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Philly Homeownership and
the Myth of Tenant-Landlord
Negotiations
By Quinn McGarrigle

Art by Stephanie Czapla

In New York City, Los Angeles,
Boston and Miami, over
60% of the residents are
renters, not homeowners.
Philadelphians are proud that
it’s not as expensive to own
your own home here. But from
2000 to 2010, Philadelphia’s
renter population increased
from 41% to 46%, according
to the U.S. Census Bureau.
This shift has continued —
about half of Philadelphia
rents now.
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Philadelphia’s rising median income — from around
$37,000 in 2013 to around $41,000 in 2016 — would
seem to suggest that conditions are slowly but surely improving. But the people with higher incomes are
people who have moved here, for the most part — not
people who have been living in poverty here. Not only
has poverty in the city stayed constant, but being poor
in Philadelphia has actually become increasingly difficult as a direct result of the supposedly improving local
economy. Rising property value means rising property
taxes, and neighborhoods like Strawberry Mansion with
a median annual income of $23,000 have seen their
property taxes go up 47% in the past year alone. This
is often described as a “seller’s market.” Since property values are high, it is considered a better time to

sell your home. But the economic model that a “seller’s
market” operates under assumes a very narrow range
of economic activity within which individuals interact as
equals, and homes are financial investments, not basic
human needs.
For example, the assumption is that, as a homeowner, you can weigh your options rationally according to the state of the market: “This is a seller’s market, so I will take advantage of the rising value of my
property and sell my home. By moving to a cheaper
part of the city, or to outside of the city, or renting an
apartment, I can make a profit.” Or you can decide to
stay. This is the ideal model, but this ideal model falls
apart because social and economic realities do not
conform to its basic assumptions. On paper, capitalism

Letter from the Editors
Dear Readers,
As we begin the new year, many Philadelphians
are looking at their budgets and hoping to find
a way to pay for all the things they need this
year. Rent is one of the fundamental things most
working-class and poor Philadelphians must
find the funds for. So in our Winter/Spring issue,
contributors to the Partisan consider the housing situation in Philadelphia.
As developers continue to make high-end,
luxury row homes, instead of affordable housing
options, fewer and fewer people can afford to
own homes. Instead, many in the city are renting,
even as rent continues to climb. Politicians talk
about improving job numbers and rising stock
prices — even an economic recovery! Meanwhile,
working people struggle to afford rent and mortgages, in no small part because the “economic
recovery” is a myth. The money that we earn
each paycheck just isn’t worth as much when
everything we pay for — food, housing, medical
care, transportation — is getting more and more
expensive. Real wages stagnate as real estate
developers, government officials, and speculators fill their coffers with profits.

and free trade assume that all transactions take
place as they might in a physical marketplace,
where a merchant and I haggle over the price
of something I would like to purchase. In reality,
negotiations over a basic human necessity like
a home take on an entirely different form — you
make $30,000 a year, and suddenly developers
with effectively bottomless funds are buying up
homes in your neighborhood to flip them and
sell them to wealthier people, or demolish them
to build condominiums or luxury shops. Whatever is built will be out of your price range, because developers will only invest in what they
can reap a profit from, and so would not buy
up your neighbors’ property without trying to
sell it as something more profitable than it was
before. Suddenly you are paying a property tax
that increases exponentially every year and are
surrounded by restaurants, businesses, and
grocery stores you can’t afford to shop at. Technically, you can remain in this neighborhood —
maybe you can get a better-paying job at one of
the shops, maybe your kids’ schools will benefit
from the higher property taxes. But if you’re like
most Americans, taking a gamble like this would
be gambling with the lives of your family: The
bottom-earning 40% of Americans have somewhere between $0 and $30,000 in the bank, so
you are always one uninsured hospital stay away
from having less than nothing.
To insist on an economic theory based on
free decision-making between individual actors
in light of the reality of this situation is irrational

But it isn’t all doom and gloom, as we highlight some of the great organizing the Philadelphia Tenants’ Union is doing. From supporting
local tenants like Ricci who have been wrongfully evicted, to fighting shady landlords at apartment complexes like Admiral/Dorsett, the PTU
has been fighting landlords and helping tenants
with one of the most basic needs. Plus, let’s
not forget the Tenants Union’s incredible victory with the passage of the Good Cause bill
through City Council!
Let’s build on the successes of 2018 and
fight for more power in the hands of tenants!
More power in the hands of those marginalized
by capitalism, for-profit landlords, and greedy
corporations! Housing is a human right, not an
uncertain luxury.
Send us letters to the editors at
partisan@phillysocialists.org or
Philly Socialists
PO Box 3731
Philadelphia, PA 19125
Find us online at
PhiladelphiaPartisan.com, Facebook and Twitter.

and based on ideology instead of an analysis
of existing conditions. Instead, we clearly see
groups — on one hand, the poor and working
class homeowners, and on the other, real estate
companies and developers. Homeowners, despite their common group interests, must interact with these financial demands as individuals,
while developers and real estate companies act
in each other’s interest. Though they may compete against each other on their own terms, the
shared interests of real estate companies lead
them to leverage their collectively enormous
wealth and influence to pass laws in the city
government that benefit all of them.

There is a real loss when homes
are replaced with rentals, when
networks of families and friends
are replaced with itinerant
students and young professionals,
when neighborhood delis are
replaced with gaudy boutiques
and novelty shops.
Poor and working class people must interact with “the market” as individuals negotiating
a deal, whereas the owning and profiting class
can collectively enforce its interests on individuals. One of the shared interests of the owning
class is the perpetual expansion of private ownership, the divvying up of the world into more

Editorial Collective
J.M. Audrey
Adryan Corcione
Avery Minnelli
Suzy Subways
James Yeun
Arts Editor
Gina Lerman
Contributors
Samya Abu-Orf, Corey Brickley, K. Daniel
Bryan, Mike Chen, Stephanie Czapla,
Xander Fraum, Jack Grauer, Madison J.
Gray, John L. Hill, Matthew MacDermant,
Quinn McGarrigle, Jorge Navarrete,
Evelyn Pandos, Maddie Rose
Design and layout
Alex Zahradnik

and more new markets and opportunities for
profit. Most people intuitively recognize this as
the expansion of “consumerism,” or the feeling
that “everything is for sale.” And in the expansion
of markets to all aspects of life, charging someone monthly for rent to temporarily reside in a
home under certain strict conditions is preferable to selling them a house one time and giving
them even the merely formal recognition of sovereign property. Capitalism depends on some
twisted logic: “If someone buys a house, you’ll
profit for a day. Rent out a house, and you’ll profit every month, and if the property value goes up
you can kick them out and refurbish the place to
attract wealthier renters.”
What many of us often describe as a city’s
“character” is immensely degraded by the displacement of communities in this way. Philadelphia is often described as a City of Neighborhoods. A community is something that arises out
of shared spaces, mutual obligations, unspoken
traditions, methods of communication and conflict resolution, that over generations grow into
unique regional cultures like the ones Philadelphians are so proud of. There is a real loss when
homes are replaced with rentals, when networks
of families and friends are replaced with itinerant students and young professionals, when
neighborhood delis are replaced with gaudy
boutiques and novelty shops. Gentrification and
“urban renewal” hold the ideal of the city above
the reality of the city, and by doing so abandon
what is worthwhile in both.
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Good Cause:

