
THE NEW RED LINE
A Study of the Ongoing Segregation 
in the Broadway Triangle



Churches United For Fair Housing (CUFFH) is a grassroots organization that works towards 
community empowerment through community organizing, youth engagement and by providing 

sophisticated social services. CUFFH organizes towards preserving and creating vibrant communities 
that are not exclusive and are really affordable to working families in New York City.
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Introduction 
The history of housing programs throughout the United States, including New York City, is a history of 
racial segregation and substandard housing for the poor and marginalized. Despite a stated 
commitment to the development of affordable housing units to serve New York City’s desperate 
housing needs, Mayor Bill de Blasio’s housing plan has created a minimal number of units that are 
truly affordable for New York’s low-income residents while continuing to subsidize developments that 
exacerbate the legacy of segregation. 

A real plan to address New York’s housing crisis will require the development of truly affordable 
units, priced according to local community needs and tied to robust and enforceable community 
benefits agreements. 

This report outlines the current crisis and the shortcomings of the Mayor’s plan to address it, focusing 
on the ways in which the proposed development in the Broadway Triangle—at the intersection of Bed-
Stuy, Bushwick, and Williamsburg—exemplifies the problem.  The project proposed by the Rabsky 
Group offers fewer than three hundred nominally affordable units, many of which will be too expensive 
for the community’s Black and Latino residents, while stimulating a wave of high-income demand likely 
to accelerate displacement.

We demand that the City Council either reject the proposed development or demand the kinds of 
modifications that will ensure the project serves the community.

New York City’s Housing  
Crisis and Failed Solutions
In 2014, Mayor Bill de Blasio announced a plan to build or preserve two hundred thousand affordable units 
throughout the city by 2024. Of those, eighty thousand were expected to be new units created through tax 
breaks for developers building new apartment buildings at a cost to the city of ten billion dollars over ten 
years.1 While de Blasio’s plan has increased the number of units to come on the market in the last few 
years, the vast majority of those units are far from affordable. A recent analysis conducted by the 
Association for Neighborhood and Housing Development found that de Blasio’s plan had underserved 
residents earning less than $40,000 per year while providing a disproportionately high number of units 
for middle- and high-income residents.2 In Brooklyn, the percentage of new units serving low-income 
residents is forty percent of what it should be, given the need.3 The supply of luxury units far outpaces the 
demand to the point that landlords are offering incentives to combat the fact that,  “With so much to choose 
from at $5,000 [per month] there’s really no reason for tenants to stick around.”4 

While landlords are struggling to fill vacant luxury units, low-income New Yorkers face a stark shortage. 
The city boasts that the Mayor’s plan has so far created or preserved over sixty-two thousand 
affordable units.5 Of those, only about twenty thousand were new construction,6 and even more 
troubling, fewer than half of the newly constructed units were affordable for Extremely Low- or Very 
Low-income families, defined as those making under $24,500 per year for a family of three.7 This glut 
of luxury construction is occurring at a time when Brooklyn faces a shortage of over one hundred 
thousand affordable units for Extremely Low-income households alone.8 

Even if the number of affordable units was adequate, many would still be out of reach for low-income New 
Yorkers thanks to a skewed definition of affordability. Affordability is determined on a regional level, ignoring 
the reality that income levels vary dramatically from neighborhood to neighborhood.9  As a result, housing 
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that is deemed affordable in an area like the Broadway triangle requires an annual income that is nearly 
three times the median household income of $30,779.10

The influx of luxury units paired with “affordable” offerings that are not really affordable, threatens to 
worsen the housing shortage. A recent study conducted by researchers at UC Berkeley found that the 
construction of market-rate units can increase the demand for housing in areas that are already 
experiencing a shortage. At best, this increased demand cancels out the increased supply. At worst, it 
makes the shortage more acute, driving up rents and increasing displacement. The researchers 
concluded that a plan to counteract displacement likely requires the creation of large numbers of 
subsidized units coupled with tenant protection.11

The Broadway Triangle:  
A History of Segregation
As with most predominantly Black communities across the country, the history of the neighborhoods 
comprising the Broadway Triangle is one of segregation and denial of resources imposed by both 
government policy and private action. Affluent Blacks first began moving into central Brooklyn at the 
turn of the twentieth century, followed by middle and low-income Blacks in the 1920s and 1930s.12 
During the 1930s, the area was plagued not only by the effects of the Great Depression but the fallout 
from the rampant real estate speculation of the 1920s that had destabilized communities and left 
properties in disrepair.13 

The federal government’s programs to combat the housing crisis of the 1930s included the creation 
of the Home Owners’ Loan Corporation (HOLC), which produced the maps that would determine a 
community’s access to federal and private financing. In 1937, noting the “steady infiltration of Negroes”, 
HOLC assigned Bedford-Stuyvesant a D rating (“Hazardous”) on its maps.14 The same grade was given 
to both Williamsburg15 and Bushwick16 due to the “infiltration of Italians” in both neighborhoods.17

Blocked from moving into the surrounding neighborhoods, Blacks in these neighborhoods were at the 
mercy of slumlords who charged exorbitant rents for dilapidated housing.18

By the 1960s, when a wave of Puerto Rican migrants moved to the area seeking factory jobs19, 
the damage done by HOLC, landlords and real estate investors was plain. Craig Steven Wilder’s 
description of the effects of segregation in Central Brooklyn applies equally to circumstances in the 
neighborhoods around the Broadway Triangle: 

