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Abstract 

Greenlining: Segregation and Environmental Policies in Miami from the New Deal to the 

Climate Crisis 

 

Rosalind Donald 

 

What do people talk about when they talk about climate change? This dissertation sets out to 

answer this question by focusing on local understandings of climate change and the policy 

priorities that result from them in Miami. Through a historical study that spans from the 1920s to 

today and 88 hourlong interviews, I demonstrate that climate change is a historically contingent, 

contested, and localized concept defined by power relationships. Through a historical 

investigation of the narratives that connect environmental policies with segregation and efforts to 

displace Miamiôs Black residents over more than 80 years, I show how historic understandings 

of race and the environment inform debates about what climate change means and what to do 

about it today. This investigation shows how Miamiôs current response to climate change has 

been shaped by its history as a colonial city built on the maximization of land value and 

exclusionary planning and policies. 

I find that dominant understandings of climate change in Miami have been rooted in 

concern for the effects of sea level rise on property prices, directing policy money toward 



 

 

shoreline areas while continuing to encourage a building boom that is accelerating gentrification. 

This set of responses is not haphazard. As my research shows, it represents a continuation of 

local and international patterns of exploitation. In recent years, however, a coalition of activist 

groups mounted an unprecedented campaign to force the city to include social and environmental 

justice concerns in its policy agenda. This coalition mobilized Miamiôs history of 

environmentally-justified urban removal as a key counternarrative to policies that have 

historically ignored the problems of low-income areas, especially in Miamiôs historically Black 

neighborhoods, to demand a coordinated response to environmental and social vulnerability. 
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Preface 

 This project emerged from my desire to study the way that people talk about climate 

change. Having spent several years as a journalist covering climate debates as mostly through a 

partisan frame, Iôd begun to suspect that there was a lot more to it than that. I initially assumed 

that people meant generally the same thing when they talked about ñclimate changeò: the 

collection of warming gases like CO2 in the atmosphere causing global temperatures to rise. But 

when I read political speeches, or comments from people talking about their experiences, hopes, 

and fears, that premise started to look shaky.  Some people focused on what felt to be the most 

pressing climate change effect, like sea level rise, while others focused on technological debates, 

such as the viability of onshore wind power generation. People didnôt seem to be talking about 

the same thing at all. It made me wonder what studies of peopleôs opinions about climate change 

really showed. 

For my dissertation, I was interested in studying a place where policymakers across the 

political spectrum agreed that climate change was a problem and had committed in some way to 

implementing measures to respond to its challenges. In and around 2015, Miami made 

international news for the severe flooding it was experiencing as sea levels rose. During King 

Tide - when the waters are at their highest - streets were flooding even when it hadnôt rained. 

Striking illustrations would accompany articles in the media showing the iconic buildings of 

South Beach surrounded by blue seas - Miamiôs pastel palette transposed onto an apocalyptic 

scene, with no human in sight. Similar depictions showed an art deco street completely 

underwater, with tropical fish swimming past. When I told friends I was thinking of studying 
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climate communication in Miami, most would nod and agree it was óground zeroô for climate 

change. 

As I found when I started to attend climate policy meetings in Miami, however, the 

apocalyptic sublime was far from the minds of the people who spoke. Just as media coverage had 

suggested, sea level rise and its threat to real estate values were a major concern of policymakers, 

and shorefront residents worried about insurance premiums and mortgage payments. But for 

others, an entirely different set of worries was paramount: a lack of affordable housing, poor 

public transportation, and alarm at the social cost of hurricanes for people already struggling 

with poor housing, precarious jobs, and low wages. Even within a single city, the concept of 

climate change had very different meanings and consequences. 

Miami is one of the most segregated cities in the United States. Its early settlements were 

concentrated on South Floridaôs coastal ridge, a continuous rocky spine that extends to the 

bottom tip of the state. As the city attracted more tourists, however, wealthy whites built hotels 

and homes along the shoreline while Black neighborhoods like Liberty City and Little Haiti were 

kept to high ground. Latino neighborhoods have spread out west into drained land that is prone 

to flooding. Deep and continuing segregation has created a fractured urban landscape in which 

physical experiences of climate change can be very different. In Coconut Grove, where the shady 

trees turn the streets into green tunnels and most people drive, extreme heat is not of such 

concern, while to those on high ground, the threat of storm surges and flooding feels less 

immediate.  
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Figure 1: Miami remains one of the most deeply segregated cities by race and 

ÌÛÏÕÐÊÐÛàɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ4ÕÐÛÌËɯ2ÛÈÛÌÚɯȹ)ÜÚÛÐÕɯ"ÈÉÓÌȮɯɁ3ÏÌɯ1ÈÊÐÈÓɯ#ÖÛɯMap ,ɂɯ6ÌÓËÖÕɯ"ÖÖ×ÌÙɯ"ÌÕÛÌÙɯ

for Public Service, University of Virginia, 2013)  

Beyond the ways that climate change feels different in different areas, I noticed other 

narratives emerge. Wealthier citizens might express optimism in municipalitiesô capacity to 

adapt to climate change through planning and future technological innovations. This attitude is 

far less prevalent in areas like Liberty City and Little Haiti, which have received little investment 

for decades and are now new targets for developers due in part to their elevation. The concept of 

climate gentrification - the theory that developers now covet land that is relatively more 

protected from the effects of climate change - has become increasingly important in Miami. For 

some scholars, citizens, and activists, climate change and gentrification are as compellingly 

connected as climate change and sea level rise. Optimism in technological solutions and policies 



4 

 

is harder to muster in neighborhoods that have endured decades of displacement, neglect, toxic 

dumping, and overpolicing. 

Established narratives stemming from Miamiôs history have become entwined with 

specific understandings of climate change and the priorities that emerge as a result. Different 

conceptions of climate change can reflect and reproduce power and powerlessness. They show 

that environmental policies can challenge or reinforce patterns of discrimination and 

displacement. In addition to conducting in-depth interviews over two years of fieldwork, I have  

systematically investigated an assortment of historical texts, policies, and spaces that show that 

deep connections between environmental policy, displacement, and segregation existed in Miami 

long before climate change became an object of concern. Dominant understandings of climate 

change tend to treat it as a shock ï a phenomenon without history. But climate change is the 

result of centuries of exploitation of people and nature. By exploring how that history influences 

the development of climate change understandings in Miami, it is possible to explain how 

dominant interpretations may continue to perpetuate that exploitation. 

This exploration of the way local and global narratives come together in climate policy is 

relevant beyond the county lines of Miami-Dade. As the United States and other national 

governmentsô climate policies have languished, city governments ï mayors, disaster managers 

and sustainability professionals ï have emerged as influential policy actors. Cities are a symbol 

of hope for environmentalists frustrated at decades of failure to tackle climate change at the 

international level. Mayors can take advantage of their large budgets and significant power to 

emerge as national and international climate policy leaders. At the same time, few US cities are 

changing patterns of growth and consumption that harm low-income populations, even as they 

introduce climate policies. Some citiesô policies have circulated ï often uncritically ï into 
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national and international debates as potent local examples of climate action, even if they present 

no substantive challenge to the status quo. In Miami, for instance, this has meant encouraging as 

much building as possible to fund adaptation measures through property taxes.1  

Communication is political. This study uses the case of Miami to show that imagining a 

cityôs climate-changed future is a political act that can be conservative or subversive, egalitarian 

or exclusionary. By layering colonial narratives about race and the environment with later 

environmental justifications for the large-scale displacement of Miamiôs Black population from 

coveted land and politiciansô environmental policies designed to attract newcomers while pricing 

existing residents out of the city, it is possible to see how discussions of climate change are 

suffused with power. Most people who care about climate change do not want to perpetuate 

segregation or enact displacement. But my research shows that an equitable response to the 

climate crisis is impossible unless communities specifically tackle historical injustices and 

understand how the ideologies that perpetuated them have become flattened into everyday 

narratives.  

 

 
1  Danielle Paquette, ñMiamiôs Climate Catch-22: Building Waterfront Condos to Pay for Protection against the 

Rising Sea,ò Washington Post, December 22, 2014, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/storyline/wp/2014/12/ 

22/miamis-climate-catch-22-building-luxury-condos-to-pay-for-protection-against-the-rising-sea/. 
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Figure 2: A map of Miami -Dade County municipalities and the city of ,ÐÈÔÐɀÚɯ

ÕÌÐÎÏÉÖÙÏÖÖËÚɯȹ#ÐÈÕÈɯ$ÓÓÐÖÛÛȮɯɁ,ÐÈÔÐɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯ2ÛÈÛÌɯÖÍɯ+ÖÞ- and Middle -(ÕÊÖÔÌɯ'ÖÜÚÐÕÎȮɂɯ

2017, 98.) 
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1. Introduction: Environmental anxieties and racial 

discrimination in the Magic City  

1.1 The Bright Plan and green displacement 

ñOh! East is East: and West is West:ò 

  ðAnd though on magic feetð 

(As was sung by poet of wisdom blest) 

  ñNever the twain shall meet.ò 

 

But here ótwixt gulf and ocean strand; 

  Where Nature lowers a mystic veil; 

Is a wondrous fair and a magic land 

  ðHere the twain do really meet! 

 

For it is here: by the wise men planned: 

  ð(Where the Old does not avail)ð 

That the Gulf ebbs east: and the Sea wends westð 

  By the Tam-i-am-i Trail. 

 

Oh! Bronze is Bronze: and White is White: 

  ð(Yet Bronze the first was here!) ... 

But Bronze seems wrong: and White seems right: 

  ...Through thrice a hundred year! 

 

Through the grass-grown ôglades,ðhigh fronded blades 

  Oôer channelsô flow, drop lotus bloomé 

The bronze man fadesð 

    ðAs the petals from their plume. 

  In gloomðthe cypress toweré 

    ðAnd somber guard his tomb. 

And it is hereðwhere the White has pressed! 

  ð(Where the Old did not avail)ð 

That the Gulf ebbs east: and the Sea wends west:ð 

  By the Tam-i-am-i Trail. 

 

~George Merrick, ñThe Tamiami Trail,ò Song of the Wind on the Southern Shore 

 

In 1920, Coconut Groveôs city council adopted a new plan with great pomp and publicity. The 

recently consolidated town a few miles south of the rapidly expanding Miami had hired the 
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services of Philadelphia architect John Irwin Bright. Bright was tasked with distinguishing 

Coconut Grove (spelled locally as Cocoanut Grove) from the rest of Miami by remaking it as a 

ñgarden city,ò like Letchworth and Hampstead Garden Suburb in the U.K., or Canberra in 

Australia. Based on ideas laid out by urban planner and inventor Ebenezer Howard in his 

influential 1898 book Tomorrow: A Peaceful Path to Reform2, the garden city movement sought 

to solve the ills that the Industrial Revolution had caused in Britainôs urban and rural 

communities, such as poor health and low wages in the city and joblessness in the country. 

Howard aimed to achieve a happier integration between town and countryside through long-term 

planning that placed green and civic spaces at the center of healthier, more prosperous 

metropolises.   

Brightôs plan was different than other garden city visions, such as the federally-funded 

suburb Yorkship Village in Camden, New Jersey, which was constructed after World War I, 3 

because it imposed the ideal on an existing town, rather than planning a new city or suburb. The 

American Institute of Architectsô Thomas Adams called the plan to reinvent Coconut Grove ña 

work so tremendous in its implications as to transcend, in our opinion, any piece of town or city 

planning work ever done in the United States.ò Bright had applied the garden city concept to ña 

town already in existence and which needs, as do thousands of our towns and cities, something 

more than the physically planned solution of their difficulties due to disordered growth.ò4 In 

1920, Miamiôs growth was certainly disordered, as Florida experienced a boom in land 

speculation fueled by nationwide advertising and encouragement from the state. Though 

 
2 Ebenezer Howard, Tomorrow: A Peaceful Path to Real Reform (London: Swan & Sonnenschein, 1898). 

 
3 Robert A. M. Stern, David Fishman, and Jacob Tilove, Paradise Planned: The Garden Suburb and the Modern 

City (New York: The Monacelli Press, 2013), 340. 

 
4 John Irwin Bright, ñThe Report for the Town of Coconut Grove with Foreword by Thomas Adams,ò Journal of the 

American Institute of Architects 9, no. 4 (April 1, 1921), 110. 
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increased development had led to greater segregation, Coconut Grove was an older settlement 

where early residents of all races had lived in relative proximity.5 For Bright, this racial diversity 

was at the root of the disorder he perceived, depressing the value of white-owned property. He 

proposed that the ills of the Groveôs haphazard development could be resolved, and property 

values increased, with two measures: creating more green space, and relocating the entire Black 

population beyond the city limits. While most new garden city plans in the United States ï many 

of them expressions of the countryôs growing suburbanization ï were implicitly for whites only,6 

the positioning of Coconut Groveôs Black community necessitated drastic intervention in order 

to achieve the desired level of segregation. For Bright, the townôs greatest problem came ñwhen 

the question arose to the respective areas to be occupied by the white and the colored racesé it 

was done without a proper realization of the influence the mere design of the areas could have 

upon the welfare of the town.ò According to Bright, Coconut Groveôs Black neighborhood, 

called ñColored Town,ò had ñtaken the form of a wedgeé effectually dividing the town in to 

two parts.ò He added: ñThe limitation of the desirable portion of the land whether brought about 

by a deliberate policy or thoughtless toleration leads to congestion and high prices and increases 

the cost of living for inhabitants.ò7 Brightôs claims foreshadowed a process that would become 

familiar in Miami. As developers, officials, and planners began to covet previously neglected 

land occupied by Black residents, they would claim the land could be used more productively by 

white residents and wealthy business interests. Plans to displace Black residents from desirable 

 
5 N.D.B. Connolly, ñTimely Innovations: Planes, Trains, and the óWhites Onlyô Economy of a Pan-American 

City,ò Urban History 36 (2009), 243ï61. 

 
6 In Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburbanization of the United States, Kenneth Jackson noted in the development of 

U.S. suburbs a ñtendency toward racial and economic exclusiveness.ò While garden cities often aimed to achieve a 

mix of incomes ï at least in principle ï racial mixing was rare. See: Kenneth Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier: The 

Suburbanization of the United States (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985), 4. 

 
7 Bright, ñThe Report for the Town of Coconut Grove with Foreword by Thomas Adams.ò 
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land, and other policies that achieved the same ends, became integral to this process. Further, as I 

will demonstrate, environmental policies and beliefs served to justify and naturalize patterns of 

segregation and displacement. 
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Figure 3: The Bright Plan envisioned the displacement of the residents of Coconut 

&ÙÖÝÌɀÚɯ"ÖÓÖÙÌËɯ3ÖÞÕɯÛÖɯÈɯÔÖËÌÓɯÚÌÛÛÓÌÔent separated from the white section by railway 

ÛÙÈÊÒÚɯÈÕËɯÈɯȿ×ÙÖËÜÊÛÐÝÌɯ×ÈÙÒɀ, as shown in the upper image  (Design by John Irwin Bright, 

Ɂ3ÏÌɯ1Ì×ÖÙÛɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌɯ3ÖÞÕɯÖÍɯ"ÖÊÖÕÜÛɯ&ÙÖÝÌɯÞÐÛÏɯ%ÖÙÌÞÖÙËɯÉàɯ3ÏÖÔÈÚɯ ËÈÔÚȮɂɯ)ÖÜÙÕÈÓɯÖÍɯ

the American Institute of Architects 9, no. 4 [April 1, 1921], 110.) 
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Brightôs version of this plan used green space with a dual purpose: to control growth and 

to isolate Black residents. The drawings, widely circulated, showed in place of the Groveôs 

eclectic mixture of architectural styles, a plan for formal Spanish buildings and a mirror-lake. A 

ñproductive parkò ï an adaptation of the garden city principle of the agricultural belt ï would 

encircle the town, allowing for cultivation, recreation, and growth control. To address the 

disruption in home values that he attributed to the placement of Colored Town, Bright proposed 

the removal of Coconut Groveôs entire Black population to the townôs outskirts, where they 

would be separated from the white community by the Florida East Coast Railroad line and a strip 

of parkland. The Kebo community, where Black residents of Bahamian descent had lived since 

the 1890s on land purchased from a platted homestead, would be destroyed to make room for a 

golf course. Bright estimated the purchase of Colored Town and moving its buildings at 

$211,800 ï around $2.8 million today. The new Black Coconut Grove would be, essentially, an 

island.  

Many Black Grove residents suffered from a lack of infrastructure, few amenities, and 

poor sanitation ï a situation perpetuated by the city government and absentee landlords as the 

community grew. This state of affairs provided a useful justification for displacement plans. For 

Bright, the new ñColored Townò ï to be created from the ñwildernessò on the outskirts of the 

Grove ï would result in ña better living and economic standardò for Black and white alike. The 

existing buildings would be relocated to larger lots arranged around bath houses and a day 

nursery for working mothers. He did not envision that the new development would be 

independent, however. Nor would Black residents be much better off financially. He wrote: ñIn 

order to encourage independence of action without jeopardizing success a benevolent leadership 

might be very necessary. The profit to the negro will chiefly lie not in money but in the improved 
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living condition that will inevitably be brought about.ò Bright presented an image of managed 

growth, and of civic and environmental harmony in Coconut Grove, achieved in large part by 

complete segregation and paternalistic governance.8  

The Bright Plan died as the bottom fell out of the swampland property market, a 

development played for laughs in the Marx Brothers movie, The Cocoanuts.9 In the end, the 

Coconut Grove Playhouse was the only part of the Bright Plan to be built. However, the Planôs 

influence has been felt in subsequent attempts at Black removal, all closely connected with 

environmental policies and beliefs about nature. Miami has frequently been portrayed as an 

unplanned community sprawling into the Everglades and rarely saying no to new development, 

even at the cost of South Floridaôs delicate ecology.10 This dissertation focuses on a parallel 

history, however: that of the community planners - many of whom have long been cognizant of 

the regionôs unique and fragile ecology - who have sought to contain or at least direct Miamiôs 

growth. Both Miamiôs business community and its planners depended on the same thing: the 

existence of a low-paid and displaceable Black workforce. Black workers built the fantasyland 

its boosters used to lure tourists from the north and the railroad that brought them to Miami, 

cutting through South Floridaôs thick vegetation, working coral rock, staffing hotels and white 

households, and digging mosquito control ditches. At the same time, Miamiôs Black residents 

represented an important source of income for landlords, while their limited political power 

made displacements feasible.  

 
8 Bright, ñThe Report for the Town of Coconut Grove with Foreword by Thomas Adams.ò 

 
9 The Cocoanuts, directed by Robert Florey and Joseph Santley (1929; Astoria, NY: Paramount Pictures). 

 
10 Michael Grunwald, The Swamp: The Everglades, Florida, and the Politics of Paradise (New York: Simon & 

Schuster, 2006). 
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Further, even as planners and some developers wanted to manage growth, they were 

determined to guide it without slowing it down, ensuring that Miami could continue to attract tax 

dollars from development and wealthy new residents. From the late 1960s, Miamiôs planners did 

not work publicly to displace populations, and many increasingly stated that they wish to prevent 

displacement. Yet, under the economic and policy conditions that practices such as redlining, 

low wages, and poor security for renters have created, these effects continue, even if apparently 

market-driven displacement now makes evidence of intentionality hard to find. Today, longtime 

residents of historically Black areas such as Liberty City and Little Haiti face displacement due 

to rising rents and taxes, developments that are due in part to concern from new residents and 

developers about sea level rise and other environmental pressures. 

