I
were to rob someone, I’d wear

this.
“Hello,” I said in Korean, trying

to sound cheerful.
She brightened, her eyes smil-

ing.
“How can I help you?”
I ordered two jajangmyeon.
“Ten minutes,” she said, point-

ing outside.
Arms folded, I waited in front

of the restaurant and glanced
east. Less than a block away,
Mimi Fong’s family had a won-
derful restaurant, which is now
long gone. My childhood friend
Mimi and I lived in Elmhurst,
Queens, and went to the same el-
ementary and middle schools,
and our fathers had small busi-
nesses not five blocks away from
each other in Midtown Manhat-
tan.

Ours was a tiny wholesale
store that sold costume jewelry,
about 200 square feet. From 1977
to 1999, Monday through Friday,
my parents opened at 7 and
closed at 7, and on Saturday they
closed at 3. To give our mom a
break, my two sisters and I took
turns working on Saturdays and
school holidays. Sometimes,

What I want the

woman behind 

the counter to know.

BY MIN JIN LEE

Min Jin Lee is the author of the

novels “Free Food for Millionaires”

and “Pachinko.”

WHERE WE MEET
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when I was working and knew
Mimi was helping out her father,
too, I’d visit her.

Mimi would be perched on her
stool by the cash register. If he
wasn’t busy, Mr. Fong would step
out of his kitchen, the size of a
New York City closet, and ask
Mimi in Cantonese if I’d like
something to eat. Sometimes her
sisters would be bustling around,
and I knew from watching them
that if the napkins were folded,
the fortune cookies and sauce
packets were stocked away
neatly, the tea was hot, and the ta-
bles were wiped clean, someone
in the family had done all that
work.

Two blocks west and two
blocks south from where I was
waiting for my jajangmyeon or-
der was my parents’ store. It was
there, from behind the counter, I
learned that a supply chain isn’t

an abstract concept; a real per-
son forged each link.

Sometimes Harry, my dad’s
supplier who had a brass jewelry
business in Thailand, would stop
by. A kind man with a sunny
smile, he’d lay out his sample
merchandise across the display
case. The landlord, Mr. Justin,
would pick up his rent check each
month. He and Dad got along
fine. The U.P.S. man would come
daily to drop off and pick up pack-
ages.

If I sold a street peddler six
pairs of gold-filled earrings at
$1.50 a pair, I’d ring up $9 on the
register. The manufacturer of the
earrings charged my dad maybe
$1.15 for the pair, which would
mean that $2.10 was profit, and
even as a kid in middle school, I
understood what that money
meant.

From that profit and whatever
else we’d earned that day and in
the rest of the month, my folks
had to clear enough money to pay
rent for the store and our apart-
ment; the salary of their employ-
ee Mr. Shim, who was also given
breakfast and lunch; utilities;
business insurance; taxes; food;
clothing; and health insurance.
My sisters and I were always
needing things — coats, sneak-
ers, money for lunch.

We didn’t go on vacations. If
my parents closed the store, then
their customers — gift shop own-
ers and peddlers who sold their
wares on card tables in subway
stations — would go elsewhere.

We couldn’t afford to lose their
sales.

I went to college at Yale, and
for pocket money, I sold clothing
at Ann Taylor on Chapel Street in
New Haven. One Saturday, a
beautiful woman and her daugh-
ter came in for cocktail dresses.
They threw heaps of clothes at
me, and I arranged them in the
dressing room. That month, the
sales manager was holding a
contest — the best-selling associ-
ate would get a cash prize on top
of commissions. I wanted to earn
that money. Maybe it was a hun-
dred bucks.

The mother and daughter ig-
nored me, so I made myself in-
visible, trying only to anticipate
what needed to be done. The
daughter chose two velvet
dresses that looked elegant on
her.

My residential college, Trum-

bull, was about to host its “Trum-
ball,” so I figured she was going
to her residential college’s party.

“Are you going to the winter
formal?” I asked.

The mother and daughter
looked surprised.

“Do you go to Yale?” the
mother asked.

I nodded, then turned to clean
out the dressing room.

When I rang up the sale, they
smiled nervously, embarrassed
at their coldness. I felt sorry for
them. I could have let on earlier.

The jajangmyeon restaurant
door swung open.

The Korean woman in the
apron handed me the paper bag
and stepped back.

We bowed to each other, the
way we might have at a Korean
church.

“Su go ha se yo,” I said, which
translates to “Keep up your hard
work,” but that isn’t it exactly.
The phrase is a kindness, mean-
ing, I recognize you’re making an
effort, and I encourage you to
bear up, and it also means, I ad-
mire your labor.

My city is five boroughs, and
each borough has many neigh-
borhoods, and each neighbor-
hood is made up of numerous
blocks, and on each block, there
are businesses, and in each one,
there is a counter, and that’s
where you and I meet.

I hope when we can take off our
masks, I get to tell you how much
I need you.

T
HERE are two things we
know: The U.S. economy
will recover. And the recov-
ery will start in and be

strongest in the same cities that
were thriving before the pan-
demic. Economies in places like
Seattle, San Francisco, New York
and Boston are driven by the inno-
vation, technology and biotech
sectors, which are proving to be
remarkably resilient to the im-
pacts of Covid-19. Some of the
dominant companies in these re-
gions — think Amazon and Google
— are even humming along
through it all and consolidating
market share.

The question is, can this next re-
covery stimulate an economy that
creates opportunity for those with
the lowest incomes and enables
wealth building for all? Or will it,
like the one we’ve had coming out
of the Great Recession, serve only
to concentrate gains in the hands
of a few? At least part of the an-
swer depends on whether we
build enough housing to give an
affordable toehold to those who
want access to the opportunities
these places offer. The key to do-
ing so is to make cities denser, by
loosening restrictive zoning that
effectively blocks less-affluent
American families from improv-
ing their lots in life.