The Road to Victory, and What’s Ahead
By J.M. Audrey

In 2016, the Philadelphia Tenants Union (PTU)
announced at its founding convention that the
Union was committed to making “Good Cause”
eviction protections one of its primary objectives (the other being tenant support at particular apartment buildings). With this commitment,
PTU members began organizing support in communities, and eventually in City Council, to get a
Good Cause bill introduced.
The Philadelphia City Council eventually introduced the bill in October 2017. Bill
170854, which amends the “Unfair Rental
Practices” city code, proposed protections for
tenants that require landlords to renew a lease
for any tenant unless they break some aspect
of their lease. Examples of this might be: habitually not paying the rent, refusing the landlord entry of the property to do regular repairs,
damaging the property, or rejecting a proposed
rent increase. The bill seeks to hold landlords

accountable and protect tenants from wrongful
and arbitrary evictions.
After the bill was initially introduced in 2017
by council member Curtis Jones, Jr. along with
council members Helen Gym and Cherelle Parker, the bill passed committee in February 2018
and moved on to the full City Council. It stalled
there, in large part because of pushback from
lobbyists representing the property managers
and landlords, such as HAPCO.
The final amendments to the bill were introduced on November 29. After that, the PTU and
its partnering organizations only had one week
to lobby the remaining council members for their
support before the final vote. Over that week,
the Tenants Union pushed hard to get out the
information that 7 of the 16 City Council members had confirmed their support of the Good
Cause bill. That meant the bill needed two more
votes to pass.

PTU members celebrate the bill’s passage at City Hall with council member Curtis Jones, Jr.
Photo by Maddie Rose.
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On December 6, Philadelphia City Council unanimously passed the bill. However, the
bill only passed after a series of concessions
were made to City Council and the real-estate
lobby. “Yesterday’s vote is an important milestone in protecting renters in our city. However,
several politicians succeeded in watering down
elements of this bill to curry support from landlords and developers,” the PTU stated in a post
on Facebook. This “watering down” refers to
the compromise that the PTU organizers had to
make, proposing an “amendment to the bill that
would limit Good Cause provisions to month-tomonth leases,” Jarrett Smith (the Good Cause
campaign director) explained.
The PTU’s post continued, “You’d best
believe we are not giving up and we will NOT
STOP until we have won full Good Cause eviction protections for ALL residential leases, rent
control, and more!”

Evictions
Unlimited

Ricci’s Fight:

One Mother’s Struggle
Against Philly’s
Homelessness and Eviction
Crises

Protecting
landlords
from the rest of us!

By Madison J. Gray

by Suzy Subways

Ricci (pronounced “Ricky”) Rawls — a single mother
of five and member of the Philadelphia Tenants Union
(PTU)—was evicted from her North Philadelphia home
the week of Thanksgiving. Rawls’s requests for assistance were ignored by the Philadelphia Housing Authority, and homeless shelters claimed to not have space
for a family their size. Rawls and her five children were
forced to sleep on the streets. She feared her children
would be taken away and put in foster care.
For over a year, since an eviction resulting from domestic violence in 2017, Rawls told her story to anyone
who would listen, hoping it would move people to help
her and her young kids. Few listened, but the PTU did.
David Thompson, a PTU delegate-at-large, was one of
the organizers involved in her fight. He recalls: “Ricci
turned her shame and fear into righteous anger. She
was motivated by fighting for more than just herself.
In my experience as an organizer, it’s the people who
connect what they’re going through to systematic injustice — and come to believe they can do something about
it — who have the courage to win.”
Together, Rawls and the PTU shared Rawls’s story through social media campaigns, attention-grabbing
press releases, and rallies in front of government buildings. This all culminated with Rawls’s powerful testimony
at City Council on December 6. “When I speak, I speak
for thousands,” she said. “Y’all have 6,000 children in
foster care a year and asking for 300 more families. But
what about the 300 families those children belong to
who probably was wrongfully evicted from their homes?”
She added, “It costs a lot less money to help tenants
stay in their homes than to place a child into foster care.”
“Ricci told her story in a way that put the do-nothing politicians in the hot seat,” Thompson says. “Curtis
Jones, whose office we had reached out to but heard
nothing back from, saw the political reality and did what
smart politicians do — do powerful people a favor. Ricci
had become not just a person who needed help, but
someone with the power of an organization behind her,
someone who had the power to move and convince
people at the right moment — when journalists and elements of the activist scene were there to witness.”
City Council member Curtis Jones connected
Rawls with a rental assistance program that enabled her
to afford rent for a new home. It appeared that Rawls
had secured a happy ending for her story of housing
insecurity. But she and her five young children had only
progressed to the next chapter of her story.
Since Jones secured a rental assistance spot for
Rawls in late November, she has been on the search for
a landlord that will accept her voucher. Due to her record
of eviction, her pool of eligible landlords is extremely limited. Since eviction court records are public, potential
landlords can easily see the eviction court history of a
potential tenant. In Rawls’s case, her former landlord

Ricci Rawls holding her new house keys in January 2019.
Photo courtesy of Ricci Rawls.

has admitted that the eviction was not merited and parts
of the record are inaccurate. To a prospective landlord,
however, the only relevant details of her story are the
previous evictions and the damages to the apartment
alleged by her previous landlord.
Because of her eviction history, the only landlords
that are willing to rent to her are slumlords renting uninhabitable apartments. Rawls says that she has gotten
her hopes up several times about a new home, only to
discover that it is far too small or that it has several outstanding Licenses and Inspections violations. None of
the homes she has toured so far would be safe to raise
young children in, she says.
Rawls is not alone in the obstacles she faces due
to public access to eviction records. George Donnelly,
an attorney at Public Interest Law Center, says, “Eviction
records are keeping families out of homes that they can
afford, because landlords often refuse to rent to anyone
with an eviction case filed against them. I’ve had several
clients who stayed in shelters for long periods of time
because they kept getting denied in their housing applications, even though they had the income to pay the rent.”
Thompson connects landlords’ use of eviction records to the segregation and rapid gentrification of the
city. “Once you have a record, you’re stuck renting from
slumlords for good,” he says. “It’s an extremely efficient
displacement mechanism, making it so only people with
spotless credit ratings or co-signers for their leases—and
this demographic is disproportionately young white people with college educations — can hope to rent in whole
swaths of the city.”
California seals eviction court records to prevent
evicted people from suffering from chronic housing
insecurity, and a few other states and cities will seal a
record under certain conditions. Donnelly has drafted
eviction-record-sealing legislation that he hopes will be
introduced in the Pennsylvania state legislature soon.
“This is a racial justice issue, because the vast majority of people with eviction records are people of color,”
Donnelly says. “So the folks being denied housing because of past eviction cases are Black and Brown Philadelphians. The families most likely to be denied housing
based on eviction records are women with children.”

