
Environmental 
Justice

Session 13: Gentrification and Displacement



Group Agreements

Only one person should be 
speaking at a time!

Try to question and critique the 
ideas being presented, rather 
than the person presenting 
them, so everyone can engage 
without feeling shut down.

If you are usually quiet 
challenge yourself to take more 
space, and if you usually talk a 
lot be mindful to leave room for 
quieter voices.

Out of respect for our limited 
time, please try to get to the 
point of your comment or 
question as concisely as 
possible.

One Mic
Challenge Ideas, Not 
People Listen with Empathy

Everyone has different 
experiences and perspectives -
try to avoid judgement and 
seek understanding. 

Every lecture here is an incomplete 
picture of the topic we are about to 
discuss. I invite folks with classroom, 
professional, or lived experiences with 
the topic to participate and share those 
experiences, whether they align or 
conflict with the narrative i present.

Step Up, Step Back Land the Plane An Incomplete Picture
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Warm up:
What comes to mind when you think of 

gentrification? 

Are there negative connotations? 
What about positive ones? 



Gentrification Explained

Learn more: http://www.urbandisplacement.org/gentrification-explained 

“Gentrification Explained” is a short video that unpacks what gentrification really means, getting beyond the buzzword. The video addresses what led to gentrification, what gentrification looks like on the ground, and the impact of gentrification on communities, including displacement. 

(Check out our displacement explainer video, Pushed Out: Displacement Today and Lasting Impacts, if you haven’t already: urbandisplacement.org/pushedout)

So, why did we make this video? Gentrification is complex and needs some explaining. To understand it, there are three key things to consider:
1) The historic conditions, especially policies and practices that made communities susceptible to gentrification.
2) The way that central city disinvestment and investment patterns are taking place today as a result of these conditions.
3) And the ways that gentrification impacts communities.

We need to help ensure that as new investments take shape across our cities and regions, these investments generate healthy and equitable opportunities for everyone.

Produced by: UC Berkeley Urban Displacement Project, Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco, and The Great Communities Collaborative, an initiative of The San Francisco Foundation.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V0zAvlmzDFc


Gentrification

“One by one, many of the working class 
quarters of London have been invaded by 
the middle classes – upper and lower. 

Once this process of ‘gentrification’ starts 
in a district it goes on rapidly until all or 
most of the original working class 
occupiers are displaced and the whole 
social character of the district is changed.”

-Sociologist Ruth Glass, 1964



Gentrification and Segregation

Tactics of Residential Segregation

● Blockbusting 

● Contract Selling 

● Racially-restrictive covenant



Blockbusting

“I make my money—quite a lot of 
it, incidentally—in three ways: 
1. By beating down the prices I 

pay the white owners by 
stimulating their fear of what is 
to come; 

2. by selling to the eager Negroes 
at inflated prices; and

3. by financing these purchases at 
what amounts to a very high 
rate of interest.”

https://www.saturdayeveningpost.com/wp-content/uploads/satevepost/Confessions-of-a-Block-Buster.pdf
https://www.saturdayeveningpost.com/wp-content/uploads/satevepost/Confessions-of-a-Block-Buster.pdf


Contract Selling
“National Asset Advisors also began sending her 
letters threatening to evict her. That’s when Smith 
had a heart-stopping realization: She hadn’t 
actually purchased her home at all. The document 
she had signed wasn’t a traditional mortgage, as 
she had believed, but a “contract for deed”—a 
type of seller-financed transaction under which 
buyers lack any equity in the property until 
they’ve paid for it in full. 

Since Smith didn’t actually have a deed to the 
house, or any of the rights typically afforded home 
owners, she and her mother could be thrown out 
without a foreclosure process, forfeiting the 
thousands of dollars they’d already spent to 
rehabilitate the home.”

https://chicagoreader.com/news-politics/the-infamous-practice-of-contract-selling-is-back-in-chicago/
https://chicagoreader.com/news-politics/the-infamous-practice-of-contract-selling-is-back-in-chicago/


Racial Covenants

Text reads: SECTION 2: OWNERSHIP BY NEGROES PROHIBITED: None of the land may be conveyed to, used, owned, or occupied by 
negroes as owners or tenants.

https://www.npr.org/2021/11/17/1049052531/racial-covenants-housing-discrimination
https://www.npr.org/2021/11/17/1049052531/racial-covenants-housing-discrimination


Discuss with your group:

How do you think that some of the instruments of 
residential segregation, including redlining, racially 

restrictive covenants, contract selling, and blockbusting, 
contribute to gentrification today?



Understanding New York’s “Planned Shrinkage” in the late 20th Century ft. Mindy Fullilove

From "Just Enough for the City: The Struggle to Build and Sustain Self-Determined Black and Brown Communities." Part of the 2020 Full Participation Is A Human Right Conference and Arts Festival.

Watch the full panel: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=puWSgmZoYos

Views expressed in this video do not necessarily represent the views of the Community Service society.

https://www.full-participation.org/
https://www.cssny.org/

Planned Shrinkage 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TD4MXwgVDZs


“A Persistent Policy of Serial Forced Displacement”
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What is Climate Gentrification?



