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Abstract 

 

 Upstate New York has historically faced economic hardships, and the cities within the 

region have struggled to cope with population loss, urban flight, and decaying buildings.  In 

response, the cities of Albany, Buffalo, Niagara Falls, Rochester, Syracuse, and Utica have set up 

urban renewal agencies in order to combat this issue.  Through various methods of urban 

renewal, including land disposition and eminent domain, these cities have created disasters for 

the residents of the cities and the character of the environment during the period of heavy 

American urban renewal in the mid-20th century.  Since this time, the urban renewal agencies 

have drifted from each other in terms of the strategies that they employ for renewal.  Many cities 

currently utilize methods of acquiring properties and reselling them to developers.  This strategy 

has resulted in higher quality housing, but has not necessarily provided greater quantities of 

housing.  In contrast, the cities of Buffalo and Niagara Falls encourage larger scale developments 

by holding onto municipal properties until the proper buyer comes along, and redeveloping 

zoning regulations to make development easier.  Urban renewal continues to serve an active role 

in political and economic issues throughout the Upstate New York region, as well as the nation 

as a whole. 
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Chapter 1: Background 

 

1.1 The Rise and Fall of Upstate New York 

 

 For many years, the State of New York has existed as a prominent and important 

economic and population center of the United States.  The state has long been one of the 

countryôs largest and most productive states.  Today, New York stands as the fourth largest state 

in the nation in terms of population, and has the third highest gross state product in the United 

States, with a gross state product of $1.607 trillion in 2017 (Bureau of Economic Analysis, 

2018).  New York has consistently grown in population with each census (with the exception of 

a small decline in the 1980 census), and continues to see growth in 2018 estimates (United States 

Census Bureau, 2018). 

 While New York State as a whole has seen an increasing population since 1980, there are 

important regional differences that must be taken into consideration when looking at the 

economic health of the state.  There is a large disconnect between the regions colloquially known 

as ñUpstateò and ñDownstate.ò  While there does not exist a strict definition of these two terms, 

the residents of New York generally agree that New York City and Long Island are within the 

ñDownstateò region (Pendall, 2003).  Additionally, parts of the Hudson Valley north of New 

York City can be considered Downstate, though where the line is drawn between the two regions 

is contested and undefined (Phillips, 1983).  While New York City has been consistently 

growing since the 1980s, certain areas of Upstate New York have seen declining populations, 

and the region as a whole has had more people moving out of the region than moving in.  As an 

example, in the decade of the 1990s, an estimated 1.7 million people moved out of Upstate New 
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York, compared to only 1.3 million people moving in.  Moreover, approximately 30 percent of 

those moving to Upstate were not relocated by choice, as they were incarcerated in Upstate 

prisons (Pendall, 2003). 

 Upstate New York has had a different history from that of New York City.  In its early 

history, many of the cities in Upstate New York grew rapidly with the advent of the Erie Canal, 

completed in 1825.  This route, connecting Buffalo to Albany and the Hudson River, allowed for 

easier transportation of goods from Upstate New York to other regions of the country (Sherriff, 

1996).  This allowed the cities of New York to become major centers for industry and trade, and 

jobs and manufacturing were plentiful.  However, this growth would prove to be short-lived. 

 

Figure 1 – Erie Canal and Connected Waterways (Attack, 2017; NYS GIS Clearinghouse, 

2005) 

As shown in Figure 1, the Erie Canal connected the major cities in Upstate New York.  

Niagara Falls and Albany are not directly on the path of the Erie Canal, but are positioned along 
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the Niagara River and Hudson River, respectively.  From left to right, the major cities 

represented in the figure are Niagara Falls, Buffalo, Rochester, Syracuse, Utica, and Albany. 

 Cities such as Albany, Buffalo, Niagara Falls, Rochester, Syracuse, and Utica grew due 

to the booming manufacturing industry that swept the northeast region.  However, like many 

other regions in the United States, the economic boom from American manufacturing would not 

last forever.  Beginning approximately in the 1960s, the relative growth of manufacturing jobs in 

the United States began to decline (Peet, 1983).  From 1973 to 1980, the percentage of the 

American labor force employed in the manufacturing sector declined from 26.2 percent to 22.1 

percent (Bluestone & Harrison, 1982).  As the century continued, the decline of the American 

manufacturing industry did as well.  Upstate New York, as well as other cities within the Rust 

Belt, was hit hard, and people lost their jobs, manufacturing plants were shut down, and urban 

residents began to flee the cities (Goldman, 1983). 

 Though urban blight has been an issue that has faced all regions of the United States, 

many of the cities most affected by urban blight fall within what is known as the Rust Belt 

region.  These cities, contained within the states of New York, Ohio, Michigan, and others, were 

formerly large centers of manufacturing with lots of job growth.  In the mid-20th Century, this 

Northeastern and Midwestern region encapsulated about half of the countryôs manufacturing 

industry, and employed approximately 70 percent of manufacturing laborers in the United States 

(Harris, 1954).  However, once the manufacturing sector of the United States began to decline, 

the cities of the Rust Belt began to have a tremendous drop in employment, salaries, population, 

and safety (Geismer, 2017).  In response to the rapid decaying of Rust Belt cities, the United 

States began to put forth policies in order to slow down the precipitous drop in neighborhood 
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health.  These urban containment policies were implemented in order to slow down the 

deterioration of downtown urban areas of the Rust Belt (Hortas-Rico, 2014). 

 Today, the cities of Upstate New York stand, in many cases, as an empty shell of their 

once-great selves.  Abandoned buildings are plentiful, as factories and homes were left behind 

with no one to replace the occupants.  Historically, salaries continuously fell throughout the 

1960s and 1970s, while Upstate New York also experienced a rise in crime (Goldman, 1983).  

This has left New York with problems facing urban blight and decay.  With no one left to care 

for many of these buildings, many have begun to crumble, creating a landscape of crumbling 

structures (Schilling, 2008).  These problems have only been further exacerbated by the home 

foreclosure crisis faced by the United States in the 21st Century.  While Upstate New York was 

not as hit as strongly as other regions, it was no exception to this national crisis, and abandoned 

and foreclosed homes are common sights when travelling through the cities of the region.  