Are you a Philadelphia resident
who is struggling to pay rent and
keep a roof over the heads of your
children? Are you living in fear
that your landlord will kick you out
because you’ve been late on your
rent once or twice, or your kids
got some crayon on the wall? Or
so he can rent to wealthier people instead?
Well, some say your pain is
nothing compared to the pain of
your landlord. How dare you bring
irresponsible under-age humans
onto their property? Why do you
think you deserve a roof over your
head anyway?
Who listens to the landlord’s
problems? In addition to police,
judges, and the media, there is
a company that cares about the
woes of Philly’s landlords. This
company, along with our entire
political and economic system,
considers a landlord’s need for
profits to be much more important than your children’s need for
a home. This company is Evictions
Unlimited.
And yes, this company is real.
Its website promises,
“At Evictions Unlimited, the
attorneys have first-hand
knowledge of what it is like to
be a landlord in Philadelphia,
and they know the impact
that a missed rental payment
and/or destruction of your
property can have on cash
flow and profit margins.”
This company cares. It cares
about kicking you out of your
home to save your landlord money
he doesn’t need. Evictions Unlimited goes to court every day helping landlords. It’s up to the rest of
us to fight for tenants and their
children.

Editor’s note: At presstime, Ricci Rawls has at last found a house to
rent and has moved in with her children.
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Photo by Adryan Corcione

A Night of
Comedy and
Stories to Fight
Landlords
By J.M. Audrey

On November 8, the Philadelphia Tenants Union
(PTU) hosted “Stand Up (to Landlords).” The
night of comedy and storytelling, held at the
Philly Socialists office in Kensington, had a twofold purpose. The first was to help raise funds for
Ricci. An organizer with the PTU, Ricci has been
fighting City Point Property Management and
her former landlord, Thomas Flack, since she
was wrongfully evicted. The funds raised at the
“Stand Up” event went to Ricci and her family to
help her in her fight.
The second purpose of the event was
to spend time in solidarity with others against
abuses by landlords. Six people went onstage
6

during the evening, each sharing a different series of stories about their experiences with one
or many landlords. A few folks shared hilarious
stories, including one in which the tenant and
her housemates were subjected to boiling hot
water in their toilet and a raccoon infestation in
the attic.
Others shared stories of frustration, such
as one woman who was given an eviction notice, only to move out and learn she had to pay
the remainder of her lease. Another asked the
audience to consider what it means when your
landlord is the Department of Corrections, and
the worst things you have to suffer aren’t broken

pipes but the cruelty of the State.
There was one triumphant tale shared
though: One woman described how, after a
series of complaints to her landlord, she took
him to court for multiple inspection violations;
ultimately through her perseverance, she won.
And perhaps that was the larger theme of the
night. Yes, fighting landlords on a daily basis or
in a courtroom can be hard and disheartening.
However, being together and sharing stories
can bring a deep sense of comradery, catharsis,
and a reminder that we are not alone in this fight.
Together, we may find peace, joy, laughter, and
solidarity in the struggle.

Fake evictions.
Fire watches.
A closed community park.
SBG Management are Slumlords,
Bullies and Gentrifiers.
By Maddie Rose and Suzy Subways

Eviction defense at Admiral/Dorsett in October. Photo by Suzy Subways

Eviction Defense
In April 2018, the tenants of Admiral and Dorsett
Court apartments received fake eviction notices — SBG Management thought they would try
to flip the building for a profit. That was just the
beginning of the attempts from SBG Management to illegally evict the 105-unit West Philly
apartments. In mid-October, residents were told
no one was permitted access to the building
after 5 p.m. on Tuesday, October 30. But with
about 50 tenants and supporters from the Philadelphia Tenants Union holding an eviction defense rally, SBG landlord Phillip Pulley and his
property manager, Bill Hunter, didn’t show their
faces. “If people weren’t out here today, they
would have locked this building,” Admiral Court
tenant Shakeiva Tisdale told the Partisan.
According to Community Legal Services, it
was illegal for SBG to even collect rent in the
first place. SBG didn’t have a rental license,
due to the pile of violations it racked up on the
buildings. The tenants didn’t know this until after
they received eviction notices; at that point, they
were encouraged by the Tenants Union to declare a rent strike.

Despite the illegality of the eviction, the law
is not stopping Pulley from selling the buildings
for a massive profit. Landlords can charge much
higher rents to tenants with higher incomes
who are moving into the neighborhood. Dozens
of long-term Black residents are finding themselves displaced or homeless.

SBG’s Dirty History
This isn’t the first time SBG has profited from
gentrification. The management company has
a history of letting buildings deteriorate to the
point where residents are without heat, without
utilities, faced with fire hazards in apartments
crumbling around them. As with Admiral and
Dorsett, many of their properties are purchased
from Friends Rehabilitation Program, Inc., a
Quaker nonprofit that continually runs buildings
like slums.
SBG also sent fake eviction notices to
residents at Fern Rock Gardens in the far north
of the city. And the company owns Squirrel Hill
Falls Park in West Philadelphia, with its murals,
fountain, and performance space, but has kept it
closed to the public.

In October of last year, a fire watch was
established around the Dorsett building after it
caught fire and smoke alarms failed to go off.
Months earlier, SBG had been cited with fire
code violations for faulty alarms, according to
the city’s Department of Licenses and Inspections, but repairs were never made. Mold, mushrooms, rodents and disease were some of the
cited complaints.

