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The economic effects of foreclosures were deeply damaging to minority 

neighborhoods and to people of color, particularly when the housing 

bubble burst.74 Not only were many people of color displaced from their 

homes, but neighborhoods suffered from additional vacancy, 

abandonment, and blight. In addition to mortgage foreclosures, tax 

foreclosures surged as people became less able to afford the cost of their 

mortgages plus their taxes. In Buffalo, tax foreclosures increased from 

1,074 in 2004 to 3,304 in 2009. Today, in the Buffalo Niagara region, 

the white homeownership rate is 73.4 percent, while the black rate is only 

28.9 percent — the third highest disparity in the nation for cities with 

substantial black populations.75

Key Im pacts o f Segregation 

HEALTH

As time went on and African Am erican neighborhoods continued 

losing investment and political attention, residents’ health suffered. In 

Buffalo, for example, life expectancy is higher west of M ain Street, with 

the life expectancy of whites five years higher than that of African 

Am ericans.76 Lack of reliable transportation, inconsistent work 

schedules, and reduced healthcare facilities in segregated 

neighborhoods make it more difficult for residents of color to go to the 

doctor or seek treatm ent. For residents of the East Side, hospital 

admissions are three times higher than those of higher-income 

residents.77

Neighborhoods of color in Buffalo are also rife with brownfields - 

former industrial or commercial sites that are often abundant with 

toxins. In segregated communities, housing stock tends to be older, 

which increases the prevalence of lead paint and thus lead poisoning.78 

Pollution is also a m ajor issue, with the presence of m ajor expressways 

such as the 33 causing a higher presence of pollution-linked diseases, 

including asthm a.79 Additionally, the most segregated neighborhoods of 

Buffalo also tend to be ‘food deserts,’ in which most residents lack 

convenient access to healthy, affordable food options. Buffalo’s black 

residents are six times more likely than white residents to live in a 

community without a grocery store.80

Increased  pollution, 
o ld e r  housing stock,
an d  th e  h e ig h te n e d  
p r e s e n c e  of 
brownfields can lead 
to  nega t ive  health 
o u t c o m e s  tha t  
d isproport ional ly  
affect p e o p l e  of 
color.

PARTNERSHIP FOR TH E PUBLIC G O O D 17



A  CITY DIVIDED: SEGREGATION IN BUFFALO, NY REPORT

Locations o f  Farmers' M arkets and Superm arkets, 
with levels o f  household  poverty  in Buffalo, NY
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S ource: M .J. W ld en e r, S.S. M etcalf, a n d  Y. B ar-Y am , "D ynam ic U rban F ood  
E nvironm ents: A  T em pora l Analysis o f A ccess to  H ealthy F oods,"  A m erican 
Jou rna l o f P reven tive M edicine, 41 (4) 439 -441 , 2011 .

CRIMINAL JUSTICE

Law enforcement tends to be m uch m ore intensive and invasive in 

racially segregated urban neighborhoods — often making residents feel 

like police are an occupying force rather than public safety allies. These 

tendencies were exacerbated by the W ar on Drugs and “zero 

tolerance” policies, which helped drive the surge in incarceration rates 

for people of color that Michelle Alexander refers to as “the New Jim  

Crow.”81 In its 2013 report .Alarming Disparities, PPG found that while 

African Americans accounted for less than 14% of the population in
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Erie County, they accounted for 43% of arrests, and that residential 

segregation was one of the causes for this disparity.

The Buffalo Police D epartm ent’s Strike Force, recently disbanded, 

focused its patrol in high-crime neighborhoods, and its 20 officers 

regularly conducted traffic checkpoints. 82’88 Roadblocks have been 

most common on Buffalo’s east and west sides, home to some of the 

city’s poorest neighborhoods.84 The Buffalo Police D epartm ent’s 

Housing Unit, which consists of 18 officers patrolling Buffalo’s public 

housing projects, wrote nearly 10,000 traffic, parking, and ordinance 

tickets in a recent 12-month period. 85>86 Public housing units in the city 

of Buffalo are almost 90 percent minority leased.87 Disproportionate 

arrests lead to disproportionate rates of incarceration, further damaging 

the fabric of poor, segregated communities and pushing more families 

into poverty.