Figures 2, 3, 4, and 5 illustrate examples of the conditions of cities in Upstate New York.  As 

seen in Figures 2 and 3, commercial-use buildings in the city of Utica lay empty.  Figure 2 shows 

a building in the downtown area, around the block from the city hall.  Figure 3 shows the current 

interior conditions of the CharlesTown USA Mall on the outskirts of Utica. 
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Figure 2 – Abandoned Building in Downtown Utica 

 

Figure 3 – Interior of Utica Building 

 The Buffalo-Niagara region has also experienced abandonment issues, as seen in Figures 

4 and 5.  Figure 4 shows Buffalo Central Terminal, the former train station for the city of Buffalo 

that was abandoned in 1979 (Campo, 2014).  Figure 5 shows a city block in Niagara Falls has 

been entirely abandoned, and all homes have been demolished. 
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Figure 4 – Former Buffalo Train Station 

 

Figure 5 – Vacant City Block in Niagara Falls 
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1.2 The Introduction of Urban Renewal 

 

 As a response to the dramatic fall in population and rise in abandoned buildings, many 

municipalities in Upstate New York introduced urban renewal agencies, beginning with the 

Housing Act of 1949 (Tondro, 1968).  These government agencies are tasked with attempting to 

reduce the urban blight and decay that is common in Upstate New York and return their cities to 

thriving economic and population centers.  The agencies receive funding from the United States 

Department of Housing and Urban Development, and are authorized by the State of New York.  

These Urban Renewal Agencies use several means in order to attempt to improve their cities, 

including the powers of eminent domain and land disposition.  When the government has 

possession of these properties acquired through eminent domain, they can resell the land to 

developers.  The aims of the municipalitiesô governments hope are to allow developers to create 

improved housing, office space, or other amenities, with the idea that people will be encouraged 

to return to the cities, and employers will establish jobs, putting a halt to the abandonment and 

crime (Collins & Shester, 2013). 

 The effect on the cities of Upstate New York is varied.  Populations are still in decline, 

though the rate of decline is dropping.  Jobs are slowly returning to some cities, though not 

nearly to the level at which they were prior to the 1960s (Pendall & Christopherson, 2004).  

While redevelopment of abandoned housing is being done, it is unclear what effect this has had 

on existing populations.  Many people have been forced to vacate their homes and properties, 

and cityôs populations have been uprooted by the urban renewal process (Kraus, 2004). 

This thesis has two objectives.  Through the course of this research, the study 

investigated how the urban renewal agencies in Upstate New York have changed in their 
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practices since their inception, specifically looking at divergent practices between these cities 

with the advent of the 21st Century.  The study also looked at the effects that urban renewal 

efforts have had on the populations of these cities, and any deleterious consequences that have 

arisen from the use of eminent domain and land disposition.  It examines primary displacement 

as a direct result of government action through land seizure, and methods of quantifying blight. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 

 Urban blight or urban decay is a phenomenon that has been present for a long time, in 

even some of the wealthier industrialized nations throughout the globe.  However, despite urban 

renewal policies enacted in order to address blight, this concept has not been given a concrete 

definition.  According to G.E. Breger (1967), the concept of urban blight boils down to the 

acceptability of property or real estate to a community.  In his words, ñurban blight designates a 

critical stage in the functional or social depreciation of real property beyond which its existing 

condition or use is unacceptable to the communityò  (Breger, 1967, p. 372).  Federal law 

encouraged the redevelopment of blighted communities, but largely left the definition of blight 

up to individual states and municipalities.  Typically, these states would provide a descriptive list 

of conditions that are common in a blighted community.  For example, in the State of New 

Jersey, blight was characterized as areas with unused industrial structures, dilapidated and unsafe 

buildings, or vacant lots that were unlikely to be developed by private investment (Gordon, 

2003).  Other states, such as Colorado or Vermont, have included within their definitions of 

blight any obstacle to economic growth in a community.  This has been shown to be problematic, 

as this broad definition can be used to justify the use of eminent domain in any community as 

long as the use is politically advantageous (Kokot, 2011).  In most states, in order to make a 

declaration of blight, the assessors only need to determine that a building or community poses a 

threat to the public health or welfare of a community, without providing standardized measures 

of community health and welfare (Lowenstein, 2009). 

 Within the State of New York, the concept of blight, and the capability of condemning 

blighted areas, has been brought to court several times.  In the case Kaur v. New York State 
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Urban Development Corp., Columbia University was attempting to expand their campus into the 

Manhattanville area of West Harlem.  Some of the landowners refused to sell their property for 

the development of the Manhattanville campus, and subsequent lobbying efforts allowed the 

government to declare the neighborhood as blighted and transfer the land to Columbia 

University.  The case of Goldstein v. New York State Urban Development Corp. involved the 

efforts to develop the Atlantic Yards project in Brooklyn for the construction of Barclays Center 

and some high-income housing (DeWitt, 2010).  Both of these cases upheld the governmentôs 

ability to condemn properties viewed as blighted, and reinforced New Yorkôs definition of 

blight.  In New York, properties or communities can be condemned if there is ñeconomic 

underdevelopment or stagnation.ò  (Somin, 2011, p. 1194).  Under these broad definitions, any 

current usage of a property could be considered as ñunderdevelopedò in relation to other possible 

uses of land (Somin, 2011). 

Despite the broad definitions of blight, and the difficulty in defining what neighborhoods 

are truly blighted, researchers have attempted to study how blight impacts communities.  

Abandoned properties and blighted conditions have been associated with deleterious effects to 

communities, and the detriment of blight has not been confined to the decaying properties.  