In this dissertation, I explore the way environmental policies were and continue to be 

integral to discussions about displacement, the maintenance of racial difference, and the 

production of inequality. Planners, politicians, and scientists used the landscape and 

contemporary environmental anxieties such as urban pollution to naturalize theories of racial 

hierarchies, achieve segregation, and justify displacement. Later, policies aimed at reducing 

sprawl and encouraging urban infill put pressure on low-income, ñinner-cityò neighborhoods. 

These plans avoided discussing the cityôs race and class dynamics, a tradition rooted in area 

boostersô focus on ensuring new investors would not be discouraged by Miamiôs potential for 

civic unrest. In more recent years, meanwhile, grassroots campaigns to link calls for 

environmental and housing justice have pushed displacement to the top of the agenda in public 

meetings.  

This chapter shows how, during the New Deal era and afterward, planners, developers, 

and politicians drew on colonial ideologies about race and the environment as they set about 
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creating formal structures of segregation, from redlining neighborhoods to efforts to displace 

Black residents. While the Bright Plan was never put into action, its influence was felt in local 

planning decisions in the years that followed: in parks used to create buffers between 

communities designated white and Black, in plans that combined urban and suburban living with 

agriculture, and in a singular focus on the relocation of Black communities to undeveloped land 

beyond the current city limits. In part, this was due to the influence of George Edgar Merrick, the 

developer of Coral Gables, the chairman of the Dade County Planning Board and, later, Miamiôs 

Postmaster. In this broad array of roles, Merrick ï on whom Brightôs plan was a likely influence 

ï was able to use his influence to advance a greened version of segregation, helping to embed it 

into the fabric of Miamiôs landscape. 

Large and hearty, Merrick was, according to Miami folklore, a dreamer, a master planner, 

and early environmentalist, a visionary who shepherded into being new model communities 

inspired by the garden city principles of space, beauty, and good building practices, despite the 

personal and financial costs he endured.11 Local history depicts him as an idealist who published 

poetry and imagined Miami as a tropical Eden. Part of the pioneer generation of Miamiôs earliest 

days as a settlement, he wrote a collection of stories in honor of the traditions of the Black 

Bahamians he grew up with, which he titled Men of the Magic Isles, and their influence on how 

he believed Miami should develop.12 Other accounts show that, like his peers in the business and 

planning community, Merrick was also a segregationist. His plan to remove Miamiôs entire 

Black population to far-flung ñmodel negro communitiesò influenced Miamiôs urban policies for 

 
11 See: Arva Moore Parks, George Merrick, Son of the South Wind: Visionary Creator of Coral Gables (Gainesville, 

FL: University Press of Florida, 2015). 

 
12 George E. Merrick, typescript of short story collection, Men of the Magic Isles, n.d., Merrick Collection, 

University of Miami. 
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decades.13 He profited directly from the subjugation of Miamiôs Black citizens, the funds from 

his developments for space-starved families subsidizing his exceedingly expensive dream to 

create a whites-only planned community, Coral Gables.14 Merrickôs plan to create a prosperous 

white community was long-lasting: To this day, Coral Gables remains 96 per cent white.15  

Merrick is often credited as a lone visionary battling against the follies of unplanned, 

unfettered development, but he owed the success of Coral Gables and the prominence of his 

ideas in Miamiôs planning community to a range of factors, from his connections with the 

ñpioneerò settlers and naturalists of early Miami to the inflated profits enjoyed by the cityôs elite 

at the expense of Black communities crammed into tiny enclaves. Later, he benefited from New 

Deal largesse and new planning infrastructures that greatly benefited Florida during the 1930s. 

My work highlights the ways in which South Floridaôs environmental history and Miamiôs urban 

policy are connected. Merrick was both a boom town speculator and an advocate for garden city-

style planning who preached respect for South Floridaôs natural features. 

Drawn from his history as a homesteader and fruit plantation owner, Merrickôs 

knowledge of and appreciation for Miamiôs climate and ecology were essential to the shape of 

his racist agenda. His family moved to South Florida in 1898 when he was 12 years old. To 

encourage the colonization of the sparsely-populated area, the Homestead Act of 1862 offered 

settlers free land in South Florida. Merrickôs father Solomon bought a partially cultivated 160-

 
13 Raymond A. Mohl, ñWhitening Miami: Race, Housing, and Government Policy in Twentieth-Century Dade 

County,ò The Florida Historical Quarterly 79, no. 3 (2001): 319ï45. 

 
14 N. D. B. Connolly, A World More Concrete: Real Estate and the Remaking of Jim Crow South Florida (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2014), 48. 

 
15 ñU.S. Census Bureau QuickFacts: Coral Gables City, Florida,ò U.S. Census Bureau, accessed November 20, 

2019, https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/coralgablescityflorida. 
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acre plot from another homesteader.16 On his fatherôs fruit plantation, called Coral Gables, 

George Merrick worked alongside Black Bahamians who taught him to cultivate food, clear 

palmetto, and work coral rock, the limestone found in South Florida. Merrick called  the 

Bahamians he encountered while working his fatherôs groves the ñway-showers,ò17 teaching him 

about the Floridaôs native flora as well as the plants they had brought with them from their 

homeland.18 This upbringing influenced Merrickôs view of Miamiôs tropical ecology, his belief 

that development could occur in harmony with nature, and his romantic vision for a green 

version of segregation.  

Merrickôs background, therefore, was a colonial one, growing up alongside the expansion 

of US government control over the countryôs least inhabited lands and overseas to Puerto Rico 

and the Philippines, the previous occupations Florida had experienced under the Spanish and 

French,19and the migration of Black and white Bahamians to the United States to work, fish, and 

cultivate land.20 Nineteenth-century pioneers continued the expansion of the North American 

frontier in Florida through colonization, land speculation, and aggression against Native 

populations, while replicating modes of colonial rule developed around the world by other 

imperial powers.  Merrick and his contemporaries extended colonial patterns of natural and 

human management into the administration of Miami, attempting to tame nature through 

 
16 For a thorough exploration of Miamiôs development as a colonial city, see: John K. Babb, ñThe Viceroyalty of 

Miami: Colonial Nostalgia and the Making of an Imperial Cityò (Ph.D. dissertation, Florida International University, 

2016), https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/etd/2598. 

 
17 Merrick, Men of the Magic Isles. 

 
18 Parks, George Merrick, Son of the South Wind: Visionary Creator of Coral Gables, 66-67. 

 
19 Babb, ñThe Viceroyalty of Miami.ò 

 
20 Black workers could make around three times the amount they could on the islands. See: Claudrena N. Harold, 

ñThe Rise and Fall of the Garvey Movement in the Urban South, 1918ï 1942ò (Ph.D. dissertation., University of 

Notre Dame, 2004), 116. 
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drainage projects, introducing plants from around the Americas for cash cultivation and 

ornament, and establishing Spanish revival architecture as a symbol of dominance over the 

frontier. 21 

Tourism and real estate were Miamiôs two primary industries, providing the drive for the 

cityôs growth and fueled by drainage, land clearance, and cheap labor.  The city of the 1920s was 

undergoing a land boom on the back Floridaôs program of Everglades drainage. This reclamation 

exposed large tracts of land, and Miami became the base for new real estate offices as national 

land companies bought up the new expanses for agriculture and new subdivisions. The cityôs 

population grew 440 per cent between 1896 and 1920 to 29,571. In 1923, a local survey showed 

that number had increased again to 47,000 inhabitants. Real estate prices skyrocketed.22 The 

events of the 1920s set in motion Miamiôs unceasing reliance on real estate growth.  

Development became even more integral to Floridaôs economy with the 1924 passing of 

a constitutional amendment abolishing state income taxes and inheritance taxes. This step locked 

the stateôs counties and cities into a constant search for new development to fill their coffers, 

even as the limits of its ecosystems became more apparent. The state legislature prioritized two 

further markers of progress: the ever more rapid drainage of the Everglades and the completion 

of a road network that would bring more tourists south to the Sunshine State.23 

Miamiôs rapid growth earned it the moniker the ñMagic City.ò Writers compared Miami 

Beachôs growth to a giant ñmushroomò sprouting overnight.24 While Miami adopted and 

 
21 Babb, ñThe Viceroyalty of Miami.ò 

 
22 Victoria H. McDonell, ñRise of the óBusinessmanôs Politicianô: The 1924 Florida Gubernatorial Race,ò The 

Florida Historical Quarterly 52, no. 1 (1973): 39ï50. 

 
23 McDonell, ñRise of the óBusinessmanôs Politician.ò 

 
24 Charles Edgar Nash, The Magic of Miami Beach (Philadelphia: David McKay Co, 1938). 
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marketed the title as its own, it was, in fact, indicative of a regional phenomenon; other ñmagic 

citiesò included Roanoke, Virginia25 and Birmingham, Alabama. Like Miami, the railroad 

propelled these towns to unprecedented growth, with population outpacing the creation of 

infrastructure. Civic leaders neglected public services in favor of tax breaks for industries.26 In 

the 1880s, the editor of the Atlanta Constitution Henry Grady won national attention with a 

speech to the New England Society extolling the birth of a ñNew Southò that was based on his 

book of the same name. He said:  

The old South rested everything on slavery and agriculture, unconscious that these could 

neither give nor maintain healthy growth. The new South presents a perfect democracy, 

the oligarchs leading in the popular movement; a social system compact and closely 

knitted, less splendid on the surface, but stronger at the core; a hundred farms for every 

plantation, fifty homes for every palace; and a diversified industry that meets the complex 

needs of this complex age.27   

 

ñMagic citiesò would transform the South, Grady believed, accommodating Northern industrial 

wealth and tourism alongside the old agricultural economy. Absent from Gradyôs evaluation of 

the new cities was the tenacity with which they reproduced the racial ideologies of their older 

counterparts28 and replicated their repressive racial structures. Like their old South neighbors, 

these new cities depended on the low-wage work Black citizens provided at little cost to the city 

due to Black communitiesô neglected infrastructure and the high rents they paid to landlords.29 

 
25 Rand Dotson, Roanoke, Virginia, 1882ï1912: Magic City of the New South (Knoxville, TN: University of 

Tennessee Press, 2008). 

 
26 Dotson, Roanoke, Virginia, 1882ï1912. 

 
27 Henry W. Grady, The New South (New York: Robert Bonnerôs Sons, 1890), https://asp6new.alexanderstreet.com/ 

gild/gild.object.details.aspx?dorpID=1000005378. 

 
28 Gregory W. Bush, ñóPlayground of the USAô: Miami and the Promotion of Spectacle,ò Pacific Historical Review 

68, no. 2 (1999): 153ï72, https://doi.org/10.2307/3641982. 

 
29 Chanelle Nyree Rose, The Struggle for Black Freedom in Miami: Civil Rights and Americaôs Tourist Paradise, 

1896-1968 (Baton Rouge: LSU Press, 2015). 
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 As in other New South cities, Miamiôs boosters embraced the legacy of slavery as 

justification for segregation and engaged in hyperbole about southern hospitality, boasting of the 

ñMiami wayò or ñMiami spirit.ò Its ethos about social relations was similar to other southern 

cities, emphasizing urban growth and a rigid social order as mutually-reinforcing goods.  Local 

newspapers published reports celebrating growth while preaching racial harmony, and boosters 

expressed confidence in the future and concern for the greater good, which they insisted would 

be achieved through the strict enforcement of segregation.30 Merrickôs hopes for the future did 

not deviate from this marriage of growth and segregation, but he believed that careful planning 

and environmental policymaking could ensure the success and longevity of that marriage.  

Even critics avoided wholesale denunciation of the forces shaping Miami. Reformers like 

Commodore Ralph Monroe, a yacht designer and prominent early resident of Coconut Grove, 

criticized the tenor of progress but not Everglades drainage itself. He decried the cityôs 

environmental degradation and its founding on the dispossession of the Seminole tribe. But he 

and other reformers like Napoleon Bonaparte Broward, who positioned himself against state 

handouts to railroad and development business interests, were still committed to the progress and 

development of urban Miami.31 For Broward, who became governor of Florida, enlightened 

progress was connected to drainage and the reclamation of the land beneath the water for 

farming.32 In his poem ñThe Tamiami Trail,ò  Merrick elaborated on this vision of progress, 

 
30 Thomas A. Castillo, ñMiamiôs Hidden Labor History,ò The Florida Historical Quarterly 82, no. 4 (2004): 438ï

67. 

 
31 Devin Leigh, ñTo Hold Both Sides Together: Miami Historiography and the Question of the óNew Immigrant 

City,ôò The Zamani Reader, March 19, 2017, https://thezamanireader.com/2017/03/18/to-hold-both-sides-together-

miami-historiography-and-the-question-of-the-new-immigrant-city/. 

 
32 Jack E. Davis, An Everglades Providence, Marjory Stoneman Douglas and the American Environmental Century 

(Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 2009).  

 



21 

 

weaving together narratives that affirmed white settlersô natural claim to the land, praise for 

South Floridaôs landscape, and a call to exploit that landscape with drainage technologies: 

For by dredge and scoopðin vaunting dare: 

  They are drawing aside the door. ð 

In the Evergladesðwill lay all bare 

  A fabulous treasure store!33 

 

The belief that both environmental quality and progress through growth could be simultaneously 

accommodated has persisted in Floridian attitudes toward the environment ever since.  

While he planned to eventually develop his own town, Merrick spent several years 

starting in 1912 developing tracts of land for Realty Securities Company. He eventually took 

over its development arm, working on subdivisions that included Kirkland Heights, Grapeland, 

North Cocoanut Grove, and Aqua Vista.34  Black citizens were mostly confined to a few smaller 

areas, the largest of which was Miamiôs ñColored Town,ò just north and west of the business 

district. Other settlements included the West Grove and Lemon City, north of the central 

business district. Expansion was no easy matter for Miamiôs African Americans and Afro-

Caribbeans. Despite the fact that the U.S. Supreme Court had ruled racial zoning illegal in 

1917,35 both northern and southern cities sought new ways to enforce residential segregation. 

Planners became central to the effort. Cities like Richmond, Virginia employed planners as 

consultants to create strategies that completely separated communities designated Black from 

those designated white.36 Charles Knight, a Virginia planner, argued that the creation of ñNegro 

 
33 George E. Merrick, Songs of the Wind on a Southern Shore, and Other Poems of Florida (Boston: The Four Seas 

Publishing Co., 1920). 

 
34 Parks, George Merrick, Son of the South Wind, 110. 

 
35 Buchanan v. Warley, No. 33 (U.S. Supreme Court, November 5, 1917). 

 
36 Christopher Silver, ñThe Racial Origins of Zoning in American Cities,ò in Urban Planning ant the African 

American Community: In the Shadows, eds. June Manning Thomas and Marsha Ritsdorf (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 

Publications, 1997), 23-43. 
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residential areasò need not prevent Black neighborhoods from thriving, advocating that they 

should be built with ñall necessary municipal services,ò from paving to police protection and 

open spaces.37 In practice, however, racial zoning was an effective tool for creating segregation, 

but rarely as efficient at producing improved communities.38  

Merrickôs career as a real estate entrepreneur and planner illustrates the tensions inherent 

in the interactions between planners who sought an improved form of segregation and developers 

who found that segregated housing was even more profitable when it lacked basic amenities. 

Unusually, Realty Securities also developed a new Black subdivision in a community called 

Railroad Shopôs Colored Addition ï Railroad Shop for short ï an area northwest of the city 

center where Black railroad workers had initially purchased property in the late 1890s. By 1915, 

Merrick had sold nearly 500 lots in the development, and Railroad Shop grew into a thriving 

community through the 1930s.  Following the example of planners like Bright and Knight, 

Merrick displayed an enthusiasm for amenities and opportunities within Black peopleôs 

segregated communities ï albeit with limitations. His Railroad Shop subdivision would include a 

ten-acre park and a site for an industrial school.39  

Merrick was adept at the spectacular tactics his Miami contemporaries employed to 

attract new buyers, offering free transportation to sites and promising to give away thousands of 

dollarsô worth of gifts.40  However, local accounts often portray him as a breed apart from 

Miamiôs other early capitalist carnival barkers like Carl Fisher, whose publicity ploys for his new 

 
 
37 Charles Knight, Negro Housing in Certain Virginia Cities (Richmond, VA: William Byrd Press, 1927), 36-39. 

 
38 Silver, ñThe Racial Origins of Zoning in American Cities.ò 

 
39 ñMap of Railroad Shops Colored Addition,ò Miami Metropolis, November 9, 1915. 

 
40 Parks, George Merrick, Son of the South Wind, 158. 
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Miami Beach developments included the enlistment of elephants to carry building materials. 

When he turned to developing his own community, Coral Gables, Merrick aimed for a higher 

quality.41 His influences included Frederick Law Olmsteadôs garden city suburbs, Tuxedo Park 

and Forest Hills Gardens, and especially the Shaker Heights suburb just outside Cleveland, Ohio. 

Like Bright, Merrick was also an avid reader of Olmstead, Daniel Burnham, John Ruskin, 

William Morris, and Ebenezer Howard, the planner of Letchworth in the U.K..42 Merrick 

adopted a similarly strong control over architectural styles, aesthetic choices such as paint color 

and landscaping, and zoning requirements including setbacks and driveways. He was also 

impressed by the fact that the garden city suburbs attracted a range of income levels.43  

Floridian developers at the time frequently harkened back to Spanish colonial building 

forms, seeing Spanish revival architecture as the natural style for construction in tropical regions. 

It came to dominate Miamiôs expanding suburbs, reflecting colonial nostalgia and a desire to 

prove that Miamiôs land boom was not a flash in the pan, but rather permanent, steady, and 

serious.44   

Merrick emphasized the supposed naturalness of the Spanish revival style in a front-page 

New York Times article intended to refute Northern criticisms that Miamiôs growth was unstable: 

ñJust how I came to utilize the Spanish type of architecture I can hardly say, except that it always 

seemed to me to be the only way houses should be built down there in those tropical 

surroundings." Merrick traveled to Mexico and Central America and became ñmore convinced 

 
41 Jan Nijman, Miami: Mistress of the Americas (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011), 26. 

 
42 Parks, George Merrick, Son of the South Wind, 137. 

 
43 Parks, George Merrick, Son of the South Wind, 139. 

 
44 Babb, ñThe Viceroyalty of Miami.ò 
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than ever of the possibilities offered by the adaptations of the Spanish and Moorish type of 

architecture. The gleaming white coral rock, the palm trees, tropical flowers and verdure seemed 

to me to provide a natural setting with which Spanish architecture alone would harmonize,ò he 

said.45 Merrickôs architectural choices were meant to be there, he argued, gaining permanence in 

the landscape through their connection to colonial history. Aside from Spanish revival, Merrick 

incorporated Aztec and Mayan influences, as well as elements from other colonial nations such 

as South Africa. He, like other developers, adopted colonial practices such as the transplanting of 

ornamental plants and crops: Non-native palm trees from the Bahamas, Poinciana from 

Madagascar, and banyan trees from Latin America and India all contributed to a setting Merrick 

described first and foremost as tropical.  

