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The urban fringe—the portion of metropolitan and micropolitan areas located outside of 

cities—is home to some of the most striking examples of residential segregation in the United 

States. It is a place of both considerable exclusivity and extreme deprivation. Although the fringe 

is home to a disproportionate share of whites and the affluent, a pattern that developed after 

decades of residential flight from cities in order to escape the perceived ills of urban living, the 

fringe is also home to millions of poor and minority residents who live in highly segregated 

enclaves suffering from severe housing and infrastructure inadequacies.  

This research examines the causes of these divergent patterns of residential segregation 

along the urban fringe and their implications for policy and planning in pursuit of fair housing. 

Three factors are examined in detail: jurisdictional fragmentation, land use regulation, and 

municipal annexation. Jurisdictional fragmentation—the proliferation of cities and the 

redistribution of residents among them—has facilitated the isolation of whites and the wealthy in 

smaller cities where they can exercise greater control over local policy decisions. Broad local 

authority over land use regulation, granted to local governments by the states in which they 

reside, has given rise to exclusionary zoning as a means of maintaining racial and class 

disparities between the fringe and neighboring cities. At the same time, local authority over land 

use has largely failed to prevent the proliferation of low-income communities characterized by 

poor quality housing and ailing or non-existent infrastructure throughout the urban fringe. Lastly, 
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direct democratic control over municipal annexation has facilitated the exclusion of black 

neighborhoods by cities and resistance by white neighborhoods to the threat of annexation. 
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Chapter One: What is the Urban Fringe and Why is It Important? 

Throughout much of the past two and a half centuries, the urban fringe—the 

unincorporated land on the periphery of cities—has been a place that offered opportunity 

to working-class households seeking affordably priced housing and the opportunity of 

homeownership. Until the rise of the modern housing industry and the widespread 

development of middle and upper-income suburbs during the early and mid-twentieth 

century, the fringes of many cities were as much a place of deprivation as of affluence. 

Working class residential subdivisions, filled with small homes that were built—or 

purchased and repurposed—by the owners, have dotted the landscape on the edge of even 

the largest cities for over one-hundred and fifty years (Goff, 2016; Harris, 1994, 1999; 

Nicolaides, 2002; Wiese, 2004). 

As Goff (2016) describes in reference to New York City, throughout the second 

half of the 19th century, 

thousands of Manhattan’s poor laborers built shantytowns north of the settled city 

and in pockets of ground deemed too rocky or swampy for commercial 

development. Consistently but often inaccurately referred to as ‘squatters’ in the 

press, most in fact paid ground rent for their land, inadvertently participating in 

the development of Manhattan by providing an income stream for speculators. By 

the 1860s, shantytowns freckled Manhattan, coalescing into larger settlements on 

either side of Central Park. (p.55).  

Urban shantytowns like those described by Goff are part of the forgotten history 

of urban poverty and residential segregation in the U.S. Indeed, most research on urban 

poverty, whether historical or contemporary, focuses not on the urban periphery but 

rather on the challenges of living in densely populated and deeply segregated central 

cities (Massey & Denton, 1993). However, the fringe has long played an important role 

in housing the urban poor—both in this country and across the developing world—where 
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it offers opportunities for self-help housing and the “freedom to build” from beyond the 

confines of regulation or supervision (Turner & Fichter, 1972). As Goff argues in relation 

to the shantytowns surrounding 19th-century Manhattan,  

Unlike the tenement districts of the Lower East Side, covered with buildings that 

were erected, controlled and surveilled by landlords, shantytowns were self-built 

communities, constructed by their owners from materials at hand, on plots of land 

rented from absentee landlords, and delineated according to community standards. 

They were relatively free of oversight; as one journalist pointed out, shantytown 

residents lived “a kind of independent life.” (Goff, 2016, p. 75) 

The fringe thus offers a number of benefits to the urban poor: proximity to employment, 

affordably priced accommodations, and the opportunity to make a home for oneself and 

one’s family.  

OBSTACLES AND OPPORTUNITIES ON THE URBAN FRINGE 

For the working poor, the advantages of settling along the urban fringe persisted 

long into the 20th century. For example, hundreds if not thousands of similar peripheral 

neighborhoods were developed when millions of black southerners relocated to urban 

areas in other parts of the country as part of the Great Migration. On the fringe of cities, 

black families were able to buy inexpensive, and often unserviced, land on which they 

could build a home themselves using whatever resources were available. According to 

Wiese (2004, pp. 27–28), these “unplanned subdivisions” 

developed in unincorporated or unregulated sections of the metropolis where lot 

owners could build houses and use property with a minimum of restrictions. By 

1940 nearly every city that attracted a stream of black migrants counted at least 

one such community among its suburbs.  

Flash forward to the early 21st century and one would be forgiven for thinking that 

shantytowns of this sort were a thing of the past. The traditional narrative of the urban 

fringe is that of affluent, or at the very least solidly middle-class, suburbs that employ 
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exclusionary land use regulation and other tactics to fiercely defend the social, physical, 

and financial characteristics of their communities (Danielson, 1976). The reality this 

narrative depicts is undoubtedly true—middle- and upper-class, white suburban 

neighborhoods are the norm across America’s urban fringe (see Chapter 2)—but an 

alternative suburban reality also exists, even today. As suggested by the title of Goff’s 

(2016) recent book, Shantytown, USA: Forgotten Landscapes of the Working Poor, this 

history is often overlooked.  

In isolated enclaves on the edge of cities—and, in some parts of the country, in 

wide swaths of the urban fringe—low-income families have gained a foothold in the 

American Dream of suburban homeownership. Housing in many of these communities is 

not much better than what once dotted the fringe of New York City. Take, for example, a 

neighborhood called Kings Colony, located 35 miles northeast of downtown Houston, 

where Reina Sanchez lives with her family 

in a three-room house, built from the frame of a utility shed with plywood, tar 

paper, concrete blocks and whatever discarded materials they can find. Their 

home is beyond the reach of a municipal water system, and the couple cannot 

afford a well or septic tank. So they use two 250-gallon plastic totes to capture 

and hold rainwater for drinking, bathing and washing dishes. An outhouse stands 

beneath a shade tree in the yard. Around their half-acre lot in east Montgomery 

County, there are no sewers, sidewalks, street lights, parks or fully paved roads. 

The streets have so many potholes that those driving school buses, delivery trucks 

and even ambulances won't go down them (Tresaugue, 2016). 

This same story—of poor-quality, jerry-rigged housing; non-existent services; and 

ailing infrastructure—is repeated again and again in thousands if not tens of thousands of 

neighborhoods along America’s urban fringe. In California’s Central Valley alone, more 

than 300,000 low-income residents live in the fringe (Flegal, Rice, Mann, & Tran, 2013). 

In Texas, more than 400,000 residents live in over 2,000 low-income colonias that 

developed prior to 1990, many of which still lack even basic water and wastewater 
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services (Office of Texas Secretary of State, 2010). Elsewhere across the country—from 

Alabama to Washington, New Mexico to South Dakota, Indiana to Colorado—working-

class families have succeeded in building a home for themselves, sometimes board by 

board or brick by brick, in self-help subdivisions along the urban fringe.  

These two competing narratives of the urban fringe seem to be in conflict. Can it 

be possible that the fringe is simultaneously a place of affluence and privilege, but also a 

place of poverty and deprivation? This research examines this question in detail, finding 

that this answer is unequivocally: yes. To understand why this is the case, one must 

account for a series of competing factors that have shaped the urban fringe over time. 

This includes a history of residential flight to the urban fringe throughout the 20th century 

as white and affluent residents sought to escape the so-called ills of the urban core and to 

retain local control over land use and housing policy, often with the goal of preserving 

the racial and class composition of their communities (Danielson, 1976). However, as the 

analyses presented here illustrate, in recent decades urban areas have diversified rapidly, 

leading to increases in both poverty rates and in the number of racial minorities living 

within the fringe. The poses a threat to the exclusivity of the disproportionately white and 

affluent urban fringe. In response, white and affluent residents have pursued a variety of 

means of maintaining local control: first, they have taken advantage of jurisdictional 

fragmentation by relocating to smaller and more homogenous cities; second, they have 

sought to form their own cities through municipal incorporation; third, they have 

implemented exclusionary zoning that prevents the development of multi-family housing 

in fringe areas; and lastly, they have opposed efforts by cities seeking to conduct 

municipal annexations. These various efforts have shaped patterns of residential 

segregation between cities and the urban fringe.  
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At the same time, there is a long-standing history of poverty and deprivation 

along the urban fringe that is entirely overlooked by the explanation just provided. 

Indeed, paradoxically, a series of factors also serve to attract the poor and minorities to 

the unincorporated fringe and to keep them isolated there indefinitely. Chief among these 

are weak subdivision regulations in counties across the South and West that allow 

residents to purchase inexpensive land in poorly planned residential subdivisions. 

Moreover, weak building codes and liberal zoning for mobile homes in unincorporated 

parts of counties also allow low-income residents to obtain or build housing cheaply. 

These factors expand homeownership opportunities for low-income and minority 

households, but they also expose residents to considerable risks as a result of poor quality 

housing, ailing or lacking infrastructure, and severe market dysfunction. Lastly, the 

proliferation of low-income enclaves along the urban fringe poses considerable 

challenges for local governments charged with managing growth in these areas, and it 

incentivizes efforts by cities to redraw their boundaries around these enclaves as they 

expand their jurisdictional borders through municipal annexation.  

This research examines the factors that have contributed to these two competing 

processes. In short, it is an analysis of the link between local government decision-

making and patterns of residential segregation along the urban fringe. This chapter begins 

with a definition of the urban fringe and then discusses the two competing narratives 

about the extant racial and socioeconomic composition of fringe areas and the factors that 

have shaped patterns of residential segregation over time. Two theories—public choice 

(Tiebout, 1956) and the politics of exclusion (Danielson, 1976)—are then used to 

examine why jurisdictional fragmentation has contributed to the production of racial and 

socioeconomic segregation in fringe areas. Because both of these theories rely on the 
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assumption that residential segregation is driven, in part, by local control over functional 

and fiscal policy, the subsequent section describes how the various governments that 

make up the urban fringe differ in regards to issues of local government autonomy. The 

chapter then concludes by describing the main aims of the study.  

Chapter 2 looks at more than 900 urban areas across the country in order to 

examine how the fragmentation of city governments and changes to their jurisdictional 

borders have contributed to patterns of racial and class segregation along the urban 

fringe. Chapter 3 takes a deep dive into 43 of the largest metropolitan areas in the country 

in order to illustrate how the use of housing policy and land use regulation differs 

between the urban fringe and urban core and to link the use of such policies to patterns of 

racial and class segregation. Chapter 4 uses mixed methods to describe the characteristics 

of low-income communities along the urban fringe, many of which are characterized by 

exceedingly poor quality housing and infrastructure, and the ways in which some local 

governments have exacerbated the shortage of affordable housing options for the poor in 

their efforts to manage growth in fringe areas. In Chapter 5, the analysis is brought full 

circle by examining how poor and minority communities located along the fringe are left 

perpetually excluded from cities as a result of exclusionary annexation decisions by 

cities. The concluding chapter, Chapter 6, examines the implications of these findings for 

issues of urban governance, growth management, and social equity.  

THE CONCEPTUAL AND EMPIRICAL CHALLENGES OF STUDYING THE URBAN FRINGE 

Defining the Urban Fringe 

The urban fringe is easy to conceptualize but harder to study. Intuitively, 

everyone knows what urban areas are—draw a perimeter around these areas, look beyond 

them, and you have the fringe. But where and how you draw that perimeter presupposes a 
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number of subjective and equally defensible alternative conceptualizations of the fringe. 

It is not surprising, then, that the concept of the urban fringe has been hotly debated for at 

least a half-century. Even as far back as the 1950s, scholars (Kurtz & Eicher, 1958) were 

emphasizing the need to distinguish clearly between suburban and fringe areas (what are 

now often called exurban areas). More recently, others have argued that the distinction 

between suburbia and exurbia is largely without merit because the physical pattern of 

these communities and the characteristics of their residents do not constitute two distinct 

phenomena (Nelson & Sanchez, 1999).  

These disagreements arise in part because scholars approach research on fringe 

areas from different disciplines (e.g., planning, history, sociology, geography, public 

policy) with different spatial orientations (e.g., originating from primarily rural vs. urban 

rural perspectives; see Sharp & Clark, 2008) and in part because the criteria used to 

identify the fringe (e.g., location, characteristics of the built environment, transportation 

patterns, political boundaries, sociocultural characteristics, etc.) differ from study to study 

(Forsyth, 2012). Attempts to define fringe areas are also complicated by the fact that, 

however it is defined, the urban fringe is a place of considerable transition, where 

farmland and wilderness are continually turned over to residential suburbs and 

commercial centers. This ongoing transition means that areas that were once on the edge 

of urban America are now squarely within America’s urban core, and those that are still 

undeveloped may not be undeveloped for long.  

Definitional challenges also arise simply because the characteristics of what might 

be considered the urban fringe vary widely across the country. Concepts such as core and 

fringe are simply poor descriptors of the complex reality of metropolitan areas. For 

example, in the Memphis, Tennessee, metro area, the urban core is almost without a 
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doubt the city of Memphis which, with a population of over 650,000, contains nearly half 

of the more than 1.3 million people living within the metro area and more than ten times 

as many people as the next largest city (Bartlett, Tennessee). It is less clear, however, 

which if any of the fifty other cities within the metro should be considered part of the 

urban core, or if they are better thought of as part of the suburbs, exurbs, or urban fringe.  

Distinguishing between core and fringe areas is even more difficult in many other 

metropolitan areas with more varied local governments. Take, for example, the 

Cincinnati-Middletown Metropolitan Statistical Area, shown in Figure 1.1. Of the 144 

incorporated municipalities (i.e. cities, towns, and villages) in the metro area (shown in 

black and labeled as “cities”) many are located close to the Ohio-Kentucky border. The 

city of Cincinnati, with a population of nearly 300,000, is far and away the largest city in 

the metro area and is appropriately considered the urban core. The next largest city, 

Hamilton, has just over 60,000 residents, and thus one might be inclined to consider it a 

suburb rather than a “principal city,” a designation made by the Census Bureau based on 

population or employment figures (US Census Bureau, 2012). However, such distinctions 

are by no means straightforward. For example, prior to 2013, the city of Middletown, 

with a population of less than fifty thousand and located twenty miles from Cincinnati in 

the northeast corner of the metro area, was listed alongside Cincinnati as a principal city.1 

Because population and employment figures change over time, it is not uncommon for 

Census Bureau classifications of principal cities to change as well. Clearly, this has 

important implications for analyses of the socioeconomic and demographic differences 

between urban, suburban, and fringe areas. 

                                                 
1 As of 2013, however, only Cincinnati is considered a principal city. 
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Figure 1.1:  Visualizing the Urban Fringe: Cincinnati-Middletown Metropolitan 

Statistical Area, 2010. 

Other means of distinguishing between core and fringe areas, such as 

considerations of location within the metro area, are also difficult in a metro area such as 

Cincinnati. As shown in Figure 1.1, the metro area unfolds in a linear rather than a 

concentric pattern. Although dozens of medium to small municipalities are scattered 

throughout the metro area, most of the largest cities stretch out in a tight band from 

northern Kentucky toward Middletown, Ohio, in the northeastern corner. Distance from 

Cincinnati is thus a poor indicator of urban-suburban-fringe status as well.  

Unincorporated Areas as the Urban Fringe 

This research employs a different definition of the urban fringe which, though 

susceptible to certain empirical challenges, has an intuitive conceptual coherence: the 
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fringe comprises areas outside of incorporated municipalities.2 This definition allows for 

a uniform and context-invariant definition of the fringe that does not depend on relative 

measures such as location in the metropolitan area, population size, density, 

socioeconomic or demographic composition of its residents, or age of the community. It 

also links the definition of fringe areas with the political boundaries of the local 

governments that play a role in shaping the urban environment.  

To illustrate, let us return again to Figure 1.1. All of the incorporated 

municipalities are shown in black. Although incorporated municipalities may be 

officially designated as cities, towns, villages, or boroughs in different states, for 

simplicity they are discussed collectively here as “cities” or as the “incorporated core.” 

Of the more than two million people living in the Cincinnati metro area, approximately 

45% live outside of such cities—that is, they live on what is referred to here as the 

“unincorporated fringe.” In Kentucky, the fringe is made up of unincorporated parts of a 

half-dozen counties, indicated in white with solid black outlines. In Indiana and Ohio, a 

similar number of counties also regulate the unincorporated fringe (as shown with solid 

black outlines), but so do nearly one hundred smaller townships (shown in grey with grey 

outlines). As illustrated by the case of the Cincinnati metro area, the local governments 

that regulate the unincorporated fringe vary across the country: in the Midwest and 

Northeast, counties and townships/towns play some role in regulating or servicing the 

unincorporated fringe; in the South and West, counties are the only tier of local 

government in fringe areas. Where necessary, the terms counties, townships, and towns3 

                                                 
2 The U.S. Census Bureau distinguishes between incorporated municipal governments (i.e., cities and the 

like) and township or county governments. The former are “political subdivisions within which a municipal 

corporation has been established to provide general local government for a specific population 

concentration in a defined areas” (see http://www.census.gov/govs/go/municipal_township_govs.html).  
3 The term town can refer to incorporated municipalities across the Midwest, South, and West or to 

unincorporated towns in New England. This leads to some confusion. I refer to all incorporated 

http://www.census.gov/govs/go/municipal_township_govs.html
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are used to refer to unincorporated jurisdictions along the fringe, while the term cities is 

used to refer to the incorporated municipalities that make up the urban core.  

Defining Urban Areas 

Having defined the term fringe, we must now discuss the meaning of the phrase 

“urban areas.” In the analyses that follow, urban areas in the U.S. are primarily defined 

according to U.S. Census Bureau (2012, p. A-15) classifications of “Core Based 

Statistical Areas” (CBSAs), which are counties “with at least one core (urbanized area or 

urban cluster) of at least 10,000 population, plus adjacent counties having a high degree 

of social and economic integration with the core as measured through commuting ties 

with the counties associated with the core.” CBSAs whose core is an urbanized area—

that is, a “densely developed territory that contains 50,000 or more people”—are 

classified as Metropolitan Statistical Areas; those whose cores are urban clusters with 

“densely developed territory” containing between 10,000 and 50,000 people are classified 

as Micropolitan Statistical Areas (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012, p. A-15; A-21).4 With the 

exception of Chapter 3, this research uses Census Bureau classifications of CBSAs to 

identify urban areas throughout the country.5  

Data Resources for Studying the Urban Fringe 

Analyses of residential segregation along the urban fringe are complicated by the 

fact that data are often not available at the appropriate scale or in sufficient detail to make 

detailed comparisons between core and fringe areas (Theobald, 2001). One particular 

                                                                                                                                                 
municipalities, whether towns or other types, as “cities” and I reserve the term only for references to New 

England “towns.” 
4 Counties with core areas containing fewer than 10,000 people are considered rural counties. 
5 Chapter 3 relies on measures of land use regulation collected by Pendall (2000) and Pendall, Puentes, and 

Martin (2006), who surveyed local governments in the 50 largest metropolitan areas using the Census 

Bureau’s prior definition of Consolidated Metropolitan Statistical Areas (CMSA). 
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limitation is that Census Bureau data are often provided at geographic scales that overlap 

the boundary between core and fringe areas, as defined here.   

The analyses presented here rely on data from three distinct geographic scales to 

overcome this challenge: census blocks, census block groups, and census designated 

places (CDPs). Each of these has particular strengths and particular weakness. For 

example, the boundaries of census blocks are perfectly aligned with those of cities, 

counties, towns, and townships, meaning data at this scale can be used to provide a 

precise measurement of the characteristics of core and fringe areas. However, only 

selected demographic and tenure variables are available at the block level, meaning these 

data are limited in both the depth and breadth of conditions they can describe. In contrast, 

census block groups provide detailed data on the characteristics of urban communities, 

including measures of housing market conditions, but their boundaries often crisscross 

the border between core and fringe governments. Moreover, in fringe areas, census block 

groups are often very large and thus these data are not particularly useful for studying the 

characteristics of particular communities. This means any analysis of the conditions in 

fringe or core areas using data from census block groups is necessarily accompanied by a 

degree of measurement error (albeit limited; see Appendix A). Lastly, CDPs provide 

detailed data on a range of topics for “settled concentrations of population” along the 

urban fringe (US Census Bureau, 2012, p. A-21). In general, however, CDPs are less 

representative of the urban fringe as a whole (see Appendix A)6 because not all 

residential communities along the fringe are identified using the CDP geography. This 

limitation notwithstanding, CDPs provide certain benefits that make them ideal for 

examining housing market conditions along the urban fringe: they are typically much 

                                                 
6 In Appendix A, I conduct an evaluation of the accuracy of data from census blocks, census block groups, 

and census designated places. 
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smaller than census block groups, they do not overlap with the boundaries of 

incorporated municipalities, and they provide detailed data on housing conditions.  

In the analyses that follow, data from all three levels are used to analyze the 

characteristics of the urban fringe and, in particular, to examine the factors that have 

shaped patterns of racial and class segregation in fringe areas. The unit of analysis and 

data source are largely selected in response to the particular question being examined. 

Although particular data sources have certain limitations, across the four empirical 

studies the results are largely consistent and mutually supportive of the central findings: 

namely, that local control over policy tends to exacerbate the segregation of people by 

race and class. To understand why this is the case, the next section describes two 

competing characterizations of residential segregation along the urban fringe. 

THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE SEGREGATED FRINGE 

There are two parallel depictions of segregation along the urban fringe. The 

overarching narrative told by scholars and the public about the social characteristics of 

the fringe tends to emphasize issues of affluence and white flight. As already illustrated, 

however, the fringe is also a place of considerable poverty, deprivation, and exclusion. 

As Anderson (2008, p. 1120) argues, “urban planners, geographers, and local government 

scholars have largely overlooked the pattern of [low-income] unincorporated urban areas, 

because it fails to conform to the twentieth century’s dominant paradigm in city growth, 

the white flight model of urban change.” In what follows, both narratives, and their 

contributions to the construction of the segregated fringe, are discussed.   
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Excluded on the Fringe: Working-class and Minority Enclaves on the Urban 

Periphery 

Nowhere in the country are the challenges of fringe areas as stark as in the Lower 

Rio Grande Valley (LRGV) of Texas. Located on the southern tip of the state, and 

wedged between the Gulf of Mexico and the Mexican state of Tamaulipas, the LRGV is 

one of the poorest and most isolated parts of the country. In 2010, the four metropolitan 

or micropolitan areas that make up the LRGV7 all had household poverty rates of 30% or 

more—nearly three times that found in the average metro and micro area nationwide—

and all four ranked in the top 10 poorest metro/micro areas in the country.  

Remarkably, despite such high rates of poverty, the LRGV boasts one of the 

highest homeownership rates in the country for poor households: 52% of poor households 

in the LRGV own their own home, far higher than the 31% in metro/micro areas across 

the country.8 How is it that one of the poorest regions in the country also provides almost 

unparalleled access to homeownership for the poor? The answer can be found in the 

urban fringe. As Michelle Anderson (2008) describes,  

Where the market and the state fail to build affordable housing that satisfies 

people’s preferences, self-help patterns emerge, with low-income workers settling 

on the least regulated, most affordable land in the metropolitan region. The urban 

fringe can satisfy these economic and cultural trajectories with its relative 

proximity to employment, rock-bottom land prices, and promise of space, 

sustenance, and homeownership (p. 1129).  

Although Anderson was speaking in general terms about the role the urban fringe plays in 

housing poor households across the U.S., her argument is nowhere more apt than in the 

                                                 
7 These are the Rio Grande City, Raymondville, McAllen-Edinburg-Mission, and Brownsville-Harlingen 

metro and micro areas.  
8 Both the Rio Grande City and Raymondville micro areas are in the top ten (among all metro/micro areas) 

in terms of their homeownership among poor households. The McAllen-Edinburg-Mission and 

Brownsville-Harlingen metro areas are ranked much lower (58th and 123th, respectively, out of over 900), 

but these two metro areas are also far larger than the other metro/micro areas with high homeownership 

rates among the poor, making them unique among large metro areas.  
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LRGV. Poor households there have achieved high rates of homeownership by purchasing 

inexpensive and undeveloped land on the unincorporated fringe of cities. In these 

informal colonias—Spanish for “neighborhood”—low-income Hispanics9 have found an 

alternative route to the American Dream of homeownership: self-help housing has 

offered hundreds of thousands an opportunity to build “sweat equity” through their own 

labor (Larson, 1996; Ward, 1999).  

In the LRGV over 380,000 people, or 30% of the population, lives in the fringe. 

The vast majority (93%) are Hispanic. This is not a particularly remarkable fact given 

that 90% of residents in the region are Hispanic. What is remarkable, however, is that as 

many as 43% of fringe residents—over 160,00 in total—live below the poverty line, 

substantially higher than the 32% of residents in incorporated cities. To those not familiar 

with colonias, it perhaps comes as a surprise to learn that hundreds of thousands of poor 

people have settled along the urban fringe. Indeed, the traditional narrative of urban 

poverty in the U.S. is that it is concentrated in center cities. However, as described 

earlier, low-income, incremental housing along the periphery of cities has a widespread 

and longstanding history in the U.S.  

Tracing the historical conditions that led to the proliferation of colonias provides 

a useful illustration of the factors that have led to the development of other working-class 

and minority enclaves on the periphery of cities across the country. During the second 

half of the 20th century, rapid population growth, particularly among low-income 

populations, led to an increasing need for affordably priced housing in the LRGV. Cities 

often abdicated any responsibility to provide affordable housing for the low-income 

                                                 
9 Throughout this study the term Hispanic will be used to refer to residents classified by the U.S. Census 

Bureau as either Hispanic or Latino. The two are used interchangeably by the Census Bureau, but the 

former is typically used more often, and is thus used here as well.  
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families that worked in the service sector or on nearby farms. Unable to afford housing 

within cities, but with widespread aspirations of homeownership, hundreds of thousands 

of poor residents sought affordably priced housing along the periphery (Durst, 2016; 

Ward, 1999).  

The reason that the urban fringe was able to accommodate so many of the 

region’s poor has to do with the peculiar circumstances of local government autonomy in 

Texas. Texas grants greater autonomy to its cities than any other state (Zimmerman, 

1995): all Texas cities with 5,000 or more residents are eligible for home rule, and of the 

375 cities meeting this threshold, 351 (94%) have adopted home rule charters (Blodgett, 

2010). This has exacerbated issues of metropolitan fragmentation, exclusionary zoning, 

and exclusionary annexation practices by cities in Texas. At the same time, however, as 

Zimmerman’s (1995) research illustrates, Texas counties have relatively little autonomy. 

As recently as the late 1980s, counties lacked the ability to enforce even basic 

subdivision regulations, which allowed land developers to sell lots cheaply and without 

access to water, wastewater, or electricity services (Larson, 1996; Ward, 1999). As a 

result, the rates of water-borne illnesses and other communicable diseases skyrocketed in 

the 1980s and persisted for many years (Leach, Koo, Hilsenbeck, & Jenson, 1999). Other 

challenges have garnered less attention but are no less problematic: non-existent drainage 

infrastructure has left colonias vulnerable to extreme flooding (Tyx, 2016), and the 

absence of paved roads, sidewalks, and street lighting poses a severe public safety risk 

(Durst, 2015; Strickland, 2016). 

Between 1970 and 1990, close to a thousand colonias proliferated throughout 

unincorporated areas along the fringe of cities in the LRGV (Durst, 2016). Land 

developers transferred property to buyers through contracts for deed—informal titling 
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mechanisms that provided buyers with few legal protections—meaning many were left 

without a secure claim of ownership (Ward, Souza, Giusti, & Larson, 2011; Ward, Way, 

& Wood, 2015). Many of those who purchased lots in colonias proceeded to build the 

house through self-help, making improvements slowly over time when they could afford 

to do so. As I have illustrated elsewhere (Durst, 2015), often the self-help process begins 

with the use of a dilapidated trailer (see Figure 1.2A) or a self-built cement-block or 

stick-frame home (Figures 1.2B and 1.2C); residents also sometimes use discarded waste 

as temporary construction materials (Figure 1.2D). The incremental and delayed process 

of self-building has meant that colonia residents have lived in unfinished or poor quality 

housing for years, if not decades. Self-help construction of this sort continues unabated 

today, because most self-builders are exempt from building codes in unincorporated parts 

of counties (Durst, 2016).  

Although state efforts to stop the proliferation of colonias with inadequate water 

and wastewater infrastructure have been successful, virtually no effort has been made to 

address the severe lack of affordable housing in the LRGV, and as a result low-income 

Hispanics have continued to rely primarily on self-help housing in the unincorporated 

fringe as the only affordable housing option. Since 1990, self-help “model subdivisions” 

have continued to proliferate throughout the LRGV at a pace that rivals the spread of 

colonias in the prior two decades. Although these model subdivisions—named after state 

legislation, the Model Subdivision Rules, which sought to prevent the spread of 

colonias—have paved roads, septic systems, and water and electrical services, housing 

conditions are in fact worse than in colonias because of the delayed process of self-help 

(Durst, 2016).  
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Figure 1.2:  Self-help and Self-managed Housing in the Lower Rio Grande Valley. 

Reproduced from Durst (2015) 

Pushed out of cities as a result of exclusionary housing and land use policies, and 

attracted to the fringe with the promise of homeownership, hundreds of thousands of low-

income Hispanics are now perpetually excluded from cities as a result of exclusionary 
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municipal annexation practices (Durst, 2014b). Given the poor quality of housing and 

infrastructure in colonias, cities have clear fiscal justifications for avoiding the 

annexation of these neighborhoods. As a result, as cities in the LRGV have expanded 

their municipal borders through annexation they have excluded these communities at 

disproportionate rates: colonias are half as likely to be annexed as other neighborhoods 

(ibid.). In the academic literature, this practice of excluding the poor and minorities 

through annexation is referred to as municipal underbounding (Aiken, 1987; Anderson, 

2010; Johnson, Parnell, Joyner, Christman, & Marsh, 2004; Lichter, Parisi, Grice, & 

Taquino, 2007). Municipal underbounding thus leaves colonias in a state of nearly 

perpetual exclusion from cities.10  

The LRGV represents a vivid example of the various factors—socioeconomic and 

demographic changes, local government autonomy, exclusionary land use and zoning 

regulation, informal land development practices, and municipal annexation—driving 

patterns of residential segregation in unincorporated areas. However, the LRGV is an 

admittedly extreme case: it is one of the poorest parts of the country, with one of the 

starkest divides in regards to the autonomy of core and fringe areas. One might therefore 

be justified in asking whether it reasonable to draw conclusions about the factors that 

shape the unincorporated fringe at the national scale from a highly specific, and 

undoubtedly unique, case such as the LRGV.  

Although the LRGV is indeed unique, its differences are a matter of degree, not of 

kind. As discussed earlier, there is a long history of poor and minority households 

accessing affordably priced housing outside of cities; examples from the late 19th to the 

                                                 
10 Although some colonias in the LRGV have self-incorporated, thereby forming their own municipal 

government (Durst, 2014b), these newly formed cities are some of the poorest in the nation and have 

limited fiscal capacity to address issues of land and housing development. 
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early 21st century abound (Anderson, 2008; Goff, 2016; Harris, 1999; Nicolaides, 2002; 

Wiese, 2004). As documented in Chapter 4, self-help subdivisions akin to colonias are in 

fact widespread across the country today, particularly in Southern and Western states. 

Rarely, however, have such subdivisions been studied alongside colonias (Ward & 

Peters, 2007). Low-income and minority enclaves are thus far more common in fringe 

areas than is typically acknowledged; this is in part due to the fact that these communities 

often exist alongside disproportionately white and affluent unincorporated suburbs. 

Indeed, it is the latter that features most prominently in scholarly and popular discussions 

of the urban fringe.  