Crime and disease often come with the rise in blight, and services are generally lacking in these 

areas (Goodstein & Lee, 2010).  Problems of urban blight are only exacerbated by the 

populations living within blighted areas.  The blight leads to the concentration of impoverished 

residents, and causes segregation and isolation of the poor (Andersen, 2002).  With the recent 

home foreclosure crisis, poor residents of the Rust Belt are facing further problems.  Home 

foreclosure leads to further abandoned buildings, creating more areas facing decay (Johnson, et. 

al., 2015).  These home foreclosure events are stressful endeavors, exacerbating the health of the 
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communities (Bennett, et. al., 2009).  Additionally, these home foreclosures are more likely to 

affect communities and neighborhoods possessing largely minority populations, leading to 

further segregation.  Home foreclosure is more likely to occur among communities (Cahill & 

Franklin, 2013).  Research has shown that, as a result of the postindustrial transformation, cities 

with large losses in jobs and business also experienced a greater concentrations of poverty, and 

these small communities experienced disproportionate levels of crime (Ackerman, 1998).  When 

measuring crime rates at scales smaller than city-level data, meaningful relationships can be 

established between crime rates and blighted communities.  For example, comparing quantitative 

analysis of crime rates in Ohio cities with qualitative observations of areas with high rates, the 

city blocks that held the highest levels of crime were also the same areas described as being the 

most run-down and blighted (Ackerman & Murray, 2004). 

 In order to combat blight, many of these municipalities now operate their own urban 

renewal agencies.  These agencies were established pursuant to federal and state legislation in 

order to take advantage of funding from the United States Department of Housing and Urban 

Development.  Title I of the Housing Act of 1949 provided federal financing for urban renewal 

projects, specifically for the purposes of slum clearance and construction of new public housing 

units.  This legislation was further bolstered by the Housing Act of 1954, which encouraged the 

development of public housing in cities, and provided preferential accommodations for families 

that were to be evicted from their homes due to the clearance of blighted communities.  

However, in many cases, urban renewal programs in the United States displaced poor minority 

groups without providing sufficient replacement housing, and did not provide adequate 

compensation for their removal.  These communities were frequently replaced with higher-
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income households, and did not allow for the possibility of poorer residents to return to their 

neighborhoods. (Keating, 2000). 

Through government activity, the cities fought to remove and revitalize blighted urban 

areas within, or close to, the downtown core of the cities.  While many of these efforts have 

indeed worked to remove blighted buildings from the cities, throughout history, the detrimental 

consequences have disproportionately affected minorities (Hyra, 2012).  Moreover, the clearing 

of slums and blighted buildings, rather than solving these conditions, often merely creates a 

geographic shift in the problem, creating other pockets of blighted neighborhoods (Gotham & 

Fox, 2001).  As an example, the city of Flint, Michigan announced plans in 1960 in order to 

demolish a neighborhood which had an African-American majority population, and replace it 

with a freeway and an industrial park.  This plan was supported by activists, as new housing and 

desegregation were promised to the affected community.  However, a decade later, Flint faced 

much of the same issues, as the African-American community was contained rather than 

desegregated, and still faced housing inequality (Highsmith, 2009).  According to research by 

Thomas Hanchett (1998), approximately 75 percent of people displaced in the name of urban 

renewal were people of color.  These communities were often fragmented, and people frequently 

had to relocate to neighborhoods with poor public amenities, leading to a decline in the public 

health of these communities.  In a case study of relocated communities in Pittsburgh, people 

forced to move as a result of urban renewal faced public health challenges such as increased 

obesity and increased drug use (Fullilove & Wallace, 2011). 

 When selecting appropriate locations to build developments, it may be necessary to 

acquire large, contiguous regions of land, potentially through the use of eminent domain.  

However, this could pose a problem if people do not wish to give up their land.  Holdouts during 
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efforts to assemble large tracts of land lead to heavy fragmentation, as was the case in the 

previously cited Manhattanville project by Columbia University.  Without the use of eminent 

domain, this can often lead to developers instead purchasing land in farther reaches of the city, 

since the ability to purchase land in these less-densely populated regions is significantly easier 

(Miceli and Sirmans, 2007).  As a way to mitigate this, the use of eminent domain is possible to 

ensure that holdouts do not forcibly stop the completion of development projects (Miceli, 2007).  

However, the use of eminent domain and its fairness to condemnees is controversial.  With the 

use of eminent domain, the affected property holders are supposed to receive just compensation 

in return for the taking of their property.  However, studies in New York City have shown that 

approximately 50 percent of property owners affected by eminent domain receive less than the 

just compensation value for their property (Chang, 2008).  In addition, the just compensation that 

is offered is merely provided to go towards the loss in property, and fails to address the costs 

associated with relocation, as well the economic and social costs of being removed from their 

communities (Kelly, 2006).  Eminent domain proceedings typically only take into consideration 

the economic losses that are faced by condemnees.  States have not enacted legislation that 

would provide compensation for subjective values, such as the dignity that may be lost from 

being forced to relocate, or the sentimental value that one may have towards a home or 

neighborhood (Asper, 2006).  The forcible relocation also removes property ownersô autonomy 

to sell their property and relocate of their own volition (Fennell, 2004). 
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Chapter 3: Data and Methods 

 

 In order to investigate the major cities of Upstate New York, select cities were singled 

out as a result of their population change within the past half-century.  This thesis is designed to 

look at cities with significant population loss and abandoned or vacant properties.  As previous 

studies have established, cities with shrinking populations face problems with abandoned land 

and structures (Hackworth, 2014).  A lack of replacement tenants and low market demand leads 

to homes and land plots that can remain empty for multiple consecutive years (Hollander, et. al., 

2009).  Therefore, the cities that were selected had peak populations of over 100,000 people prior 

to the 1960 United States Census.  However, each of these cities has since lost at least a quarter 

of this peak population (according to the 2010 United States Census).  According to this 

criterion, there are six cities in New York that warrant further examination.  The cities selected 

are shown in Table 1. 