But Coral Gablesô air of naturalness ï from its Spanish architecture to its palm trees ï 

was the product of a colonial fantasy made possible through the labor and skills of low-paid 

Bahamian workers planting flora from outside the region, and fashioning coral rock into bricks 

or laying limestone roads. Despite their importance in literally building the community, Coral 

Gables was a ñsundown townò where Black people could work during the day (the Biltmore 

Hotel, for example, had a sizeable Black staff), but were not allowed at night without proper 

identification.46 Merrick, influenced by Shaker Heightsôs mixed-income structure and the 

writings of Ruskin and Howard, believed Coral Gables should be accessible to people of 

different socioeconomic classes.  Like his contemporaries, he was not, however, interested in 

challenging the color line. For all his romantic writings about Black Bahamiansô knowledge and 

skills, his lobbying on behalf of a school for Black children, and his application for a pardon for 

 
45 George E. Merrick, ñMillions of Capital Drawn to Miami,ò New York Times, March 15, 1925, 1-2. 
46 James W. Loewen, Sundown Towns: A Hidden Dimension of American Racism (New York: The New Press, 
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a former employee accused of murder,47 Merrick profited from segregation through his 

investments in Black housing. Merrickôs attitude toward Miamiôs Black citizens was of a piece 

with the colonial-style paternalism that led Dade County toward ever more radical segregation. 

In 1926, just as Coral Gables was at the apogee of its fame, a Category 548 hurricane 

struck the boomtown. Many of Miamiôs new developments were so poorly constructed they were 

totally destroyed. New arrivals were blindsided by the stormôs deadly second wind, which 

increased the number of deaths significantly. The storm burst the regional property bubble, 

crashing local markets, and sending shockwaves through national markets that would contribute 

to the Great Depression. Miamiôs Black population, which served its white leisure industry in 

fair weather, was terrorized into rebuilding it in foul. As historian Marian Moser Jones has 

documented, Miamiôs Black residents were spared the stormôs greatest initial impact because 

only whites were permitted to live by the sea. But Black citizens in Miami and the Everglades ï 

where the storm had killed hundreds of seasonal workers ï were forced to endure great 

additional suffering as whites demanded their free labor to clean up the city and dispose of its 

corpses.  The National Guard conscripted Black men and women in Colored Town, ordering 

them to join labor gangs and preventing them from rebuilding their own homes.  Anyone who 

failed to comply was threatened with beatings and imprisonment.49 

Like other Miami developers, Merrick depended on his investments in Black-only 

developments and the low wages he paid to Black workers to prop up his fortune, an 

 
47 ñGeorge E. Merrick to State Pardon Board,ò August 31, 1936, George Merrick Papers, 1930s; Box 6, Folder 4, 

HistoryMiami Research Center. 

 
48 A Category 5 hurricane measures sustained winds of more than 157 miles per hour. 
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arrangement that the storm amplified. The 1926 hurricane ruined many of the land boomôs 

millionaires, and while Coral Gablesô well-built neighborhoods weathered the storm 

impressively, Merrick still lost most of his fortune as the costs of investments such as the 

Biltmore Hotel shot up. Merrickôs Coral Gables Corporation filed for bankruptcy in 1929, but his 

investments in Miamiôs meager stock of rental property for Black citizens handed him an 

economic lifeline, the benefits of which he was keen to share.50 Addressing a group of real estate 

developers in 1937 to promote the construction of new Black housing units, Merrick said:  

 

Personally, I have handled several negro towns and know there is money in it! [...] I would not 

want any better monopoly than for me to be given the job of working this out in just one State of 

the Southeast. Let the Government give me a unit-loan facility on sound long-time base, and I 

can show any real estate Board the millions that are available in this! And in doing this kind of a 

job we can not only make Woolworth-Ford-type volume money but will make of this kind of 

population housing a blessing to our Southeast instead of the curse that its present housing is.51 

This speech showed how Merrick reconciled progressive justifications for segregation ï or 

ñpopulation housingò ï with the recognition of a business opportunity in the new political 

climate. In his next roles, he would apply this combination of approaches to a wholesale attempt 

to remove Miamiôs Black population to the outskirts of the city. 

 
50 Connolly, A World More Concrete, 182. 
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1.2 The New Deal, the environment, and racial discrimination 

After the hurricane and the Depression, the New Dealôs focus on construction proved a 

boon for Floridaôs economy. The state received a bounty of new funds from federally-backed 

projects thanks to  U.S. Senator Claude Pepperôs close relationship with the new President, 

Franklin Delano Roosevelt, and its history as a region that had tied its economic fortunes to the 

health of the construction industry.52 These initiatives helped to promote economic recovery and 

community stability while furthering the interests of local elites. The New Deal engendered 

much that was positive, including closer working relationships between federal and state 

governments, but local governments also used New Deal funding, and the Federal Governmentôs 

preference for housing arrangements that preserved segregation, to further their own efforts to 

consolidate power.  

The flow of government money into South Florida did promote greater community 

cohesion and an economic recovery, both important goals of the New Deal. At the same time, 

however, local elites decisively shaped the content and implementation of federal projects. Thus, 

federal support helped to create a boom in local tourism and development, while allowing local 

leaders to undermine national priorities by promoting antigovernment views, as well as policies 

that increased racial and social inequality.53 Whether in the production of post office murals, the 

improvement of parklands by the Civilian Conservation Corps, the construction of the Overseas 

Highway that linked the Keys to the mainland, or the erection of low-cost housing in Dade 

County, federal funds reinforced existing economic, political, and racial hierarchies even as they 
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improved Miamiôs infrastructure and amenities.54 All over the south, Democrats shaped the New 

Deal to conform with their priorities, particularly the maintenance of segregation.55 

Miamiôs civic leaders took advantage of New Deal ideology to acquire federal funding 

for a new housing project, Liberty Square. Built between 1935 and 1937, the proposal gained 

traction with federal New Deal planners because unlike other plans that focused on groups that 

were relatively well-off, the Black-only development would further the New Deal goal of slum 

clearance, demolishing substandard housing to be replaced with better buildings.56  

Liberty Squareôs origins lay in Miami business and civic leadersô interest in clearing 

Colored Town, which they saw as an impediment to the growth of the small Miami downtown 

business district. In the early 1930s, developer Floyd W. Davis and his business partner, Judge 

John Gramling, formed the Southern Housing Corporation to apply for funds from the Federal 

Governmentôs new Public Works Administration (PWA) to build a Black housing site in 

northwest Miami, arguing that the new developments would help to ease the ñmenaceò that the 

unsanitary conditions in Colored Town posed to the city. Miamiôs business and political 

leadership widely supported the proposal, which Davis and Gramling submitted in 1933. Davisôs 

primary interest in the project came from the fact that he owned many of the unoccupied plats of 

land in Miamiôs northwestern quadrant, where the development was proposed. Gramling was an 
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important city booster and used his position as a city judge to support of police clampdowns on 

Miamiôs Black population.57 

Gramling frequently used public health arguments to promote the project in letters to the 

PWA, as the areaôs unsanitary conditions left it rife with syphilis, tuberculosis, and influenza. He 

made it clear, however, that it was the white population that concerned him more than Black 

residentsô health. In October 1934, Gramling wrote: ñThis project will be one of the greatest 

blessings that Miami ever had. It will not only eliminate the possibility of fatal epidemics here, 

but fix it so that we can get a servant freed from disease.ò58 While the initial proposal was 

unsuccessful, Liberty Square eventually received federal funding and the project was completed 

in 1937. Beginning with Liberty Square, Northwest Miami became the nucleus for relocation of 

Miamiôs Black community beginning in the 1930s and continuing with urban renewal projects 

into the 1950s and 60s.59  

Merrickôs finances took a further hit from the 1935 Labor Day hurricane, which killed an 

estimated 408 people, including all of those working and staying at Merrickôs Caribbee Colony 

fishing camp on Lower Matecumbe Key. Dogged by charges of conflict of interest over his 

positions as both owner and commissioner of Coral Gables, Merrick received a vote of 

confidence, as well as much-needed income  when Governor Scholz appointed him to Dade 
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Countyôs first planning board in 1935.60 Planning boards, created by a legislative mandate, 

became central to the administration of New Deal programs across the United States. County 

planning boards passed proposals to the state and federal Works Progress Authority to acquire 

federal grants. At the first meeting, the board elected Merrick chair. His new position did not 

require him to give up his business, and he leveraged the appointment to help his projects 

prosper.61 These projects included roads, schools, drainage, post offices, infrastructure, and 

mosquito control. Many of the proposals he put forward, such as a police station, a fire station, 

and an art center, were within the borders of Coral Gables.  

Merrickôs big plans went beyond the removal of Miamiôs Black population to its 

northwest quadrant. His Negro Resettlement Plan was part of a comprehensive planning study 

funded by the federal government and the county commission. He and the Dade County Planning 

Board proposed that three ñmodel negro townsò should be built, one on the Western fringes of 

Dade County near the Liberty Square site, and two others west of Perrine to the south and west 

of Opa Locka to the north. The plan illustrated the dependence of Miamiôs businesses and white 

households on the labor of Black citizens: Each of these areas was at least fifteen miles from 

Colored Town, but distance was not a problem, the Planning Board explained, since ñan 

exclusive negro bus line service directly from these negro areas to the heart of Miamiò would be 

established, permitting Black workers to get to domestic and service jobs downtown.62  

Promoters, including Merrick, claimed Black residents would prefer the new areas over the 

ñslum sectionsò of Colored Town, which in turn could give place gradually to the logical white 
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development indicated by their geographical and other potentialities.ò63 To Merrickôs mind, the 

destruction of Colored Town was not only natural and logical; Colored Townôs residents would 

indeed prefer their new surroundings. 

In May 1937, Merrick made a speech to the Miami Realty Board in which he outlined a 

vision for Miamiôs future that combined his segregationist impulses with his hope for 

development that was sensitive to the regionôs distinct climate. In addition to preaching the 

profitability of segregated developments for Black people, he painted a picture of Miami as a 

tropical city, quoting the pan-American views of deceased Secretary of State William Jennings 

Bryan, who had moved to Miami in 1912 and taken lucrative speaking engagements to promote 

Coral Gables for Merrick during Floridaôs real estate boom. Under the presidency of Woodrow 

Wilson, Bryan had promoted deeper political and economic ties with Latin American countries.64 

Merrick predicted that ñSouth Floridaôs destiny lay to the south.ò He argued that all of Dade 

County should have tropical planting just like Coral Gables and pushed for what would later 

become the Fairchild Tropical Botanic Garden. The Realty Board published the speech in a 

twenty-page booklet called Planning the Greater Miami for Tomorrow and distributed it 

widely.65  

Landscape was an important factor in a wide array of the projects that came across the 

desks of New Deal officials. The Civilian Conservation Corps ï groups of itinerant young 

workers employed by the government ï were an integral part of the New Deal, creating many of 

the parks and attractions associated with the South Florida landscape. Environmental planning 
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was woven, for example, into the calculations of local and federal officials working together to 

ñredlineò areas of Miami. The Home Owners Loan Corporation (HOLC) was established in 1933 

to offer long term, low interest loans to those who could not secure regular mortgages or were in 

danger of losing their homes through default or foreclosure.  

HOLC appraisal committees, made up of local bankers and real estate professionals, 

surveyed urban neighborhoods assigning each to one of four categories from A to D. These 

decisions were plotted onto color-coded so-called residential security maps. In Dade County, 

local HOLC appraisers made surveys in 1936 and 1938. Areas designated as Black and Latino, 

as well as white areas that bordered them, received the lowest HOLC ratings. The top A or B 

ratings were reserved for a handful of wealthy areas: Miami, Miami Beach, and Coral Gables. By 

1938, local real estate businesses and banks had used the federal governmentôs neighborhood 

assessment protocols to redline all of Dade County according to racial demographics, effectively 

forcing minorities to pay higher rates than whites.66 

  In addition to judging the desirability of an area based on its racial makeup, the state of 

its infrastructure, and local amenities, the authors were concerned about the environmental 

hazards associated with settlement in certain areas. These designations articulated what has 

become increasingly apparent today: Many of Miamiôs wealthiest communities ï including Belle 

Isle, Miami Shores, and Venetian Islands ï were particularly exposed to hurricane winds and 

storm surge. The difference was, while the presence of or proximity to Black Miamians was 

considered detrimental and significantly affected mortgage and insurance decisions, 

environmental concerns did not have the same effect on desirability. Belle Isleôs ñAò rating was 
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undamaged by its vulnerability to storm surge and hurricanes, while all areas designated Black or 

adjacent to a Black area received a ñDò rating.67  

 

Figure 4: A redlining map of Greater Miami  showing ȿ ɀ-rated neighborhoods in blue  

along Miami ɀÚɯÚÏÖÙÌÓÐÕÌ despite their vulnerability to hurricanes  (Federal Home Loan Bank 

!ÖÈÙËȮɯɁ2ÛÙÌÌÛɯ,È×ɯÖÍɯ&ÙÌÈÛÌÙɯ,ÐÈÔÐɂɯȹ'ÖÔÌɯ.ÞÕÌÙÚɀɯ+ÖÈÕɯ"ÖÙ×ÖÙÈÛÐÖÕȮɯƕƝƗƘȺȮɯ1ÌÚÐËÌÕÛÐÈÓɯ

Security Maps, 1933 - 1939, National Archives at College Park - Cartographic (RDSC) ) 

The Planning Councilôs papers gave an indication of the price of progress achieved 

through drainage ï especially the level of maintenance demanded by drained land. Let us take, 
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for example, the area of mosquito control. Dade Countyôs Anti-Mosquito District oversaw more 

than 325 miles of ditches aimed at keeping salt marsh and domestic mosquito numbers down. 

Black work teams with white foremen went to work maintaining existing ditches, and cutting 

and dynamiting new ones. To the dismay of district administrators, the drainage of the 

Everglades worsened the mosquito problem. ñFilledò land ï land that had been drained and then 

raised through infill ï was particularly hard to manage, the districtôs 1937 report said, because of 

ña constant shrinkage of the land takes place and as it does, surface water stands and produces 

heavily, especially if it has a covering of grass.ò The presence of so many mosquitos necessitated 

a constant battle against disease. In 1934, for example, there was an outbreak of Dengue Fever, 

and Dade County lived in fear of a resurgence of Yellow Fever in the United States as air traffic 

from Latin America increased.68 

While South Floridaôs ties with Latin America increased fears of disease, it also offered 

opportunities to create new regional scientific alliances. Merrick petitioned the local Works 

Progress Authority and the Works Progress Weather Bureau to create a new infrastructure for 

hurricane alerts and evacuations after the 1935 storm. His requests included hurricane 

observation radio stations from the lower Keys to Lake Okeechobee. He also campaigned for a 

station in the Bahamas operated by the British colonial government and actively coordinate with 

the Belen observatory in Havana. Merrick argued that Miami would be the ñlogical center of the 

observation control area.ò69 By 1943, the primary US hurricane forecast office was moved from 
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Jacksonville to Miami, creating a new National Hurricane Office, a precursor to the National 

Hurricane Center.70 

Miamiôs landscape also became important to turf battles over Black zoning after Liberty 

Square was built. The developer, Floyd Davis, who had significant interests in the construction 

of properties for Black tenants, lobbied to build new developments further east, expanding the 

boundaries of the new Black neighborhoods toward white developments. Merrick and the rest of 

the Planning Board had argued that ñthe present eastern boundary of the Liberty Square project 

is as far east as the negro area should go,ò and that Davis should be persuaded that he could sell 

the lots for a higher price to white people.71 To quell white fears about the expansion of Black-

only developments, developers like Davis proposed the use of landscaping. In a letter to the 

planning board, he argued that a park for Black people next to Liberty Square would be ñwell 

protected from the white section with a heavy bank of shrubbery along NW 62nd Street.ò 

Meanwhile, a parallel street would be created for white people, separated by a ñ50-foot parkwayò 

with heavy shrubbery and, if desired, a high woven wire fence down the center. A street for the 

Black community ï devoid of cross streets that could enable Black and white people to cross 

paths ï would run parallel.72 These parallel roads still exist today. The fence was constructed as a 

tall concrete wall, one of several ñrace wallsò constructed around Miami.73  

Merrickôs influence on the Planning Board joined the New South racial priorities of the 

countyôs white elite to the regionôs colonial history and attitude toward ecology. Like the Bright 
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Plan, Merrick intended to expand designs to remove Miamiôs Black population beyond the city 

limits, but he was also inspired by the writings of John C. Gifford, a part-time resident of 

Coconut Grove who also lived in Puerto Rico and the Bahamas. Gifford was a professor of 

forestry at Cornell University, specializing in tropical species. Merrick even suggested Gifford as 

one of his  preferred candidates to fill a post on the Dade County Zoning Board of Appeals, 

noting his  ñlabors in lines fundamental to intelligent planning and zoning.ò74  For Merrick, 

Giffordôs work bolstered his opposition to the poorly-constructed housing for Black people that 

most real estate interests had favored. Merrick wrote: 

The life work of such men as Dr. John C. Gifford has essentially been used, as well as 

wide personal investigation through the Bahamas, Cuba, and through the West Indies by 

several of the members of the planning Council. It is believed that this negro subject, so 

fraught with the selfishness and greed of irresponsible promoters caring nothing for the 

future of the County, must be forever established along the lines set forth, in order to 

prevent a continual slum encroachment and sporadic development of such detached 

slums throughout our County. This is by all means probably the most necessary part of 

our County Long Range Plan to be forever fixed and settled.75  

 

The Negro Resettlement Plan envisioned the removal of Miamiôs Black citizens to three ñdistinct 

county areas,ò all of them over ten miles outside the Miami city limits: West Miami, west of 

Perrine in South Dade, and northeast of Opa Locka. Each location served a different purpose. 