The Hope and Struggles
of a Union
Throughout the months that tenants held down
the Admiral and Dorsett buildings, they faced
knocks at all hours telling them to get out.
Management shut off the water — nearly a dozen times. Locks were removed from the doors,
leaving dangerous conditions for those in the
building. Management then called the police
on a union member who volunteered to reinstall
locks for everyone. Bill Hunter allegedly locked
out tenants from their apartments, late at night
in the freezing cold of November, according to
residents.
“The goons come out at night when nocontinued
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body’s around,” Tisdale explained.
Tenants repeatedly called the police, who
would tell the property manager that evicting
the tenants was illegal — but failed to ever issue
a summons, despite clear physical and video
evidence. The police once claimed they were
powerless to take action since they hadn’t witnessed the illegal actions, despite arriving four
hours after the initial call, tenants said. When
the Tenants Union asked District Attorney Larry
Krasner’s office if they would prosecute or stop
the illegal eviction, they refused.
Together with the union, tenants pushed
back against the bullying — they held a press
conference, rallies, and a protest at SBG owner
Philip Pulley’s suburban hockey rink, in addition
to October’s emergency eviction defense.
At the eviction defense rally, Klyde Breitton,
a leading member of the Tenants Union, pointed
out that the Admiral and Dorsett tenants were

able to hold off the evictions for over six months
by sticking together. “Back in April, we said we
wanted at least three months to move out. It’s
been six months since then. We’re still here
fighting — that’s what tenant power does.”

The Loss of a Home
When whole buildings and neighborhoods are
ruled by slumlords whose only goal is profit,
communities cannot thrive. There were once
children playing at Admiral/Dorsett who would
walk to the nearby Lea Elementary School.
There were once wheelchair users, relieved to
have found one of the few affordable buildings
they could access. There was an elderly woman
who felt so fortunate to be near her kidney dialysis center.
Steve Veney spoke fondly of the building.
It may have been falling apart, but he knew everyone. “It’s like family. My kids could run up and

down the hallways with no problem. Only thing
somebody’s gonna do? Open up the door, yell,
‘Hey, keep quiet. Have some candy.’ These neighbors are cool as hell. I’m not going to find this
anywhere else.”
On November 30, tenants finally had to exit
the building, under a court order. The few who
stayed with nowhere else to go were locked out
of their apartments only days after. Their furniture,
belongings, and memories remained locked inside. SBG refused to let anyone back in to grab
their things, leaving a few people starting over
again without clothes or a toothbrush. As for the
Tenants Union, they will continue to offer solidarity to anyone impacted by SBG Management.
“We will stand with you in the Philadelphia
Tenants Union,” Barry Thompson said at the
October eviction defense rally. “We’re building
tenant power — we’re asking for tenants to come
together and stand with us.”

Tax Abatements

Philly’s Gift to the Rich
By Matthew MacDermant

Philadelphia has kept tax abatements in effect
since 2000. Developers and homeowners use
the program to avoid taxes for ten years on property improvements. An “improvement” is anything that increases a property’s value, such as a
renovation or new home construction. Developers and homeowners still pay taxes on land, but
new structures and improvements are exempt.
The abatements are a neoliberal program
that subsidizes Philly’s real estate industry. Arguments in favor of abatements and similar policies rest upon a narrative that says developers,
realtors, and affluent transplants are saviors to a
blighted Philadelphia. The story goes something
like this: “Philadelphians are clueless about how
our city should be managed. We are helpless in
the crisis of urban decline. We should turn over
our collective wealth to wise investors. They will
save us!”
Neoliberalism is based on the premise that
what is good for business is good for everyone.
Jobs, economic growth, and a shiny high-tech
future await if we cut taxes. This is the same
thinking used to justify the tax breaks on Amazon’s HQ2 or in Camden with the subsidies for
Subaru, American Water, and the 76ers.

Have abatements worked as
intended?
Construction projects in the 2000s increased
177% compared to the 1990s, while in the suburbs, there was a decline of 28%. Tax cuts make
the city an attractive real estate investment.
Abatements decrease mortgage payments for
affluent homebuyers. Many neighborhoods have
experienced a boom of new middle class resi8

dents, and Philly’s population has grown 4.2%
since 2000.
The middle class swell and construction
boom produced a wave of gentrification, with all
the new businesses, corporate expansion, coworking spaces, and start-ups that follow. Jobs!
Growth! Fancy New Buildings! This is Philadelphia’s renaissance after a five-decade decline!
Unfortunately, that isn’t the full picture.

suburbs), redlining, and removal of funding to
cities during the 20th Century. Neoliberal programs like abatements are not, however, about
renewal. They are about making Philly attractive
to investors, the affluent, and corporations. For
those with wealth, the city is reborn to a new
golden age. For ordinary Philadelphians, the city
remains in the same state of poverty, insecurity,
and neglect that preceded the boom.

Success for whom?

Peeling back the veneer for a
closer look

If we judge the abatements by traditional economic standards, it looks like a great program. A
broken real estate market once devoid of outside
investment is now a gold mine that has brought
prosperity to the city’s new middle class. Supporters consider this an economic miracle. Upon
closer examination, however, we find that market-based approaches to coerce growth are at
odds with the interests of most Philadelphians.
Policies that transfer public wealth and
power into private hands are fundamentally
undemocratic. Neoliberal programs like abatements transfer power and wealth to the rich,
while ignoring pressing needs that are unprofitable to meet. These policies tend to make inequality, segregation, and poverty even worse.
There is growth, but it never seems to trickle
down far enough to benefit those on the bottom
three-fourths of the income scale.
This is not an argument against urban
renewal. The city has been neglected for decades. Hundreds of thousands of our neighbors suffered from the fallout created by white
flight (when racist federal housing policy encouraged and helped white people move to the

Philly is the poorest large American city. Nearly
26% or 400,000 people are living on an income
of less than $12,752 (individual) or $19,749 (parent + two kids) a year. Abatements do not help
these Philadelphians. We’ve had 18 years of tax
breaks and growth, but things are still the same.
More than half of Philadelphians live in perpetual struggle. The annual household income
required to comfortably afford a home at the
median list price of $210,000 is $55,000 to
$60,000 for those paying the full amount in taxes and not spending more than 30% on housing.
Unfortunately, the city’s median income is only
$41,449. The average rental is $1,523 citywide,
which is more than 50% of the median household income after taxes. Abatements spur gentrification, which in turn increases rents, home
prices, and tax bills. This is good news for investors, but it is painful for those without assets.
Twenty-eight percent of those in poverty are
homeowners. Rising home values mean taxes
are going up. Programs exist to mitigate the burden, but thousands live in homes with tangled
titles. These are homes, likely once owned by
continued on page 16

Rich or Poor:
Someone Needs to GO
By James Yeun

Art by Corey Brickley

On October 3, Mayor Kenney
signed Executive Order
No. 3-18. He outlined his
strategy to stop the crisis of
skyrocketing rates of opioid
overdoses and a rapidly
rising unsheltered population.
Kensington stands at the heart
of the opioid crisis.

