
Using Neighborhood Data for Policy:
Lessons from New York City

Strategic Data Use to Stabilize Neighborhoods

Ingrid Gould Ellen
December 7, 2011



NYU’s Furman Center for Real Estate and 
Urban Policy

Since its founding in 1995, the Furman Center for Real Estate and Urban
Policy has become the leading academic research center in New York City
devoted to the public policy aspects of land use, real estate development
and housing. The Furman Center, a joint research center of NYU Law
School and the Robert F. Wagner School of Public Service, is dedicated to:
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 Providing objective academic and empirical research
 Promoting frank and productive policy discussions
 Presenting essential data and analysis 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We are an academic research center, but we are also very committed to informing policy discussions and providing data and information to housing and community development practitioners in NYC.  



The Effect of Housing Investment/ 
Disinvestment on Communities 

 Disinvestment
 Impact of foreclosures on crime in surrounding area

 Investment
 Impact of subsidized housing investment on surrounding 

property values
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
I’m going to focus today on research that we have done to explore the effect of housing investment and disinvestment on communities, and how we’ve tried to communicate those results to policymakers and practitioners.  Specifically, I will very quickly discuss two projects – one recent project studying the impact of foreclosures on communities, and I will focus on crime in particular, and another older study examining the impact of subsidized housing investment on surrounding property values.  



Foreclosed Home in Brooklyn

Presenter
Presentation Notes
While the foreclosure crisis hasn’t hit New York as hard as some of the other cities represented here today, the city has seen a large number of foreclosures.  About 17,000 properties received a foreclosure notice last year, down from 20,000 in 2009.. 
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Properties that Entered Foreclosure, 2010

Presenter
Presentation Notes
And some neighborhoods have been hit quite hard.  Foreclosures are heavily concentrated in a set of largely black and Hispanic neighborhoods in Northern Brooklyn and Southeastern Queens. 
Residents and community advocates are increasingly concerned that foreclosures are destabilizing these communities and potentially causing crime.  But there is little research to date showing any links to crime, so we set out to study this question.



Empirical Challenge

 Blocks where foreclosures tend to occur are likely 
to be systematically different from other blocks –
and are likely to have more crime.

 We need to ‘weed out’ these baseline differences to 
test if additional foreclosures actually lead to 
additional crime. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The key empirical challenge of course is that blocks where foreclosures occur are likely to be different from other blocks and maybe likely to have more crime. 



Geographic Unit of Analysis: Blockface

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We exploit the fine-grained nature of our data to come up with an empirical strategy. 

Unlike most neighborhood-level research, which uses Census blocks or Census tracts as units of analysis, we used GIS to map all of our point-specific foreclosure and crime data in New York City into blockfaces.  Blockfaces are comprised of the properties on either side of a street segment, between the two nearest cross streets.  They are essentially what we colloquially know as a block.  We think using blockfaces is prefereable to census blocks because theoretically, a foreclosure should most affect criminal activity on the blockface – on both sides of the street - and should have less effect on crimes around the corner.   

In brief, our identification strategy is to compare changes in crime on blockfaces that have recently experienced an increase in foreclosures, to changes in crime on nearby blockfaces that are experiencing similar unobservable trends in neighborhood quality, but have not seen the same jump in foreclosures.



Data Needs and Sources

 Parcel-level foreclosure data for multiple years
 Foreclosure notices (private vendor)
 Property sales(NYC Dept of Finance)

 To identify foreclosure outcomes – e.g., sales, entry into REO, 
and sales out of REO

 Property characteristics
 NYC Dept of Finance

 Address-level crime data for multiple years, by type
 NYC Police Department

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We needed lots of data to undertake the analysis – in particular, data on foreclosures, property characteristics, and crime.  I won’t go into detail, but we received most of these data from local government agencies.  We had to purchase foreclosure data, however, from a private vendor.



Key Results

 An increase in foreclosure activity on a given 
blockface is followed by an increase in crime.
 No evidence that crime today predicts future foreclosure 

activity. 

 Effects are strongest for violent crime and public 
order crime.  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In other words, housing deterioration and neglect can undermine communities and even cause crime. 



Outreach to Community and Policymakers

 Presentation to NYPD
 Roundtable discussion about results with local 

community groups, housing agency officials, 
foreclosure prevention advocates, and police

 Will release broader policy brief

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We are still finalizing results, but we have made a presentation to the asst commissioner for policy at the NY Police Department.  We have also held a roundtable with about 25-30 key stakeholders to discuss our results and implications for policy.  It was a great discussion.  We had representatives from community groups, housing agency officials, foreclosure prevention organizations.