Exclusivity on the Fringe: White Flight and Affluent Resistance 

Although there is considerable empirical support for the narrative describing the 

development of working-class suburbs along the urban fringe, the overwhelming 

depiction of fringe areas is that of white flight and suburban affluence. Beginning in the 

19th century and continuing into the 20th century, suburbanites flocked to the “crabgrass 

frontier” in search of space and a place of their own to call home. An abundance of cheap 

land, rising incomes, a desire for homeownership, federal subsidies for both infrastructure 

and housing, and technological advancements made this dream a reality for millions of 

middleclass, white American families (Jackson, 1985).  

The dominance of this narrative has led to perceptions of poverty as primarily a 

rural or urban phenomenon. For example as Kneebone and Berube (2013, p. 4) have 

argued,  

For decades, experts have framed the debate around the intersection of poverty 

and place largely in an urban or rural context—for instance, the negative effects 

of living in an inner-city ghetto or barrio, or the challenges of rural isolation. 

Poverty rates in these types of communities remain much higher than for the 

nation as a whole, and for decades these areas have been home to significant 
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portions of the nation’s poor, giving rise to an extensive literature that documents 

the trends and impacts of deep and entrenched poverty in both urban and rural 

America. 

 

Suburbs, on the other hand,  

have traditionally inhabited a very different popular narrative in American 

culture, one in which poverty generally does not feature (except perhaps to the 

extent that the rise of the suburbs signaled—and even contributed to—urban 

decline). In many ways, suburbs have been central to the particular brand of the 

American dream that developed rapidly after World War II. Moving to suburbia 

signaled a step up—a house with a yard, a car to drive to work, good schools, and 

safe streets (ibid., p. 5-6).  

The middle-class and white character of the suburbs was reinforced through a 

series of policies aimed explicitly or implicitly at preventing the arrival of residents who 

were deemed undesirable. At the turn of the 20th century, and continuing today, land 

developers used deed restrictions to dictate what buyers could do with a lot, including the 

type, size, and aspect of housing, the use to which the land could be put, and even the 

race of potential buyers (Fogelson, 2005; Jones-Correa, 2000).  

The exclusivity of the fringe has also been maintained through the use of 

exclusionary zoning. Take, for example, one of the most well-publicized and thoroughly 

researched court cases concerning the use of exclusionary zoning in the United States: 

South Burlington County NAACP v. Mount Laurel Township. In the 1970s, a group of 

residents seeking to develop affordable housing within the township were denied 

permission because the proposed project violated current zoning rules, which favored 

single-family housing. Even after more than two decades and the favorable decision of 

two court cases, opposition to the development of affordable housing in Mount Laurel 

has been fierce, driven largely by township residents’ fear that the proposed development 

would lead to “rising taxes, increasing crime, falling property values, and a general 

disruption of the suburban ethos” (Massey et al., 2013, p. 4). 
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As wealthy residents migrated to fringe areas, they left central cities with ailing 

infrastructure, high rates of poverty, and a limited tax base. As a result, many cities have 

pursued aggressive annexation practices, expanding their jurisdictional borders in order 

to recapture lost revenue and manage urban growth (Edwards, 2008). Some argue that 

aggressive annexation of this sort is necessary to maintain the health of central cities and 

to address issues of residential segregation and inequality in urban areas (Rusk, 2010), 

but it is fiercely resisted by fringe residents, often through self-incorporation (Kruse, 

2013; Rice, Waldner, & Smith, 2013) or through opposition to proposed annexations 

(Gillette, 2005; Tyson, 2012). 

LOCAL GOVERNMENT BOUNDARIES AND RESIDENTIAL SEGREGATION 

To understand the factors that have shaped patterns of demographic change and 

residential segregation along the fringe, it is important to consider the role of 

jurisdictional boundaries in urban areas. A great deal has been written about the role of 

local government borders in shaping patterns of residential segregation in metropolitan 

areas (Briffault, 1996; Tiebout, 1956; Weiher, 1991). Two theoretical perspectives 

provide competing depictions of the way in which jurisdictional border exacerbate 

patterns of residential segregation. The first theory comes from the public choice school 

and examines the political economy of metropolitan fragmentation, paying particular 

attention to the effect of jurisdictional borders on locational decisions in metropolitan 

areas. The second draws upon literature on the politics of exclusion, describing the 

various ways that suburban residents employ exclusionary tactics to resist racial and 

economic integration (Danielson, 1976).  
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Public Choice and Residential Sorting 

To understand the role that local government fragmentation plays in shaping 

patterns of residential segregation in urban areas, let us begin with Tiebout’s theory of the 

political economy of local expenditures. The scenario first posed by (Tiebout, 1956, p. 

418) is as follows:  

Consider for a moment the case of the city resident about to move to the suburbs. 

What variables will influence his choice of a municipality? If he has children, a 

high level of expenditures on schools may be important. Another person may 

prefer a community with a municipal golf course. The availability and quality of 

such facilities and services as beaches, parks, police protection, roads, and 

parking facilities will enter into the decision-making process. 

Assuming that residents are mobile and aware of the tax and service patterns of local 

governments, and that there are sufficient local jurisdictions to allow for an appropriate 

degree of choice, Tiebout’s model suggests that residents will self-sort into jurisdictions 

whose revenue and expenditure patterns meet their preferences.  

Jurisdictional borders thus serve as a source of information regarding the 

characteristics of particular communities and the tax and expenditure policies they 

employ (Weiher, 1991). Metropolitan fragmentation—the proliferation of many local 

governments within a particular metropolitan area—offers residents a variety of 

alternative local jurisdictions to which to relocate, thereby introducing a mechanism for 

competition between local governments as they vie for residents (Tiebout, 1956). In 

practice, as Schneider (1989, p. 88) argues, “competition as measured by the number of 

nearby local competitors and by variation in the taxes paid for local services consistently 

restrains expenditures in virtually all policy domains.”  
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The Politics of Exclusion 

Tiebout’s narrative treats residential segregation as an afterthought: the sorting of 

residents between jurisdictions is the mechanism by which citizens voice their 

preferences to local governments. To the extent that fragmented metropolitan areas lead 

to greater residential segregation, in the Tiebout model such segregation is the result of 

residential choice. Danielson (1976a) describes a different process by which fragmented 

metropolitan areas lead to residential segregation: the politics of exclusion. Just like 

Tiebout, Danielson (1976a, p. 18) frames fragmentation largely in regards to the 

separation between the central city and suburban municipalities:  

Political separation of the city and suburbs has left central cities with twice as 

many poor residents as suburbia, four blacks for every one living in the suburbs, 

little room for growth, and a declining share of the metropolis’s population and 

economic base. By cutting most cities off from the benefits of urban growth, and 

concentrating the most serious urban problems within city limits, the organization 

of autonomous suburbs has played a key role in the worsening plight of older 

cities. Independence from the city shields residents of suburbs from much of the 

public burden of providing for poor families who live in the city. Local autonomy 

also enhances the ability of suburbanites to exclude low-income and minority 

groups, thus intensifying the concentration of the poor and blacks within the city 

limits. These developments, in turn, increase the attraction of independent suburbs 

which insulate their residents and businesses from the people and problems of 

older cities. 

As Danielson (1976a) argues, in fragmented metropolitan areas, the politics of 

exclusion leads elected officials to be beholden to voters, not necessarily through the 

threat of exit as in the Tiebout model, but through the ballot. Officials that do not uphold 

residents’ exclusionary preferences are challenged at the polls. The politics of exclusion 

are thus particularly potent in small and homogenous suburbs, where there is greater 

consensus regarding the use of exclusionary policies.  

In the past, exclusionary policies were explicit in their targeting of racial 

minorities; today they are explicitly race-neutral but perhaps just as effective at excluding 
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minorities (Danielson, 1976). Many of these policies restrict the supply of housing, often 

with the goal of preserving the physical and social characteristics of suburban 

communities. Restrictions on multi-family housing limit the construction of apartments, 

reducing access to housing among low-income households who are disproportionately 

renters. A series of restrictions also serve to increase the cost of single-family housing, 

including large-lot zoning, minimum building-size regulations, prohibitions on the use of 

particular materials, subdivision regulations that place restrictions on the type and 

availability of infrastructure, and prohibitions on mobile homes (Danielson, 1976). 

Local governments are highly dependent on local taxes, and in particular on 

property taxes. Many exclusionary policies thus originate from concerns regarding 

increased expenditures and erosion of the tax base that may accompany changes in the 

socioeconomic characteristics of suburban communities (Danielson, 1976). Although 

such fears are at times justified, they also serve to mask otherwise purely exclusionary 

motives: “the workings of the property tax provide suburbanites with a respectable 

rationale to justify the exclusion of lower-income groups, subsidized housing, and blacks, 

regardless of the actual mix of motives which underlie a particularly local policy” 

(Danielson, 1976, p. 45). 

WHY DOES INCORPORATION STATUS MATTER? 

The theories of public choice and the politics of exclusion undergird much of the 

research on patterns of residential segregation in urban areas (Dawkins, 2005; Lichter, 

Parisi, & Taquino, 2012; Massey & Denton, 1988; Rothwell, 2011; Schneider & Logan, 

1981). Much of this literature focuses on the role of incorporated municipalities (i.e., 

cities), and relatively little attention has been paid to the role of unincorporated local 

governments (i.e., counties, townships, and towns) in contributing to patterns of 
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residential segregation in urban areas. For a variety of reasons, however, the 

unincorporated governments that make up the fringe play a particularly important role in 

exacerbating patterns of residential segregation. 

Population Growth and the Threat of Change 

The urban fringe has experienced considerable population growth over the second 

half of the twentieth century, blurring the boundaries between urban, suburban, and rural 

communities. This rapid pace of development has led to increasing conflicts between 

various constituencies in urban areas—e.g., residential communities and commercial, 

industrial, and agricultural interests—and has placed increasing pressure on the local 

governments that manage the fringe to accommodate growth while protecting the 

interests of their constituencies (Daniels, 1999; Stephens, 1989). In response, in recent 

decades counties across the country—particularly in fast growing urban areas—have 

begun to play a more active role in urban governance by providing a range of municipal 

services, engaging in the regulation of the urban environment, and adopting modern 

governance structures and management practices (Benton, 2005). Townships, too, have 

undergone considerable professionalization and have begun to play a more active role in 

the regulation and servicing of the urban fringe (Johnson, 2005; Sokolow, 1997).  

Such changes in governance have important yet largely unexamined implications 

for patterns of residential segregation. As opposed to central cities that are entirely 

surrounded by other municipalities, many suburbs have considerable undeveloped land 

along their unincorporated fringe, allowing room for considerable expansion but only if 

land use regulations, municipal annexation practices, and other local policies are 

accommodating of new housing development along the fringe (Danielson, 1976). It is 

thus along the urban fringe—where undeveloped land meets demand for new housing—
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that exclusionary land use regulations have their largest effect. One prerequisite for such 

exclusionary policies is local autonomy. Because the autonomy granted to local 

governments differs in important ways between core and fringe governments, it merits a 

detailed discussion.  

Local Government Autonomy and Metropolitan Fragmentation 

Underlying both the theories of Tiebout-sorting and that of the politics of 

exclusion is the assumption that local governments—cities, counties, towns, and 

townships—have control over local policy decisions. Without local control, fringe and 

core governments cannot engage in either Tiebout-type competition or the politics of 

exclusion. As Zimmerman (1995, p. 194) has argued, public choice theories of residential 

sorting are “largely predicated on the existence of a broad grant of discretionary authority 

by the state to its general purpose political subdivisions.” Such authority is central to 

local decisions regarding tax and expenditure patterns, zoning and land use regulation, or 

municipal annexation. Danielson (1976a, p. 29) also emphasizes the importance of local 

government autonomy in facilitating the politics of exclusion: “Political independence 

greatly strengthens the suburban community’s ability to exclude, while the desire to 

exclude both enhances the attractions of local autonomy and reinforces the suburban 

commitment to the preservation of local control over the vital parameters of community 

life.”  

Under U.S.-style federalism, the nature and power of local governments varies 

markedly across the country and has changed significantly in response to patterns of 

urbanization. As urban areas have grown, states have often granted “home rule” to local 

governments, giving them broad powers to implement policies that address a range of 

issues, including growth management. In many cases, the local governments (counties, 
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cities, townships, towns, school districts, and special district) overlap in ways that 

complicate issues of urban governance (Wilson, 2012). This highly fragmented urban 

political landscape has important implications for issues of social equity as a result of 

what has been called the “local government boundary problem”: jurisdictional 

fragmentation of this sort creates spillovers, fiscal disparities, and inter-jurisdictional 

conflict as the various governments that make up the urban fabric compete for resources 

through regulatory, tax, and expenditure policies (Briffault, 1996).  

The urban fringe is a particularly important arena in which to examine the role of 

local government autonomy and its influence on residential segregation precisely because 

autonomy differs markedly between core and fringe governments. The only national 

research11 of which I am aware that compares the degree of autonomy granted to fringe 

and core governments of various types is that by Zimmerman (1995). Zimmerman’s 

analysis builds upon legal research and the results of interviews with public officials from 

the 1980s. Although it is somewhat dated, it nevertheless provides insight into the 

differences in autonomy between fringe and core governments across the country and 

their potential impact on patterns of residential segregation.  

As Zimmerman’s work illustrates, fringe and core governments possess different 

degrees of autonomy in different states. Cities, in general, are granted greater fiscal, 

functional, and structural autonomy than county or township governments (Zimmerman, 

1995). This, in turn, means that throughout much of the country, the divide between the 

urban fringe and the urban core also represents distinct policy environments. The one 

exception here is in the Northeast, and particularly in New England, where towns along 

the urban fringe are granted a degree of autonomy that rivals that given to cities 

                                                 
11 As already mentioned, Stephens (1989) developed a classification of both counties and townships/towns, 

but not of cities. 
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(Zimmerman, 1995). This fact seems to have escaped much of the research on patterns of 

urban segregation. Much of that research examines residential segregation in 

metropolitan areas without clearly distinguishing between core and fringe areas, as 

defined here (Dawkins, 2005; Farrell, 2008; Lens & Monkkonen, 2015; Morgan, 1999; 

Rothwell, 2011; Rothwell & Massey, 2009, 2010).  

MAIN PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY 

Existing research on patterns of residential segregation on the urban fringe suffers 

from two important weaknesses. First, this research is often parochial, emphasizing one 

of the two broader narratives—the fringe as affluent and white, or as home to low-income 

and minority enclaves—without integrating the two or interrogating their similarities, 

differences, or contradictions. Second, existing research tends to use definitions of the 

urban fringe that are imprecise, context-specific, and detached from the policies and 

politics that shape urban areas; for example, definitions of the fringe that rely on relative 

measures such as population density, population size, or distance do not differentiate 

between the various local governments that govern the core and fringe. 

This study examines how political institutions and public policies shape patterns 

of socioeconomic and racial segregation along the urban fringe. To do so, it draws 

heavily from the literature on local government fragmentation, paying particular attention 

to theories of public choice and the politics of exclusion. This research makes two 

broader contributions to the literature. First, it examines in tandem the two competing 

narratives of segregation on the fringe—of affluence and of deprivation—illustrating, 

perhaps paradoxically, that both narratives have strong empirical support. Second, it links 

these broader narratives to specific policies—exclusionary zoning, subdivision 

regulation, and municipal annexation—and particular political institutions—local control, 
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direct democracy, and regional or federal oversight—that contribute to or ameliorate 

patterns of residential segregation on the fringe.  

Chapter 2 begins with a national analysis of changes in the racial and class 

composition of fringe areas. This analysis substantiates the traditional narrative of the 

fringe as a place that is disproportionately wealthy and white and illustrates how, despite 

the rapid diversification of urban areas as a whole, the racial and class disparity between 

core and fringe actually increased over time. The remainder of the chapter then examines 

the effect of public choice on the racial and class composition of the core and fringe. To 

do so, I examine how urban residents respond to or pursue expanded residential choice as 

a result of the fragmentation of cities or modifications to their jurisdictional borders. The 

results suggest that fragmentation and boundary changes facilitate the isolation of whites 

and the wealthy in smaller cities and that this, in turn, tends to decrease the minority 

population and poverty rate in cities in general, thereby reducing some of the historical 

disparities between core and fringe areas. Despite these findings, however, the effects of 

changes in public choice are insufficient to offset broader trends that have led to more 

rapid growth in poverty rates and the share of minority residents within the core.  

The results of Chapter 2 suggest the need for alternative explanations of the 

factors that contribute to residential segregation along the urban fringe. The remaining 

three chapters examine these alternative explanations by using insights from what 

Danielson (1976) calls the politics of exclusion. For example, Chapter 3 examines a 

series of local regulatory policies that are closely linked with the politics of exclusion and 

with broader efforts to manage growth and facilitate equitable development in urban 

areas. Fixed effects models are used to analyze the effect of variation in the regulatory 

environment between the core and fringe on racial and class segregation in 43 of the 
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largest metropolitan areas in the country. The various regulatory tools examined in 

Chapter 3 include residential zoning, regulation of infrastructure development, 

restrictions on housing supply, and affordable housing programs. The results suggest that 

core and fringe areas use these policies in different ways to guide land development and 

housing production. Paradoxically, regulations in fringe area are stricter in some ways 

and more lenient in others.  

Chapter 4 examines how, despite the fact that the fringe is a place of 

overwhelming affluence and privilege, residential land development practices in the 

unincorporated areas have attracted low-income and minority residents to the urban 

periphery with the promise of homeownership. The chapter presents a systematic analysis 

of satellite imagery and census records for unincorporated communities in nearly 500 

metropolitan areas across the country in order to identify low-income residential 

subdivisions developed with minimal regulatory oversight. The analysis illustrates that 

residents in these subdivisions often suffer from severe vulnerabilities as a result of poor 

quality housing and infrastructure and widespread market dysfunction. Moreover, the 

existence of these low-income subdivisions places considerable burdens on the counties 

tasked with the provision of services and the regulation of land and housing in these 

communities. As a result, many states have undertaken efforts to stymie the proliferation 

of these subdivisions, sometimes with severe consequences for residents. By comparing 

fours cases from two states (Florida and Texas) that have taken markedly different 

approaches to growth management along the urban fringe, the analysis highlights the 

enduring challenges posed by the existence and continued spread of these low-income 

subdivisions, and it gives additional insight into how the politics of exclusion can stymie 

efforts to improve conditions in low-income communities along the urban fringe.  
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After examining the way in which land use regulation and housing policy shape 

patterns of racial and class segregation in fringe areas in Chapters 3 and 4, I return in 

Chapter 5 to the question of boundary changes. The primary purpose here is to conduct a 

rigorous analysis of the role of public choice and the politics of exclusion in contributing 

to patterns of residential segregation along the fringe. This analysis explores whether 

local control over annexation contributes to race- or class-based annexation practices. A 

metropolitan-area matching design is used to examine how various laws that expand or 

restrict direct democratic control over annexation shape patterns of exclusionary 

annexation. The laws examined include those that require referenda either in the area to 

be annexed or in the city conducting the annexation; public hearings prior to annexation; 

review of annexation decisions by a supervisory boundary commission; and 

administrative review by the Justice Department under Section 5 of the Voting Rights 

Act. The results provide strong evidence to suggest that direct democratic control over 

annexation exacerbates the politics of exclusion and engenders resistance to annexation 

based on its threat to public choice. Efforts to ameliorate these practices, either through 

regional or federal oversight over annexation decisions, are only partially successful.  

The final chapter, Chapter 6, summarizes the findings from the four empirical 

analyses and integrates them into an overall narrative regarding the nature of residential 

segregation in unincorporated areas and the principal causes of that segregation, paying 

particular attention to issues of metropolitan fragmentation and local control over urban 

policy. The chapter concludes by discussing potential local, regional, and federal policy 

responses to these challenges. 
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Chapter Two: Residential Sorting, Boundary Changes, and Segregation 

Along the Urban Fringe 

Urban areas are composed of a variety of local governments of various types—

including counties, cities, townships, school districts, and special districts—whose 

boundaries often overlap in complex ways that pose challenges for issues of urban 

governance (Wilson, 2012). In certain cases, jurisdictional fragmentation provides 

benefits to urban residents. As theorized by Tiebout (1956), jurisdictional fragmentation 

offers local residents the ability to vote with their feet, relocating to jurisdictions whose 

tax and expenditure patterns more closely match their preferences. At the individual 

level, fragmentation is a potential boon for affluent residents, who have the economic 

resources needed to relocate. At the metropolitan level, fragmentation introduces a means 

of competition into the political economy of suburbs; inter-jurisdictional competition 

within fragmented metropolitan areas tends to reduce municipal expenditures across the 

metropolitan region (Schneider, 1989).  

However, the fragmentation of local governments also has negative 

consequences: jurisdictional fragmentation exacerbates inter-jurisdictional conflict, 

spillovers from local policy choices, and fiscal disparities between jurisdictions 

(Briffault, 1996). Jurisdictional fragmentation, particularly among municipalities (i.e., 

among central cities and incorporated suburban cities) also contributes to patterns of 

residential segregation. Prior research has found that expanded choice among municipal 

governments contributes to residential segregation by allowing residents to sort into cities 

whose tax and expenditure patterns, or whose racial make-up, better suit their 

preferences; urban areas with higher levels of Tiebout municipal choice thus display 

higher levels of black-white segregation (Dawkins, 2005). In particular, increased choice 
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between cities contributes primarily to segregation between (as opposed to within) cities 

(ibid.).  

A related, but to my knowledge unexplored, question is whether greater choice 

among cities also contributes to patterns of residential segregation between the core and 

fringe. Theoretically, this should be the case: areas with more fragmented municipal 

governments should have lower shares of whites and the affluent in fringe areas. To 

understand why this is the case, recall that historically whites and the affluent have fled 

central cities, in part in response to the purported ills of the urban core, including the 

strength of political machines, high tax and expenditure policies, and blight and decay in 

central cities (Danielson, 1976). There is also some evidence to suggest that white and 

affluent residents fled from central cities in response to efforts to desegregate public 

schools (Farley, Richards, & Wurdock, 1980).  

When making such locational decisions, residents face a choice regarding which 

type of local government best suits their preferences—either the unincorporated fringe or 

a suburban municipality. Residents seeking greater control over local government policy 

should, if given the choice, be more likely to relocate to incorporated suburbs, although 

doing so comes with a cost. As Danielson (1976a, p. 30) describes:  

Greater control over land, housing, and other key local functions is exercised by 

suburban communities which have incorporated as municipalities under state law. 

Municipal governments have more extensive authority than local governments in 

unincorporated areas to tax, to borrow, to provide services, and to regulate urban 

development. Another attraction of incorporation is the protection it provides a 

suburb against absorption into other local jurisdictions…On the other hand, 

incorporation usually means more extensive and expensive local services. As a 

result, many suburbanites prefer unincorporated status, particularly when essential 

public services are available from other public agencies and when state law 

protects unincorporated areas from the territorial ambitions of adjacent 

municipalities.  
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Danielson’s discussion implies that residents face an uncertain choice when 

deciding between incorporated and unincorporated areas. For the affluent, relocating 

from the central city to an unincorporated area typically brings the benefit of reduced 

taxes, fewer services, and less land use regulation. This package of public goods may 

appeal to certain residents, but it also carries the risk of a potential future loss of 

autonomy in the event of municipal annexation by a city or in a mismatch between fringe 

residents’ preferences and the policies enacted by the county (this latter risk is potentially 

exacerbated by changing demographics within the unincorporated fringe). High levels of 

Tiebout choice within the incorporated core thus provide certain benefits without 

additional risks: expanded choice allows residents with the opportunity to relocate to a 

small, homogenous suburban municipality where tax and expenditure policies (and other 

factors, such as the demographic or socioeconomic composition) match their preferences 

and where public choice is not threatened by the possibility of annexation. As such, 

where Tiebout choice between municipalities is greatest, whites and the wealthy should 

be less likely to relocate to the urban fringe. 

For residents who have chosen to relocate to the unincorporated fringe rather than 

to a suburban municipality, rapid population growth and the unchecked expansion of 

cities into previously unincorporated lands pose a threat to the suburban way of life that 

once characterized much of the fringe. Municipal annexation in particular, which entails 

the redrawing of municipal borders around residents who have already voted with their 

feet, poses a serious threat to fringe residents’ degree of local control. It is no wonder, 

then, that the involuntary annexation of fringe residents is often viewed as a threat to 

public choice  (Tyson, 2012) and that, where state law permits, residents along the urban 

fringe often resist such threats by pursuing self-incorporation, that is, by forming their 
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own municipality (Rice et al., 2013). Moreover, newly incorporated municipalities are 

whiter, wealthier, and smaller in size than nearby municipalities, highlighting the racial 

and class origins of the desire for local control (Smith & Debbage, 2011). The 

proliferation of municipalities through incorporation reinforces the capacity of local 

residents to control land use within their community, to resist demographic change, and 

to maintain particular fiscal policies (Rice et al., 2013).  

In an effort to reduce the degree of jurisdictional fragmentation in urban areas, 

many states place restrictions on the capacity of local governments to pursue 

incorporation (ACIR, 1992; Krane, Rigos, & Hill, 2001). Where residents along the 

fringe cannot easily self-incorporate, and cannot resist annexation through other means 

such as referenda (see Chapter 5), municipal annexation has the potential to dramatically 

shape patterns of racial and class segregation between the fringe and core. For example, 

annexation has historically been used by cities as a way of recapturing a tax base that was 

eroded as a result of the movement of middle- and upper-income residents to the urban 

fringe (Edwards, 2008). This suggests that aggressive patterns of municipal annexation 

may reshape patterns of class segregation by bringing wealthy residents back into the 

core, thereby reducing economic disparities between core and fringe areas. However, as 

examined in Chapter 5, political motives also feature prominently in annexation 

decisions. Considerable research suggests that cities sometimes use annexation either to 

exclude minorities living on the fringe or to dilute the vote of minority populations within 

the city (Aiken, 1987; Anderson, 2010; Austin, 1999; Baumle, Fossett, & Warren, 2008; 

Johnson et al., 2004; Lichter et al., 2007). This, too, has the potential to shape patterns of 

racial segregation between core and fringe areas. 
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This chapter examines the effect of municipal government fragmentation on 

patterns of residential segregation between core and fringe areas. This analysis 

approaches the issue of residential segregation from a public choice perspective: in 

particular, I examine how expansions in residential choice driven by municipal 

fragmentation contribute to the racial and class disparities between the core and fringe. 

The logic of public choice is an elegant one, and as the analysis that follows illustrates, it 

is useful for predicting patterns of residential mobility. However, because public choice 

treats residential segregation as primarily the result of the residential choices made by 

individuals, it overlooks many of the subtle and not-so-subtle ways in which public 

choice masks the politics of exclusion. Chapters 3, 4, and 5 thus progressively dismantle 

the logic of “voting with your feet” and reinforce the logic of the “politics of exclusion” 

by examining how particular policies are used with either exclusionary intent or 

exclusionary effect. 

The first part of this chapter begins by comparing the racial and class composition 

of core and fringe areas and by examining changes in that composition over time. As that 

analysis shows, the unincorporated fringe is disproportionately white and wealthy. 

Although it has diversified considerably since 1990 and, in doing so, has opened up 

opportunities for minorities and the poor to achieve the American Dream of 

homeownership, the diversification of the fringe has done little to reduce the racial and 

socioeconomic disparity between fringe and core areas. A regression analysis is then used 

to examine how Tiebout choice among cities, municipal incorporation, and municipal 

annexation have shaped such changes between 1990 and 2010.  
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RACE AND CLASS ON THE URBAN FRINGE 

 Before turning to an analysis of how jurisdictional fragmentation and boundary 

changes alter patterns of racial and class segregation between core and fringe areas, it 

will be helpful to first examine how race and class differ between the core and fringe. To 

do so, I analyze selected racial and socioeconomic measures of the urban fringe and 

urban core across 360 metropolitan and 564 micropolitan areas (i.e., what the Census 

Bureau calls Core Based Statistical Areas, or CBSAs) between 1990 and 2010.12 As 

described in Chapter 1, the “core” comprises any areas located within incorporated 

municipalities (i.e., in cities, towns, villages, or boroughs), while the “fringe” comprises 

any area located outside of incorporated municipalities (i.e., in unincorporated parts of 

counties, townships, or, in New England, towns).  

To set the stage for the subsequent regression analysis two outcomes are 

examined here: the relative percent non-white and the relative percent poor in fringe 

areas. Each measure is calculated by first determining the percent non-white13 or percent 

poor14 in both fringe and core areas, then subtracting that of the core from that of the 

fringe, as follows: 

                                                 
12 CBSAs comprise either metropolitan areas or micropolitan areas. Metropolitan areas are those that 

contain urban clusters of 50,000 people or more, while micropolitan areas contain urban clusters of 

between 10,000 and 50,000 people. 
13 The term non-white refers to anyone who reported being of a race other than white, or reported being 

Hispanic or Latino or any race.  
14 The percent poor refers to the number of individuals living in households with income below the poverty 

line. As described in Chapter 1, because the boundaries of census blocks conform precisely to the 

boundaries of incorporated municipalities and because race and ethnicity are measured as part of the 

decennial census, the relative percent non-white in fringe areas can be calculated without sampling or 

measurement error. However, two factors introduce an element of error in the measurement of the relative 

percent poor. First, poverty data from the 2010 wave are derived from 2008-2012 American Community 

Survey 5-Year Estimates, meaning they are subject to sampling variation. Second, poverty data are only 

available at the block group level or larger and, unlike census blocks, block groups do not align with the 

boundaries of incorporated places. I have therefore calculated the percentage of people in fringe or core 

areas with incomes below the poverty line by weighting estimates for particular block groups according to 

the proportion of residents in the block group that live in the fringe or core, respectively.  As described in 

Appendix A, these weighted estimates are highly predictive of actual counts at the metropolitan level. 
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% non-whiterelative = % non-whitefringe -  % non-whitecore 

% poorrelative = % poorfringe -  % poorcore 

 

The term relative thus refers to the fact that the racial or socioeconomic composition of 

the fringe is measured relative to that of the core. A positive number indicates that the 

percent non-white or percent poor is higher in the fringe than in the core—that is, positive 

relative measures indicate that minorities and the poor are more concentrated in fringe 

areas than in the core. Negative numbers indicate the reverse, or that the fringe in a 

particular metro or micro area has lower shares of minorities or poor residents than does 

the core.  

The Exclusive Fringe 

The dominant narrative of the fringe tends to ignore the presence of minorities 

and the poor (Anderson, 2008). This is likely due largely to the fact that these groups 

represent a far smaller share of residents in the fringe than in the core. To illustrate, 

Figure 3.1 plots histograms of the relative minority and poor composition of the more 

than 900 CBSAs in the lower 48 states as of 2010. Positive numbers along the horizontal 

axis indicate that the population group in question represents a higher proportion of 

residents in the fringe than in the core. As is clear, the vast majority of metro and micro 

areas have fringes that are substantially whiter and more affluent than the core. Notice 

that only a small fraction of CBSAs have positive relative measures of the share of non-

white or poor in the fringe; also notice the solid vertical line, indicating the median 

relative measure across all CBSAs for the percent non-white (-.1) and percent poor (-.07). 

Thus, more than half of CBSAs have minority and poor populations in the fringe that are 

at least ten and seven percentage points, respectively, lower than in the core.  
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Unincorporated areas are overwhelmingly a place where minorities and the poor are 

underrepresented.  

 

 

Figure 2.1: Relative Measures of Race and Class on the Urban Fringe (Median 

Indicated with Vertical Line): Core Based Statistical Areas in the Lower 48 

States, 2010 

Diversification and Exclusion: One Step Forward, Two Steps Back 

Although the poor and minorities are underrepresented on the fringe, their 

numbers have grown considerably since 1990 as a result of rapid population growth: 

across the more than 900 CBSAs examined here, the share of fringe residents that are 

minorities or poor increased by five percentage points between 1990 and 2010, and the 

number of black, Hispanic, and poor residents in the fringe increased by 3.8, 7.6, and 8.6 

million, respectively. These demographic and socioeconomic changes have the potential 

to dramatically reduce the racial and class disparity between core and fringe areas, if 

local policies and political institutions allow. 
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As shown using grey bars in Figure 2.2, across the vast majority of metro and 

micro areas, and in all four regions of the country, the share of non-white residents 

increased in the fringe. Increases in the non-white share of the population were most 

dramatic in the West, where more than 30% of metro areas saw increases of more than 10 

percentage points in the proportion of residents in fringe areas that are minorities (see 

grey bars with positive numbers, indicating an increase in the proportion of non-white 

residents). Increases in the percent minority were least dramatic in the Midwest. Figure 

2.3 provides a similar depiction of changes in poverty rates in the fringe: Across all for 

regions of the country, and particularly in the South and West, poverty rates in the fringe 

rose considerably between 1990 and 2010. The fringe is therefore diversifying, and in 

regions such as the South and West it is doing so rapidly.  