Who Do We Trust?
Dubbed “heroin camps” by the media, the demolition
of the unsheltered encampments has become one of
Mayor Kenney’s core goals. In his press release on the
“Philadelphia Resilience Project,” Mayor Kenney takes
clear aim at the encampments, placing their removal
as a core policy goal. Afterwards, City Hall will work
with “stakeholders” (*cough* landlords, developers,
and business owners *cough*) to develop a strategy
to prevent the reformation and relocation of the camps.
Supporting this will be an initiative to “reduce
criminal activity.” In the short-run, we will first see an initiative to increase the presence of police in Kensington
through increased patrols and school checks. Second,
police officers in the East Police Division have been
greenlighted to implement Police Assisted Diversion
(PAD) programs.
PAD programs offer drug users and sex workers
the “opportunity” to choose between prosecution (and
the possibility of jail), or enrollment in services and
treatment. Research on police diversionary programs
is limited, but what exists is positive: instead of charges

and jail time, people receive fines and forced enrollment into programs.
Nonetheless, this is still policing. Whether or not
you are assigned to enroll in a PAD program, you are
first arrested and detained by an officer, and then arraigned before the local Philadelphia court. This is nothing more than a “nicer” way of locking people up. So
long as police are primarily used to terrorize Black and
Brown people, that’s not criminal justice reform. Democrats implement PAD programs and call themselves
criminal justice reformers, while cops continue putting
the unsheltered, those suffering from addiction, and
sex workers in cuffs.
But what does the City intend to do once it has
destroyed the encampments of unsheltered individuals,
arrested them and forced them into PAD programs, and
mobilized the police to act as border patrol to prevent
their return? According to City Hall, the “Philadelphia
Resilience Project” will reduce the unsheltered population by addressing the affordable housing crisis, as well
as focusing on family reunification and employment assistance. As organizations like Community Legal Sercontinued
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vices (CLS) document, much of the homeless
population is a product of Philadelphia’s affordable housing and eviction crisis.
We would like to believe that City Hall will
solve the housing crisis, yet City Hall at every
turn has failed. While City Council recently
passed Good Cause eviction protections after a
multi-year campaign by the Philadelphia Tenants
Union, the bill was riddled with compromises
forced by the Democrats and their real-estate
lobby friends. Similarly, Mayor Kenney killed a bill
aimed at eliminating the 10-year tax abatement,
a tax cut that allows real-estate developers to
avoid property taxes for 10 years. Democrats
have not backed simple reforms to help slow the
eviction crisis and rebuild the affordable housing
stock. They will not do so now.

Keystone Opportunity Zones
With far less fanfare, on September 20, City Hall
passed a bill designating 68 parcels of land as
Keystone Opportunity Zones (KOZ). Designed
to attract investment into underdeveloped areas, business operating out of a property that is
designated by the city as a KOZ is exempt from
most state and city business taxes for 10 years.1
Many KOZs lie in Kensington and its surrounding neighborhoods.
However, many KOZs are not even being
used to attract new investment. In an interview

with KYW 1060 AM Radio, Philadelphia’s Deputy of Commerce Director, Duane Bumb, admits
that several properties located on Frankford Ave
in Fishtown included on the list would have developed without the tax write-offs.

So long as police are primarily
used to terrorize Black and
Brown people, that’s not criminal
justice reform.
KOZs are trickle-down economics — plain
and simple. They give tax cuts to rich business
owners, so the rich spend money in poorer
neighborhoods and “share the wealth.” However,
when investment is led by profit, we end up with
more luxury houses and over-priced restaurants.
In exchange, we cut our school budgets and our
affordable housing stock disappears. We need
investment led by need, not profit and greed.
That means we need to stop giving money back
to the rich and demand our city actually use our
tax dollars to pave our streets, fix our schools,
and rebuild our affordable housing stock.
The steady advance of KOZs in Kensington signals City Hall’s intention to ramp up development in the area. Mayor Kenney’s initiative
to handle both the opioid crisis and rising un-

sheltered population is occurring in this context.
For City Hall and the Mayor’s Office, it’s pretty
simple: you cannot have four of the city’s largest
unsheltered encampments in the same neighborhood as upper-middle class families. Someone needs to go.

Who Do You Trust?
City Hall is not innocent in the gentrification
process. When given the opportunity to defend
Philadelphia from the onslaught of gentrification, they water-down our reforms and give tax
cuts to the rich and powerful; they empower
the police and courts to empower landlords to
evict Philadelphians at accelerating rates. Mayor
Kenney has accurately described this crisis as
a public health crisis. However, City Hall treats
the situation as a public health crisis second
and a real-estate development crisis first. We
need to solve the opioid crisis, but who do we
trust to solve it?

1
State tax exemptions: Corporate net income,
capital stock & foreign franchise tax, personal
income tax (Partnerships & Sole Proprietors),
sales & use taxes, mutual thrift institutions
tax, and insurance premiums tax; City tax
exemptions: business income & receipts tax, net
profits tax, real estate taxes, sales & use tax

That Economic
Recovery You’re Not
Part of Is Back in Style
By Jack Grauer

Art by John L Hill

Who could argue against an idea like “economic recovery?” It sounds so macho and rational
in a Roosevelty, let’s-turn-this-Great Depression-around way. And yet it’s vague enough to justify basically anything policy makers feel like doing.
In 2011 and 2013, Former Mayor Michael
Nutter poo-pooed rounds of paid sick leave ordinances, arguing they’d potentially hinder the
economic recovery. Current Mayor Jim Kenney
allocated public funds to the local tourism industry in 2014 and justified it as support for the
economic recovery.
But unless you make money off of owning
stuff or by investing, it’s unlikely that you’ve recovered much of anything in Philly lately. Actually,
you probably work harder now for less money.
And you’ve also likely found that your money isn’t
worth as much as it used to be when it comes
time to pay your rent or mortgage.
Politicians and media usually discuss economic recovery in terms of more jobs. And yeah,
unemployment’s definitely down. More Philadelphians work now than they did in 2008. We’ve
10

actually seen a big uptick in the number of multiple job-holders, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics.