EDUCATION

In 1976, after years of segregation in the Buffalo Public Schools (BPS), 

the case o í  Arthur v. Nyquist resulted in an order for the BPS to 

desegregate.88 In response, the BPS eliminated neighborhood schools 

and increased bussing. While this helped initially, it also caused new 

issues for communities of color: longer time spent comm uting and less 

ability for parents without cars to be involved in their child’s 

schooling.89 M oreover, the BPS has re-segregated over time, in part 

because there are so few white students left in the district.90 The fact 

that children of color are overwhelmingly concentrated in the region’s 

highest poverty school district, where four out of five students qualify 

for free or reduced price lunch, drastically impairs their educational 

outcomes. Racial disparities persist within the district, as well; while the 

white graduation rate is 74%, the black and Hispanic graduation rates 

are 62% and 51% respectively.91

TRANSPORTATION AND JOB ACCESS 

People of color still tend to be the prim ary users of public 

transportation, with only 5% of white residents commuting by public 

transit, com pared to 21% of black, 15% of Hispanic, and 26% of Asian 

and Pacific Islander workers.92 Unfortunately, 58% of the area’s jobs 

cannot be reached by public transportation.98 Furtherm ore, even where

Racially s e g r e g a t e d  
n e ig h b o rh o o d s  can 
lead to  inc reased  
targeting by law 
en fo rcem en t ,  thus  
lead ing  to  h igher  
incarceration rates 
for com m unit ie s  of 
color.
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jobs are accessible by public transit, commute times tend to be longer 

for people of color — this is known as the “time-travel penalty” — 

reducing their time to engage in other activities.94 As a result, 

communities of color tend to be excluded from m any job  opportunities 

and have less time to spend on other jobs, education, and family life.

EMERGING TRENDS

The dawn of the Civil Rights era and the adoptation of the Federal 

Housing Act of 1968 made m any forms of direct racial discrimination 

illegal. At the local level, while there were several attempts throughout 

the latter half of the 20th century into the early 2000s, Buffalo did not 

pass a fair housing ordinance until 2006, and Erie County did not pass 

one until 2018.

Despite the federal, state, and local laws, m any landlords continue to 

discriminate illegally, most often based on familial status, disability, and 

source of income. While open racial discrimination is less common 

than in the past, these other forms of discrimination are often proxies 

for race discrimination and affect people of color disproportionately. 

This forces disadvantaged individuals into lower quality apartments 

that are often overpriced and yet under-m aintained by their 

landlords.95 Lack of enforcement by legal authorities allows for 

landlords to take advantage of the most vulnerable populations without 

the means to obtain redress.

Com batting racial segregation requires more affordable housing in 

different neighborhoods and m ore housing mobility.96 M any 

community organizations have emerged to assist low- to m oderate- 

income residents obtain affordable housing and services. O ne 

im portant example is Housing Opportunities M ade Equal (HOME), 

which does fair housing testing and enforcement, as well as policy 

advocacy and education of both landlords and tenants.

GENTRIFICATION AND DISPLACEMENT

As urban living becomes more popular again, and as the State and City 

invest in areas such as downtown, the waterfront, and the Buffalo 

Niagara Medical Campus, rents are rising shaqaly in some sections of 

the city and displacement is becoming a larger concern. Advocates are

A d o p t in g  an 
inclusionary zoning
policy w ould  help  
c re a te  m o re  
af fordable  housing  
in less s e g r e g a t e d  
n e ig h b o rh o o d s .

Figure 8 Image depicting the Fruit Belt 
with construction o f the Buffalo Niagara 
Medical Campus in the background. 
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pushing the City of Buffalo to adopt an inclusionary zoning law, which 

would require developers of rental housing to include a set percentage 

of affordable units. This would increase the stock of affordable housing 

and would make neighborhoods more diverse and inclusive. This is 

especially im portant in neighborhoods where gentrification is occurring 

and rents are rising rapidly, such as downtown, Allentown, and the 

Fruit Belt.97

Another tool to fight displacement and preserve inclusive 

neighborhoods is the community land trust, a non-profit organization 

controlled by residents that maintains ownership of land to keep 

housing perm anently affordable. FB Com m unity Land Trust, directed 

by Fruit Belt residents, is the first urban land trust in the city.98

Additionally, housing mobility program s that assist with the movement 

of low-income residents from low-opportunity neighborhoods to high- 

opportunity areas can be effective in expanding access, particularly 

when housing discrimination violations are addressed and enforced. 

Finally, one promising federal policy is the Small Area Fair M arket 

R ent policy, which would allow regions to set fair market rents by zip 

code rather than by an entire region, allowing Section 8 vouchers to be 

used in more affluent neighborhoods.99

Conclusion

Buffalo’s intense segregation is not an accident. It resulted from decades of 
federal, state, and local policies, many of which were explicitly racist, while 
others were facially neutral but had devastating impacts. The overlapping 
racial and economic segregation in this region is a prime driver of inequality, 
and it will take concerted efforts and a variety of policy tools to reverse it.
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