 

 

Figure 2.2: Changes in the Percent Non-white and Relative Percent Non-white in the 

Fringe: Core Based Statistical Areas in the Lower 48 States, 1990 to 2010 
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There is little hope, however, that the diversification of the fringe will lead to a 

lessening of the racial and class disparity between core and fringe areas. Indeed, although 

the fringe diversified considerably between 1990 and 2010, it did so more slowly than the 

core. To illustrate, in Figures 2.2 and 2.3 the white bars with solid black outlines indicate 

relative changes in the percent non-white and percent poor, respectively. See, for 

example, Figure 2.2, where I have plotted the difference between the change in the 

percent non-white in fringe and core areas: negative numbers indicate CBSAs in which 

the percent non-white in the fringe has increased at a slower rate than in the core.  

 

 

Figure 2.3: Changes in the Percent Poor and Relative Percent Poor in the Fringe: Core 

Based Statistical Areas in the Lower 48 States, 1990 to 2010 
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to a closing of the racial or socioeconomic gap between core and fringe areas. For 

0
2

0
4

0
6

0
8

0
0

2
0

4
0

6
0

8
0

-.3 -.2 -.1 0 .1 .2 .3 -.3 -.2 -.1 0 .1 .2 .3

Midwest Northeast

South West

Change in the
% Poor: Fringe

Relative change
in the % Poor

P
e

rc
e

n
t 

o
f 

M
e

tr
o

/M
ic

ro
 A

re
a

s

Change: 1990-2010



43 

 

example, as shown in Figures 2.2 and 2.3, across each of the four census regions, but 

particularly in the Midwest and Northeast, the relative percent non-white and poor saw 

dramatic declines; note that at most only 20% of metropolitan areas saw an increase in 

the relative percent non-white in the fringe (see the small proportion of metro areas with 

positive relative changes in the percent non-white, indicated by white bars with black 

outlines in Figure 2.2). Similar patterns hold for changes in the relative poverty of the 

fringe: in the Midwest and Northeast, fewer than 10% of metro areas saw an increase in 

the relative percent poor in the fringe (see Figure 2.3). Only in the South and West did 

more than a quarter of CBSAs undergo relative increases in the proportion of residents in 

poverty.  

Thus, the apparent diversification of the fringe belies an undercurrent of exclusion 

and exclusivity. Like the country as a whole, fringe areas have diversified considerably 

over time, but they have done so at a slower rate than the incorporated core. Rather than 

reduce the disparity in race and wealth between the fringe and core, the diversification of 

metro areas has led to the further entrenchment of segregation along the urban fringe. 

Nationwide patterns of exclusivity on the fringe have been perpetuated and, in fact, 

exacerbated over time. Interestingly, jurisdictional fragmentation has actually served to 

reduce the disparity between core and fringe areas: it has facilitated the isolation of 

whites and the affluent in small suburban municipalities, thereby increasing the share of 

whites and the wealthy living in the urban core and decreasing the share living in the 

urban fringe.  

MODELING THE FACTORS THAT SHAPE THE URBAN FRINGE 

A panel regression analysis using CBSA-fixed effects enables us to examine how 

Tiebout-choice, municipal annexation, and municipal incorporation effect patterns of 
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racial and class segregation between the core and fringe. These fixed effects control for 

all unobserved time-invariant factors such as the state or region in which each 

metro/micro area is located, the type of local government that governs the fringe (i.e., 

county, town, or township), or geographical factors (e.g., proximity to the coast). The 

following model is estimated:  

 

Yit= β0 + β1Tit + β2Iit + β3Ait + β4Cit + ui + tt + eit 

 

where Y is a measure of the racial or socioeconomic composition of fringe or core areas 

in metro/micro area i in time t (1990, 2000, or 2010); T is a measure of Tiebout choice, as 

measured by the Herfindahl index; I is the change in the number of municipalities due to 

incorporation; A is the natural log of the size of the core (in square miles); C is a series of 

socioeconomic, demographic, fiscal, and other control variables, u are CBSA (i.e., 

metro/micro area) fixed effects; t are time fixed effects; and e is an observation-specific 

error term. Only CBSAs with two or more municipalities are examined here because a 

minimum of two cities is required to examine changes in the degree of choice—that is, 

where only on city exists, residents who prefer to live within the core have only one city 

to choose from. The rationale underlying the use of each variable and its measurement 

are discussed in the following sections.  

Outcomes: Race, Ethnicity, and Class 

The outcome variables, shown in Table 2.1, include measures of the relative or 

actual racial and socioeconomic composition of core and fringe areas. As described 

earlier, relative measures are calculated by subtracting the estimates in core areas from 

those of the fringe. The average relative percent white in the fringe (.09) indicates that the 
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fringe is nine percentage points whiter that the core, on average, across the three decades 

studied. Also notice that the average relative percent white in the fringe (.09) is equal to 

the average percent white in the fringe (.85) minus the average percent white in the core 

(.75).  

Table 2.1: Descriptive Statistics of Outcomes: Relative and Actual Measures of Race 

and Class 

  

Mean Std. Dev. 

Relative measures in fringe 
 

 

Percent white 0.09 0.10 

 
Percent black -0.06 0.09 

 
Percent Hispanic -0.03 0.05 

 
Percent poor -0.05 0.05 

 
Percent affluent 0.07 0.07 

Actual measures in fringe 
  

 

Percent white 0.85 0.17 

 
Percent black 0.06 0.11 

 
Percent Hispanic 0.06 0.12 

 
Percent poor 0.11 0.06 

 
Percent affluent 0.67 0.11 

Actual measures in core 
  

 

Percent white 0.75 0.20 

 
Percent black 0.12 0.16 

 
Percent Hispanic 0.09 0.15 

 
Percent poor 0.17 0.07 

 
Percent affluent 0.59 0.09 

 

Five relative measures are used in this analysis, including the proportion of 

residents who are white (non-Hispanic), black, Hispanic of any race, poor and affluent.15 

These relative measures can change for two distinct reasons: the fringe itself may 

undergo changes, such as the rapid diversification discussed earlier, or the core may 

                                                 
15 Poor households are those with incomes below the poverty line, while affluent households are those with 

incomes more than twice the poverty line. 
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change in ways that exacerbate or ameliorate existing disparities between core and fringe 

areas. Thus, to better understand the source of such changes, models are also estimated 

models in which the dependent variable is the actual measure of the socioeconomic or 

racial composition of fringe and core areas, respectively, with metropolitan 

socioeconomic or racial characteristics held constant.  

Tiebout Choice: The Herfindahl Index 

As described earlier, where a large number of small municipalities exist within an 

urban area, it offers residents expanded locational choice. In this context, white and 

affluent residents—who have historically flocked to the urban fringe to escape cities 

whose policy choices and social characteristics do not meet their preference (Danielson, 

1976)—are expected to relocate to small municipalities rather than to the urban fringe. In 

the former, small and homogenous populations ensure that policy choices are more likely 

to remain favorable over the long term; moreover, municipal governments, even small 

ones, are not at risk of annexation by neighboring cities.  

Prior research has linked Tiebout choice to higher levels of black-white 

segregation between cities (Dawkins, 2005). Following Dawkin’s approach, Tiebout 

choice is measured here using the Herfindahl index, calculated as 1- ∑𝑠𝑖𝑡
2 , where sit is the 

share of the population in the core that lives within city i in time t.  The resulting variable 

varies from 0 to 1 (see Table 2.2) and can be interpreted as the probability that two 

randomly selected people would reside in different cities if they were to switch 

residential locations. In a panel analysis, this measure of choice takes into account 

changes in the distribution of residents between cities,16 which has an intuitive appeal17 

                                                 
16 Only municipalities are used to construct the index because within the fringe counties, towns, and 

townships often overlap, meaning residents live within two fringe governments at a time. This makes it 

impossible to calculate the Herfindahl index for fringe areas without making overly simplistic assumptions 
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for the current analysis: changes in the index over time arise primarily due to the 

redistribution of people within existing jurisdictions. One possibility, examined later, is 

that this index can also change as a result of municipal incorporation and municipal 

annexation: as it turns out, municipal incorporation is strongly associated with changes in 

the degree of choice, but municipal annexation is not. This suggests that cities annex in 

way that do not tend to alter the share of residents living in large or small municipalities. 

If between two census periods residents within cities are redistributed in ways that 

make their population more balanced across jurisdictions—in other words, if residents 

have taken advantage of increases in residential choice by relocating from more 

populated cities to less populated ones—the measure of Tiebout choice will increase. 

Such increases in choice should lead fewer white and wealthy residents to relocate to the 

urban fringe, thereby decreasing the relative share of whites and the affluent living in 

fringe areas. It is also possible, however, that the degree of choice could decrease over 

time if residents become more heavily concentrated in the most populous cities. This 

would reduce the degree of choice provided to residents within the city, and should 

therefore lead to the relocation of whites and the wealthy into the fringe. Separate 

                                                                                                                                                 
about the general importance of the different types of government for residential sorting. For example, to 

calculate the index one would need to identify either towns/townships as the primary type of government 

driving residential sorting. The authority of fringe governments varies considerably across the country in 

ways that make such as distinction difficult, and in many states counties and townships both employ 

policies—such as tax, expenditure, and land use regulation—that shape residential locational decision. 

17 Other measures of fragmentation, such as the number of cities per person (i.e., 
𝑐𝑖𝑡𝑖𝑒𝑠

𝑝𝑒𝑜𝑝𝑙𝑒
), are not ideal in a 

panel analysis because they are highly sensitive to changes in population size and the number of cities. For 

example, assuming no change in the number of cities, increases in population would lead to a reduction in 

the degree of fragmentation, as measured by the number of cities per capita (by increasing the 

denominator). In the models that follow, population growth is controlled for separately, so the two 

measures are highly (negatively) correlated. Second, assuming no change in population, increases in the 

number of jurisdictions would lead to an increase in the index of fragmentation, but the effect of 

fragmentation due to the creation of new cities is already captured in my model by including the number of 

jurisdictions as a predictor. In the Herfindahl index, however, the creation of new municipalities only 

influences the measure of fragmentation to the extent that it results in a redistribution of the population. 

Thus, the creation of small cities has limited influence on the index.  
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analyses are therefore conducted only for metropolitan areas in which the Herfindahl 

index increased between 1990 and 2010. 

Table 2.2: Descriptive Statistics of Predictors and Controls 

  

Mean Std. Dev. 

Key Predictors 
  

 

Tiebout choice: Herfindahl index of choice in core areas 0.51 0.23 

 
Number of cities 16.07 28.88 

 
Square mileage of urban core (i.e., of cities; natural log) 3.56 1.17 

Controls 
  

 

Number of water/sewerage districts 5.31 16.39 

 
Number of road/transit districts 0.50 2.42 

 
Average per capita property taxes in cities 0.20 0.33 

 
Average per capita redistributive expenditures in cities 0.07 0.21 

 
Average per capita developmental expenditures in cities 0.66 1.51 

 
Population: CBSA population (natural log) 11.46 1.20 

 
Gini: Index of income inequality 0.42 0.03 

 

Median value: Inflation adjusted median value of owner 
occupied housing (natural log) 11.62 0.39 

 

Minority ownership: Percent of minority households in owner-
occupied housing 0.49 0.11 

 
Mobile homes: Percent of housing units that are mobile homes 0.12 0.07 

 
Percent white at the CBSA level 0.79 0.18 

 
Percent black at the CBSA level 0.09 0.13 

 
Percent Hispanic at the CBSA level 0.08 0.14 

 
Percent poor at the CBSA level 0.15 0.06 

 
Percent affluent at the CBSA level 0.64 0.09 

 

Municipal Incorporation 

The number of incorporated municipalities in each metro or micro area, as 

identified by the U.S. Census Bureau, is included in order to capture the effect of 

municipal incorporation on patterns of racial and class segregation between core and 

fringe areas. The number of cities in each CBSA changes due to either municipal 
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incorporation or dissolution—that is, from the formation or dissolution of municipal 

governments. Although cities do dissolve from time to time, it is relatively rare 

(Anderson, 2012), and municipal incorporation is far more common (Rice et al., 2013). 

This variable thus primarily measures the effect of municipal incorporation on the racial 

and class composition of the fringe and core.18 Because incorporations often occur as a 

result of efforts by wealthy and white communities to retain local control (Danielson, 

1976), the creation of new cities should lead to increases in the relative percent minority 

and poor in fringe areas. 

Municipal Annexation 

In order to capture changes in the racial or class composition arising from 

municipal annexation, a measure of the extent of changes in the size of municipal 

boundaries is also included. This is simply the (logged) square mileage of all 

incorporated municipalities within the CBSA. Because annexation is often driven by 

fiscal motives and, in some cases, the desire to dilute the voting power of minorities or to 

deny minorities along the fringe the right to vote in municipal elections, this variable is 

hypothesized to be negatively associated with the relative measure of the percent white or 

percent affluent in fringe areas. That is, if annexation is motivated by either racial or 

economic motives, urban areas where cities have grown rapidly in size should witness 

declines in the share of residents within the fringe that are white or affluent, as expanding 

cities seek to annex white and affluent communities along their fringe.  

                                                 
18 Because both incorporations and dissolutions likely lead to increases in poverty in unincorporated areas 

relative to the core, this would attenuate the effect of the variable toward zero: newly incorporated 

municipalities are whiter and wealthier than neighboring communities (Smith & Debbage, 2011); little is 

known about the demographic and socioeconomic characteristics of cities that have dissolved  (Anderson, 

2012), but if dissolution has arisen from fiscal challenges as a result of population loss or job loss, it likely 

has led to relative increases in unincorporated areas.  
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Service Provision: Municipalities and Special Districts 

As implied by the Tiebout model, residents make locational decisions based on a 

variety of factors, including cities’ tax and expenditure policies. In the models that 

follow, these variables are controlled for using average per capita measures of taxes and 

expenditures for cities within each CBSA, as measured by the U.S. Census of 

Governments. Three measures are included: per capita property taxes; per capita 

redistributive expenditures; and per capita developmental expenditures (see Table 2.2).19 

However, while tax and expenditure patterns can drive residential mobility, current tax 

and expenditure patterns can also be shaped by prior patterns of mobility. To control for 

this fact, tax and expenditure policies are measured using an eight-year lag: that is, data 

from 1982, 1992, and 2002 are used to predict the racial or class composition of fringe 

and core areas in 1990, 2000, and 2010, respectively. This lag ensures that changes in 

residential mobility result from changes in tax and expenditure policies, and not the other 

way around.  

Historically, cities have been the primary providers of services to urban 

populations. However, the proliferation of special districts during the second half of the 

twentieth century provided an alternative means of servicing the urban fringe and 

represents a unique element of jurisdictional fragmentation in U.S. urban areas (Wilson, 

2012). To control for this fact, two variables are included to measure fragmentation as a 

result of increases in the number of special districts: the number of special districts 

providing water or sewerage services and the number of special districts providing road 

or transit infrastructure. As with measures of municipal expenditures, data on the number 

of special districts were obtained from the Census of Governments and are lagged by 

                                                 
19 Building on work by Peterson (1981) and Schneider (1989), redistributive functions include expenditures 

on health, hospitals, welfare, and housing/community development. Developmental services include 

outlays for roads, sewers, sanitation, transit, and utilities.  
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eight years to ensure that changes in the number of districts do not arise from changes in 

the distribution of people within urban areas.  

Socioeconomic and Demographic Trends 

A variety of other factors may shape patterns of residential segregation between 

core and fringe areas. For example, historically, the fringe is the area where most new 

housing has been developed and where most population growth occurs (Schnore, 1962). 

As a result, rapid population growth in urban areas has the potential to dramatically shape 

the social characteristics of fringe areas. However, whether such growth leads to the 

diversification of the fringe or the reinforcing of existing patterns of exclusion is unclear. 

Where land use regulation permits the development of low-cost housing along the urban 

fringe, fringe areas offer unique opportunities for homeownership among poor and 

minority households (Anderson, 2008). Manufactured and mobile homes, in particular, 

offer affordable accommodations, where local governments do not prevent their use 

(Danielson, 1976; Dawkins et al., 2011). No national, longitudinal data set documenting 

zoning and land use regulation exists, so analyses of the effects of these policies are 

necessarily limited in their geographic or temporal scope (see an examination of the 

effect of these policies in large metro areas in Chapter 3). However, because zoning and 

land use regulation shape the cost of housing, the types of housing used, and the 

availability of homeownership opportunities, these market characteristics can act as 

proxies for local housing policy decisions. Two measures are therefore used to capture 

these factors: the percentage of minorities who are homeowners, and the percentage of 

housing units that are mobile homes.  

Rising housing costs in metro areas are also potentially related to the relative 

racial or socioeconomic composition of the fringe, although the relationship is 
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theoretically ambiguous. Lastly, changes in income inequality have been found to 

influence racial segregation, and in particular, the segregation of the affluent; much of 

this effect is manifested at the macro-level as a result of the movement of people out of 

cities and toward the suburbs (Reardon & Bischoff, 2011). Measures of each of these 

variables—population (natural log), inflation-adjusted median values (natural log), and 

the Gini index of income inequality—are used to control for their potential impact on 

patterns of racial and class segregation between core and fringe areas (see Table 2.2 for 

descriptive statistics).  

With the exception of municipal tax and expenditure patterns and the number of 

special districts, each of the variables used in the models below are derived from the 

1990, 2000, or 2010 decennial census or 2008 American Community Survey (ACS) 5-

Year Estimates.20 Descriptive statistics are shown in Table 2.2. 

THE FACTORS THAT SHAPE PATTERNS OF SEGREGATION ALONG THE URBAN FRINGE 

Demographic and Socioeconomic Changes 

The results of the regression analysis are presented in Table 2.3. Before turning to 

an analysis of the effects of Tiebout choice and boundary changes on patterns of 

residential segregation, let us begin first by examining broader changes in the 

demographic and socioeconomic characteristics and their association with changes in the 

relative racial and class composition of fringe areas. Examine, for example, the 

coefficients for the dummy variables for time, which give a sense of how patterns of 

segregation have changed over the twenty years studied. The coefficients for the 2010 

dummy variable indicate that the relative proportion of whites and the affluent (Model 5) 

                                                 
20 The ACS provides estimates from samples collected over 1, 3, and 5 years. The 5-year estimates have 

the largest sample size and therefore the least sampling variation.  
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in the fringe increased by approximately 3% (.030; Model 1) and 7% (.068; Model 5) 

between 1990 and 2010, whereas the relative proportion of blacks and the poor in the 

fringe fell over the same twenty-year period (-.016 and -.045; see Models 2 and 4). This 

reveals that although the proportion of fringe residents who are minorities or poor has 

risen over time, such changes have not kept pace with demographic and socioeconomic 

changes in cities and, therefore, despite the diversification of the fringe, the racial and 

socioeconomic disparity between core and fringe areas has actually grown over time.  

One important caveat, however, is that this disparity has declined the fastest in 

CBSAs that have experienced rapid population growth: as shown in Table 2.3, in CBSAs 

where the population increased by 100% between 1990 and 2010, the relative percent 

black, Hispanic, and poor in the fringe increased between two to four percentage points 

(.020; .034; and .041 in Models 2-4, respectively). Changes in income inequality appear 

to have had no effect on the relative racial or class composition of the fringe (see lack of 

significance of the Gini index in Models 1-5), and changes in CBSA-level property 

values show inconclusive and contradictory results: a doubling of the inflation-adjusted 

median property value was associated with a one percent increase in the relative percent 

black (.011; Model 2) but a one percent decrease in the relative percent Hispanic in fringe 

areas (-.014; Model 3). It is unclear why rising property values would have opposite 

associations with changes in the relative percent black or Hispanic; it is possible that in 

the face of rising property values black and Hispanic households make different 

locational decisions. 
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Table 2.3: Regressions of the Relative Racial and Class Composition in the Fringe on 

Measures of Tiebout Choice and Boundary Changes 

 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

 

Relative % 
white in fringe 

Relative % 
black in fringe 

Relative % 
Hispanic in fringe 

Relative % 
poor in fringe 

Relative % 
affluent in fringe 

Tiebout choice -0.100*** 0.042* 0.044* 0.051* -0.085**  

 
(0.028) (0.018) (0.020) (0.024) (0.032) 

Number of cities -0.003* 0.002* 0.001 0.004*** -0.005*** 

 
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 

City size (log) 0.013 -0.017** 0.003 0.016** -0.019+   

 
(0.009) (0.006) (0.005) (0.006) (0.010) 

Utility districts -0.000*** 0.000*** 0.000** -0.000* 0.000 

 
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

Road/transit 
districts 

0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 -0.001 

(0.001) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.001) 

Property taxes -0.001 0.000 0.000 0.002 -0.003 

 
(0.003) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.004) 

Redistributive 
expenditures 

-0.005 0.003 0.003 0.009 -0.004 

(0.003) (0.003) (0.002) (0.005) (0.003) 

Developmental 
expenditures 

0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

Population (log) -0.048** 0.020* 0.034** 0.041*** -0.064*** 

 
(0.015) (0.009) (0.011) (0.010) (0.014) 

Gini index 0.044 0.001 -0.078 0.086 -0.009 

 
(0.075) (0.058) (0.053) (0.078) (0.109) 

Property value 
(log) 

-0.002 0.011* -0.014* 0.001 -0.009 

(0.007) (0.004) (0.006) (0.006) (0.009) 

Minority 
homeownership 

-0.062** 0.046** 0.022 0.037* -0.006 

(0.021) (0.014) (0.016) (0.015) (0.022) 

Mobile homes 0.104+ -0.210*** 0.105** 0.048 -0.182*** 

 
(0.054) (0.040) (0.038) (0.041) (0.053) 

y2000 0.018*** -0.007*** -0.007*** -0.026*** 0.030*** 

 
(0.003) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 

y2010 0.030*** -0.016*** -0.005 -0.045*** 0.068*** 

 
(0.005) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.004) 

N 2676 2676 2676 2676 2676 

R-sq 0.37 0.195 0.349 0.352 0.325 
Notes: + p<.1; * p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001. Standard errors are clustered at the CBSA level. All models 
include CBSA- and time-fixed effects and controls for the racial or socioeconomic composition of CBSAs. 
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The results presented in Table 2.3 also suggest that opportunities for 

homeownership for minorities and the poor, particularly with regard to ownership of 

mobile homes, have expanded as they move into fringe areas. For example, increases in 

the minority homeownership rate at the CBSA level are associated with small though 

significant increases in the relative share of blacks (.046; Model 2) and the poor (.037; 

Model 4) in fringe areas. This provides some evidence that the diversification of the 

fringe has followed the expansion of homeownership opportunities for poor and minority 

households. Increases in the proportion of housing units at the CBSA-level that are 

mobile homes were also associated with increases in the relative share of Hispanics (.105; 

see Model 3) in the fringe but, interestingly, decreases in the relative share of black 

residents living in fringe areas (-.210; Model 2). This again suggests that black and 

Hispanic households may make differing choices about residential location. 

Taken together, these various findings present a conflicted picture of the role the 

fringe plays in contributing to patterns of racial and class segregation in urban areas. 

Although minorities and the poor have increased as a share of the urban population, they 

are increasingly concentrated within the urban core rather than in the fringe. The 

exception here are the fastest growing urban areas and in metro areas where the fringe 

accommodates homeownership opportunities for minorities and the poor.  

Tiebout Choice, Municipal Incorporation, and Municipal Annexation 

Dramatic population growth, changing demographics, and rising poverty rates 

have altered the urban landscape across the country. In response to these factors, whites 

and the affluent have responded by relocating to suburban municipalities or by creating 

their own municipality through self-incorporation. To illustrate, examine the effect of 
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changes in Tiebout choice, as measured by the Herfindahl index, on the relative racial or 

class composition of the fringe: increases in the Herfindahl index led to substantively 

small but statistically significant decreases in the percent white (-.100; Model 1 in Table 

2.3, above) and percent affluent (-.085; Model 5).  To illustrate, consider the effect of a 

one standard deviation increase in choice, or a .07 increase in the Herfindahl index 

between 1990 and 2010. This translates to a seven percentage point increase in the 

probability that two randomly selected residents would reside in different cities were they 

to switch places. An increase of this magnitude is associated with a .7 percentage point 

decrease in the relative percent white or affluent in the fringe.21 This is a substantively 

small but statistically significant effect, suggesting that where the degree of public choice 

is sufficient to allow for relocation within the core, white and wealthy residents are 

slightly more likely to relocate to smaller cities as opposed to the unincorporated core. 

This tends to increase the relative share of blacks, Hispanics, and the poor within the 

fringe (see Models 2-4).  

As discussed earlier, smaller municipalities offer residents two degrees of local 

control not afforded by central cities or the unincorporated fringe: first, they offer 

residents protection against absorption into a neighboring city and the ability to enforce 

exclusionary land-use decisions that keep tax and expenditure patterns low. These 

exclusionary policies cannot be examined in detail here, but are the subject of the 

subsequent two chapters. 

There is little evidence that these changes are driven by responses to tax and 

expenditure policies. The proliferation of municipal utility districts (for water and 

sewerage) appears to have contributed to the diversification of the fringe, but its effect is 

                                                 
21 Calculated as follows: .07 *.1 = .007.  



57 

 

slight: each additional utility district that was formed in the decade prior led to an 

increase in the relative share of blacks and Hispanics of less than .1 percent (.000; see 

Models 2 and 3).22 The proliferation of special districts focused on the management of 

roads or transit systems was not linked with changes in the composition of the fringe, nor 

were changes in cities’ average per capita property taxes, per capita redistributive 

expenditures, or per capita developmental expenditures. These findings provide little 

evidence that relocation by whites and the wealthy to smaller municipalities arises in 

response to changes in tax and expenditure policies.  

 For residents living along the fringe, a second means of ensuring public choice is 

to self-incorporate. As described earlier, self-incorporating is often a defensive move 

employed by wealthy and white households to ensure local control in response to changes 

on the urban fringe that threaten to alter the characteristics of their communities. The 

results of the analyses presented in Table 2.3 suggest that, although the effect of a single 

incorporation on the relative composition of the fringe as a whole is rather small, 

municipal incorporation does contribute to patterns of racial and class segregation 

between core and fringe areas: each additional municipal incorporation decreased the 

relative percent white or affluent by .3 and .5 percentage points, respectively ( -.003 and -

.005, respectively; see Models 1 and 5 in Table 2.3). Similar, though smaller increases in 

the relative percent black and poor also accompanied municipal incorporation (.002 and 

.004, respectively; see Models 2 and 4). Municipal incorporation is thus 

disproportionately used by wealthy and white communities, and it tends to leave the 

unincorporated fringe poorer and with a larger share of minorities than before. 

                                                 
22 Rescaling the predictor by an order of magnitude (that is, multiplying it by .1) shows that an increase of 

10 special utility districts is associated with a .2 percent increase in the relative share of blacks or Hispanics 

living within the fringe. 
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The redrawing of municipal borders through annexation has also led to modest 

changes in the racial and class composition of fringe areas: urban areas whose municipal 

borders expanded by 1% between 1990 and 2010 were accompanied by decreases of 

.01723 percentage points in the relative percent black (-.017, see Model 2). These results 

provide some evidence that municipal annexation is, on average, not driven by efforts to 

dilute the vote of minorities within the city or to deny votes to minority residents living 

along the fringe. If it were, the percent black in the fringe would have increased in urban 

areas where the expansion of city borders was greatest; instead, the percent black 

decreased, suggesting that municipal annexation led to the inclusion of blacks through 

annexation. Municipal annexation does, however, appear to be associated with the 

exclusion of the poor: in CBSAs where municipal borders expanded by 1%, the relative 

percent poor in fringe areas rose by .016 percentage points (.016; see Model 4), while the 

relative percent affluent fell by .019 percentage points (-.019; Model 5). This suggests 

that fiscal motives play an important role in driving municipal annexation and that poor 

neighborhoods are disproportionately excluded as cities expand their jurisdictional 

borders. 

THE DIVERGENT PATHS OF FRINGE AND CORE AREAS 

The redistribution of the urban population among small cities as a result of 

Tiebout sorting appears to have reshaped the racial and class disparity between core and 

fringe areas, although only slightly. It is as of yet unclear whether such changes arose 

primarily due to changes in the composition of the fringe or the core. For example, the 

effect of Tiebout sorting may have resulted from increases in the share of whites and the 

                                                 
23 This is calculated by taking the coefficient from Model 2 (.017, i.e. 1.7 percentage points), and 

multiplying it by .01.  
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affluent within smaller cities—a process that might be characterized as white and affluent 

isolation—or it may have resulted from decreases in the share of minorities and the poor 

in small cities—i.e., the exclusion of minorities and the poor. Distinguishing between the 

processes of isolation and exclusion would provide insight into whether Tiebout choice 

contributes to spillovers in the urban environment by pushing the poor and minorities into 

the urban fringe. To examine this possibility, the top portion of Table 2.4 (part A) 

presents replications of the models discussed earlier for core and fringe areas separately. 

Only the effects of Tiebout choice, as measured by the Herfindahl index, are discussed. 

Odd-numbered columns present the results of regressions of outcomes from fringe areas 

on Tiebout choice; even-numbered columns represent the results of regressions of 

outcomes from core areas. Notably, if one subtracts the coefficients of even-numbered 

columns from those of odd-numbered columns in Table 2.4, one obtains the results 

presented in Table 2.3.  
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Table 2.4:  Regressions of the Racial and Class Composition in Fringe and Core Areas on Measures of Tiebout Choice and 

Boundary Changes 

  

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) 

  

Percent 
white in 

fringe 

Percent 
white in 

core 

Percent 
black in 
fringe 

Percent 
black in 

core 

Percent 
Hispanic 
in fringe 

Percent 
Hispanic 
in core 

Percent 
poor in 
fringe 

Percent 
poor in 

core 

Percent 
affluent 
in fringe 

Percent 
affluent 
in core 

A: Full sample 
          

 

Tiebout choice -0.046** 0.054** 0.024+ -0.017* 0.015 -0.029* 0.014 -0.036+ -0.028 0.057*   

  

(0.018) (0.017) (0.013) (0.008) (0.011) (0.013) (0.015) (0.019) (0.022) (0.024) 

 
N 2676 2676 2676 2679 2676 2676 2676 2679 2676 2676 

 
R-sq 0.736 0.929 0.172 0.574 0.787 0.938 0.665 0.839 0.66 0.721 

            B: Sample with no municipal incorporations and increases in the degree of choice between 1990 and 2010 
 

 

Tiebout choice -0.098 0.055 0.009 0.037 0.077 -0.080** 0.074 -0.220** 0.041 0.249* 

  

(0.063) (0.046) (0.065) (0.035) (0.075) (0.026) (0.053) (0.067) (0.064) (0.111) 

 
N 959 959 959 959 959 959 959 959 959 959 

 
R-sq 0.813 0.936 0.244 0.641 0.858 0.937 0.8 0.852 0.742 0.705 

            Notes: + p<.1; * p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001. Standard errors are clustered at the CBSA level. All models include CBSA- and time-
fixed effects. Models A1–10 include full controls. Models B1–10 include full controls and only cases in which no municipal 
incorporations occurred and the degree of choice increased between 1990 and 2010. 
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Consider, for example, the finding from Table 2.3 that a one standard deviation 

increase in the Herfindahl index (i.e., an increase of .07) was associated with a decrease 

of .7 percentage points in the relative share of whites in the fringe. The results in part A 

of Table 2.4 suggest that this arises due to two separate effects: a reduction in the share of 

whites living within the fringe (-.046; see Model 1) and an increase in the share of whites 

living within the core (.054; see Model 2). Again, the combination of these two effects is 

equal to that presented in Table 2.3 (-.046 - .054= -.100). Similar findings are found for 

changes in the percent affluent but they are statistically significant only in the urban core 

(.057; see Model 10, part B in Table 2.4). Increases in Tiebout choice were also 

associated with decreases in the percentage of core residents who are black (-.017; Model 

4), Hispanic (-.029; Model 6), and poor (-.036; p<.1; Model 8), and marginal increases in 

the percentage of fringe residents who are black (.024; p<.1; Model 3). 