But unless you make money off
of owning stuff or by investing,
it’s unlikely that you’ve recovered
much of anything in Philly lately.
The Philadelphia Inquirer’s got investigative pieces about how wages have stagnated
in Philly while it’s gotten more expensive to eat
and breathe at the same time. And just because
of the way America works, poor people feel this
most directly.
City Council President Darrell Clarke says
similar things in public relations materials: The
economic recovery “has yet to touch the people who are most in need of steady employment,”
etc. Again, this is all true. But there’s also more
to it than that.
Rental cost per square foot for a studio
continued on page 16

Commodity
Fetishism Blues
By Xander Fraum

I just got a job at an IT warehouse. Target sells
special smartphones that have built-in scanners
and my job is to set thousands of them up. There
are 6 other people; each of us has a section in
the assembly line. I’m the first step. I take the
phones out of their boxes, remove the packaging, open a metal hinge on the back, install a
SIM card, close the hinge, and move it to the
next person. It’s phone after phone after phone
after phone, on your feet 8 hours a day. You get
so tired but you gotta to keep moving.
A few days ago on the assembly line I was
feeling like trash, my body on auto-pilot while my
brain got down on myself for being in this situation. After all, this is a step down from my last
position. I kept sending the phones to the guy

next to me. He kept taking my phones, turning
them around, and then inserting the SD card. I
thought that was weird, but then I realized that
the SD card hinge opens in the opposite direction of the SIM card hinge. That means he’d
have to rotate it or open the SIM hinge with his
left hand. Plus I noticed that he keeps his fingernails really short, making it hard for him to open
the hinge in the first place. After seeing that, I
promised to always rotate phones for him, to
make his life just a little bit easier as we assemble thousands of phones, on our feet, 6 days a
week, developing muscular and skeletal issues,
for this job that no one wants.
Moments like that really have me rethinking
about mass production in general. I remember

as a kid asking my dad where everything came
from. Tables and chairs and forks and TVs and
radios, we never really know where they come
from. We’re too busy with our own jobs to find
out. But people are people no matter where you
go, they do favors for each other. It just makes
me wonder how many small moments of kindness and generosity are imbedded into our everyday products, moments of kindness made in
the face of inhuman, godawful assembly lines
that dominate our lives.
Here’s another example. After lunch we can
choose our own stations and yesterday I chose
the station of the guy after me. The last steps of
that station are removing the SD card, putting a
cover over the hinges, putting the battery back
continued on page 15
Art by Mike Chen
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Gentrification
By John L. Hill

To understand gentrification, you have to understand how money makes and breaks neighborhoods.
Picture a faucet. Turn the faucet on, water
flows. Turn the faucet off, everything dries up.
Economically, this is what happens to neighborhoods when capital (aka wealth or investment)
floods in and out. Turn the faucet on, capital
flows into a community. People find decent
work. They can afford to live in a safe environment. When they need to get loans, they can get
them on good terms. People can invest in their
homes, their families. Tax money keeps public
things working: schools can educate, roads
aren’t screwed up, playgrounds and pools are
maintained, services that people need are fully
funded and functional.
Now turn the faucet off. Stop the flow of
capital, everything dries up. People can’t find
work, or the work that’s available is low wage, exploitive, predatory, or limited to street hustles in
the informal economy. The physical environment
breaks down. Landlords no longer see a profit
in keeping buildings livable. Community violence
sparks up as people war over limited resources, or explode violently due to constant psychological trauma. Banks refuse to lend money for
anything within the neighborhood’s boundaries
(a practice known as redlining). Homeowners
looking to fix their homes can’t get money to do
it. The only credit available is so high-interest, it

CONCEPT

drives people deeper into debt. As income falls
off, taxes that once funded schools or other basic services disappear. Everything breaks. Those
who can afford it usually leave. Those that stay
face constant struggle.
Gentrification is part of this process of
neighborhoods getting built, broken, and rebuilt
for profit. After the flow of capital dries up, the
price tag on land and buildings drops. The same
class of developers/investors who once made
money off of leaving residents to die, now gobbles up their homes and storefronts. They buy up
the block cheap and make profit, displacing the
old residents while replacing them with wealthier/whiter people and institutions. This is literally
where the term gentrification comes from: filling
the neighborhood with gentry (people of higher
socioeconomic status).
The government plays an important role in
this process. Politicians pass laws to help developers profit. They use up taxes and public
resources on projects designed to serve and
attract gentrifiers. They push policies that allow for easy displacement or eviction of former
residents. Police increase patrols in gentrifying
areas — criminalizing long-term residents and
restricting the movement of racially targeted/
working class individuals. Sometimes, state
agencies will seize property owned or inhabited by old residents using eminent domain (the
state’s power to take property for “public” good).
Seized properties can then can be handed to
developers, demolished to clear ground for new
construction, or residents can simply be cleared
out. Non-profits, Community Development Corporations, and large institutions like universities
and hospitals often push the process forward
as well. They use their power and resources to
reshape communities that rely on them for jobs
and services.
Philly has seen this before. The wealthy
neighborhood we know as Society Hill was an
early example of planned gentrification. Historically a Black and working class community, the
area had suffered after WWII because of eco-

Further reading
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nomic decline and white flight (the exodus of
whiter/wealthier residents out of cities). In the
late 1950s, Philly’s Redevelopment Authority
took over “blighted” properties in the area and
gave them to the non-profit Old Philadelphia Development Corporation. Owners had to pay for
expensive renovations or they lost the property.
Those without resources or whose landlords
wouldn’t pay were forced out. The Dock Street
Food Market was pushed into South Philly to
clear ground for apartment towers. As original
residents were cleared out, suburban rich were
recruited to take their place. Within a generation,
memory of the neighborhood’s Black and working class character is mostly forgotten.
This same story repeats itself across Philly’s
working class neighborhoods as residents find
themselves pushed out or priced out. The Black
Bottom became University City. Fitler Square
and Devil’s Pocket became Graduate Hospital
or “South of South.” Today, we see gentrification
in Strawberry Mansion (“Brewerytown”), North
Philly, Kensington, Point Breeze, and farther into
West and Southwest Philly. Rents are rising.
Homeowners get pressured to sell as their rising home values increase property taxes beyond
what they can afford. Low-income residents
who held on through decline are rewarded with
housing insecurity, the dismantling of their old
community, and the prospect of eviction into an
even rougher neighborhood. Even early gentrifiers eventually find themselves priced out as later
waves of gentrification raise the cost of living
higher and higher.
Despite its harm, gentrification is often celebrated as a path to economic “revitalization.”
In reality though, it is part of a larger cycle of
exploitation that treats the communities we live
in as commodities to be bought, sold, and speculated upon. Throughout the country, organizers
fight to break this cycle. In Philly, the Tenants
Union works to build the collective power of
renters against exploitive landlords. In Jackson,
Mississippi, the socialist organization Cooperation Jackson seeks to create co-ops, community
land trusts, and a solidarity economy in order to
build capital outside of the market that is controlled by the city’s Black and Brown residents.
Nationally, coalitions like the Right to the City
Alliance build networks between organizations
that view housing struggles as core struggles for
economic justice. These fights are increasingly
urgent for those threatened by disinvestment or
displacement.
The New Urban Frontier by Neil Smith
Towards Land, Work & Power by People
Organized to Win Employment Rights
Jackson Rising! by Cooperation Jackson

