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Driving Detroit: The Quest for Respect

in the Motor City George Galster

I argue that most of what we see in the city is a result of what
transpires in the suburbs and is beyond the power of the city to
control.

The primary drivers of the region’s economy and housing markets are
geographically concentrated in Detroit’s suburbs, though theirgeographically concentrated in Detroit’s suburbs, though their
reckless driving victimizes the city.

Similarly, the political and social dynamics of race and class
polarization are characterized by a city-suburb dichotomy.

It is impossible to understand what drives the City of Detroit by looking
only within its jurisdictional boundaries; a metropolitan perspective is
required.



Detroit in 2012

“It was the best of times,

it was the worst of times.”it was the worst of times.”

Charles Dickens…..A Tale of Two Cities
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Macomb County - 480 sqm / 1,243 sqk



Oakland County - 873 sqm / 2,261 sqk



Wayne County - 614 sqm 



  City of Detroit - 139 sqm / 360 sqk
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Growth of Detroit Suburbs PostGrowth of Detroit Suburbs Post--World War IIWorld War II
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1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010

TriTri--County TotalsCounty Totals

1950 3,016,197
1960 3,762,390
1970 4,203,743
1980 4,044,236
1990 3,912,679
2000 4,043,467
2010 3,863,924

Source: Census Bureau



The City Of Detroit and Its Suburbs Are Vastly DifferentThe City Of Detroit and Its Suburbs Are Vastly Different
in a Number of Areasin a Number of Areas

CityCity SuburbsSuburbs CityCity SuburbsSuburbs

White, NHWhite, NH 8%8% 80%80% CollegeCollege Grad +Grad + 12%12% 30%30%

African AmericanAfrican American 82 %82 % 11%11% UnemploymentUnemployment 33%33% 14%14%

Asian/PIAsian/PI 1%1% 4%4%
HouseholdHousehold
Income <$25KIncome <$25K

49%49% 23%23%

LatinoLatino 7%7% 3%3%
HousingHousing VacancyVacancy
RateRate

23%23% 8%8%

Foreign BornForeign Born 5%5% 9%9%
No VehicleNo Vehicle
AvailableAvailable

24%24% 6%6%

Source: Census Bureau – 2010 Census and
2010 American Community Survey
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Developing New Data

• Why was it necessary?

– Partners needed more granular, current, and robust 

information

– Condition and Vacancy data was of particular 

importance

– Vacant Land survey necessary because of the rapid 

A  joint project of 

– Vacant Land survey necessary because of the rapid 

changes that are not captured within administrative 

datasets 

Detroit Residential Parcel Survey - 3/2010

With the support of
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Sources: City of Detroit, Planning and Dev. Dept;
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Data Driven Detroit. 2/15/2010
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ENORMOUS SUPPLY & VERY LITTLE DEMAND
TRENDS
IMPERATIVES : THINGS WE MUST DO

20
MI2

35 MI2

VARYING DENSITY

Varying population 
density throughout 
the city places an 
uneven burden on 

infrastructure systems 

VACANT LAND

Of Detroit’s 35 
square miles of 
open space, 20 

square miles 
are vacant and 
underutilized

WEAK MARKET

Current market 
demand for 

property in Detroit 
is extremely low



09 FEBRUARY 2011WHY CHANGE?

1950 2010
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WHO WILL  L IVE  HERE?
DIRECT IMPACTS OF POPULATION CHANGEIf we do nothing.. Detroit will continue to lose tax revenue as people 

leave the city, and new residents do not move in.
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The number of vacant houses and buildings will 
continue to increase.

If we do nothing...

0 MONTHS
Move-in possible

4 MONTHS
Weather-damaged 

& stripped

2-5 YEARS MAX
Completely derelict

TRENDS
IMPERATIVES : THINGS WE MUST DO



If we do nothing...The amount of vacant land will continue to 
increase.

The number of vacant 
housing units 

DOUBLED
between 2000 and 2010 

TRENDS
IMPERATIVES : THINGS WE MUST DO



Razing the City to Save the City
New York Times, June 20, 2010
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20002000 –– 2010 Population Change by2010 Population Change by Race/EthnicityRace/Ethnicity GroupGroup
DETROIT MSA (6DETROIT MSA (6--COUNTY)COUNTY)

32.4%
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-15.7%

36.5%

-6.5%

-3.7%
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-20% -10% 0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%
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Asian and PI

Native American

African American
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NonHispanic

All Ages

Source: 2010 Census



DETROIT MSADETROIT MSA : Population by Race/Ethnicity: 2000: Population by Race/Ethnicity: 2000 -- 20102010

69.9% 67.9%

22.7% 22.6%
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2.0% 2.0%2.9% 3.9%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

2000 2010

Hispanic / Latino

Other / Multi-Race

Asian/Pacific
Islander

Native American

Black /African
American

White

Source: Census Bureau



2000 2000 –– 2010 Population Change by Race/Ethnicity Group 2010 Population Change by Race/Ethnicity Group 
CITY OF DETROITCITY OF DETROIT

26 4%
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CITY OF DETROIT CITY OF DETROIT : : Population by Race/Ethnicity: 2000 Population by Race/Ethnicity: 2000 -- 20102010
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WhiteWhite
AfricanAfrican