 

Table 1 

 Peak Population 2010 Population Percentage Decline 

Albany 134,995 (1950) 97,856 -27.5% 

Buffalo 580,132 (1950) 261,310 -55.0% 

Niagara Falls 102,394 (1960) 50,193 -51.0% 

Rochester 332,488 (1950) 210,565 -36.7% 

Syracuse 220,583 (1950) 145,170 -34.2% 

Utica 101,740 (1930) 62,235 -38.8% 
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With each of these six cities, the populations have declined a significant amount.  As 

shown in aforementioned studies, cities that have declining populations are rife with abandoned 

and derelict structures.  Given the decline in population within these cities (both by percentage 

and overall number), it stands to reason that there would be a large quantity of vacant structures 

and abandoned plots of land, making them ideal for further study. 

 This study employed both qualitative and quantitative methods in order to conduct an 

examination on past and present undertakings from the urban renewal agencies of Upstate New 

York.  Given the differentiation in the quality and quantity of information gathered from data 

sources, varying methods of analysis were utilized among the different cities selected for the 

study. 

 Qualitative methods used in this study consisted of conducting analysis on interviews 

gathered from urban renewal agency employees and municipal planning officials.  Four 

interviews were conducted, covering three of the selected cities.  These interviews gathered 

information from the urban renewal agencies and planning departments of the cities of Buffalo, 

Niagara Falls, and Utica.  The qualitative analysis also consisted of information gathered from 

publications by the city governments and their urban renewal agencies, including annual reports, 

meeting minutes, and press releases. 

 By organizing all of this information into a tabular format, comparisons and contrasts 

could be observed, and a further understanding of the regional differences between the different 

cities in the study could be found.  Clear differences in urban renewal activity have been 

highlighted as regional variations.  Commonalities and themes between the cities have been 

identified as well. 



16 
 

 Due to the wide variation in the availability of quantitative data between the cities, 

certain analyses were only conducted on specific cities.  For all six cities, data from the United 

States Census and American Community Survey is readily available at the census block group 

level, and thus, this data was used for all six cities.  This includes data on the total number of 

housing units and the number of vacant housing units by census block group, as well as measures 

of population and median rental prices.  These data files were mapped with shapefiles available 

from the United States Census. 

 As a method of measuring the amount of blight in a community, data was downloaded for 

reported building code violations in cities for which it was publicly available.  Precedent studies 

have used similar approaches in order to spatially measure blight within a city (Weaver and 

Bagchi-Sen, 2013).  However, only two of the cities within this study had this data available: 

Buffalo (courtesy of the Department of Permit and Inspection Services), and Syracuse (courtesy 

of the Division of Code Enforcement).  Therefore, this method was only performed on Buffalo 

and Syracuse.  The datasets included coordinate information for each reported violation, which 

was used to map every report of a violation in Buffalo and Syracuse.  These violations were 

joined with census block group shapefiles.  It should be noted that certain reported violations had 

very obvious incorrect coordinates that equated to points far away from Buffalo or Syracuse.  

These points were removed from the analysis.  In addition, while the data represents reported 

building code violations, this does not necessarily represent an exhaustive list of every structural 

deficiency in the cities of Buffalo and Syracuse, as some violations are likely unreported.  

Nevertheless, this data can be used to measure the geospatial patterns and the clustering of 

blight.  
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 Urban renewal agencies have the capability to sell properties that have been acquired to 

private parties interested in making improvements to the land.  As a method of measuring the 

economic outcomes of the urban renewal agency in Utica, the year-by-year total and average 

sales for properties was analyzed.  The data for the price of the properties sold through urban 

renewal agencies was only available for the city of Utica.  The Utica Urban Renewal Agency 

provided information for the number of properties sold each year since 2011, as well as the sum 

of the money acquired through the sale of properties.  In addition, the Utica Urban Renewal 

Agency has information regarding the sale of properties that were originally slated for 

demolition, how much these demolitions would have cost the city, and how much the city was 

able to sell the property for instead of paying for the demolition.  The trends in the number of 

properties sold, as well as the price of the properties, were visualized.  This data was also 

compared with the information from interviews with Utica Urban Renewal Agency employees.  

These employees identified some measures of success for the agency, and the disposition data 

for Utica was analyzed with the lens of these measures. 
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Chapter 4: Findings 

 

 All six of the cities researched underwent heavy urban renewal in the 20th century, with 

some projects leading to disastrous consequences for the cities themselves and the many people 

displaced by the sweeping changes brought about to their neighborhoods.  This research gathered 

information from four interviews in three cities.  Each individual formally interviewed was an 

employee of their respective cityôs urban renewal agency or planning department.  Interviews 

were conducted in Buffalo, Niagara Falls, and Utica, and additional information was gathered 

from documentation published by all six cities. 

 

4.1 Buffalo 

 

 The city of Buffalo began to lose population as the city started to experience heavy 

economic decline.  Once possessing a strong steel industry in the city, companies such as 

Bethlehem Steel, Hanna Furnace, Shenango, Inc., etc., either moved their operations elsewhere 

or closed outright (Rossi, 1996).  In addition, the Saint Lawrence Seaway was completed in 

1959, which allowed maritime transportation to bypass Buffalo (Vogel & Redding, 1996).  

During this time, the city of Buffalo experienced heavy suburbanization, as the population of the 

city fell from 580,132 in 1950 to 532,132 in 1960, yet the population of Erie County increased 

during this same time period (Goldman, 1983).  With such a quantity of people fleeing the city 

core in order to relocate to suburban areas, neighborhoods just east of Downtown Buffalo were 

left in derelict conditions.  One of the largest urban renewal projects in Buffalo was undertaken 

when the city cleared a two-block by eleven-block area to construct a depressed highway in the 
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Buffalo City Boundary 

Downtown Buffalo 

Demolished Area 

Marine Drive 
Apartments 

Ellicott Mall 

1960s in accordance with the first urban renewal plan existing in Buffalo.  This razed area can be 

seen in Figure 6. 

Figure 6 – Buffalo Reference Map 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(NYS GIS Clearinghouse, 2005) 

After the buildings had been razed, this project was scaled back to only include arterial 

connection streets, and most of this land remains vacant and unused (Quinn, 1981).  This plan 

would have included public housing for families, as well as recreational facilities.  These public 

housing projects included the Dante Project (now known as the Marine Drive Apartments), 

which consists of seven buildings that can accommodate over 2,000 residents and was completed 

in 1954 (Kraus, 2004).  This also included the construction of Ellicott Mall in 1953.  These 

actions of urban renewal are estimated to have resulted in the relocation of approximately 500 

lower-income African-American residents in Buffalo (Foran, 2011). 



