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ABSTRACT Urban restructuring policies have uprooted residents and dismantled 

communities. Previous studies focus on housing redevelopment that minimizes the fraction of 

housing units left for poor residents and on interviewing residents only once the redevelopment 

has been announced. By contrast, this paper examines how residents over time experienced the 

HOPE VI redevelopment of the Orchard Park public housing project in Boston, which sought to 

preserve a low-income community. Using official records and a unique set of interviews with 

residents before and after redevelopment, we find marked declines in crime and increased 

residential satisfaction, which are attributed to changes in tenant composition. The 

redevelopment process reduced the total number of public housing units yet maintained the vast 

majority of housing for poor families while creating a new social mix. The findings suggest that 

to more fully capture the impacts of restructuring, existing theory must be expanded to consider 

who is displaced and how poverty is deconcentrated. 
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Introduction 

Restructuring processes have contributed to social and spatial inequalities through the 

transformation and dismantling of neighborhoods. Urban clearance, urban renewal, and 

neoliberal approaches to housing markets have combined to push low-income residents from 

their homes and communities (Harvey, 2005; Hirsch, 1983; Lees, 2008; Pawson, 2006). In the 

United States, local governments since the early 1990s have used the federal HOPE VI program 

to demolish more than 250 distressed public housing projects (Goetz, 2013a; Popkin et al., 

2004). Under the twin banners of poverty deconcentration and mixed-income communities, 

public housing redevelopment has resulted in large-scale displacement of low-income residents, 

most of whom were not welcomed back to subsequently constructed housing (Goetz, 2013a; 

Keating, 2000; Vale, 2013).  

However, the consistently negative portrayals of these processes may mask important 

differences in outcomes across places and fall short of appreciating multifaceted consequences at 

individual sites (Bailey & Robertson, 1997; Goetz, 2013b; Kearns & Mason, 2013; Kleinhans, 

2003; Kleinhans & Kearns, 2013). Although much attention has focused on redevelopment that 

replaces poor households with wealthier residents, some approaches have sought to maintain a 

majority of housing units for low-income families (Chaskin & Joseph, 2010; Vale & 

Shamsuddin, 2014). When assessed across multiple dimensions, the redevelopment of public 

housing may benefit low-income families, for example, by creating improvements in housing 

quality, social cohesion, and neighborhood conditions (Goetz, 2013b; Popkin et al., 2004; Popkin 

et al., 2002). Given that these changes can take time, a closer study of the experience of public 

housing redevelopment is needed.  

In this article, we examine the experience of residents over time in a housing 

redevelopment project that preserved most housing units for low-income families. The Boston 

Housing Authority used the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development’s HOPE VI 

program to transform the Orchard Park public housing project from one of the city’s most 

notorious, crime-ridden developments in the early 1990s, into a stable mixed-income 

community. The analysis draws upon a unique set of in-depth interviews with a representative 

sample of residents both before the HOPE VI grant was awarded and after the on-site 

redevelopment was completed, as well as interviews with agency officials, and archival research. 

We find that redevelopment was associated with sharp reductions in crime and higher levels of 

residential satisfaction, which are attributed to changes in tenant composition. Further, the 

redevelopment of Orchard Park deconcentrated poverty by reducing the overall number of public 

housing units on site yet maintained the vast majority of the redeveloped units for poor families. 

In addition, the project sought to create an uncommon type of mixed-income community by 

forming a mix of incomes within the low-income group.1 The findings call for expanding 

existing theory to consider who is displaced and how poverty is deconcentrated, in order to more 

fully capture the impacts of restructuring policies and practices. 

This research fills gaps in the literature by highlighting the overlooked but frequently 

adopted form of housing redevelopment that maintains a majority of units for low-income 
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households. In contrast with prevailing negative assessments, we show how some low-income 

families may benefit from the socioeconomic transformations that take place through housing 

redevelopment. The results reveal the importance of understanding resident experiences over 

time in assessing housing redevelopment and shed light on an alternative model of preserving 

public housing. It is the only study that we are aware of that has gathered public housing resident 

opinions both before a HOPE VI grant has been awarded and after redevelopment was 

completed, in contrast to other studies (Clampet-Lundquist, 2004; Kleit, 2005; Manzo et al, 

2008).  

In the next section, we describe the rationale for the HOPE VI program and the creation 

of mixed-income communities. The following sections introduce the Orchard Park public 

housing project and the interview methods used in the study. Then, we present the findings and 

discuss the results.  

 

The Transformation of U.S. Public Housing 

 The conventional view of U.S. public housing asserts that the project—and the projects—

failed because they concentrated poor people together (Hunt, 2009; Husock, 2003; Schill & 

Wachter, 1995; for an alternative view, see Bloom, 2008; Vale, 2002; Vale 2013). Starting in the 

late 1930s, public housing was originally built to provide a stepping stone for upwardly mobile 

working families (Vale, 2002). However, the face of public housing soon shifted as changes in 

housing policy, coupled with declining interest among the white working class, altered the 

composition of the resident population, which became increasingly composed of very poor 

households who were often headed by single mothers, disproportionately minority, and lacked 

steady employment income (Bloom, 2008; Vale, 2002). The problems of concentrated poverty 

were exacerbated by criminal activity, inadequately maintained buildings, and projects that were 

located in economically depressed neighborhoods with few employment opportunities (Brophy 

& Smith, 1997; Hirsch, 1983; Hunt, 2009; Husock, 2003; Newman & Schnare, 1997).  

 The federal government embarked on a dedicated effort to deconcentrate poverty by 

transforming public housing into mixed-income communities (Cisneros & Engdahl, 2009). In 

1992, the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) initiated the HOPE VI 

program (initially an acronym for Homeownership and Opportunity for People Everywhere, and 

later changed to Housing Opportunities for People Everywhere) to provide funds for public 

housing authorities to redevelop distressed housing (Epp, 1996; Popkin et al., 2004). Agencies 

were encouraged to replace high poverty public housing projects with mixed-income 

communities; although “mixed-income” was not officially defined, some housing authorities 

interpreted this as an opportunity to replace low-income residents with wealthier households who 

could afford to pay market rents (Brophy & Smith, 1997; Khadduri & Martin, 1997; Popkin et 

al., 2004; Vale & Shamsuddin, 2014). HOPE VI redevelopment, coupled with additional 

demolition–only grants, led to the displacement of thousands of public housing occupants and 

the destruction of over 250,000 affordable housing units, so many former residents who lived 
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through the worst conditions of blight and disinvestment did not enjoy the direct results of the 

transformation (Goetz, 2013a; Vale, 2013).  