Art by John L Hill

Untitled
By Samya Abu-Orf

I am sick with rage
Sorry, sir, I cannot come in to work today
6 Palestinian boys were murdered this
weekend
and the blood of their wounds has filled my
stomach
		
and curdled
And if I come in, I fear I will vomit their death all
over the floor
Shiny shoed patrons would not appreciate that,
clutching their soup cups as they step over my
body’s anguish,
the chaos that threatened to turn my stomach
inside out
I am spotted in pock marks born of my rage
feel the itch begin burning beneath the skin of
my arms and face,
when I watch the cops’ batons make contact
with the fragile bones of my friends,
make pulp of the supple fruit of their flesh
I find myself in fever dreams,
delirious from the erratic manner in which they
land hand
or fist
or baton
on some mother’s masterpiece
Itch can make you crazy, ya know?
Rabid and wild with virulent desire for relief
for an end to all the ways the pocks
spread wide their fingers
and dig nails into my skin, spread like ivy
My rage is alive and
autonomous
The first time a man made me sick to my
continued on page 14

Why We Read
DuBois
By Avery Minnelli

It is impossible to understand class and race in
the United States as two separate phenomena.
Black Reconstruction in America (1935) by
W.E.B. DuBois is a history of two of the most
revolutionary events in U.S. history— the Civil
War and Reconstruction. By understanding
these two events, we can gain tremendous understanding of how race and class work today.
In an attempt to maintain slavery, eleven
Southern states seceded from the Union in 1861.
In April of that year, Confederate forces attacked
Fort Sumter, kickstarting a brutal Civil War that

lasted until 1865. President Lincoln issued the
Emancipation Proclamation in 1863, officially
freeing four million Black people from bondage.
Lincoln was forced to free the slaves as a military measure to recruit newly freed Black men
into the Union Army. The war was followed by
Reconstruction (1865-1877) in which the Union
maintained a military occupation in the South
and formed new state governments. Reconstruction was the first time in U.S. history when Black
people exercised formal political power.
The first chapter of Black Reconstruction is

titled “The Black Worker.” Here DuBois asserts
that Black slaves were in fact not just workers,
but a critical section of the working class for
19th century U.S. (and global) capitalism. In the
fourth chapter, “The General Strike,” DuBois
frames the slave rebellion as essentially a labor
strike. DuBois thus takes a stance that abolition
was not achieved by Northern industry or even
enlightened abolitionist intellectuals. It was ultimately decided by struggle of the slaves themselves: a labor struggle.
By referring to Black slave labor in revolt as
continued on page 15
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stomach
I was 9 years old, chubby face and wire-rimmed
glasses
in standstill traffic for hours on end
silently singed by the too-intense stare
of the too-old man from the next lane
The uncertain queasiness stuck to me for days
after
Something in my gut knew I was ingesting
something rotten
Sometimes the body tells you truths the mind
does not yet recognize
but I would come to know this nausea
intimately over the next 15 years
I learned to swallow the sulfurous words men
tried to pour down my throat
and conceal the sputtering mess that followed
learned to keep walking silently when too-old
men
tell me about my own body
describe the desecration of this flesh I have
labored so hard to care for
I have been taught to ignore their infectious
hands reaching for me
the airborne virus of their disrespect and
narcissism
Now I walk louder than before
Made hazmat suit of this skin
Tell them to cover their damn mouths the next
time they consider exposing me to their
sickness

Photos by Jorge Navarrete

14

But still, I spend nights restless and sleep
deprived,
coughing up remnants of their depravity
my body eager to be rid of their scourge
Alone in the dark, my rage nearly shakes my
body apart
every night
It becomes clear to me
my rage is not the sickness itself
There are some common ways internal ailments
manifest on the body
Fever, soreness, fatigue
Armaments of a body under attack
And I find my rage to materialize the same way:
Incendiary excitement, pain, exhaustion —
the body’s way of fighting back
the sensical symptom of a lethal environment
My rage is born of radical care
unwavering devotion to the human spirit
My rage is the arsenal of weapons wielded by
my love
come alive
For it is also my rage that sings to me
in sweat-soaked sheets
when the sickness feels strong,
It brings water, slow and sipping
to my comrades
overcome with the same ailment
a defiant nurturing
Vicks VapoRub hugs to ease the heaving of my

chest
cold compress of empathy
There is nothing triumphant in finding wellness
when surrounded by plague
There is only the grace of healing
That despite everything trying to kill you,
— sometimes from the inside out —
You fight
You survive
You live.
My rage is born of
faith
in a better future
where tenderness need never raise arms of
rage to defend itself,
where it exists unchallenged
That world will exist
For now, my love flexes its muscles
defends its destiny
fights for this body
reminds me that my symptoms are transitory,
a road from here to there —
that future I know so resolutely in my heart
And to those also fighting this sickness, I say:
your rage is precious to you!
Solidarity!

commodity fetishism | from page 11

on and then sending it down the line. I was taking the time and effort to close and lock the SD
card hinge before I put the cover on, but then I
realized, who am I doing this for? Do I know anybody down the line that’s going to benefit from

It just makes me wonder
how many small moments of
kindness and generosity
are imbedded into our
everyday products…

it? No. So I didn’t and I don’t anymore. And if
you ever work at Target and you open the back
of your scanner and under the SD & SIM card
cover you see the hinge is loose, you’ll know it
was me trying to save just a little bit of energy, so
I can pump out more scanners for more people
who will never know who I am.
It’s made me really appreciate vegans more.
Vegans understand. My friend’s a vegan and
she’s been inside slaughterhouses, concentrated animal feeding operations and milk facilities
undercover. She tells me that she has a hard
time walking down an ice cream aisle in a su-

permarket because she knows how it was made.
But she’s not crazy, she feels what we should be
feeling all the time about all commodities.
So I want to fight with all my being against
commodity fetishism, the cruel tendency of saying “Oh, that’s just a watch” or “Oh, that’s just
a car.” It’s not just anything. Someone’s humanity went into that, and we do an injustice to the
whole world when we don’t recognize the work
that we do for each other. I had a bowl of pasta
when I wrote this, thanks to the workers on the
Barilla assembly line whose effort made it so I
can write this for you.