We will also release a policy brief once our results are finalized, which we circulate to broader group of practitioners, policymakers, and the press.  



Before/After Subsidized Housing Investment

Presenter
Presentation Notes
On a more hopeful note, As I said, we have also studied the impact of housing investments and subsidized housing investments in particular, on communities. We were motivated by many conversations with community-based developers who were persuaded that they were not only creating housing by rehabilitating the vacant building shown in this photograph but also improving and even transforming communities.  So we decided to study the impacts of investments like this on the value of surrounding properties. 



New York City Housing Programs

 Ten Year Plan, 1987-2000
 City invested $5.1 billion in housing 

rehabilitation/construction
 Created 66,000 new housing units
 22,000 units created through new construction
 44,000 units created through gut rehabilitation of 

formerly vacant buildings

Presenter
Presentation Notes
New York is a great city in which to do this work because over the course of late 1980s and 1990s, the City invested an unprecedented amount of capital dollars in subsidized housing.  City investments created 66,000 new subsidized housing units out of vacant, abandoned properties and vacant lots that the city had taken ownership of through tax foreclosure. 



2,000 ft. Rings Surrounding Ten Year Plan Developments Near the 
Brooklyn/Queens Border

– Census Tract Map -

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Essentially, our research strategy was to compare the gaps between the sales price of properties located within a given distance of subsidized housing sites with the sales prices of comparable properties that were still in the same neighborhood but further away from the subsidized housing site, and then observe how this difference changed after the completion of subsidized housing.   



Data Needs and Sources

 Data on property transactions in the city from 1980 
to 1999 (294,000 sales)
 NYC Department of Finance

 Data on characteristics of every property
 NYC Department of Finance  

 Data on location and characteristics of Ten Year 
Plan new units (66,000 units)created 1987-2000
 NYC Dept of Housing Preservation and Development

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Again, we relied on lots of different parcel-level datasets, all this time provided to us by city agencies. 
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Prices of Homes Near Subsidized Housing Sites Rise Relative 
to Other Properties After Completion of Average-Size Project

Presenter
Presentation Notes
What did we find?  We basically found that the gap between prices of properties near to subsidized housing sites and those further away fell substantially after the creation of new subsidized housing. Our analysis of costs and benefits suggests that New York City’s housing investments
delivered a tax benefit to the city that exceeded the cost of the city’s subsidies and amounted to some 75 percent of total public investment, which includes both state and federal dollars



Outreach to Community and Policymakers

 Presentation to NYC Dept of Housing Preservation 
and Development

 Presentation to local housing developers (nonprofit 
and for-profit) and advocates

 Presentation to NYC Office of Management and 
Budget

 Testimony at congressional hearing

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We spent a fair bit of time communicating these results… as we thought it was important that policymakers understand these neighborhood spillovers when making housing investments – and not just focus on benefits enjoyed by the individuals who were lucky enough to live in the housing units.  So we presented results to the city’s housing department, we presented to local housing developers and advocates, we presented findings to the NYC Office of Mgmt and Budget, given that we found that housing investments essentially paid for themselves by raising surrounding property values.  While they were skeptical that the city dollars would be completely recouped, I think they were persuaded that neighborhood benefits exist.  I even testified at a congressional hearing on the impacts of the community development block grant program about how methods like this could be used more broadly.  



Lessons

 Need for ongoing relationships with city agencies
 Provide critical data
 Help interpret results
 Use results for policy

 Need for ongoing relationships with community 
groups 
 Help identify key issues and interpret results 
 Use results on the ground

 Need for careful and rigorous data analysis

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So what have we learned about the challenges of doing research to inform community development?  
First and most critically, it has been essential for us to maintain good relships with city agencies who provide us with critical data, help us interpret results, and ultimately, we hope, use our results to inform policy decisions. 
Second, it is critical to have ongoing relationships with community groups, who can help identify key issues and interpret results, and hopefully use results to inform their work. 
Finally, of course, I think delivering careful and rigorous data analysis and research is absolutely essential to make an impact.  Increasingly, funders – both public and private – are looking for clear demonstrations of the value of their investments and so rigorous work documenting impacts has never been more essential.
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