20 
 

 Other projects in Buffalo were also developed through the use of urban renewal financing 

and eminent domain.  One M&T Plaza, an office building located in the core of Buffalo, was 

completed in 1966 to replace a previously existing office building.  Main Place Tower was 

finished in 1969, an office building that includes a mall.  Today, the mall has lost a large number 

of its retail shops, and storefronts remain permanently shuttered.  One Seneca Tower was 

completed in 1972, and is currently the tallest building in Buffalo.  This office building (formerly 

known as One HSBC Center) is 90 percent vacant. 

 Today, the Buffalo Urban Renewal Agency remains in operation, though the activities 

carried out in recent years are very different from early urban renewal projects.  Buffalo formerly 

had many urban renewal plans active at once.  Prior to the dismissal of urban renewal plans, 

Buffalo had over 40 active plans at once.  Through these plans, Buffalo would occasionally take 

vacant and foreclosed properties, but the city was usually more inclined to allow foreclosed 

homes to be put up for auction.  For the houses that are acquired by the city, many have been 

demolished in the interest of public health and safety. 

 Beginning in 2011, Buffalo began to work on the process of revamping its zoning codes 

in the interest of sparking future development.  According to the Buffalo Urban Renewal 

Agency, the city of Buffalo hoped that a new set of zoning laws for the city would encourage 

more private developers to complete projects in the city.  The Unified Development Ordinance, 

better known as the ñGreen Code,ò was the first major change to the zoning laws of Buffalo 

since 1953, and the ordinance was signed into law by Mayor Byron Brown in January of 2017.  

With the new zoning template in place, there was not much sense in keeping the existing urban 

renewal plans, and all but one of the existing plans were terminated upon the passing of the 

Unified Development Ordinance. 
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 Today, the only urban renewal plan in the city of Buffalo is the Urban Homestead 

Program.  Originally established in 1974, this program was amended and renewed in 2005.  

Properties that are owned by the city are eligible for the Urban Homestead Program if they are 

not needed for public use, and there are no qualified buyers with any interest in purchasing the 

property.  Under the program, applicants have the ability to purchase properties for one dollar.  

According to the city of Buffalo, the majority of the properties purchased under this program are 

vacant lots located adjacent to homes.  The residents of these homes can purchase this land in 

order to increase the size of their property.  If a purchaser can provide evidence of their financial 

ability to construct a new home on a vacant property, lots may be sold to these developers as 

well. 

 With the adoption of the new Green Code to spur redevelopment, and the termination of 

almost all urban renewal plans, the city of Buffalo currently has little interest in taking properties 

for the purposes of urban renewal.  Using eminent domain for any purpose is not in any current 

plan for the city, and Buffalo has little interest in utilizing the power of eminent domain. 

 

4.2 Niagara Falls 

 

 Niagara Falls, located approximately 17 miles north of the city of Buffalo, faced a similar 

decline during the 20th century.  While Niagara Falls today is known as a tourist destination, the 

city was once more distinguished for its manufacturing and power generation (McGreevy, 1987).  

The Schoellkopf Power Station, originally built to power mills, provided hydroelectric power to 

the Niagara Region.  This power station remained in operation until 1956, when the structure 

collapsed.  The Schoellkopf Power Station had been the cityôs largest taxpayer, and with the 
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collapse, Niagara Falls instantly lost approximately a third of its tax base.  This collapse was 

cited as the impetus for the start of urban renewal in the city of Niagara Falls by the Niagara 

Falls Urban Renewal Agency. 

 Over the next few decades, urban renewal projects demolished much of the downtown of 

Niagara Falls.  For many, Niagara Falls is a prime example of urban renewal gone wrong (Hartt 

& Warkentin, 2017).  Though the city used to boast a downtown area, much of these former 

buildings were replaced during the urban renewal period of the late 20th century.  The Rainbow 

Centre Factory Outlet was opened in 1982.  While this mall originally maintained filled stores, it 

lost many of its tenants during the 1990s, and the building was closed in 2000.  The building 

housing the former mall fell into disrepair (Mah, 2012).  The Niagara Falls Convention and Civic 

Center opened in 1973.  However, this required the razing and joining of multiple city blocks, 

which cut off the main artery for traffic and pedestrians in the city.  Under the direction of 

Robert Moses, a new power plant was constructed just north of the city, and the Robert Moses 

State Parkway (renamed the Niagara Scenic Parkway in 2016) was built along the waterfront.  

This parkway was detrimental to the pedestrian environment, as people were no longer capable 

of accessing the waterfront easily (Healy, 2006). 

Adjacent to Rainbow Centre Factory Outlet was the Fallsville Splash Park, a water park 

that was opened and closed multiple times over its history (in 1988, 1992, and 2005).  In more 

recent years, properties in downtown Niagara Falls have been turned over to new hands.  The 

Rainbow Centre Factory Outlet was gutted in 2011 and was given to the Niagara County 

Community College Culinary Institute.  The Niagara Falls Convention and Civic Center was 

handed to the Seneca Nation of New York, and converted into a hotel and casino.  The Fallsillve 

Splash Park was the subject of an eminent domain legal battle.  According to representatives 
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Schoellkopf 
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from the city, the waterpark was closed prior to the beginning of eminent domain proceedings, 

and the owner opened the park immediately in an effort to increase the value of the land.  

However, the waterpark was ultimately given to the Seneca Nation and demolished in 2006, and 

today sits as an empty lot.  Portions of the Niagara Scenic Parkway have been shut down and 

removed, and pedestrians will soon have greater access to the waterfront.  This parkway, along 

with the Seneca Nation territory, and the Niagara Falls urban renewal boundary, are shown in 

Figure 7. 

