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RACE AND HISTORY IN BALTIMORE'S VACANTS TO VALUE PROGRAM 
 
I. Question  
 
Are the neighborhoods Baltimore City currently designates as "low-market" the same 
neighborhoods that big banks red-lined in the early to mid-twentieth century?  Does there appear 
to be a pattern of city disinvestment in particular neighborhoods?  What are the ramifications of 
any overlap for racial equity?   
 
A. Background 
 
As part of its Vacants to Value program, the Housing Department of Baltimore City, Maryland 
has created a Housing Market Typology map (see page 2), indicating the economic viability of 
each neighborhood in Baltimore.  The map divides the city into 5 categories, from "Regional 
Choice" (the best market) to "Distressed" (the worst market).  The Housing Department, and the 
mayoral administration, made a strategic decision to not revitalize the least economically viable 
neighborhoods in the city, rather focus investments and services on the neighborhoods with 
medium markets.  Infrastructure improvements and investments are being targeted in medium 
market neighborhoods, while blocks of houses in "distressed" neighborhoods are being 
demolished.1   
 
The Housing Typology map at the root of this strategy is similar in concept to the Home Owner's 
Loan Corporation's red-lining maps from the mid-20th century, which delineated poor and 
minority neighborhoods on urban maps.  Using these maps as guidelines, banks refused to give 
mortgages in the certain neighborhoods. 
 
If the City's Vacants to Value program has a disparate impact on minority neighborhoods, 
because it is intentionally providing fewer resources in these neighborhoods, the City may be 
liable to a legal claim based on the Fair Housing Act or other civil rights protections.2  
 
B. Hypothesis 
 
My suspicion when beginning my analysis was that the City is neglecting the same minority 
neighborhoods that suffered 50-60 years ago when banks refused to offer mortgages in them 
because they had black residents.   
 
 

                                                
1 See http://www.vacantstovalue.org/, accessed November 30, 2014. 
2 See Kelly, James J. Jr., Just, Smart: Civil Rights Protections and Market-Sensitive Vacant Property Strategies, 
Notre Dame Law School Legal Studies Research Paper No. 1439, Sept. 2014, available at 
http://ssrn.com/abstract=2494810. 
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C. Appropriateness of GIS as a Tool 
 
GIS is an appropriate tool to see whether there is overlap between 1930s red-lining and the 
Vacants to Value program because it allows me to overlay the maps and see similarities.  Then, 
once areas with similar characteristics (e.g. lowest market ranking) are identified, I can use City 
and census data to look at the demographics of those areas today, and to see what other planning 
policies are in effect in those areas. 
 
II. Data Used and Data Sources 
 
A. Housing Market Typology Map  
 
The Housing Market Typology Map is the foundation of the Vacants to Value program.  It 
indicates which areas in the City have been designated high-market ("Regional Choice"), which 
are "distressed," and those areas that are in the middle.  Using this map, the City makes decisions 
on where to invest its resources.  I obtained the shapefile map from Baltimore City's Open Data 
website. 
 
B. Red-Lining Map 
 
Throughout the early to mid-twentieth century, banks used red-lining maps to decide where and 
where not to invest in housing.  The red-lining map of Baltimore City that I was able to find was 
created in 1937 by the Home Owners' Loan Corporation, which used a 1935 map created by the 
George F. Cram Company as a base.3  I obtained the map from Johns Hopkins University's 
JScholarship online resource.   
 
C. Race  
 
I downloaded census tract data on racial demographics from the U.S. Census's website.  The 
racial composition of different areas of Baltimore is crucial to my analysis of whether the 
Vacants to Value program has a disparate impact on minority neighborhoods. 
 
D. Residents' Ages 
 
In addition to considering the racial composition of "distressed" areas, I was curious if the 
program has a disparate effect on very young residents or on very old residents, so I downloaded 
data on residents' age from the U.S. Census's website. 
 