Mixed-income housing developments were theorized to benefit the poor households who 

returned to the project by providing positive role models, strengthening social networks, 

increasing access to information, and improving goods and services (Chaskin & Joseph, 2015; 

DeFilippis & Fraser, 2011; Joseph et al., 2007). This theory rests on several assumptions, 

including that higher income residents will interact and form ties with lower income residents to 

share guidance and information about employment, educational, and social enrichment 

opportunities. Prior qualitative studies of mixed-income developments have examined this 

assumption to determine whether or not it holds. 

In practice, past research suggests that low-income families living in HOPE VI mixed-

income redevelopments have experienced few perceived benefits of mixed-income housing 

(Chaskin & Joseph, 2015; Joseph, 2008; Kleit, 2005). A few early studies noted the potentially 

positive aspects of redevelopment for residents regarding housing quality and living conditions 

(Joseph, 2008; Joseph & Chaskin, 2010). Most attention has focused on the limited social 

interaction with higher income neighbors, compared to those of similar socioeconomic 

backgrounds, which may be due to social stigma, differential treatment by building management, 

and demographic differences (Brophy & Smith, 1997; Chaskin & Joseph, 2015; Clampet-

Lundquist, 2004; Graves, 2010; Joseph & Chaskin, 2010; Kleit, 2005; Tach, 2009).  

By focusing on the perceived benefits of living near wealthy residents, existing theory 

overlooks alternative mixed-income approaches. For example, a redevelopment strategy that 

allows poor households to stay in a neighborhood may enable residents to develop and 

strengthen existing social ties that are valuable sources of stability, emotional support, and 

financial resources; reduce the psychological disruption of moves; and help preserve valued 

communities. Income mixing within the low-income group may make it easier to relate to 

neighbors because of shared experiences; lessen social stigma and status barriers that discourage 

in-depth interactions; and encourage information sharing about job and schooling opportunities 

that match residents’ skills, experience, and interests.  

Prior research on mixed-income housing leaves untested the premise that large numbers 

of poor families living together are a problem for housing projects. This is due, in part, to the 

types of projects that have been analyzed. Much research on mixed-income redevelopment is 

limited to those projects that maintain a minority of housing units for the lowest income families 

(Fraser et al., 2013). Many academic studies, professional reports, and journalistic accounts 

assume that HOPE VI mixed-income redevelopment typically entails roughly equal allocations 

of public housing, market-rate, and “affordable” units—this perception may arise because so 

much of the scholarship has focused on Chicago and Atlanta where such mixes have often been 

intended, if not always realized (Joseph et al., 2007). In fact, however, our review of the full set 

of 261 HOPE VI revitalization grants that have been awarded since 1993 shows that only about 

one-third of all HOPE VI projects have even as much as 10 percent of their units allocated to 

each of these three categories.2 A majority of HOPE VI projects have allocated more than half of 
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redeveloped housing units to poor households eligible for public housing. Previous scholarship 

has been skewed to focus on atypical cases that have attempted broad income mixes but 

overlooks the majority of projects that keep most redeveloped units for low-income families. 

In addition, previous empirical studies of mixed-income housing projects, aside from an 

Urban Institute panel study (Popkin et al., 2002), exclusively rely on reactions after the HOPE VI 

grant is awarded or even after redevelopment is completed (Clampet-Lundquist, 2004; Kleit, 

2005). This narrow window overlooks the longitudinal changes that occur within the project and 

surrounding neighborhood, even though scholars speculate that changes may happen over time 

(Goetz, 2013b; Joseph & Chaskin, 2010). To accurately assess the impact of redevelopment, we 

also need to understand resident conditions prior to receiving the HOPE VI grant (Popkin et al., 

2002).    

In this article, we examine an understudied approach to housing redevelopment: the idea 

that a majority of housing units can and should be retained for low-income families. We advance 

on prior work by using interviews with public housing residents and housing authority officials 

both before the HOPE VI grant was awarded and after HOPE VI onsite redevelopment was 

completed to reveal how the transformation was experienced over time and to show how changes 

were perceived on the ground. In the next section, we describe the history and background of the 

Orchard Park public housing project to provide the necessary context for interpreting residents’ 

experiences.   

 

Background - From Orchard Park to Orchard Gardens 

 The Boston Housing Authority (BHA) inaugurated the Orchard Park public housing 

development in 1942. Located in the low-income, mixed-race Dudley Square neighborhood in 

Boston’s Lower Roxbury section, the area is close to major institutions, less than a ten-minute 

walk from Boston Medical Center and the Boston University Medical School. The project was 

planned as a superblock with buildings arrayed in a fan pattern on the 16-acre bowtie shaped site, 

consisting of 28 garden-style brick apartment buildings that contained 774 units of rental 

housing. Within a few years, the BHA combined some units into bigger apartments to 

accommodate large families and one building was converted from residential use to a service 

center and office, which brought the unit count down to 711. In its earliest years, approximately 

3,300 people called Orchard Park home.  

 Despite its location in a racially mixed community, the BHA enforced internal racial 

segregation within the Orchard Park project. Initially, African Americans were confined to four 

contiguous buildings while the remaining apartments were reserved for whites. As blacks 

increasingly moved into the area, racial tipping ensued. In 1957, blacks constituted only 12% of 

residents at Orchard Park. Seven years later, Orchard Park was 59% black; by 1969, nearly 9 out 

of 10 tenants were African American (Vale, 2007). Later, immigration and demographic changes 

would bring an influx of Latino residents in the neighborhood and public housing.  

Faced with high vacancies, deferred maintenance, and rampant neighborhood crime, 

conditions in Orchard Park markedly declined from the 1970s into the 1990s. By the time the 
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BHA applied for HOPE VI assistance, 200 units at the project were boarded up in anticipation of 

redevelopment, but “nearly one-half of the remaining available units stood vacant… Before the 

development had been closed to new occupants, Orchard Park had an 89% rejection rate among 

new applicants” (Boston Housing Authority, 2011). 