Before the pandemic, these
same cities and regions were al-
ready facing a crisis of crushing
housing-costs brought about by
decades of underbuilding. The
lack of affordable and available
housing even as jobs boomed
meant that higher-income en-
trants to the market outbid every-
one else for the limited options, ex-
acerbating inequality. In the San
Francisco area, for example, only
one new home was built for every
4.3 jobs created from 2011 to 2017.
This underbuilding created unten-
able and unjust rent burdens on

service and essential workers,
some of whom were compelled to
relocate to less productive re-
gions. Further, high housing costs
impeded lower-income workers
from migrating in to take advan-
tage of job opportunities.

The last time we faced a huge
need for homes was in the imme-
diate post-World War II era. The
federal government kept housing
affordable and facilitated opportu-
nity by spurring the construction
of a large number of homes
through programs administered
by the Veterans Administration
and the Federal Housing Adminis-
tration. The problem with that
strategy, as Ta-Nehisi Coates and
Richard Rothstein have written, is
that this era of development was
shaped by discriminatory policies
including government redlining,
racial zoning and restrictive cov-
enants. These policies led to seg-

regated communities with un-
equal access to opportunity.

Racial inequality isn’t the only
cost of this prior building boom.
Single-family-home subdivisions
are contributing to an envi-
ronmental disaster, requiring peo-
ple to commute by car, sometimes
two hours each way, while spew-
ing carbon emissions. And the
dominance of single-family devel-
opment has only increased in re-
cent decades. Single-family
homes accounted for nearly 80
percent of the housing added in
the largest metro areas since 1990.

The further threat is that the
pandemic becomes a rallying cry
to maintain our sprawling neigh-
borhoods designed to foster exclu-

sion. We have an obligation to ig-
nore the impulse to blame density
for the spread of the coronavirus
and instead use this opportunity
to rethink the policies that impede
the construction of new housing,
at more price levels, in the places
where housing is most needed.

This will not be easy. I know
from having spent my career on
the front lines of this “density”
battle. As a young city planner, I
wrote one of the first inclusionary
zoning ordinances in the exclu-
sionary city of Santa Barbara,
Calif.; I almost got run out of town
for proposing a “density bonus”
program that would make it finan-
cially feasible for developers to
provide a portion of their units for
people with low incomes. Later, as
a nonprofit housing developer
working in prosperous California
communities, I spent many nights
in City Council meetings working
to get apartment buildings for
lower-income older people ap-
proved. Underlying the “density”
battle was almost always a battle
over who has access to the oppor-
tunities of a place, cloaked in argu-
ments about neighborhood char-
acter and traffic impacts.

Yet this pandemic is reminding
us that we need communities
where teachers, child- and elder-
care workers, nurses, doctors, jan-
itors, construction workers, ba-
ristas, tech executives and engi-
neers all share in the prosperity
and the comfort of an affordable
home. Certainly, the first focus
should be on emergency funding
to help families pay their bills and
stay afloat. But we also need to
plan now for the recovery, to en-
sure that it is broadly shared.

An important step is simply to
permit more housing in more loca-
tions. We should put an end to zon-
ing policies that restrict building
to single-family homes and stop
mandating that lots meet large
minimum-size requirements,
leading to sprawling, sparsely
populated neighborhoods. Rather,
we should encourage cities to per-
mit more homes on existing sin-
gle-family lots, allow apartments
in retail districts and near transit,
and dedicate excess or underused
public property like surface park-
ing lots in downtowns to new
housing. All of this can be done
without materially changing the
look, feel and experience of a
place.

The second important step is to
reduce the cost and uncertainty of
getting a housing project built. It
often takes years to get permis-
sion to build. Local government
processes often allow multiple
“bites at the apple” of public com-
ment and hearings for a plan.
Sometimes, even when there is a
vote to approve a project, a neigh-
bor or special interest can sue to
stop the approval, resulting in fur-
ther significant delay. These de-
lays add cost and risk, driving up
the price of new homes and some-
times stopping projects in their
tracks entirely.

Some cities are already making
positive moves. Portland, Ore.,
and Vancouver, British Columbia,
led the way on allowing small cot-
tages in the yards of single-family
homes. California has followed
suit, adding homes by letting
homeowners build accessory
dwelling units. Los Angeles devel-
oped a Transit Oriented Commu-
nities plan that reduced parking
requirements, leading to over
20,000 new apartments, 21 per-
cent of them affordable housing.
State and local governments
should continue to press forward
with such practices, and the fed-
eral government should tie re-
sources such as infrastructure
funding to these types of actions.
(To be clear, public subsidies will
still be needed to solve homeless-
ness and house the most vulnera-
ble among us.)

These types of actions, which
can be taken now, will lay the
groundwork for a broad and
shared prosperity. When denser
housing is allowed, workers can
live closer to their jobs, help save
the planet by driving less and pay
less in rent or mortgage payments
because a bigger housing supply
will lead to lower costs. Research
shows that children tend to be
more successful in neighborhoods
with access to high-quality

schools. In restricting building,
more-affluent Americans are
shutting lower-income families off
from economic opportunity.

Now is an especially good time
to reduce restrictions and allow
for denser housing. Construction
is hit hard during recessions, and
opening up more building oppor-
tunities would be a stimulus for
the industry, and it doesn’t require
any extra funding. This would get
workers back to work, provide
safe and affordable living for
those hard hit by this pandemic
and get property taxes and other
revenue flowing back to local gov-
ernments for the services commu-
nities need. It would be a win for
everyone.

Why it’s
better to
have more
neighbors.

BY CAROL GALANTE

Carol Galante is a professor and

faculty director of the Terner Cen-

ter for Housing Innovation at the

University of California Berkeley.