Figure 7 – Niagara Falls Reference Map 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

(NYS GIS Clearinghouse, 2005; Niagara Falls Urban Renewal Agency, 2009) 

 The Niagara Falls Urban Renewal Agency today works towards making improvements to 

the city through small development projects.  The city owns land, but does not actively market 

these parcels.  The city ñland bakesò these properties, and waits for developments that meet goals 

Niagara Falls City Boundary 

Niagara Falls Urban Renewal Boundary 

Seneca Nation Territory 

Niagara Scenic Parkway 
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and objectives of the agency, which include large scale projects that are believed by the city to 

bring economic benefits to Niagara Falls.  For example, according to the Niagara Falls Urban 

Renewal Agency, a business incubator is currently planned for downtown Niagara Falls.  New 

apartment housing, along with a microbrewery, is planned along 3rd Street. 

 The use of eminent domain across multiple individually owned properties in Niagara 

Falls is not currently planned, but the provision for its use remains a possibility in specific 

circumstances.  According to those interviewed, the government is prepared to seize large 

portions of land in the event that a large, successful corporation were eager to set up substantial 

operations within the city of Niagara Falls, but would otherwise have no interest in acquiring 

substantial amounts of private property.  This corporation, such as a large tech company, would 

have to provide employment opportunities and increased wages for the local residents. 

 

4.3 Utica 

 

 The city of Utica faced similar teardown events with urban renewal in the 1960s.  A path 

of homes and buildings was ripped out in order to make way for an arterial highway, dividing the 

city into two.  During the 1970s, the city renovated high-rise apartment buildings and dedicated 

the new housing to seniors.  These renovations forced downtown residents with disposable 

incomes to relocate to the suburbs of Utica.  The urban renewal projects in Utica were carried out 

with immediate financial incentives in mind, without regard for consequences in the near future. 

This problem was exemplified by the actions taken by the Utica Urban Renewal Agency 

and the Office of the Mayor 15 years ago.  Under the direction of then mayor Timothy Julian, the 

Urban Renewal Agency paid for properties with the expectation that the city of Utica would 
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receive a federal grant, which would be used to repay the Utica Urban Renewal Agency.  

However, this expected grant never materialized, and excess property was sold very cheaply.  As 

a result, the agency lost money. 

 In the past ten years, the focus has continued to be on the disposition of acquired 

properties.  The city of Utica maintains a boundary, within which urban renewal activities are 

focused (as can also be found in Niagara Falls and Syracuse).  The agency has the ability to take 

any homes which have not had their taxes paid in at least three years.  This three-year grace 

period allows any number of events to happen to these homes.  For example, according to 

interview subjects, when these homes have been acquired, they are typically stripped of any 

useful materials, filled with trash, and in varying stages of disrepair and neglect. 

 In contrast with the demolitions once performed by the Buffalo Urban Renewal Agency, 

Uticaôs focus is on selling these properties in the interest of improving the city.  According to 

estimates from the employees of the Utica Urban Renewal Agency, a standard two family home 

costs $20,000 to $30,000 to demolish.  Instead of demolitions, the agency looks to make these 

properties available to interested buyers.  Properties are marketed for at least 30 days, and the 

agency accepts applications for purchase.  The board of the Utica Urban Renewal Agency has 

the right to choose the best offer available in terms of the best use of the property, determined by 

submitted action plans for the property and financial qualifications, as well as a statement of 

projected impacts and benefits to the community (Utica Urban Renewal Authority, 2015).  This 

best use policy is geared towards the best benefit to the community, and not necessarily selling 

properties to the highest bidders. 

 Within this decade, the Utica Urban Renewal Authority has continuously sold properties 

to developers.  According to the agency, this has been very successful for the city.  As can be 
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seen in Table 2, the number of properties that the agency acquires and sells is declining.   

indicating that the city is seeing success with the properties sold.  According to the Utica Urban 

Renewal Agency, only about 4 or 5 properties that have been sold have been reacquired by the 

city. 

 

Table 2 

Year Number of 

Properties 

Total Sales Average 

Sale 

Assessed 

Value 

2011 148 $822,137.23  $5,554.98  $1,879,460  

2012 79 $169,244.63  $2,142.33  $1,544,430  

2013 156 $892,861.68  $5,723.47  $4,846,650  

2014 87 $576,763.34  $6,629.45  $2,633,950  

2015 96 $773,450.00  $8,056.77  $2,650,480  

2016 65 $585,051.00  $8,211.12  $2,005,380  

2017 69 $590,431.00  $8,556.97  $2,007,700  

2018 53 $412,401.00  $7,781.15  $1,308,930  

(Utica Urban Renewal Agency, 2019) 

 

 One example cited by interviewees as a success story from the Utica Urban Renewal 

Agency is in the case of the LANDMARC Building in the downtown area.  Located on the site 

of former banking and office space, the former building was recently a decaying, crumbling 

structure.  Originally slated for destruction, the building was sold for $1,000 in 2014 to a private 

buyer.  Through approximately $10 million worth of restoration and planning by Pezzolanella 
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Construction, the LANDMARC building is now a space of luxury apartments, offices, and a 

restaurant. 

 Utica is currently undertaking a project with the hopes of constructing a hospital 

downtown.  This target area has had a changing estimated footprint over several iterations of the 

plans, but at its greatest extent, covers 36 acres of Utica according to the Mohawk Valley 

Regional Economic Development Council.  According to those interviewed, as of 2019, the city 

of Utica has been able to secure multiple plots, purchasing land from willing owners.  However, 

there is currently a battle over several holdouts, and an estimated 40 property owners hold land 

within the footprint of the proposed hospital.  Interviewees have predicted that the city will need 

to use eminent domain on multiple properties at once in order to complete this large-scale 

project.  Figure 8 shows the proposed location for this hospital, as well as the boundary for the 

Utica Urban Renewal Agency. 

