
POLICY BRIEF

disparities in wealth, employment, and health shrink as 
incomes and access to employment increase. In 
equitable cities, decision makers value the perspectives 
of all residents and ensure that anyone who wants to 
participate in civic life can have a seat at the table.

 “Equality” and “equity” are not synonymous. Equality 
means funding, access to support, and decision-making 
power are shared equally, and one solution applies to  
all.1  Committing to equity means tailoring solutions and 
supports to local needs and circumstances so that 
everyone thrives.2

 Research demonstrates that racial and income 
inequality are not only outcomes of a postindustrial 
world; they are also drivers of current and future regional 
economic stagnation.3  Greater measures of equity— 
like a skilled workforce, racial inclusion, and income 
equality—are correlated with positive economic growth.4 
In addition, researchers have found that the negative 
impacts of inequality on growth are particularly strong in 
regions with cities that have weak real estate markets.5 

With intentional effort toward equitable change and 
deliberate strategies, however, smaller legacy cities can 
improve measures of inequity and support improved 
economic growth.6

By Erica Spaid Patras, Alison Goebel, and Lindsey Elam

America’s smaller legacy cities—such as Akron, Ohio;  
Erie, Pennsylvania; Kalamazoo, Michigan; and Worcester,  
Massachusetts—are well positioned to adopt equitable 
development strategies to meet the need for sound,  
long-term economic growth; to respond proactively to calls 
for racial equity; and to remedy the inequities laid bare  
by the COVID-19 pandemic. Improving equity broadens 
everyone’s access to opportunity while boosting economic 
prospects for an entire city. 
 For these cities—places with populations between 
30,000 and 200,000 that have lost substantial numbers  
and manufacturing bases since the mid-20th century— 
the 21st century presents new opportunities, even despite 
the inequitable and devastating impacts of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Today, local changemakers can utilize a host of 
strategies focused on both physical development and 
investment in residents to improve economic opportunity 
and equity measures.
 In this context, “equity” broadly refers to an overarching 
goal: to make opportunity accessible to all, regardless of 
background and circumstance, and to make a special effort 
to improve outcomes for low-income populations and 
communities of color to bring them into parity with other 
populations. Greater equity is possible when poverty and 
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Equitable Development:  
Strategies at Work

The need to address persistent racial and income segregation 
common in smaller legacy cities is more urgent than ever. 
Equitable development offers a playbook to address inequality 
while increasing economic competitiveness.

MUNICIPAL CODE ENFORCEMENT SOLUTIONS BEFORE AND  

DURING COVID-19 (SPRINGFIELD, OHIO)

In 2019, Springfield, Ohio, began to enforce property mainte-
nance codes more stringently to motivate inattentive landlords 
and improve housing conditions in southside neighborhoods. 
Aware that private homeowners, many of whom were Black, 
could not afford fines or repairs, the city established the 
Housing Supplies Working Group in early 2020 to help low- and 
moderate-income homeowners fix code violations and avoid 
financial penalties. This collaboration between the city and 
Neighborhood Housing Partnership of Greater Springfield (NHP) 
engages the community in open dialogue to build trust and 
support for the broader effort.
 Compassionate code enforcement will accelerate efforts  
to bring disinvested neighborhoods up to code. The city refers 
homeowners who indicate they will struggle financially to 
rectify a violation to NHP, which helps homeowners establish  
a plan to address the violation and connect with nonprofits for 
assistance. For example, through an agreement facilitated by 
NHP, the city allowed a homeowner to buy paint one paycheck 
at a time to slowly repaint their house.
 While COVID-19 limited some code enforcement, the 
working group remains committed to enforcing codes with 
solutions-oriented compassion.

PRIORITIZING INCLUSION FOR SUSTAINABLE  

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT (SYRACUSE, NEW YORK)

CenterState Corporation for Economic Opportunity (CEO), an 
economic development organization and chamber of commerce 
in central New York, established an Economic Inclusion 
Division after its board concluded that equal access to 
opportunity was essential to shared and lasting economic 
growth. CenterState CEO now operates programs like Work 
Train, a multisector collaboration that helps businesses recruit, 
train, and retain skilled employees and works with community 
and educational organizations to help residents access job 
training and obtain jobs that pay family-sustaining wages.10

 Local credit unions also collaborate with CenterState  
CEO to provide personal finance education and offer a tool, 
similar to a rental lease, to help participants access vehicles  
to commute to work.

