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Today’s Presentation

• The Challenge for Detroit and other Midwestern Cities
▫ Suburban & Exurban Sprawl/Urban Decline

▫ Racial Disparity, Segregation

▫ Economic Change

• Causes
▫ Structures/Institutions
 Spatial Racism (Fragmentation & Sprawl)

• The Solution
▫ Regionalism? 
 Equity-Based Regionalism

• Regionalism in a Detroit Context
▫ Promoting an equity-based regional agenda in a undercapitalized 

city
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Why Regionalism?

• Structural and spatial issues represent the 
most important impediments toward racial 
and social justice in the 21st century.

• If structured correctly, regionalism that is 
equity- based can produce profound benefits 
in reducing inequity and promoting social 
justice. 

3



The Context:

• The challenges faced by Detroit are not entirely 
unique. 
▫ Geography: What Detroit is facing is part of a larger 

phenomena impacting the “rust belt” and other 
Midwestern states. 
 Population loss: aging population, “brain drain” of the young 

and educated, central city population loss

 Economic transition and job loss

 Regional fragmentation

 Tremendous segregation

 Sprawl and urban decline

4
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What Causes these Challenges? 
Structural Inequality

• Equity Requires looking 
at Structures

• Different communities are 
situated differently with 
regards to institutions

• Institutions mediate 
opportunity

• Structural Inequality
– Example: a Bird in a cage. 

Examining one wire cannot 
explain why a bird cannot 
fly. But multiple wires, 
arranged in specific ways, 
reinforce each other and 
trap the bird.
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Ongoing Racial Inequalities

Outcomes: Racial Disparities

Racial inequalities in current levels of 
well-being

Capacity for individual and community 
improvement is undermined

Current Manifestations: Social and Institutional Dynamics

Processes that maintain racial 
hierarchies

Racialized public policies and 
institutional practices

Context: The Dominant Consensus on Race

White privilege National values Contemporary culture

Structural Racialization
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Adapted from the Aspen Roundtable on Community Change. “Structural Racism and Community Building.”  June 2004



System Interactions
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Source: Barbara Reskin.  http://faculty.uwashington.edu/reskin/
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The Cumulative Impacts of Spatial, Racial and 

Opportunity Segregation

Neighborhood 
Segregation

School Segregation

Racial stigma, other 
psychological impacts

Job segregation

Impacts on community power and 
individual assets

Impacts on Educational Achievement

Exposure to crime; arrest

Transportation limitations and other 
inequitable public services

Adapted from figure by  Barbara Reskin at: http://faculty.washington.edu/reskin/

Segregation impacts a number of life-opportunities

Impacts on Health

http://faculty.washington.edu/reskin/


The Importance of Place:
We all live in opportunity structures called “neighborhoods”

A Tale of High and Low Opportunity Structures

• Less the 25% of students in 
Detroit finish high school

• More the 60% of the men will 
spend time in jail

• There may soon be no bus 
service in some areas

• It is difficult to attract jobs or 
private capital

• Not safe; very few parks

• Difficult to get fresh food 

• The year my step daughter 
finished high school, 100% of the 
students graduated and 100% 
went to college

• Most will not even drive by a jail

• Free bus service

• Relatively easy to attract capital

• Very safe; great parks

• Easy to get fresh food

Low Opportunity High Opportunity



Which community would you choose? 
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…Some people ride the 

“Up” escalator to reach 

opportunity

…Others have to run 

up the “Down” 

escalator to get there

The outcome of structural racialization and segregation is 
a highly uneven Geography of Opportunity…



Who’s to blame?
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Historic Government Role

• A series of mutually reinforcing federal policies 
across multiple domains have contributed to the 
disparities we see today
▫ School Desegregation

▫ Suburbanization/ Homeownership

▫ Urban Renewal

▫ Public Housing

▫ Transportation



Contemporary Challenges:
Sprawl and Fragmentation Magnify Racial Inequity

Sprawl Fragmentation and Localism

▫ Haphazard Greenfield 
development not 
prompted by 
population or job 
growth

▫ A “resource magnet” 
pulling opportunity 
away from existing 
urban communities

 Accelerate the flow of 
resources to the urban 
periphery
 Communities compete over 

commercial investment and 
high income population (the 
favored quarter)

 Allow communities to sort 
what people and business 
they wish to attract 
(increase economic and 
social isolation)

 Allow communities to 
hoard opportunity

14

Two factors are instrumental in magnifying racial inequity:



How Inequities Challenge the 

Entire Region

• Wasted creative capacity

• Fragmentation

• Inequitable educational 
opportunities and 
concentrated poverty decrease 
competitive advantage of 
entire region; region’s 
unskilled labor becomes 
impediment to 
attracting/retaining new 
business

• Instead of competing with 
other regions to attract global 
investment, fragmentation 
creates inter-regional 
competition, a zero-sum game



How Inequities Challenge Regions 
contd.:

• Paying for Exclusion

• Inefficiencies

• Residential segregation 
artificially increases the cost of 
housing, creating housing cost 
burdens for middle class 
families

• Fragmented regions produce 
redundancies in infrastructure 
and service delivery, the cost is 
born by region’s taxpayers. 
And, wasted infrastructure 
capacity from depopulated 
centers.