The West Miami area, ñfree of any present white built-up areas or other white established 

construction or developments,ò had good soil for ñtree and vegetable purposesò as well as canals 

to provide drainage. The Perrine site was a ñhigh rocky area adapted to the type of negro town 

referred to in the Bahama Islands, where the civilization is quite largely based on tropical fruit 

trees, which crowd each individual premise and yield a large portion of the familiesô living. 
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Here, in addition to the usual fruit trees, such as avocado, mangos, guavas, bananas, cane, and 

papaya, etc., are the more unusual West Indian types embracing all of the anon family.ò Finally, 

the Opa Locka site, at the time in an area dedicated to dairy farming, would provide cheap labor 

to the growing areas north of Miami, and North Miami Beach.76 

Lots would be zoned large enough (at least 100 feet by 100 feet) and in such a way as to 

avoid overcrowding. This commission hoped that the size would allow for families to grow their 

own fruits and vegetables, as well as raise small livestock, supplementing their incomes with 

subsistence farming. The commission also wanted enough architectural control to avoid ñthe 

ordinary shack-type from developing,ò instead favoring ñsuch design types as are in use in 

various Bahamian negro towns, where houses of sound proportion and attractive tropical 

appearance, and at a cost of around $500 have been in use through many years.ò It argued that 

this zoning would encourage development along ñmodel lines for a tropical community, 

somewhat as is done in [é] negro communities of the Bahama Islands.ò It continued:  

 

The cultivation of these tropical fruits in such a community would in great measure raise 

the standard of living of our Dade County negroes, make their home sites and entire 

towns attractive, encourage them into the use of our tropical advantages in many other 

ways to their economic and family good, but more than all else, will tie them to the soil in 

a more happy manner than they have ever been used to in Florida and will gradually build 

them into more loyal, capable and self-respecting citizens.77  

 

Giffordôs idealized view of Bahamian life accorded with Merrickôs. While Gifford was a 

conservationist, he did not see this stance in opposition to the view of development and progress 

Merrick and others shared. He even dedicated a 1911 book of essays on South Floridaôs ecology 

to the late Napoleon Bonaparte Broward, the ñfatherò of the Everglades drainage project, and 
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published it with the Everglades Land Sales Company.78 In one book, The Tropical Subsistence 

Homestead; Diversified Tree Crops in Forest Formation for the Antillean Area, Gifford laid out 

his vision for caste-based racial harmony through the spread of subsistence farming.79 He shared 

preoccupations with European colonial powers like the British, who devoted significant time and 

investment to planting crops from different countries in other parts of their empire, as well as the 

ability of white Europeans and North Americans to live in tropical areas such as the so-called 

ñTorrid Zoneò in which he placed the Bahamas and South Florida. But he was critical of the 

imperial model of crops tended by enslaved laborers, which he believed were recipes for 

environmental destruction and civil unrest.80  

Gifford argued that rather than try to impose ñnorthern notionsò on such regions, 

northerners should instead look to ñthe primitive man to learn how to support ourselves in case 

we are ever forced to go it alone against the wild.ò For Gifford, the soil-depleting monocultures 

like tobacco and sugar that had been grown in the Caribbean and South Florida were inferior to 

farming with trees, which enriched soil.81 The ability to grow crops, Gifford believed, would 

raise standards of living sufficiently to stem ñunrest leading to the ascendency of color.ò He 

argued that low living standards and low pay posed a competitive threat to white hegemony in 

the Caribbean: 
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[T]he whites are losing and the blacks are gaining not because of climate but because the 

white cannot compete in such a low standard of living. The only way to correct this is to 

provide the black with small subsistence homesteads and by the proper kind of education 

to raise his standard of living.ò82  

 

Gifford believed that this pastoral ideal should also be attempted in South Florida. By raising the 

living standards of Black residents ï up to a point ï he hoped it would fulfill the dream racial 

harmony while maintaining segregation. He wrote:  

 

A subsistence homestead demonstration area in Florida for the blacks is a good idea. It will serve 

as a sample for the whole Antillean Area. If properly guided by our government it will prove 

successful. They love the soil, are willing to work, and will probably strive to out-do the whites. 

They are fond of their homes and in south Florida you will find many unusual plants in their 

back-yards. In the cultivation of many things they are more successful than the whites and 

anything done to raise their standard of living will increase the demand for manufactured 

products.83 

 

Subsistence farming, for Gifford, entailed security from other ills. He said: ñThere are many 

people right now living on small tree homesteads in this Antillean Area who have never heard of 

the depression and were not in the slightest degree affected by the great World War.ò84  In the 

same way, the Great Depression of 1929 proved to be particularly fertile ground for Gifford and 

other advocates of subsistence farming. Giffordôs book was released in 1934. Between 1933 and 

1935, the federal Division of Subsistence Homesteads created 34 New Deal-supported 

communities in places that included Phoenix, Arizona; Birmingham, Alabama; Reedsville, West 

Virginia; and Hightown, New Jersey, to encourage part-time farming in semirural 

neighborhoods. Inspired by the ñback to the landò and garden city movements, the agencyôs 
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director, Milburn Lincoln Wilson, cast subsistence farming as a cushion against the vagaries of 

the market, and garden cities as a solution to urban problems.85  

The spirit of cooperation did not extend to racial inclusiveness.86 The owner of Biscayne 

Gardens, a subsistence suburb, wrote to the Dade County Zoning Commission in 1941 to register 

his ñunqualified objectionsò to a proposed development for Black residents in the northwest of 

Miami, to be named Magnolia Park. Biscayne Gardens marketed its one-acre tracts to middle-to-

low income whites for ñ$10 down and $10 per month.ò For these white suburban homesteaders, 

however, their connection to the city was never in question. Biscayne Gardens promotional 

materials promised that residents would have security from the vagaries of the economy without 

having to give up work in the city: ñAn important consideration in getting óback to the countryô  

is not to get too far back! Convenience to the city is important, particularly if you have 

employment there.ò Photographs highlighted the natural bounty of the region, like an acre of 

papayas said to have yielded a crop of 100,000 pounds in a year. No farming experience was 

needed, according to the leaflet, due to the regular bulletins published by the Florida State 

Department of Agriculture instructing novices ñwhat to grow, how and when to plant it, how to 

bring it to success.ò87 

Arguments over whether new Black communities could be developed often hinged on 

incumbency and whether it could be argued that an area was originally Black or white. 

Alternatively, if the developer could contend that the area had previously been undeveloped ï an 
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especially attractive quality to developers creating subsistence communities ï the land could be 

zoned for either racial group. Developers like Davis would argue that areas like the Liberty 

Square site had been occupied by Black residents for many years, and that white neighbors had 

moved nearby knowing they were near a Black community.88  In contrast, Charles Brand, the 

developer of Biscayne Gardens , echoed the colonial ethos of other Florida boosters when he 

claimed that his company and customers had been ñpioneersò in Dadeôs backcountry: 

We should not have our property valuations lowered or the salability of the present 

development ruined for the benefit of a private enterprise that could well be located in an 

area where the direct harm would be negligible in comparison and an area where 

adjoining property, if and when improved, would be done so with the knowledge that the 

negro locality was then in existence. We created this development in an area entirely 

undeveloped and are continuously spending more money for the further enhancement of 

value of property in the area.89 

  

The Negro Resettlement Plan was not the only proposal Merrick made in connection to 

subsistence farming, nor was it the only one inspired by Gifford, Howard, and Ruskin. In 1934, 

he proposed the development of ñBiscayneland,ò a ñcountry cityò in South Dade near Peters and 

Perrine. A land-buying syndicate would purchase one hundred thousand acres of farmland, while 

a Community Foundation would sell bonds to help build homes and fund what he called ñlittle 

factoriesò of homegrown food. The proposal ï possibly linked to the later resettlement plan ï 

also provided for a ñmodel Negro community.ò Biscayneland would have a beachfront resort and 

an educational center for Black students.90  

Merrickôs vision remained unfulfilled, incapable of competing with the cheaply-built 

housing most developers constructed for Black residents. The city and county were not 
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supportive either, evincing a lack of interest in enforcing regulations or denying proposals for 

low-quality construction in Black areas.  Some developers did seek to win business by promoting 

a better strain of segregated housing along the lines Merrick had set out, however. In 1941, W.I. 

Fickling, an agent for the Daval Corporation, wrote to Merrick with that yearôs Grand Jury report 

finding extreme overcrowding and neglect in Colored Town ï 40,000 people lived in an area 

covering 90 blocks. Merrick and other city dignitaries were landlords in the neighborhood, and 

the conditions there led to tuberculosis rates 600 per cent above those found among other 

populations.  

The Grand Jury found garbage was sometimes allowed to remain for weeks without 

collection, and several families had to use outdoor battery toilets at once. Roads were 

unmaintained and made only of sand or coral rock, creating pollution from the dust, further 

worsening lung diseases in the area. No more than 75 per cent of the ñinadequateò street lighting 

worked.91 Fickling proposed to supply the housing specified in the Negro Resettlement Plan as a 

ñself-maintained negro area outside any local municipality to include; bathing beach, public 

utilities, transportation, school, movie theatre, shopping center, and main roads to be bordered 

with landscaped park in addition to Public Parks within this area.ò The homes would be of 

fireproof cement construction, with solar heat, indoor bathrooms.92 This proposal reflected the 

standards imagined by Merrick and New Deal housing officials, but these idealized plans for 

segregated areas were, in practice, unnecessary. While Merrick and his fellow white 

businessmen agreed that resettlement was desirable, they diverged on how to execute it. Overall, 
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Merrickôs plans were too costly for developers looking to make quick money out of Black 

housing. Subsistence farming and planned communities were expensive, while the city and 

county happily approved a patchwork of new developments that lacked almost any kind of 

facilities.  

The New Deal also marked the beginning of a more successful displacement: the removal 

of people living in the Everglades to make room for new parks. These people included members 

of the Seminole and Miccosukee tribes, as well as white glades dwellers.93 In Miami, however, 

as the Urban League noted that in 1943, ñvery littleò had been done on the Negro Resettlement 

Plan ï developers had simply been selling lots to mostly middle-class Black families in and 

around Liberty Square.94 The League, like many others, had bought the Miami businessmenôs 

claim that the solution to the squalor the landlords had profited from for decades was to remove 

residents to some other location, legitimizing their plans to expand the downtown business 

district. Miami planners kept attempting to displace Black people, but without success until the 

1950s, when they, local politicians, and slum clearance advocates used new and old 

environmental and health arguments to justify their decision to route the new Interstate 95 

expressway through Miamiôs Colored Town. Until then, Miamiôs planners were more successful 

in using landscape features, such as the placement of parks, to shape segregation and create 

natural-seeming barriers between Black and white communities and bounding Black settlements.  

By 1940, Black populations were concentrated in Colored Town, Opa Locka, Hialeah, 

Brown Subdivision (later Brownsville), Coral Gables (Coconut Grove), South Miami, Perrine, 
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Goulds, Homestead, and Florida City. Liberty City had become the second-largest area zoned for 

Black residency, swallowing Liberty Square and running beyond the city limits. Links between 

the new and old Black neighborhoods gave Colored Town a new moniker, Overtown, because 

Black residents had to travel ñover townò from Liberty City to reach it. A study by the Urban 

League noted the importance of natural features and new greenery in creating barriers between 

areas identified as Black and white: ñGenerally speaking, in each community the Negro 

neighborhood begins on the other side of the tracks and runs to some other barrier ï another set 

of tracks, a canal, undesirable land, or an artificial barrier set by zoning regulations.ò95 In 1945, 

the Dade County Commission was discussing the creation of ñthe finest model negro community 

in the United Statesò as well as improvement and planned expansion of exclusively Black areas.  

Miamiôs segregation efforts were both firm and long-lasting: By 1993, Black occupancy in the 

five pre-1960 housing projects ranged from 94 per cent to 100 per cent.96 

This history demonstrates how Miamiôs segregation and efforts to displace the cityôs 

Black population were deeply intertwined with elite environmental beliefs and anxieties. In turn, 

these ideological beliefs and narratives helped to shape Miamiôs geography in ways that have 

had continuing impacts on prosperity, inclusion, and environmental quality. In the following 

section, I explore literature relevant to my thesis and map out the chapters to follow. 

1.3 Miami in context 

History 
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The shaping of landscape to enforce racial boundaries was not unique to South Florida. Ronald 

Bayor writes that ñthroughout the twentieth century city governments accepted racism as a basis 

for policy decisions and used their powers to maintain segregated societies. Using ordinances, 

zoning, physical barriers, separate land grants and public housing site and tenant selection, cities 

as diverse as Chicago, New York, Atlanta, Miami, Detroit and others added an important third 

force to the federal and private initiatives for segregation."97 As Karen and Barbara Fields 

demonstrate, segregation is a tool of racecraft ï a term they coin to describe the modes by which 

race is produced and maintained as a tool to subjugate those raced as Black. Racism does not 

arise from race, but the practice of racism produces the illusion of race. According to the 

Fieldses, common formulations, such as the assertion that people are segregated because of the 

color of their skin, frame things so that ñsegregation disappears as the doing of the 

segregationists, and then, in a puff of smoke ï paff ï reappears as a trait of only one part of the 

segregated whole.ò98  

Chanelle Roseôs research on the complicated racial politics of Miami exposes the 

confusion that often accompanied attempts to maintain segregation in a cosmopolitan city that 

hosted guests and new residents from the Caribbean, Latin America, and other parts of the 

United States, especially considering that identification papers force the mutable and contested 

categories of race into strict classifications. Foreign visitors who presented as Black received 

significantly more leeway from whites than those known to be Miami residents. But for those 

who could pass as Latin, segregated lunch counters and other forbidden spaces became 
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somewhat more open. Lighter-skinned Miamians, adopting the air of a Latin American tourist, 

could occupy white spaces that were normally forbidden to them.99  

Miamiôs history as a destination for migrants and tourists was part of a carefully-

cultivated public image as a place where ñthe rules are differentò ï a tropical enclave within the 

borders of the United States.100 The urban historian Raymond Mohl has explored the way that 

such images connect to collective memory, and how they relate to Miamiôs power dynamics. The 

ñfirstò Miami describes the tourist destination the cityôs boosters have carefully cultivated since 

the late 1890s, where natural and artificially constructed beaches and year-round sunshine 

attracted visitors from the United States and Latin America. The ñsecondò Miami refers to the 

later image of ñVice City,ò the Miami controlled by drug kingpins where planes from Colombia 

dropped cocaine shipments into the Everglades. Neither was a Miami with a long memory. The 

ñthird Miami,ò meanwhile, describes a different city experienced primarily by its Black 

population, where memories of police brutality, race walls, displacement, and precarity run 

deep.101 Marion Moser Jones has explored the way the third Miami experienced environmental 

vulnerability. The 1926 hurricane devastated the poorly constructed and badly maintained 

housing in Colored Town, but white Miamians forced Black residents to rebuild white areas 

before they could turn their attention to their own homes. Poor areas of South Miami experienced 

a far longer and harder recovery than their wealthy neighbors.102 And today, in areas 

experiencing gentrification, activists and residents are concerned that the next powerful hurricane 
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could accelerate the pace of gentrification as it did in New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina, 

flattening older properties to make way for expensive new developments.103 

Understanding climate change 

It is easy to classify climate change as a recent and unprecedented phenomenon, but this study 

focuses on its historical contingency and its connections to myriad other events, regimes, and 

concepts. A historically informed view of what is termed as climate change is essential to 

understanding shared and distinct constructions of the climate crisis and what to do about it. For 

scientists, studying climate change has evolved as an exercise in temporal triangulation. Rising 

levels of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere have already affected the Earth in ways measured and 

unmeasured since the beginning of the Industrial Revolution. Some scientists study climate 

models, feeding them information that yields possible future scenarios. Others study historical 

documents and natural artifacts ï like ancient tree rings or cores of ice that contain air bubbles 

from thousands of years ago ï to understand what the climate was like when the Earth had very 

different levels of carbon dioxide and other gases. Climate changeôs timeline is one of lengthy 

time lags, slow change, and rapid derangements. Even if all emissions of greenhouse gas were to 

stop tomorrow, the world would keep warming.  

Climate changeôs resistance to human comprehension ï its uncanny scale and scope ï has 

prompted the philosopher Timothy Morton to reframe it as a ñhyperobject,ò a disruptive and 

elusive entity that is intangible and yet weaves its way into everyday life in unsettling ways.104 

But while this understanding offers an original means to think about a force that operates on such 
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a huge scale, it can obscure the human agency behind the social construction of climate change. 

Historians of science such have shown that understandings of and responses to scientific 

phenomena are not universal. Ideas, technologies, and responses transform as they travel, 

influenced by human and nonhuman factors like norms, environments, and infrastructures.  

By applying communications approaches to questions concerning local responses to 

climate change, it is possible, as James Secord suggested, to cross boundaries of ñnation, period, 

and disciplineò that are ñall too easily taken for grantedò in fields like history and sociology.105 

As a communications dissertation, this project engages with publics such as voters, scholars, 

policymakers, and planners. David Livingstone has shown in Putting Science in its Place, when 

scientific concepts leave the ñplaceless placeò of the laboratory, they are subject to myriad local 

interpretations as they travel.106 In this study, I examine Miami as a node for environmental 

communication, connected to local, national, and international flows. 

The dominant scientific understanding of climate change, as historians like Joshua 

Howe107 and Paul Edwards108 show, is historically contingent, stemming in part from Cold War 

research into the atmosphere that began with nuclear physics and gradually migrated into an 

understanding of climate. Edwards illustrates how Cold War thinking helped to shape a primarily 

globally-focused climate science.109 Howe shows how climate scientists were highly focused on 
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crafting a global climate science community that controlled the way climate change was 

conceptualized. This global community was, predictably, predisposed to pursue global responses 

to climate change that focused on global solutions, particularly on the issue of carbon dioxide 

levels in the air.110 

This concentration on global science and global solutions has, as Howe illustrated, meant 

that local climate effects and policies have until recently been relatively ignored. This enormous 

scale is an urgent problem. Global climate models lose resolution if you attempt to zoom in on a 

smaller area. Local climate models are seeing increasing demand as cities and regions attempt to 

forecast what might happen to them and ï crucially ï how much time is left specific effects are 

felt. But mainstream climate science is not a recent discipline, either. Christophe Bonneuil and 

Jean-Baptiste Fressoz argue in The Shock of the Anthropocene111 that environmental narratives 

asserting innocence of human-caused environmental changes, including climate change, only 

emerged in the past few decades and ignore the environmental knowledge that came before. 

Such understandings are not separate from modern environmental science and policy. 