The State University of New York Educational Opportunity Centers 

(EOC) offer the ProTrain Manufacturing Career Readiness Program, 

a six-week course that prepares graduates for employment in local 

manufacturing businesses. Credit: CenterState Corporation for 

Economic Opportunity.
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Promising Strategies for  
Equitable Development in  
Smaller Legacy Cities 

The process of equitable development must include 
diverse stakeholders who provide critical input and take 
leadership roles. Equitable development must also 
protect residents from being physically or culturally 
forced out of their homes while also improving market 
strength and encouraging new market-rate development. 
Practitioners need to be patient and strategic, under-
standing that it takes time to realize the desired outcomes. 
In the meantime, changemakers can track progress with 
data and make course corrections as needed.
 Most of these strategies are tailored to the unique 
conditions of smaller, weak-market legacy cities and can, 
for the most part, be implemented at the local level. 
Strategies fall into two categories: those that build an 
ecosystem to foster equitable development and those 
that directly reduce disparities and increase civic capacity. 
The first category acknowledges the importance of 
relationships and trust in sustaining meaningful, equita-
ble development work; the second describes strategies 
that can reduce disparities in life outcomes  
for residents and improve economic prospects for the  
city as a whole.

Strategies That Build an Equitable  
Development Ecosystem

BUILD TRUST AND REPAIR STRAINED RELATIONSHIPS

Building trust with elected and unelected “grasstops” 
leaders and with residents is an essential starting point 
for equitable development. It helps ensure the longevity of 
support for specific programming, brings diverse  
voices to the decision-making table, and fosters a crucial 
sense of common destiny within the city. This work is 
 also a precursor to building formal partnerships that  
will sustain revitalization in the future.

• In Lancaster, Pennsylvania, planners issued an 
unequivocal apology in 2016 for historically racist city 
policies, like redlining and urban renewal, acknowl-
edging that the city was still trying to repair the 
damage of these flawed programs and demonstrating 
commitment to work with residents on those efforts. 
The apology from civic leaders helped earn community 
trust and, as a result, new groups agreed to join the 
planning process.7

BUILD A LAYERED AND DIVERSE COALITION

A broad, multisectoral coalition is essential to advocating 
for equity goals and ensuring a long-term community 
commitment to those goals. A coalition can carry out an 
agenda that fosters equity more successfully than an 
individual organization going it alone. Engaging leaders 
and stakeholders at both the grassroots and grasstops 
levels is an essential starting point for building a coalition.

• The Transit Drives Indy (TDI) Coalition in Indianapolis, 
Indiana, is a large, multisector coalition that success-
fully passed two pieces of legislation to support mass 
transit. TDI staff created a data-intensive slide deck 
that could be tailored to address issues of importance 
to specific audiences and help build broad support for 
the referendum.  

CONDUCT STRATEGIC PLANNING AND VISIONING

An up-to-date, data-driven plan helps civic leaders  
take deliberate and well-informed strategic actions.  
A good plan provides the basis for an investment  
strategy, provides measurable milestones for equity goals, 
identifies roles for implementation, and aligns programs 
to best address the community’s needs and opportunities. 
Planning also provides a vehicle for community outreach 
and trust building.

• Private-sector CEOs in Erie, Pennsylvania, created  
a nonprofit called the Erie Downtown Development 
Corporation (EDDC) and clearly identified EDDC as the 
group responsible for implementing downtown plans. 
EDDC coordinates efforts and funding for downtown 
redevelopment projects and has increased Erie’s 
capacity for revitalization through its concentrated 
focus on downtown.8

THE LEGACY CITIES INITIATIVE: SUPPORTING IDEAS,  

NETWORKS, AND ACTION

 
The Legacy Cities Initiative is a national network of community 
and government leaders working to create shared prosperity 
and bring attention to the common needs and collective 
importance of legacy cities. A project of the Lincoln Institute of 
Land Policy, the initiative promotes sustainable and equitable 
revitalization by convening networks, facilitating the exchange 
of ideas and practices, and researching and advancing new 
policy approaches.
 
Visit legacycities.org to learn more and to access strategies, 
resources, and a searchable map charting nearly 100 legacy 
cities and their pathways to growth.

The Genesee County Land Bank Clean & Green program supports innovative 

community groups in the cleaning, maintaining, and beautifying of vacant 

properties in the county. Credit: Genesee County Land Bank Authority.

Strategies That Reduce Disparities  
and Increase Civic Capacity

UTILIZE PLACE-BASED INVESTMENTS

Strategic real estate investments—such as those that 
intentionally locate equitable development programming 
together in one location or that tackle neighborhood 
disinvestment—can help advance equity. Communities 
should be realistic, however, and acknowledge that the 
real estate market alone cannot deliver all the solutions 
their city needs. Incorporating equity tools into new 
development requires carefully calibrated strategies that 
will not further damage already weak markets. 

• In and around Flint, Michigan, the Genesee County 
Land Bank has been a national leader in guiding 
community development and strategically stabilizing 
neighborhoods. They acquire titles to problem 
properties, eliminate liabilities associated with the 
sites, and then transfer the properties to responsible 
owners in concert with community-based plans.9 

• The historic renovation of the Dayton Arcade reacti-
vated a large swath of the central business district in 
Dayton, Ohio. What’s more, the physical space hosts 
several small business development and innovation 
entities, facilitating coordination to help the organiza-
tions eliminate service redundancies and diagnose 
community needs. 

