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Book Review: Learning from Detroit

By Michael Lewyn

In Detroit: Three Path-
ways to Revitalization, George
Washington University law
professor Lewis Solomon
focuses on three possible sav-
iors for that city: public edu-
cation, private investment,
and community agriculture.
Although his analysis is
sometimes incomplete, he
does address some topics
of relevance to depressed
upstate cities such as Buffalo
and Rochester.

What’s Wrong with Detroit

Solomon begins, quite sensibly, by focusing on
what’s wrong with Detroit. Detroit’s population peaked
at 1.8 million in the 1950s.! As highways opened up
suburbia to development, most of Detroit’s middle
and upper classes left the city in the second half of
the twentieth century. By 2010, the city had just over
713,000 residents,? about a sixty percent decrease from
the city’s peak population. In the 2000s alone, Detroit
lost an additional 237,500 people, about a quarter of
its 2000 population.® One-third of the city’s remaining
residents earn incomes placing them below the fed-
eral poverty level,* and almost half of the city’s adults
either are officially unemployed or are not in the labor
force.> As the national economy contracted in 2008-09,
Detroit’s already low home values decreased further: in
July 2009, the median residential home sale price was
$7,100.% As a result, homeowners have had little incen-
tive to rehabilitate houses in disrepair, and developers
have had no incentive to build new homes on vacant
land.” Twenty-three percent of the city’s homes are va-
cant.® As a result of these problems, the city is virtually
insolvent. Indeed, Solomon understated the city’s fiscal
difficulties: he pointed out that the city is drowning in
debt, but wrote that “the March 2013 appointment of
an emergency manager will put Detroit on the path to
financial solvency.” In fact, Detroit filed for bankruptcy
on July 18, 2013.%° Its bankruptcy petition is currently
in court, so the city’s long-term fiscal future is anything
but certain.

Solving Detroit’s Problems

Even if Detroit resolves its fiscal problems, it will
still be a desperately poor city. Solomon focuses on three
possible pathways to revitalization: education, outside
investment, and urban agriculture.

Solomon points out that Detroit’s schools rank “at
the bottom of student achievement among America’s
big cities.” Test scores are below those of other cen-
tral cities, and student enrollment has decreased by

more than half since 2000.12 But Solomon admits that
Detroit’s poverty adversely affects school performance,
noting that “students from poverty-stricken families...
find it more difficult to concentrate, to sit still, to follow
directions, and to rebound from disappointments.”*3

It follows that the Detroit students’ poor performance
may be a result of their poverty rather than the school
district’s inadequacy.

Test score data suggests as much. The National Cen-
ter for Education Statistics, a federal agency,! has cre-
ated the Trial Urban District Assessment (TUDA), which
compares the test scores of twenty-one urban school
districts.’® In 2013, the average reading test score for
Detroit’s black eighth-graders was 239—below average
for the urban school districts surveyed,® but above four
urban school districts in more prosperous cities (Fresno,
Milwaukee, Cleveland, and Washington).!” When
schools are ranked by social class rather than race, De-
troit does slightly worse. Of the eighth-graders whose
families are poor enough to be eligible for government-
subsidized school lunches, Detroit students’ reading
score (238) is below the big-city average, but above that
of Washington and tied with Milwaukee.'® Although
Detroit’s children are poorer than those of other urban
school districts,!® their test performance is not the worst.

Thus, it appears that when race and class are
controlled for, Detroit’s schools may not be as bad as
Solomon suggests. If Detroit schools’ poor performance
is a function of poverty rather than educational incom-
petence, the city’s decline is a cause, rather than a result,
of the city’s education problem. Therefore, the notion
that improved schools will reduce the city’s poverty
may confuse cause and effect. Instead, it seems more
likely that revitalization, if it happens, will eventually
improve student performance in school and cause test
scores to rise.