Coastal Redevelopment

Climate Gentrification Can Move in Two Directions

Higher Ground



“Green” Gentrification
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1900 - 1970s: Displacement and “Gym Crow”



1900 - 1970s: Displacement and “Gym Crow”





“Between 2010 and 2020, Community District 9’s Black population declined by 14 percent
(3,800 residents) and its Hispanic population declined by 10 percent (4,500 residents).



In Central Harlem in 
particular, there has 

been a 145% increase
in inflation-adjusted 
rent between 2002-

2017



“As Columbia University 

puts the last touches on its 

brand-new campus in 

Harlem, it has reached a 

milestone: The university is 

now the largest private 

landowner in New York 

City.

In a city where land is more 

valuable than almost 

anywhere in the nation, the 

school now owns more than 

320 properties, with a 

combined value of nearly 

$4 billion”





Fighting 
Displacement
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Discuss with your group:

What are some tools and strategies communities can use 
to push back against displacement and gentrification? 

Have you encountered any of these in your own life?
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Public land dispositions are 
concentrated in low-income 
Black and brown 
neighborhoods that need the 
deepest levels of affordable 
housing. 

Number of housing units built or preserved on 

public land per community district, 2014-2023



Percentage of homes on public land that are not affordable to median income families in each 
neighborhood (2014-2023) 



Community Participation 

● Many communities don’t have a say in the things that are built in 
their neighborhoods. 

● Instead of parks, we get power plants, instead of affordable 
housing, its luxury housing. 

● And when neighborhoods are improved, longtime residents are 
displaced against their will by unaffordable housing costs.



Who has the power to bring the things we want to our community?

Who has the power to block the things we don’t want?

Who benefits when our community changes?



Community Land Trusts 



Origins of Community Land Trusts



The Model



Non- Housing Uses for Community Land Trusts



Community Control
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Not pictured:
Central Harlem CLT
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The Community Land Act 



Community 
Opportunity to 
Purchase Act 

(Intro 902)

Public Land for 
Public Good 

(Intro 78)

Abolish and 
Replace the NYC 

Lien Sale

Tenant 
Opportunity to 

Purchase 
Resolution 

(Resolution 374)

The Community Land Act 



1. Community Opportunity to 
Purchase Act (COPA)

● Gives eligible CLTs/nonprofits right to make
a first offer on multifamily (3+ unit) buildings
when landlord decides to sell

● Modeled on successful legislation in SF,
D.C., and beyond that has preserved
thousands of affordable homes

● Engages NYC’s robust non-profit housing
sector, CLTs, CDFIs and other stakeholders



2. Public Land for Public Good (Int. 78)

● Requires NYC to prioritize eligible CLTs and 
nonprofits when disposing of City-owned land, to 
ensure public land is used for public good: 

○ Most public land dispositions have been 
awarded to for-profit developers, exacerbating 
gentrification and displacement

○ Public land should be used to minimize 
displacement and ensure residents have the 
right to remain, if they so choose, in the 
communities they built

● Encourages community to build spaces that might not 
be prioritized like green space or community space

Number of housing units built or 

preserved on public land per community 

district, 2014-2023



3. NYS Tenant Opportunity to 
Purchase Act

● Resolution to support state legislation
● Would give tenants in eligible buildings 

the right to the first offer when their 
building goes on sale 

● Tenants could buy the building together
and own it as a cooperative, turn the
building into publicly owned housing, or
work with a nonprofit to remain a
permanently affordable rental.



4. Abolish the Tax Lien Sale 
● Replace the predatory tax lien sale (a mechanism to collect unpaid property taxes, water, and 

sewer charges) with options that preserve affordable housing and community wealth

● If a property owner failed to pay the debts, the City would sell the lien (or the right to collect 
on the debt) to a private debt collector which would then add high fees or penalties, driving 
the homeowner further into distress

● This program disproportionately harmed Black and Brown homeowners and renters in 
communities of color, contributing to predatory lending, foreclosures and the erosion of Black 
and brown wealth for decades
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Final Project

Report Presentation

Submit a final report and presentation for the public 

meeting. The final report should be composed of the 

problem framing, campaign position, data and expert 

testimonies, and other information needed to advance 

the campaign.

Reports should be a maximum of 10 pages, single 

spaced, including graphics and layout, and not 

including the cover, table of contents, 

acknowledgements (if any), and references. In 

addition to a strong narrative, you are also 

encouraged to use graphic design, images, 

data/figures, and case studies to create a compelling 

final product.

The presentation should be a 15-20 

minute powerpoint on your campaign 

position,and should include the 

problem framing, data and testimony, 

and other information needed to 

advance the campaign. 

Include a section on “What We Heard” 

from stakeholders in your public 

meeting. 

The public meeting will be with an audience 

of class members and guest lecturers, and 

groups will use role play to frame the EJ 

issue, its impacts, and present different 

expert perspectives (e.g., community 

member, community organizer, engineer, 

sociologist, lawyer, scientist, elected official) 

Each team member should plan to attend in-

person and speak for at least 3-5 minutes.

Public Meeting
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