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The 12.38 acre Mill Brook complex, with 3,001 
residents in 1,251 apartments, is a typical public 
housing superblock.

Google Earth,  2007

height from 8 to 16 stories, and some industrial 
facilities.28 The highways — together with truck 
routes, waste transfer stations, and a sewage 
treatment plant — have been implicated in 
studies on air pollutant exposures that may be 
linked to very high asthma hospitalization rates 
for children in the borough.29 

The block is located one block to the north 
of the Major Deegan Expressway,30 a section 
of Interstate 87 that divides the mixed-use 
blocks of Mott Haven from the more industrial 
neighborhood of Port Morris to the south. It 
includes four of the nine 16-story buildings in 
the Mill Brook Houses, a New York City Housing 
Authority development completed in 1959.  

Million dollar block: The Bronx
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and styles and strategies for reshaping cities. It is 
time for architects and planners to assess what 
are conventionally named “urban assets,” and 
ask about the gaps in assets which mark these 
communities. A lack of opportunity goes hand in 
hand with a high degree of disinvestment (both 
public and private) in key civic institutions and 
urban environments. We need to invest in these 
parts of the city again, rather than committing 
massive amounts to address the results of 
this failure elsewhere. This is a question of 
design, of policy, of strategic networks and of 
reprogramming the city.
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Conclusions and Questions

We began from the fact that, most of the time, 
prisoners come home. And the places to which 
they return can be pictured and analyzed. 

We selected four blocks to highlight, blocks 
which exemplify the extreme social conditions 
characteristic of the geography of incarceration. 
In each city, these blocks feature the highest 
overlapping concentrations of people living in 
poverty, people of color, and people admitted  
to prison. 

Although we have mapped the home addresses 
of incarcerated individuals, the cities, not the 
individuals, are on trial. 

The four blocks reveal striking physical 
similarities from city to city. Elevated highways, 
industrial areas, large swaths of vacant land, 
public housing, and questionable environmental 
conditions combine to define what surrounds 
and constitutes these residences. 

It might seem that we are picturing simply what 
everyone already knows: that physical isolation 
is reinforced by economic and racial isolation. 
Or, is the reverse true: are economic and racial 
isolation reinforced by physical isolation?

These blocks and their surroundings in Wichita, 
Phoenix, New Orleans, and New York are 
physically isolated because of the ways that  
the land around them is used. The location of  
the elevated highways and the industrial facilities 
alongside these residential areas vary from 
place to place, of course, and produce different 
degrees and levels of isolation. In every case, 
the neighborhoods are impoverished. Pockets 
of poverty and racial isolation continue to prevail 
in identifiable city neighborhoods across the 
country. Each city is different, though, with 
different populations, densities and urban  
forms of inhabitation and growth. The built 
environment of poverty and race looks different  
in each city.

In each case, however, no matter how startling 
the differences, urban policy responses to 
poverty and racial isolation have systematically 
disserved or abandoned the neighborhoods. This 
disinvestment has been matched by investments 
in the institutions of the criminal justice system, 
particularly incarceration, and today it is those 
institutions which constitute the primary public 
response to these communities. That response 
costs millions of dollars per block in some 
cities, and millions of dollars per neighborhood 
in others. Even though so much money has 
been spent, it has done little to change the 
conditions in these parts of the city. A cycle of 
incarceration and return predominates in these 
urban areas, fueled less by neglect than by the 
direct consequences of policy choices in criminal 
justice, housing, education, health and the 
environment.

What are possible ways of catalyzing change? 
We have investigated cities in which officials 
are beginning to work and imagine ways out of 
this cycle. In each case the particular response 
is different, but they are all exploring how to 
address people living in these neighborhoods 
not simply as recipients of one social service 
or intervention (homeless, poor, sick, hungry, 
formerly incarcerated, and so on) but rather to 
integrate and coordinate their responses to the 
complex overlaps of difficulties which make up  
so much of life there. 

To be effective means taking on social issues as 
constitutive of the physical city. The question for 
architects and planners of that city to explore, 
and to take responsibility for, is the pattern we 
have identified here. Individual acts of criminal 
behavior, or even the aggregate phenomenon of 
crime, do not explain it. Nor do the specific facts 
of land use, transportation corridors, housing 
projects, poverty or race. It is an intricate network 
of people, institutions, planning and policies 
which has established the pattern. 

There is a rich tradition of thinking about, and 
building, urban forms, a multitude of vocabularies 
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