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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
A. Background
One Region Forward is a broad-based,
collaborative effort to promote more
sustainable forms of development in
the Buffalo Niagara Region: in land
use, transportation, housing, energy
and climate, access to food, and more.
It combines research and public
engagement with planning and action
to help the region meet the combined
economic, environmental, and social
challenges of the 21st century.
Within the One Region Forward context,
the Fair Housing Equity Assessment
(FHEA) is a comprehensive examination
of the current state of racial, ethnic
and geographic inequality within the
region designed to inform strategy
development, priority setting and
investment recommendations to
alleviate these inequalities and provide
opportunities to all residents.
The FHEA takes into account current
barriers to opportunity as well as
historic causes of segregation and
exclusion. Through the FHEA, One
Region Forward hopes to:
1. Understand the historical, current
and future context for equity
and opportunity in the region
and the data and evidence that
demonstrates those dynamics
2. Engage regional leaders and
stakeholders on findings and
implications of analysis
3. Integrate knowledge developed
through the FHEA into the strategy
development process (e.g., priority
setting and decision making)
As with the One Region Forward
process in total, the Fair Housing
Equity Assessment started with an
acknowledgement of the tremendous
amounts of previous planning work
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as well as other initiatives already
taking place. Rather than ignoring
or duplicating that work, the FHEA
attempts to build on these efforts to
create a more robust, informed and
rounded document about equity in the
region. In addition to this wealth of
recent analysis and public input, the
Fair Housing Equity Assessment was
informed by a broad range of equity
stakeholders through its own distinct
FHEA Advisory Committee and through
direct public engagement at five
Community Congresses and through
print and on-line surveys distributed by
our partners.
Though equity issues come front and
center in this Fair Housing Equity
Assessment, the combined framework
of equity and opportunity cannot be
viewed independently from sustainable
development. In fact an inequitable
future is an unsustainable future
and, as such, recommendations that
run throughout the Regional Plan for
Sustainable Development at the core
of the One Region Forward initiative
necessarily and intentionally consider
racial, ethnic and geographic equity as
a goal and a marker of progress. Each
of the development scenarios outlined

Definition of Equity:

in the One Region Forward plan place a
much heavier emphasis on reinvestment
and revitalization than current
trends. These are strategies, developed
through broad based public input,
fundamentally reflect the disparities
that have developed throughout Buffalo
Niagara’s period of outward expansion
and population loss and a desire to
seek to set a new course. These are
strategies that also acknowledge the
shifting composition and preference
of our population. Large changes to
our region are inevitable. Establishing
and committing to a lens of equity and
inclusion will ensure that all residents
and the region as a whole move toward
vibrancy and prosperity.

B. Equity
In order to examine equity throughout
the region, though, the FHEA partners
first came to a shared understanding
of what equity means for the region.
Together, they developed a definition
that has its roots in federally and state
civil rights protected classes, but uses
plain language to establish a vision for
us to strive toward.

Buffalo Niagara will be an equitable community when all people – regardless of
how they look, who they know or who they love, what language they speak, what
they believe, whatever their level of means or ability, when or where they were
born, where they live, where they go to school or why or how long they’ve called
this place home – have the opportunity, resources and tools needed to achieve
their potential, to lead healthy and fulfilling lives with rewarding work, and to
access, experience, and participate in all our region has to offer while ensuring
others – now and in future generations – can do the same.
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A thorough analysis of current
conditions throughout the region
confirmed what participants within
the FHEA process already had voiced
as major challenges: Buffalo Niagara
as it exists today and as it has existed
in the past is far from equitable. Gross
discrepancies persist between races,
ethnicities and geographies. We
continue to be a region where color of
skin, country of origin, language and
place of birth are major determinants in
access to opportunity and life outcomes.

C. Segregation and
Discrimination
Buffalo Niagara is a region that
continues to lose population,
experiencing an ongoing net population
loss each decade since 1970. But in
the midst of overall loss, we are also
experiencing major demographic shifts,
becoming both older and more diverse.1
However, this increase in diversity,
much like our population loss, is not
uniform throughout the two-county
region. Nationally, the Buffalo Niagara
Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA)
ranks high in segregation – as 6th most
segregated on the White-Black index
of the 102 largest metros, 21st in WhiteHispanic segregation and as the most
segregated on the White-Asian index
– and employment and achievement
statistics are skewed against people of
color.
The consequences of racial and ethnic
segregation and discrimination directly
impact individuals, neighborhoods and
the region as a whole. However, these
conditions did not develop in a vacuum.
A host of systemic and individual factors
– governmental, institutional, personal
– have contributed to and sustain a
system that perpetuates inequality and
the cycle of poverty. Many of the factors
contributing to segregation are buried
under assumptions, stereotypes and
misinformation so that the victims of an
unequal system are too often blamed for
its outcomes.
In the housing field in particular, multiple institutions, agencies and individual
actors have contributed to racial and
geographic segregation and discrimination. The influence of the federal government, private lending and real estate
industries – practices such as redlining,
blockbusting and racial steering, specu1 From 1980 through 2010, the White Non-Hispanic
share of the region’s population fell from 88.3% to 79.5%
while every other major racial and ethnic group saw
significant increases.