 

The Redevelopment Proposal 

In May 1995, HUD awarded the BHA a HOPE VI planning grant for Orchard Park; 

several months later, the housing authority received a HOPE VI implementation grant based on 

the feasibility and sustainability of the plan. The BHA developed its HOPE VI plan in 

partnership with public housing residents, who applied pressure to keep most of the redeveloped 

units for low-income families. Edna Bynoe, a longtime resident and tenant leader, spearheaded 

the efforts and ensured that tenant voices were heard. Underscoring the importance of resident 

involvement in the process, the plan was submitted as a joint application from the BHA, the 

Orchard Park Tenants Association (OPTA), and the City of Boston. As one outside assessment 

put it, “The OPTA was a sophisticated, well-organized body with experience in complex 

redevelopment negotiations, [which] helped ensure that residents had substantive, meaningful 

involvement in the HOPE VI planning process” (Abt Associates, 2003).3 As underscored in the 

application, “Two representatives of OPTA are members of the proposal development team and 

have been attending all meetings…. There is no major decision in this application that has not 

been discussed, debated, or reviewed by the Orchard Park residents…. [The] residents of 

Orchard Park very much feel that this proposal is their proposal…” (Boston Housing Authority, 

1995). Long-time BHA staffer Bill McGonagle (currently the BHA’s Administrator) served on 

the selection committee for the Orchard Park developer. He recalled that initially there was 

“some distrust” among tenants, but that Ms. Bynoe brought them around “virtually single 

handedly” through “sheer force of will” simply because other residents trusted her. With only 

304 units occupied, relocation of residents took place in stages, enabling “most residents to move 

into other units on-site” (Abt Associates, 2003). As BHA Deputy Administrator Kate Bennett put 

it, “Orchard [Park] had so many vacant units by the time they were redeveloped that there really 

wasn’t a concern that we were going to [fail to] rehouse people who were still living there when 

we demolished it.” The BHA offered all Orchard Park residents the right to return to the 

revitalized development unless they were not on the lease, had lease violations, or had a criminal 

record (Abt Associates, 2003).  

The housing redevelopment proposal allocated 85% of rental units for low-income 

tenants and 15% for market-rate occupants. In an interview, BHA architect Hank Keating noted, 

“One of the ways this project differs from a lot of other HOPE VI sites is that we are consciously 

maintaining a commitment to low-income rental.” According to personal communication with 

then BHA director Sandra Henriquez, “This is by policy and design. Philosophically, if residents 

lived through the ‘difficult’ times, then they should be able to share in the better ones.”  

The Orchard Park HOPE VI application submitted to HUD made it clear that “we 

endorse this mixed income concept, as we believe it creates stable communities” (Boston 
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Housing Authority, 1995). The BHA’s proposal, however, applied the “mixed income concept” 

in an innovative way. Instead of focusing on bringing high-income and low-income families 

together, the project proposed to create an income mix within the low-income group, i.e., those 

earning less than 80% of area median income (AMI). The development sought to keep 12% of 

low-income units for families earning below 10% of AMI, another 12% for those between 11% 

and 20% of AMI, 23% of units for households in the 20-40% of AMI range, 41% of units for 

families earning between 40% and 60% of AMI, and the remaining 12% of units for households 

at the upper end of the low-income spectrum, i.e., those with incomes between 60% and 80% of 

AMI. To make this politically palatable to residents with extremely low-incomes seeking to 

return, implementation of the tiers would take effect only upon “the attrition of any returning 

resident,” according to BHA Deputy Administrator Kate Bennett. 

 

The Completed Project 

After the on-site construction was completed in 1998, this part of the new development, 

now named Orchard Gardens, consisted of 331 units of housing, with the vast majority of 

these—292—rebuilt as public housing. Due to the high vacancy rate prior to redevelopment and 

the congressional lifting of the requirement for one-for-one replacement, this on-site unit count at 

Orchard Gardens was only about 40% of the total number of units that were previously available 

for public housing at the Orchard Park site. The BHA significantly reduced the density of on-site 

public housing but still kept more than 80% of those units that were redeveloped on the original 

project footprint as public housing. Meanwhile, the Authority provided a somewhat broader 

mixed-income approach with the remaining housing constructed on scattered sites in the adjacent 

neighborhood, including off-site rental housing known as Orchard Commons and Long-Glen, as 

well as 45 units of homeownership opportunities, built in three phases in surrounding areas. 

 Prominent housing analysts regarded the redevelopment of Orchard Park as a spectacular 

success. The project garnered several awards, including a Best Practices Award from HUD, a 

Builder’s Choice Award from the National Association of Home Builders for excellence in 

residential design, and a Community Building by Design Award from the American Institutes of 

Architects and HUD given to projects with an “exemplary role in helping to revitalize the 

communities in which they are located by enhancing the community’s physical fabric.” President 

Bill Clinton also endorsed the project’s success when he visited Orchard Gardens in 2000. The 

recognition and accolades from outside observers raise questions about how well these 

assessments reflected the experiences of those who experienced the transformation from the 

inside: how did public housing residents feel about their home before and after it was 

redeveloped?  

 

Methods 

Resident interviews were conducted with a total of 105 adult public housing occupants at 

Orchard Park and Orchard Gardens over the course of two rounds. The first round of interviews 

took place in 1993, before the proposal was made and two years before the Boston Housing 
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Authority was awarded a HOPE VI grant to redevelop the Orchard Park public housing site. The 

interview sample (n = 53) consisted of approximately 15% of the entire population of households 

then residing at Orchard Park. Of the residents interviewed in the first round, nearly 70% were 

African American, about 30% were Hispanic or Latino, and 2% were other. The breakdown by 

gender was 70% women and 30% men. See Table 1.  

A second round of interviews was conducted in 2005, which was several years after the 

onsite HOPE VI redevelopment of Orchard Park into Orchard Gardens had been completed. This 

later group (n = 52) also formed an approximately 15% sample of household heads at the site and 

mirrored the changes in demographic characteristics of the overall resident population at Orchard 

Gardens. In the second round, almost 60% of respondents were African American, nearly 40% 

Hispanic or Latino, 4% white, and 2% other. Three-quarters of respondents were females, while 

25% were males. Of the residents interviewed in the second round, 63% had lived at the site 

prior to redevelopment while the rest had moved in after redevelopment. See Table 2. 