Restrictive zoning blocks
less-affluent families from the
opportunities that cities offer.

MORE HOMES FOR
MORE PEOPLE
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There’s a Korean phrase that
means, I see you’re making an
effort. I admire your labor.
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I returned to work at the middle school

I went to.

I’m going into my fifth year teaching

seventh-grade English and language

arts at a charter school in Newark. In

terms of demographics, I teach 100

percent students of color. Eighty-five

percent of our students get free or re-

duced-price lunch. Those are pretty

typical demographics for the inner

city.

There’s just a connection I have with

kids teaching in a classroom where I

also had seventh-grade classes. A lot

of kids find it interesting that I went

there. It’s another level of support and

trust.

For my students, it’s really hard to

see people who come from neighbor-

hoods that look like theirs doing differ-

ent things, or having a career, or hav-

ing gone to college or different things

like that. But with me, they’re able to

attach that life path to someone who

grew up in the same area as them. It

makes it a lot more immediate.

Students from low-income areas

don’t have the same ability to see and

experience the same vision of life as

their richer neighbors. I could be a re-

ally, really, really smart kid, but I may

still lack certain opportunities that my

white counterparts may have been af-

forded because of their neighborhood.

If I grew up where my neighbor was the

C.E.O. of a company, that may give me

more access to something that’s not

necessarily tied to my academic abil-

ity.

A lot of people have the goal, espe-

cially if they live in the inner city, to be

successful so that they can get out. A

lot of people don’t think about the sec-

ond part of that, which is if everybody

just leaves, the place doesn’t get any

better.

The opportunities I have had abso-

lutely went beyond the opportunities

that my parents got. And what I can

say is that none of that was easy. I’ve

learned so much on my journey since

leaving Newark. I have to now bring

that back.

Kinyette Henderson
Middle school
English, Newark

O
NE sun-drenched afternoon
last month, I took a long
solo bike ride through the
San Francisco Bay Area. I

rode from my home to Mountain
View, near the once-desolate

stretch of marsh that Google has
leased from NASA to build a mon-
umental new campus. It looks like
a collection of lunar bases made
out of origami. Construction has
been paused under lockdown, and

on the fetid plains surrounding the
million-square-foot project, birds
sang and wildflowers painted the
horizon, and the trails that run be-
side the site were packed to so-
cially distant capacity with
masked families on foot and
wheel.

Bicycles and pets, not sirens
and fridge-truck morgues, have
become the unlikely icons of the
pandemic in the Bay Area. Bike
shops and animal shelters say
they’ve been inundated with de-
mand. With the streets free of cars
and full of people, the air clean, the
cavernous office buildings empty
and their endless parking lots
turned into carefree pedestrian
plazas, you’d be forgiven for mis-
taking some areas of Silicon Val-
ley under lockdown for outtakes
from the “The Good Place.”

On my way to the Google lunar
landing base, I passed by Santiago
Villa, one of the area’s few remain-
ing mobile-home parks. It was
built in the 1960s as an affordable
retirement community. In Janu-
ary, its residents, who rent the
space on which their mobile

homes stand, petitioned the City
Council to include trailer parks in
Mountain View’s rent-control
rules.

They’re worried that wealthy
Googlers looking for a kitschy
pied-à-terre near the new campus
will push them out. The anger has
been rising. Last year, the same
City Council prohibited RVs and
trailers — many of them used as
homes — from parking on the
street; a petition to overturn the
RV ban will be on the ballot in No-
vember.

But as I rode past Santiago
Villa, that rancor felt like a rem-
nant of the Before Time. Every-
thing was quiet. Then, from one of
the trailers, a jolly trumpet began
blowing loudly and out of tune.

It was then that I first had the
ghoulish idea: Could the coro-
navirus have an upside, at least in
this one place? What if the pan-
demic and its aftermath lead
Googlers and trailer park resi-
dents to find common cause?
What if, after the virus, the Bay
Area’s wealthy gained a new ap-
preciation for those who live on its
edges, and finally made room for
them in this digital wonderland?

I have lived in the Bay Area for
almost 20 years, and for most of
that time I’ve felt this place creak-
ing steadily into uninhabitability
for all but the wealthiest few. We
have one of the world’s highest
concentrations of billionaires, and
yet we have not been able to mar-
shal our immense wealth and in-
genuity against our most blatant
and glaring challenges — includ-
ing the lack of affordable housing
and entrenched homelessness.

But in this crisis, the Bay Area’s
response was an unexpected suc-
cess. And that has given a lot of
people, including me, new hope
about what’s possible. Yes, it
sounds hokey, but this might be a
time for hokeyness.

The first big moment came on
March 16, when the six counties
around the San Francisco Bay or-
dered the first shelter-in-place
rules in the United States. Google,
Apple, Facebook and other large
employers ordered all of their em-
ployees to work from home,
prompting many other local busi-
nesses to close up shop. And the
tech giants set an important ex-
ample — they made a commit-
ment to keep paying their on-site
service workers, even if they
could no longer come on-site to
work.

San Francisco, Oakland and
San Jose secured thousands of ho-
tel rooms for homeless people,
away from the streets and the risk
of the virus in crowded shelters.
Cities opened their streets to pe-
destrians and bicycles, and closed
them to cars. Perhaps most impor-
tant, officials in the area were the
picture of steady leadership.

Bay Area
billionaires 
are breaking 
my heart.

BY FARHAD MANJOO

Farhad Manjoo is an Opinion

columnist.

SAN FRANCISCO’S
MOMENT OF TRUTH
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When I despaired about our na-
tional failures, I found myself tun-
ing in to hear the plain-spoken ex-
hortations of San Francisco’s may-
or, London Breed. “This is going to
take all of us,” Breed told the city
late in March. “This is going to
take all of us coming together and
sacrificing so that we get through
this.”