lation and disinvestment, and a lack of
regulatory enforcement – each played
explicit and interconnecting roles in the
decline of urban areas, especially where
populations of color are concentrated.
Local power brokers and municipal
policies also directly limited the neighborhoods where people of color were
able to access housing, and residency
requirements, local zoning and housing
covenants were some of the tools used to
those ends.
Simultaneously, a variety of other factors further limit housing and neighborhood choice, such as exclusionary restrictive zoning regulations, NIMBYism
(a Not In My Back Yard mentality), a lack
of regional capacity to sufficiently combat instances of housing discrimination,
and a limited local housing support and
delivery system.
Various regulations have been put in
place to make access to housing more accessible and to eliminate discrimination
in lending, but the pervasive influence
of the finance, insurance and real estate
(FIRE) sectors continue to create a racial
and geographic imbalance of opportunity.
Other major employers and institutions
have also perpetuated actions negatively
impacting people of color from
disinvesting or avoiding neighborhoods
to direct actions of discrimination.
A refusal of companies to hire or to
promote people of color, for instance, led
to at least one major settlement in the
1970s with a large industrial employer.
In addition to the housing sector,
disadvantaged populations also face
challenges in spatial mismatches of
jobs and services, of transportation
challenges, of language and cultural
barriers. Environmental burdens more
heavily impact low-income communities
and communities of color. Inequitable
enforcement within the criminal justice
system places an incredible burden on
individuals, families and communities
both during and after incarceration.
Meanwhile, people in poverty, and
particularly people in poverty living in
poor neighborhoods, face increased costs
for daily items and services. Mainstream
services are often unavailable as
banks, supermarkets and established
retailers have either left or will not enter
impoverished communities. This forces
residents, who often don’t have access to
private transportation, to accept inferior
or more expensive products than people
with more resources and a greater
ability to be selective about where they
spend their money.

In the public realm, political decisions
skew the distribution of resources and
both investment and disinvestment
were at play. Disinvestment, the failure
to pave streets, fix sidewalks, or maintain streetlights or parks, for example,
contributed heavily to a lesser quality
of life in low-income communities and
communities of color. But major capital
investment that did come to these same
communities was not necessarily positive. New highways, for example, were
constructed through neighborhoods of
color, decimating communities while
breaking up emerging bases political
and economic power.
Historically, these decisions played off
of and into national trends of deindustrialization and suburbanization which
pulled economic activity out of central
cities and disbursed it throughout the
region – farther from the neighborhoods where prople of color were able
to live. As a rush of population shuffling occurred, the settlement of almost
exclusively white suburbs also created
conditions for a large segment of the
population to distance themselves physically and financially from the plight
of communities of color and the conditions of aging urban infrastructure and
institutions.
This reinforced a “small-box” delivery
system for public services throughout
the region that became very separate
and very unequal. The discrepancies
in the public education system in the
region, for example, are a product of
and contributor to segmentation and
segregation of the population. But the
conditions of streets, sidewalks, parks
and community centers are also physical
manifestations of the disparities that
this population reshuffling has created.
Controlling for the economic conditions,
the vast majority of municipalities in
the region have populations that are
whiter than their predicted racial share,
another stark example of the deep
divisions within the region.
The overall poverty statistics for BuffaloNiagara mask incredible disparities
largely defined – or at least heavily
influenced – by geography and race.
The poverty rate of the white population
in the region is only 9.6%, but for
African-Americans it is 36.1%, for
Hispanic/Latino populations it is 35.8%,
Asian/Pacific Islander 25.6%, Native
American 23.5% and some other race is
44.5% while two or more races is 28.6%.2