Quota sampling was used to identify interviewees for both the first and second round of 

interviews. The samples were constructed so that they would reflect the composition of the 

overall resident population along racial, ethnic, and gender lines. Prior work finds that these 

factors are extremely important to the lived experience of public housing residents (Clampet-

Lundquist, 2004; Goetz, 2013a; Hirsch, 1983).4  

Tenant association leaders facilitated initial contact with residents. Posted advertisements 

and word-of-mouth were also used to identify and connect with potential interviewees. The 

interviewing process was kept entirely separate from the Boston Housing Authority and the 

building site manager.  

Both rounds of interviews used the same survey instrument (with minor alterations) to 

ensure consistency in the subjects covered, the order of topics, and the ways that questions were 

phrased. The interviews addressed a range of subjects, including resident satisfaction with public 

housing, perceptions of safety, family and social networks, and beliefs about homeownership. 

Most interviews were conducted in English; some were conducted in Spanish. Each interview 

was recorded on audiocassette and lasted approximately one hour. Resident respondents received 

a small cash payment as compensation for their time. In assessing the redevelopment, resident 

interviews have been supplemented by additional interviews and correspondence with Boston 

Housing Authority officials and archival research using agency files and newspaper reports.  

Content analysis and inductive techniques were used to analyze the interview data. 

Interview transcripts were reviewed and inductive analysis was conducted to develop 

preliminary codes. An open coding procedure was then employed to identify related pieces of 

data according to the preliminary codes. After reexamining the codes based on their relationship 

to the data, connections were made through axial coding procedures, and the codes were 

organized into broader themes and subthemes through an iterative process of reading and 

rereading the data. The coding was applied in a systematic fashion, which generated patterns 

across respondents that were developed through additional content analysis. The data were 
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compiled in a tabular format according to the codes in order to help organize patterns and 

themes.   

There are some potential limitations regarding the sampling procedures. Tenant 

association leaders may have referred potential interviewees who were involved in tenant-

management issues or otherwise sympathetic to redevelopment. This could skew responses about 

perceptions of redevelopment and experience in public housing. However, tenant leaders only 

provided initial contacts; advertisements were also used to solicit a wider range of interviewees. 

Residents who agreed to be interviewed may bring their own biases. Their opinions may not 

necessarily be representative of the overall tenant population at Orchard. Finally, residents who 

returned to the site may have more positive impressions of the redevelopment process and 

outcomes than other households.5 

 

Findings 

Before Redevelopment 

Nationwide changes in the socioeconomic composition of families admitted into public 

housing were mirrored by changes in the characteristics of tenants at Orchard Park. In the 

development’s earliest decades, the Boston Housing Authority, like its sister agencies elsewhere, 

gave preference to people with steady employment and upwardly mobile aspirations. Policy 

changes at the federal level shifted the public housing population toward poorer families whose 

primary source of income was government assistance, in large part because this was who 

applied. By the mid-1990s, only 30% of adults living at Orchard Park were working full-time; 

90% of families had incomes below $20,000, equal to approximately 30% of Area Median 

Income (AMI) at the time (Abt Associates, 2003). The shift in public housing tenant composition 

was evident at Orchard Park. As one resident noted, “A lot of people are not doing anything and 

living on welfare. Before, there were a lot of working people, I think.” Another respondent put it 

simply: “we … live in poverty.”  

By the early 1990s, the Orchard Park housing complex had developed a reputation as one 

of the most dangerous parts of Boston. Newspaper accounts from the period reveal a series of 

violent incidents, including stabbings and shootings. One young man was called over to a car 

parked in Orchard Park whereupon a passenger inside shot and killed him (Ellement, 1989). A 

teenager in a wheelchair—due to an earlier shooting incident several years previously—was shot 

again in the stomach and leg (Reagan, 1991). According to the Boston Police Department, there 

was annually more than one reported crime per unit in Orchard Park, which was double the rate 

at other family public housing developments in Boston (Vale, 1997). The violence reached deep 

into the community and even touched young children: a 7 year old who lived in Orchard Park 

was found carrying a handgun while going to school. When asked about the incident, a 

spokesperson for the Department of Social Services understatedly observed, “It’s a rough 

neighborhood” (Hernandez, 1990).  

Crime in the community reached a peak—or nadir—during the surge in drug-related 

violence associated with the rise of crack cocaine in the late 80s. This period was marked by the 



9 
 

reign of notorious drug kingpin Darryl Whiting, who used Orchard Park as a base of operations 

to sell up to 6 kilograms of cocaine each week (Neuffer, 1990). According to Hank Keating, an 

architect at the Boston Housing Authority,  

[Orchard Park] was essentially overrun by drug gangs; the crime rate was 

horrific…. The Orchard Park Community Center…was for over ten years boarded 

up; it had been shut down by the city. It was a statement by the city that they 

couldn’t even keep control of a community center in this development; they gave 

up and shut it down…. Orchard Park was one of the most hellacious places you 

can imagine living … it was truly scary and disgusting and out of control (Boston 

Housing Authority, 1996).  

The project was considered to be “one of the most crime-ridden and dilapidated housing 

communities in Boston” (McKim, 2010). The Boston Housing Authority frankly acknowledges 

that the Orchard Park “name [was] synonymous with crime” (Boston Housing Authority, 2015). 

Based on interviews, six respondents identified unsafe conditions as the reason why residents 

were worse off than in the past. One interviewee neatly summed up the situation: “[Orchard 

Park] looks like hell.” 

Nearly every resident who was interviewed stated that drugs and violence were a major 

concern, specifically identifying drug dealers and shootings. One respondent observed that life in 

Orchard Park was characterized by “violence and discord.” Gangs were also a problem at 

Orchard Park, which mirrored the rise of gang violence in Boston during this period. An 

interviewee noted with alarm that gangs were encroaching on the housing project site: “They 

have gangs now that come into [the] development. Something is wrong there ‘cause they’re 

developing themselves [into] a young little troop.” Another resident observed that problems with 

violent youth reached into the home: “With all the drugs and violence, there’s parents that don’t 

look [after] their children. These children beat up their parents.” Seven other respondents 

identified the violence and drug problems at Orchard Park as reasons why it was not a good 

place to raise children.  