Taken together, these findings suggest that the expansion of Tiebout choice 

among incorporated cities contributes to the isolation of whites and the wealthy in 

smaller incorporated cities; this, in turn, leads to decreases in the share of residents in the 

core who are black, Hispanic, and poor. There is only limited evidence that Tiebout 

sorting within cities contributed to the exclusion of minorities and the poor into the 

fringe: if it had, the proportion of minorities and the poor in the fringe would have 

increased as a result of expansions in choice within cities. The marginally significant, but 

substantively small, increase in the percent black in the fringe (see Model 3, part A) 

provides only limited evidence of this. 

The models presented in part A of Table 2.4 were then re-estimated in order to 

isolate the effect of increases in the degree of choice resulting only from relocation to 

smaller cities. To do so, these models were re-estimated after excluding CBSAs in which 
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the number of municipalities changed over time or in which the Herfindahl index 

decreased between 1990 and 2010.24 As shown in part B of Table 2.4, the results are 

largely similar, with a few notable differences: the effects of changes in Tiebout choice 

on the percent white in core and fringe areas are no longer significant, but they retain the 

same sign and have similar or larger magnitudes (-.098 and .055 in Models 1 and 2; part 

B); the same is true for the effect of changes in choice on the percent black in the core (-

.037; Model 4; part B). These results are thus somewhat inconclusive: although they do 

not reject the null, these estimates have changed little between the two models and thus 

there is limited evidence that the results provided in Part A of Table 2.4 were confounded 

by the inclusion of cases where Tiebout choice decreased or where municipal 

incorporations took place.  

The revised models presented in part B of Table 2.4 provide even stronger 

evidence of the effect of increases in Tiebout choice on changes in the percent Hispanic 

(-.08; Model 6), poor (-.220; Model 8), and affluent (.249; Model 10) in the core: each of 

these coefficients is substantially larger and more precise than those presented in part A 

of Table 2.4. The results suggest that a one standard deviation increase in the Herfindahl 

index (i.e., an increase of .07) would be associated with a .6 percentage point (.07 * .08 = 

                                                 
24 This is done for two reasons. First, in approximately half of the CBSAs studied here the Herfindahl 

index actually decreased over time, suggesting that larger cities took on an even larger share of the 

population between 1990 and 2010. In order to examine only the effect of expansion in choice resulting 

from the redistribution of the population from large cities to smaller cities, the models presented in part B 

of Table 2.4 only examine cases where the Herfindahl index increased between 1990 and 2010. Second, as 

noted earlier, the Hefindahl index may be influenced not simply by the redistribution of residents within 

cities but also by boundary changes as a result of municipal annexation and municipal incorporation. To 

examine this possibility, the Herfindahl index was regressed on the measures of population, city size (in 

square miles, logged), and the number of cities (all as used in earlier models as presented in Table 2.3) with 

time- and CBSA-fixed effects. The results (not shown) indicate that population growth within the CBSA 

and changes in the number of cities had strong positive associations with changes in Tiebout choice; 

changes in the geographic size of cities were not associated with changes in choice, as measured by the 

Herfindahl index. To isolate the effect of residential mobility from that of municipal incorporation, Table 

2.4 excludes CBSAs where municipal incorporations took place. 
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.0056; or .1 standard deviation) decrease in the percent Hispanic in the core. A similar 

increase in choice would be associated with a 1.5 percentage point (.07 * .221 = .015; or 

.34 standard deviation) decrease in the poverty rate and a 1.7 percentage point increase in 

the affluence rate (.07 * .249 = .017; or .25 standard deviation) in the core. There is no 

evidence to suggest that expanded choice within the core results in the exclusion of 

minorities or the poor: that is, increases in the Herfindahl index did not lead to 

statistically significant increases in the percent black, Hispanic, or poor in fringe areas.  

JURISDICTIONAL FRAGMENTATION, BOUNDARY CHANGES, AND THE PERSISTENT 

RACIAL AND CLASS DISPARITY BETWEEN CORE AND FRINGE AREAS 

Jurisdictional fragmentation and boundary changes contribute to patterns of 

residential segregation between the core and fringe, often in complex ways or 

contradictory ways. Municipal incorporation and the fragmentation of the urban 

population across smaller cities serves to reinforce local control, facilitating the isolation 

of whites and the affluent from their urban neighbors. This, in turn, has the effect of 

reducing the share of residents within the core who are poor or members of a minority 

group, but there is limited evidence to suggest that fragmentation pushes the poor and 

minorities into the fringe. Instead, what likely happens is that the fragmentation of cities 

contributes to inter-city patterns of residential segregation. Indeed, this is precisely what 

prior work has found (Dawkins, 2005).  

In particular contexts, minorities and the poor may still be excluded from the core 

(see Chapters 3, 4, and 5), but it does not appear to arise as a result of municipal 

fragmentation. Zoning prohibitions on mobile homes (discussed in Chapter 3) and 

building codes (see Chapter 4) play an important role in shaping patterns of housing 

development, and thereby patterns of residential segregation, between the core and fringe. 
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These policies are not captured here, but the relocation of white and wealthy residents 

into smaller (and likely more homogenous) cities provides an opportunity for these 

residents to engage in the politics of exclusion through zoning, building codes, and a host 

of other policies (Danielson, 1976). Indeed, although cities tend to have broader tax and 

expenditure patterns than the unincorporated fringe, small and homogenous suburbs can 

employ fiscally exclusionary policies that simultaneously maintain a strong tax base and 

relatively low expenditures; and, importantly, residing in a city eliminates the threat to 

public choice posed by involuntary annexation (ibid).  

Municipal annexation is used in more nuanced ways than is suggested by the 

response to public choice by whites and the affluent. In urban areas where cities 

expanded their borders fastest, the urban fringe became relatively poorer, suggesting that 

cities tend to disproportionately annex higher income neighborhoods, most likely to 

bolster their tax base. This presents a clear threat to public choice for wealthy residents in 

the fringe who have already voted with their feet by moving there in the first place. It is 

not surprising, then, that the affluent appear to be most likely to self-incorporate or 

relocate as a result of expansions in Tiebout choice: this may be a direct response to the 

threat of involuntary annexation. However, it is the affluent, and not whites, who are 

most threated by municipal annexation and therefore have the greatest incentive to pursue 

municipal incorporation or relocation to a small city.  

Whites appear to be less likely to be annexed than are blacks. This suggests, 

interestingly, that the racially discriminatory patterns of annexation that are common 

throughout the South (Aiken, 1987; Binion, 1977; Johnson et al., 2004; Lichter et al., 

2007) do not appear to be a national pattern. This may be driven, in part, by the fact that 

whites along the fringe are more likely to resist annexation where permitted by state law 
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(see Chapter 5). Regardless, despite this lower risk of annexation, whites pursue 

municipal incorporation or take advantage of jurisdictional fragmentation to relocate to 

smaller cities. Whether it is the perceived threat of annexation or broader changes in the 

demographics of urban areas that motivate whites to seek greater local control is unclear. 

What can these findings tell us about the factors that shape patterns of racial or 

class disparity between core and fringe areas? Historically, the urban fringe has been the 

recipient of the exodus of white and wealthy urban residents fleeing from the urban core 

in pursuit of local control (Danielson, 1976). Interestingly, however, it is local control—

either through municipal incorporation or through the fragmentation of cities—that has 

brought whites and the affluent back into the urban core. Thus, incorporation and 

fragmentation have actually lessened the racial or class disparity between core and fringe 

areas by increasing the share of whites and the affluent in cities. Notably, however, these 

factors have not prevented the fringe from becoming relatively more exclusive over time: 

despite the rapid diversification of the fringe, changes in the fringe have not kept pace 

with the urban core, and thus the disparity has continued to grow over the past two 

decades. Tiebout choice and municipal incorporation thus do not tell us much about why 

the fringe remains, and is increasingly, a place of exclusivity.  

To understand the reason why the fringe has become relatively whiter and more 

affluent over time, we must turn to a discussion of the politics of exclusion as manifested 

through land use regulation and housing policy. My analysis illustrates that the racial and 

class disparity between core and fringe areas has declined fastest in the CBSAs 

experiencing the most dramatic population growth. Moreover, these disparities have also 

declined the most in areas where minority homeownership has expanded or, for 

Hispanics and the poor, where the use of mobile homes has increased. This suggests that 



66 

 

in urban areas where the fringe accommodates population growth and the use of low-cost 

housing such as mobile homes, minorities and the poor are successful in moving into 

homeownership opportunities along the fringe. However, not all urban areas facilitate 

homeownership by poor and minority residents. Townships and towns along the urban 

fringe in Midwestern and Northeastern states are far less likely to accommodate mobile 

homes (see Chapter 3), and they are far less likely to contain low-income “premature 

subdivisions” that provide a pathway to homeownership for poor households (see 

Chapter 4). By closing off pathways to homeownership in the fringe, Midwestern and 

Northeastern states have likely exacerbated the existing racial and class disparity between 

core and fringe areas. As illustrated in the next chapter, efforts to exclude renters from 

the fringe also play an important role in preventing its diversification over time, 

particularly because as many as half the minorities in the average CBSA do not own their 

own home (see Table 2.2 above).  
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Chapter Three: Land Use Regulation, Housing Policy, and Residential 

Segregation in Metropolitan Areas 

Although the unincorporated fringe has historically been home to disproportionate 

shares of whites and the affluent, as urban areas have diversified over the past two 

decades, the share of fringe residents who are poor or minority has increased markedly. 

Interestingly, however, the apparent diversification of the fringe has been accompanied 

by increasing disparity between the racial and socioeconomic composition of core and 

fringe areas. The reason for this increasing disparity is that even though the proportion of 

minorities and the poor in fringe areas has grown over time, it has grown at a slower rate 

than in the core. To make sense of this somewhat paradoxical finding, one must take 

account of the politics of exclusion, as manifested through land use regulation and 

housing policy. 

General purpose local governments of all sorts—cities, counties, townships, and 

towns—employ a variety of land use regulations and housing policies that may shape 

patterns of residential segregation. These include growth control measures such as 

building permit caps or permit moratoria; urban containment policies that restrict new 

development to particular parts of the metro area; zoning laws that prohibit the 

development of housing of a particular type (e.g., multi-family housing or mobile 

homes); policies such as impact fees and adequate public facilities ordinances that aim to 

coordinate new housing development with the capacity of infrastructure facilities; and 

incentives and funding for affordable housing development (Pendall, Puentes, & Martin, 

2006). 
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LAND USE REGULATION AND RESIDENTIAL SEGREGATION IN CORE AND FRINGE 

AREAS 

For a few reasons, it is important to distinguish between core and fringe areas 

when examining the use of various types of land use regulation and housing policy. First, 

the fringe is the place where much new housing production occurs, and thus policies 

along the fringe have a greater potential for shaping patterns of housing production in 

metropolitan areas. Second, given the distinct characteristics of fringe areas, residents 

have an additional incentive for engaging in the politics of exclusion: fringe residents are 

whiter, more affluent, and more likely to be homeowners, and population densities in the 

fringe are approximately one-quarter that found in the core. Lastly, fringe and core areas 

employ land use regulations and housing policies in different ways. Often, in fact, the use 

of the most exclusionary policies varies as much between the core and fringe as it does 

across the country. Fringe areas often aim to resist the demographic changes taking place 

throughout urban areas across the country by opposing investment in affordable housing 

and supporting restrictive land use regulations. Such policies limit the supply of housing, 

in particular affordably priced housing, and thereby act as a racial and socioeconomic 

barrier that forestalls demographic change along the fringe. This chapter describes the 

ways in which various types of land use regulation and housing policy differ between 

fringe and core areas and examines the effect of these policies on the racial and economic 

composition of the fringe and core.  

POLICIES OF EXCLUSION AND INCLUSION 

Local governments employ a range of policies that govern the use of land and the 

production of housing. Some of these policies, such as growth-control measures and a 

number of forms of zoning, are employed with the explicit purpose of limiting housing 

production, either in general or of a certain type. Other policies, such as inclusionary 
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zoning or funding for affordable housing, are aimed at addressing the housing burdens of 

disadvantaged residents. A range of other policies seek to guide development in ways that 

accommodate growth while limiting externalities.  

Growth Control 

Metropolitan areas across the country differ widely in the extent to which they use 

particular policies (Malpezzi, 1996; Pendall et al., 2006), but there is also substantial 

variation in land use regulations and housing policies within metropolitan areas, and 

particularly between the fringe and core. In order to examine the effects of these policies 

on patterns of racial segregation, I use data collected by Pendall et al. (2006) on local 

governments in the largest fifty metropolitan areas in the country. Before we turn to the 

analysis, this section describes the various policies, how they differ across governments 

of various types, and, drawing on the broader literature, how they are believed to 

contribute to patterns of residential segregation.  

The most commonly employed policy—zoning—has strong theoretical and 

empirical links with patterns of residential segregation (Pendall et al., 2006). Density 

zoning, which restricts the number of housing units permitted per acre, is one of the 

principal means by which local communities preserve their fiscal and social 

characteristics in the face of demographic change. Opposition to multi-family housing is 

often motivated by fiscal and aesthetic concerns, particularly the erosion of the tax base 

and the characteristics of housing markets, but often such opposition arises due to 

perceptions of residents who live in multi-family housing (Danielson, 1976). By 

designating particular neighborhoods, or even entire communities, as low-density areas, 

low-density-only zoning restricts the supply of housing (Byun, Waldorf, & Esparza, 

2005), thereby increasing housing costs and creating a chain of exclusion (Pendall, 2000). 
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Recent research has linked density zoning to higher rates of both racial (Resseger, 2013; 

Rothwell, 2011; Rothwell & Massey, 2009) and class segregation (Lens & Monkkonen, 

2015; Rothwell & Massey, 2010).  

Zoning is also used to regulate other characteristics of the housing market, such as 

the placement of manufactured housing (i.e., mobile homes). Many communities 

vehemently oppose mobile homes, relegating them to mobile home parks or prohibiting 

them entirely. Even where zoning simply limits mobile homes from being placed on 

single-family lots, it dramatically reduces the use of mobile homes within the jurisdiction 

as a whole (Dawkins & Koebel, 2010). Such prohibitions are often motivated not only by 

aesthetic and fiscal considerations but also by exclusionary motives based on perceptions 

of mobile home residents (Chernoff, 1983; Schmitz, 2017). Because mobile homes are 

one of the few affordable means of homeownership, zoning prohibitions on manufactured 

housing have the potential to shape patterns of residential segregation.  

Other policies regulate not the type of new housing development but the rate at 

which it is produced. Population growth restrictions and permit caps, for example, 

explicitly aim to restrict the pace of new development, although their effects on housing 

production and housing affordability are mixed (Nelson, Pendall, & Dawkins, 2002). 

This may be due to the fact that permit caps can be non-binding if they are set above the 

demand for new housing units (Ihlanfeldt, 2004) or that such caps may be imposed in 

response to, and after, rapid growth in the housing stock (Nelson et al., 2002). Some 

research (Landis, 2006) suggests that while permit caps may not reduce housing 

production within cities, it can push production into the neighboring communities. 

Because permit caps are found primarily in the West, and in particular in California, it is 
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perhaps not surprising that their use is most closely linked with the segregation of 

Hispanics (Pendall, 2000; Rothwell, 2011).  

Comprehensive Planning and Affordable Housing Provision 

Comprehensive planning, the process by which local governments coordinate 

complex and often conflicting development goals—including issues of zoning and land 

use, transportation, housing, recreation, and economic development—is also widely used 

(Pendall et al., 2006). One of the key goals of many comprehensive plans is to address 

current and future housing needs (Berke & Manta Conroy, 2000), but whether such 

efforts exacerbate patterns of residential segregation between the core and fringe is 

unclear. At the very least, where state laws require that local governments develop 

housing elements as part of their comprehensive plan, the issue of social equity plays 

some role in guiding development goals. However, at best this often ensures that only one 

element of comprehensive plans addresses issues of social equity, but many other 

elements—focusing on issues such as land use, public facilities, economic development, 

and transportation—often fail to do so (Berke & Manta Conroy, 2000). Thus, state-

mandated housing elements may shift local policy attention toward affordable housing, 

but they do not necessarily ensure that comprehensive plans as a whole adequately 

address issues of residential segregation. Moreover, given the contentious nature of 

planning for affordable housing, state-mandated planning for affordable housing 

engenders substantial resistance among municipal officials (Hoch, 2007) and can lead to 

comprehensive plans that pay only lip service to housing goals without implementing 

effective policies to achieve them (Edwards & Haines, 2007).  

Local governments engage in the provision of affordable housing in two primary 

ways: through regulatory incentives that promote or require the development of 
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affordable housing and through dedicated sources of funding for affordable housing 

programs (Pendall et al., 2006). Because these polices are disproportionately used by 

central cities, they may contribute to or fail to combat the concentration of minorities and 

the poor within segregated central cities. There is some evidence to suggest that this is the 

case. Although recent research suggests that mandatory housing elements can increase 

both the supply of affordable housing and the degree of affordability among low-income 

households (Aurand, 2014; Ramsey-Musolf, 2016), mandatory housing elements may 

also increase patterns of residential segregation: Nelson, Dawkins, and Sanchez (2004) 

found that metros with mandatory housing elements had higher rates of black-white 

segregation in 200025 and witnessed greater increases in black-white segregation between 

1990 and 2000 than metros without mandatory housing elements. Comprehensive 

planning, and planning for housing in particular, may therefore lead to the concentration 

of affordable housing in already distressed communities, “perversely fostering 

segregation by relegating the location of affordable housing units to a small number of 

concentrated zones targeted exclusively for affordable housing needs” (Nelson, Dawkins, 

et al., 2004).   

Growth Management 

The last series of regulatory tools falls under the category of growth management. 

These various policies seek to guide development in ways that accommodate coordinated, 

sustainable, and equitable growth. Urban containment policies, for example, restrict 

development in particular areas to reduce sprawl and preserve open space. These policies 

                                                 
25 Using Pendall et al.’s (2006) data, Rothwell (2011) finds no effect of inclusionary zoning on racial 

segregation. 
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are most common across the fast-growing South and West, but they are also implemented 

in selected jurisdictions elsewhere across the country (Pendall et al., 2006).  

It is unclear how precisely urban containment programs influence patterns of 

residential segregation. Often urban containment is used in conjunction with other land 

use and housing polices that seek to accommodate housing production within the bounds 

of containment areas, and as a result containment programs have been linked to 

reductions in racial segregation (Nelson, Dawkins, et al., 2004; Ruddiman, 2007). As 

Nelson, Sanchez, and Dawkins (2004, p. 428) argue, “urban containment may break the 

‘chain of exclusion’ found in exclusionary land-use regimes, because effectively 

designed containment programmes require the adoption of policies that stimulate the 

construction of affordable housing and prohibit local exclusionary zoning within urban 

areas.”  

Other regulatory tools that also fit under the broader umbrella of growth 

management include polices that aim to ensure that new development is accompanied by, 

and pays for, appropriate levels of servicing. This occurs either through adequate public 

facilities ordinances (APFOs), which make the availability of adequate levels of servicing 

a prerequisite for new development, or through impact fees applied to new construction 

that cover the increased burden on infrastructure systems and service provision (Pendall 

et al., 2006). While APFOs prevent new development unless adequate services are 

available, impact fees increase the cost of new development, which, depending upon the 

elasticity of demand, developers then pass along to either buyers or landowners (Ott & 

Read, 2006).  

The impacts of these tools on patterns of residential segregation are unclear. Some 

have argued that impact fees are used with exclusionary intent (Connerly, 1988), 
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although others (Burge & Ihlanfeldt, 2006) note that they may in fact reduce incentives 

for exclusionary behavior by ensuring that new development pays its own way, thus 

reducing the fiscal incentives for exclusionary policies. For example, impact fees applied 

to non-water and non-sewer services may actually increase the production of multi-

family housing in suburban areas by including in the cost of new housing the increased 

burden on social services and amenities (ibid.). To date, however, there is limited 

evidence that either APFOs or impact fees contribute to patterns of residential 

segregation.26 

LAND USE REGULATION AND HOUSING POLICY: DOES LOCATION MATTER? 

Land use regulations and housing policies have the potential to shape patterns of 

racial and class segregation within metropolitan areas. This is particularly true along the 

boundary between the fringe and core, where the use of these policies varies 

considerably. To illustrate this fact, and to provide insight into how land use regulation 

and housing policies differ between and within metropolitan areas, I use data collected by 

Pendall et al. (2006) through a 2003 survey of planning directors and other public 

officials in more than 1,800 general purpose local governments (58% of the total) across 

the 50 largest metropolitan areas in the country. The data provide a detailed picture of the 

regulatory environment in the country’s largest urban areas, and have been used by others 

to examine the effect of land use regulation on racial and class segregation (Rothwell, 

2011; Rothwell & Massey, 2009, 2010). Other recent surveys of land use also provide 

data on the regulatory environment for both metropolitan and non-metropolitan areas in 

the country (Gyourko, Saiz, & Summers, 2008). The Gyourko survey has also been used 

                                                 
26 Pendall (2000) finds no association between the use of APFOs and changes in the racial composition of 

local governments, while Rothwell (2011) finds no association between the use of APFOs and impact fees 

on patterns of racial segregation. 
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to examine the effect of land use regulation on class segregation (Lens & Monkkonen, 

2015), but for the purposes of this study, Pendall’s data are preferable because they 

document the regulatory environment within particular metropolitan regions with 

sufficient sample size to allow disaggregation between core and fringe areas.27 

Here, I utilize Pendall et al.’s (2006) data to develop measures the regulatory 

environment in core (i.e., cities, villages, boroughs, and towns) and fringe areas (i.e., 

counties, townships, and, in certain states, towns). This analysis focuses only on the 43 

metropolitan areas for which complete data are available for both core and fringe areas.28 

The analysis thus provides only a limited picture of the regulatory environment in urban 

areas across the country and overlooks many smaller metropolitan areas, where 

regulatory conditions may differ markedly. Moreover, this analysis overlooks the state of 

Texas, where counties have little authority over land development beyond basic 

subdivision regulation. Nonetheless, the analysis provides an insightful picture of the way 

in which land use regulation differs between core and fringe areas in many of the largest 

metro areas in the county. 

Each of the variables measured here is presented after averaging across all of the 

general purpose local governments in either the fringe or the core. Descriptive statistics 

of the ten polices are shown for both core and fringe areas at the top of Table 3.1. With 

the exception of density zoning, each variable represents the average use of a particular 

policy within either the fringe or the core. The density zoning score represents the 

                                                 
27 The Gyourko et al. (2008) survey did not collect data on counties and could not be used for this purpose. 
28 Pendall et al. (2006) did not survey counties in the four Texas metropolitan areas studied (Austin, Dallas, 

Houston, and San Antonio), and three other metro areas (West Palm Beach, Florida; San Diego, California; 

Richmond, Virginia) were missing data from fringe governments on selected regulatory tools measured 

here. Replicating the models presented here with the addition of the three non-Texas metro areas, after 

excluding the regulatory tools with missing values (containment devices and affordable housing funds), did 

not substantively change the results. 



76 

 

average of a categorical variable indicating the maximum density for new housing 

development permitted within the jurisdiction. The original variable ranges in value from 

zero to four: a value of zero indicates that the jurisdiction in question had a maximum 

permittable density of less than four housing units per acre; a value of four indicates that 

the jurisdiction had a maximum permittable density of more than 32 units per acre. A 

one-unit increase in the variable is equivalent to an approximate doubling of the 

maximum permittable density.  

Table 3.1 also shows the difference in the use of policies between core and fringe 

areas, as well as the results of a comparison of means test. Only the two measures of 

zoning—for density and for mobile homes—differ significantly between core and fringe 

areas. Fringe governments are more likely to employ low-density zoning than are 

incorporated cities: the average fringe zoning score is 2.22, indicating most fringe 

governments allow a maximum density of close to 16 units per acre; cities are more 

liberal (2.68) in their density zoning, allowing closer to 32 units on average. This 

difference is significant at the .01 level. The strictness of density zoning in the fringe is 

driven largely by the exclusionary zoning practices in fringe areas through the Midwest 

and Northeast, where more than 50% of town and township governments prohibit 

housing development at greater than seven units per acre. Only 28% of counties and 16% 

of cities are equally strict in their density zoning practices.  
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Table 3.1: Descriptive Statistics of Outcomes and Predictors 

 

Fringe Core 
 

 

Mean St. dev. Mean St. dev. Diff. 

Density zoning (average zoning score) 2.22 0.93 2.68 0.51 -0.46** 

Mobile home permitting (% of jurisdictions) 0.77 0.29 0.60 0.26 0.17*** 

Building permit cap or moratorium (% of 
jurisdictions) 0.10 0.14 0.08 0.11 0.02 
Affordable housing incentive (% of 
jurisdictions) 0.28 0.29 0.33 0.23 -0.05 

Affordable housing fund (% of jurisdictions) 0.26 0.27 0.29 0.26 -0.03 

Containment device (% of jurisdictions) 0.36 0.35 0.29 0.28 0.08+ 
Comprehensive planning (% of 
jurisdictions) 0.86 0.21 0.91 0.12 -0.05+ 

Impact fees (% of jurisdictions) 0.43 0.35 0.48 0.32 -0.05 

Adequate public facilities ordinance (% of 
jurisdictions) 0.24 0.25 0.19 0.16 0.05+ 

White (%; 2010) 0.77 0.18 0.60 0.15 0.17*** 

Black (%; 2010) 0.08 0.08 0.19 0.12 -0.11*** 

Hispanic (%; 2010) 0.10 0.13 0.14 0.11 -0.04 

Poor (%; 2010) 0.10 0.04 0.17 0.04 -0.07*** 

Affluent (%; 2010) 0.75 0.08 0.64 0.06 0.11*** 

White (% change; 2000-2010) -0.06 0.03 -0.06 0.02 0.00 

Black (% change; 2000-2010) 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.02 0.00 

Hispanic (% change; 2000-2010) 0.03 0.02 0.04 0.02 0.00 

Poor (% change; 2000-2010) 0.03 0.02 0.04 0.02 -0.01** 

Affluent (% change; 2000-2010) -0.06 0.03 -0.07 0.03 0.01 
Average median value of owner-occupied 
housing 4.65 0.35 4.56 0.38 0.09 

Home ownership (%; 2010) 0.86 0.04 0.76 0.06 0.10*** 

Percent of land that is developable 0.71 0.21 0.87 0.10 -0.16*** 
Population density (persons per 
developable square mile) 845 797 3541 2635 -2695*** 

Vote required for annexation 0.06 0.09 0.07 0.07 0.00 

Change in area 0.97 0.03 1.11 0.11 -0.14*** 

Change in percent vacant housing units 0.03 0.02 0.04 0.02 -0.01 

Structural autonomy (1=high; 5=low) 2.72 1.42 1.63 0.96 1.08*** 

Financial autonomy (1=high; 5=low) 3.60 0.89 2.96 0.94 0.64** 

Functional autonomy (1=high; 5=low) 2.78 1.17 1.79 0.75 0.99*** 
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A second form of zoning that differs markedly between core and fringe areas 

entails prohibitions on mobile homes. Interestingly, however, in this case it is cities that 

are more exclusionary: on average, 77% of jurisdictions in the fringe allow for the 

placement of mobile homes, compared with 60% of jurisdictions in the core. This 

difference of 17% is statistically significant at the .001 level and is driven primarily by 

much more liberal zoning for mobile homes in counties: 90% of counties allow for the 

use of mobile homes, compared with approximately 50% of cities and towns/townships. 

Containment devices and adequate public facilities ordinances are somewhat more 

prevalent along the fringe—8% and 5%, respectively—and comprehensive planning is 

somewhat more prevalent within the core—5%—although these differences are 

statistically significant only at the .1 level. No other policies differed significantly 

between the core and fringe. 

This does not imply, however, that core and fringe areas within the same 

metropolitan area use these policies in similar ways. Indeed, there is considerable 

variation in the use of particular policies between core and fringe areas within the same 

metro area. To illustrate, Figure 3.1 plots the average use of each policy, as measured by 

the Pendall et al. (2006) surveys, for the core (x axis) and fringe (y axis) in each of the 43 

metropolitan areas. This provides three important insights into the use of land use 

regulations and housing polices. First, by examining the distribution of the points across 

the x and y axes, we can easily see the extent to which their use varies across the country. 

For example, Figure 3.1 illustrates that moratoria and building permit caps are used very 

sparingly by both core and fringe areas: notice the clustering of the points toward the 

bottom left of the figure, indicating that 50% or fewer of all local governments in both 

the core and fringe use moratoria or permit caps. Similarly, comprehensive planning, 
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with the exception of one case,29 is used by 50% or more of the governments in both the 

fringe and core (note the clustering of the points in the top right quadrant of the plot). The 

use of many of the other policies of interest—zoning prohibitions on mobile homes, 

incentive-based affordable housing programs, dedicated funding sources for affordable 

housing, urban containment, and impact fees—varies markedly across the country 

A second insight provided from this analysis is the extent to which national 

variation in the use of particular policies is driven by either fringe or core governments 

(see Figure 3.1). This is illustrated by examining the variation of points along either the x 

(core) or y axes (fringe). Notice that much of the variation in the use of density zoning 

across the country is driven by differences between fringe areas, rather than by 

differences between core areas: the average density zoning score in fringe areas, shown 

on the y axis, ranges from less than one to exactly four, suggesting that in some parts of 

the country, fringe governments on average permit residential densities of less than eight 

units per acre while in other parts of the county more than 32 units are allowed per acre. 

In the urban core, however, density restrictions are less extreme and less varied, on 

average, with mean density scores ranging between 1.75 and 3.75. Similarly, the use of 

adequate public facilities ordinances (APFOs) varies more across fringe areas (note the 

range from zero to one on the y axis) than across core areas (note the range from zero to 

approximately .5 on the y axis). Thus, anywhere from all to none of the governments 

along the fringe employ APFOs, while in no metropolitan area do more than 60% of 

cities employ them. Such dramatic differences between the use of these policies in core 

and fringe areas, and in particular what appears in some cases to be their more frequent 

                                                 
29 This is the Salt Lake City metropolitan area. The estimate is based on the response from one county. 
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use along the urban fringe, suggests that scholars interested in the exclusionary effects of 

land use regulations should pay particular attention to fringe areas. 

 

 

Figure 3.1: The Use of Policies in the Core and Fringe 

Lastly, by examining the relationship between the use of such policies in different 

parts of metropolitan areas we can get a sense of the extent to which fringe and core areas 

within the same metro area employ policies to the same degree. To illustrate, consider the 

distribution of points across the x and y axes in Figure 3.1. Any points located in the top 

left or bottom right quadrant represent metropolitan areas where the use of policies 

differs markedly between the fringe and core. Indeed, the vertical distance between any 
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point and the diagonal axis running from the bottom left to the top right represents the 

relative difference in the use of a particular policy between fringe and core areas. Take, 

for example, the dot located to the bottom right of the density zoning plot: this is the 

average zoning score in the core and fringe for the Louisville, Kentucky metropolitan 

area. With a value of .7 on the y axis and 3.3 on the x axis, this indicates that density 

zoning is much stricter in the fringe of the Louisville metro area than in the core.30  

Many of the plots suggest relative uniformity in the use of particular policies 

between the core and fringe. Indeed, perfect parity in the use of policies between core and 

fringe areas would be indicated by the location of points along the diagonal axis moving 

from bottom left to top right; that is, this diagonal axis indicates cases where particular 

policies are as prevalent in the core as in the fringe. Thus, in any of the scatter plots 

presented in Figure 3.1, a clear pattern of clustering from the bottom left of each graph to 

the top rights indicates high levels of uniformity between core and fringe areas in their 

use of various policies. The strength of this relationship is illustrated in Figure 3.1, where 

I have plotted the fitted line for the regression of the average measure of each policy 

within the fringe on that within the core—95% confidence intervals are shown in grey.  