Much has changed since Reconstruction.
With the end of the military occupation of the
South in 1877, the Ku Klux Klan and new Jim
Crow laws marked the end of Reconstruction.
The Civil Rights Movement ended the official
legal oppression of Black people, but a racial
regime of mass incarceration, police violence,
and social control has been maintained since
then. Even without these repressive institutions, staggering racial wealth disparities
would likely persist simply because under capitalism people who are born into poverty tend
to stay poor.
Far from a “post-racial society,” U.S. capital-

ism today perpetuates racial oppression in many
ways, from mass incarceration to wage and
wealth differentials between Black and white
workers. As DuBois argues, race is not separate from struggles around class. He reminds
us that demands like reparations and stripping
power from a slave-owning class once occupied
center-stage in national political conversations.
We must carry forward this tradition in making
racialized issues such as police brutality and
gentrification a cornerstone of socialist politics
while combating racism in our own movements.
A strategic perspective of abolitionism is essential for socialists today.

DuBois | from page 13

a working-class general strike, DuBois asserts
that the destinies of working-class and Black
emancipation are inseparable, contradicting the
attitude of the white labor movement in the North
towards abolitionism, which ranged from apathy
to outright hostility. Black slave labor was seen as
less exploitative than white wage labor because
wage workers did not have the benefit of guaranteed food and shelter. The white labor movement
also argued that emancipation would unfavorably
increase competition among wage laborers.
DuBois places the narrative of white labor
under a critical lens, arguing that slavery itself
placed limitations not just on economic productivity but also on the labor movement and
the battle for democracy. According to DuBois,
“the anomaly of slavery plagued a nation which
asserted the equality of all men.”1 It turned poor
Southern whites into a police force, blocking potential working class solidarity.2 Slavery was also
economically inefficient compared to large-scale
industry in the North, in DuBois’s view.3
DuBois sees Reconstruction as a radical
experiment in furthering American democracy,
what he calls ‘abolition-democracy.’4 The Southern Reconstruction governments featured wide
participation of former slaves. Men who had
been in chains only a few years prior were now
leaders in government; 87 of the 127 members
of the first South Carolina Reconstruction legislature were Black. The Freedmen’s Bureau, a
government organization formed to rebuild the
lives of former slaves, provided social programs
including issuing “over twenty-one million rations to the hungry and unemployed” in the first
four years of its existence, as well as providing
legal aid to newly free Black people.5
1

W.E.B. DuBois.

DuBois, W.E.B. Black Reconstruction in America, p.1.

DuBois, p. 12. “The system of slavery demanded
a special police force and such a force was made
possible and unusually effective by the presence
of the poor whites… [The poor white] never
regarded himself as a laborer, or as part of any
labor movement. If he had any ambition at all it
was to become a planter and to own ‘n****s.’”
2

3

DuBois, pp. 37-41.

The original title of the book was Black
Reconstruction of Democracy in America,
rejected by the publishers.
4

5

DuBois, pp. 225-226.
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now-deceased relatives that due to legal issues
like not having a will, leave the current residents
without proper legal ownership. Tangled titles
prevent homeowners from reaping assistance,
and as a result, many will eventually face foreclosure. Meanwhile, because of tax abatements,
developers avoid taxes on brand new houses on
the same block where the victims of foreclosure
have lived their entire lives.
More than half of Philadelphians pay more
than 30% of their income on housing. And 82%
of those in poverty receive no housing subsidies
at all. Without adequate public housing, 28%
live in unlicensed rentals under “handshake
agreements.” Evictions, infestations, unsafe conditions, even a lack of heat or water are common
for the 17% of those in poverty who live in moderate-to-severely inadequate housing conditions.
Amid the boom since 2000, Philly lost 20%
of its affordable rentals. 42,900 households
languish on the Philadelphia Housing Authority waiting list to receive housing subsidy and
placement. The city needs an affordable housing

boom, but City Hall has taken no action. Abatements make this situation worse.

Housing is a human right
In neoliberalism, homes are synonymous with real
estate. And yet, real estate is not about homes
at all. Homes are alive. They are places where
friends gather, families are raised, memories are
made. Real estate is a financial instrument; buying and selling, speculation, profit. Abatements
fuel real estate. They reinforce the capitalist hierarchy; the dictatorship of the rich.
Housing is a human right. It should not be
commodified. It should be owned and democratically managed by residents and their communities. Vacant lots and abandoned homes are not
“investment opportunities.” They are part of the
community. Developers cash in by buying up
cheap property to flip for profits. They are not investing in a neighborhood or renewing anything.
They serve themselves and the investors who
wait like vultures for the next place to plunder.
It is theft. Still worse, it is colonialism, an imperialist resource and power grab. Abatements are
merely a local manifestation of the capitalist-imperialist mindset that has oppressed so many for
so long. They renew neighborhoods by producing more inequality, more poverty, more injustice.
We must ask: renewal for whom?
To imagine a world without housing injustice, we must look beyond real estate, beyond
abatements, beyond capitalism.
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Partisan Planning Meeting
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apartment in Philly has doubled since 2011,
according to real estate market analysis firm
Zillow’s data. Philly’s price-to-rent cost ratio has
also increased. This means landlords now profit
more off the same dollar of property than they
did in the mid-2000s.
Census data show that tens of thousands
more Philadelphia renters now qualify as “cost
burdened” or “severely cost burdened” than
they did in 2007. Cost burdened households
pay more than 30% of their income on housing. Severely burdened households pay more
than half.
But homeowners’ fiscal situations have
also worsened. Philadelphia homebuyers now
borrow almost twice as much against their income to buy property than in the recent past.
Home Mortgage Disclosure Act data show the
median leverage ratio of home mortgage loans
almost doubled between 2004 and 2016.
That’s not to say we should feel especially
bad for homeowners all of a sudden or some16

thing. Rather, it’s to say the story Clarke and The
Inquirer tell about how the economic recovery
hurts poor people is incomplete. Pretty much everyone’s worse off financially, nowadays.
If any single group feels no negative effects
from the economic recovery, it’s the real estate
industry itself. They make out splendidly as long
as money moves and properties continue to
change owners.
Incidentally, both Clarke and The Inquirer
work closely with the real estate industry. Clarke
funded 42% of his 2011 election campaign with
donations from the real estate sector. Zillow and
The Inquirer co-launched “the nation’s largest
online real estate advertising network” in 2008,
according to the press release.
From the real estate sector’s perspective,
the best story politicians and media could tell
is, “Yes, look, what’s happening here hurts poor
people. But hey, why should that turn rich and
middle-income people off from the idea of moving to and/or buying property in Philly?”
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