The persistent crime and deteriorating living conditions contributed to a sense of 

resignation about life at Orchard Park. One resident described the sense of apathy among 

neighbors: “Nobody cares now.” Another respondent lamented the lack of financial investment 

by the housing authority: “This [development] looks the same as five years ago because [they] 

haven’t put no money in this project.” For some residents, the lack of attention reflected the 

housing authority’s opinion of tenants, which made some feel inclined to leave. One interviewee 

explained,  

The way they keep the development, no heat, grounds always dirty…. Seems like 

they don’t care about the people. You get fed up with it and you move out.  

The physical environment also affected emotional well-being and a sense of self. One 

resident complained about “the garbage thrown around.” Another interviewee explained,  

The school that’s abandoned. Drug addicts use it. Everything looks dingy, so 

people feel dirty and dingy and not worth anything.  
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The building conditions also affected social interactions, as one respondent regretfully confessed, 

“[I’m] embarrassed to bring company over.” Another resident described the feelings of isolation 

and acceptance that ultimately, “No one seems to care about people at Orchard. The good have to 

mix with the bad.”  

Problems associated with concentrated poverty and social disorder were exacerbated by 

the residential density and tight living quarters at Orchard Park. A respondent observed, “[The 

apartments] are too close together. You need to spread people out, give them room.” Another 

resident colorfully described the lack of personal space: “[There is] no room—four people in a 

can of beans. [The] only private place is in the can [i.e., the toilet].” The close proximity to other 

residents led some respondents to feel a lack of privacy. An interviewee lamented, “[You] can’t 

do anything in peace—if you cookout, people come at you looking all sad and you have to offer 

them something to eat.” When asked if there is enough privacy from your neighbors, one 

respondent answered bluntly:  

Hell no. You can hear each other through the wall, like walls don’t exist. 

Everyone knows everyone else’s business.  

Another respondent added to the concerns about privacy that, “They [neighbors]’re nosey; they 

don’t mind [their own] business…always looking at who comes in and out of the house.”  

Three respondents perceived that the high density of housing units on the site increased 

the potential for conflict. As one of them observed, 

It seems like more violence in public housing because people live so close 

together. It manifests itself in public housing. High turnover polarizes the 

neighborhood. Once, police were on the block and you know them, can talk to 

them. Same goes for management and workers.  

The architects of the HOPE VI program used a similar line of reasoning to justify reducing the 

density of public housing units.   

Despite problems with crime, only one-third of respondents indicated that the growing 

presence of drugs and the lack of personal safety were extreme enough to prevent improvement 

in the living conditions at Orchard Park. When asked, “Whom do you fear the most?” only 20% 

of respondents said drug dealers or gangs and shooting. In addition, a majority (53%) of 

residents interviewed stated that Orchard Park was a good place to raise kids. Given the dire 

press reports of gang violence and killing, the percentage of respondents expressing concerns 

about these problems was rather startlingly low. Further, many respondents exhibited a strong 

sense of community at Orchard Park that was born of familiarity based on shared experiences 

over many years. Some tenants started living at Orchard Park at an early age, which created a 

common bond with fellow residents. A resident recounted, “I grew up with everybody here. [I] 

know everyone here.” Another interviewee explained, “[There is] a lot of togetherness [and] 

unity after you’ve been here awhile.” A third respondent described the relationship between the 

project and feelings of closeness and protection: 

Orchard Park is a small area. It’s only a matter of going a few doors away [to visit 

friends and neighbors]. I watch your back, you watch my back. 
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For other residents, the relationship was even stronger and produced a kinship-like network:  

I like living here. A lot of people I grew up with [live here]. It feels like I’m at 

home with a big family.  

Despite serious socioeconomic problems in their community, interview respondents at Orchard 

Park felt a close bond with their fellow low-income residents.  

In light of the socioeconomic challenges, a surprisingly large proportion of respondents 

expressed satisfaction with living in the Orchard Park public housing development. When asked, 

“How satisfied are you with this development?” two-thirds of respondents stated they were very 

satisfied or somewhat satisfied. In addition, 68% of respondents indicated they definitely would 

or probably would recommend Orchard Park to a friend looking for a place to live. When asked, 

“How long do you want to live in this development?” more than half of respondents stated they 

wanted to live at Orchard Park as long as possible. It is worth reiterating that these interviews 

took place more than two years prior to the BHA’s application for HOPE VI funds. To be 

eligible for this redevelopment aid, Orchard Park would need to be categorized as “severely 

distressed.” Yet many interviewees expressed positive feelings about Orchard Park, despite the 

challenging living conditions.  

 For some respondents, the positive outlook was linked to an optimistic view of human 

behavior and the potential for change. One interviewee explained the available possibilities: 

“[You can] change your way of living. If you have things you want, you can get them at Orchard 

Park by changing your way of living.” Other residents saw personal actions as stark choices 

made by individuals and framed these choices in moral terms. According to one respondent,  

Well see, I have [to] think people who want to be better off, they will. Whoever 

want[s] to be worse off, they will. If people in the community don’t help their 

community or the neighborhood you live in, it’s not going to change. Everyone 

needs to do their part. 

Other respondents offered a more nuanced perspective that recognized the complexity of human 

behavior and made distinctions between individuals and their actions. As one respondent 

described the situation, “it’s not the people, it’s the things they do.” Regardless of whether the 

problem was bad actors or bad actions, respondents felt that their fellow residents could play an 

important role in any potential effort to improve Orchard Park. Indeed, positive action and a 

sense of ownership and responsibility would be required to turn around the project’s 

environment.  

 

After Redevelopment 

According to housing officials, the HOPE VI program was intended, as its consciously 

crafted acronym suggests, to instill hope in the future of public housing. Residents interviewed in 

2005, years after the redevelopment of Orchard Park was completed, recalled that at the time the 

grant proposal was developed, most tenants welcomed the possibility that the decaying 

conditions at Orchard Park would be transformed by HOPE VI investment. In interviews 

conducted after redevelopment was completed, respondents who returned to the redeveloped site 
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recalled their initial reactions to the coming of HOPE VI and remembered a distinct feeling of 

optimism when they first learned that Orchard Park would be a candidate for HOPE VI 

redevelopment. According to one resident, the excitement around the project was palpable and 

the investment by the housing authority was long overdue payback for the tenants’ own 

investment in the project: 

[I] think I jumped so high! They [the housing authority] did a huge clean up in our 

building. [They] cleared out the junkies. People were ready [for change]. We been 

putting up rents so we wanted something [in return].  