E. Urban Renewal Plans 
 
Vacants to Value is a program of the City's Housing Department, but it has real implications for 
the Planning Department, since the Housing Market Typology dictates where infrastructure 
improvements will and will not be made.  I downloaded a shapefile of the Planning Department's 
Urban Renewal Plan footprints to see whether the policies of the Housing Department and the 
Planning Department take similar approaches to neighborhoods. 
                                                
3 See https://jscholarship.library.jhu.edu/handle/1774.2/32621?show=full 
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F. Baltimore Streets and Census Tracts 
 
I used shapefiles of Baltimore streets and census tracts, which I downloaded from Baltimore's 
Open Data website, as references and bases upon which to build my maps. 
 
III. Combination of Data  
 
A. Red-Lining Map and Housing Market Typology 
 
To overlay the Housing Market Typology map on the Red-Lining map, I used the Baltimore 
streets map to georeference the Red-Lining map.  This required personal knowledge of Baltimore 
to locate street intersections present on both of the maps.  Once I completed the georeferencing, I 
removed the streets map.  I then experimented with how best to represent the Housing Market 
Typology, as it got a bit messy on top of the Red-Lining map.  After trying a solid fill with 
transparency and a hollow fill with line shading, I settled on a hollow fill with a bold outline.  
Then, to get rid of excess polygon lines and because I wanted to have the same number of 
typology categories as Red-Lining map categories, I dissolved polygons and layers until I had 4 
categories (the shapefile of the Housing Market Typology broke the categories down into several 
more categories, but I grouped similar categories together).  I created new layers with only the 
"distressed" and "regional choice" categories in order to show these areas more clearly (they 
were originally obscured because they shared borders with other categories). 
 
B. Race and Red-Lining 
 
I overlay the racial demographics of Baltimore on the red-lining map by eliminating unnecessary 
categories in the Excel sheet of racial composition I downloaded, and then joining the Race data 
to the census tract layer.  Since Baltimore is 95% black and white,4 and I am interested in the 
dynamic between white neighborhoods and black neighborhoods, I used % African American 
and used a graduated symbol to show the racial composition of different areas.  I then adjusted 
the transparency so the Red-Lining map is visible underneath the map of race. 
 
C. Race and Typology 
 
I show the Housing Market Typology on top of the racial composition of the City to demonstrate 
where "distressed" areas do and do not correlate with majority black areas, and where "regional 
choice" areas do and do not correlate with majority white areas, to test my hypothesis.  I created 
new layers with only the "distressed" and "regional choice" categories in order to show these 
areas more clearly (they were originally obscured because they shared borders with other 
categories). 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
4 http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/24/24510.html 
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D. Age and Typology 
 
I joined the Age data I downloaded to the census tract layer, and then turned on the Housing 
Market Typology layer.  I then experimented with how to show age on the map, and decided to 
use median age by census tract. 
 
E. Urban Renewal Plans, Vacant Lots, and Red-Lining Map 
 
I show current Urban Renewal Plans, using a transparent display, on top of the Red-Lining map, 
and also indicate parcels with >20% vacant parcels in bright orange.  To create the vacant parcels 
layer, I had to copy the Housing Market Typology layer, and then delete all of the other 
categories. 
 
F. Urban Renewal Plans and Housing Market Typology 
 
I show the boundaries of Urban Renewal Plans over the Housing Market Typology categories. 
 
G. Urban Renewal Plans, Vacant Lots, and Race 
 
I use a transparent display to show the racial composition of areas where Urban Renewal Plans 
are in place. 
 
IV. Maps and Analysis 
 
(see following page) 
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There is some significant correlation between the red-lining map and the Housing Market 
Typology map.  With the exception of a section of northwest Baltimore, which has suffered from 
a drug epidemic in recent decades, all of the areas designated as distressed today were designated 
as either third or fourth grade in 1937.  While we cannot conclude causation from this map, we 
can say that areas that are being disinvested today were also disinvested in the 1930s.  The area 
around the harbor, however, was also disinvested in the 1930s, and today it is competitive.  From 
living in Baltimore, I know that this area has been the target of significant economic 
development policies over the past fifty years, as the City has attempted to make the harbor into 
a tourist attraction. 