They overlap, intersect, and influence each other. As my research demonstrates, the narratives 

that stem from these meetings inform the creation of infrastructure, policy priorities, and spatial 

practices. It has, for example, proven incredibly difficult to get rid of myths claiming that 

indigenous peopleôs land practices led to deterioration that requires intervention by ñadvancedò 

societies. To cite one specific instance, French claims that the lifestyles of nomadic farmers had 

led to the desertification of Algeria were proven wrong by scientists who showed that aerosols 
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from industrial pollution had disrupted the regionôs climate, but the narrative is stubbornly 

repeated in international policy forums.112 

Nevertheless, climate and environmental policies have internalized imperial mythology, 

perpetuating it through measures that punish indigenous farmers. In Florida, poor white 

communities and Native Everglades dwellers such as the Seminole and Miccosukee were 

dispossessed as Everglades drainage dried out thousands of acres of land, killing vast numbers of 

plants and animals. Alongside the gradual creation of a national park in the Everglades, 

Everglades residents saw their impoverishment deepen. Following a trend of displacement and 

erasure all over the country, the Everglades ówildernessô ï or what was left of it ï was reserved 

primarily for the leisure of wealthy whites.113 

Engineering projects represented attempts to conquer a tropical landscape but also to 

benefit economically from its allure. Miamiôs tropicality became an important selling point to 

tourists and potential settlers looking for farmland. New Deal projects in Miami showed a wider 

awareness, not just of national trends such as the rise in subsistence communities, but of the 

imperialist and colonial global science that served as the ideological framework and justification 

for many decisions, especially as they affected Black communities.114 Climate-informed theories 

of race were marshalled to help to justify and imagine segregation in which everyone took their 

place in the ñnaturalò order of things.115 In this way, two contingent concepts ï race and nature ï 

were naturalized and deployed to reinforce each other. 
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Local governments are once again competing for funds and prestige as they attempt to 

respond to a set of challenges that come together under terms ranging from sustainability to 

resilience to climate change. Funding for these projects comes from a range of sources, such as 

local taxes, philanthropic foundations, and foreign investment. The questions that inform this 

dissertation come from a curiosity about what it means to conceptualize climate ï and more 

recently climate change ï and what to do about it at a local level.  

This study situates understandings of climate change within Miamiôs environmental, 

political, and urban history. Flooding, hurricanes, and extreme heat are all long-term features of 

life in the city, as are the responses ï like air conditioning and flood defenses ï that politicians, 

engineers, and entrepreneurs have relied on to offer residents and tourists a desirable standard of 

living. Ultimately, my dissertation will answer three questions: How have environmental beliefs 

and policies shaped segregation and displacement in Miami? How, in turn, has this history of 

segregation and displacement informed debates about the built environment? And finally, under 

what conditions were counternarratives that challenged the status quo able to come to the fore?   

Many of the extreme weather events Miami faces as the climate warms (high 

temperatures, more intense hurricanes, mosquito-borne diseases, flooding, and saltwater 

intrusion into aquifers) are already part of local consciousness. Drying and saltwater intrusion 

into the Everglades were observed early in the drainage efforts that exposed land for farming and 

real estate development. As indigenous oral histories and Merrickôs urgent calls for better 

hurricane observation show, South Florida residents have long been keenly aware of the regionôs 

vulnerability to hurricanes, even as boosters attempted to minimize the destruction wrought by 

hurricanes in 1926, 1928, and 1936. Beyond communities with highly specialized living 

practices, such as the Seminole and Miccosukee or poor whites living in the swamp, Miamiôs 



52 

 

livability has relied on transformative technologies, from air conditioning to drainage, that must 

be constantly maintained and expanded. 

ñClimate changeò has proven particularly capacious and elastic as a term, employed in 

turn to challenge and reinforce the status quo.116 During the early 1990s, Miami officials 

promoted emissions reduction and energy efficiency and were rewarded with national and 

international acclaim. The clerk of the courts, Harvey Ruvin, was invited to attend the UN 

climate negotiations at Kyoto in 1996, and subsequently testified before Congress on the local 

benefits associated with reducing emissions and adapting to the effects of climate change. Today, 

emissions barely arise in policy discussions about climate change as attention shifts to the 

intensified flooding associated with rising seas. Instead, the term ñclimate changeò might be 

deployed as a means to allay the concerns of real estate investors as officials attempt to prevent a 

flight of capital from the city, which, like the rest of Florida, is dependent on real estate dollars 

for a large part of its income. It may also be deployed to describe what local activists see as a 

spike in gentrification as developers turn toward cheap land on high ground, which Miami 

officials had zoned for Black communities and subsequently neglected. According to Houston 

Cypress, an artist and activist who founded the Love the Everglades movement, Miccosukee 

leaders have only recently started using the term ï they have more frequently used the phrase 

ñglobal changeò ï in order to have a say in local policies that affect their home.117 

Climate science and climate policies are frequently uncritically portrayed as unalloyed 

goods, or at least morally neutral. This tendency becomes further entrenched in response to 

 
116 Mike Hulme, Why We Disagree About Climate Change: Understanding Controversy, Inaction and Opportunity 

(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2009). 

 
117 Houston Cypress in discussion with the author, 2019. 

 



53 

 

attacks from the fossil fuel industry and the conservative politicians it bankrolls, as documented 

by Naomi Oreskes and Eric Schmidt in their book, Merchants of Doubt.118 These attacks and the 

scientific communityôs understandable defensiveness have stifled important conversations about 

equity in climate science and policy responses. Native protesters and their allies arguing against 

another telescope at Mauna Loa ï also the site where global carbon dioxide levels have been 

measured since the 1950s ï are treated by some scientists as ñirrational.ò119 Local people do not 

want to see another sacred site refashioned into another ñplaceless place,ò while the priority of 

influential scientists is to take advantage of the Hawaiian volcanoesô dry air, which they argue 

allows for unsurpassed opportunities to explore the cosmos. Climate change, a term often treated 

as a natural fact in communication literature, shows itself to be highly particular and often 

contentious in local contexts. The smaller the scale, the less simple it gets. Local politics and, 

above all, history, are vital to understanding what people talk about when they talk about climate 

change. Indigenous environmental scholars have led the way in understanding climate change as 

a term with a history. Kyle Whyte, for example, frames climate change as a form of intensified 

colonization. Colonialism ï and the expanded resources and cheap or enslaved labor it allowed 

access to ï paved the way for capitalism.120 Therefore, the links between modern luxuries, 

environmental destruction, the elevation of Western thought (including science), and the 

exploitation of labor are shown to be inseparable. Unexamined ideas about climate change can 

retain assumptions rooted in colonialism and exploitation. 
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Many communications studies have examined media depictions of climate change, 

reasons for climate inaction, and the most effective ways to communicate climate science, 

especially to apparently unreceptive audiences.121 Few have taken a critical look at what happens 

when local leaders decide to act, however, and the literature has failed to tackle the subjective 

ways climate change is communicated and understood. Climate change itself remains a relatively 

unquestioned concept. Communications studies often treat climate policies as the end goal. Such 

policies are better conceived of as the beginning of a reckoning with the apparent incompatibility 

of business and governmental goals with the reduction of harm from climate change. 

International scientific and political institutions dedicated to climate change, like the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change and United Nations Framework Convention on 

Climate Change, were built with a grand, global framework for understanding and responding to 

the issue, and their work is still structured by this understanding.122  

Most climate action, however, is not planned according to internationalist visions, but is 

implemented in patchwork fashion around the world. Climate policies respond to local impacts 

according to local priorities, but little is known of how local governments understand and decide 

to respond to climate change. Especially in the United States, which has been mired in inaction 

for decades on the national stage, climate policies are driven by local decisions. It is increasingly 

urgent to close this gap between policy creation and local agency if we are to understand the 

changes to our warming world. 
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Climate communication scholars and researchers often argue against what is called the 

ñtwo-stepò mode of communication,123 the idea that a well-crafted message can be received by 

an undifferentiated audience. This results in climate communication research that criticizes the 

two-step model while inadvertently replicating it, focusing on messages rather than interchanges. 

Most of these studies look at national newspapers or conduct national surveys, a focus that 

abstracts the notion of climate change and obscures the local. Finally, another problematic 

tendency in the research is the focus that national surveys place on differences between 

conservatives and liberals, setting up a dichotomy that pushes scholars and activists to focus on 

what might persuade conservatives to ñcareò about climate change. Such studies do not question 

climate change as a historical and contingent concept with multiple meanings. My research seeks 

to help rectify such issues, and to show the stakes inherent in climate narratives and their 

consequences for environmental and social justice. 

Exceptions are beginning to emerge, however. In her book How Climate Change Comes 

to Matter, communications scholar Candis Callison illustrates how a socially-informed 

understanding of climate change is essential in understanding how different groups understand 

climate change through the lens of their experience and worldview, leading to diverse 

understandings and responses. Callison considers climate change as a form of life, suggesting 

vernaculars through which people ñunderstand and articulate our worlds and the nuanced and 

pluralistic understandings of climate change evident in diverse efforts of advocacy and near-

advocacy.ò Climate change is understood through international scientific processes and 

institutions, but to ñengage diverse publics and discuss ramifications and potential actions, [é] 
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climate change must become much more than an IPCC-approved fact and maintain fidelity to it 

at the same time. It must promiscuously inhabit the spaces of ethics morality, and other 

community-specific rationales for actions while resting on scientific methodology and 

institutions that prize objectivity and from politics, religion, and culture.124 

For the Inuit elders she spoke to, for example, climate change cannot be separated from 

the longue durée of change the world is undergoing. It represents a threat to interconnected 

lifeways and ecologies. Indigenous-led climate policies include the growing movement to grant 

rights to natural entities such as lakes. When Callison refers to ñvernaculars,ò she is describing 

group-specific languages that may be incomprehensible to other groups. She writes: ñIt is the 

way that climate change is articulated, used, circulated, and understood that creates its particular 

form of life and hence its meaningfulness for individuals and groups.ò125  

In this dissertation, I propose an additional facet to the idea of vernacular: that of the 

local architectural style adapted to local climate and custom, and often taken for granted as 

natural and permanent. Features and the decisions behind their addition may fade into obscurity 

despite the role they continue to play; they may change in meaning, or they may be well known 

and visible.  Just as vernacular architecture is not necessarily uniform by area, so do local groups 

understand climate change in differentiated ways, sometimes to the extent of excluding one 

another from their activities even as they share interest in the umbrella term, climate change. My 

focus on the local highlights how differences in local understanding of climate change can be 

seen and felt in local attitudes but also in material forms, say, in the importance of pumps in 
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removing water from Miamiôs streets and maintaining the confidence of local residents, 

investors, and prospective property buyers, or in the remaining sections of race walls in areas 

now feeling besieged by developers looking to parcel up enough land to create new 

condominiums, malls, and entertainment complexes. Further examples show how a focus on the 

local can have important implications for science and policy. To cite one instance, recent 

research shows how local news media in Miami often uncritically report on the cityôs climate 

policies despite their potentially significant impacts on local communities, which include 

increased inequality in the city.126 To cite another, Liz Koslovôs research on Staten Island shows 

that residents are organizing together to move away from the coast and return their land to nature 

while avoiding talk of climate change almost completely.127 

Communications research methodologies also offer important possibilities for the study 

of climate change communication. James Carey saw the two-step method ï or, in his preferred 

terminology, the transmission method of communication ï as just one means of communication. 

This mode grew from religious missions to spread Christianity around the world, and from 

colonial methods of communication to send messages from center to periphery. While this has 

become the dominant view of what communication is and does, it is not the only one. Carey also 

names ritual communication as an important but neglected form. While transmissionôs aim is 

control over a network, ritual maintains community in space and time. One is not necessarily 

better than the other, but to truly understand communication, researchers must expand their 
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inquiry beyond the transmission model.128 Stuart Hall does just that in his theory on encoding 

and decoding, which shows the ways that audiences can develop resistant readings of messages 

by powerful institutions such as television stations or scientific bodies.129 These readings may 

open up new ways of understanding and reacting to phenomena like climate change. 

Alternatively, ritual may be used to bolster power relations and demonize outside groups, as 

Andie Tucherôs work on the role of family stories shows.130 In this dissertation, I show how the 

transmission model is inadequate to describe the way that communication about climate change 

occurs. The communication I investigate is temporally layered and multi-directional. It shows 

that ideas about climate change are constantly circulating and changing according to physical 

realities, personal and community histories, and power dynamics. 

Power 

Miamiôs historical power structure is mirrored in Floyd Hunterôs study of another Magic City, 

Atlanta, which Hunter found to be largely ruled by a ñshadow governmentôò that consisted of a 

small group of businessmen who decided among themselves what would appear on the cityôs 

political agenda.131 Miamiôs elite, made up at least until the 1970s of white businessmen from the 

north of the country, were deeply involved in the governance of the city. In the 1970s, as the elite 

demographic began to include more wealthy Cubans, white businessmen decided to embrace 
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their behind-the-scenes power and formed a secret alliance called the ñNon-Group,ò which 

guided decisionmaking and set the agenda for over 15 years.  

Scholars have attempted to create more nuance in arguments over city power structures 

and to establish more sophisticated ways of  describing different cities in the United States, 

creating hybrid classifications that allow for levels of pluralism or the lack of it. According to 

one study, Miami is a city in transition, potentially moving from a fairly chaotic governance 

structure that strongly favors the development and tourism industries to one that is potentially 

less reactive to those interests.132 While the study of who actually governs has become more 

complex, research into the ideological terrain that maintains the tacit and overt agreements that 

keep Miamiôs elite in place is essential. In individual communities and society as a whole, 

stakeholders wield decisionmaking authority that tends to distort social structures and dynamics 

as they create, disseminate, and impose a set of attitudes and values.133 

Despite Miamiôs concerted push to be seen as a national and international leader in 

responding to the challenges of climate change, there are notable gaps in its policy discussions 

on the topic. For example, much of the elite discussion about climate change focuses on certain 

effects, such as sea level rise, and less on others, such as the extreme heat which tends to affect 

lower-income residents more severely. Discussion of the reduction of carbon emissions has 

effectively been sidelined, a development that demonstrates what Steven Lukes calls the third 

dimension of power.134 Power, according to Lukes, has three faces. It functions to 1) shape what 

 
132 Laura A. Reese and Raymond A. Rosenfeld, Comparative Civic Culture: The Role of Local Culture in Urban 

Policy-Making (London: Routledge, 2016). 

 
133 G. William Domhoff, Who Rules America? The Triumph of the Corporate Rich, 7th ed. (New York, NY: 

McGraw-Hill Education, 2013). 

 
134 Steven Lukes, Power: A Radical View, 2nd ed. (Basingstoke, U.K.: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005). 

 



60 

 

societies talk about, 2) determines which topics will  fail to come to the fore, and 3) shapes 

perception itself, such that local communities might be seen to acquiesce to their own 

subordination.  

The importance of institutions ï the state, the family, schools, and the law ï in 

perpetuating symbolic violence and gender inequalities is vital to this work. Lukes writes that 

power is exercised not just through the decisions made or not made, but that the ñbias of the 

system can be mobilized, recreated and reinforced in ways that are neither consciously chosen 

nor the intended result of particular individualsô choices.ò He suggested ways in which 

controversial issues are ñkept out of politics, whether through the operation of social forces and 

institutional practices or through individualsô decisions.ò135 According to Gramsci, ñsubmission 

and intellectual subordination could impede a subordinate class from following its own 

conception of the world.ò Lukes added: ñGramsci viewed civil society in the West as the site 

where consent is engineered, ensuring the cultural ascendancy of the ruling class and 

capitalismôs ascendency.ò136 But Gramsci also showed how dominant groups are constantly 

working to shape and reshape hegemony in response to external priorities and critiques.137 My 

work shows how, for example, Miamiôs constant drive to maximize real estate values ï which is 

so dominant it has taken on a normative quality ï has nonetheless evolved to at least partially  

acknowledge ecological concerns, histories of displacement, and the arguments of housing 

activists.  

 
135 Lukes, Power, 28. 

 
136 Lukes, Power, 144. 

 
137 George Lipsitz, ñThe Struggle for Hegemony,ò The Journal of American History 75, no. 1 (1988): 146ï50, 

https://doi.org/10.2307/1889660. 

 

https://doi.org/10.2307/1889660


61 

 

Local environmental questions have been important to the examination of power by 

Lukes and others. Lukes cites Jonathan Gaventaôs study, Power and Powerlessness.138 Despite 

poor working conditions and dangerous pollution, miners in an Appalachian valley had failed to 

hold to account the mining company that controlled the town, a firm whose absentee British 

owner imposed punishing conditions on its workers. The ñprocess of domination generates a 

hegemonic public conduct and a backstage discourse consisting of what cannot be spoken in the 

face of power.ò139 Critics have pointed out that Lukes concentrates less on the ñpower to,ò 

positive power that allows for the potential to make change. But other scholars have examined 

how power may be studied and challenged in the context of climate change. Power relations that 

are normally taken for granted become more visible in abnormal times, Lukes said. As Margaret 

Alston argued, post-disaster sites can serve as potential sites to expose and challenge them.140 

Hegemony in cities takes a form, according to John Logan and Harvey Molotch. They 

described city politics as a ñgrowth machineò that concentrates powerful interests around the 

attainment of growth at the expense of all other political aims.141 Without vocal anti-growth 

interests like civic groups, growth machine politics sideline questions such as housing or 

environmental concerns or co-opt them to achieve growth that adopts the tone but not the 

implications of social movements. The cityôs Black community in particular suffered as a result 

of Miamiôs growth machine politics.142 While wealth may counteract the racial stratification 
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otherwise deeply felt in Miami, the social mobility of many still depends on the complex, and at 

times unique, ethnic categories that form an important part of Miamiôs civic culture.  

State politics outside Miami civic leadersô control also play an important part in 

buttressing the growth machine model. The state has ensured the continuation of a low-wage 

worker class through a 2003 pre-emption law that ensures no municipality can change the $8.46 

per hour minimum wage, contributing to a housing crisis in a city where rents are skyrocketing 

but wages for a large part of the workforce remain stagnant. The stateôs weak tenantsô rights 

make it easy for landlords to evict low-income renters in pursuit of wealthier tenants. Changes in 

Miamiôs elite governance structures contribute to the difficulty in tracing the effects of these 

policies. Where white elites under the New Deal proposed constructing new developments and 

providing transportation for the Black workers whose low-paid work formed the engine of the 

Magic City economy, todayôs service workers face both longer commutes as they move to 

cheaper properties in North Miami, Florida City, or Homestead, and a policy vacuum that has 

little interest in helping them. 

At the same time, it is important not to class Miami as an ñunplannedò city. As my 

research shows, policies intended to plan and direct growth ï though never stop it ï have been an 

important feature of politics both in Miami and in Florida generally. From the East Coast 

Railway to the Coral Gables master plan, the I-95 route to the urban growth boundary and the 

Miami 21 zoning plan, planning has been an occasionally influential feature of the Miami growth 

machine. My dissertation demonstrates the importance of a variety of objects in the Miami 

imagination, including redlining maps, architectsô renderings of a technologically-advanced 

future, and the drainage infrastructure that may only be widely noticed when it fails. 
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Infrastructure is the expression of ideology in the land.143 I show that power dynamics also shape 

what appears possible and desirable in Miami. Sheila Jasanoff and Sang-Hyun Kimôs concept of 

sociotechnical imaginaries explains how local contexts, from incumbent infrastructures to 

conceptualizations of the good life, shape scientific understandings and policy responses. Their 

work performs an important act of synthesis, bringing the study of communications into 

conversation with Science and Technology Studies about what climate change is, and what it 

could become.144  

Critical studies of climate policy also inform my approach. Like other global cities, 

Miami is enacting climate governance through experimentation, creating ñnew forms of political 

space within the city, as public and private authority blur, and are primarily enacted through 

forms of technical intervention in infrastructure networks.ò145 Policies such as tree planting, 

which may not have fallen under the classification of climate change adaptation or the new, more 

fashionable term, resilience, are now being classed as climate policies. As Mike Hulme has 

argued, ñ[T]he idea of climate change is now to be found active across the full parade of human 

endeavors, institutions, practices and stories.ò146 

A growing body of research is showing that new environmental policies, enacted within 

frameworks that are accelerating gentrification, may simply be adding an environmental gloss to 
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practices that are making cities less and less livable for lower-income residents, raising rents in 

cheaper areas and forcing those who cannot afford them into environments that are more 

susceptible to climate extremes.147 Floridaôs conservation movement has historically 

concentrated on areas it classified as wilderness rather than the social costs of environmental 

planning, in part due to its makeup. The dominance of wealthy whites within the environmental 

movement has kept issues like environmental justice peripheral to its overall goals.148  These 

patterns also appear in Miami, although environmental groups have begun to work to address 

justice concerns in recent years. As with other national parks, the conservation movement 

provided a rationale to displace Everglades residents. City planners used nature to separate 

communities designated as Black areas from those classed as white ones. This study will argue 

that even so-called ñgreen infrastructureò ï where, for example, mangroves and coral reefs 

protect shorelines from hurricanes and storm surge rather than more expensive man-made sea 

walls ï can also form part of the segregated makeup of the city if concerted efforts are not made 

to address historic injustices. 