Another respondent noted feeling “happy …, [seeing] cleaned hallways [and] black people 

smiling.” Most interviewees eagerly anticipated the redevelopment, and seemed to assume that 

they would be among the beneficiaries. One respondent voiced the optimism expressed by many 

residents in stating, “[I] thought it was a really great, great opportunity.” Another resident 

thought for a moment before describing the feelings of both uncertainty and anticipation, “Hmm. 

[It] would be a big change; [I] would like to see it.”  

To some residents, the promise of redevelopment almost sounded too good to be true. 

One respondent wryly described her first reaction to hearing the news: “Someone was lying to 

us!” (followed by laughter). However, there was some skepticism about whether the project 

would ever be implemented. According to one resident, there was widespread doubt about the 

chances of redevelopment but that did not dampen the enthusiasm:  

No one believed it. [Officials] had said it before and hadn’t done it. [But I] got 

excited when I was shown the layout. 

Three other residents echoed this sentiment in initially expressing doubts about whether the plan 

would be executed, followed by eagerness to see the results. One respondent described how the 

conditions had changed during her time living at Orchard Park:  

[We] used to be free. Stay out all night. No worry about shooting. Double dutch, 

pizza, we had fun. Best days of my life. In the 1980s, all that stopped. Too much 

violence. Smoking in hallways, broken locks, lots of people in halls. Mail was on 

the floor. Dark hallways—pitch black. Rats, roaches, mice. 

Like many other respondents, this resident welcomed the redevelopment.  

In part because of uncertainty and mistrust of the housing authority and officials, not 

everyone embraced the prospect of change. One resident frankly stated, “I didn’t like it [i.e. the 

idea of redevelopment]. [I] had been used to it [Orchard Park] the way it was.” Some feared that 

HOPE VI redevelopment might not improve conditions at Orchard Park, but might instead 

contribute to its decline. One respondent predicted, “[I] thought it would be worse.” This resident 

added concerns that some negative aspects of Orchard Park would eventually return: “[The 

housing authority is] getting people out. [But] people come back no matter what.” Once the new 

Orchard Gardens got built, however, many residents appreciated the changes.  

 Orchard Gardens looked and felt like a new environment due to both physical and social 

transformations. According to an interviewee, “It is cleaner, more sophisticated, better. 

Custodians are on the premises now.” The redesigned buildings featured porches and backyards 
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to give residents a sense of responsibility over outdoor space. The defensible space extended into 

homes as residents exercised visual control over territory, even if they did not actually own it. 

The perceived changes in the safety conditions were demonstrated in everyday social interactions 

and the sense of ownership and investment was evident in the details of how residents cared for 

their living environment. For example, one respondent explained,  

[You] see people out [spending time outside of their apartment]. People are more 

friendly. There are more decorations at Christmastime. It looks nice like a little 

town. People don’t mess with it. They respect people’s houses. 

A change in the general feeling at Orchard Gardens was palpable as residents evinced a more 

positive outlook that bordered on optimism for the future:  

[People are] better off because the atmosphere is better. [There is] less negativity. 

Orchard used to be negative. There are more activities for young people.  

The HOPE VI redevelopment of Orchard Park into Orchard Gardens was accompanied 

by major improvements in neighborhood crime and safety. According to the Boston Housing 

Authority, violent crimes at Orchard dropped over 70% and other less serious crimes dropped 

nearly 60% from 1997 to 1999. These changes were part of an overall decline in crime known as 

‘The Boston Miracle,’ but far surpassed the improvements across the city: violent crimes and 

other crimes citywide declined only 5.8% and 6% respectively, during the same period (Boston 

Housing Authority, 2015). Four residents indicated the progress was noteworthy, including one 

respondent who observed,   

Orchard has changed a lot. Crime not as bad as it was. Murders. [We] came a long 

way since Orchard Park. [There is] better security…. More police. A lot of 

changes. 

The improvements were evident to anyone walking down the street or looking out their window. 

Another respondent recalled,  

[I] used to be scared. [I] would go all the way around [to enter the building]. It’s 

harder for people to do [crime] like back in the [old] days. [You] don’t see 15 

people hanging out in one corner. 

Former residents had a right to return to the redevelopment, provided that they were 

current on their rent payments, had no history of property damage, and did not have anyone on 

their lease with a drug or felony crime conviction. But the return of some residents was a 

contentious issue. According to some respondents, the better safety conditions could be 

attributed to changes in the security presence and tenant composition. One interviewee felt that 

Orchard Gardens benefited from “more police activity throughout the area [and] more 

crackdown” on individuals engaged in criminal activity. In addition, respondents observed a 

change in the population of residents at Orchard Gardens, particularly among young people who 

were perceived as troublemakers. As one respondent explained, 

[It’s] not the place that’s changed, it’s the teenagers that’s changed. A lot of teens 

don’t even live here. Some kids [have grown] respectful. 
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Another resident added, “[the housing authority] didn’t allow some people to come back because 

of the stuff that they did.” A third respondent offered more detail regarding the activities of 

former tenants who left Orchard: “Some of them [former residents], their kids were selling drugs. 

They [the housing authority] didn’t want them back and they didn’t come back.”  

According to residents who remained, tenants who did not return were often the ones that 

created the most problems. One respondent explained, 

Got a lot of happenings [incidents of crime or violence by former residents]. 

[Those tenants] don’t want to work. [The housing authority] don’t take chances. 

Management don’t allow them to come back and [we] tenants don’t want [them to 

come back].   

A second respondent stated, “They got rid of people for reasons. [I] couldn’t dispute [the housing 

authority’s decision].” Another resident felt somewhat conflicted about who was not permitted to 

return: “Kids not staying there [but they were caught] with dope. Mother didn’t know and they 

moved her.” Another interviewee acknowledged that, “Parents might not be doing well but 

children need a chance.” The interviewee then added, “They got rid of people who couldn’t be 

helped.” When asked if there are former residents of Orchard Park who were not allowed to 

return but should have been permitted a chance to live at the new Orchard Gardens, one resident 

expressed the feeling shared by many regarding the past situation and her position on who should 

and should not be allowed to return:  

It was bad. The bad people—didn’t let them come back. That’s fine. If anyone 

sells drugs, [they] better not come back.  

Another respondent simply answered the question, “No. If told to go, [it is] best they went.” 

Most respondents felt that changes in tenant composition prompted by HOPE VI would 

ultimately benefit residents, including one who believed, 

There is hope. Certain undesirable people were weeded out because of 

redevelopment, which is good. The new Orchard will be a great model.  