2008  Housing  Market  Typology
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CORRELATION BETWEEN 1930s RED-LINING 
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There is some overlap between present-day racial composition of neighborhoods and 1930s red-
lining.  A significant portion of the red areas of the red-lining map ("fourth grade") are majority 
black, but there are also portions that are now majority white.  It is interesting that many of the 
"second grade" neighborhoods are now majority black.  There does not seem to be a significant 
correlation between the red-lining and today's racial demographics. 
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Housing  Typology  and  African  American
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There seems to be some correlation between market strength as stated in the Housing Market 
Typology and racial composition of neighborhoods, but it is not straightforward.  There are two 
majority black areas in west Baltimore that have been designated "competitive," but most of the 
"competitive" areas are majority white.  Most of the majority black areas in the city are 
considered "stable" or "transitional."  It is quite clear from this map that black neighborhoods are 
not being targeted for disinvestment. 
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From this map, there seems to not be any correlation between median age of residents in an area 
and typology designation.  This begins to allay concerns that areas with large populations of 
young children or areas with large populations of elderly are being designated "distressed."  
(However, it seems that median age may not be the best indicator here.  Number of children aged 
0 - 5 and number of elderly may provide a more informative view.  See "Data Limitations," 
below.) 
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This map shows that the Department of Planning and the Department of Housing appear to be 
working with similar data.  The Department of Planning's Urban Renewal Plan boundaries do not 
coincide directly with the Housing Market Typology, but with one exception in southeast 
Baltimore, they do not target any areas that have been deemed competitive.  Urban Renewal 
Plans are in place in the majority of areas deemed distressed (with the exception of a portion of 
southwest Baltimore). 
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Thankfully, the City is not targeting majority black neighborhoods with Urban Renewal Plans, 
according to this map.  There is much more correlation between market viability (as defined in 
the Housing Market Typology) and Urban Renewal Plans than with race, indicating that the City 
is using metrics other than racial demographics to decide where to put Urban Renewal Plans in 
place. 
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Today's Urban Renewal Plans are in effect mostly in areas that suffered from disinvestment 
during red-lining.  This is telling because it shows that in areas where banks refused to invest 
capital 80 years ago, the City is now committing vast resources to do large-scale redevelopment.  
It is also interesting that the areas that were not invested in are now in conditions that make the 
City think it necessary to step in and do large-scale redevelopment, but the Vacants to Value 
program also functions by disinvesting in certain areas.  This begs the question whether the City 
will be implementing Urban Renewal Plans in 80 years in areas designated today as "distressed" 
on the Housing Market Typology map. 
 
 

Parcels  >  20%  Vacant  Lots

Urban  Renewal  Plans

1930s RED-LINING COMPARED TO PRESENT VACANCY AND 
URBAN RENEWAL PLANS 
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V. Conclusion 
 
My maps and analyses do not prove my hypothesis.  While there is certainly overlap, Baltimore 
is not neglecting the exact same neighborhoods that were red-lined in the early to mid-twentieth 
century.  There is also not a clear enough nexus between race and designation of "distressed" or 
"competitive" to show that the Vacants to Value program has a disparate impact on black 
neighborhoods.   
 
What is most interesting to me in this analysis is the correlation between 1937 "fourth grade" 
areas and present-day Urban Renewal Plans.  This correlation leads to a strong critique of the 
Vacants to Value program, which is disinvesting in neighborhoods that it deems "distressed."  If 
history repeats, such systemic disinvestment may result in conditions that decades down the road 
require significant public resources. 
 
VI. Data Limitations 
 
With more time and resources, there are a number of ways I could improve my project:  
 
- Obtain more red-lining maps to see if a pattern of red-lined neighborhoods emerges. 
 
- Figure out a better way to show the age layer, maybe focusing in on areas with large 
populations of children (these are areas that arguably should be receiving infrastructure). 
 
- Find the the data the City used to create the Housing Market Typology. 
 
- Add a layer of City capital investments, to see which neighborhoods the City is investing in 
long-term. 
 
- Map crime, to see if there is a correlation between "distressed" neighborhoods and crime.  
Maybe map crime before and after the "distressed" designation was given, as a proxy way of 
seeing if impending demolition has an effect on neighborhood morale. 


