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Like many rustbelt cities, Flint, Mich. has experienced a dramatic drop
in its population matching the decline of the auto industry since the
1960s. Flint, however, is an extreme and iconic example, and its
current population of approximately 110,000 is less than a third of
what the built environment once accommodated. As a result, many
properties are unoccupied, creating safety challenges and financial
burdens for local governments trying to maintain empty properties
and provide services to a widely spread population. One possible
solution to urban decay in Flint is planned downsizing.
Downsizing would entail demolishing entire blocks or
neighborhoods in the city and condensing the city’s population in its
most viable areas. The demolished areas could be turned into green
space or urban farms while planners hope the remaining areas would
be revitalized. Alternatively, sparsely inhabited neighborhoods on the
edges of the city might be unincorporated. Youngstown, Ohio is one
rustbelt city that has begun planning for such reorganization in an
attempt to revitalize itself.
The Genesee County Land Bank is a state-created organization that
takes ownership of foreclosed properties in Flint and surrounding
cities. It tries to “restore the integrity of the community by removing
dilapidated structures and redeveloping abandoned properties,”
according to its website. Data from the city of Flint indicate that the
Land Bank currently owns about 8 percent of all parcels in the city.
The location of these parcels is depicted in the large map on the left.

The other maps analyze concentrations of Land Bank owned
properties in an attempt to identify areas that might be most suitable
for demolition in a downsizing reorganization of the city. The top
map uses kernel density estimation to show the density of individual
properties, regardless of their area. The dark red areas have the
highest concentration, and these are typically residential areas. The
lower map is a Kriging interpolation of Land Bank properties based
on the area of the parcels. The areas of concentration it identifies
center on larger plots of land that were once industrial or
agricultural properties as well as some areas of contiguous
residential plots.
These maps are meant to be a first step towards identifying possible
demolition locations for downsizing in Flint, and the areas of
concentration identified in the two smaller maps should be
considered sites for further research. A deeper analysis should also
take into account factors such as proximity to fire stations, schools
and other public resources; potential for conversion to green space;
and the social and cultural histories of places.
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