Some respondents would have preferred even more expansive criteria for blocking the 

return of their neighbors, including “ones causing damages to property or harming and 

shooting.” One interviewee felt residents should have been evicted from public housing or 

denied the opportunity to return simply “because they were trouble makers,” especially because 

some tenants managed to find a way to return and bring problems with them. When asked if 

some former residents of Orchard Park should not have been allowed to return, one interviewee 

responded, “Yes. Because when they moved all the young people out, some of the old people 

brought back children or grandchildren who were ruthless gang bangers.” Another respondent 

answered the question and noted that other troublesome residents remained and continued to 

cause problems:  

Yes. [They] never changed. [They] still think they’re in the project. Even folks in 

The Bricks [a nickname for some of the Orchard buildings] didn’t want to go. 

[They] were afraid of houses. Thought they would fall down. [They] sit outside 
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like they have no class. [On] Wheatley Way and Eustis Street [a major street 

intersection at Orchard], just hanging out.  

According to the respondents, these residents represented old notions of public housing that were 

untouched by the transformations that were promised or imagined to come from HOPE VI.   

 Some respondents offered different explanations for why former residents did not return 

to live in the new Orchard Gardens. One interviewee believed, “I think they thought it would be 

the same,” an opinion that was also expressed by five other respondents. Two respondents 

thought that fear prevented former residents from returning: “Maybe [they were] scared. A lot of 

people are afraid.” However, most respondents indicated they had no fears about the other people 

living at Orchard Gardens. As one resident put it, “[I] don’t fear anyone or anything. My 

daughter walks home in the dark and it’s safe.” Six respondents indicated they were not scared of 

neighbors but the ones they feared the most are “people who come from outside [the 

development]” because they “come for a reason [involving drugs or other criminal activity].” 

 Respondents also expressed optimism about the future of living at the redeveloped site. 

When asked, “How long do you want to live at Orchard Gardens?” one resident answered, 

“Maybe all my life. If something happens, no one bothers me or anyone else.” Another resident 

responded, “Forever. As long as it took me to get here, I’m not going anywhere.” A third 

respondent explained, 

“I love my house. [I] prefer to stay. Raised kids here. I really don’t want to 

move.” 

When asked, “Do you think you will ever move away from Orchard Gardens?” an interviewee 

replied, “Not interested unless I got a million dollars.” Another respondent answered, “I’m not 

going anywhere. Will stay ‘til they kick me out,” which was echoed by a third interviewee who 

responded, “No. As long as they don’t throw me out [I am staying].” 

  

Discussion - Hoping for More 

The simple conventional story of public housing failures, mixed-income solutions, and 

HOPE VI exclusion belies the more complicated experience of residents, including what 

outsiders might perceive to be outright contradictions. Residents express a strong attachment to 

home in the face of serious crime, social disorder, and deteriorating building conditions; 

optimism about change, in the form of physical and social redevelopment, tempered with distrust 

about the likelihood of implementation and positive outcomes; and an abiding sense of 

community mixed with questions about who is worthy of return (Manzo, 2014; Manzo et al, 

2008). Residents evoke an ongoing ambivalence about public housing, which reflects the 

complicated relationship they maintain with these empathological places (Vale, 1997).  

This complicated relationship highlights the need for more careful attention to resident 

experiences and outcomes, and a more nuanced understanding of how the terms displacement 

and poverty deconcentration are used and applied. Poverty is often associated with crime, but at 

Orchard there were improvements in perceived safety despite remaining a mostly low-income 

community. Respondents felt that reduced crime and higher levels of housing satisfaction were 
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associated with changes in tenant composition as a result of redevelopment. The HOPE VI 

program clearly denied re-entry to many households, leading to their displacement, but many 

respondents perceived those households to be the source of social problems. These low-income 

residents credited improved social conditions to the removal of disruptive tenants rather than to 

the import of higher income residents paying market rates and acting as role models. These 

experiences suggest that discussions of displacement and right to return must consider who is 

displaced and how their behavior affected other residents.  

In addition, the experience at Orchard Park calls for a closer study of different 

approaches to poverty deconcentration. The redevelopment process reduced the total number of 

poor households at the site by reducing the total number of public housing units available. 

However, low-income families continued to form the majority of occupants in the redeveloped 

housing. In other words, there were fewer families living at Orchard after redevelopment, which 

reduced the density of poverty, but most residents were still low-income. More attention to how 

and where poverty deconcentration occurs is crucial for understanding effects on residents and 

social inequality.  

It is unclear if the perceived improvements at Orchard can be directly attributed to 

income mixing within the low-income group. Our data do not provide enough information to 

address this question. The study findings are limited by the sample of residents interviewed. 

Officials have suggested that large numbers of low-income families living together constitutes an 

obstacle to improved living conditions; indeed, this was one of the reasons used to displace poor 

residents. The example of Orchard Gardens shows this need not be the case. The experience of 

residents at Orchard Gardens suggests that it is possible to redevelop public housing into safe, 

affordable homes that serve mostly low-income households, especially with the organizing 

efforts of tenants.  

The philosophy of preserving redeveloped units for public housing residents originated 

well before the Orchard Park transformation, and included redevelopment projects at other 

properties within the jurisdiction of the BHA. Beginning more than a decade before the advent of 

HOPE VI, three public housing projects in Boston--Commonwealth, West Broadway, and 

Franklin Field--underwent substantial renovation and rehabilitation, while maintaining their 

status as housing solely for low-income households (Vale, 2002). Similarly, Boston’s other 

HOPE VI redevelopment efforts—at Mission Main, which started before Orchard Park, as well 

as Maverick Landing which came later--each rehoused low-income public housing residents as 

the overwhelming majority in the completed developments; subsequent BHA HOPE VI efforts 

eschewed a market-rate component entirely (Curley, 2009; Graves, 2010; Tach, 2009).  

Surprisingly, most analysts have overlooked the experience of residents at Orchard Gardens and 

other redeveloped communities that have similarly kept a majority of low-income households.  