What does this likelihood mean for policymakers in
impoverished upstate cities such as Buffalo and Roch-
ester? It seems to me that if these cities become more
desirable in other respects, improvement in at least a
few schools will eventually follow. As cities revitalize
and middle-class people return, some of those people
will stay in the city even after having children, and some
of those parents will be willing to take a risk on urban
public schools. If enough parents do so, test scores will
begin to rise, causing school reputations to improve,
resulting in more parents choosing urban schools for
their children. For example, in the north side of Chicago,
gentrification has caused some neighborhood schools to
have above-average test scores.?

Of course, urban school reform can mean two very
different things. “Reform” can mean either making the
schools attractive to the middle class, so that parents
will not leave the city when their children reach school
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age, as has occurred in some parts of Chicago, or
improving the education of the poor, so that they have
more job skills.

Solomon seems more interested in the latter view
of reform but does not explain in much detail what
Detroit schools should do differently to reach this
goal. For example, he writes, “it is time to rehabilitate
vocational (career and technical) education in Detroit
high schools to prepare graduates for the new labor
markets.”? However, Solomon does not explain how
Detroit’s existing vocational schools?? fall short of this
goal, nor does he show how another school system has
adopted any policies that Detroit schools could profit-
ably borrow.?®

Solomon then goes on to discuss economics, list-
ing a wide variety of businesses that have invested in
downtown Detroit.?* However, a list is not a reform.
More substantively, Solomon claims that Detroit must
“overcome its reputation as a difficult city in which to
start and do business”?®> without supplying evidence
that such a reputation exists. In addition, Solomon sug-
gests that the city should simplify business licensing
through *“a one-stop public sector website covering all
the tax and business license issues...and the consoli-
dation of all subsequent reporting requirements.”%
Although one-stop permitting certainly seems noncon-
troversial to me, Solomon’s argument would be more
persuasive if he explained whether other cities have
tried it and whether any arguments other than political
inertia prevent this idea from being put into practice.

In addition to endorsing more pro-business poli-
cies, Solomon suggests that Detroit turn one of its major
liabilities into an asset. Detroit now has an enormous
amount of vacant land: forty of the city’s 139 square
miles are vacant.?’ This problem also exists in upstate
New York: Buffalo, for example, has 16,000 vacant
lots—more than ten percent of its housing supply.2

Unless Detroit’s population starts to increase again,
it seems unlikely that anyone will want to build on
these parcels. Solomon suggests a few options, such as
allowing the vacant land to revert to nature, or creating
parks and farms.?® Solomon asserts that the latter use
might be the most useful for three reasons. First, urban
agriculture could increase Detroiters’ supply of healthy
food, such as fresh fruits and vegetables.° Second,
agriculture could be a source of jobs to Detroit’s many
unskilled residents.3! Third, if Detroiters consume more
local-grown food, they could reduce the amount of
energy used in transporting food products.3?

Solomon points out two possible obstacles to
urban agriculture in Detroit. First, individuals can lease
city-owned land for an urban farm, but only for a year
at a time, thus discouraging long-term investment in
agriculture.® Second, the city’s zoning code does not
explicitly authorize agricultural uses, thus creating ad-
ditional uncertainty.®* Obviously, Detroit should create
more specific rules governing urban agriculture.

In these respects, Detroit can learn from Buffalo.

Urban agriculture has existed in Buffalo since 2003,
when the Massachusetts Avenue Project turned one of
the city’s vacant lots into a vegetable garden.®® The city’s
new zoning code includes farms as a permissible use in
the city’s “light industry” zone.3® In addition, the code
will address smaller-scale food-related practices, such as
gardens and beehives in individuals’ yards.®” Because
Buffalo’s code is quite new, it is not yet clear to what ex-
tent farming will increase after the code is enacted.® In
addition, Buffalo does sell city-owned land, and recently
has streamlined the process for such purchases.®

Conclusion

Solomon’s book is far from a complete guide to

Detroit’s problems and the possible solutions to these
problems. Nevertheless, his book is useful for someone
who might want an introduction to the state of Detroit,
and to what people in Detroit are doing in an effort to
revitalize the city’s economy.
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