The results of these regressions (not reported) suggest that for all but moratoria 

and permit caps, land use regulation and housing policy in the core is a significant 

predictor of that same policy in the fringe (see clear trendlines from the bottom left to top 

right in Figure 3.1). The strength of the relationship, however, varies markedly by policy, 

and for only a single policy (impact fees) does the use in the core explain more than 50% 

of the variation in its use within the fringe. For a range of other policies—zoning for 

                                                 
30 The relative density zoning score is thus -2.6 (.7 – 3.3 = -2.6), suggesting that land can be developed in 

the fringe at approximately 16% the density as in the core: 2-2.6 = .16. See discussion in the text below for 

further details.  
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mobile homes, affordable housing incentives, urban containment, and adequate public 

facilities ordinances—their prevalence within the core explains between 30-44% of their 

use within the fringe. For the remaining policies—including density zoning, moratoria 

and permit caps, and comprehensive planning—use of the policy within the core explains 

10% or less of the variation in its use within the fringe.31  

Taken together, these findings highlight a couple points worth considering. First, 

two of the policies most closely linked with the politics of exclusion—density zoning and 

prohibitions on mobile homes—are used disproportionately by either fringe or core 

governments. In addition, because most of the variation in density zoning appears to be 

driven by differences in the zoning practices of fringe areas across the country, this 

suggests that much of the contribution of density zoning to metropolitan-level 

segregation by race or class may be attributable to the zoning practices of counties and 

townships/towns along the fringe. Second, as suggested by the low r-squared in many of 

the regression models illustrated in Figure 3.1, the regulatory practices of core areas are 

often weakly predictive of the regulatory practices of the fringe. The substantial 

unexplained variation in these various regression models suggests that there are often 

substantial differences in the regulatory environment between the fringe and core that 

may contribute to patterns of residential segregation between core and fringe areas.  

                                                 
31 These low r-squared values are potentially attributable to measurement error due to low sample sizes in 

particular fringe or core areas. To test this, I estimated the models again only for the 28 metropolitan areas 

where five or more governments were surveyed in both the fringe and core. Again, only in two models did 

the regulatory environment within the core explain more than 50% of the variation in the regulatory 

environment in the fringe (affordable housing incentives, r-square of .64; urban containment, .89).   
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THE POLICIES OF EXCLUSION: RACE AND CLASS IN CORE AND FRINGE AREAS 

Descriptive Findings 

The urban fringe across the largest metropolitan areas is disproportionately white 

and affluent. This may largely be attributable to differences in the use of various land use 

regulations and housing policies. To illustrate, Table 3.1 provides descriptive statistics on 

the racial and class composition of core and fringe areas in the 43 metropolitan areas for 

which Pendall et al. (2006) collected data on all ten policies of interest from both core and 

fringe governments. Across these various metropolitan areas, the fringe is 17 percentage 

points whiter and 11 percentage points more affluent32 than the core; poverty rates and the 

percent black in the fringe are also seven and 11 percentage points lower, respectively, 

than in the core. These differences are all statistically significant at the .001 level (see 

Table 3.1). In addition, the fringe has, on average, four percentage points fewer Hispanics, 

although this difference is not statistically significant.  

A preliminary examination of the extent to which the racial and socioeconomic 

differences between fringe and core areas are associated with particular policies is shown 

in Figures 3.2 and 3.3, which plot the relative percent minority (i.e., non-white or 

Hispanic) and relative percent poor, respectively, in relation to the relative use of each 

policy. Positive numbers along the y axis indicate that the fringe in a particular 

metropolitan area has a racial composition that is poorer or more heavily minority than the 

core. As is clear, most of the points are concentrated below zero on the y axis, indicating 

that in the vast majority of metropolitan areas the fringe is disproportionately white or 

disproportionately non-poor.  

                                                 
32 I use U.S. Census Bureau poverty classifications to identify residents with different incomes. Poor 

residents are those with incomes below the poverty line, while affluent residents are those with incomes 

more than double the poverty line. Thus, in actuality the measure of affluence that I use here entails both 

middle- and upper-income residents, but for brevity I refer to these residents simply as the affluent. 
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With the exception of the density zoning score, positive numbers along the x axis 

indicate that the policy in question is more prevalent in the fringe than in the core: a value 

of one means that all of the governments in the fringe employ the policy, while none of 

those in the fringe do so; a value of negative one indicates the inverse. The density zoning 

score along the x axis can be interpreted as the relative difference in the average maximum 

allowable density for new housing between fringe and core areas. Positive numbers 

indicate that density zoning is more lenient—that is, housing can be developed at higher 

densities—in the fringe; negative numbers indicate that density zoning is stricter in the 

fringe than in the core. A relative score of -2 can be interpreted as follows: the maximum 

density zoning in the fringe is 2-2=.25 times (i.e., one-fourth) that in the core. Thus, if the 

average maximum allowable density in the fringe is 32 housing units per acre and the 

relative density zoning score for that metropolitan area is -2, the average maximum 

allowable density in the core is 32*2-2 = 8, or eight housing units per acre. 
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Figure 3.2: The Use of Policies and the Percent Minority: Relative Measures (Fringe 

Minus Core)  

Figures 3.2 and 3.3 thus provide a preliminary depiction of the extent to which 

differences in land use regulation and housing policy might shape the social or racial 

composition of core and fringe areas. Along with a scatter plot, a regression line with 95% 

confidence intervals is also provided. As shown in Figure 3.2, only two policies—density 

zoning and affordable housing funds—are strongly associated (i.e., at the .05 level) 33 with 

differences in the relative percent minority in the fringe: those metropolitan areas with 

more liberal density zoning and with a greater commitment to funding affordable housing 

                                                 
33 Both regressions also explain between 16-18% of the variation in the relative percent minority. 
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in the fringe have significantly higher proportions of minorities in fringe areas, almost to 

the point of parity with the core (notice that on the right-hand side the 95% confidence 

intervals overlap with zero). The use of containment programs and adequate public 

facilities ordinances also have a positive association with the percent minority, although 

this relationship is significant only at the .1 level. None of the other associations between 

policies and the percent minority are statistically significant.  

The association between these same policies and the percent poor provides 

somewhat similar conclusions. Once again, liberal density zoning is strongly associated 

with higher poverty rates (p<.01; r-squared of .22). In addition, the use of permit caps or 

moratoria is associated with lower rates of poverty (p<.05; r-squared of .12). Lastly, the 

use of containment programs shows a weak positive association with poverty (p=.07; r-

squared of .08). None of the other associations are statistically significant.  
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Figure 3.3: The Use of Policies and the Percent Poor: Relative Measures (Fringe Minus 

Core) 

Regression Analysis 

These results provide preliminary evidence suggesting that particular land use 

regulations may contribute to the racial and socioeconomic disparity between core and 

fringe areas. A multiple regression analysis estimating the following generic equation 

enables us to examine these relationships in greater detail: 

 

Yij= β0 + β1�̅�ij + β2Xij + Uj + eij 
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where Y is the racial or class composition34 of either the core or fringe, i, of metropolitan 

area, j, in 2010; �̅� represents the average use of the land use regulations and housing 

policies described above, as measured by Pendall et al. (2006) in 2003; and X is a vector 

of control variables, which include the percent of land that is developable,35 population 

density,36 the average use of annexation referenda,37 and the degree of structural, 

functional, and fiscal autonomy granted to core and fringe governments;38 and e is an error 

term.  

The results of these regressions are shown in Table 3.2. In addition to the variables 

shown, each model includes metropolitan fixed effects (U) in order to control for any 

distinct characteristics of metro areas as a whole, such as geographic location, population 

size, poverty rate, racial composition, etc. Comparisons are thus made only between fringe 

and core areas within the same metropolitan statistical area.  

   

                                                 
34 The racial composition of core and fringe areas can be precisely calculated with block-level data from the 

U.S. decennial census, which perfectly align with the boundaries of cities, counties, and towns. Measures of 

the percent poor or affluent, however, must be derived from the block-group level, and are thus accompanied 

by some measurement error. As described in Appendix A, these measures are still highly accurate, 

explaining approximately 90% of the variation in estimates derived from block-level counts. 
35 Building on work by Paulsen (2014), I treat undevelopable land as that with greater than 15% slope, 

classified as water or wetlands or located within a protected area. See Paulsen (2014) for a discussion of the 

rationale and method for classifying land as undevelopable.  
36 I measure population density as the number of people per developable square miles. 
37 This variable comes from the Pendall surveys. As described in Chapter 5, referenda in both the fringe and 

core have the potential to influence annexation practices and thereby shape the racial and socioeconomic 

composition of core and fringe areas. 
38 These data are derived from work by Zimmerman (1995). 
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Table 3.2: Regressions of the Racial and Class Composition of Fringe and Core Areas on the Regulatory Environment 

 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) 

 
White Black Hispanic Poor Affluent White Black Hispanic Poor Affluent    

Density zoning -0.09*** 0.05** 0.04** 0.03* -0.06* -0.04+ 0.02 0.02+ 0.00 -0.01 

(0.02) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
Mobile home permitting 0.19** -0.21*** 0.00 -0.02 0.01 0.18* -0.20** 0.01 -0.02 -0.01 

(0.06) (0.05) (0.05) (0.03) (0.04) (0.07) (0.06) (0.04) (0.02) (0.03) 
Permit caps or 
moratorium 

0.00 -0.04 0.08 -0.05 0.1 -0.03 -0.03 0.10* -0.03 0.06 

(0.14) (0.10) (0.05) (0.06) (0.09) (0.13) (0.09) (0.04) (0.03) (0.05) 
Affordable housing 
incentive 

-0.01 -0.04 0.01 -0.01 0.03 0.00 -0.06 0.01 -0.02 0.04 

(0.07) (0.06) (0.05) (0.04) (0.06) (0.08) (0.06) (0.04) (0.02) (0.03) 
Affordable housing fund  -0.13* 0.05 0.06* 0.02 -0.03 -0.08 0.00 0.05* -0.01 0.02 

(0.06) (0.05) (0.03) (0.03) (0.05) (0.06) (0.05) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) 
Containment device 0.05 -0.06 0.04 0.01 -0.02 0.02 -0.03 0.06+ 0.04+ -0.06*   

(0.06) (0.06) (0.03) (0.04) (0.06) (0.06) (0.04) (0.03) (0.02) (0.03) 
Comprehensive 
planning  

-0.15* 0.06 0.08* 0.04 -0.06 -0.03 -0.04 0.04 -0.05 0.08*   

(0.06) (0.06) (0.04) (0.04) (0.06) (0.08) (0.07) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04) 
Impact fees 0.08 -0.01 -0.07* -0.03 0.07 0.00 0.04 -0.02 0.02 -0.02 

(0.07) (0.06) (0.03) (0.04) (0.06) (0.06) (0.05) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 
Adequate public 
facilities ordinance  

-0.05 -0.02 0.07 -0.03 0.02 -0.08 0.00 0.07 -0.02 -0.01 

(0.08) (0.07) (0.07) (0.05) (0.09) (0.07) (0.05) (0.04) (0.03) (0.03) 
Value of owner-
occupied housing      

0.16* -0.08 -0.14*** -0.11*** 0.21*** 

     

(0.07) (0.07) (0.04) (0.03) (0.03) 
Homeownership (% of 
households)      

0.85** -0.74*** -0.26* -0.59*** 0.91*** 

     

(0.27) (0.20) (0.11) (0.09) (0.11) 

N 86 86 86 86 86 86 86 86 86 86 

R-sq 0.8 0.749 0.676 0.756 0.761 0.868 0.836 0.813 0.934 0.954 

Notes: + p<.1; * p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001. Standard errors are clustered at the metropolitan level. Dependent variable is the racial 
composition of the core or fringe in 2010. All models include metropolitan fixed effects and controls for the percent of land that is developable, 
population density, average use of annexation referenda, and indices for the degree of structural, financial, and functional autonomy.  
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As shown in Models 1 through 5, only a few of the policies examined appear to 

be strongly associated with the racial or socioeconomic composition of fringe or core 

areas. More lenient density zoning (i.e., higher average zoning scores) is associated with 

dramatically lower shares of the percent white and percent affluent, and markedly higher 

shares of the percent black, Hispanic, and poor. Thus, core (or fringe) areas that allow 

housing to be developed at twice the density of their metropolitan counterpart have, on 

average, white and affluent shares of the population that are nine and six percentage 

points lower, respectively—they also have black, Hispanic, and poor shares of the 

population that are five, four, and three percentage points higher. Caution should be 

exercised before interpreting this strong association as a causal relationship. Indeed, it 

may be largely attributable to the fact that white and affluent areas, in an effort to protect 

property values and maintain limited tax and expenditure policies, are more likely to 

implement exclusionary policies. 

To examine this fact, Models 6 through 10 in Table 3.2 control for the 

homeownership rate and a measure of the value of owner-occupied housing.39 Doing so 

has reduced the coefficient for density zoning dramatically for all five models: only in 

Models 6 and 8, predicting the percent white and percent Hispanic, is there still a 

significant relationship with density zoning (at the .1 level), and its magnitude is reduced 

                                                 
39 Calculating median values within the fringe and core is complicated by the fact that census blocks, 

whose boundaries perfectly align with those of core and fringe areas, do not typically contain measures of 

the value of housing. The only exception is the 1990 census. I have therefore measured the value of owner-

occupied housing in core and fringe areas by calculating a housing-unit-weighted measure of the median 

value: that is, I multiplied the median value in each block by the number of housing units; I then summed 

these values and divided by the number of total housing units in either the fringe or core.  
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by half. This provides evidence that density zoning may largely be a result, rather than 

the cause, of the racial and economic composition of fringe or core areas.40  

Two other policies show fairly consistent associations across both series of 

models. First, areas that allow mobile homes have higher white (19%) shares of the 

population and lower black (-21%) shares of the population (see Models 1 and 2 in Table 

2). This effect persists even after controlling for the homeownership rate and the value of 

housing (see Models 6 and 7). This is largely indicative of the fact that, historically, 

whites have been far more likely to live in mobile homes than blacks.41 Second, 

affordable housing funds appear to be associated with lower shares of whites (-13%) and 

higher shares of Hispanics (6%; Models 1 and 3). This association is partially attenuated 

after the inclusion of controls for property values and homeownership rates, and only the 

association with the share of Hispanics remains significant (5%; see Model 8).  

Other policies provide less-conclusive findings. Although containment devices 

show no significant relationship with race or class in the preliminary models, once 

property values and homeownership rates are controlled for, the use of containment 

devices is associated with higher percentages of Hispanics (-6%; p<.1) and the poor (-

4%; p<.1), and lower percentages of the affluent (6%; see Models 8 through 10). None of 

the other policies of interest show consistent associations with the racial or 

socioeconomic composition. However, both the value of owner-occupied housing and the 

homeownership rate are strong and consistent predictors of the racial or socioeconomic 

composition of fringe and core areas: higher homeownership rates and higher property 

                                                 
40 Another possibility, however, is that housing values and the homeownership rate mediate the effect of 

density zoning on the racial and class composition. That is, the effect of zoning on race and class is a 

function of changes in property values and homeownership. 
41 As of 1990, 10% of white heads of household across the county lived in a mobile home, compared with 

only 4% black heads of household.  
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values are both associated with higher shares of whites and the affluent and lower shares 

of minorities and the poor.  

The results presented in Table 3.2 and Figures 3.2 and 3.3 suggest that whereas 

there are clear differences between the racial and socioeconomic composition of core and 

fringe areas there is only limited evidence that this disparity is attributable to land use 

regulations and housing policy. The most robust evidence pertains to the use of zoning. 

Density zoning, in particular, showed clear and consistent relationships with race and 

income, although these associations were attenuated or eliminated after including 

measures of housing values and tenure. This suggests either that strict density zoning is a 

regulatory tool disproportionately used by wealthy and white communities or that the 

effect of zoning on patterns of racial or economic segregation functions through changes 

to property values and tenure. Either explanation is plausible.  

In the first case, property values and homeownership rates are treated as potential 

confounders of the effects of density zoning on racial segregation, and they must 

therefore be included in the model in order to estimate the causal effect of density zoning 

on segregation. In the latter case, property values and homeownership rates can be treated 

as mediators, and thus after including them in the model we would anticipate that the 

coefficient for density zoning would attenuate. That is, the effect of density zoning on the 

racial composition of core or fringe areas may be manifested through changes in property 

values and homeownership rates. However, the measurement of the variables provides 

some caution regarding the treatment of these associations as causal relationships: the 

measures of land use regulation are derived from a 2003 survey, while median housing 

values are derived from the 1990 census, meaning the property values thus predate the 

land use regulations by as many as 13 years. This somewhat reduces the likelihood that 
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differences in property values are due to the use of particular land use regulations, and it 

reinforces the assumption that fringe areas with higher property values are more likely to 

have adopted strict density zoning.  

Zoning for mobile homes, on the other hand, is consistently associated with high 

shares of whites and lower shares of blacks, even after controlling for property values and 

the homeownership rate. This may largely be attributable, as mentioned earlier, to the fact 

that whites are far more likely to live in mobile homes than are blacks. No association 

was found with the share of Hispanics or with rates of poverty or affluence. This is 

somewhat surprising, given that residents in mobile homes are disproportionately poorer 

than the population at large.  

THE POLICIES OF EXCLUSION AND CHANGES IN RACE AND CLASS 

Descriptive Findings 

The previous analysis illustrates that the racial and class composition of core and 

fringe areas is often associated with the use of particular policies. In general, however, it 

is difficult to account for omitted variables in cross-sectional analyses of the sort 

presented here. This may bias the effect of land use regulations on the composition of 

core and fringe areas. To partially address this fact, we can analyze changes in the racial 

or socioeconomic composition of fringe or core areas between 2000 and 2010.  

Descriptive statistics for each of the variables in question are shown in Table 3.1 

(above). As is clear the fringe and core underwent remarkably similar changes in their 

racial or class composition over the ten years studied. In general, both the fringe and core 

witnessed sizable decreases of approximately six percentage points in the share of white 

and affluent residents. Relatively little changes occurred, on average, in the composition 
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of black residents, and moderate increases of between three and four percentage points 

occurred in the share of Hispanic and poor residents. Only in regards to changes in 

poverty were there significant differences between the core and fringe, with the changes 

in the poor population of four percentage points in the core outpacing that in the fringe 

(three percentage points).  

These findings suggest that although metropolitan areas in general have 

diversified considerably as the share of minorities and the poor has risen over the decade 

in question, the racial and class disparities between core and fringe areas have changed 

little over time. The marked differences in land use regulation and housing policy 

between fringe and core areas raises the question of whether such policies have 

contributed to or stymied the diversification of the fringe. To examine this question, 

Figures 3.4 and 3.5 plot changes in the percent minority and percent poor in the fringe 

alongside the relative use of each of the policies in question. Once again, the relative 

measures are calculated by subtracting the characteristics of the core from that of the 

fringe. Positive numbers along the y axis indicate that the percent minority (Figure 3.4) or 

percent poor (Figure 3.5) increased faster in the fringe than in the core and therefore that 

historical patterns of exclusivity in the fringe have attenuated over time; negative 

numbers indicate the opposite and that the degree of disparity in the racial or class 

composition of the fringe has grown over time. As in clear in both Figures 3.4 and 3.5, 

the points are clustered around zero on the y axis, indicating that on average the relative 

racial and socioeconomic composition of core and fringe areas remained unchanged 

between 2000 and 2010.   
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Figure 3.4: The Use of Policies and the Changes in the Percent Minority: Relative 

Measures (Fringe Minus Core) 
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Figure 3.5: The Use of Policies and the Changes in the Percent Poor: Relative Measures 

(Fringe Minus Core) 

With the exception of the density zoning score, positive numbers along the x axis 

indicate that the policy in question is more prevalent in the fringe than in the core. The 

density zoning score gives an indication of the relative difference in maximum allowable 

density in fringe areas; negative numbers indicate that the fringe is zoned for lower 

densities than the core. As shown in Figures 3.4 and 3.5, both density zoning and zoning 

for mobile homes appear to be closely associated with relative changes in the share of 

minorities and the poor: fringe areas with more liberal zoning than the core, for both 

density and mobile homes, saw relative increases in the percent minority, while those 
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with stricter zoning saw relative decreases in the percent minority. These relationships 

are statistically significant at the .01 and .05 levels for density zoning and mobile home 

zoning, respectively, and explain between 19% and 15% of changes in the relative 

percent minority. Similar results are found for the relationship between changes in the 

relative percent poor and zoning for density (p<.001; r-squared of .14) and zoning mobile 

homes (p<.01; r-squared of .08).  

  The use of building permit moratoria and permit caps appears to show the 

opposite effect on changes in the percent minority and percent poor. These effects, 

however, are only marginally significant and only in the models predicting changes in 

poverty: fringe or core areas that use moratoria or permit caps to a greater extent than 

their metropolitan counterpart saw relative decreases in the percent poor (p<.1; r-squared 

of .04). Lastly, in metropolitan areas where containment devices are more common in the 

fringe than in the core, the percent poor rose faster in the fringe than elsewhere in the 

metro area (p<.05; r-squared of .06). None of the other policies in question appeared to be 

associated with changes in the racial or class composition of the core or fringe.  

Regression Analysis 

To examine whether these apparent effects persist while holding constant the 

various policies as well as other characteristics of core and fringe areas, once again fixed 

effects regression models, which hold constant all of the unobserved factors that are 

unique to particular metropolitan areas, can be used. The following model is estimated: 

 

∆Yij= β0 + β1�̅�ij + β2Xij + Uj + eij 
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where ∆Y is the change in the racial or class composition, using 2010 jurisdictional 

boundaries to distinguish between core and fringe areas. In other words, land that was 

unincorporated in 2000 but incorporated by 2010 is treated as part of the core in order to 

control for the fact that changes in the boundaries of cities through either municipal 

annexation or incorporation can alter the racial or socioeconomic composition of the core 

and fringe. Thus, changes in the composition of core or fringe areas over time, as 

measured here, are due only to the movement of people and not the movement of 

jurisdictional boundaries.42  

For the reasons described earlier, each model shown in Table 3.4 controls for the 

value of owner-occupied housing, the percent of land that is developable, population 

density, the homeownership rate, property values, the average use of annexation 

referenda, and the degree of structural, functional, and financial autonomy granted to core 

and fringe governments by the state. However, because this is an analysis of demographic 

changes over time, controls for changes in the size of the core and fringe due to 

municipal annexation or incorporation and changes in the percent of housing units that 

are vacant are also included. The former is used to account for the fact that metropolitan 

areas where annexation is common may undergo other changes that may be correlated 

with particular land use regulations or housing policies: indeed, much new housing 

development occurs within recently annexed territory and thus land use regulation and 

housing policies may have a direct effect on changes in the composition of recently 

annexed land. The latter is used to account for the potential effects of widespread 

foreclosures and subsequent vacancies in housing markets as a result of the 2007 

                                                 
42 Estimating models with unadjusted measures of the racial or socioeconomic composition of core and 

fringe areas provided similar results, although in general the coefficients tended to be larger. The results 

presented here can thus be thought of as conservative estimates.  



99 

 

subprime mortgage crisis, which may have reshaped the racial or economic composition 

of core or fringe areas during the study period.  

 

Table 3.3: Regressions of Changes in the Racial and Class Composition of Fringe and 

Core Areas on the Regulatory Environment 

 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

 
∆ White ∆ Black ∆ Hispanic ∆ Poor ∆ Affluent    

Density zoning -0.01* 0.01* 0.00 0.00 -0.01+   

(0.01) (0.01) (0.00) (0.00) 0.00  
Mobile home permitting -0.04+ 0.04* 0.00 0.03** -0.04*   

(0.02) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02) 
Permit cap or moratorium -0.01 0.04* -0.01 -0.01 0.01 

(0.03) (0.02) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) 
Affordable housing incentive 0.01 -0.01 -0.01 -0.02 0.01 

(0.02) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02) 
Affordable housing fund  -0.02 -0.01 0.02** 0.01 -0.01 

(0.02) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02) 
Containment device 0.01  -0.01 0.01 0.02 0.00  

(0.02) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02) 
Comprehensive planning  -0.04+ 0.04* -0.01 0.01  (0.02) 

(0.02) (0.02) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) 
Impact fees 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.01  -0.01 

(0.02) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02) 
Adequate public facilities 
ordinance  

0.04 -0.04+ 0.01 0.00  -0.02 

(0.02) (0.02) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) 
Value of owner-occupied 
housing  

-0.01 0.01 -0.02 -0.05*** 0.05**  

(0.02) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02) 
Homeownership (% of 
households) 

0.00 0.03 -0.10** -0.01 0.01 

(0.11) (0.09) (0.03) (0.07) (0.07) 

N 86 86 86 86 86 

R-sq 0.539 0.619 0.784 0.709 0.652 

Notes: + p<.1; * p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001. Standard errors are clustered at the 
metropolitan level. Dependent variable is the change in racial or class composition of the 
core or fringe between 2000 and 2010.  
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Once again, both types of zoning are strongly associated with changes in class and 

race. Areas with stricter density zoning saw decreases in the share of whites and the 

affluent and increases in the share of blacks and the poor between 2000 and 2010: a 

difference of one in the average zoning score was associated with one percentage point 

decrease in the percent white and affluent and a one percentage point increase in the 

percent black. To illustrate the effect of density zoning on changes in the composition of 

core or fringe areas, consider the case of a hypothetical metropolitan area where the 

percent white in the metro area as a whole declined by six percentage points between 

2000 and 2010, making the metro area in question more or less average for the sample 

studied here.  

How would the racial composition of the core and fringe have changed if the 

metro area in question had the density zoning scores of, say, Louisville, Kentucky? As 

discussed earlier, Louisville has a zoning score of .7 in the fringe and 3.3 in the core: 

thus, in the fringe housing can be developed on average at no more than seven units per 

acre while in the core it can be developed at more than 32 units per acre.  This analysis 

suggests that, in the hypothetical metropolitan area in question, the percent white would 

have fallen by 3.8 percentage points43 more in the core than in the fringe as a result of its 

more liberal density zoning. That is, the share of whites would have fallen by 

approximately 4.1 percentage points in the fringe and 7.9 percentage points in the core. 

Thus, the use of strict density zoning would have dramatically reduced the diversification 

of the fringe. Given that density zoning is, on average, much stricter within the core than 

                                                 
43 The difference in the density zoning score would therefore be 2.6 multiplied by a coefficient of negative 

.0147 (see Model 1 in Table 3.3): 2.6 × -0.0147 = -.038. 
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in the fringe, restrictions on density play a particularly important role in maintaining the 

exclusivity of the fringe, in effect stemming population growth among minorities by 

pushing them toward the more liberally zoned core.  

Zoning prohibitions on mobile homes also shape patterns of residential 

segregation, particularly among minorities and the poor. To illustrate, recall that the 

independent variable represents the proportion of jurisdictions within the fringe that 

allow for the placement of mobile homes. Imagine, then, a hypothetical metropolitan area 

in which all of the counties along the fringe allow for the placement of mobile homes 

while all of the cities explicitly prohibit them. Over the time period studied, the percent 

black and percent poor would have risen by four (.04; Model 2) and three percentage 

points (.03; Model 4) more in the fringe than in the core. A more or less equal but 

opposite effect is found for changes in the percent white and affluent (-.04; Models 1 and 

5). Interestingly, the analysis presented in Table 3.3 provides no evidence that 

prohibitions on mobile homes have excluded Hispanics.  

The use of other polices provide somewhat inconclusive if not puzzling results. 

The use of permit caps or moratoria was associated with increases in the percent Black 

(.04; Model 2). These somewhat contradictory findings suggest that the use of more 

extreme moratoria may be a response to, rather than the cause of, ongoing changes in the 

racial composition of particular areas: that is, core or fringe areas undergoing rapid 

demographic change as of 2003, the time of Pendall’s survey, may have implemented 

stricter bans on new development in the form of moratoria.  

Pro-affordable housing policies provide somewhat inconclusive results as well. 

The use of affordable housing incentives showed no relationship with changes in the 

racial or socioeconomic composition of fringe or core areas, while the use of affordable 
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housing incentives was associated with an increase only in the percent Hispanic (.02; 

p<.01). Why two policies targeting the provision of affordable housing would have such 

minimal effect on changes in the composition of the core or fringe is an interesting 

question. It is perhaps due to the fact that both regulatory incentives and housing trust 

funds have limitations in the extent to which they can target the neediest of residents. For 

example, regulatory incentives, such as density bonuses or fee waivers, may not 

sufficiently offset the costs of development in ways that dramatically increase the 

production of affordable housing units, while many housing trust funds fail to target 

extremely low-income residents (Mueller & Schwartz, 2008).  

Growth management and comprehensive planning policies also showed mixed 

associations with changes in the racial or class composition. Areas where comprehensive 

planning was more widely used saw relative decreases in the percent white (-.04; p<.1) 

and relative increases in the percent black (.04; see Models 1 and 2). None of the other 

policies in question showed significant relationships with changes in the composition of 

the core or fringe.  

LAND USE REGULATION IN CORE AND FRINGE AREAS: TAKEAWAYS FOR SCHOLARSHIP 

AND PRACTICE 

Although the measures of land use regulation and housing policies provided in 

Pendall et al.’s (2006) survey have been used by others to examine patterns of residential 

segregation (Rothwell, 2011; Rothwell & Massey, 2009, 2010), the data have certain 

limitations. In particular, the measurement of density zoning is somewhat crude and a-

spatial. Density zoning is a continuous, spatially and temporally explicit variable—that is, 

it varies continuously across space and time, both between and within the jurisdictions 

that use it. Much of this variation is lost in the current study. Second, as already 
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described, cross-sectional analyses44 of the effects of land use regulation are prone to 

confounding. The findings presented in this analysis should therefore be interpreted with 

caution.  

A second issue that complicates the current analysis is the overlapping of 

jurisdictions within specific metropolitan areas. Cities, counties, and towns have 

boundaries that overlap, and in parts of the country such as the Midwest, they share 

authority for land use (Pendall et al., 2006); this makes it difficult to measure the effect of 

zoning on the racial composition of unincorporated areas. The analysis presented here 

entails simplifying assumptions about the regulatory authority of various jurisdictions 

over land that is located in shared territory: specifically, counties and townships/towns, 

where they overlap, are treated as if they share authority over these policies. This may not 

be an appropriate assumption—for example, in the Midwest, where the fringe is governed 

by both townships and counties, one or another government may play a primary role in 

regulating land development—and this may have led to the attenuation of the effect of 

various policies on patterns of racial or socioeconomic segregation.  

A third limitation is simply the scope of the analysis. Pendall’s survey 

documented land use regulation in only in the 50 largest metropolitan areas in the 

country, and only 43 metropolitan areas had complete data on the regulatory environment 

in both core and fringe areas. Although these metropolitan areas contain a substantial 

                                                 
44 In an earlier study, Pendall (2000) collected data on 25 metropolitan areas. However, many of the land 

use regulations and housing policies studied here are absent from the earlier survey. In addition, the limited 

sample size makes it difficult to examine the effect of changes in policies over time. Rothwell (2011), for 

example, uses temporal variation in density zoning across 25 metro areas to predict changes in racial 

segregation between 1990 and 2000. I estimated similar models of the effects of changes in the use of 

density zoning, urban growth boundaries, comprehensive planning, affordable housing incentives, 

moratoria, and adequate public facilities ordinances, with null results, likely due to the fact that the sample 

size of jurisdictions surveyed in both waves is considerably smaller and only 22 metro areas had complete 

data for the unincorporated fringe.  
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fraction of the urban population in the United States, there are hundreds of other 

metropolitan and micropolitan areas where land use may follow different patterns. 

Pendall’s study, and therefore my reworking and extension of his data, provides at best a 

partial picture of the variation in land use between the incorporated core and 

unincorporated fringe and that variation’s effect on patterns of residential segregation. In 

particular, this analysis overlooks metropolitan areas in Texas (for which Pendall did not 

collect data from counties). In Texas counties, land use regulation of nearly all forms are 

all but non-existent (Larson, 1996; Pendall et al., 2006), and unincorporated areas are 

notorious for housing some of the poorest and most disadvantaged communities in the 

country (Ward, 1999).  