Figure 8 – Utica Reference Map 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(NYS GIS Clearinghouse, 2005; Utica Urban Renewal Agency, 2015) 
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4.4: Comparisons and Divergent Trends 

 

 The cities of Albany, Buffalo, Niagara Falls, Rochester, Syracuse, and Utica all arose in 

part thanks to the completion of the Erie Canal in 825, and were marked by a very similar 

economic base.  Manufacturing became the major industry of Upstate New York.  Unfortunately, 

this homogenous economy was part of what led to the regionôs decline, and manufacturing 

universally fell out of prominence in Upstate New York (Goldman, 1983). 

 As a response to this crisis, the urban renewal agencies in Upstate New York all started 

out performing renewal projects in a similar fashion.  There are strong parallels between the new 

roadways that were built, revealed by interviews conducted in Buffalo, Niagara Falls, and Utica 

alike.  By looking at documentation of the renewal efforts in other cities Upstate, it is apparent 

that new roads were built in these areas as well, to the detriment of the neighborhoods 

demolished.  For example, neighborhoods in Albany were destroyed for the purposes of 

constructing a new interstate highway in the 1960s (Powell, 1976).  A highway was also built in 

downtown Syracuse, displacing minority residents during the 1950s and 1960s (Hankin, 2019). 

 Despite these close similarities between the urban renewal agencies in the 20th century, 

the strategies employed by the cities have diverged.  As evidenced by the interviews conducted 

in Utica, the city has continued with the approach of disposing properties to developers with the 

goal of bringing beneficial projected impacts on the community.  This has been the main 

approach by the Utica Urban Renewal Agency, and this strategy is shared among other cities in 

Upstate New York.  According to publications from the urban renewal authorities of Rochester 

and Syracuse, the disposition of acquired land remains the primary activity in these cities 

(Rochester Urban Renewal Agency, 2010; Syracuse Urban Renewal Agency, 2009). 
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Albanyôs Community Development Agency also provides opportunities for people to 

purchase properties in the interest of redeveloping them.  This agency also provides monetary 

assistance via federal grants from the Department of Housing and Urban Development for 

residents living in housing of substandard conditions to be able to make repairs in their own 

homes.  This approach affords residents the opportunity to make their own repairs to their 

homes, and bring the buildings up to code.  Through the grants provided with this approach, 

Albany residents are capable of remaining in their own homes, while also having the opportunity 

to improve their housing stock.  According to the city of Albany, 50 housing units have been 

improved with these funds between 2015 and 2019 (Albany Community Development Agency 

Action Plan, 2019). 

Meanwhile, Buffalo and Niagara Falls have departed from these approaches.  According 

to the interviews conducted in Buffalo and Niagara Falls, disposition of property in not the 

primary objective of their respective urban renewal agencies.  Niagara Falls aims to hold onto 

properties until there is a use for land that will cover multiple, contiguous properties.  According 

to the interview from Buffalo, the city currently owns enough property, and there is little interest 

in acquiring more.  The cityôs focus is not on the disposition of these excess properties, but rather 

on redeveloping the zoning codes to allow for further development in the city. 
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Chapter 5: Quantitative Analysis 

 

5.1 Measuring Decay 

  

 While urban renewal began as an effort to counteract urban blight and decay, this concept 

of decay can often be vague.  As noted previously, there does not currently exist an adequate 

definition of what constitutes blight.  Under current New York law, a neighborhood can be 

deemed blighted if there is economic stagnation or underdevelopment (Somin, 2011).  New York 

State is not alone in this, as other states do not have a standardized definition of blight that can be 

used for a concrete determination.  For example, states such as Colorado and Vermont have 

similar rulings as New York, determining the existence of blight based on obstacles to economic 

growth (Kokot, 2011). 

 Since there does not currently exist an adequate measure of blight, this study will attempt 

to utilize a method in order to determine neighborhoods that are the most affected by blight.  

Blight has been described as a state of property deteriorating to a condition that is unacceptable 

to a city (Breger, 1967).  This study can attempt to spatially measure where these deteriorating 

conditions are.  This is accomplished by mapping coordinate data for building code violations.  

Other studies have used building code violations to identify individual buildings that may be 

blighted (Weaver & Bagchi-Sen, 2013).  Through this analysis, the density of building code 

violations will allow for the identification of specific neighborhoods that are more characteristic 

of blighted areas. 

 The data for these violations is only available for the cities of Buffalo and Syracuse.  

Thus, the remaining cities were removed from this specific analysis.  Building code violation 
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data was acquired from the Buffalo Department of Permit and Inspection Services and the 

Syracuse Division of Code Enforcement, both accessed in 2019.  The measure of building 

violation density is presented in Figure 9. 

Figure 9 – Building Code Violations per Acre in Buffalo and Syracuse by Census Block 

Group, 2019 

 

 

(NYS GIS Clearninghouse, 2005; Buffalo Department of Permit and Inspection Services, 2019; 

Syracuse Division of Code Enforcement, 2019) 

Using the Getis-Ord Gi* test, the locations of building code violations can be measured 

in clusters.  The red areas are neighborhoods in Buffalo and Syracuse that are clusters for high 

values of building code violation density, while the blue neighborhoods represent clusters of low 

values.  These are seen in Figure 10. 
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Figure 10 – Clustering Analysis of Building Code Violations in Buffalo and Syracuse 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 When looking at the clustering in Buffalo, the Black Rock and Kenfield neighborhoods 

have high clusters of building code violations.  Buffalo does not have an urban renewal 

boundary.  Syracuseôs urban renewal area is represented by the bold borders in Figure 10.  When 

the clusters in Syracuse are compared with the urban renewal boundary for the city, the boundary 

matches well with high clusters of building code violations. 

 

 

 

 

 

High Cluster 

Low Cluster 

Buffalo Syracuse 



33 
 

5.2 Rent Price 

 

 Urban renewal policies have been shown to be a contributor to gentrification in cities.  