CULTIVATE HOMEGROWN TALENT

Cities can tap unmet potential by extending small 
business development ecosystems into communities  
of color, growing community leaders, and training  
unemployed and underemployed residents for jobs. 
Programming that supports workforce development  
also bolsters local businesses, which benefit from  
a better-trained and more reliable workforce.

• A partnership of businesses, government, and nonprofits 
in Fitchburg, Massachusetts, sought to increase the 
number of residents serving on the boards of neigh-
borhood groups. They developed two programs; one 
creates pathways into decision-making positions for 
existing professionals and the other fosters leadership 
and engagement among neighborhood youth.

• In Ohio, community development financial institutions 
(CDFIs) are pioneering minority contractor loan 
programs, which provide gap financing and technical 
support to contractors from historically marginalized 
groups. They help contractors weather delays in 
payments, overcoming cash-flow gaps that prevent 
them from bidding on new contracts. 

ANTICIPATE NEIGHBORHOOD CHANGE AND PLAN  

FOR STABILITY

Identifying which neighborhoods are likely to attract 
investment and which are in decline can help communi-
ties tailor appropriate tools and programs to these  
areas. Planners may target concerns about long-term 
affordability, neighborhood stability, and gentrification. 

• Yellow Springs, Ohio, pioneered novel “Pay to Stay” 
eviction protection legislation requiring landlords to 
accept late rent payments so that tenants could 
remain in their residences during the state’s declared 
COVID-19 State of Emergency.  

RECALIBRATE EXISTING OPERATIONS TO BETTER  

YIELD EQUITY

Local governments, nonprofits, anchor institutions, and 
businesses can carefully examine their internal budgets 
and operating procedures to ensure they are not inadvert-
ently perpetuating inequities. Moreover, internal opera-
tions such as staffing and project priorities can be refined 
to better deliver equity.

• In 2020, the Affordable Housing Trust for Columbus 
and Franklin County, Ohio, evaluated their internal 
procedures looking for ways to adjust their work to 
improve measures of equity in the community they 
serve. The nonprofit low-income housing lender 
subsequently adopted policies that require borrowers 
to pay a housing wage and prevent them from denying 
housing based on a tenant’s source of income.

• The Bowman Creek Education Ecosystem (BCe2), in 
South Bend, Indiana, helped advocate for changes to a 
city matching program to make it more equitable. BCe2 
proposed reducing the amount of the required match 
for residents of low-income neighborhoods, as 
compared to maintaining one blanket fee. The change 
made the program equitable—not merely equal—and 
resulted in higher subscriptions to the program.

http://legacycities.org
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Equitable Development:  
Strategies at Work

The need to address persistent racial and income segregation 
common in smaller legacy cities is more urgent than ever. 
Equitable development offers a playbook to address inequality 
while increasing economic competitiveness.

MUNICIPAL CODE ENFORCEMENT SOLUTIONS BEFORE AND  

DURING COVID-19 (SPRINGFIELD, OHIO)

In 2019, Springfield, Ohio, began to enforce property mainte-
nance codes more stringently to motivate inattentive landlords 
and improve housing conditions in southside neighborhoods. 
Aware that private homeowners, many of whom were Black, 
could not afford fines or repairs, the city established the 
Housing Supplies Working Group in early 2020 to help low- and 
moderate-income homeowners fix code violations and avoid 
financial penalties. This collaboration between the city and 
Neighborhood Housing Partnership of Greater Springfield (NHP) 
engages the community in open dialogue to build trust and 
support for the broader effort.
 Compassionate code enforcement will accelerate efforts  
to bring disinvested neighborhoods up to code. The city refers 
homeowners who indicate they will struggle financially to 
rectify a violation to NHP, which helps homeowners establish  
a plan to address the violation and connect with nonprofits for 
assistance. For example, through an agreement facilitated by 
NHP, the city allowed a homeowner to buy paint one paycheck 
at a time to slowly repaint their house.
 While COVID-19 limited some code enforcement, the 
working group remains committed to enforcing codes with 
solutions-oriented compassion.

PRIORITIZING INCLUSION FOR SUSTAINABLE  

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT (SYRACUSE, NEW YORK)

CenterState Corporation for Economic Opportunity (CEO), an 
economic development organization and chamber of commerce 
in central New York, established an Economic Inclusion 
Division after its board concluded that equal access to 
opportunity was essential to shared and lasting economic 
growth. CenterState CEO now operates programs like Work 
Train, a multisector collaboration that helps businesses recruit, 
train, and retain skilled employees and works with community 
and educational organizations to help residents access job 
training and obtain jobs that pay family-sustaining wages.10

 Local credit unions also collaborate with CenterState  
CEO to provide personal finance education and offer a tool, 
similar to a rental lease, to help participants access vehicles  
to commute to work.

The State University of New York Educational Opportunity Centers 

(EOC) offer the ProTrain Manufacturing Career Readiness Program, 

a six-week course that prepares graduates for employment in local 

manufacturing businesses. Credit: CenterState Corporation for 

Economic Opportunity.
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