AmericanAmerican
AsianAsian HispanicHispanic

Other/Other/
MultiMulti

MacombMacomb -16,189 50,902 8,176 6,660 2,664

OaklandOakland -68,354 42,595 18,319 12,921 2,104

WashtenawWashtenaw 3,642 3,826 6,746 5,021 2,530

WayneWayne -126,804 -131,826 10,659 18,053 -10,316

OutOut--WayneWayne -82,487 53,567 12,445 16,541 -3,327

DetroitDetroit -44,317 -185,393 -1,786 1,512 -6,989

The Suburban Movement of the 1990s Increased PostThe Suburban Movement of the 1990s Increased Post--20002000
With Exodus of African Americans From DetroitWith Exodus of African Americans From Detroit

Source: Census Bureau
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Top Countries of Origin for Immigrants Coming toTop Countries of Origin for Immigrants Coming to
Metropolitan Detroit, 2003Metropolitan Detroit, 2003 -- 20102010
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20002000 –– 2010 Population2010 Population Change by Age GroupChange by Age Group
DETROITDETROIT
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Michigan and Parts of SE MichiganMichigan and Parts of SE Michigan –– Particularly DetroitParticularly Detroit
Trail the Nation in Education of WorkingTrail the Nation in Education of Working--Age PopulationAge Population
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Educational Attainment Varies a Great Deal by Race /Educational Attainment Varies a Great Deal by Race /
Ethnicity in Southeast MichiganEthnicity in Southeast Michigan
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Detroit is the Most Decentralized (Sprawled)Detroit is the Most Decentralized (Sprawled)
Employment Metro in the U.S.Employment Metro in the U.S.
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Household Incomes Throughout Michigan HaveHousehold Incomes Throughout Michigan Have
Decreased At Rates Three Times That of the NationDecreased At Rates Three Times That of the Nation

19991999

(2000 Census)(2000 Census)
2010 ACS2010 ACS ChangeChange

PercentPercent
ChangeChange

Median Household Income

United StatesUnited States 54,941 50,046 -4,905 -8.9%

MichiganMichigan 58,449 45,413 -13,036 -22.3%

Detroit MSADetroit MSA 64,348 48,198 -16,150 -25.1%Detroit MSADetroit MSA 64,348 48,198 -16,150 -25.1%

Macomb CountyMacomb County 68,178 49,160 -19,018 -27.9%

Oakland CountyOakland County 81,008 60,266 -20,742 -25.6%

Wayne CountyWayne County 53,357 39,408 -13,949 -26.1%

City of DetroitCity of Detroit 38,636 29,526 -12,849 -33.3%

Source: Census Bureau – 2000 Census and
2010 American Community Survey

* Note: All 1999 monetary values are adjusted to 2010 dollars using U.S. Consumer Price
Research Series Index for All Urban Consumers (CPI-U-RS) from 1999 to 2009.
Source: U.S. Department of Labor



The Economic Recession Hit Michigan 
Households Hard, Particularly in Cities
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Families in Our Core Cities Lost a Quarter of 
Their Buying Power Over the Decade

$58,803 $59,694

$72,157

$58,376
$60,000

$70,000

$80,000

1999 2010

Median Family Income, 1999 – 2010 (in 2010 dollars)

Source:  2000 Census and 2008-10 ACS

$45,695$44,370

$31,946

$45,246

$0

$10,000

$20,000

$30,000

$40,000

$50,000

Battle Creek Detroit Grand Rapids Michigan



Poverty Rates Have Increased in Our Core
Cities and Moved to Our Suburbs as Well

49.9%

Total Persons 2000

Total Persons 2010

Children 2000

Children 2010

Poverty Rates for Total Population and Children, 1999 - 2010
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One Third of Detroit Households Get By On Less thanOne Third of Detroit Households Get By On Less than
$15,000$15,000 –– One Half With Less than $25,000One Half With Less than $25,000
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Next Detroit Neighborhood Initiative

Detroit Works Project Demonstration Areas

Live Downtown Boundaries

Live Midtown Boundaries

NSP I

NSP II
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Skillman Good Neighborhoods
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Federal, foundation, city and corporate 
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www.DataDrivenDetroit.org 

http://datadrivendetroit.org/data-mapping/
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Interactive Neighborhood Data 

Tools 

WCI Interactive Parcel Map CDAD Strategic Framework 
Neighborhood Typology Block Map 

www.DataDrivenDetroit.org 

http://projects.datadrivendetroit.org/wci_parcels_draft/
http://datadrivendetroit.org/projects/cdad-strategic-framework/cdad-nrsf/


www.DetroitDataCollaborative.org 



Neighborhood Data Collector 

Mobile App 

• Direct input of parcel-level information 

• Dynamic parcel selection 

• Drop down question menus 

 

Paper Survey 

• “Offline” version of mobile app 

• Contextual map and questions 

• Scan data sheets 

www.DataDrivenDetroit.org 



Detroit: The New "Cycle" City

Momentum Planet, May 2010

www.DataDrivenDetroit.org



Is the Future of Cities Being Built in Detroit?

The Observer of London July 2010

www.DataDrivenDetroit.org



Driving Detroit: The Quest for Respect

in the Motor City George Galster

Greater Detroit is stunning. It is stunning in its legacy of industrial, labor
organizing, and artistic achievements juxtaposed against its legacy of
race and class warfare.

It is stunning in its contrasts between poverty and plenty, decay and
splendor, ugliness and beauty, hate and love, despair and resilience,splendor, ugliness and beauty, hate and love, despair and resilience,
all implausibly proximate on the urban landscape.

It is stunning in that it has represented to the world both the best and
worst of what cities can be, all within the span of half a century.
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