Through the revitalization of housing stock within cities, improved accommodations are able to 

demand a higher rent price (Bailey and Robertson, 1997).  According to this study, the rental 

costs for housing, and the household incomes rose along with urban renewal.  In order to 

investigate urban renewal in Upstate New York, this study measured the changes in median 

rental costs for the six study cities.  The results are shown in Figure 11. 
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Figure 11 – Percent Change in Median Rent 2010 – 2017 by Census Block Group 

(NYS GIS Clearninghouse, 2012; American Community Survey, 2010-2017) 
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 As can be seen from the changes in median rent per census block group for the six case 

study cities, the relationship between urban renewal activity and rising rental prices seems to be 

weak.  Rising and falling rental prices are present throughout each of these cities.  There are, of 

course, limitations to attempting this type of analysis at this scale.  Due to the aggregation of all 

rental prices within one census block group, it is not possible to investigate smaller-scale shifts in 

rental prices.  The ability to calculate changes in rental prices at a smaller spatial scale may be 

more indicative of demographic trends, and would provide a more meaningful analysis of these 

cities. 

 

5.3 Discussion 

 

 When comparing different analyses used in this study, it is apparent that certain methods 

are more useful for future studies of this nature.  Qualitative insight is valuable when 

investigating changes that have occurred within a city or neighborhood, particularly from long-

term residents.  By speaking to the people that have lived and worked within these cities for the 

majority of their lives, this study was able to gain valuable information that was not possible to 

find otherwise.  The feelings and opinions of the people that live in these areas are certainly 

important considerations when it comes to conducting meaningful research.  This highlights the 

importance of not relying solely on quantitative data when it comes to planning issues.  Numbers 

are only able to tell a portion of the story, and may not be fully representative of the community.  

By conducting formal interviews, and even casual conversations, this study was able gather 

valuable information about Upstate New York that was not found in the data. 
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 Of course, the data provided valuable insights as well.  Analyzing building code violation 

data provides information on neighborhoods that are experiencing higher levels of building 

disrepair.  This method does have flaws, as not all building code violations may be reported.  In 

addition, this analysis does not account for the severity of the violation.  Some neighborhoods 

could be overrepresented in the violation data where inspectors did not issue citations.  

Nevertheless, this method could allow planners and cities to either formulate new urban renewal 

boundaries, or to amend their existing boundaries in order to better focus their efforts.  However, 

this does have limitations, as not all cities have this building code violation data available. 
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Chapter 6: Implications for Urban Planning 

 

 Even though the activities of urban renewal agencies have decreased over the years, 

urban renewal still very much plays an active role in American cities.  However, in many cities 

throughout Upstate New York, and other areas of the Rust Belt region, urban blight and decay is 

still a prominent issue that remains on peopleôs and votersô minds.  Current events regarding the 

use of urban renewal and eminent domain warrant further investigation into the consequences of 

these actions.  For example, as of early 2019, there are several presidential candidates that have 

proposed urban renewal policies as a part of their platform, in which eminent domain would play 

a role (Buttigieg, 2018; Yang, 2019).  In addition, events such as the competition for the new 

Amazon headquarters prompted multiple cities in Upstate New York, as well as the rest of the 

United States, to promise land seizure and disposing of this land to Amazon in the hopes of 

revitalizing the local economy (Parilla, 2017). 

 The use of eminent domain as a tool for urban renewal is controversial, and its use should 

not be taken lightly.  When possible, it is best to avoid taking land currently in use by residents, 

as primary displacement by the hand of the government is detrimental to the populace of a city or 

neighborhood.  However, it would be naïve to think that the use of eminent domain could be 

entirely eradicated from the United States.  Within these cities studied in Upstate New York, all 

have policies that would attempt to avoid displacing any current residents of a property, but have 

provisions that would allow for the city to take property from landowners and displace them.  

Ideally, this power should only be used in the event of a substantial benefit to the greater 

population of the city, and these benefits should also be felt by the displaced residents.  In 

addition, relocated residents must be accommodated justly.  This includes the just compensation 
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afforded to them by legislation regarding eminent domain proceedings, but should also take into 

account values other than economic compensation.  Unfortunately, these values can be very 

difficult to quantify, but should, at the very minimum, provide for an easy and affordable 

transition into new housing that is of superior quality to the blighted and deteriorating structures 

where people had been living.  In addition, the failure to address social ties and community 

cohesiveness should be addressed, and displaced residents should be able to remain as close as 

possible to their community. 

The study also highlights the importance of maintaining data in modern storage formats.  

As can be seen from this study, several municipalities either do not have readily available 

records as related to urban renewal, or store them in antiquated formats that are not compatible 

with modern analytical methods.  The analyses that were used in this study, which could not be 

replicated across all six cities, are useful methods of investigating blight, urban renewal, and 

economic data.  However, for future planners and policy makers, it would be beneficial to have 

access to comprehensive data, and thus be able to conduct multiple analyses on a singular 

geospatial unit.  It is pertinent for governments at all levels to maintain up-to-date and publicly 

available information. 

 The different analysis methods used in this study provide several examples of how 

planners could use these types of data as ways to investigate issues pertinent to urban renewal, 

economic revitalization, eminent domain, and land disposition.  However, it is important to note 

the limitations of these analyses, as while they have the ability to provide planners with 

information about trends and conditions, they should not be taken as infallible measurements.  

Many of the datasets that are available to planners are imperfect, and the use of data should not 

be the sole tool that is used to inform policy. 
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 As planners, we have a responsibility to ensure that the practices and analyses used in our 

work are fair and equitable to all.  While urban renewal and eminent domain have historically, in 

many cases, been used nefariously, their use does have the potential to provide benefits to a 

larger community.  An ethical debate regarding clearing blighted communities could, and has, 

certainly take place, and this study aims to act as a catalyst for this debate.  Of course, New 

York, and many other states, have not established a definitive ruling for what constitutes a 

blighted community, which remains an issue that has long been sought to resolve.  Current 

definitions of blight do not provide a sufficient measurement that can be used for planning 

purposes.  This study attempts to address this issue, and provides analytical methods that may be 

included in the future determination of blighted neighborhoods, including measurements of 

vacant housing and densities of building code violations.  These methods are not meant to be 

exhaustive, but are intended to provide future policy makers with possible information that can 

be incorporated into future urban renewal legislation. 
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