2 US Census Bureau, American Community Survey Five
Year Estimates, 2007-2011.
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Fully 49% of the people in poverty in
the region reside in the City of Buffalo,
even though the City as a whole only
represents only 23% of the regional
population. Together with Niagara Falls,
Lackawanna and Lockport, these core
cities house 62% of the region’s poor but
31% of the population. These four cities
have a combined poverty rate of nearly
28%, while all other areas of the region
have a combined poverty rate of less
than 8%.
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5 Twelve R/ECAPs are found within the City of Buffalo
limits – along the city’s western edge and throughout the
east side. Five of the six western tracts are mixed-race
concentrations, while one is majority Hispanic/Latino.
Five RCAPs on the east side are majority black, while one
just east of downtown is mixed-race. The remaining R/
EACP tracts are tract 174 in Lackawanna (mixed race) on
the southern border of Buffalo, 202 and 206 in Niagara
Falls (both majority black) and 9041 in the Tonawanda
Reservation (with a small population that is exclusively
native). Additionally, there are three tracts in the region
that are above the poverty threshold, but are not 50% people of color. Of those, Tract 209 in Niagara Falls is 49.3%
persons of color, Tract 55 in Buffalo is 44.4% persons of
color and Tract 83 in Tonawanda is 24.2% persons of color.
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3 With the exceptions of Brant and the Village of
Farnham which have each shown 1% decrease in black
population.
4 R/ECAP tracts must have populations comprised of
50% or more people of color and must be three-times the
average percentage of families in poverty (37.6% or more
for Buffalo Niagara).
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D. Racially and Ethnically
Concentrated Areas of
Poverty

The sixteen R/ECAP tracts are heavily
concentrated in the City of Buffalo, but
also appear in Lackawanna and Niagara
Falls.5 4.1% of the regional population
(46,203) lives in these communities.
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Still, the region as a whole is diversifying
and, in the process, the overall levels of
segregation are primarily decreasing.
Though some areas are diversifying
more than others, nearly every town,
city and village in the region has a
smaller percentage of white population
than in 1990, and a larger percentage of
black and Latino populations.3 However,
the region is still highly segregated
compared to other areas of the country.

As a measure of ingrained segregation
and lack of opportunity, HUD strictly
defines Racially and Ethnically
Concentrated Areas of Poverty (R/ECAPs)
by standardized metrics. These include
the portion of residents of the tract that
are people of color, and the portion of
families in the census tract that live
below the poverty level.4 By this measure
there are sixteen Racially or Ethnically
Concentrated Areas of Poverty tracts
within the region.
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While 56% of the region’s population
lived in above average opportunity
areas, 65% of whites did, while only
25% of Hispanic/Latinos and 10% of the
region’s black population did as well.
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The host of factors contributing
to segregation and concentrated
poverty in the region played a role
in the development of the R/ECAPs
in the region, and are in many
ways compounded in high poverty
neighborhoods of color. Siting decisions
and concentrations of public housing,
often in sites that were undesirable for
private development have played an
additional role in segregating poverty.
However, knowledge from within
communities regularly point out
the assets and amenities not usually
captured by statistics alone: the
community cohesion and engagement,
a historic park or neighborhood
institutions, the spirit of hope and
renewal that generates excitement and
confidence.
Yet these communities face the
challenge of an un-level playing field,
a lack of resources and support and,
historically, a lack of political will –
whether on a the part of the larger
community, the metropolitan power
structure or amongst public officials
specifically – to ensure equity of
investment and emphasis.

The discrepancies were higher for high
opportunity areas, where 19% of the
region’s population lived, but 22% of
whites, 25% of Asian/Pacific Islanders
population but only 7.2% of the region’s
Hispanic/Latino population, 6.2% of the
Native population and 2.6% of the black
population.

E. Areas of Opportunity
In contrast to the R/ECAPs, where
residents have fewer options and
opportunities than the regional average,
there are also Areas of Opportunity
throughout the region: geographies
where residents have greater access and
amenities than the regional average.
No one factor alone can represent
opportunity, but the FHEA examines
school proficiency, poverty, labor market
access, housing stability, job access,
environmental health and food access.
What emerged was a complex picture
but, generally, areas of highest
opportunity within the region are the
second ring suburbs that continue
to develop new housing and new
infrastructure. These areas, generally
wealthier and whiter than the region as
a whole, outperform the region on a host
of indicators.
This FHEA considered three benchmarks
of increased opportunity: above average
opportunity areas, high opportunity
areas and highest opportunity areas.6
6 On a 100 point opportunity index, neighborhoods scor-

