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officials
You know well and good that neighborhoods like 
Crown Heights are at a tipping point. Rising rents 
are putting its residents and small businesses 
to the test. its racial diversity risks becoming a 
window dressing used to veil deeper divides. And 
as technology transforms how we connect, our ties 
with neighbors are the first to go.

Crown Heights is not the only neighborhood facing these threats — displacement, racism, and isolation are 
rearing their ugly heads in communities across the globe. And on the ground, neighborhoods need to see 
you tackling them head-on.

That means making communities stable enough to not just sustain socioeconomic diversity, but to actively 
build wealth for the historically marginalized.

That means ensuring places like Crown Heights are paradigms — rather than cautionary tales — of how 
mixed-race communities can confront an ugly history and work toward a more just future. 

That means facing up to the costs of a networked society to our social fabric — and taking steps to rewire it.

You can start by looking and listening to neighborhoods like Crown Heights. You can deliver by standing 
with them as they face this uncertain future.
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Track neighborhood-level data 
on social integration to gauge 
progress of policy initiatives.

As this field research revealed, 
there is a wealth of untracked 
data on social integration levels 
in our neighborhoods — from 
who visits which businesses, 
to who interacts with whom on 
the street. These types of data 
collection methods may be 
challenging to scale, however. 
Recent efforts at MIT have 
revealed two potential large-scale 
data sources for understanding 
such segregation in both 
storefront interiors and the public 
realm, however. First, a recent 
study used cell phone data to 
determine patronage at different 
storefronts by income level, 
revealing stark class segregation 
at the block scale.199 Second, an 
initiative — dubbed ‘Placelet’ 
— is underway to understand 
and measure pedestrian foot 

Amp up investment in non-
commercial, small gathering 
spots (e.g., pocket parks).

Public recreational and 
community spaces are 
under threat amid increasing 
privatization and more limited 
public funds. A bright spot is just 
south of Eastern Parkway at the 
upcoming Bedford Union Armory 
development — a recreation and 
community center (including non-
profit and mixed-income housing) 
blocks away from the site of this 
field work.202 Even still, greater 
investment in non-commercial 
spaces is always beneficial, 
especially given empirical 
research shows people are more 
likely to frequent such venues if 
they are within a 5 minute walk of 
their residence or workplace.203 
Policymakers may consider 
providing incentives to landlords 
to activate vacant storefronts 
for non-commercial uses (e.g., 
art, culture, non-profit), or to 
convert vacant lots into green 
space activation. One vacant lot 
on Nostrand Avenue, for example, 
sits on its northern half and could 
be a prime setting for a pocket 
park. The city may also consider 
ways to better support local 
community gardens increasing 
reach and visibility, such as the 
local Bergen Street Community 
Garden, which appeared “off-
limits” to one interviewee for this 
study.

Design city-level incentives for 
community-centric business 
decisions (e.g., hiring locally)

The B-Corp model has seen 
strong adoption to promote 
community- and environmentally 
friendly practices among 
businesses204 — including 
among some small businesses 
on the corridor. Said one local 
B-Corp, “I›m a certified B-Corp 
which means I do all of these 
things [hiring locally, etc.] but 
the city doesn›t know and may 
not even care. If they do I don›t 
know the programs that would 
offer me an incentive for doing 
so.” Through the Department of 
Small Business Services, may 
consider maintaining data on 
neighborhood-serving B-Corp 
businesses, encouraging adoption 
of such practices, and devoting a 
pool of funds for grants to B-Corp 
businesses — grants could be 
determined not just based on 
B-Corp requirements, but based 
on a set of factors specific to 
social integration priorities, too.
(e.g., hiring of people of color, 
promoting community-building 
through programming, etc.).

Consider installing a city-wide 
position to focus on issues of 
social integration.

The United Kingdom has put 
policy muscle into issues of 
isolation, racial and ethnic 
division, and inequality in recent 
years. The country made waves 
when it appointed a “Minister of 
Loneliness” in 2018 to combat 
rising social isolation.205 London 
Mayor Sadiq Khan took a more 
deliberate approach to the 
issue — and its implications 
for a racially and ethnically 
diverse city facing inequality 
— by establishing a deputy 
mayor position devoted to 
social integration. He released 
a strategy on the topic in 2018, 
and forming an in-house “Social 
Integration Design Lab” for a 
two-year period.206 These policy 
commitments send a message 
about the importance of building 
community and bridging ties. New 
York City could consider a similar 
commitment — whether by 
establishing a position outright, 
or by embedding specialists 
within existing city departments. 
For commercial corridors 
specifically, the Department of 
Small Business Services may 
consider establishing a role 
specifically focused on the 
role of local entrepreneurs in 
facilitating the “bridging ties” 
required for social integration 
— and advocating for the types 
of interventions discussed in the 
previous section targeted at small 
businesses.

traffic, engagement with one 
another, and relationships to 
public space.200 Both data sources 
present intriguing possibilities 
for better understanding 
social integration patterns, 
but would also require ethical 
and data privacy discussions 
before scaling. The London 
social integration team has 
also developed a roadmap for 
collecting and managing data 
on the challenge, using less 
algorithmically complex methods 
(e.g., surveys, parsing existing 
census data).201 Collecting 
a mix of these types of data 
— calibrated to New York City 
priorities and overseen by a social 
integration department or other 
entity — may help set the agenda 
for social integration and track 
progress toward goals.

Adopt rent stability measures or 
landlord incentives to mitigate 
commercial displacement.

It’s no secret that among planners 
and policymakers, commercial 
rent stabilization lags behind 
residential rent stabilization. In 
rapidly changing contexts like 
Nostrand Avenue, however, policy 
action is critical, as authors noted 
in retail-focused case studies 
of gentrification in Harlem and 
Williamsburg: “The right to the 
city passes through the right to 
shop there.”207 New York City lags 
behind peers in adoption of small 
business protection measures. 
Internationally, London, Paris 
and Rome have protections in 
place for historic or culturally 
significant businesses — with 
Paris going so far as to buy the 
properties of such businesses 
and negotiating rent caps 
with landlords since 2004.208 
San Francisco has been most 
progressive in the United States, 
establishing a Legacy Business 
Historic Preservation Fund that 
offers grants to businesses that 
are at least 20-years-old; funds 
can be used to secure continued 
tenancy, and landlords can get an 
additional payment for agreeing 
to a 10-year-lease for the 
selected businesses.209 In New 
York City, many commercial rent 
stabilization measures are in pilot 
mode or legislation: such as set-
asides for local ground-floor retail 
in new developments in East New 
York210; and a bill under review to 
provide small businesses under 
threat of eviction with free legal 
help.211
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