Narrative infrastructure  

I use the concept of narrative tradition to discuss the threads that connect Miamiôs history and 

built environment to contemporary environmental beliefs and policies. In this way, I aim to show 

how the ñMiami Way,ò for example, has shaped environmental policies. I argue that individuals 

draw on narrative traditions to create shared meanings around concepts like climate change. 

Narratives may conflict, pitting Miamiôs planning tradition against the Sunbelt drive toward 
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growth and sprawl, or they may allow for compromises such as the ñSmart Growthò agenda that 

sates growth machine concerns while rhetorically addressing environmental arguments.  

Narratives may belong to a dominant culture or they might be marginalized, but these 

categories need not remain fixed. Campaigns for environmental justice and housing fairness 

have, for example, moved increasingly into the spotlight after decades at the margins of 

environmental and political discussions. Miamiôs climate policymakers are beginning to address 

long memories of segregation and displacement in climate education and policy workshops. 

Narrative traditions are highlighted as spatial practices in landscape studies, where J.B. Jackson 

showed how human shaping of the land also influences language and beliefs.149  

1.4 Methods  

To excavate the historical layering of narratives about place, environment, race, and power in 

Miami, I conducted archival research focusing on several moments of crisis: the Great 

Depression and 1926 hurricane; the construction of the interstate highway through Overtown, 

which intentionally displaced thousands of Black residents; Hurricane Andrew in 1993; the 

recession of 2008; and Miamiôs worsening flooding and extreme weather. I visited the University 

of Miami, Florida International University, the Black Archives at the Lyric Theater in Overtown, 

the HistoryMiami Museum, and the libraries at the National Hurricane Center and NOAA 

Hurricane Research Division. I also conducted 88 hourlong interviews in person and on the 

phone, and attended the meetings of the Miami Sea Level Rise Committee, the City and County 

Commission, Miami Climate Alliance, and other community organizations. 
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1.5 Subsequent chapters 

In this chapter, I have explored how environmentalist, colonial, and planning traditions came 

together in plans to displace Miamiôs entire Black population to the periphery of Miami under 

the rubric of the New Deal, turning features both natural and human-made into tools for 

segregation. The large-scale displacement city officials hoped for did not materialize, however, 

until a new federal project ï the construction of the interstate road network ï presented city and 

county officials with a new opportunity. Despite its image as a boomtown spreading rapidly and 

chaotically into the Everglades, I have established the central role that planning played in 

Miamiôs development. 

In chapter two, I show how environmental and public health arguments permeated the 

cityôs language in the 1950s and 60s as it solicited support for routing the I-95 expressway 

through Overtown, leading to the destruction of over 100,000 homes. From there, I turn to the 

ways that interconnected infrastructure ï the road system, Miamiôs limited light rail service, anti-

sprawl measures, and the drainage network ï related to the cityôs civil rights struggles through 

the 1970s and 80s. 

Chapter three examines the significance of Hurricane Andrew in 1992 and its unequal 

recovery, which proved longer and harder for communities that had been redlined early in the 

century. I employ a mixture of archival work and interviews to understand the ways different 

groups like political actors, businessmen, the National Hurricane Center, and investigative 

journalists arrived at a collective understanding of the hurricane that challenged building 

practices, but not the sprawl and isolation that made Andrew the most destructive American 

hurricane until Hurricane Katrina in 2005. 
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In chapter four, I chart the beginnings of a movement to connect Miamiôs climate 

change vulnerability to the cityôs always-present housing crisis and the environmental justice 

movement, focusing on the archival material of Power U, an Overtown-based grassroots 

movement. I compare the movementôs history-focused campaigns, which combined 

environmental justice arguments and Overtown residentsô most pressing concerns, to Mayor 

Manny Diazôs attempts to turn Miami into a ñgreenò global city, attracting ñcreative classò talent 

from around the world and revenue from a boom in condominium construction while overseeing 

a crisis in public housing. 

Chapter five focuses on the rising prominence of environmental and housing justice 

arguments in debates about the future of Miami as the city increasingly becomes a symbol of 

vulnerability ï and action ï on the national and international stage. I show how this movement 

has challenged the cityôs understanding of climate change, especially sea level rise, as primarily 

a threat to tax dollars from the construction industry, leading to shifts in the makeup of 

committees and a new focus on affordable housing under the new umbrella term ñresilience.ò At 

the same time, Overtown, Liberty City, and Little Haiti ï all previously neglected areas on high 

ground away from the coast ï are under increasing pressure from developers looking to buy large 

parcels of land to create new megadevelopments, a shift that some activists suspect is the result 

of developers looking for land ñsafeò from sea level rise. I examine how climate change has 

become understood both as an impetus for gentrification and a galvanizing force for Black 

communities, despite the difficulties of pushing back development in a city where real estate 

interests are powerful, well-connected, and a key source of revenue. 

In chapter six, I summarize my argument before turning to consider Miami's narrative 

tradition of projecting a future in which current concerns are resolved through technological 
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fixes. As the limits of technological interventions become increasingly apparent, municipal 

officials are considering a different kind of approach that includes the incorporation of ñgreenò 

infrastructure into climate plans and formulating new legislation that takes ecosystemsô role in 

protecting the land into account. Finally, I reflect on Miamiôs history of environmental 

displacement and the meaning of a just transition in that context.  
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2. Environmental segregation 

A woman looks out of the window of her apartment onto Liberty Square and sees pleasant, two-

story homes set around a calm, green rectangle of lawn and shaded by palm trees. In its 1941 

report, the Miami Housing Authority was showing off the new life it offered its tenants: green, 

spacious, well-kept and, above all, improving. Men work in the garden, ensuring their property is 

tended, as good tenants should. In contrast to the crowded streets of Overtown, the abundant 

greenery of the nearly 10-year-old public housing development served to attract tenants, but also 

to show policymakers and the public how quality public housing can improve its residents.150  

 

Figure 5:  ÙÛÐÚÛɀÚɯÙÌÕËÌÙÐÕÎɯÖÍɯ+ÐÉÌÙÛàɯ2ØÜÈÙÌɯȹ,iami Housing Authority, Forward for 

Better Housing (1942) Florida International University Government Documents Collection.)  

By the late 1960s, Liberty Squareôs green spaces had been all but swallowed up. The 

development had formed the nucleus of Liberty City, a collection of old and new neighborhoods 

that housed many of those displaced from Overtown by the cityôs urban renewal policies. As 

developers rushed to build huge blocks as cheaply as possible, green space and amenities 

disappeared. With lax oversight from the city and county, Liberty City grew hot, crowded, and 

 
150 ñForward with Better Housing!ò (The Housing Authority of the City of Miami, Florida, 1941), Florida 
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lacking in basic amenities. The bargain Miamiôs planners had offered Overtownôs Black 

residents ï a better environment in exchange for leaving their newly valuable land ï went 

unfulfilled. In their new situation, displaced families faced accumulating trash, disease, and 

infestations as bad as any in Overtown, but with the added blow of being forced from their 

homes in what was Miamiôs largest Black community. 

This chapter examines Miami urban renewal and transportation projects between the 

1960s and the 1980s as a case of environmental segregation. As the result of policies ostensibly 

aimed at environmental improvements, Black communities experienced a different 

environmental reality than even nearby white and Latino neighborhoods. I examine 

environmental segregation in Miami in three ways: 1) through the distinct experiences of the vast 

majority of Black Miamians, which generated profits and savings for landlords, 2) through 

displacement that led to slum replication and even greater dislocation from Miamiôs centers of 

cultural and fiscal wealth, and, finally, 3) through environmental policies that further ignored, 

displaced, and disadvantaged Black communities.   

Some planners and politicians, keen to decimate Overtown to grow Miamiôs downtown 

business district, initially painted new developments for Black citizens as healthier, greener 

environments. The environmental segregation Black residents experienced in Overtown served 

as justification for their displacement to ostensibly improved conditions. But as Miamiôs Second 

Ghetto grew after the Second World War and low-income housing became primarily the domain 

of private landlords, Liberty City grew increasingly crowded and hazardous. Rather than 

reversing environmental segregation, the displacement replicated it. Policies aimed at improving 

Miamiôs urban environment, such as urban renewal spurred by federal funds for transportation 

projects, served to further disconnect and deprive Miamiôs Black communities. Environmental 
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measures such as city cleanups and public transportation efforts to reduce the cityôs energy 

consumption and air pollution all added to this unequal burden. New train routes favored white 

suburbanites and led to further urban removals, for example, while cleanups served to shift 

responsibility for Liberty Cityôs poor environmental standards away from the City of Miami and 

onto the individuals living there. Even as federal and state governments recognized the 

environment as a public good, the imperative to preserve and improve environmental equality 

did not extend to Miamiôs Black neighborhoods. In the 1980s, new public transportation 

infrastructure was framed as an environmental initiative to reduce suburban sprawl and 

countywide energy consumption, yet they benefited wealthy majority-white communities and 

harmed low-income Black and Latino residents.  Even as this public transportation effort enacted 

further segregation, it also galvanized a new wave of anti-segregationist activism. Unions and 

other activists connected Black Miami residentsô plight with that of Black people in South 

Africa, drawing on the growing momentum of the anti-apartheid movement in the United States.  

 The built environment was not the only tool at the disposal of planners who wished to 

segregate cities. As discussed in the previous chapter, landscape also played an important role in 

isolating low-income Black and Latino populations while naturalizing their isolation, creating 

green barriers between ghettos and the rest of the city. These choices followed a colonial pattern. 

For example, after plague arrived at Dakar in 1914, the French administration established a 

separate African quarter, a solution formalized by colonial planning as a permanent feature of the 

segregated city in the 1930s. The urban planner Toussaint foresaw a green barrier between 

ñEuropean Dakar and native Dakar [é] an immense curtain composed of a great parkò151 In 

1914 the Miami Herald argued that ñsegregation is necessaryò to prevent public health crises, 
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citing cases of leprosy in India, South Africa, and the United States. It commented: ñIf by 

moving the people complained of we can assist the colored man and his family to become more 

reliable, moral, and enterprising citizens, we are not only aiding the race, but are making white 

people safer.ò 152 Consciously designed environmental barriers also restricted Black residentsô 

access to natural amenities, including most beaches. Until the 1960s, Black Miamians were 

forbidden on Miami Beach after dark unless they could produce identification proving they were 

employed by the hotels.153 

The legacy of environmental segregation continues today, but a continuing failure to 

acknowledge it has allowed so-called ñcolorblindò environmental and social policies to emerge, 

even as these policies have often threatened to worsen the situations of marginalized groups. 

This problem extends far beyond Miami. A study of the United States and Puerto Rico found that 

tree cover countrywide was distributed not by wealth but by race. Black, Asian, and Latino 

populations were more likely to live in urban heat islands without dense tree cover.154 Some 

theorists have used the term ñeco-apartheidò to examine how environmental policies have 

harmed communities and helped to contribute to deep inequalities in environmental quality. 

Andrew Ross observed this situation in the prioritization of ñgreenò policies over the basic needs 

of low-income populations in Phoenix. Environmental policies such as open spaces, mass transit, 

recycling, mixed-use zoning, and high-density zoning could not ensure clean air, affordable 

housing, decent jobs, public safety, and accessible healthcare most pressing for low-income 
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Black and Latino communities. Executives from firms relocating to Phoenix for its lax 

environmental laws simultaneously demanded a clean environment for their own housing and the 

cost savings they could reap from polluting poor communities.  

Urban sprawl contributed to the problems of city-center populations, pulling job 

opportunities and services to the urban fringe and demanding constant investment in new 

infrastructure.155 For Daniel Cohen, a future of eco-apartheid means that ñlongstanding 

environmental harms and the burdens of the no-carbon transition would be yoked to the necks of 

poor and racialized workers, while the spoils go to the rich ï and especially, in Europe and the 

Americas, the white.ò156 Even before Miami began planning a response to climate change, the 

city was already an example of environmental segregation. Without specific attention to the way 

environmental policies could disadvantage poor and racialized groups, the environmental divide 

between the wealthy and the rest is likely to deepen. 

 This characterization adds another layer to discussions of the United States as a 

segregated country. In Overtown and Miamiôs newer Black ghettoes alike, residents were forced 

to live in isolated and harsh conditions, with substandard infrastructure, poor social services, 

inadequate educational systems, high rates of crime and violence, and a lack of green space ï 

conditions Douglas Massey and Nancy Denton describe as American apartheid.157 As Miami 

began to grow in the early 20th Century, its geographic arrangement perpetuated Black residentsô 

social isolation and economic deprivation. This enriched the cityôs landlords, both Black and 

 
155 Andrew Ross, Bird on Fire: Lessons from the Worldôs Least Sustainable City (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2011), 71. 

 
156 Daniel Cohen, ñStop Eco-Apartheid: The Leftôs Challenge in Bolsonaroôs Brazil,ò Dissent 66 (November 14, 

2018), https://doi.org/10.1353/dss.2019.0004. 

 
157 Douglas S. Massey and Nancy A. Denton, American Apartheid: Segregation and the Making of the Underclass, 

reprint ed. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1993). 

 



74 

 

white, who could collect high rents without properly maintaining their properties. It benefitted 

business owners who could get away with paying meager wages to Black employees, and it 

served white workers who, by dint of their physical isolation from minority communities, faced 

little Black competition for better-paid jobs. In Miami, the historian Nathan D.B. Connolly 

argued, ñAmericans, immigrants, and even indigenous people made tremendous investments in 

racial apartheid, largely in an effort to govern growing cities and to unleash the value of land as 

real estate. Even today, land and its uses serve as expressions of acceptable governance. And 

between the 1890s and the 1960s, people built a sturdy and supple infrastructure for white 

supremacy that remains very much in place.ò158  

Segregation proved a lucrative investment, especially in places where the maximization 

of land value formed the basis of the economy. Slumlords could extract high rents from people 

who were restricted to specified areas through the threat of racist violence, while profiting from 

citiesô laissez-faire attitude toward sanitation and upkeep in Black areas. As the urban scholar 

David Theo Goldberg writes:  ñAny urban location becomes a potential site for the realization of 

commercial profit, and rent, and profit maximization tends to be blind to both history and social 

responsibility.ò159 In a pattern that repeated itself from colonial African port cities in the 19th 

century to the contemporary United States and Europe, neglect, overcrowding, and poor 

sanitation ï all of which boosted landlordsô profits and saved municipalities money ï also 

produced a continuing justification for the isolation of marginalized populations on the grounds 

of their poor health and pollution.. The threat that marginalized groups might ñtransgress or 

 
158 Connolly, A World More Concrete, 13. 

 
159 Goldberg, ñPolluting the Body Politic,ò 47ï48. 



75 

 

polluteò the social order created reason for its reinvention, ñfirst by conceptualizing order anew 

and then by (re)producing spatial confinement and separation in these modernized terms."160   

Apartheid, a system linked with South Africaôs history, did not begin there, nor was it 

contained within the African continent. Goldberg identified apartheid as a system that circulated 

between colonial cities and cities in colonizing nations. Colonial urban planning created 

increasingly divided cityscapes in the first decade of the 20th century. In the years that followed, 

planning patterns in the United States and elsewhere began to reflect colonial city planning 

approaches, at least when it came to isolating populations. Through the Federal Governmentôs 

1949 Housing Act, urban renewal was administered through the Division of Slums and Urban 

Redevelopment.  

Urban renewal and public housing programs in the United States, begun in the name of 

slum clearance, began to produce increasingly divided cities. Between the 1930s and 1970s, the 

level of spatial isolation in northern U.S. cities doubled.161 These changes proved highly 

profitable for Miamiôs developer class, and segregation remained good for business well into the 

1980s. The Southeast of the United States experienced a flood of new money in the 1960s and 

70s as industries from the northern and Midwestern states shifted their bases of operation to 

profit from low-wage southern labor. The regionôs history of slavery and sharecropping, racist 

attitudes, and anticommunist hysteria created an environment in which states could pass laws 

that hindered unionization and guaranteed low wages.162 
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2.1 Environmental segregation and the reform movement 

Most studies of environmental activism in South Florida have focused on the exploitation of the 

Everglades, but a coalition of progressive activists also analyzed environmental conditions 

within cities. Although most womenôs clubs might have considered conservation concerns to be 

limited solely to the wilderness, some concerned themselves with environmental problems inside 

the metropolis. Associations like the Florida Federation of Womenôs Clubs did much to advance 

the conservation of the Everglades, for example, while also leading the drive for improved 

sanitary conditions, noise abatement ordinances, and trash collection in urban areas.163  

 In the early 20th century, most whites expressed indifference or professed ignorance 

about the conditions in Overtown and West Coconut Grove, but some reformers began to draw 

attention to the poor environmental condition of Black areas, connecting environmental and 

social concerns. Before Marjory Stoneman Douglas became a champion of the Everglades later 

in her life, she frequently addressed the subject of urban pollution and its unequal burden on 

Miamiôs Black communities. Rather than treating the poor conditions as endemic to Black areas, 

or conceiving of nature as something that exists outside the urban setting, Douglas had grown to 

appreciate humanityôs interdependent relationship with nature, a principle that formed the 

bedrock of her environmentalism.164  

As a progressive, Douglas faulted institutions rather than individual, for societyôs 

problems. In her weekly column, ñThe Galleyò, she questioned the values of  ñshining citiesò 
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when poor children continued to live in ñgrey slabbed shacks in piney placesò165 and called to 

account the boosters that exploited both nature and humans while commoditizing Floridaôs 

unique ecosystem.166  The lack of health codes had allowed city leaders to deny basic amenities 

to low-income, mostly Black neighborhoods since Miamiôs founding.167 But, she later said that 

slums were generally felt to be ñonly a natural necessity in a growing city. My feeble packings 

and scoldings only irritated people.ò168 This indifference was replicated throughout Miamiôs 

power structure, from politicians to developers and planners. 