And it worked. Thanks to some
combination of early action, col-
lective adherence to public health
guidelines, a concerted effort to
help the vulnerable and perhaps
just blind luck, mass death missed
the Bay. By the start of May, fewer
than 30 people had died of
Covid-19 in San Francisco; in the
greater Bay Area, deaths stand
around 375.

The toll is probably an under-
count, and blacks and Latinos are
disproportionately represented in
it. Still, compared with the toll in
many American metropolitan ar-
eas, this ranks as a near miracle.
San Francisco’s death rate of four
per 100,000 residents is one-fourth
the rate in Los Angeles, a fraction
of the national average, and no-
where near New York’s.

In the absence of mass death,
people around here have had time
and psychic space to imagine
longer-term possibilities. If we
could band together so quickly to
beat the virus, making so many
big changes so seamlessly, what
else are we capable of doing?

I was not alone in my vague
sense of optimism.

In an article on his company’s
website that went viral among
techies last month, the venture
capitalist Marc Andreessen char-
acterized the pandemic as a call to
arms to rebuild American institu-
tions, including our cities. Like
others in Silicon Valley, An-
dreessen has often been skeptical
of government and its champions,
but now here he was, cheering
them on: “Demonstrate that the
public sector can build better hos-
pitals, better schools, better trans-
portation, better cities, better
housing,” he wrote. “Stop trying to
protect the old, the entrenched,
the irrelevant; commit the public
sector fully to the future.”

I heard a similar urgency for
grand reform from nearly every
Bay Area official, activist and resi-
dent I spoke to — even those who
had clashed with the tech industry
or those whose fights earlier
seemed unwinnable.

Libby Schaaf, the mayor of Oak-
land, opened up 74 miles of city
streets for pedestrians and moved
hundreds of homeless people into
hotels. She saw the crisis as an op-
portunity to make permanent im-
provements.

One example: Schaaf required
that the hotels the city paid to
house the homeless during the
pandemic offer the city long-term
leases. “I do not want, at the end of
the health emergency, to turn
homeless people back out onto the
streets,” she said.

In April, Ro Khanna, who repre-

sents parts of Silicon Valley in the
House, introduced legislation to
provide greater pay, health care
and labor protections to workers
deemed “essential” during the
pandemic. “When we talk about
who are the ‘essential workers,’
very few people are saying it’s
lawyers or middle or senior man-
agement,” he said. “They’re say-
ing, we want the person who’s de-
livering our groceries, the person
who’s keeping the internet open,
the electricity flowing, or the per-
son who’s taking care of our kids.”

In a similar way, the crisis illus-
trated the importance of keeping
everyone healthy — even people
who lack a place to live. During a
pandemic, the presence of home-
less people on the streets created
a risk for everyone else in the city.
“What this has shown us all is that
everyone’s health is intertwined,”
said Abigail Stewart-Kahn, direc-
tor of the San Francisco Depart-
ment of Homelessness and Sup-
portive Housing.

These were all officials and ex-
perts — people who might be bi-
ased toward finding “silver lin-
ings” in any crisis. But was any-
thing really changing for home-
less people around the Bay Area?
I contacted several homeless peo-
ple who have been placed in hotels
during the pandemic. They spoke
rapturously about their sudden
fortune in an otherwise grim time.

“Oh my God — I can really
breathe and be myself.” That was
the reaction from a 33-year-old
woman who had been living in a
hotel for weeks with her 12-year-
son. She asked me not to use her
name. Before the virus, they had
spent years bouncing from couch
to couch around the Bay. Under
lockdown, their lives were, in
many ways, freer than before. For
the first time in years, she no long-
er felt that crushing dependence
on other people. “I can move as
the adult I am, and no one dictates
what I do or how I move,” she told
me.

The hotel room has two beds
and a private bathroom. It was
starting to feel like a kind of home,
she told me. “I only wish we could
have a deep fryer.” It is guaran-
teed only for three months, but
she has begun to see the possibil-
ity of a new life in the uncertain
distance: “I just know that I am on
my way to my place.”

As the weeks of lockdown
dragged on, San Francisco began
to break my heart again. While the
number of coronavirus cases and
deaths remained low, the full
gloom of the coming recession be-
gan to descend into view, and with
it, the same ageless, endless politi-
cal squabbles. The basic problem
is that despite the region’s appar-
ently limitless wealth, there were
not enough ready resources avail-
able to public officials to reach ev-
eryone in need. And in the ab-
sence of more help from the state
and the federal government, or
from the region’s billionaires, the
Bay Area’s needs simply out-
matched its capacity to meet

them.
Even after the huge effort to

move people into hotels, there are
still thousands of homeless people
on the Bay Area’s streets, and little
prospect that many will be housed
anytime soon. My hopes for in-
spiring leadership began to fall
apart when a fight broke out re-
cently between San Francisco’s
Board of Supervisors and the
mayor over how many more
homeless people the city could
house.

The board passed an ordinance
to secure 7,000 hotel rooms for
homeless people who are now on
the street, but the mayor refused
to comply. She said it was impossi-
ble; the city was straining against
its limit already. So far, San Fran-
cisco has placed 965 homeless
people in hotel rooms, and has
signed contracts for 2,731 rooms
for homeless people and essential
workers.

This fight hinges on the usual
things — money, willpower,
staffing and basic municipal ca-
pacity. But it also lays bare how

ephemeral our coronavirus-in-
spired unity may be. “To the ex-
tent we have restored faith in
what is possible, we have also un-
derscored, sadly, our city’s limita-
tions,” Matt Haney, a member of
the Board of Supervisors, told me.

When I asked the mayor about
her dispute with the supervisors,
she was cordial but clearly an-
noyed. Annoyed that the supervi-
sors hadn’t considered the limits
on the city’s capacity. Annoyed
that she agreed with them — more
homeless people could be taken
off the streets if only she had the
funds or the people to make it hap-
pen.