For decades, public investment decisions
in the region, and the regulatory
framework guiding development,
encouraged and induced sprawl at the
expense of traditional neighborhoods
and the urban core. This pattern of
investment has resulted in many of the
yawning inequities identified within the
region today.
In the past decade, however, initial
strides have been made. In 2006,
Erie and Niagara Counties affirmed
a bi-county plan (the Erie-Niagara
Framework for Regional Growth) that
had at its core developing a common
understand and collective strategy for
growth and development within the
region that would reverse negative
trends and contribute to the economic
and social well-being of region.
The Western New York Regional
Economic Development Council (WNY
REDC) has established guiding principles
for supported projects based on:
inclusivity, promotion of smart growth,
orientation toward young adults,
building upon strengths, regional in
impact, and improvement upon region’s
image.
Governor Andrew Cuomo made a
commitment in 2012 to strategically
invest one billion dollars in the
Buffalo area economy, including a
Revitalization Fund with the specific
goals of promoting smart growth/
spatial efficiency, enhancing the
region’s competitive edge, increasing
collaboration between public and private
ing above 60 are considered above average opportunity
areas, those above 80 are high opportunity areas, and
those above 90 are the highest opportunity areas.
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sector investments within the context of
strategic investments within the city of
Buffalo.
Yet, there is substantial ground to cover
to develop an investment and regulatory
structure that affirmatively promotes
equity throughout the region. Disparate
local, state and federal investment
decisions and approvals do not have
a mechanism for rooting individual
projects within a coordinated regional
frame. Barring this, the ability to
evaluate the equity of these projects and
actions will remain tenuous and equally
disparate. The challenges within the
realm of Fair Housing exemplify these
obstacles.

G. Fair Housing
Fair Housing regulations are in place
at the federal and state levels, but
local ordinances do not apply in each
municipality and are often uneven or
outdated. Enforcement is even more
scattered. There are a host of individuals
and several organizations dedicated
to furthering Fair Housing within the
region (HOME and the Erie County Fair
Housing Partnership, for example), but
the resources both within and outside
of government are limited and often
inadequate to the challenge.
Even where proper regulations are in
place, then, the letter of the law may
be too easily broken or skirted. At a
certain size of development or due
to the high profile and capacity of
the entities involved, some instances
of discrimination become part of an
enforcement action and some even
part of a public dialogue. However, it
is difficult to quantify or qualify how
many other lower-profile developments
may face similar challenges, and
continue to go unnoticed or unchecked
because of a lack of scrutiny or support.
This type of discriminatory action is in
some ways more challenging to address,
because it requires knowledge of rights,
regulations and remedies on the part
of the applicant as well as the diligence
of underfunded agencies to monitor
developments and municipal actions,
placing themselves in an adversarial
position to often powerful influence and
structures within the region.
Though no new regulation or law can
ensure that localities will abide by their
federally mandated legal requirement to
affirmatively further Fair Housing, local
Fair Housing Ordinances can provide a
strong statement of principle and a clear
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framework for action for municipalities,
their departments and agencies.
Updating and strengthening the existing
municipal Fair Housing regulations
within the region is therefore one of the
recommended actions for advancing fair
housing in Buffalo-Niagara.

recommendations within the FHEA do
not encompass every action that can,
should or will be undertaken to improve
equity and opportunity with the region.
However, these recommendations stand
in concert with and as an enhancement
of the development related strategies
within each of these reports.

H. Summary
Recommendations

Members of the FHEA committee
expressed that, while the ongoing and
current causes of segregation and
discrimination are multiple and varied,
heretofore, underlying the inability of
the region to combat these ills has been
a general lack of collective and political
awareness, understanding and will, thus
the focus of this document highlighting
those issues is an important one.
Discussions of discrimination and
segregation or of race in general, have
too often been uncomfortable and
halting. A lack of a common discourse
around these issues contributes, but
so do heavily ingrained prejudices that
are manifest in both obvious and subtle
ways.