Despite these limitations, this chapter makes a number of important contributions 

to our understanding of the potential effects of local policies on racial and economic 

segregation between the fringe and core. First, the use of metropolitan fixed effects holds 

constant all metropolitan-level factors, such as coastal proximity, metropolitan population 

growth, demographic change, and state-level policy. Previous analyses of the effect of 

zoning on segregation (Lens & Monkkonen, 2015; Rothwell, 2011; Rothwell & Massey, 

2010) have typically had to explicitly include these variables in the model, or have relied 

on the use of instrumental variables whose exogeneity is uncertain, in order to prevent 

confounding.  

Second, and most importantly, although previous research has linked land use 

regulation and housing policy to patterns of racial and class segregation (Lens & 

Monkkonen, 2015; Rothwell, 2011; Rothwell & Massey, 2010), the scale at which this 

effect occurs has been understudied. This analysis highlights the important role of the 

urban fringe, and in particular density zoning and zoning for mobile homes, in 
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contributing to patterns of residential segregation. Understanding where segregation 

occurs as a result of changes in zoning is far more useful for policymakers and planners 

than simply knowing that zoning leads to segregation in the metropolitan area at large. 

This is particularly true given that fringe and core areas employ these two types of zoning 

in different ways: while the fringe is far stricter regarding zoning for density, it is far 

more lenient regarding zoning for mobile homes, particularly where counties are the sole 

tier of local government. Local planners and housing advocates should keep this in mind 

as they evaluate impediments to fair housing in their local area.  

Lastly, this analysis highlights the important role that counties and 

towns/townships play in the creation of patterns of metropolitan segregation. The neglect 

of these unincorporated governments, and their contribution to the urban fabric, is 

partially due to the data challenges associated with studying the unincorporated fringe 

and the lack of detailed demographic and socioeconomic data in areas where the 

boundaries of local governments overlap—as my analysis here shows, these challenges 

are not insurmountable. Other efforts to probe the implications of residential segregation 

within the fringe will require more intensive and creative methods. For example, one key 

finding branching out of this study is that the use of mobile homes plays an important 

role in facilitating the diversification of fringe areas and opening up opportunities of 

homeownership for poor and minority households. Often, however, mobile homes along 

the urban fringe are located in poorly planned residential subdivisions developed without 

basic infrastructure. These communities pose considerable challenges to planners and 

policymakers seeking to promote sustainable and equitable growth, and they often expose 

residents to severe burdens, including poor quality housing, environmental and safety 

risks, and widespread market dysfunction. Understanding the way in which these 
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communities have developed, their prevalence across the country, and the challenges they 

pose to policymakers and planners is the subject of the next chapter. 
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Chapter Four: Residential Land Development in Unincorporated Areas 

A BRIEF HISTORY OF UNPLANNED SUBDIVISIONS ON THE URBAN FRINGE 

America’s urban fringe has always been characterized, at least in part, by 

unplanned residential communities populated by the working-class and poor. Even in the 

largest urban areas in the country, such as New York City, shantytowns dotted the 

peripheral landscape throughout the 19th century—and as soon as they developed, these 

unplanned suburbs engendered significant resistance from local officials seeking to 

eradicate them, making way for planned developments such as New York City’s Central 

Park (Goff, 2016). In the late 19th and early 20th century, unplanned suburbs proliferated 

throughout the unincorporated fringe all over the country—across the Southwest 

(Nicolaides, 2002), South (Wiese, 2004), North (Elder, 1946; Krulikowski, 2008), and 

Midwest (Harris, 1994), and even into America’s northern neighbor, Canada (Harris, 

1999). In all of these cases, cheap and largely unregulated land along the fringe allowed 

poor and working-class households entry into the American Dream of homeownership. 

The proliferation of low-income unplanned suburbs along the urban fringe arose 

in part as a result of a pattern of widespread speculation by land developers, stretching 

from the 19th century to the present day. Countless millions of lots have been sold along 

the unincorporated fringe, often without basic on-site infrastructure or services (i.e., 

sewerage systems, roads, or water). During the 1960s alone, land developers nationally 

carved more than a million lots out of swamp, desert, or forest on the urban fringe, using 

exploitative, high-pressure marketing techniques to entice buyers from across the country 

(Stroud & Spikowski, 1999; Wolff, 1973).  

What distinguishes speculative land development of the sort just described from 

otherwise stereotypical suburban housing development is the separation of two stages in 
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the development process: the subdivision of land and the development of housing. In 

most suburban contexts, land development and housing production are undertaken by 

developer-builders who convert land to residential uses according to fairly 

comprehensive standard. Typically, the process is approved or overseen by a variety 

stakeholders, including planners and public officials, code inspectors, lending 

institutions, real estate agents, and insurance agencies. Suburban development of this sort 

is often highly complex, closely regulated, and carefully coordinated to ensure that 

housing is developed in accordance with existing regulations and in response to existing 

market demand (Clawson, 1971).  

However, along the unincorporated fringe, particularly in more remote areas, land 

development is often separated from housing production—that is, developers subdivide 

and sell land with minimal improvements to buyers who are then tasked with overseeing 

the contracting, construction, or purchase of housing. A large but somewhat disconnected 

literature documents the existence and continued proliferation of these types of 

residential subdivisions across the country. Much of the earlier literature has referred to 

them as “premature subdivisions” (Cornick, 1938; Shultz & Groy, 1988), “libertarian 

suburbs” (Barnett, 1978), or “unplanned” suburbs or subdivisions (Harris, 1999; Wiese, 

2004). More recent research examines the development of colonias or wildcat 

subdivisions in the U.S.-Mexico border region (Christensen, Haskins, Hogue, & Koldoff, 

2006; Ward, 1999). 

Although there is substantial variation in their characteristics from place to place, 

as Shultz and Groy (1988) describe in reference to so-called “premature subdivisions,” a 

few factors help to distinguish these various types of subdivisions from the standard 

residential communities designed and built by developer-builders: first, premature 
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subdivisions are developed separate from the housing that is later constructed upon the 

lots; second, they are often developed prior to or in the absence of subdivision 

regulations; third, lots are sold not to builders but to would-be and often absentee owners, 

many of whom may have no immediate intention of constructing housing; lastly, when 

building does occur, it often does not meet code (Shultz & Groy, 1988). This has led to 

widespread and long-term vacancies in many premature subdivisions, creating what are 

often referred to as “platted lands” problems; land that has been subdivided but on which 

housing has not been (fully) developed pose considerable challenges for service 

provision, market function, and growth management (Schnidman & Baker, 1983; Stroud, 

2004; Stroud & Sanford, 2006). 

Although premature subdivisions can be marketed at middle- and upper-income 

households,45 it is land development at the lower end of the income scale that is of most 

interest in this study because it is directly linked to expanded opportunities for 

homeownership among low-income households, and thereby to patterns of residential 

segregation between core and fringe areas. In part, it is the separation of the two stages of 

suburban housing development—that is, land subdivision and the construction of 

housing—that dramatically reduces the cost of acquiring suburban residential land and 

thus facilitates homeownership for low-income households. In addition, such 

subdivisions are often developed far from cities, where land is cheap and without basic 

services, further reducing the cost of purchase. Lastly, the lack of building codes and the 

widespread use of mobile homes means low-income homesteaders have considerable 

                                                 
45 There is some very interesting work documenting the challenges posed by unchecked middle- and upper-

income housing development in premature subdivisions across the Intermountain West (Holway et al., 

2014). 
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flexibility to acquire or build housing cheaply and incrementally over time, largely 

through self-help. 

Much of the most-recent research on low-income, incremental housing in 

premature subdivisions has focused on the U.S.-Mexico border, where colonia 

subdivisions proliferated rapidly during the second half of the 20th century. Prior to the 

1990s, colonia land developers sold tens of thousands of lots under exploitative terms 

without water and wastewater services to low-income Hispanics across Texas (Ward, 

1999). Residents then proceeded to buy a used mobile home or to build the home 

themselves over time (Durst & Ward, 2014). By current estimates, nearly half a million 

residents live in Texas colonias (Barton, Perlmeter, Blum, & Marquez, 2015).  

Though colonias in Texas have received the lion’s share of attention, they exist 

elsewhere across the border region (Donelson & Esparza, 2010; Esparza & Donelson, 

2008; Mukhija & Monkkonen, 2006). Other research (Ward & Peters, 2007) also 

documents the existence of “informal homestead subdivisions” located elsewhere across 

the Southwest and South that target low-income buyers as well (but often not quite as 

low-income as in border colonias). Lastly, there are also recreational and retirement 

subdivisions that target more well off residents seeking rural housing options (Ward & 

Peters, 2007). There is thus clearly considerable variation in the characteristics of what 

Ward and Peters (2007) call informal homesteading, but because in all of the 

development types they describe the subdivision of land is separated from the production 

of housing all of these examples constitute premature subdivisions, as described by 

Shultz and Groy (1988). They also suffer from many of the same challenges, such as poor 

quality housing and infrastructure (Donelson & Esparza, 2010; Esparza & Donelson, 
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2008; Ward, 1999) and delayed occupation of the lot and long-term vacancies (Durst & 

Ward, 2015; Ward & Carew, 2000). 

In this chapter I conduct what I believe to be the first national analysis of low-

income premature subdivisions across the country. After describing the extent and nature 

of premature subdivisions across the nation, four subdivisions from two states—Florida 

and Texas—are discussed in detail. These two states both have a long history of 

premature land development but they have taken markedly different approaches to 

planning and policymaking in response to their proliferation along the urban fringe. 

Before describing the method and results, however, and in setting the stage for a later 

discussion of the challenges and implications that premature subdivisions pose to local 

policymakers and planners, it will be helpful to first understand how policymaking and 

planning has evolved over the past century in response to and as a result of the 

proliferation of premature subdivisions across the country.  

SUBDIVISION REGULATION AND GROWTH MANAGEMENT 

The Historical Effort to Prevent the Premature Subdivision of Land 

As premature subdivisions spread across the country throughout the 20th century, 

local planners and policymakers responded by developing regulatory tools designed to 

prevent the most pressing challenges associated with their proliferation. One of the 

principal tools used to do so has been subdivision regulation. According to Freilich and 

Shultz (1995), the regulation of residential subdivisions in the U.S. can be characterized 

as having progressed through four stages. During the early part of the 20th century, 

subdivision regulation was a tool used to facilitate the efficient sale of real estate by 

clearly delineating the characteristics of residential subdivisions (i.e., the location of lots, 



112 

 

streets, etc.). Second, beginning in 1928, after the publication by the U.S. Department of 

Commerce of the Standard City Planning Enabling Act (SPEA), subdivision regulation 

began to be used as a tool with which to guide comprehensive planning and, in particular, 

to regulate the layout of residential subdivisions (including the size and shape of streets 

and lots) and the provision of infrastructure and services (ibid.). 

Efforts to regulate subdivisions changed again after World War II, in response to 

the increasing challenges caused by rapid sprawl. In this third stage, governments 

required the dedication of land within subdivisions or the collection of fees-in-lieu of 

land to provide for the development of roads, schools, and open space. However, these 

efforts largely failed to stem the tide of rapid sprawl and to prevent its various 

downstream environmental, economic, and social impacts. This led to the emergence of 

the fourth and final stage, growth management, in which local governments developed a 

variety of tools to manage not simply the characteristics of subdivisions but their impact 

on local governments’ capacity to pursue coordinated and controlled residential 

development (Freilich & Shultz, 1995). During the last few decades of the 20th century, a 

range of tools have been used in conjunction with subdivision regulation to ensure 

“concurrency” between housing production and infrastructure capacity. As described in 

Chapter 4, these tools include adequate public facilities ordinances, which condition 

approval for land development on the availability of adequate services, and impact fees, 

which are used to offset the cost of infrastructure or service provision both on- and off-

site (Freilich & Shultz, 1995). 

These various changes in the regulation of land development arose in large part in 

order to stem the proliferation of premature subdivisions (Ben-Joseph, 2005; Cornick, 

1938; Freilich & Shultz, 1995), but they have also led to delays in housing production 
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and increases in its cost (Seidel, 1978). Surveys of land developers suggest that, at least 

in regards to developers’ perceptions of the impacts of land use regulations, subdivision 

regulations and building codes are the two principal drivers of cost increases and they 

have contributed to development at lower densities and in more remote locations (Ben-

Joseph, 2005). Research in Texas, where subdivision regulations were first implemented 

in counties in the early 1990s, confirms that enhanced subdivision regulation has in fact 

led to increases in the cost of land and to development farther from cities and at lower 

densities (Durst, 2016; Durst & Ward, 2016) 

The dramatic shift in the approach to regulating residential subdivisions and its 

apparent effect on the cost of housing production suggest that the premature subdivision 

of land, particularly that which targets low-income buyers, should have all but evaporated 

over the second half of the 20th century. Some researchers (Ben-Joseph, 2005) suggest 

that this is indeed the case, and that, in fact, the regulation of subdivisions has gone too 

far:  

The jumble of codes, regulations, and design requirements placed on residential 

developments has often been at the center of contention between developers and 

public officials. At the core of this friction may be the simple fact that many 

subdivision requirements imposed today have little to do with the rationale that 

shaped them in the early part of the twentieth century. Health and safety concerns 

caused by inadequate building and infrastructure construction, premature 

subdivision of the land resulting in conflicting property lines and neighborhood 

layouts, and builders who were not concerned about their reputation have hardly 

any bearing on present-day reality (Ben-Joseph, 2005, p. 181). 

This conclusion is actually highly inaccurate. While it is true that local governments have 

increasingly sought to regulate land development and that some of these regulations have 

little link to issues of public health and safety, subdivision regulations in general continue 

to play a vital role in the promotion of public welfare. Premature subdivisions continue to 
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develop across the South and West, and even where their development has been stymied 

by the implementation of growth control measures, those developed prior to regulatory 

changes continue to pose considerable problems (Christensen et al., 2006; Durst, 2016; 

Landau, 1984; Shultz & Groy, 1988).  

Contemporary Examples of the Premature Subdivision of Land 

To understand the role that subdivision regulation continues to play in addressing 

the challenges of the premature subdivision of land, consider a few of the counties 

studied by Ben-Joseph (2003, 2005). Let us begin first with El Paso County, Texas. As 

recently as the late 1980s, El Paso County (along with all Texas counties) lacked any 

authority over the regulation of subdivisions. All across Texas, the lack of subdivision 

regulations and other land development tools led to the proliferation of thousands of 

colonias developed without water, wastewater, and electricity services (Ward, 1999), 

leading to widespread health risks associated with contaminated water (Jepson, 

Vandewalle, Jepson, & Vandewalle, 2015; Leach et al., 1999; Parcher & Humberson, 

2009). Because many colonia lots were sold using informal and unrecorded land 

contracts referred to as “contracts for deeds,” widespread titling irregularities led to 

conflicted ownership (Ward et al., 2011), while the absence of building codes and the 

heavy reliance on self-building have led to exceedingly poor-quality housing (Durst & 

Ward, 2014; Giusti & Estevez, 2011).  

Other counties surveyed by Ben-Joseph (2003) in different states face similar 

challenges with premature subdivisions: both Clark County, Nevada (home of Las Vegas) 

and Maricopa County, Arizona (home of Phoenix) have low-income premature 

subdivisions scattered across the unincorporated fringed that are virtually 
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indistinguishable from Texas colonias.46 In Douglass County, Colorado, also surveyed by 

Ben-Joseph, premature subdivisions, though likely targeting middle- and upper-income 

households,47 have proliferated at a rapid pace over the past few decades—these 

subdivisions contain more than 8,000 vacant parcels (14% of the total; Holway, Elliot, & 

Trentadue, 2014).  

These few examples illustrate that “the jumble of codes, regulations, and design 

requirements placed on residential developments” described by Ben-Joseph (2005, p. 

181) are in fact still closely linked with “rationale that shaped them in the early part of 

the twentieth century”—that is, with the need to address the proliferation of premature 

subdivisions characterized by poor-quality housing and infrastructure and exploitative 

titling mechanisms. This fact notwithstanding, Ben-Joseph is correct in asserting that 

excessive subdivision regulation has important implications for the cost of housing. This 

is perhaps particularly true in the urban fringe, where subdivision regulation is often the 

only regulatory tool targeting land development; even minor increases in standards to 

ensure the provision of basic services can lead to large increases in the cost of land 

(Durst, 2016; Durst & Ward, 2016).  

Other regulatory tools, where they are used along the urban fringe, also play an 

important role in shaping land development and housing production targeting low-income 

households: zoning prohibitions on the use of mobile homes disproportionately affect 

                                                 
46 Building upon the methodology used in this chapter, I examined satellite imagery of all 19 Census 

Designated Places (CDPs) in both counties. In Clark County, Nevada, the following CDPs had premature 

subdivisions: Indian Springs, Cal-Nev-Ari, Goodsprings, Moapa Valley, Moapa, Nelson, Sandy Valley, 

and Searchlight. In Maricopa County, premature subdivisions were located in the following CDPs: Aguila, 

Arlington, Citrus Park, Gila Crossing, Kaka, Morristown, St. Johns, Wintersburg, and Wittmann.  
47 The authors do not discuss the process of housing production in detail, and none of the images provided 

by the authors, nor any of the satellite imagery of CDPs that I analyzed, were illustrative of the type of self-

building that characterizes the type of low-income premature subdivisions discussed here.  
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low-income households (see Chapter 3); lenient building codes allow for self-building 

(Durst, 2016); and informal titling mechanisms such as land contracts allow for buyers to 

purchase land directly from land developers and thus negate the need for third-party 

lenders or insurers (Way, 2010). However, amongst the range of regulatory tools used to 

manage housing production along the urban fringe, subdivision regulation plays a central 

role in expanding or curbing the proliferation of the type of low-income premature 

subdivisions described here.  

THE CHALLENGES OF STUDYING PREMATURE SUBDIVISIONS 

Data Sources for Studying Premature Subdivisions 

Examining the extent of low-income premature subdivisions is complicated by 

methodological challenges. Unlike with the use of third-party mortgages, which are 

easily tracked through data compiled by the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau,48 

land sales in premature subdivisions often rely on developer-financing49—that is, 

developers rather than a mortgage company finance the sale of land—making them 

difficult to track. The development of premature subdivisions is also difficult to track 

because residents often leave the lot vacant for many years and, when they do develop 

housing, it is often in the form of a used and dilapidated mobile home or a self-built 

dwelling. The extent of such activity is often not captured by building permit data50 

collected by the U.S. Census Bureau. 

                                                 
48 See http://www.consumerfinance.gov/.  
49 Developer-financing often leaves buyers vulnerable to a variety of exploitative practices such as unclear 

terms, high interest rates, conflicted ownership, and high rates of repossession (Olmedo & Ward, 2016; 

Ward et al., 2011, 2015; Way, 2010). 
50 See https://www.census.gov/construction/bps/.  

http://www.consumerfinance.gov/
https://www.census.gov/construction/bps/
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 Other researchers (Shultz & Groy, 1988; Stroud & Spikowski, 1999) have used 

data on interstate land sales collected by the Office of Interstate Land Sales (ILS) 

Registration at the Department of Housing and Urban Development51 to document the 

extent of premature subdivisions across the country, although these data also suffer from 

certain limitations: first, only residential subdivisions of 25 lots or larger that have been 

sold or marketed across state lines must be reported to the ILS as part of the Interstate 

Land Sales Full Disclosure Act (14 U.S.C. 1701); second, not all subdivisions reported to 

the ILS are premature, nor are all (or perhaps, many) of them targeted toward low-income 

residents. Nonetheless, these data provide a preliminary glimpse of where in the country 

premature subdivisions may be most common. To illustrate, see Figure 4.1, reproduced 

from Stroud and Spikowski (1999), documents the location of large subdivisions of more 

than 405 hectares (i.e., 1,000 acres) reported to the ILS. A significant number of these 

large subdivisions are located in only a handful of states, including Florida, Colorado, 

and the four states bordering Mexico. 

Residential subdivisions reported to the ILS provide only a partial picture of the 

extent of premature subdivisions, and in particular they overlook many of the 

subdivisions targeting the lowest-income buyers. This is true for a few reasons. First, 

low- and very-low-income buyers may be more likely to pursue land within the state in 

which they reside, meaning sales in these subdivisions would not necessarily be marketed 

across state lines and thus developers would not be required to submit documentation to 

the ILS. Second, in some parts of the country such as Texas, colonia land developers 

failed even to plat subdivisions—that is, failed to delineate the lots via a formal map—or 

to record such plats with county officials (Ward, 1999), let alone report them to the ILS. 

                                                 
51 See https://portal.hud.gov/hudportal/HUD?src=/hudprograms/ils.  

https://portal.hud.gov/hudportal/HUD?src=/hudprograms/ils
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Third, many low-income subdivisions are smaller than 25 lots (Durst, 2016), meaning 

they would also not be reported to ILS.  

 

 

Figure 4.1: Location of Large Pre-platted Subdivisions Reported to the Department of 

Housing and Urban Development: Reproduced from Stroud and Spikowski 

(1999) 

Such widespread informal land development is not easily tracked at the county, 

let alone national, level. The data reported by Stroud and Spikowski (1999), for example, 

overlook many of the larger colonias located along the Texas border with Mexico. As 

shown in Figure 4.2, which uses data from the Texas Office of the Attorney General’s 

Colonia Internet Viewer52 to plot the location of colonias within 150 miles of the Mexico 

                                                 
52 See https://coloniadata.oag.state.tx.us/.  

https://coloniadata.oag.state.tx.us/
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border,53 there are 38 colonias that are larger than 1,000 acres, and more than 2,000 

colonias with fewer than 1,000 acres. These various communities house as many as 

500,000 residents (Barton et al., 2015). Notably, many of the larger colonias are not 

identified through Stroud and Spikowksi’s analysis of ILS data.  

 

 

Figure 4.2: Location of Large and Small Texas Border Colonias 

Data Source Used in this Study: Census Designated Places 

Census Designated Places (CDP) provide a useful means of gauging the extent of 

premature subdivisions. CDPs  

are the statistical counterparts of incorporated places, and are delineated to 

provide data for settled concentrations of population that are identifiable by name 

but are not legally incorporated under the laws of the state in which they are 

                                                 
53 Many other non-border colonias exist throughout the state but are not tracked by the OAG. 
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located. The boundaries usually are defined in cooperation with local or tribal 

officials and generally updated prior to each decennial census (US Census 

Bureau, 2012).  

Because CDPs provide a wide range of data on unincorporated communities at a refined 

geographic scale, they provide a much more detailed picture of residential subdivisions in 

unincorporated areas than do census blocks or census block groups.54 Although CDPs are 

not necessarily representative of the entirety of the unincorporated area within a given 

county, they provide detailed data on thousands of residential communities across the 

country. Figure 4.3 shows the location of all CDPs in Core Based Statistical Areas 

(CBSAs; i.e., in metropolitan or micropolitan areas) in the continental U.S. As is clear, 

CDPs exist in great numbers surrounding many of the largest metropolitan areas in the 

country, particularly in coastal states and along the U.S.-Mexico border. Comparing the 

distribution of communities in Texas across Figures 4.1, 4.2, and 4.3, it appears that 

CDPs (Figure 4.3) do a better job of capturing residential communities such as colonias 

(Figure 4.2) than do data from the ILS (Figure 4.1).  

                                                 
54 Census blocks are smaller than CDPs, although data are typically limited to basic demographic and 

tenure variables. Census block groups, on the other hand, provide detailed data on the characteristics of 

communities, including characteristics of housing markets and socioeconomic indicators, but in fringe 

areas census block groups can be very large, and thus they may cover large areas containing rural land, not 

residential subdivisions. 
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Figure 4.3: Location of Census Designated Places with Varying Proportions of Mobile 

Homes 

Low-income premature subdivisions of the sort studied here often contain large 

numbers of mobile homes, since this type of housing is affordable even to very low-

income households (Durst, 2016; Durst & Ward, 2014). Thus, in order to examine the 

extent to which the CDPs scattered across the country may contain premature 

subdivisions, and therefore to justify the sampling protocol used in this study, Figure 4.3 

distinguishes between those CDPs in which greater than or less than 20% of housing 

units are mobile homes. As illustrated in Figure 4.3, a substantial number of the CDPs in 

the South and West meet this threshold. With the exception of the CDPs located within 

the Appalachian Mountains, which run along the inland portion of the Eastern seaboard 
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from Northern Alabama through New York, few CDPs within the Midwest and Northeast 

meet the 20% threshold.  

The Characteristics of Census Designated Places: How Do They Differ from Cities? 

These data provide preliminary evidence55 that, in the selected metropolitan and 

micropolitan areas, the urban fringe may be home to a considerable number of premature 

subdivisions. To substantiate this claim, Table 4.1 presents descriptive statistics—

including demographic, socioeconomic, and housing market characteristics—for all 

6,338 CDPs within the 471 CBSAs where a least one CDP met the 20% threshold. The 

rationale here is that by examining all of the CDPs in these metro or micro areas, one can 

get a sense of how the urban fringe varies from the incorporated core. In order to 

compare the characteristics of CDPs with those of incorporated cities, column 3 presents 

the results of dummy variable regressions of each variable of interest on a dummy 

variable equal to one if the observation is a CDP (each row thus represents the coefficient 

from a separate regression). These models each control for metropolitan fixed effects, 

meaning CDPs are only compared with cities within the same CBSA. The coefficients 

shown in column 3 thus provide a sense of the extent to which CDPs differ from 

incorporated cities in the same metro/micro area. 

  

                                                 
55 Analysis of data from American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates from 2006-2010 provides 

additional insight into the potential extent of low-income premature subdivisions. In total, there are nearly 

seven million mobile homes scattered across the more than 900 metro and micro areas in the country. The 

largest numbers, by far, are located in the South, where there are nearly four million mobile homes. The 

West is a distant second, where there are 1.5 million mobile homes. More than five million of these, or 

nearly three quarters of the total, are located in the urban fringe: in the West and South, mobile homes 

make up 12% and 14% of all housing in fringe areas, markedly higher than in the Midwest (8%) and 

Northeast (4%). 
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Table 4.1: Descriptive Statistics of Census Designated Places 

 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) 

 CDPs in Selected 
CBSAs 

Difference 
between CDPs and 

Cities Selected CDPs 

Difference between 
Selected CDPs and 

other CDPs 
 

Variable Mean 
Std. 
Dev. Diff. 

St. 
Error Mean 

Std. 
Dev. Diff. 

St. 
Error 

Homeownership 0.75 0.17 0.09*** 0.00 74% 16% 0.00 0.01 
Debt-free 
homeownership 0.39 0.19 0.02** 0.00 46% 15% 0.04*** 0.01 
Young (under 
18) 0.21 0.11 -0.02*** 0.00 21% 12% 0.01+ 0.01 

Senior (over 65) 0.18 0.15 0.01*** 0.00 18% 13% -0.01 0.01 

White 0.69 0.33 0.01+ 0.01 76% 30% -0.01 0.01 

Black 0.06 0.15 -0.01 0.00 7% 18% 0.00 0.00 

Hispanic 0.16 0.27 -0.02*** 0.00 12% 24% 0.02* 0.01 

Poor 0.15 0.16 -0.02*** 0.00 20% 17% 0.04*** 0.01 

Affluent 0.64 0.25 0.02** 0.00 55% 21% 0.06*** 0.01 

Median income 54,573 32,278 1,305  921  40,275 18,492 -6,993*** 1,010  

Mobile homes 0.14 0.20 0.07*** 0.01 39% 18% 0.23*** 0.01 
Pre-1960 
housing 0.37 0.27 -0.09*** 0.01 31% 19% -0.06*** 0.01 
Post-1990 
housing 0.30 0.23 0.04*** 0.01 32% 19% 0.04*** 0.01 

Median value 
192,98

6 172,584 -15,195* 7,604  105,757 87,332 -37,127*** 5,323  

Population 4,768 10,851 -17,324*** 2,075  1,548 2,595 -1,222*** 203  

Housing units 1,713 3,964 6,388*** 725  586 994 -431*** 76  

N 6,338 
   

471 
   

Notes: + p<.1; * p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001.  Calculation of differences (columns 3 and 7) are 
calculated using dummy variable regression with metropolitan fixed effects. Each cell in columns 3 and 
7 represents the coefficient for a separate regression of the variable in question (indicated by each 
row) on a dummy variable: in column 3, the dummy variable equals one (1) if the observation is a CDP; 
in column 7, which compares selected CDPs with other CDPs within the same metro area, the dummy 
variable equals one (1) if the CDP was selected for satellite analysis. 
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As shown in column 3, CDPs differ significantly from cities in regards to almost 

all of the variables of interest. In general, the results presented here reaffirm the 

conclusion that the unincorporated fringe is disproportionately privileged, with some 

caveats. To illustrate, in this discussion I will toggle between the results presented in 

column 1, which describe the characteristics of CDPs, and those in column 3, which 

indicate the difference between CDPs and cities. In terms of the racial and income 

characteristics of CDPs and cities, there are only slight differences between core and 

fringe areas: CDPs have two percentage points more affluent and two percentage points 

fewer poor or Hispanic households than cities, and there is no difference in the median 

income, percent white, or percent black. On average, CDPs have lower shares of young 

residents (i.e., those under 18), and higher shares of senior residents (those over 65), but 

these differences are not large in magnitude (one to two percentage points).  

The largest differences between CDPs and cities are found in the characteristics of 

the housing market. Compared with cities, housing along the fringe is disproportionately 

newer, with 30% of housing units having been built since 1990 (see column 1), four 

percentage points higher than in cities (see column 3). There is also considerably less 

older housing in fringe areas: 37% of units were built prior to 1960 (see column 1), nine 

percentage points lower than in cities (see column 3). The fringe is thus the developing 

edge of urban America, where new housing is produced to accommodate population 

growth. The rapid pace of housing production in fringe areas also serves to open up 

opportunities for homeownership: 75% of households in fringe areas own their own home 

(column 1), far higher than in cities (difference of 9%; column 3). This expanded 

homeownership rate persists despite the fact that median housing values are higher in the 

fringe than in the core ($192k in CDPs; difference of $15k), a fact which is largely 
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attributable to the high share of housing units in fringe areas that are mobile homes (14% 

of all housing units; 7% more than in cities).  

These findings provide a nuanced picture of the urban fringe as a place of 

contradiction: despite the higher property values in CDPs, fringe areas provide important 

avenues to homeownership for low-income households, often through the use of mobile 

homes. One indication of this expanded opportunity is the fact that, despite the younger 

age of the housing stock in CDPs, rates of debt-free homeownership (the share of 

homeowners that own the home without a mortgage or other type of debt) are in fact 

higher than in cities. Older housing should be more likely to be paid in full, all else equal, 

so this is a somewhat contradictory finding that is largely attributable the characteristics 

of premature subdivisions, where land is sold separate from housing and cheaply.56  

Descriptive Statistics of Selected Census Designated Places  

In total, 1,786 CDPs (28%) of the CDPs just described had shares of mobile 

homes over 20%. Over 700 of these CDPs were located in the four border states of 

Arizona (198), California (167), New Mexico (184), and Texas (171), where colonias are 

widespread and have been studied in detail. Moreover, of the 40 CBSAs containing 10 or 

more CDPs meeting the 20% threshold, 26 were located in these U.S.-Mexico border 

states. Taken together these figures suggest that the selection criterion is a fairly 

successful indicator of the presence of premature subdivisions such as colonias. 

However, more than 1,000 CDPs meeting the 20% criterion (or 60% of the total) are 

located in CBSAs outside the border region, including fifty or more in Alabama (n=56), 

                                                 
56 Elsewhere (Durst, 2014b) it has been shown that premature subdivisions such as colonias—where the 

cost of land is low, developer financing is the norm, and many households use second-hand mobile 

homes—have higher rates of debt-free ownership. 
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Florida (120), Louisiana (67), North Carolina (86), Pennsylvania (50), and Washington 

(78).  

These 1,786 CDPs represent the sampling frame of the current study, from which 

a single CDP meeting the 20% threshold was selected for each of 471 CBSAs. This 

stratified sampling protocol was adopted to ensure sufficient variation across the country 

and to prevent the selection of high proportions of CDPs within the border region, where 

premature colonia settlements have been studied in detail.  