Previous research has focused on how cities have used HOPE VI as a license to destroy 

public housing communities that were home to extremely low-income families and replace them 

with higher income developments serving large numbers of households paying market-rate rents 

or skewing the new housing to accommodate less-poor residents in “affordable” housing that 
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receives shallower subsidies than public housing. In conventional approaches to HOPE VI, 

redevelopment often produces mixed-income communities where the amount of income mixing 

is heavily contested. During the 1980s, the BHA had acquiesced in the plan by the Massachusetts 

Housing Finance Agency to convert the city’s largest development, Columbia Point, into the 

mixed-income community now known as Harbor Point, even though the new development 

reserved less than one-third of its apartments for extremely low-income residents (Vale, 2007). It 

is this version of income mixing that became the national model for what HOPE VI is assumed 

to be. In cities like Atlanta and Chicago, housing authorities often allocated no more than one-

third of the units for lowest-income households —in stark contrast to neighborhoods that were 

100% public housing prior to redevelopment. The remaining 2/3 of redeveloped units are 

allocated to a combination of affordable or moderate-income housing, serving anywhere from 

50-200% of AMI, and market-rate housing but there is little systematic evidence to demonstrate 

what “the right mix” might be. This approach leaves open the question of how we should house 

the poorest members of society.  

The HOPE VI program did not require that the end product of redevelopment be a mixed-

income project according to prescribed ratios, but the image of a new urbanist development 

scrubbed clean of the tarnished image of public housing and poor families has captured the 

imagination of local officials around the country and has become part of the expectations of 

private developers. The drive to create marketable developments (i.e., mixed-income but 

oriented to the expectations of market-rate residents) leaves two things behind. First, it ignores 

former residents who are displaced from their homes only to encounter hurdles to returning to 

their communities and enjoying the benefits of federal investment after living through years of 

deteriorating conditions. Second, it overlooks new ideas about how to keep communities intact 

and to equitably house low-income families, especially at the lower end of the low-income 

spectrum.  

In contrast, the redevelopment of Orchard Park intended to create a mixed-income 

community composed almost entirely of poor families, thereby preserving housing for low-

income residents. The BHA chose to keep poor households on site and implemented a phased 

redevelopment process to help residents remain in place, which made the redeveloped 

community development hospitable for low-income residents. Hank Keating of the BHA stated, 

“Our commitment has been not to turn these neighborhoods around to the extent that only a 

minority of the housing left is available to public housing-qualified individuals. We have a basic 

philosophy that when you start doing income mixing in the 40 to 60 percent [AMI] range and the 

60 to 80 percent range, you have accomplished the kind of diversity you need in a 

neighborhood.” Deborah Goddard, BHA’s Project Director for Orchard Gardens, observed that 

the “proposed income mix was quite different from the existing population…[but] was to be 

achieved over time through unit turnover.” In other words, taking a longer-term approach to 

income mixing enabled large numbers of existing residents to return, thereby sustaining short-

term political legitimacy and good will, while still permitting gradual deployment of a policy 
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shift that would adjust the overall income mix until it approximated the intended broad spread 

across 0-80% of AMI.  

 

Conclusion 

The results of this study complicate the conventional narratives of public housing, which 

have been centered on failure due to concentrated poverty, mixed-income solutions that require 

large proportions of higher income residents, and the inevitable displacement of lowest income 

families. The case of Orchard Park raises important questions about the conventional model of 

public housing redevelopment, which typically calls for ridding neighborhoods of the unsightly 

image of public housing and accompanies this by removing most of the poor residents who lived 

there. Instead, the redevelopment of Orchard Park into Orchard Gardens expands our 

understanding of what is possible for public housing, and points to a model that enables 

redevelopment to serve a majority low-income community with minimal displacement. 

At the same time, it is important to note that the redevelopment process reduced the total 

number of housing units for poor families. Further, some poor households were not permitted to 

return, which raises the question of where they will live.  

The study of the transformation of Orchard Park into Orchard Gardens shows that 

redeveloped public housing can provide meaningful and valued homes for low-income residents. 

As Sandra Henriquez noted, “Prior to redevelopment, public housing tenants saw themselves and 

were seen by others as contributing less to the surrounding neighborhood. Now, with housing 

that looks great, they have become the envy of their neighbors.” Recently, Orchard Gardens has 

experienced an unexpected problem: resident parking has been difficult to find because 

commuters are parking their “shiny, new cars” at the development. Orchard Gardens manager 

Sharon Russell-Mack viewed it as a marker of progress: “Years ago you wouldn’t get people 

parking here with their hoopty, let alone their nice Mercedes. I see it as a compliment for 

Orchard Gardens” (Irons, 2013). The parking situation offers a powerful image that 

redevelopment can transform public housing while still serving a majority of low-income 

residents. In other words, HOPE VI need not stand for Housing Our Poor Elsewhere.  
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Table 1. Orchard Park Demographics 

 

1993     

Interview Sample (n=53)  All Residents 

     

Gender   Gender  

Female 70%  Female n/a 

Male 30%  Male n/a 

     

Race / Ethnicity  Race / Ethnicity 

Black 69%  Black 74% 

Latino 29%  Latino 23% 

White 0%  White 2% 

Asian 0%  Asian -- 

Other 2%  Other -- 

 

 

 

Table 2. Orchard Gardens Demographics 
 

2005     

 

Interview Sample (n=52)  All Residents 

     

Gender   Gender  

Female 73%  Female 75% 

Male 27%  Male 25% 

     

Race / Ethnicity  Race / Ethnicity 

Black 58%  Black 70% 

Latino 37%  Latino 28% 

White 4%  White 1% 

Asian 2%  Asian 1% 

Other 0%  Other 1% 
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1 Other projects have sought to create an income mix within the low-income group, such as Lake Parc 

Place in Chicago, but these are relatively rare. 
2 The review is based on the authors’ analysis of U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development 

(HUD) records and data on the complete set of 261 revitalization grants awarded under the HOPE VI 

program between 1993 and 2010. We collected and analyzed grant history and funding information on 

mixed-income redevelopment projects from “HOPE VI Revitalization Grant Summaries” and “HOPE VI 

Revitalization Grant Recipient Individual Fact Sheets” published by HUD, and reporting summaries from 

the HUD Office of Public Housing Investments.  
3 The high level of tenant organization at Orchard Park is notable in comparison to redevelopment at other 

public housing sites.  
4 Other characteristics, including age, duration of residence, and household size, may also be salient but 

interview and resource limitations prevented us from sampling along these qualities. 
5 For a critique of studies examining residential satisfaction, see Galster, 1987. 
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