Decades of efforts at the national,
state and local level have achieved
policy reform, legal protections and
enhanced understanding of racial and
ethnic discrimination and inequality.
But, even where certain discriminatory
actions have been abolished, their
impacts are felt still, as the long-term
intergenerational impacts of the poverty
and inequality to which they contributed
have not been erased, nor has any
affirmative response to these issues been
of the scale or magnitude necessary to
erase the legacy of injustice.
Throughout the course of the Fair
Housing Equity Assessment, it has
become clear that progress continues
to be made but the region still faces
tremendous challenges to equity and
opportunity. The shared struggle
for equality has been ongoing for
generations, and future generations
will need to bear this mantle as well.
The inertia of ingrained policies and
practices within the public and private
sectors will not reverse itself, but
will require conscious, informed and
collective action to overcome.
The recommendations emerging from
the FHEA are not mutually exclusive
to the Regional Plan for Sustainable
Development goals, strategies and
actions that form the core of One
Region Forward. To the contrary, these
recommendations should be seen as
complimentary to and integral to the
success of that plan. The technical
appendices to that document, such
as the Regional Housing Plan, the
Food Access and Justice Action Plan
and the Climate Change Action Plan
contribute much to advancing equity,
promoting and planning for diversity
and improving conditions within
marginalized communities.
The Regional Housing Plan, for instance
contains a host of best practices and
initiatives that specifically address
the ongoing demographic and market
shifts within the region and a series
of strategies and action steps that
serve as a tool-kit for municipalities
and non-profits to accommodate and
embrace these changes. As such, the
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No single action or single intervention
can be expected to turn the tide
of segregation. In fact, some
have suggested that overcoming
discrimination will require each
governmental decision to be evaluated
within the context of whether it will
affirmatively further equity or reinforce
existing patterns of segregation.
What is set out in these
recommendations are a series of steps
that can be taken by the stakeholders
involved in the One Region Forward
initiative – whether as a collective effort
or within their own institutions – to
continue, and hopefully accelerate, the
progress that has been made.
Yet, even with the implementation of
these specific recommendations, the
struggle for equity and opportunity for
all residents in the region will require an
ongoing broad and deep commitment
across sectors, across jurisdictions and
across racial and ethnic lines. It will
require that difficult conversations and
topics are broached honestly, openly,
regularly and intentionally to inform
the regional dialogue and highlight
these challenges which for too long have
oppressed groups of people and held
back the region as a whole.
If we, as a region, value diversity,
inclusion and opportunity, these tenets
must be supported. It must also be
acknowledged that this will require
resources: resources in time, money and
personnel. While citizen engagement
and broad based involvement is crucial,

for monitoring, goal setting and internal
and external accountability, there must
also be professional and institutional
commitment to these causes.
Past local support for these efforts, has
often been relegated to an afterthought,
a remainder, or a court-appointed
settlement. Agencies dedicated to these
issues – both within government and
outside of government – have largely
operated on a shoestring and are often
not invited to or not well resourced
enough to be at the table for decisions
having to do with housing, economic
development, education and financial
policies. To achieve real and lasting
progress, first and foremost, this needs
to change. Advancing equity and
opportunity needs to be a collective
effort, but it also requires dedicated
champions to nudge, reinforce and
support a shared accountability to
equity, opportunity and, ultimately,
unity.

Recommendations:
Ensure public input on public investment
Decision-making in the region needs to be inclusive, representative and responsive
• Increase diversity on local boards and commissions
• Ensure easy access and transparency of public records, meetings, proceedings
and proposals
• Enhance public process and outreach mechanisms in local planning practices:
capital plans, comprehensive plans, HUD consolidated planning, etc.
• Institute participatory budgeting processes which elevate the concerns of the
people who have intimate knowledge about neighborhoods
Ensure equitable distribution of, and access to, public resources and service delivery
Agencies should develop policies that target public investment to traditionally
underserved populations, for instance:
• Ensure new affordable housing is not solely located in high poverty
neighborhoods, but provides residents access to areas of opportunity, balanced
against need for accessible services, transportation options, etc.
• Focus public investment in urban core and in established neighborhoods not just
downtown, waterfront and industry clusters
• Implement neighborhood specific investment strategies that capitalize on the
localized assets, historical significance and current residents’ vision for their
communities developed through a public process
• Institute contractually obligated performance measures to ensure local residents
participate in the impact of public projects and developments
• Integrate transportation investment with neighborhood improvement, with less
emphasis on throughput, which has been so detrimental to communities of color,
and more emphasis on creating complete communities
• Enhance public transportation options and flexibility, particularly within Racially
and Ethnically Concentrated Areas of Poverty (R/ECAPs), to provide access to job
centers
• Address the gross inequities in education through a region-wide systems reform
effort
• Focus job training and workforce development in Racially and Ethnically
Concentrated Areas of Poverty
Build capacity for equity advancement
• Strengthen Fair Housing infrastructure and the affordable housing sector
• Establish independent accountability mechanisms to ensure projects and public
investments are proactively contributing to a more equitable region
• Develop citizen champions and strong organizational voices for equitable and
sustainable development
Reform & monitor the regulatory framework
• Reform the local framework for development, land use and zoning, and land use
approvals process
• Monitor and regulate finance and real estate transactions and practices
Enhance equity education and promotion
• Work to change public perception of equity and opportunity at the neighborhood
level
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