Descriptive statistics for the selected CDPs are shown in columns 5 and 6 in Table 

4.1. In addition, columns 7 and 8 compare the characteristics of the selected CDPs with 

the rest of the nearly six thousand CDPs located within these same CBSAs. These results 

provide conservative estimates57 of the extent to which premature subdivisions serve to 

open up homeownership opportunities for poor families along the fringe. First, notice that 

in the selected CDPs the average poverty rate and median income are 20% and $40,000, 

respectively (column 5). Holding constant the characteristics of CDPs in each CBSA, 

rates of poverty are four percentage points higher and median income is seven thousand 

dollars lower in the selected CDPs than in the nearly six thousand other CDPs within 

these same metro/micro areas (column 7). However, despite the low incomes of residents 

in the selected CDPs, homeownership rates are remarkably high (74%), as are rates of 

debt-free homeownership (46%). On average, the selected CDPs have identical 

homeownership rates as other CDPs in the same CBSAs, and in fact have higher rates of 

debt-free ownership (column 7), two findings that are attributable to the affordability that 

                                                 
57 In Table 4.1, the 471 selected CDPs are compared with all of the other CDPs in the same metro or micro 

area. A substantial share of these (1,315 of 6,338, or 21%) met the 20% mobile-home threshold and were 

thus part of the sampling frame. These 1,315 CDPs are statistically indistinguishable from the 471 

randomly selected cases, but they are included here in the comparison nonetheless. 
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accompanies the use of mobile homes: in the selected CDPs, 39% of housing units, on 

average, are mobile homes (23 percentage points more than in other CDPs within the 

same CBSA), and median home values are, on average, $37,000 lower. Lastly, on 

average a larger share of housing in the selected CDPs was developed since 1990 (four 

percentage points more, on average) and a smaller share of housing was developed before 

1960 (six percentage points less).  

Taken together, these various statistics suggest that in CDPs with high shares of 

mobiles homes, housing has been developed more recently and is more affordable, 

particularly for poor households. Whether this is attributable to presence along the fringe 

of large numbers of premature subdivisions is as of yet unclear. In particular, it is 

important to mention that it is possible that many of these CDPs may not contain 

premature subdivisions but rather mobile-home communities—in the latter land is not 

subdivided and sold in the manner described earlier but instead sites are rented to tenants 

(Neighborhood Reinvestment Corporation, 2002). Recent estimates suggest that 

approximately half of mobile homes in urban areas are located in manufactured-home 

communities, compared with only 25% in rural areas (Housing Assistance Council, 

2005). The remainder of the mobile homes in urban areas are likely located in some sort 

of premature subdivision, though substantiating this claim requires more detailed analysis 

of the housing market in residential communities along the urban fringe. In this study, 

satellite imagery is used to distinguish between premature subdivisions, mobile-home 

communities, and traditional subdivisions developed by developer-builders.  

A BIRD’S EYE VIEW OF LOW-INCOME PREMATURE SUBDIVISIONS 

Widespread reliance upon mobile homes in low-income premature subdivisions, 

and the unique development process of separating the subdivision of land from the 



128 

 

construction of housing, means that these communities are fairly easy to identify by 

satellite imagery. Indeed, given the lack of data on these subdivisions, aerial photography 

from sources such as Google Earth is a particularly useful tool for identifying such 

communities (Durst, 2016; Durst & Ward, 2015; Ward & Peters, 2007). As shown in 

Figure 4.4, these images allow one to distinguish between the characteristic footprint of 

mobile home parks, premature subdivisions, and traditional subdivisions.  

A few of things are worth noting in Figure 4.4, which shows three distinct 

communities on the border of Travis and Williamson Counties, outside of Austin, Texas. 

First, the top and bottom image depict the same communities at two different time 

periods—2003 and 2016, respectively. Second, three distinct types of community are 

discernable in the image. On the left-hand side is a premature subdivision: notice the mix 

of housing types (including mobile homes and site-built homes), the series of vacant lots, 

the haphazard housing placement on the lot, and some discernible fence lines—all 

indicating separate ownership of the lot. Also notice the lack of sidewalks, which is 

indicative of the substandard infrastructure in many premature subdivisions. Some but 

not all of these lots have subsequently been built upon by 2016 (bottom image), but 

sidewalks remain absent. On the top right-hand side, there is a mobile home park, easily 

discernible given the widespread use of mobile homes, which are uniformly and closely 

spaced without clear divisions between units but instead with small concrete parking pads 

located in front. Little has changed about the community over time other than changes in 

the housing stock that has resulted from turnovers in the tenant population. Lastly, in the 

bottom right-hand portion of the 2016 image is a traditional subdivision produced by a 

developer-builder. There is no sign of planned development in the 2003 image, but by 

2016 houses are completed on every lot—the uniform type, shape, and placement of 
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these houses highlights the fact that housing production was highly planned and 

undertaken by a developer-builder.58 

 

 

Figure 4.4:  Subdivisions of Various Sorts in Unincorporated Travis County, Texas: 

Premature, Traditional, and Mobile Home Park 

                                                 
58 This subdivision is known as Preston Village and was developed by Pulte Homes, one of the nation’s 

largest builders operating across dozens of states. In the span of five years, five phases were developed, 

with more than 200 homes. 
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Using a classification system developed elsewhere (Durst, 2016), I examined 

satellite imagery of every residential community within each of the randomly selected 

Census Designated Places, one from each of 471 CBSAs. By examining the type of 

housing in each community, the presence or absence of individual lots, and the 

orientation of housing, one can fairly easily distinguish between mobile-home 

communities and premature subdivisions. Smaller subdivisions, however, are challenging 

to classify—the limited number of housing units makes it difficult to discern issues such 

as the uniformity of housing placement. Communities were therefore classified as either 

mobile home parks or premature subdivisions only if they had 20 or more housing units 

and displayed some of the following criteria: subdivisions with clear delineations 

between lots, varied housing type (including but not limited to mobile homes), and non-

uniform placement of housing on the lots were classified as premature subdivisions; 

subdivisions composed only of mobile homes (although there may be a mix of single and 

double-wide mobile homes and a variety of additions, such as porches or awnings), with 

no lot delineation and dense and fairly uniform dwelling placement were classified as 

mobile-home communities. In some cases, selected CDPs were classified as “other,” 

either because the residential communities contained fewer than 20 housing units or they 

did not meet the classification criteria—the latter were typically isolated rural housing 

units located on large lots, small unincorporated villages, or strip development along the 

side of a road.  

THE PREVALENCE OF PREMATURE SUBDIVISIONS ALONG THE URBAN FRINGE  

The results of this analysis are presented in Table 4.2. Across the country, 39% of 

the selected CDPs contained a premature subdivision with 20 or more housing units. This 
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is considerably more than the 33% that contained a mobile-home community (note, the 

percentages do not always total to 100 because some CDPs contained both a premature 

subdivision and a mobile-home community). Premature subdivisions are thus more 

common in the urban fringe than mobile-home parks, particularly in the South and West, 

where 50% and 42%, respectively, of all CDPs had at least one premature subdivision. In 

the Northeast and Midwest, fewer than 20% of CDPs contained a premature subdivision.  

Table 4.2:  Classification of Subdivisions within Selected Census Designated Places by 

Census Region and Estimates of the Number of Premature Subdivisions 

 

CDPs 

Premature 
subdivisions 
(% of CDPs)* 

Mobile home 
communities 
(% of CDPs)* 

Other  
(% of 
CDPs) 

Number of mobile 
homes in premature 

subdivisions** 

Midwest 69 0.19 0.22 0.62 116,753 

Northeast 52 0.10 0.67 0.23 43,221 

South 220 0.50 0.30 0.35 1,378,053 

West 130 0.42 0.31 0.35 325,092 

Total 471 0.39 0.33 0.38 1,794,964 

Note: * Only premature subdivisions or mobile home communities with 20 or more units are 
included. ** These estimates are calculated by taking the proportion of CDPs at the regional 
level that contained a premature subdivision and multiplying it by the number of mobile 
homes located within the fringe. The proportion is reweighted to account for CDPs that 
contained both a premature subdivision and a mobile-home community. 

A back-of-the-envelope calculation59 gives a sense of how many households live 

in low-income premature subdivisions across the urban fringe (see Table 4.2). Across the 

country, nearly 1.8 million mobile homes are located within premature subdivisions on 

the urban fringe. The vast majority of these, or almost 1.4 million, are located in the 

South; approximately 325,000 are located in the West; and less than 160,000 are located 

                                                 
59 These estimates are calculated by multiplying the proportion of CDPs with a premature subdivision 

within each census region (after reweighting to account for CDPs in which both a mobile-home community 

and premature subdivision were present) by the number of mobile homes located within the urban fringe. 
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in the Midwest and Northeast. For a number of reasons, these estimates provide a 

conservative—and perhaps a very conservative—estimate of the actual number of 

housing units or lots in premature subdivisions. First, many of the CDPs classified as 

“other” may have been developed in the same manner as premature subdivisions, but 

given their smaller size this is difficult to discern from satellite imagery. Second, 

although mobile homes are widely used in the early years after premature subdivisions 

are first occupied, once they have the financial resources to do so residents often 

transition away from mobile homes toward self-built or contractor-built dwellings (Durst, 

2014b, 2016; Durst & Ward, 2016). Third, many lots in premature subdivisions remain 

vacant for extended periods of time,60 meaning the number of housing units in these 

communities will necessarily be lower than the number of lots. Taken together, the high 

rate of vacancy in premature subdivisions and the use of mobile homes as a temporary 

housing option suggest that there may be closer to three to five million61 lots in premature 

subdivisions scattered across the urban fringe. Premature subdivisions are therefore a 

widespread phenomenon—far more so than typically recognized. Earlier work by Ward 

and Peters (2007) suggested that there were between three and five million people living 

in “informal homestead subdivisions” across the county. This is likely an underestimate. 

Assuming a population of three people per household and three million housing units my 

                                                 
60 Elsewhere (Durst, 2016), for example, I illustrate that colonias outside of Brownsville, Texas, have lot 

vacancy rates between 25-30%; newer premature subdivisions developed with basic infrastructure, or 

“model subdivisions,” have similar rates of lot vacancy and experienced only limited occupancy of vacant 

lots between 1990 and 2010. Other research suggests that lot vacancy is a widespread and intractable 

problem in premature subdivisions across the country (Durst & Ward, 2015; Holway et al., 2014; 

Schnidman & Baker, 1983; Ward & Carew, 2000). 
61 For example, assuming, conservatively, that three-quarters of all housing units in premature subdivisions 

are mobile homes and that only one-sixth of all lots are vacant, the number of lots in premature 

subdivisions across the country totals 2.9 million. If a third of all lots remain vacant and half of all occupied 

lots have a mobile home, my estimates suggest there are 5.4 million lots in premature subdivisions within 

the urban fringe.  
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estimates suggest that somewhere close to nine million people may live in premature 

subdivisions across the urban fringe. 

SELECTED CASES FROM THE ACROSS THE COUNTRY 

While it is clear that premature subdivisions are a widespread phenomenon, it is 

unclear at what pace they have continued to spread in recent decades. Since the 1970s, 

many local governments adopted enhanced regulatory tools specifically to address the 

challenges posed by the proliferation of premature subdivisions. Where implemented, 

these efforts may have slowed or entirely halted the formation of new premature 

subdivisions along the urban fringe, and they may also have slowed the process of 

incremental housing production within pre-existing subdivisions. A few brief cases from 

Southern states with markedly different approaches to growth management will serve to 

illustrate the influence of these regulatory tools on the development of premature 

subdivisions and the ongoing challenges they continue to pose to planners and 

policymakers.  

Premature Land Development in Florida 

Florida, along with a handful of other states, was the site of large-scale land 

speculation prior to the 1970s (Stroud & Spikowski, 1999; Wolff, 1973). The scale of 

premature land development in Florida was dramatic. Consider for example the three 

counties surrounding Fort Myers, Florida, where Schnidman and Baker (1983) report that 

nearly a million lots were subdivided between the 1950s and 1970s. Many of these 

subdivisions lack basic services, and the vast majority of lots remain vacant (Schnidman 

& Baker, 1983).  
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Lehigh Acres, Lee County, Florida 

Some premature subdivisions in the region are extremely large: at more than 

60,000 acres, with a total of approximately 130,000 lots, Lehigh Acres (shown in Figure 

4.5) is one of the largest in the U.S. (Stroud, 2006). Lehigh Acres was developed under 

the same process common to many premature subdivisions. As Stroud (2006, 49) argues:  

developers emphasized the selling of unimproved lots and virtually ignored 

planning and careful site selection practices. This approach created numerous 

problems including a rigid grid-iron pattern of roads and canals superimposed 

over the entire site, an absence of even the most basic services such as water and 

sewer to the lots, an inadequately designed road network with few arterial streets, 

no provisions of reserving parcels of land needed for schools, fire stations and 

parks, an absence of employment opportunities, and an inadequate provision for 

commercial land use. 

Interestingly, despite the similar process by which land was subdivided and sold 

in Lehigh Acres, and despite a poverty rate and median income on par with that found in 

other communities studied here (22% and $40,000, respectively; 62 compare with figures 

in Table 4.1), the community was not included in the sampling frame for this study. This 

is due to the fact that mobile homes are almost non-existent within Lehigh Acres (see 

Figure 4.5) because of strict zoning prohibitions.63 Thus, unlike the other subdivisions 

studied throughout this chapter, the production of housing in Lehigh Acres has followed a 

different trajectory.  

                                                 
62 2010-2014 ACS 5-Year Estimates.  
63 Correspondence with Chelsea Pigott, Permitting Representative, Lee County Community Development; 

February 7, 2017. 
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Figure 4.5: Lehigh Acres: Premature Subdivision in Lee County, Florida 

Housing production of site-built homes within Lehigh Acres is highly regulated. 

Any improvements to the dwelling or lot must be permitted, and code enforcement for 



136 

 

new construction is comprehensive and strictly enforced,64 as are violations of other 

codes, including issues such as inoperable vehicles and yard maintenance.65  In addition, 

any new construction is required to pay impact fees for schools, roads, parks, and fire and 

emergency medical services. Thus, despite the fact that Lehigh Acres is a premature 

subdivision, the strict regulation of housing production in the community has led to the 

development of primarily code-compliant site-built housing. 

Although the various tools used to regulate housing in Lehigh Acres may have 

limited the overall production of housing, particularly among lower-income lot owners, it 

has not prevented rapid population growth in the community. Between 1970 and 2000, 

the population rose from just over 4,000 to 33,000 (Stroud, 2006)—more or less doubling 

every decade. Since 2000, this trend has continued, with the population rising to over 

100,000 by 2015.66 This rapid population growth is visible in Figure 4.5, which tracks 

changes in housing on two blocks between 1994 and 2016. Although many lots remain 

vacant, many others have been occupied over the years. New housing production in 

Lehigh Acres appears to be driven primarily by contractors rather than owner-builders.67 

The range of regulatory and enforcement tools used by Lee County has otherwise 

preempted self-building of the sort found in other premature subdivisions. Unlike many 

of the premature subdivisions discussed elsewhere in this chapter, housing and land use 

                                                 
64 Ibid. 
65 Lee County allows for the public to search property records, building permits, and code violations at 

http://www.leegov.com/dcd/eServ/econnect. My perusal of selected lots within Lehigh Acres suggested 

that many lot owners have received frequent and numerous citations for a variety of these offenses. 
66 2010-2014 ACS 5-Year Estimates.  
67 My perusal of permit data from Lee County identified some permits classified as owner-builder 

construction. All of these were coordinated, however, by Habitat for Humanity, which has been active in 

Lehigh Acres since the early 1980s and at present builds approximately ten homes per year 

(correspondence with Susan Rice Waller, Habitat Director of Development, Habitat for Humanity of Lee 

and Hendry Counties; February 8, 2017).  

http://www.leegov.com/dcd/eServ/econnect
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in Lehigh Acres is uniform and up to code. This is clearly visible both from aerial and 

street views, as shown in Figure 4.6 (for a point of reference, the line of sight shown in 

the street view is illustrated in the aerial view using grey shading and dashed lines). 

 

  

Figure 4.6: Aerial and Street Views of Housing Lehigh Acres and Montura Ranch 

Estates 

Montura Ranch Estates, Hendry County, Florida 

Located one county east, in Hendry County, is a large premature subdivision 

identified through my sampling protocol that has followed a different development 

trajectory (see Figure 4.7). Developed in the early 1970s by the Pan American Land 

Development Corporation, Montura Ranch Estates is actually a combination of more than 
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a dozen subdivisions with approximately 6,400 parcels. Lots were marketed via 

newspaper advertisements in as far away markets as Chicago (see Figure 4.8), enticing 

would-be buyers to own “Your Golden Share of Florida” for less than $100 down and 

$20 a month (“Your Golden Share of Florida,” 1969). Many of the subdivision plats in 

Montura Ranch Estates were approved in June of 1970,68 shortly after the passing of the 

Interstate Land Sales Full Disclosure Act (ILSFDA), which aimed to prevent exploitative 

interstate land sales by requiring that the developer provide the buyer with a report 

detailing the characteristics of the property being sold.  

In the early years after the passage of the ILSFDA, the Office of Interstate Land 

Sales Registration, located within the Department of Housing and Urban Development, 

was often unsuccessful at preventing abusive developer practices (Wolff, 1973). Whether 

Pan American used such practices in the marketing of lots in Montura Ranch Estates is 

unclear, although months after the publication of the advertisement shown in Figure 4.8, 

the Florida Land Sales Board did order the developer to “stop distribution of advertising 

in connection with Montura Ranch Estates” for failing to submit documentation of 

promotional materials to the board (“Land Board Halts Firm’s Hendry Sales,” 1969). 

This sort of flaunting of regulatory requirements regarding land sales was common 

practice in speculative subdivisions in the 1960s and early 1970s (Wolff, 1973). 

Moreover, even if Pan American followed the letter of the law after the intervention by 

the Florida Land Sales Board, many buyers were likely roped into purchases that left 

them particularly vulnerable.69  

                                                 
68 I examine plat records available from the Hendry County Clerk’s Office: 

http://www.hclerk.com/recording/inqMain2.php  
69 As in other premature subdivisions located elsewhere (Ward et al., 2011, 2015), lots in Montura Ranch 

Estates were sold via land contracts under which “Title and possession of property [is] retained by [the] 

seller until [the] contract is paid in full” (Campbell, 1973, citing a Montura Ranch Estates property report). 

http://www.hclerk.com/recording/inqMain2.php
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Figure 4.7:  Montura Ranch Estates: Premature Subdivision in Hendry County, Florida 

                                                                                                                                                 
These land contracts often leave buyers susceptible to foreclosure for missing even a single payment (Way, 

2010). 
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Figure 4.8:  Advertisement for Land in Montura Ranch Estates: “Your Golden Share of 

Florida”, Chicago Tribune, May 4, 1969 

As in many premature subdivisions, the poor planning in Montura Ranch Estates 

poses considerable risks, but residents often lack the political clout to ensure that local 

officials take these risks seriously. Although the same is true in Lehigh Acres, in 

neighboring Lee County, where for 30 years residents felt they had been ignored by 

county officials (Stroud, 2006), Lehigh Acres and Montura Ranch Estates face very 

different development prospects: population growth in Montura Ranch Estates has not 

kept pace with that of Lehigh Acres despite some infill over time (see Figure 4.8, which 

tracks changes in the housing market over time). Lehigh Acres, which is closer to coastal 

Fort Myers, has grown due to considerable demand for housing in the region and creative 
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redevelopment efforts by local officials (Stroud & Spikowski, 1999); Montura Ranch 

Estates’ less desirable location along the central portion of the peninsula has meant 

minimal ongoing demand for lots and therefore has led to far slower population growth. 

As of 2014, Montura Ranch Estates was home to over 3,000 people living in 

approximately 1,000 housing units—this suggests that less than 20% of the more than 

6,000 lots are occupied. 

As a result of building codes and permitting processes that are stricter for site-

built housing than for manufactured housing,70 nearly four out of five housing units in 

Montura Ranch Estates are mobile homes. Despite these restrictions, some owners have 

succeeded in transitioning to site-built housing (see Figure 4.7). The continued infill in 

Montura Ranch Estates poses important questions about the adequacy of the existing 

infrastructure. The canals that run East-West throughout the subdivision are insufficient 

to handle large rains. This led to severe flooding throughout the neighborhood in the 

early 1980s. With nearby reservoirs full, and nowhere to pump the water, dozens of 

families were evacuated (McKinnon, 1982). Even today, the community continues to rely 

on septic systems to manage wastewater71 and a system of canals to manage storm water 

(see Figure 4.9). Residents also report that other basic forms of infrastructure are lacking, 

posing an additional safety risk: the lack of sidewalks and streetlights mean few residents 

feel comfortable walking in the neighborhood (Hendry County Comprehensive Pathway 

Plan, n.d.).  

                                                 
70 The permitting process for mobile homes is less expensive ($500, compared with between $800 and 

$1200 for site-built housing). Mobile homes are also allowed to have a smaller footprint, further reducing 

their cost. Permitting information obtained from personal communication with Myra Johnson, Planning and 

Zoning Coordinator, Hendry County Planning and Zoning Department; February 7, 2017. 
71 Personal communication with Myra Johnson, Planning and Zoning Coordinator, Hendry County 

Planning and Zoning Department; February 7, 2017 
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Figure 4.9:  Canals Run East-West through Montura Ranch Estates: Google Street View, 

February 6, 2017 

Efforts to remedy these challenges through redevelopment efforts are stymied by 

the lack of public land in the form of green space or setbacks, meaning all land other than 

streets and canals is privately owned (Hendry County Comprehensive Pathway Plan, 

n.d.). These challenges will only grow as the community densifies, albeit slowly. Infill in 

Montura Ranch Estates also poses questions about the appropriateness of zoning and land 

use in the community. Unlike lots in Lehigh Acres, the majority of which are zoned for 

single family residential housing (but not mobile homes), in Montura Ranch Estates lots 

are zoned as residential/farm, permitting a mixture of residential housing (including 

mobile homes72) and agricultural uses.73 In general, the regulation and enforcement of 

                                                 
72 With a minimum of 500 square feet. 
73 Livestock is permitted without maximum limits, even on lots of 1.25 acres. Zoning information obtained 

from personal communication with Myra Johnson, Planning and Zoning Coordinator, Hendry County 

Planning and Zoning Department; February 7, 2017.  
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land use is far more lenient in Montura Ranch Estates than in Lehigh Acres, leading to 

considerable variation in the location and type of improvements, as seen from both aerial 

and street views (see Figure 4.6). 

In the years since Florida’s speculative land boom, that state has become a leader 

in growth management policies (Ben-Zadok, 2005). Florida’s growth management efforts 

have succeeded in preventing the development of new premature subdivisions, although 

pre-platted subdivisions such as Lehigh Acres and Montura Ranch Estates continue to 

pose considerable challenges to planners in the state (Stroud & Spikowski, 1999). 

However, on the other side of the Gulf of Mexico, in another Southern state with a 

similar history of speculative land development, relatively little has been done to stem the 

tide of premature land development. Given the similarity between the history of 

premature land development in Texas and Florida and the markedly different approaches 

to growth management that these states have taken in the intervening thirty years, it is 

surprising that so few scholars have sought to draw connections between similar land 

development practices in very different regulatory environments. 

Premature Land Development in Texas 

During the second half of the twentieth century, thousands of colonias were 

developed throughout the Texas border region, in part due to the lack of regulatory 

authority granted to Texas counties. Until the late 1980s, counties in Texas lacked the 

authority to regulate the subdivision of land, and they continue to lack general zoning 

authority or the ability to adopt impact fees or other growth management policies 

(Pendall et al., 2006). This regulatory vacuum allowed land developers to subdivide and 

sell land without even basic water, wastewater, or electricity services or paved roads 

(Durst, 2015; Larson, 1996; Ward, 1999). Lots in colonias were sold through installment 
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contracts, called contracts for deeds, under which buyers had few rights or legal 

protections (Ward et al., 2015). Often subdivisions were never formally platted, and 

many remain unplatted to date (Durst, 2016; Office of Texas Secretary of State, 2010).  

Las Lomas, Starr County, Texas 

Some of the most egregious abuses by land developers occurred in a colonia 

called Las Lomas, in Starr County, Texas. With over 1,000 lots, Las Lomas is one of the 

largest colonias in the state, composed of seven separate subdivisions all developed 

around the same time by a developer by the name of Blas Chapa. Only two of the five 

subdivisions were formally platted—in the remaining two subdivisions, Blas often sold 

lots informally, in some cases providing only receipts but no formal contract to buyers. 

This resulted in widespread ownership conflicts that required targeted intervention to 

“regularize” title (Ward, de Souza, Giusti, Larson, & May, 2003).  

Most residents in Las Lomas purchased their lot sometime in the 1980s, and by 

the end of the decade almost two-thirds had already occupied the lot (Ward et al., 2003; 

also, see Figure 4.10). However, because Las Lomas was developed without access to 

basic services, many residents lived for extended periods of time without access to water 

or wastewater, relying instead on outhouses or poorly designed septic systems (Durst, 

Olmedo, Rojas, & Ward, 2012; Grinberg, 2011). Large-scale investment in water and 

wastewater systems in colonias did not materialize until after coordinated community 

organizing by colonia residents from across the state (Wilson & Menzies, 1997). In Las 

Lomas, the investment of more than a million dollars in 1994 through the Texas Water 
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Development Board’s Economically Depressed Areas Program (EDAP) provided access 

to water and sewer services for nearly 2,500 residents.74   

 

 

Figure 4.10:  Las Lomas Colonia Subdivision in Starr County, Texas. 

                                                 
74 EDAP administrative data provided by Connie Sanders, Public Information Coordinator, Texas Water 

Development Board; February 2, 2016. 
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When Las Lomas first developed, counties lacked the ability to enforce building 

codes. Even now, self-builders and those living in mobile homes are given a variety of 

exemptions (Durst, 2016). Most residents have therefore been allowed to develop 

housing through self-help. However, given the high rate of poverty (50%) and low 

median household incomes (less than $25,000),75 many residents continue to face 

substantial challenges. For instance, many households struggle to find the finances to 

make improvements to the home, and it is not uncommon for the self-help improvement 

process to be delayed or entirely forestalled: see Figure 4.11, which shows an incomplete 

dwelling in Las Lomas that has changed little over the past decade.76 In some cases, even 

where financial support is available to support self-help builders, economic insecurity, 

the reliance on dilapidated mobile homes, and poor workmanship can impede the home 

improvement process (Durst et al., 2012).  

 

 

Figure 4.11:  A Half-finished and Abandoned Home in Las Lomas Colonia, Starr 

County, Texas. 

                                                 
75 2010-2014 ACS 5-Year Estimates for the Las Lomas CDP. 
76 This image of an unfinished dwelling in Las Lomas is captured from Google Street View. Historical 

imagery from Google Earth show that the dwelling remained more or less unchanged from 2004 to the 

present.  
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Despite these challenges, some residents in Las Lomas have been remarkably 

successful at upgrading their homes through self-help. Although many residents began by 

placing a mobile home on the lot, by 2002 just under one quarter continued to live in a 

mobile home as the principal dwelling unit (Durst & Ward, 2014), and by 2014 only one 

in ten housing units was a mobile home.77 Many residents have made dramatic 

improvements to their homes (see Figure 4.10, showing considerable buildout in Las 

Lomas between 1995 and 2016, and Figure 4.12 showing an example of a large 

completed home). Given its humble beginnings, the community now has relatively 

modest median property values (around $50,000).78 However, other than the enhanced 

use value that it provides, these housing improvements have not translated into a 

meaningful financial investment—even households who have succeeded in building 

homes of considerable size and value have little prospect of selling their home due to 

widespread market dysfunction. This has led many residents to resort to renting the home 

as the only viable option (Durst, 2013) other than abandonment of the property, which is 

all too common (Durst & Ward, 2015).  

  

                                                 
77 2010-2014 ACS 5-Year Estimates for the Las Lomas CDP. This highlights another way in which my 

estimates discussed above likely dramatically underestimate the extent of premature subdivisions across the 

country: in communities such as Las Lomas that have consolidated considerably over time, the proportion 

of mobile homes may be quite low—in this case, as low as ten percent. Once again, by basing my estimates 

off of the number of mobile homes located within the fringe, I am possibly dramatically underestimating 

the number of housing units located in low-income premature subdivisions. 
78 2010-2014 ACS 5-Year Estimates for the median value are $53,900. This is close to a figure of $47,500 

that I report elsewhere (Durst & Ward, 2014).  
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Figure 4.12: A Large Completed Home in Las Lomas Colonia, Starr County, Texas 

Responding to the Spread of Colonias in Texas 

Following the proliferation of more than 2,000 colonias across the Texas border 

region during the second half of the 20th century, the State of Texas took a variety of 

steps to prevent many of the most pressing challenges. Property title reforms aimed to 

ensure that buyers who purchased using a contract for deed were granted certain 

privileges, including the provision of written contracts (in English or Spanish) at the time 

of sale, and in certain cases compensation in the event of repossession (Ward et al., 

2015). The major effort to address legislative concerns about the rise of colonias and 

poor infrastructure conditions entailed the adoption of Model Subdivision Rules (MSRs) 

in selected counties. Beginning in 1989, border counties were required to adopt and 

enforce subdivision regulations. These regulations enforced the bare minimum 

requirements on developers before they could sell lots: developers had to build or finance 

water and wastewater infrastructure and delineate such infrastructure improvements on 

recorded plat maps. Over the last quarter century, all Texas counties have been granted 

the authority to adopt the MSRs, although it has been mandated only of border counties 
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or those seeking funding for infrastructure improvements through the EDAP program 

(Durst, 2016; Durst & Ward, 2016).  

Although these two efforts—contract for deed reform and the adoption of the 

MSRs—have succeeded in reducing the use of contracts for deed (Ward et al., 2015) and 

the proliferation of colonias with inadequate water and wastewater services, they have 

not prevented the continued proliferation of premature subdivisions across the state. 

Since 1990, nearly 800 “model subdivisions”—named after the legislation that sought to 

stymie the spread of colonias—have developed across seven Texas counties (Durst, 

2016). Hundreds more subdivisions have likely developed elsewhere across the state. 

Although developers in these subdivisions have moved away from contracts for deed, 

they have sought titling mechanisms that continue to leave buyers extremely vulnerable 

to repossession. Moreover, although these communities have been developed with piped 

water, wastewater (septic) systems, and electricity, and thus are compliant with the 

MSRs, they lack many other amenities such as sidewalks, streetlighting, public areas and 

dedicated green spaces. In many counties, the MSRs have even had the perverse effect of 

pushing premature land development further out into the unincorporated fringe where 

land can be developed cheaply on large lots (typically a half acre or more) outfitted with 

septic systems that are poorly suited to infill (Durst, 2016; Durst & Ward, 2016). This 

will invariably pose considerable challenges for redevelopment as populations grow or as 

neighboring cities expand their jurisdictional borders through annexation. 

Pueblo de Palmas, Hidalgo County, Texas 

A case in point is the Pueblo de Palmas model subdivision, located less than an 

hour east of Las Lomas, in Hidalgo County, Texas. With more than 1,000 lots in total, it 

is one of the largest premature subdivisions in the state (see Figure 4.13). The first phase 
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of the subdivision was developed around 2000, with eight additional phases being 

developed in the subsequent ten years. The subdivision has grown so rapidly that, despite 

its size, it is not currently recognized as a Census Designated Place (CDP). This means 

that little is known about the social and economic characteristics of its residents. 

However, much can be gleaned by examining housing within the community.  