The federal government has
promised to reimburse cities for
part of the cost of housing the
homeless, but Breed says she is
not sure whether those funds will
come through. “There’s a huge dif-
ference between what we all want,
which is to get every homeless
person off the street, and reality,”
she said.

And instead of bringing the re-
gion’s wealthy and its needy to-

gether, she suggested that the
pandemic might pit the less needy
against the more needy. “I think
many people are like, ‘Well, wait a
minute — I lost my job where I
was making minimum wage. I
can’t pay my rent. I can barely eat.
Where’s my help from the city?’ ”

When I asked if the virus had
created much political room for
bold action to address inequality,
she said, “It’s going to make it
even harder.”

Is this really the best the city
can do? The further we move from
the initial crisis, the crazier my
bike-riding optimism now sounds.
Rather than fostering some new
sense of civic unity, the virus is
just as likely to worsen inequality
further.

Margot Kushel, a physician and
scholar of homelessness at the
University of California, San Fran-
cisco, suggested that this was the
“nightmare scenario” for inequal-
ity in San Francisco: low-income
jobs disappear, so more people
lose their homes, but because the
tech industry keeps doing well,

home prices remain high, and
housing slips further out of reach
for everyone else. “Those who are
housed are fully aware that
they’re one thread away from los-
ing that housing,” Kushel said.

San Francisco and other Bay
Area cities have imposed tempo-
rary moratoriums on evictions
caused by virus-related economic
disruptions. But those will expire
later in the year, at which time a
wave of tenants may be kicked out
of their homes unless they can pay
months of back rent. At the same
time, the virus has given more po-
litical ammo to those NIMBYs
who have long opposed urban
density and blocked the construc-
tion of more housing.

All is not lost. I do feel a re-
newed sense of pride and possibil-
ity about the Bay Area — the way
our leaders responded to the virus
did strengthen my faith in our lo-
cal institutions, and we certainly
seem better equipped to address
long-term challenges than I once
thought we were.

There might still be a window
for substantive action: Our local
governments can use the new
leverage to push for bold ideas —
among other policies, a plan for
rent relief, rather than simply an
eviction moratorium, so that more
people don’t lose their housing.

I’m also waiting on the city’s bil-
lionaires to open up new flood-
gates of generosity, at least for
mitigating the immediate pain of
the crisis. Jack Dorsey, the chief
executive of Twitter and Square,
recently pledged $1 billion to coro-
navirus relief; but of the nearly
100 billionaires reportedly living
in the Bay Area, only a handful
have donated to the city’s coro-
navirus relief fund. Mary Kate Ba-
calao, the director of external af-
fairs at Compass Family Services,
a nonprofit group that helps
homeless families, told me that
with a few big checks, the Bay’s
wealthiest could instantly make a
difference.

But I wouldn’t be surprised if
we — the people of the Bay Area,
our lawmakers, our billionaires
and our ordinary, overburdened
citizens — end up squandering
this moment. Rebuilding a fairer,
more livable urban environment
will take years of difficult work. It
will require sacrifices from the
wealthy. It will require a renewed
federal interest in addressing the
problems of cities. It will require
abandoning pie-in-the-sky
techno-optimism.

This isn’t a problem that will be
solved by flying cars; it will be
solved by better zoning laws,
fairer taxes and, when we can
make it safe again, more public
transportation. We will have to
commit ourselves to these and
other boring but permanent civic
solutions.

I’m hopeful we’re up to the task.
We cannot go back to the way
things were. But as the immediate
danger of the pandemic recedes, it
will be all too easy for many of us
to do exactly that.

NICHOLAS ALBRECHT FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES
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when I was working and knew
Mimi was helping out her father,
too, I’d visit her.

Mimi would be perched on her
stool by the cash register. If he
wasn’t busy, Mr. Fong would step
out of his kitchen, the size of a
New York City closet, and ask
Mimi in Cantonese if I’d like
something to eat. Sometimes her
sisters would be bustling around,
and I knew from watching them
that if the napkins were folded,
the fortune cookies and sauce
packets were stocked away
neatly, the tea was hot, and the ta-
bles were wiped clean, someone
in the family had done all that
work.

Two blocks west and two
blocks south from where I was
waiting for my jajangmyeon or-
der was my parents’ store. It was
there, from behind the counter, I
learned that a supply chain isn’t

an abstract concept; a real per-
son forged each link.

Sometimes Harry, my dad’s
supplier who had a brass jewelry
business in Thailand, would stop
by. A kind man with a sunny
smile, he’d lay out his sample
merchandise across the display
case. The landlord, Mr. Justin,
would pick up his rent check each
month. He and Dad got along
fine. The U.P.S. man would come
daily to drop off and pick up pack-
ages.

If I sold a street peddler six
pairs of gold-filled earrings at
$1.50 a pair, I’d ring up $9 on the
register. The manufacturer of the
earrings charged my dad maybe
$1.15 for the pair, which would
mean that $2.10 was profit, and
even as a kid in middle school, I
understood what that money
meant.

From that profit and whatever
else we’d earned that day and in
the rest of the month, my folks
had to clear enough money to pay
rent for the store and our apart-
ment; the salary of their employ-
ee Mr. Shim, who was also given
breakfast and lunch; utilities;
business insurance; taxes; food;
clothing; and health insurance.
My sisters and I were always
needing things — coats, sneak-
ers, money for lunch.

We didn’t go on vacations. If
my parents closed the store, then
their customers — gift shop own-
ers and peddlers who sold their
wares on card tables in subway
stations — would go elsewhere.

We couldn’t afford to lose their
sales.