How Can Regionalism Help Detroit?
• Traditional model of community and 

economic development is highly localized 
and irrelevant for our global economy
▫ Uneven Geography of Opportunity

• Fragmented and incremental strategies 
ignore the complexity of multiple systems 
of disadvantage (cumulative causation) 

• Regional structures and market 
conditions impact neighborhoods and 
require new approaches.

 A Disconnect:

Resources are allocated on a 
jurisdictional (local) level but 

Opportunities are allocated on a 
regional level.

Remember the bird cage?



Making the Connection: 

Linking Regional Equity and Regional 

Economic Health
“Instead of calling upon each locality 

to take responsibility only for 
itself, regionalism recognizes the 
entire area as a system of 
interdependent parts. The whole 
will prosper only if all parts 
are able to function. When one 
part becomes dysfunctional, the 
entire system is compromised. 
This is what is happening with the 
inner cities and their older 
suburbs—difficulties are negatively 
affecting entire regions.”

john a. powell
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Creating a New Geography of Opportunity:

Equitable Regionalism
• Proactive policymaking that gives all people 

access to neighborhood resources, 
connections to opportunity-rich areas 
throughout the region, and a voice in the future 
of their communities.  

• Administrative efficiency will be a result, but 
should not be the overriding goal, of regional 
cooperation
▫ The research does not support municipal 

consolidation alone as a sustainable path forward 



Equitable Regionalism contd.:

Equity vs. Efficiency

• Administrative efficiency issues tend to 
dominate early discussions of regionalism, 
especially in climate of budget/fiscal stress

▫ i.e. Path of least resistance

• Efficiency-based regional efforts have little 
impact on long-term opportunity

▫ What about improving quality of education?

▫ Improving neighborhood capacity building?

▫ Improving distribution of resources?
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Equitable regionalism contd.

▫ Grounding:  Equitable regionalism affirms 
the need for every community to have a 
voice in the resource development and 
future of the region

▫ Goal:  improve the health of the whole and 
expand opportunity for all people and 
communities across the region

▫ Means:  Equitable regionalism requires 
comprehensive and strategic investment in 
people and neighborhoods
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Equitable Regionalism contd.

• Strategies for connecting to opportunity:
▫ A people-focused approach that gives families 

more choice in where to live and go to school

▫ An in-place strategy that seeks to bring 
investment and resources into distressed 
communities

▫ A linkages approach that connects low-income 
neighborhoods and residents to opportunity 
through improved transportation and social or 
business networking 
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Principles for Equitable Regionalism

• The success of equitable regionalism for Detroit 
rests on the following principles:  
▫ Create and grow communities of opportunity for 

the entire Detroit region
▫ Work to reduce the destructive, inefficient 

competition among communities in the region 
▫ Cooperatively manage the region’s sprawling 

development so as not to subsidize dysfunctional 
growth patterns. 

▫ Improve the educational outlook for all of the 
region’s children  



Characteristics of Equity-Based Regionalism

Explicit goal of producing equity
Structural-Institutional focus
Opportunity- based
 Looks at the spatial arrangement of resources and 

opportunity.

Focused on key opportunity 
structures.

▫ Example: Housing
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Housing

Childcare
Employment

Education

Health

Transportation

Effective 

Participation

Housing is an opportunity anchor and key 

leverage point



Opportunity Based Housing as an 

Equity-Based Regional Policy

• Opportunity based housing is more than just a 
“Fair Share” model of Affordable Housing. 
▫ Affordable housing must be deliberately and 

intelligently connected to high performing schools, 
sustainable employment, necessary transportation 
infrastructure, childcare, and institutions that 
facilitate civic and political activity.

▫ Housing is a component of a larger set of interrelated 
structures that are both affected by housing and have 
impacts for the attainment of safe, stable housing.
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Resistance to Regionalism

• Potential Resistance:
▫ Regionalism without an explicit racial equity component can 

cause communities of color and low-income communities to be 
further marginalized in its pursuit. For example:

 Gentrification: A relocation, rather than an elimination, of 
racialized concentrated poverty.

 Power Dilution: Exclusion of people of color from planning and 
decision-making, dilution of political power and social fabric.