“Segregation was the initial stride of domination. The Central Brooklyn ghetto allowed white 
people to hoard social benefits while people of color became the primary consumers of social 
ills...The ghetto guaranteed white Brooklynites a monopoly in public services and perpetual 
control of the local government, quality schools, cleaner and safer streets, more efficient 
transportation, a greater share of government subsidies, superior medical and health facilities 
and greater access to parks, pools, and playgrounds.”20

Red-lining by the federal government not only deprived contemporary residents of access to federal 
housing programs but resulted in consequences that  affected communities for decades to come. A study 
conducted by the Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago found that redlined areas experienced high rates of 
segregation, low rates of homeownership and low credit scores as compared with other communities 
at least through the 1990s.21 The monopoly of white Brooklynites on public services continued through 
Johnson’s War on Poverty, Nixon’s War on Drugs, Reaganomics, and the Bush and Clinton 
administrations.22 
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Modern Efforts to Marginalize 
Black and Latino Residents
Nearly one hundred years after the concerted efforts of both government agencies and private 
developers starved residents of the Broadway Triangle of economic opportunity and basic public 
services, the area’s Black and Latino residents are once again organizing to defend their homes 
against public and private action. Beginning in 2006, the Bloomberg administration sought to develop 
the Broadway Triangle area, partnering with the United Jewish Organizations and Ridgewood 
Bushwick Senior Citizens Counsel to develop affordable housing on city-owned land and with public 
funds.23 UJO was tapped despite a history of discriminatory practices and no experience in developing 
large affordable housing projects.24 

Unsurprisingly, the resulting plan did not address the needs of the area’s large Black and Latino 

populations, focusing on three- to four-bedroom units in low-rise buildings, which not only limited the 
number of units but ensured that most units were suitable for large, mostly Hasidic families25 and 
unsuitable for the much larger number of small Black and Latino families. The plan also effectively 
excluded non-white residents by limiting the residency preference to the predominantly white 
Community District 1, despite the project’s proximity to predominantly Black and Latino Community 
District 3.26 In 2011, a state court cited these aspects of the plan as evidence that it would perpetuate 
segregation in the area in violation of the Fair Housing Act.27   

In 2018, the Rabsky Group proposes to build 1,146 housing units on the so-called Pfizer site. The 
development will not include any studio apartments and the developer has refused to make a truly 
legally binding and enforceable commitment to specify the number of one and two bedroom 
apartments, those best suited to the community’s Black and Latino households.28

What is known is that about ninety percent of the proposed units will be priced out of reach for the 
majority of the area’s Black and Latino residents. While twenty-five percent of the units would be 
designated as “affordable”, only ten percent would be priced to be affordable for a family making under 
$40,000 per year. The remaining fifteen percent would be priced for residents making over $50,000 
per year, with some renting for over $1,700 per month.29 This is being proposed in an area where the 
median income for Black and Latino households in the area is less than $25,000 per year compared 
with a median annual income for white residents of $61,198.30  

As described above, the introduction of over one thousand unaffordable units into an area already 
experiencing rising rents and a housing shortage will likely increase residents’ risk of displacement as 
demand increases. With the threat of higher rents comes a higher likelihood of facing harassment from 
landlords eager to push out longtime residents to seek higher paying tenants.31 Throughout 
the city, longtime residents face developers flooding their neighborhoods with luxury housing 
developments with token amounts of nominally affordable housing, an influx of new wealthy residents 
changing the face of their communities, and landlords harassing them out of their homes to take 
advantage of the resulting local rent increases.32 

“ In reviewing the Pfizer plan, we cannot afford to dismiss the risks 
of discrimination and accelerated segregation. We have a responsibility 
in City government to  factor in these realities or history will continue 
to repeat itself."

—Antonio Reynoso, NYC Council Member,  
District 34
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A Better Way

“Considering these land use applications have been about more than one 
site or project, it represents a chance to evaluate the direction of devel-
opment in Williamsburg and ensure that we are creating opportunities 
for everyone to afford to raise healthy children and families in this neigh-
borhood. Any rezoning that the City grants must affirm the standard of 
diverse, not segregated, opportunity.”

—Borough President Eric L Adams in his press release 
07/21  regarding his vote on the Pfizer site to disapprove 

with conditions 

New York City’s housing crisis is dire and calls for aggressive solutions. This fall, the Mayor is 
expected to win a new term, presenting an opportunity to abandon old, failed policies in favor of a new 
approach that provides truly affordable housing to those residents who need it most.. So far, Mayor de 
Blasio’s plan has led to an explosion in luxury units,33 a small handful of units for upper middle- and 
middle-income residents, and virtually nothing for low and extremely low-income residents. In order to 
seriously tackle New York’s housing needs, the Mayor should:

1. Ensure “affordable” units are actually affordable by calculating the area median incomes
required to access affordable units based on the incomes of the communities where the new
units will be constructed, rather than the region.

2. Dramatically increase the percentage of affordable units required in manufacturing-to-
residential rezonings to reflect the actual need for affordable housing in the surrounding
community. The current twenty percent requirement is not nearly enough to counteract the
increased secondary displacement pressures created by an inflow of new wealthy residents.

3. Pressure developers to adhere to community benefit agreements that require developers to
make real contributions to the larger community to ensure that new developments are an asset
and not a threat to existing community members.
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