I went to college at Yale, and
for pocket money, I sold clothing
at Ann Taylor on Chapel Street in
New Haven. One Saturday, a
beautiful woman and her daugh-
ter came in for cocktail dresses.
They threw heaps of clothes at
me, and I arranged them in the
dressing room. That month, the
sales manager was holding a
contest — the best-selling associ-
ate would get a cash prize on top
of commissions. I wanted to earn
that money. Maybe it was a hun-
dred bucks.

The mother and daughter ig-
nored me, so I made myself in-
visible, trying only to anticipate
what needed to be done. The
daughter chose two velvet
dresses that looked elegant on
her.

My residential college, Trum-

bull, was about to host its “Trum-
ball,” so I figured she was going
to her residential college’s party.

“Are you going to the winter
formal?” I asked.

The mother and daughter
looked surprised.

“Do you go to Yale?” the
mother asked.

I nodded, then turned to clean
out the dressing room.

When I rang up the sale, they
smiled nervously, embarrassed
at their coldness. I felt sorry for
them. I could have let on earlier.

The jajangmyeon restaurant
door swung open.

The Korean woman in the
apron handed me the paper bag
and stepped back.

We bowed to each other, the
way we might have at a Korean
church.

“Su go ha se yo,” I said, which
translates to “Keep up your hard
work,” but that isn’t it exactly.
The phrase is a kindness, mean-
ing, I recognize you’re making an
effort, and I encourage you to
bear up, and it also means, I ad-
mire your labor.

My city is five boroughs, and
each borough has many neigh-
borhoods, and each neighbor-
hood is made up of numerous
blocks, and on each block, there
are businesses, and in each one,
there is a counter, and that’s
where you and I meet.

I hope when we can take off our
masks, I get to tell you how much
I need you.

T
HERE are two things we
know: The U.S. economy
will recover. And the recov-
ery will start in and be

strongest in the same cities that
were thriving before the pan-
demic. Economies in places like
Seattle, San Francisco, New York
and Boston are driven by the inno-
vation, technology and biotech
sectors, which are proving to be
remarkably resilient to the im-
pacts of Covid-19. Some of the
dominant companies in these re-
gions — think Amazon and Google
— are even humming along
through it all and consolidating
market share.

The question is, can this next re-
covery stimulate an economy that
creates opportunity for those with
the lowest incomes and enables
wealth building for all? Or will it,
like the one we’ve had coming out
of the Great Recession, serve only
to concentrate gains in the hands
of a few? At least part of the an-
swer depends on whether we
build enough housing to give an
affordable toehold to those who
want access to the opportunities
these places offer. The key to do-
ing so is to make cities denser, by
loosening restrictive zoning that
effectively blocks less-affluent
American families from improv-
ing their lots in life.

Before the pandemic, these
same cities and regions were al-
ready facing a crisis of crushing
housing-costs brought about by
decades of underbuilding. The
lack of affordable and available
housing even as jobs boomed
meant that higher-income en-
trants to the market outbid every-
one else for the limited options, ex-
acerbating inequality. In the San
Francisco area, for example, only
one new home was built for every
4.3 jobs created from 2011 to 2017.
This underbuilding created unten-
able and unjust rent burdens on

service and essential workers,
some of whom were compelled to
relocate to less productive re-
gions. Further, high housing costs
impeded lower-income workers
from migrating in to take advan-
tage of job opportunities.

The last time we faced a huge
need for homes was in the imme-
diate post-World War II era. The
federal government kept housing
affordable and facilitated opportu-
nity by spurring the construction
of a large number of homes
through programs administered
by the Veterans Administration
and the Federal Housing Adminis-
tration. The problem with that
strategy, as Ta-Nehisi Coates and
Richard Rothstein have written, is
that this era of development was
shaped by discriminatory policies
including government redlining,
racial zoning and restrictive cov-
enants. These policies led to seg-

regated communities with un-
equal access to opportunity.

Racial inequality isn’t the only
cost of this prior building boom.
Single-family-home subdivisions
are contributing to an envi-
ronmental disaster, requiring peo-
ple to commute by car, sometimes
two hours each way, while spew-
ing carbon emissions. And the
dominance of single-family devel-
opment has only increased in re-
cent decades. Single-family
homes accounted for nearly 80
percent of the housing added in
the largest metro areas since 1990.

The further threat is that the
pandemic becomes a rallying cry
to maintain our sprawling neigh-
borhoods designed to foster exclu-

sion. We have an obligation to ig-
nore the impulse to blame density
for the spread of the coronavirus
and instead use this opportunity
to rethink the policies that impede
the construction of new housing,
at more price levels, in the places
where housing is most needed.

This will not be easy. I know
from having spent my career on
the front lines of this “density”
battle. As a young city planner, I
wrote one of the first inclusionary
zoning ordinances in the exclu-
sionary city of Santa Barbara,
Calif.; I almost got run out of town
for proposing a “density bonus”
program that would make it finan-
cially feasible for developers to
provide a portion of their units for
people with low incomes. Later, as
a nonprofit housing developer
working in prosperous California
communities, I spent many nights
in City Council meetings working
to get apartment buildings for
lower-income older people ap-
proved. Underlying the “density”
battle was almost always a battle
over who has access to the oppor-
tunities of a place, cloaked in argu-
ments about neighborhood char-
acter and traffic impacts.

Yet this pandemic is reminding
us that we need communities
where teachers, child- and elder-
care workers, nurses, doctors, jan-
itors, construction workers, ba-
ristas, tech executives and engi-
neers all share in the prosperity
and the comfort of an affordable
home. Certainly, the first focus
should be on emergency funding
to help families pay their bills and
stay afloat. But we also need to
plan now for the recovery, to en-
sure that it is broadly shared.