 This has happened in several regions: 

▫ Indianapolis and Louisville: government 
consolidation with diluted power for African 
Americans, but did not address 
residential/educational segregation.
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Regionalism in a Detroit Context: 

• In short initiatives must…
▫ Explicitly target promoting equity. 
▫ Be more strategic and transformative.
▫ Promote infill development to counteract sprawl.
▫ Facilitate economic change.
▫ Work to overcome the barriers produced by 

fragmentation and segregation. 
 Work to improve access to the region’s 

opportunity structures for the disenfranchised. 
 “Grow” the middle class in the central city. 
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Moving Forward

• Leadership and coalition building will be vital to 
create the political momentum for change  

• Despite differences in race, income, 
neighborhood location or politics, everyone in 
the Detroit region shares a linked fate that 
should motivate and guide policy reform 
throughout the region

• Detroit has reached a defining moment:  the 
region must pursue innovative new policies to 
ensure an equitable, sustainable future for all



Building Coalitions and Capacity

• Detroit has had, and continues 
to have, significant capacity to 
respond to economic, 
educational, and social 
challenges

▫ Regional actors must have an 
inclusive series of 
conversations that 
foregrounds equity 

▫ Capacity to coordinate and 
move various initiatives 
forward must be developed 

▫ Residents can assist in 
developing public support for 
the policy reforms needed to 
revitalize the region

30



Visit www.kirwaninstitute.org

http://www.kirwaninstitute.org/


Appendix: Cleveland Regionalism 

Project
• Client: The President’s Council
• Goal: ID policy framework to 

grow regional opportunity 
• Methods:

▫ Analyze the health of 
Cleveland’s African American 
community compared with 
peer regions

▫ Interview diverse leaders and 
stakeholders 

▫ Assess Cleveland’s social and 
historical context and current 
regional initiatives 

▫ Review regional equity-based 
policies throughout the nation



Cleveland’s Challenges:

• Population loss 
▫ still significant in the City of Cleveland and is now 

affecting its inner suburban communities
• Jobs 

▫ continuing to move out of the city, while the 
region as a whole is losing jobs, especially in the 
manufacturing sector

• Urban communities become more isolated from 
opportunity as a result of continued suburban 
growth and economic polarization
▫ …resulting in stagnant regional growth and worsening 

inequalities 



Sprawl without Population or Job Growth
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Racial, Regional Inequities in 

Cleveland

• U.S. Census Bureau finding: Cleveland is the third most 
segregated large metropolitan area in the nation

• The average African American student attends a school 
with a student poverty rate 300% higher than the 
average school a White student attends

• The City of Cleveland has one of the highest poverty 
rates in the nation, with 1 out of 3 people in the City 
living in poverty, and 1 out of 2 children in poverty

• Approximately 1/3 of African Americans in the City of 
Cleveland live in a neighborhood of concentrated poverty 
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Segregation in the Cleveland Region
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Opportunities in Cleveland

• The region’s economic challenges have become a 
rallying point for promoting regional responses 

▫ The business community, local governments, 
political and community leaders, social justice 
advocates, the faith-based community, 
environmental advocates and the non-profit 
community have begun to discuss the potential for 
regional policy reform for Northeast Ohio
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Examples of Collective Synergy to Promote 

Regional Solutions

• Mayor Frank Jackson’s initiatives encouraging 
regional cooperation  and specific proposals to 
utilize water contracts to create regional cooperation 
around economic development

• Cleveland Foundation support for the Presidents’ 
Councils exploration of regionalism’s impacts on the 
African American community

• The Fund for Our Economic Future support of 
Voices and Choices, an 18-month public 
engagement investment in public outreach and 
input into economic development strategies



Priority Recommendations for 

Cleveland: Focus Areas

• Education: addressing economic segregation and 
targeting high-poverty schools

• Economic Development: Supporting minority 
business development and workforce development; 
eliminating barriers to strategic urban reinvestment.

• Housing: Regional collaborations to address 
foreclosures; comprehensive deployment of tools 
including land banking, land trusts, and CDCs to 
work for inclusionary, mixed income housing; 
growth management policies ensuring suburban 
development includes affordable housing.



Focus Areas contd.:

• Transportation: increase funding for transit and 
expand regional transit and transit-oriented 
development

• Environmental Justice: Build environmental justice 
principles into regional transportation, land use, and 
environmental planning and decision making; aggressive 
lead abatement programs for older homes; target 
additional state funding sources to lead abatement, and 
the creation of new affordable housing production in 
opportunity-rich neighborhoods

• Health: collaborations between the healthcare sector 
and education institutions, K-12 and higher ed.; health 
advocacy must be a part of educational and housing 
reform



Questions? Comments?