Coconut Grove, where Douglas lived, was home to a small but well-off intellectual 

community. The West Grove, home to 4,000 Black residents was close by, yet the white 

community rarely acknowledged the plight of their neighbors in the historically Bahamian 

district. By the late 1940s, Douglas had joined her friend Elizabeth Virrick in highlighting the 

environmental and social neglect of the West Grove. In Douglasôs telling, Virrick, who moved to 

the area in the 1920s, only became aware of the neighborhoodôs struggles because she lived so 

close that she could not avoid them. ñElizabeth Virrick and her husband owned an apartment 

house backing up to the black area, and thatôs how she knew about it,ò Douglas said in an 

interview.169 Virrick had attended a meeting of the Coconut Grove Civic Club in 1948 to protest 
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plans by local developers to put multiple units of Black housing on a tract of land in between the 

Black and white Grove. The reverend of the local Black church, Theodore Gibson, demanded 

white Grove residents take responsibility for the lack of enforcement of sanitation ordinances 

and white slumlordsô neglect, and vividly described the conditions just a few blocks away. ñMy 

people are living seven deep,ò he told the all-white audience. Virrick visited Gibson the 

following day, and the two called another meeting where Virrick presented a plan of action. The 

meeting ended with the creation of the Coconut Grove Citizens Committee for Slum Clearance, 

with Virrick as chair and Douglas agreeing to oversee publicity for the group.170  

On a visit to the West Grove with Virrick, Douglas said they found that ñthere were little 

houses, but they didnôt have running water in them, and they had privies in the backyard and 

wells, and the white peopleôs laundry was being done in the backyards of those houses, with 

water that was polluted from these backyard privies. [é] White people would build houses for 

the Negroes to rent that had no toilets or running water in them, and you could imagine the 

conditions.ò171 The committee persuaded the water company to extend service to every street and 

lobbied the Miami City Commission to pass an ordinance through a referendum requiring a flush 

toilet, sink, and septic tank for every residence. Thanks to the help of several banks, it raised a 

fund to help homeowners comply with the upgrade requirements.172 With a $500 research grant 
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from the Department of Government at the University of Miami, Douglas and Virrick began ï 

but never completed -  a book about slum clearance initiatives in American cities.173  

In this chapter, I argue that the city and county governments imposed environmental 

segregation on Black residents through a variety of mechanisms. Poor environmental quality in 

Overtown was the result of lucrative neglect on the part of landlords and lawmakers, while also 

justifying calls for urban renewal. Officials, determined since the 1930s to expand the downtown 

business area into Overtown, promised individuals who moved to remote areas in northeast 

Miami a better environmental quality. But as highway building and urban renewal programs 

focused on Overtown forced thousands of families to move, developers, landlords, and officials 

benefited from lax supervision to create a situation of even greater environmental inequality, 

compounded by increased isolation. Understood in this way, it is possible to see how Miami 

elites used the environmental concerns as cover to isolate Black Miamians while developers 

profited from the poor conditions. The neglect of Black neighborhoods added to their precarity, 

offering justification for displacing old residents with new wealthier ones whenever the land in 

question became coveted. 

I show first that poor sanitation, overcrowding, and lack of basic amenities in Black areas 

all formed the justification for urban renewal programs through which the city and county further 

marginalized Black citizens living on land whites desired, pushing them out, ñinto the sticks,ò174 

as Miami native Sharony Green characterized the development her parents moved to. In these 

areas, slum conditions were quickly replicated to the benefit of landlords and developers. 
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Secondly, I explain how environmental policies ignored Black communitiesô needs, worsening 

their situation while wealthy business leaders profited. City ñcleanupsò furthered the rhetoric of 

urban renewal while blaming residents for the poor conditions they lived in, and sent trash to 

incinerators that disproportionately polluted Coconut Groveôs Black community. Finally, I 

examine how rapid transit policies, ostensibly focused on reducing air pollution and energy 

consumption, ushered in new waves of gentrification while diverting money from buses, the 

transit system that most benefited Black residents. In this chapterôs conclusion, I examine how 

the global anti-apartheid movementôs influence helped to create an  understanding of Miami as 

an apartheid city, a rhetorical move that galvanized union and community opposition to 

transportation policies that benefited white commuters but worsened transportation for Black, 

Latino, and elderly residents. 

 Virrick enjoyed some successes in encouraging better code enforcement and the 

extension of utilities into Black areas, but she struggled in her campaign for better homes for 

Miamiôs Black community. Miamiôs powerful developers and other business leaders resisted, 

drawing on anti-communist and pro-segregationist feeling, as well as hostility to federal social 

programs.175 Local officials only became interested in slum clearance in Miami when plans to 

create an interstate expressway gained federal traction during the 1950s.  Plans for a highway 

system to connect the country with high-speed roads had circulated in federal government since 

the 1930s, but without success. By the mid-1950s, increased access to cars, affordable 

mortgages, and fears of Black encroachment on white neighborhoods drew many white families 

out of cities and into increasingly sprawling suburbs. At the same time, public transit ridership 

halved between 1945 and 1950, leaving cities choked by traffic jams. Traffic was what finally 
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led metropolitan, state, and federal politicians to agree on the necessity of an interstate system. 

President Dwight Eisenhower, himself more concerned about the ability to evacuate cities in the 

case of Soviet aggression, approved the legislation for the National System of Interstate and 

Defense Highways in June 1956.176 

Local officials were put in charge of deciding the route expressways would take through 

their cities. In Miamiôs case, this put the task in the hands of the Miami City Commission. City 

planners entertained several routes, including a 1955 plan that followed the obsolete Florida East 

Coast Railwayôs route into Miami, a trajectory that would have avoided built-up areas of the city. 

The Wilber Smith engineering firm rejected that plan in favor of a route several blocks to the 

west to provide ñample room for the future expansion of the central business district in a 

westerly direction.ò This route would run through Overtown, and the highway planners located a 

four-level midtown interchange at the center of Overtownôs business district, connecting the 

interstate with an East-West Expressway. The East-West Expressway, which connected Miami 

Beach and the airport, would require even more demolition of Overtownôs buildings.177  

In 1956 the Miami Planning Board fretted that the Central Business District had not kept 

pace with the cityôs overall population growth. It put forward its plan to regenerate the area with 

new buildings and, crucially, ña traffic plan to end all traffic plans, a very substantial part of a 

$193 million programò to ensure that the Central Business District ñshall permanently become 

the most accessible place in a metropolis with upwards of 1 Ĳ million inhabitants.ò It 

recommended that the CBD should be expanded by 25 per cent to allow for new parking areas 
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and recommended traffic improvements including an expressway, arterial street plan, new traffic 

system, and the elimination of the Florida East Coast railroad terminal, all in the name of 

speeding up traffic.178 

Urban ills provided added justification for routing expressways through neighborhoods 

classed as troubled. Up and down the country, these neighborhoods were inevitably Black, 

Latino, and white ethnic neighborhoods with dilapidated 19th-century housing stock that local 

authorities had neglected for decades.179 Egged on by state and federal highway officials and by 

private agencies such as the Urban Land Institute, a pattern emerged of using highway 

construction to eliminate blighted neighborhoods and redevelop valuable inner-city land. This 

was the approach favored by Thomas H. MacDonald, director of the U.S. Bureau of Public 

Roads during the formative years of the interstate system. Combating blight with highways was 

also the policy of New York's influential builder of public works projects, Robert Moses.180  The 

interstate became a vehicle for the destruction of marginalized communities, pushed by 

downtown business interests and developers who saw opportunities in the expansion of the 

central business districts and the housing of displaced people. Profit maximization, displacement, 

and the creation of new infrastructure joined other forces in helping to cement Miamiôs 

segregated order.  
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2.2 Displacement and the promise of a greener environment 

Enormous amounts of housing were destroyed in the process of building the urban sections of 

the interstate system. By the 1960s, federal highway construction was demolishing 37,000 urban 

housing units each year, and urban renewal and redevelopment programs were destroying an 

equal number of mostly-low-income housing units annually.181 Miami plannersô ambition from 

the 1930s onward had been to claim the land Overtown occupied for the expansion of the Central 

Business District. Twenty years later, their chance had arrived.  

Many of those displaced believed they would be able to return to Overtown. Derek Davis 

left the area in 1968 as part of the urban renewal process. He said:  

It was still that promise or that thought left with us that they were moving everyone out 

of Overtown so they could rebuild the city and make it better and everybody could move 

back in again; and so, it was that feeling that I had as a child. [...] Yes, we are moving out 

but one day there will be an Overtown that we can be proud of moving back in and very 

soon. What I didn't realize then is that the only way that we can get a city like that again 

is if the community or people in that community who are there fight to get that 

community back.182  

 

The opacity of the renewal process meant that few understood its consequences for their 

community. 

Renewal plans for places designated Federal Neighborhood Renewal Areas under the 

Metropolitan Dade County Urban Renewal Ordinance of 1960 and an influx of federal financial 

assistance under the 1949 Housing Act boosted optimism about the future of Overtown. The 

Atlanta planning firm Hill and Adley Associates Inc. was contracted to carry out the Central 

Miami Urban Renewal Area plans, The area, consisting of seven blocks bounded by the Florida 

East Coast railroad, was selected because it had ñthe highest concentration of substandard 
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housing in 1960 according to the US Census of Housing.ò It also provided the ñlargest close-in 

area of housing available to Negroes,ò easily accessible to downtown Miami and Miami Beach, 

thus providing a housing resource ñvital to the economy and one worthy of the proposed urban 

renewal program.ò183  

The plan listed areas for conservation as well as clearance and redevelopment to remove 

conditions that ñcreated or contributed to the substandard characterò of the area. It also 

recommended lightening traffic on residential streets and interconnecting neighborhoods, 

separating industrial and residential land uses, removing substandard housing, and reducing 

overcrowding, all while accommodating the ñtentative expressway alignment proposed for this 

area.184 The cityôs priority was to build the road, however, not to preserve Overtown. 

On paper, the city planned to create ñan environment conducive to the redevelopment of 

a sound residential neighborhood and, in addition, to provide logical areas for the expansion 

and/or further development of commercial and industrial uses.ò Where overcrowding could be 

limited, schools like Booker T. Washington High and Douglas Elementary could be expanded, 

and room could be made for ñbeauty and spaciousness.ò But the plan also revealed the 

contortions necessary to rehabilitate a neighborhood while building an expressway through it. 

The road would slice through Dixie Park, further reducing the limited outside space available to 

Overtown residents. The plannersô response was to suggest the highway be raised to make 

additional space for a park ï albeit one located underneath the roaring expressway. 
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The renewal plan provided detailed information about the projected displacement. 

Overall, the planners expected the expressway and renewal projects to displace nearly 7,000 

families. They believed there would be little trouble in relocating Overtownôs small white 

population because of the ñfairly good supply of housing available to white persons.ò But for 

Black residents, they said, new low-rent public housing would have to be constructed to take in 

the numbers that would be displaced. Many of Overtownôs wealthier families had already begun 

migrating out as new housing opportunities arose, with some Black Miamians beginning to move 

into previously all-white areas185 and others leaving several months before land clearing for the 

expressway began. But residents with fewer resources often stayed until they were forced to 

move.186 Amendments requiring greater local participation and oversight only kicked in after the 

rapid demolition of large parts of Overtown, first for expressways and then for renewal. 

Therefore, most residents received little more than 24 hoursô notice that they must clear out, with 

no relocation assistance save a directions to move to what Mohl termed Miamiôs ñSecond 

Ghetto,ò187 meaning formerly white areas and hastily constructed new buildings in the 

northeast.188  

The City of Miami Housing Authority played a key role in the relocation of Black 

Overtown residents to the northwest of the city.  It was formed in 1937 after Congress created 

the United States Housing Authority, the same year Liberty Square opened. Its task was to 
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eliminate slums through the construction of housing for low-income communities. This included 

Black citizens living in Overtown ï the community the Authority called the ñnumber one sore 

spotò in Miami ï as well as whites living in shacks in places like Knightsville. In its publications, 

the Authority linked pleasant green surroundings with the promise of clean, healthy, productive 

living. It positioned decent housing as the key to the ñstabilization of family lifeò and the 

antidote to the slums that had become ñblots upon our óCity Beautiful.ôò The Authority 

luxuriated in its descriptions of the developmentôs tropical landscaping: ñLiberty Square is 

beautifully landscaped with grass, bougainvillea around the doors, palms and tropical shrubbery 

throughout. The white stuccoed buildings radiate a spirit of cleanliness.ò189  

According to Housing Authority literature, Liberty Squareôs environment had allowed its 

residents to become model citizens, improving their grounds, keeping them clean, and submitting 

to a degree of surveillance. The leaflet claimed the residents welcomed advice, suggestions, and 

inspections. Tenants had adjusted to ñthe Liberty Square environment of thrift, health and 

happiness.ò The development contained ñthe first basketball court for Negroes in Dade County,ò 

hosting the first countywide basketball tournament for Black girls and boys. Alongside good 

habits, the Authority reported good health in public housing residents when compared to those 

still living in Overtown. Underscoring the link between health, good habits, and nature, the 

leaflet quoted Luther Burbank, a local naturalist: 

I give the plants upon which I am at work in a testé the best possible environment. So 

should it be with a child, if you want to develop it in the right ways. [é] Plants should be given 

sun and air and blue sky; give them to boys and girls. [é] All animal life is sensitive to 

environment, but of all living things, the child is the most sensitive. Surroundings act upon a 

child as the outside world acts upon the plate of the camera. [é] A child absorbs environment. 

[é] In child rearing, environment is equally essential with heredity.190  
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In this way, the Authority echoed the refrains of Bright, Gifford, and Merrick in the decades 

before: a more humane form of segregation that drew on nature as an inspiration. 

The authority went on to build over twenty more developments.  By 1965, the authority 

housed over 300 Miamians displaced by expressway construction, code enforcement, and urban 

renewal programs. Competing with private landlords, the housing authority argued that it offered 

families an alternative to high-cost slums: ñThese low-income families would indeed have been 

óvictims of progressô forced to move into other slum housing, to over-crowded small units, to 

pay 40 to 60 % more of their income for rent ï had this community not provided this public 

housing resource.ò191 Photographs compared the slum areas displaced families had left with the 

lush, green spaces and quiet courtyards in their new accommodations. 

  

Figure 6ȯɯ"ÖÔ×ÈÙÐÕÎɯÚÓÜÔɯÏÖÜÚÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÕÌÞɯ×ÜÉÓÐÊɯËÌÝÌÓÖ×ÔÌÕÛÚɯȹȿ1ÌÓÖÊÈÛÐÖÕɯ'ÖÜÚÐÕÎɯ

1Ì×ÖÙÛɀɯȹ,ÐÈÔÐɯ'ÖÜÚÐÕÎ Authority, 1965), Government Documents Collection, Florida 

International University.)  

In 1964, to comply with the Civil Rights Act, the Authority had passed a resolution 

stating that all its properties were to be available ñupon choice to any applicant regardless of 
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race, color, or creed. This action was one of the first of its kind in the South since it went beyond 

the requirements of the recent Civil Rights Act required only that public agencies agree to such 

provisions for all developments placed under contract subsequent to the date of the Executive 

Order.ò192 The staff working on relocation and placement was integrated, and many Black 

families expressed their preference for placement in white buildings, a possibility for which the 

Housing Authorityôs Haley Sofge credited Theodore Gibson in a letter dated 1966. Black 

leaders, however, argued that the system was not enough to create true integration. Donald 

Wheeler Jones, who had taken over Gibsonôs role as head of the local NAACP chapter, asserted 

that the Housing Associationôs policy of ñfree choiceò was hardly likely to encourage integration 

given that a white family had little incentive to choose a Black development. Only automatic 

allocation could achieve integration in public housing. Martin Fine, the Authorityôs chairman, 

defended the system as it stood: ñI, personally, would never vote to force a man to move into a 

certain area. Under present policy we are not violating any federal provisions or intent. Our 

system is designed to prevent segregation and we are not obliged under the act to force 

integration.ò193 

Still, displaced Overtown residents were placed in Edison Courts, Victory Homes, and 

other previously white developments.194 In its leaflet, the Authority accompanied images of 

shady greenery with quotes from new residents describing the ñquiet,ò the ñlarge side yardò 

where children could play, and the ease with which residents could feel ñcomfortable and 

secure.ò One tenant in originally whites-only Joe Moretti Apartments remarked on the 
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opportunity for social mobility relocation had afforded her: ñFifteen years ago, I was a maid for 

one of the families here and I used to think how wonderful it must be to have a home like this ï 

and now here I am!ò 195 

To head off competition from private landlords, Sofge pushed the Housing Authority 

(increasingly called ñLittle HUDò) to make public housing the primary venue for relocation. 

Little HUD would lease existing properties from landlords rather than build hundreds of new 

apartments and assign buildings new property managers to take over from private companies 

such as the Bonded Rental Agency, which dominated the private rental market in Miami.196 The 

move established the county as the largest provider of housing, but also marked the beginning of 

a stark decline in the quality of units its residents inhabited, as it took on poor quality units as its 

own, and inspection and upkeep suffered. 

Despite continued assessments of poor environmental quality and housing standards ï 

both from outside officials and Black spokespeople demanding better conditions ï Overtownôs 

displaced residents argued that the community still met many of its residentsô needs. Longtime 

resident Rosa Green argued that the exclusion of Overtown residents from the renewal planning 

process had left them without a viable community: ñThat's what happens when other people plan 

for you. Other people plan the expulsory systems and because they did we lost a viable 

community, a lot of people, a major high school, a florist, newspapers, and it... the list just 

continues. [é] It was [...] self-sustaining.ò197 Greenôs words also paint a different picture of 

Overtown than one offered by white elites. In her view, despite the obstacles put in their way, 
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Overtownôs residents had created a vibrant community with thriving businesses, churches, and 

cultural centers. Urban renewal deprived residents of housing, but also of sources of prosperity 

and community. 

Further demolitions followed the construction of the interstate, but the process was 

patchy, as was the rebuilding. The incompleteness of Overtownôs renewal had created pockets of 

even worse deprivation, compounding neglect with decay. Commissioner Athalie Range testified 

before the National Commission on Urban Problems in 1967 that families were living in 

isolation next to empty lots. Range ï who herself owned slum properties for which she charged 

high rates while neglecting repairs ï  noted that the ñconcrete monsters,ò the huge blocks that 

replaced shotgun shacks in Overtown and increasingly elsewhere, were built without a thought 

for anything other than the ñbare necessities of life.ò No allowance was made for play areas, and 

families with no closet space were forced to keep their clothes on the bed. Range noted that 

housing codes had recently been toughened up, but that as a result, landlords might be forced to 

evict more tenants to bring their buildings into line.198  

The Housing Authority stepped up its drive to encourage Overtown residents to apply for 

public housing placements. It used the rapidly declining character of the once-viable community 

to persuade residents to leave for new public housing developments, arguing that Overtownôs 

demolition was inevitable.  A 1967 leaflet distributed to Overtown residents told them that the 

preferential status granted to people living in urban renewal areas meant they could expect a 

better chance at receiving public housing. These leaflets promised the opportunity to live in a 

greener, healthier environment - as long as they relocated. Public housing units had ñboth front 

and back yards ï with trees and grass and plants,ò the leaflet explained, and were located near 
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churches, transportation, and shopping. ñWhen a family moves into an apartment, it becomes 

their home,ò it touted. ñThey would have the same privacy that they would in a home they 

owned.ò By that stage, however, this description was stretching the truth to put a happy gloss on 

the poorly-built units that were springing up in Liberty City. 