An important step is simply to
permit more housing in more loca-
tions. We should put an end to zon-
ing policies that restrict building
to single-family homes and stop
mandating that lots meet large
minimum-size requirements,
leading to sprawling, sparsely
populated neighborhoods. Rather,
we should encourage cities to per-
mit more homes on existing sin-
gle-family lots, allow apartments
in retail districts and near transit,
and dedicate excess or underused
public property like surface park-
ing lots in downtowns to new
housing. All of this can be done
without materially changing the
look, feel and experience of a
place.

The second important step is to
reduce the cost and uncertainty of
getting a housing project built. It
often takes years to get permis-
sion to build. Local government
processes often allow multiple
“bites at the apple” of public com-
ment and hearings for a plan.
Sometimes, even when there is a
vote to approve a project, a neigh-
bor or special interest can sue to
stop the approval, resulting in fur-
ther significant delay. These de-
lays add cost and risk, driving up
the price of new homes and some-
times stopping projects in their
tracks entirely.

Some cities are already making
positive moves. Portland, Ore.,
and Vancouver, British Columbia,
led the way on allowing small cot-
tages in the yards of single-family
homes. California has followed
suit, adding homes by letting
homeowners build accessory
dwelling units. Los Angeles devel-
oped a Transit Oriented Commu-
nities plan that reduced parking
requirements, leading to over
20,000 new apartments, 21 per-
cent of them affordable housing.
State and local governments
should continue to press forward
with such practices, and the fed-
eral government should tie re-
sources such as infrastructure
funding to these types of actions.
(To be clear, public subsidies will
still be needed to solve homeless-
ness and house the most vulnera-
ble among us.)

These types of actions, which
can be taken now, will lay the
groundwork for a broad and
shared prosperity. When denser
housing is allowed, workers can
live closer to their jobs, help save
the planet by driving less and pay
less in rent or mortgage payments
because a bigger housing supply
will lead to lower costs. Research
shows that children tend to be
more successful in neighborhoods
with access to high-quality

schools. In restricting building,
more-affluent Americans are
shutting lower-income families off
from economic opportunity.

Now is an especially good time
to reduce restrictions and allow
for denser housing. Construction
is hit hard during recessions, and
opening up more building oppor-
tunities would be a stimulus for
the industry, and it doesn’t require
any extra funding. This would get
workers back to work, provide
safe and affordable living for
those hard hit by this pandemic
and get property taxes and other
revenue flowing back to local gov-
ernments for the services commu-
nities need. It would be a win for
everyone.

Why it’s
better to
have more
neighbors.

BY CAROL GALANTE

Carol Galante is a professor and

faculty director of the Terner Cen-

ter for Housing Innovation at the

University of California Berkeley.

Restrictive zoning blocks
less-affluent families from the
opportunities that cities offer.

MORE HOMES FOR
MORE PEOPLE
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There’s a Korean phrase that
means, I see you’re making an
effort. I admire your labor.
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I
F WE really want to balance
school budgets in the wake of
the coronavirus — and create
more long-term equity in our

public school system — we need
to come to terms with the idea
that we need far fewer than the
13,000 school districts that are
currently in operation in the
United States.

Today, the lines that define
school district borders are largely
arbitrary. They’re zigzagging ar-
eas of local control, a term that
conflates two separate concepts:
the ability to oversee a group of
neighborhood schools and the
right to keep the proceeds from
property wealth in narrow juris-
dictions. The more exclusively
these borders are drawn, the
more advantage accrues to
wealthy districts, each of which
has an independent financial
structure, at the expense of the
students next door.

This structure may explain the
educational geography of Cam-
den County in southern New Jer-
sey, which contains 35 school dis-
tricts, 23 of which are within a
five-mile radius of the city of
Camden. Half of these districts
serve fewer than 1,000 students
apiece, with wide wealth dispari-
ties. The median property in
Gloucester City School District is
worth about $120,000, but four
miles away in Haddonfield Bor-
ough a median home sells for
$500,000. From this wealthy tax
base, Haddonfield can raise
$13,500 per student, four times
higher than what can be collected
in Gloucester City.

Camden County is not an
anomaly. There are four times as
many school districts as there are

counties in the United States,
over 250 of which contain more
than 10 districts each. Almost
two-thirds of our district borders
nationwide create local revenue
disparities of at least $1,000 per
pupil across an invisible line be-
tween similar school systems in
the same neighborhood.

This localism with regard to
schools has been challenged le-
gally many times, and state
courts have repeatedly ruled that
funding based on property taxes
is unconstitutional. In all but a
handful, they have ordered states
to remedy the financial differ-
ence, but not to fix the borders
that create the root inequity. So
every year, legislatures use state
money to try to fill in the gaps be-
tween what low-wealth commu-
nities can raise from confined
property tax areas and what they
actually need to operate.

This approach has not done the
job. The average predominantly
nonwhite district in the United
States starts with a local wealth
deficit of almost $2,500 per stu-
dent. State aid is so limited that
on average, state legislatures are
able to contribute only $260 to-
ward closing the gap. As a result,
predominantly nonwhite school
districts receive a collective $23
billion less in school funding than
their predominantly white coun-
terparts, even though these dis-
tricts serve the same number of
students.

It is clear that this approach
wasn’t working before the coro-

navirus hit, and the economic fall-
out from the pandemic will dem-
onstrate exactly how flawed this
system is. Sales, energy and in-
come taxes are plummeting, and
these are the receipts that states
use to close the property tax gap
across school district borders.
Without intervention, we will
soon watch education budgets for
middle- and lower-income com-
munities unravel.

But if we envision a new map of
property taxation for schools —
one in which district borders no
longer define “local” for the pur-
poses of education dollars, we can
tap into funding that is already in
the system and offset this chal-
lenge. Because larger borders en-
compass more communities, they
can smooth out the major differ-
ences in neighborhood wealth
that we see across the country.

If a typical U.S. county like
Berrien County, Mich., were to
combine all of its local taxes into
one pool instead of independent
collection among 15 different
school districts, we could flatten
the tax disparity between the
highest local tax district, at
$25,000 per student, and the low-
est-wealth district in the same
county that generates just $750.
According to analysis for an up-
coming EdBuild report, sharing
taxes across Berrien County
would increase funding for 79
percent of all students (and 87

percent of low-income children).
If we adopted this plan, the lowest
income areas could withstand a
state-funding reduction of up-
ward of $3,332 in the next year
without seeing an overall decline
in available resources.

We know that these kinds of
state cuts are coming, but pooling
the wealth that already exists in
the community means that we
can buffer the impact for the ma-
jority of children in Berrien
County, and those nationwide.
This solution isn’t unique to Mich-
igan. State after state turn in pos-
itive results under this model.

County pooling around Fayette-
ville, Ark., would deliver more
money to 84 percent of low-in-
come students. In the Kansas
City suburbs, more than three-
quarters of all students would
benefit. In Johnstown, Pa., 86 per-
cent of nonwhite students could
gain access to the money that is
already in their neighborhood.
And back in Camden, 69 percent
of low-income students would
benefit from this change.

Reimagining school-funding
geography would bring two dis-
tinct benefits. In the short term,
we could find the money to buffer
the impact of impending state
cuts. On a longer-term basis, we
could start to truly balance cross-
border funding inequities and
take on the racial and socioeco-
nomic segregation that these bor-
ders enable and protect.

By expanding the definition of
“local” just a bit, without finding
any new state revenue or increas-
ing any local tax rates, we can im-
mediately get more money to a
significant majority of all chil-
dren. Under this kind of new na-
tionwide map, 69 percent of all of
the country’s children — and 73
percent of minority and 76 per-
cent of low-income students —
would get access to about $1,000
more in local property tax fund-
ing.

This money is not insignificant.
It would enable distance learning
by covering the cost of a Chrome-
book and home internet access
for every student who stands to
gain funding. Alternately, the av-
erage district could use this new
money to hire five mental health
counselors and five remedial edu-
cation coaches for every school in
the district. In essence, we can
find the money that districts cur-
rently and urgently need to ad-
dress the impact of the pandemic
within our own education budg-
ets. The money is already there.

The borders that determine the
jurisdiction of local school taxes
are not ordained by nature. We
draw them, and we can change
them whenever we decide. The
coronavirus era is a good time for
us to think more broadly about
school district geographies — in
terms of funding, but also how we
define schools, taxes and commu-
nity.

Some of us may see this finan-
cial proposal as a quiet first step
toward income and race-based

integration. Others will see it
merely as an urgent financial fix.
Either way, this proposal won’t
lead to an immediate overhaul
that satisfies either group fully,
nor will it solve all of our educa-
tion problems. There are so many
challenges to overcome to
achieve an equally accessible fu-
ture for all of our children. But if
we take the first step of broad-
ening the definition of local in or-
der to pool money more equitably,
we may be able to look back at all
the good that came from that re-
definition — and see the enor-
mous step forward that this was.

Rebecca Sibilia is the chief

executive of EdBuild, a school

funding advocacy organization.
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The cruelty 
of education’s
geography.

BY REBECCA SIBILIA

Changing their borders would
go a long way toward getting
money where it needs to be.

SCHOOL DISTRICTS ARE
THE PROBLEM

My students do not normally advance

beyond where they were born. The

story of ZIP codes is a story of dreams

stolen away from children.

I’ve been teaching for about seven

years. I grew up in Sacramento

County, down the street from where I

currently teach.

I work at a low-income school. It’s a

really diverse school. That’s some-

thing I really enjoy. I think there is a

huge benefit to having great diversity.

For the students, that helps them un-

derstand the world better from first-

person experience. They meet so

many students from other countries.

A lot of students who come into our

high school are very behind. We spend

years trying to catch them up. The

dropout rate at the four-year-college

level is astounding. Some for family

reasons, others because they just

couldn’t see the light at the end of the

tunnel. Students who are the first in

the family to go to college have no aca-

demic support.

I think it’s important to look into the

fundamentals of the students’ envi-

ronment from an environmental sci-

ence perspective. Are there heavy lev-

els of lead exposure from lead paint?

What is the pollution exposure in the

area? Because there is a lot of scientif-

ic evidence that high rates of pollution

and things like lead paint can be detri-

mental to students and their ability to

learn.

Amir Tehari
High school
economics,
Sacramento

I have been teaching in Bridgeport for

13 years. There is a juxtaposition of

wealth and poverty in my area. Our

next-door neighbors are Fairfield and

Westport. At my own kids’ schools in

Fairfield, the auditorium was state of

the art, and there was no limit to the

number of instruments they had or

special elective courses they could

take and things like that. In Bridge-

port, there are buildings that are fall-

ing apart.

When I think of inequity of re-

sources, I reflect on the fact that

teachers are underpaid, and teachers

in inner cities generally make $15,000

to $20,000 less per year than teach-

ers in affluent suburbs. I think that’s

wrong.

By and large, my students do not

surpass the socioeconomic climate

that they were raised in. It’s not that I

don’t believe they can, and there are

some who do. As diverse as the stu-

dents who break out of their ster-

eotyped expectations are, they hold

one solid fact in common: They are

readers. The reason I’m a teacher is I

think the ability for literature to

change the world is tremendous. I

think that when you read, you become

a thinker in a completely different way

than through any other medium.

My students’ responses to school

closing have been widely varied. There

are some students whose home lives

are so chaotic that school is a place

where at least there’s some order. It is

scary to think that they’ve lost a place

that they could really rely on.

Julie Roneson
Middle school
English, Bridgeport,
Conn.