The leaflet also promised public input into the urban renewal plans, while expanding on 

the theme of Overtownôs decline. It told residents that urban renewal workers, carrying 

identification, would visit each household to determine the kind of housing they needed. 

Overtown had become obsolete, the leaflet said. Ironically, given that the expressway had 

precipitated the displacement from Overtown, it explained the situation using the metaphor of a 

car:  

Neighborhoods are like automobiles. Automobiles provide many years of service and 

enjoyment. But as they get older they begin to wear out. For a while the worn-out parts 

can be replaced. But eventually they can no longer be repaired and new automobiles must 

be bought.  

 

The same thing happens to neighborhoods. For many years they provide a place to live, 

work and play. But they too get older and begin to wear out. For a while repairs can be 

made, but eventually new neighborhoods must be built.199 

 

Environmental conditions in Overtown were worse than ever by the end of the 1960s. 

The area had become ñan urban wasteland dominated by the physical presence of the 

expressway. Little remained of the neighborhood to recall its days as a thriving center of black 

community life, when it was known as the Harlem of the South.ò200 The expressway left the area 

with numerous dead-end streets and no easy route from north Overtown to Booker T. 
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Washington School.201  Charlie Brown, an Overtown resident who had served in an army 

reconnaissance unit that targeted transportation infrastructure during the Vietnam War, described 

the destruction of the area: ñI'm looking at what happened with I-95 and the transportation 

activity and relocations of Overtown, itôs the same kind of destruction of a community or village 

that is going on except you didn't use fire power, you just [é] in a sophisticated manner 

disassembled the civic support and then the economic pattern and then got everyone [...] 

separated.ò202 Rebuilding Overtown certainly did not seem like a priority. Between expressway 

construction and urban renewal, about half of Overtown was razed, but only one urban renewal 

project out of four was completed in the area.203  

Into the 1960s, several waves of services and programs to manage urban renewal abruptly came 

and went. As programs failed to produce quick results or generated political opposition, they 

would be halted or allowed to die. As an account from the late 1970s described it, funding and 

institutional support for such programs ñsuffered from an unusual degree of temporal 

inconsistency,ò such that ñpublic housing, urban renewal, below-market-interest-rate subsidies, 

Model Cities ï each has come and gone, leaving unfunded plans and half-finished projects in its 

wake.ò204 Compared to the interstate project, renewal was fragmented and poorly run. 

Meanwhile, hundreds of reports justifying urban renewal continued to ignore the effects 

of segregation. As a 1966 report on ñblightò in Miami claimed: ñWe do not yet know exactly 
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what it is that creates the lower class of life."205 At a meeting of the Sigma Delta Chi professional 

journalistic fraternityôs Atlanta chapter, Miami Daily News editor Bill Baggs criticized the press 

for perpetuating silence about the effects of segregation. ñWhat press has been bold enough to do 

that basic job to be informing? Very few, very few,ò he said. ñSegregation is a form of slavery.ò 

Reticence in the media and political classes meant that environmental segregation could remain a 

mystery, without clear causes or systematic responses.206 

The vagueness that allowed environmental conditions to continue unchallenged was 

evident in a 1967 appearance by Miami officials before the National Commission on Urban 

Problems, a body President Lyndon B. Johnson created that January to seek strategies to increase 

the supply of ñdecent housing for low income families.ò Mayor Robert King High began with a 

sprawling speech praising Miamiôs natural riches and lauding the ñgood and bountiful lives most 

Miamians live.ò He called Greater Miami ña banquet for the senses ð the cleanest, the most 

well-kept and beautiful metropolitan area that you have seen anywhere in your travels. Why is 

this so? Why is Greater Miami an oasis, a banquet, a garden, a hauntingly lovely place, even 

though it is an urban center of more than 1,200,000 people?ò207 Displacement and dislocation 

due to urban renewal, as well as competition from Cuban workers, isolated Black Miamians from 

an economic boom in the 1960s and 70s and from the idyllic city King High portrayed in his 
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speech. While the wealth of white and Latino citizens was increasing, economic conditions for 

the Black community stagnated.208 King High, able to take advantage of the shared silence about 

segregation, could treat Black citizensô dire environmental and economic conditions as a baffling 

problem with no discernable cause as he boasted about the superior environment enjoyed by 

Miamians who did not have the misfortune to live in slums. 

The logic of renewal did not apply evenly for Black and white neighborhoods. In June 

1966, city officials revealed another comprehensive plan to renovate and ñarrest the decline of 

four of Miamiôs older and potentially pleasant neighborhoods,ò Edison Park, Buena Vista, 

Wynwood, and Santa Clara, which had become home to some of Miamiôs ñwhite slums.ò The 

plan included the first of several efforts to gentrify Wynwood, which was home to a Puerto 

Rican neighborhood that overlapped with Overtown. Like Overtown, each of these 

neighborhoods had also suffered from the construction of the expressway, having lost their 

principal commercial corridors.209  

Home values had declined by up to 20 per cent, and 75 per cent of buildings did ñnot 

meet minimum code standards.ò But unlike Miamiôs Black areas, redevelopment of these white 

neighborhoods was designed to stop populations from leaving, an attempt to stem the flight that 

had already seen 13,000 leave Miami between 1960 and 1965. The planôs ñrevitalization zonesò 

targeted the places losing white residents fastest, in the hopes of attracting new arrivals by 

pricing out people of color, such as the areaôs working-class Puerto Rican community. 210 

Planners believed the freeway would help cure sick neighborhoods and allow property values to 

 
208 ñAffirmative Action: Semi-Annual Report.ò 

 
209 Feldman, ñThe Role of Neighborhood Organizations in the Production of Gentrifiable Urban Space: The Case of 

Wynwood, Miamiôs Puerto Rican Barrio.ò  

 
210 Connolly, A World More Concrete, 264. 

 



95 

 

recover. They directed federal money toward repair grants, sewer installation, and better code 

enforcement. Miami city and Dade County officials used grants and low-interest loans from the 

Department of Housing and Urban Development to provide attractive amenities to prospective 

wealthy white residents, such as parks and libraries.211 This miraculous release of funds for areas 

in which Black residents did not live showed that, where city officials wanted to, they could 

produce urban renewal very effectively. Environmental segregation was a chosen condition, not 

an accidental consequence of funding difficulties or changes in government programs. 

2.3 Environmental segregation in the Second Ghetto 

In the days preceding the Republican National Convention in August 1968, a Miami Beach 

official boasted that the city was an ideal location for the event, having been spared the racial 

unrest roiling cities like Chicago and Washington, D.C. The boast was lifted straight from the 

Miami Way playbook ï a boosterôs assurance that Miamiôs rigid racial order meant smooth 

sailing for outside investors. That hubris was shaken as, on the first day of the convention, a 

three-day uprising broke out in Liberty City. In its aftermath, a group of local investigators 

concluded that the unrest did not seem to have been a response to the convention as such. The 

officialôs claim may have fanned the flames, they suggested, as might aggressive policing. Most 

of all, however, when the investigators went to Liberty City ï home to 45,000 people at the time 

ï they found deeply inhospitable conditions. Few trees blocked the searing August sun, and on 

the streets they observed ubiquitous piles of garbage and infestations of vermin. They did not 

blame a single event like the convention, even as the future president Richard Nixon used it as a 

platform to introduce his Southern strategy, which consolidated Republican power through the 

regionôs opposition to civil rights legislation. Instead, they pointed to Miamiôs history of 
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displacement and the unfulfilled promises of improved surroundings. They wrote: ñA lack of 

effective planning and zoning controls, lax enforcement, of health, sanitation, and maintenance 

standards and the substantial profits to be derived from the construction and rental of high 

density low maintenance apartment units have destroyed the original concept of a more civilized 

and liveable [sic] low-cost housing area. Ironically, one of the reasons for the high population in 

the Liberty City area has been the displacement of blacks from other areas by various urban 

renewal and improvement projects without adequate housing provisions having been made for 

them elsewhere.ò212 

The northwest section of Dade County, which included Liberty City and formerly white 

suburbs, was isolated. The growing neglect of this increasingly contiguous area helped to 

reinforce the effects of environmental segregation, even in wealthier areas. Sharony Green 

described her 1972 move to Miami Gardens, a formerly white community about twenty or so 

miles north of Miami: ñSand dunes and empty fields surrounded our often pastel-painted homes. 

We were in the boondocks.ò213 Black residentsô movements into white areas of Miami had 

created what the historian Arnold Hirsch had noticed in Chicago: a ñSecond Ghettoò in formerly 

white areas that left Black communities more isolated than ever before.214   

Though Liberty Square had begun as an effort to create a healthier urban environment, by 

1968, it had lost most of its palm trees and open space. Even the park that white developers had 

envisioned to keep Black and white neighborhoods separate had not materialized as the lucrative 
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buildings multiplied. Urban renewal, in the hands of private developers, had become slum 

reproduction. New slums had emerged to house those displaced by urban renewal as well as 

incomers from other areas. Trash collection was so erratic in Black areas in the late 1960s that 

Commissioner Athalie Range reported garbage was allowed to pile up for weeks outside some 

apartments in Liberty City. Sanitation workers picked up trash in Black areas only when they had 

nothing else to do. After facing two postponements on an ordinance that would mandate garbage 

collection twice a week throughout the city of Miami, Range asked supporters to come to the 

next commission meeting with bags of trash, which they emptied on the commissionersô desks. 

The order, finally, was passed.215 

Private landlords had initially profited from the relocation housing that government 

agencies had initially been tasked with providing. But by the early 1960s, they had constructed 

fewer than 800 of a promised 1,500 public housing units.216 By the late 60s, Little HUD began its 

policy of leasing existing buildings from landlords. This meant that public housing in northwest 

Dade would now occupy the concrete monsters despised by reformers and public housing 

advocates. Rooms were tiny and without air conditioning, and their surroundings were unfit for 

children to play in.217 Far from the improved conditions the Housing Authority had envisioned 

20 years earlier, however, the state instead opted to lower its standards to those of the slum 

landlords. 

Little HUDôs change in strategy coincided with a decline in environmental conditions 

throughout the Second Ghetto. As the 1970s rolled in, Miamiôs Community Relations Board ï 
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formed during the era of civil rights reforms ï detailed a grim picture of conditions in Black 

neighborhoods. Demand for public housing had swelled while the federal government froze 

funds, only providing for another 2,000 additional units. Incidents of police brutality and neglect 

pushed Black residentsô patience to the limit: In Opa Locka a stray bullet killed a bystander and 

triggered a riot. In South Miami, a disturbance began when police tried to arrest a youth in a 

youth center. Rapid growth in Second Ghetto areas was overpowering local services. According 

to the Community Relations Board, residents of Carol City and South Dade in Miamiôs outer 

reaches ñsaw their communities as orphans with deficient pools and parks, street lighting, water, 

sewerage, paved streets, and sidewalks.ò In the Overtown renewal area, most lots were vacant 

and empty buildings bred rats. Combined with opportunities denied and brutal police treatment, 

the poor environmental conditions Black communities continued to endure were proof that 

optimism about Civil Rights Era measures that did not directly address the injustices Black 

people suffered was misplaced. The Board wrote: ñAmerica can no longer take refuge in the 

myth of the ómelting pot.ô [é] Once we have taken off the rose-colored glasses of the sixties 

which falsely suggest that we are ócolor-blind,ô perhaps then we can bring together the beauty, 

the energies, and the richness of those diverse societies as synchronized gears...ò 218 Instead, 

policies purporting to be ñcolorblindò proliferated, and when applied, they only served to deepen 

the differences between Miamiôs Black neighborhoods and the rest of the city. And beneath the 

surface, targeted discrimination continued. 

Entering the Reagan Era, Dade County showed little interest in maintaining public 

housing. Unlike private units, Little HUD units were not regularly inspected for code violations 

because, as a 1985 Grand Jury report noted, the department was exempt from requirements for 
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County building permits and inspections for repairs. Dade County had received approximately 

$18 million in Federal Community Development Block Grant funds. Each year, the county 

distributed around 35 per cent of that money for the rehabilitation of privately-owned housing, 

while ñonly a meager amountò had been used to upgrade public housing ï around $500,000. The 

rest was spent on other projects. The City of Miami, meanwhile, received $14 million in block 

grants, 50 per cent of which went to the rehabilitation of private rentals. No City of Miami 

Community Development money went to public housing, even though over 60 per cent of 

Dadeôs public housing was located within the city limits.  

Although Little HUD staff occasionally made repairs when other agencies inspected 

properties, the 1985 Grand Jury report concluded that their ñactions were totally inept,ò allowing 

properties and the neighborhoods where they were located to deteriorate further. In 

developments like Liberty Square, jurors saw ñdefective plumbing lines leaking over kitchens 

and onto food counters, kitchen cabinets falling away from the wall. Leaky roofs, exposed roof 

beams, exposed electrical wiring, non-functioning space heaters.ò Mothers, the report said, 

ñdescribed to us how their children were exposed to raw sewage, rodent and vermin infestation.ò 

In the face of these conditions, Dade County HUD had been ñtotally unresponsive and 

unsuccessfulò in meeting the need for maintenance. The state of its housing made Dade County 

one of the ñlargest slumlords in Dade County,ò the Grand Jury declared.219  

These conditions disproportionately affected the properties Black residents inhabited. In 

1968, Dade County assumed responsibility for public housing, overseeing the construction of an 

additional 5,500 units. The county also opened a separate Section 8 housing office, administering 
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certificates granting rent subsidy vouchers for private accommodation in better-maintained 

neighborhoods. The Section 8 office was well-maintained and funded, staffed primarily by 

Latino workers, and located in places that were difficult for Black applicants to get to. By 

contrast, the staff at the public housing office was mostly Black and had inferior facilities. An 

investigation for a 1989 lawsuit filed by Overtown activist Anne Marie Adker found that after it 

noticed that Black applicants tended to apply for housing in the north of Miami while Latino 

applicants mostly applied in the south, the county maintained separate north and south waiting 

lists. A report created by the prosecution with advice from Mohl found that until 1992, the 

county had excluded public housing residents ï most of whom were Black ï from the Section 8 

program.220 The plaintiffs won the case, and Little HUD agreed to distribute more Section 8 

vouchers to Black applicants, but the neglect of Miamiôs crumbling public housing stock 

continued.   

 While purported environmental improvements in Black areas often amounted to little 

more than the destruction of existing housing stock, white areas in Miami took part in national 

efforts to ñclean upò neighborhoods. From the 1900s to the 1970s, the National Clean Up and 

Paint Up Bureau sponsored community spring cleanups all over the United States, often 

involving parades and other activities. The bureau was created by the paint industryôs first 

national professional organization, the National Paint, Varnish, and Lacquer Association. 

Frequently drawing on a sense of neighborhood pride and patriotism in its marketing materials, 

the Association collaborated with the Federal Defense Administration to produce a short film in 

1954 called The House in the Middle. The clip used footage from Operation Doorstep - in which 

the United States conducted a nuclear weapons test on wood-framed homes, mannequins, and 
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cars - to demonstrate how well-kept streets were less vulnerable to a nuclear attack than 

neglected ones. ñThe house that is neglected is the house that may be doomed,ò the voiceover 

narrates. Full-scale mock-ups subjected to the test blast ñsimulate conditions youôve seen in too 

many alleys and backyards [é] in slum areas.ò Architecture scholar David Monteyne argued 

that the film drew on the ñkind of urban planning research that was used to justify slum 

clearance,ò while claiming that a coat of fresh white paint could help protect decent middle class 

homes from the heat of an atomic blast. ñIt is unclear whether the producers intended to draw a 

parallel between the whiteness of the paint and the preservation of a segregated U.S. suburban 

society,ò Monteyne continued.221 The white supremacist conflation of orderly, well painted 

homes and white skin formed the other side of environmental segregation, and the desire to 

maintain it guided decisions such as the siting of waste disposal facilities in Black areas and the 

concentration of environmental amenities in areas deemed white.240 In this way, the urban 

landscape and the environmental policies that shaped it contributed in marking who 

was Black and who was not. 

Miamiôs annual Clean-up Paint-up Fix-up events were administered by the Miami 

Committee on Ecology and Beautification, founded in 1958 by E. Albert Pallot, the chairman of 

Biscayne Federal Savings & Loan Association and a member of the Metropolitan Miami 

Municipal Board. The committee, made up mostly of Miamiôs white downtown elite, was one of 

the first to explicitly championed urban environmentalism, which it did under a banner of civic 

pride. The group organized anti-litter campaigns including its annual cleanups, planted royal 

palms along Biscayne Boulevard, and launched a beautification program with Miami Dade 

Public Schools. It also organized a week-long Royal Poinciana Festival Week each June to 
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celebrate the red blooms of a tree brought to Florida from Madagascar. The Committee, then, 

promoted Miamiôs tropical environment, its natural resources, and its ecology. 

Like many other cities, Miami continued its annual clean-ups long after the National 

Clean-up Bureau was shuttered. The logic of whose property was worthy of rehabilitation was 

reflected in the pages of the Committeeôs annual reports, which were predominantly populated 

by whites. In 1967, First Lady Claudia ñLady Birdò Johnson presented Miami with a trophy as a 

winner in the 1967 National Cleanest Town Contest, bringing the city ñinto the national spotlight 

[é] as one of the cleanest, healthiest communities in the country in which to live.ò This 

assertion, often echoed in local politiciansô pronouncements about the city, reflected only the 

environment that whites experienced.  
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Figure 7ȯɯ ɯȿ"ÓÌÈÕ-up, Paint -up, Fix-Ü×ɀɯ×ÈÙÈËÌɯÛÏÙÖÜÎÏɯ,ÐÈÔÐɯȹɁ ÕÕÜÈÓɯ/ÙÖÎÙÌÚÚɯ

1Ì×ÖÙÛɂɯ[City of Miami Committee on Ecology and Beautification, 1970 ], Florida 

International University Government Documents Collection. ) 

Clean-up efforts deflected scrutiny away from neglect by municipalities and landlords, 

and directed it toward individuals by stressing personal responsibility for maintaining clean 

streets. Theodore Gibson continued to champion renewal a decade after expressway construction 

had begun. When a $28 million urban renewal project was proposed for Coconut Grove, a group 

of residents formed the Coconut Grove Homeowners Protective Association, which held weekly 

meetings. The organizationôs president was E.W. Franklin Stirrup Jr., a major landlord in the 
















































































































































































































































































































































