In the early years after the subdivision was developed (2002), many of the lots 

were vacant or had minimal if any improvement upon them (see Figure 4.13, which 

tracks housing production on two blocks between 2002 and 2016). Like in other 

premature subdivisions, this is partially attributable to the separation of the subdivision of 

land from the production of housing, which can lead to considerable delays in the 

occupation of lots. In Pueblo de Palmas, however, lot vacancies in the early years are also 

attributable to exceedingly high rates of foreclosure—more than 50% of those who 

bought a lot eventually had the property repossessed by the developer, and more than 

60% of these repossessions occurred in the first year (Olmedo & Ward, 2016).  
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Figure 4.13:  Pueblo de Palmas Model Subdivision in Hidalgo County, Texas 

Taken together, the newness of the subdivision, combined with the high rates of 

repossession and the invariably slow process of self-help housing, means that housing 

conditions in Pueblo de Palmas are some of the worst found anywhere in the country: 
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Olmedo and Ward (2016) report that median property values in Pueblo de Palmas are 

under $40,000, more than half of which reflects the value of the land; the median value of 

improvements on the lot is under $16,000. These exceedingly low property values 

notwithstanding, there is a spirit of hopefulness and aspiration in Pueblo de Palmas. Once 

households make it through the first couple years after purchase, when the majority of 

repossessions happen, many succeed in making incremental improvements, however 

modest: those living in mobile homes often construct exterior additions to protect the 

dwelling or vehicles from the elements, or they make modest improvements to the lot 

(see top two images in Figure 4.14, which track improvements to a mobile home and lot 

in Pueblo de Palmas between 2008 and 2015); and those with greater means living in 

site-built homes often invest in an expansion of the dwelling or considerable 

improvements to the property (see bottom two images in Figure 4.14). After 30 years of 

such incremental improvements, housing conditions in Pueblo de Palmas will largely 

resemble those found in Las Lomas. Though the latter is by no means devoid of poor 

quality housing, on average many residents in Las Lomas have built attractive homes of 

considerable use, if not exchange, value.  
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Figure 4.14: Incremental Improvements, Including Housing Consolidation and Fence 

Construction, on Two Lots in Pueblo de Palmas Model Subdivision, 

Hidalgo County, Texas 
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PREMATURE SUBDIVISIONS: TAKEAWAYS FOR PLANNING AND POLICYMAKING 

Despite the similarity of premature subdivisions in Texas and Florida, research on 

these communities has largely been siloed. Scholars of premature subdivisions in Texas 

(myself included) have tended to look toward other border states—or to Mexico—for 

purposes of comparison (Donelson & Esparza, 2010; Esparza & Donelson, 2008; 

Mukhija & Monkkonen, 2006; Ward, 1999), largely overlooking insights from research 

on premature subdivisions in non-border states. At the same time, research on premature 

subdivisions elsewhere in the country (Stroud, 2004; Stroud & Sanford, 2006; Stroud & 

Spikowski, 1999), by overlooking examples along the border region, has ignored some of 

the most severe and most pressing challenges concerning the premature subdivision of 

land. This is a shame given the similarity in the conditions under which these 

subdivisions were first developed, and the markedly different approaches that state and 

local governments have taken in regards to planning and policymaking in the intervening 

years.  

Analysis of CDPs provides an initial, albeit admittedly conservative, picture of 

the extent of premature subdivision across the country. These subdivisions exist in nearly 

every state, and they are particularly prevalent in the South and West. Although only 

examples in Florida and Texas are discussed here because of space limitations, there are 

many more cases worth examining: these include premature subdivisions in states as 

varied as Colorado, Indiana, Oklahoma, Nevada, South Dakota, and Washington. 

Understanding the way in which local governments have responded to the spread of 

premature subdivisions in these disparate locales would shed considerable light on the 

extent to which premature land development continues to date, the ongoing challenges 

associated with the quality of housing and infrastructure in these communities, and the 
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effects and implications of efforts to address such challenges through planning and 

policymaking.  

One key finding from this study is that, although the premature subdivisions 

studied in detail here have much in common, there is also considerable variation. This 

merits a revisiting of the definition of premature subdivision provided by Shultz and 

Groy (1988). Although the authors acknowledge the substantial variation among 

premature subdivisions, they note four common traits: (1) land is typically developed 

separate from housing and (2) often prior to or in the absence of subdivision regulation; 

(3) lots are then sold to would-be homeowners, rather than to housing developers, who 

have no immediate plans to occupy the lot, meaning vacancies are often widespread and 

long-standing; and (4) housing often does not meet code when it is eventually built.  

In comparison with the examples discussed here, this typology remains fairly 

accurate. Two defining characteristic are consistent across all of the subdivisions studied 

here: first, all of the subdivisions studied entailed the separation of the stages of land 

subdivision and housing production; second, in all cases land was sold to would-be 

homeowners rather than to housing developers. I argue that these are what should be 

thought of as a revised definition of premature subdivisions because the other two criteria 

vary across time and place. The absence of subdivision regulations—or their flouting—

played a major role in facilitating the spread of premature subdivisions, and, contrary to 

arguments by Ben-Joseph (2005), the subdivision regulations continues to play a vital 

role in shaping the premature subdivision of land. In Texas, for instance, enhanced 

subdivision regulation in recent decades has prevented the development of neighborhoods 

lacking water and wastewater services (Durst, 2016; Durst & Ward, 2016), but on their 
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own, they have not prevented the spread of premature subdivisions with exceedingly poor 

quality housing.   

This latter point suggests that the characteristics of housing in premature 

subdivisions depend less on the nature of land development, per se, and more on how the 

production of housing is regulated in these communities. In Montura Ranch Estates and 

Lehigh Acres, the permitting process and the enforcement of building codes have largely 

preempted self-help. In the former, low-income residents have relied instead on mobile 

homes, while in the latter, where mobile homes are prohibited, housing is primarily built 

by contractors. In these communities, strict regulation of housing production has closed 

off opportunities for housing production by low-income owners, and lot owners who 

cannot afford to build code-compliant houses must either walk away from the investment 

or they must pursue self-help at the risk of permitting violations and accompanying fines.  

Somewhat ironically, then, it is the lack of building codes and zoning that allow 

low-income residents in communities such as Las Lomas and Pueblo de Palmas to slowly 

invest in their property, making incremental improvements when finances permit. 

Although Texas counties may now adopt building codes, a variety of exceptions allow 

incremental housing production to persist: counties cannot charge building inspection or 

code enforcement fees; manufactured and modular homes, and dwellings built prior to 

2009, are exempted from building codes; and although self-builders must adhere to code, 

they are exempted from penalty (Durst, 2016). These lenient regulations allow owners in 

colonias and model subdivisions to make incremental improvements, thus facilitating 

improvements to the housing stock. Notably, despite the high poverty rates and low 

median incomes in Las Lomas, most residents have successfully transitioned out of 
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mobile homes and into site-built dwellings; the same is not true for Montura Ranch 

Estates, and building codes, permitting, and enforcement may be largely to blame.  

These findings have important implications for issues of residential segregation. 

Given that the urban fringe is disproportionately affluent and white, the proliferation of 

premature subdivisions opens pathways to homeownership in fringe areas for poor and 

minority households. Indeed, despite the higher poverty rates and lower incomes in the 

CDPs sampled from across the country, homeownership rates were on par with those 

found in other CDPs across the urban fringe and higher, in fact, than in cities. Granted, 

the choice to purchase a lot in premature subdivisions comes with additional, and 

sometimes severe, costs: buyers are often extremely vulnerable to exploitation by land 

developers, including repossession of the lots; residents are often exposed to poor quality 

infrastructure, concentrated unwanted land uses, and a lack of (viable) equity 

accumulation; and residents also often live in poor quality housing for extended periods 

of time.  

These challenges notwithstanding, premature subdivisions still represent one of 

the few affordable homeownership opportunities for poor households. Thus, while 

growth management policies should aim to prevent the development of premature 

subdivisions with poor quality infrastructure, care should be taken to ensure that the 

various regulatory tools used to shape housing production do not prevent low-income 

households from achieving the American dream of homeownership. This is particularly 

true where premature subdivisions predate the adoption of growth management policies, 

since enhanced regulation may serve to prevent low-income residents from occupying 

lots that they have already purchased. The existence of high numbers of vacant lots 

across many premature subdivisions offers an untapped opportunity to facilitate the 
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consolidation of these communities while also promoting access to homeownership for 

low-income households. Regulations aimed at preventing health and safety risks are 

clearly warranted, but they should be phased in progressively in ways that allow residents 

to make incremental improvements over time, and they should be paired with financing 

to assist low-income residents in meeting code requirements (Larson, 1996). As 

illustrated in Chapter 3, prohibitions on mobile homes are closely linked to patterns of 

residential segregation, and their use in premature subdivisions is particularly 

problematic because they prevent low-income would-be owners from occupying the lot 

in a timely manner, and possibly ever. Moreover, it is unclear how code enforcement of 

other regulations not directly linked to issues of health or safety—such as yard 

maintenance—affects factors such as affordability, resident satisfaction, or housing 

market function, but it is very likely that they impose an unnecessary burden on already 

overburdened residents in premature subdivisions.  

Lastly, it is important to consider the long-term implications of the premature 

subdivision of land, particularly in urban areas experiencing rapid population growth. In 

such places, housing production occurs largely at the urban fringe, either in new 

premature subdivisions or next to pre-existing premature subdivisions. As cities have 

expanded their jurisdictional borders to accommodate this population growth, they 

invariably must grapple with the inadequate infrastructure and poor housing conditions 

that characterize these communities. Often, however, they choose to sidestep these 

communities altogether, annexing higher-income communities or greenfield sites and 

leaving premature subdivisions and other low-income and minority enclaves perpetually 

excluded through what is known as municipal underbounding. This perpetual exclusion 

through municipal annexation has important implications for the persistence of patterns 
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of residential segregation between the fringe and core. It is this process that I examine in 

Chapter 5. 
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Chapter Five: Direct Democracy and Municipal Annexation 

Cities expand their borders through municipal annexation for a variety of reasons: 

As Edwards (2008) argues in a review of the literature on municipal annexation, chief 

among these motives are the need to accommodate population growth, to expand the tax 

base, and to undertake commercial, industrial, or residential development. Annexation 

also serves as both a proactive and a reactive growth management tool. On the proactive 

side, cities can use annexation, along with other regulatory tools, to limit or guide the 

development of new housing within the city (Landis, 1992). On the reactive side, cities 

can annex defensively to prevent being boxed-in by other cities, or aggressively, through 

“land-grabbing,” to compete for land or tax base in the urban political economy 

(Edwards, 2008; Reynolds, 1992); they can annex reluctantly, withholding or 

conditioning annexation decisions depending upon the characteristics of areas proposed 

for annexation (Kelly, 1993); or they can use annexation to bring developed areas—

whether residential, commercial, or industrial—into the city, “merely confirm[ing] the 

reality that these developments are already a functioning part of the city they surround” 

(Reynolds, 1992, p. 253). 

As cities plan for future growth, they use annexation, in conjunction with 

extraterritorial jurisdiction79 (ETJ) authority, to guide development along their 

unincorporated fringe (Schwartzmiller, 2006). The proliferation of premature 

subdivisions with poor quality housing and infrastructure along the urban fringe poses 

long-term challenges for cities seeking to conduct annexations or to manage growth. 

                                                 
79 In many states, cities are granted authority over land use and zoning in unincorporated areas along their 

jurisdictional fringe. Such extraterritorial jurisdiction allows cities to ensure compatibility between land 

uses within and alongside the city, and serves to protect city residents from the negative consequences of 

unplanned development along the fringe (Hunt, 1977).  
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Indeed, early advocates for the use of ETJ authority saw it, at least in part, as a means of 

preventing the challenges posed by premature subdivisions (Cornick, 1938). Annexation, 

too, serves to ensure coordination between land use and service provision inside cities 

and along their jurisdictional fringe, thereby preventing the development of a ring of 

poorly planned and poorly serviced slums on the periphery of cities. Absent investment 

from county governments, many of which are reluctant to or unable to provide the full 

range of services provided by municipalities, such unincorporated areas may remain 

underserviced indefinitely (Reynolds, 1992).  

ANNEXATION: REDRAWING THE OUTLINES OF THE URBAN FABRIC 

As the borders of cities expand through municipal annexation, they often stretch 

into parts of the fringe that were once remote and unregulated and where premature 

subdivisions were often developed without prior planning. Given the poor-quality 

housing, ailing infrastructure, and weak tax base in these communities, annexation of 

them by cities is costly. It is no wonder then that many premature subdivisions are 

sidestepped by cities as the latter expand through municipal annexation, redrawing their 

municipal borders in cookie-cutter patterns as they wrap around (see left image in Figure 

5.1; reproduced from Durst, 2014b) or bisect premature subdivisions in their path (see 

right image in Figure 5.1) in order to capture valuable land slotted for new housing 

development.  
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Figure 5.1: The Redrawing of City Borders to Avoid Annexing Premature Subdivisions 

(Colonias): Reproduced from Durst (2014b) 

Poverty and underdevelopment are not the only factors that drive cities’ 

reluctance to annex particular areas. The politics of race also shape cities’ annexation 

practices. In many parts of the country, but in particular in the South, cities have actively 

redrawn their boundaries either to dilute blacks’ voting strength by aggressively annexing 

white communities or to exclude black neighborhoods from proposed annexations 

(Aiken, 1987; Binion, 1977; Garcia, 1977; Hagman, 1977; Johnson et al., 2004). Because 

such modifications to municipal boundaries can change the composition of the electorate, 
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many Southern cities, and a select number located in other states,80 have historically been 

required to submit proposed annexations for review by the Department of Justice under 

Section 5 of the Voting Rights Act (VRA). Preclearance played a key role in preventing 

annexations which, intentionally or not, resulted in discriminatory outcomes for blacks 

and Hispanics (Anderson, 2010; Baumle et al., 2008; Berri, 1989). 

Despite the protection provided under Section 5 of the VRA, the courts have 

largely protected local governments’ right to engage in a variety of fiscally rational but 

exclusionary policies. As is true with zoning policies, annexation based on economic 

motives is largely protected by the courts, especially given the fiscal implications of 

annexing low-income communities (Anderson, 2010). With support from the courts, 

cities can redraw their borders around peripheral communities that are unattractive from a 

fiscal standpoint, reshaping both the racial and economic fabric of urban areas. Thus, 

local control of annexation—as is true with local control of land use regulation and 

housing policy—tends to exacerbate patterns of residential segregation along the urban 

fringe. 

Cities are aware of this fact, and sometimes claim fiscal motives as an excuse to 

engage in race-based exclusion of residents along the urban fringe (Aiken, 1987). 

Because race and income are highly correlated, distinguishing racially or ethnically 

motivated annexation from fiscally motivated annexation is difficult (Bellows, 2014; 

Pennisi, 2009). In court, proving intentional discrimination based on race or ethnicity 

often requires a counterfactual comparison that rarely exists in reality: as Bellows (2014, 

p. 6) notes, “a racially disparate impact is often difficult to prove because there may not 

                                                 
80 This included all cities in Alabama, Alaska, Arizona, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, South Carolina, 

Texas, and Virginia, as well as cities in selected counties across Florida, Michigan, New York, and North 

Carolina. See https://www.justice.gov/crt/jurisdictions-previously-covered-section-5 . 
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be similarly situated low-income communities that are predominantly white and better 

served.” This makes challenging discriminatory annexation under the Fair Housing Act 

or under the nationwide provisions of the VRA a substantial obstacle. 

For those cities that were historically covered by Section 5 of the VRA, 

preclearance requirements largely negated such complications: prior to conducting 

annexations, jurisdictions subject to Section 5 were required to demonstrate that proposed 

annexations would not have the effect of diluting the votes of, or denying votes to, 

minorities. However, the invalidation by the Supreme Court in 2013 of Section 4 of the 

VRA effectively gutted Section 5.81 Thus, moving forward, all Voting Rights or Fair 

Housing claims face the substantial obstacle of proving intentional discrimination. This is 

a far higher bar, and the burden of proof now rests on the communities being 

discriminated against, rather than, as was the case under Section 5, on cities themselves.  

In the few years since the invalidation of Section 4, state and local governments 

previously covered by Section 5 have doubled down on efforts to restrict minorities’ 

access to the ballot (Berman, 2015). This raises a few important questions: How 

successful was Section 5 in preventing discriminatory annexation practices based on race 

or ethnicity? Have race- or ethnicity-based patterns of discriminatory annexation 

persisted across the country, either in jurisdictions covered by Section 5 or elsewhere 

across the country? If so, why? How has the legal environment across different states, 

which provides the institutional foundation for local control, enhanced or restricted cities’ 

abilities to engage in patterns of discriminatory annexation? What can the answers to 

                                                 
81 The Court ruled in Shelby County v. Holder that the coverage formula used in Section 4(b) of the Voting 

Rights Act, which determined the jurisdictions covered by Section 5 of the Act, was unconstitutional 

because it relied on out-of-date data. Section 5 effectively remains inoperable unless a new coverage 

formula is defined by Congress.  
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these questions tell us about a potential resurgence of discriminatory annexation in the 

absence of Section 5? 

DIRECT DEMOCRACY AND THE POLITICS OF MUNICIPAL ANNEXATION 

Local control is central to the politics of annexation. A range of state laws either 

expand or curtail cities’ degree of autonomy regarding annexation. Chief among these are 

laws that provide mechanisms for citizen participation in annexation decisions, either 

through mandatory referenda or public hearings. Although such laws are often treated as 

constraints on the power of cities to conduct annexation (Carr & Feiock, 2001; Edwards, 

2011; Facer, 2006), they may also be conceptualized as institutional mechanisms by 

which local control is transferred from public officials to local citizens (i.e., as a method 

of direct democracy; see Lindsey et al., 1998).  

Prior empirical research has examined the effects of these institutional factors on 

general patterns of annexation, such as the number of annexations or the total acreage or 

population annexed (Carr & Feiock, 2001; Edwards, 2011; Facer, 2006). Research has 

also examined the extent of racialized patterns of municipal annexation (Aiken, 1987; 

Johnson et al., 2004; Lichter et al., 2007; Wilson & Edwards, 2014). Rarely, however, are 

these issues considered in tandem. Indeed, the only study in the literature to date that 

examines the effects of methods of direct democracy on patterns of race-based 

annexation appears to be one by Austin (1999), but given its focus on only a single 

institutional factor (referenda in the area to be annexed) and on annexation patterns 

during the 1950s, it is difficult to generalize about how legal constraints or methods of 

direct democracy shape patterns of race-based annexation.  

Because little research has examined how institutional factors such as state and 

federal laws shape patterns of race- or class-based annexation, this section provides a 
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detailed discussion of these laws and the potential role they might play in facilitating or 

stymieing differential patterns of annexation by race or class. These laws are described 

here as belonging to three general types, two of which feature prominently in the analysis 

that follows and are therefore discussed in detail here. The first type are state laws that 

expand direct democratic control over annexation decisions: these include laws that 

require that referenda or public hearings be held prior to annexation and laws that allow 

residents in unincorporated areas to petition cities for annexation. By expanding local 

control over annexation, these laws may facilitate race- or class-based patterns of 

annexation. The second type are state or federal laws that require oversight or approval of 

annexation by a third party, including county governments, boundary commissions, the 

courts, or the Justice Department. By limiting local control over annexation, these laws 

seek or have the potential to limit race- or class-based annexation patterns. A third set of 

state laws discussed only briefly here typically seek to ensure orderly annexation and are 

therefore best classified as growth management annexation laws. These laws may alter 

incentives for annexation, and thus are used here as control variables.  

Annexation and Direct Democracy 

Direct Democracy in Areas “At Risk”: Petition Rights 

For many residents living along the unincorporated fringe, and particularly in 

low-income or minority enclaves that have been systematically excluded from prior 

annexation proposals, the prospect of annexation is often highly desired—annexation 

brings with it expanded access to municipal services that are simply unavailable in many 

parts of the unincorporated fringe (Parnell, Joyner, Christman, & Marsh, 2004). State 

laws that allow residents to petition cities for annexation thus provide one of the few 
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means for servicing some areas along the unincorporated fringe (Edwards, 2008; 

Steinbauer, Hudson, Hayes, & Facer, 2002). The right to petition for annexation may play 

an important role in facilitating the inclusion of minorities and the poor, although with a 

couple important caveats: first, not all residents in low-income areas are necessarily in 

favor of annexation, given the possibility of stricter land use regulations and code 

enforcement and the potential increases in cost due to infrastructure improvements 

(Mukhija & Mason, 2013); second, no states actually provide residents along the fringe 

with the capacity to compel annexation by the city (Anderson, 2010) and thus petition 

rights are insufficient to induce annexation against the wishes of the annexing city. The 

latter point means that even where residents can initiate annexation by petition, they may 

remain perpetually excluded if the city is reluctant to alter its boundaries (Reynolds, 

1992).  

Direct Democracy in Areas “At Risk”: Referenda Rights 

In many states, residents along the fringe also retain the right to veto proposed 

annexations through referenda82 (Lindsey et al., 1998; Steinbauer et al., 2002). Referenda 

in areas at risk of annexation can be used to both good and bad ends: they can prevent 

exploitative annexations (those that benefit the city but not sufficiently to offset the cost 

to those being annexed), but they may also be used by residents to resist annexations that 

lead to net gains for the broader region (e.g., those that facilitate service integration, 

coordination of land use, or desegregation; Gillette, 2005).  

                                                 
82 States set different vote thresholds needed to veto a proposed annexation and some allow exceptions 

(e.g., for unincorporated islands that are partially or entirely surrounded by cities) in which involuntary 

annexation may occur despite opposition by residents (Babb & Unger, 2008; Tyson, 2012) 
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Understanding the use of referenda rights requires that one situate annexation 

activity within the context of the flight of urban residents into the fringe. As Tyson (2012, 

p. 300) has argued,  

Central city emigration typically involves wealthier residents who are highly 

mobile and often hostile to wealth redistribution. They typically pay more in taxes 

than they require in government services. Consequently, their exit from the 

central city diminishes its tax base. It is in the central city's best interest to 

recapture these residents and their tax dollars. Expanding the taxable territory is 

the only way for a central city to fund existing public service and amenity levels 

as well as maintain its share of redistributed state and federal funds. 

Consequently, annexation law has emerged as a bulwark against the ability of 

metropolitan-area central cities to expand their territory in a manner that allows 

them to balance the books.  

Resistance to annexation goes beyond issues of wealth redistribution: indeed, as 

embodied by the politics of exclusion described by Danielson, at the heart of opposition 

to annexation by neighboring cities is the desire for “political autonomy from the 

core…rooted in class and ethnic conflict and the desire of middle-class areas for local 

control over their relatively homogenous communities (Danielson, 1976, p. 17). Granting 

veto authority to residents in areas at risk of annexation thus potentially facilitates race-

based patterns of annexation. As Gillette (2005, pp. 865–866) has noted in reference to 

the “dark urges” of voters, 

Individuals who vote in private and without accountability to a constituency will 

arguably seize the opportunity to display prejudices that representatives who vote 

in public would be unable or unwilling to reveal. Arguably, annexation elections 

would be particularly prone to distortions borne of prejudice. Resistance to 

annexation is frequently attributed to the desire of annexees to maintain not only 

areas of socio-economic, but also racial and ethnic homogeneity.  

There is little to no recent empirical work that examines whether residents of 

different races or classes are more or less likely to approve of annexations through 

referenda. In a study examining annexation during the 1950s, Austin (1999) found that 
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white neighborhoods were less likely to approve of annexation. However, because 

Austin’s research examined annexation practices from more than 50 years ago, at the 

peak of U.S. post-war suburbanization and prior to the adoption of the VRA, it is unclear 

whether referenda rights within the fringe still contribute to patterns of race-based 

resistance to annexation.  

Direct Democracy in Cities: Referenda Rights 

While little or no empirical research has sought to examine how referenda within 

cities contributes to patterns of race-based annexation, early case study research suggests 

that they may play an important role (Binion, 1977).83 Indeed, by searching historical and 

contemporary periodicals,84 I identified a case in which referenda were used by residents 

in Fort Lauderdale, Florida, to veto the annexation of a black community along the 

unincorporated fringe.85 While a single case does not provide evidence that referenda are 

                                                 
83 The research in question examined 104 incidents of discriminatory boundary changes—including 

municipal incorporation, annexation, detachment, and consolidation—or discriminatory efforts to prevent 

boundary changes.83 More than half of the changes to local government (as opposed to school or special 

district) boundaries were deemed discriminatory in both motive and effect, but many were deemed to be 

motivated as much by economic considerations as by race. Most germane to this discussion, however, is the 

important role that public sentiment and popular referenda play in shaping boundary changes: 80% of the 

boundary changes to local governments were highly visible (i.e., received media coverage or were 

discussed openly in local government political decision-making) and 40% resulted from popular action 

such as referenda (ibid). 
84 I searched through thousands of local and national newspapers archived by www.newspapers.com using 

keyword searches for the phrases “voters reject annexation” and “black.” Once a case was identified, such 

as that of Fort Lauderdale, Florida, subsequent searches relied on keywords identified through the 

preliminary search. 
85 The four neighborhoods in question all have black populations of more than 90% (2011-2015 5-Year 

American Community Survey Estimates. These neighborhoods, referred to collectively by local officials as 

“Area A,” have repeatedly sought and been denied annexation since at least the 1970s. In 1975, a 

referendum was held in both the city and the fringe. Although residents in Area A overwhelmingly 

supported annexation, voting 224 to 17 in favor, residents in the city rejected the proposal 6,672 to 2,728 

(McCormick, 1975). Some of those who opposed the annexation proposal cited the fiscal impacts of 

annexing the lower-income community (Weilding, 1975), and perhaps with good reason: as of 2015, 

property values in the four communities were substantially lower than in Fort Lauderdale (2011-2015 5-

Year Estimates from the American Community Survey). However, it is also possible that residents in 

predominantly white Fort Lauderdale were motivated by racial bias: As one journalist reported prior to the 

http://www.newspapers.com/


170 

 

widely used to exclude minorities along the fringe, it does substantiate the claim that 

referenda can, in particular contexts, alter annexation decisions in ways that lead to the 

exclusion of residents. 

Moreover, there is evidence that, in other contexts, referenda lead to 

discriminatory outcomes. For example, recent work suggests that ballot initiatives that 

aim to infringe on civil rights are more than twice than as likely to be approved than non-

discriminatory ballot initiatives (Gamble, 1997; Lazos Vargas, 1999). Discriminatory 

outcomes may be even more likely in municipal elections on issues such as annexation, 

which often do not coincide with national election cycles—such off-season votes 

typically have low turnout, especially among disadvantaged populations (Hajnal & 

Lewis, 2003; Hajnal, Lewis, & Louch, 2002). This can lead to mismatches between the 

will of the general population and results of the election (Reber & Mika, 1997; Warner, 

1995). Such mismatches may allow the racial preferences of a numerical minority of a 

city’s citizenry to dominate election results, particularly in racially diverse communities 

where white residents perceive a “racial threat” (Orey, Overby, Hatemi, & Liu, 2011; 

Tolbert & Grummel, 2003). 

Direct Democracy in Cities and Areas “At Risk”: Public Hearings 

Many states also require public hearings prior to annexation (Lindsey et al., 1998; 

Steinbauer et al., 2002). It is unclear precisely how public hearings may shape patterns of 

race- or class-based annexation, or annexation patterns in general. Because such hearings 

                                                                                                                                                 
referendum, although Area A was a “predominantly middle and lower-middle class” community of black 

homeowners, “residents fear that Area A has been so maligned in the Fort Lauderdale public mind as 

nothing more than a crime-infested shanty town that the typical white voter will react to annexation like a 

man whose penniless, out-of-town relative just phoned from the train station to inquire if the guest room is 

free for an indefinite period” (Stanger, 1975). 
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are open to the public, they may serve to benefit residents in cities, those in the fringe, or 

all parties involved.86  

A review of the literature revealed only a single mention of the use of public 

hearings in the context of race-based patterns of annexation. Though it is only a single 

example, it is illustrative nonetheless. In a description of a variety of tactics used by the 

City of Mebane, North Carolina, to exclude black communities located along the fringe, 

Johnson et al. (2004b) note the role of public hearings in reinforcing discriminatory 

annexation. In 1998, Mebane annexed 132 acres of non-contiguous residential and 

agricultural land, which was later rezoned for manufacturing. According to Johnson et al. 

(2004b, pp. 96-97, citing Mebane City Council Minutes from June 1, 1998, as indicated 

by single quotations):  

In the public hearing to annex this property, Mebane's mayor opened the meeting 

by limiting speech to ‘anyone who is involved with the property itself or is a 

resident of the city of Mebane,’ which effectively barred all residents of the area 

in question within the ETJ, many of whom are African American, from speaking 

(except the residents who would be selling their land as part of the deal). 

Furthermore, at the subsequent public hearing to rezone the land to 

manufacturing, the mayor gave speakers five minutes each and stated the hearing 

would only continue ‘until speakers became repetitive, at which time the public 

hearing would be ended’). Although a majority of the 40 speakers who testified at 

the hearing opposed the project, the Mebane City Council nevertheless approved 

the rezoning. 

                                                 
86 According to some interpretations of state annexation law, the use of public hearings serves to promote 

the interests of all affected parties—including those in cities, the area to be annexed, the county at large, 

and the state—by “guaranteeing compliance with all of other procedural and substantive requirements” of 

state annexation law (Steinbauer et al., 2002, p. 24). Others, however, discuss the adoption of state 

requirements regarding the holding of such hearings as part of an effort to expand opportunities for 

residents in areas at risk of annexation to have a say in annexation decisions (Lindsey et al., 1998). These 

analyses suggest that hearings may be used to bring to light and resolve potential conflicts that arise as a 

result of annexations, and perhaps in particular those conflicts that impact property owners in the area to be 

annexed. 
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This singular example of public hearings’ potential contribution to exclusionary 

annexation is by no means generalizable to other cities, but it illustrates that hearings can 

be used to promote discriminatory annexation practices. In general, hearings (of all sorts, 

not simply for annexation) tend to have low rates of citizen participation, particularly 

among low-income and minority residents (Checkoway, 1981; Ebdon, 2002). Attending 

and speaking at public hearings requires substantial investment of both time and 

resources, and as Checkoway (1981, p. 569) argues, “low-income and minority citizens in 

particular tend to be inadequately represented and unable to afford what is required to 

make a significant contribution” to hearings. Given that annexation hearings are open to 

the public, it is unclear a priori whether their use should exacerbate or ameliorate the 

exclusion of minority communities. As I describe later, however, one can discern the role 

of public hearings by examining their effects on annexation practices.  

Oversight or Consent by Third Parties 

Given the contentious nature of annexation decisions, some states have adopted a 

variety of means by which oversight or veto power has been granted to third parties. This 

includes requirements that county governments approve proposed annexations, state- or 

locally led boundary commissions charged with reviewing proposed annexations, and in 

some states, judicial review of annexation. At the federal level, until its invalidation in 

2013, Section 5 preclearance under the VRA was also a central means of preventing race-

based patterns of annexation. Section 5 preclearance was discussed earlier, so here only 

state and local oversight is described.  

Although boundary commissions were initially developed to address a range of 

growth-management challenges that arose as a result of the rapid proliferation of 

municipal governments in the post-World War II era, many commissions now focus 
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primarily on the review, approval, rejection, or modification of municipal annexation 

decisions, with particular attention paid to inter-jurisdictional conflicts (ACIR, 1992).87 

Given their emphasis on orderly growth and conflict resolution, these commissions can in 

some cases play an important role in encouraging the annexation of poor and minority 

communities. For example, boundary commission review was crucial for ensuring the 

annexation of colonias in California’s Imperial Valley (Mukhija & Mason, 2013). 

However, the degree of commissions’ success in doing so on a broad scale is likely 

limited for a couple of reasons. First, these commissions are typically reactive rather than 

proactive: they respond to, rather than prepare, annexation proposals. This means they 

cannot plan, coordinate, or compel annexation decisions but rather only review and reject 

them (ACIR, 1992; Reynolds, 1992). Second, the decisions of boundary commissions can 

prevent a proposal from moving forward but a proposal approved by a commission is still 

typically sent to voters for approval (ACIR, 1992). Third, the effectiveness of boundary 

commissions’ insistence on the annexation of historically underbounded communities 

may depend upon a series of factors such as support within the commission’s leadership, 

the annexing city’s perceived need for expansion,88 and the availability of funding for 

infrastructure improvements in areas slotted for annexation (Mukhija & Mason, 2013).  

Other means of oversight, such as judicial review, have only limited ability to 

influence exclusionary annexation decisions. In most states “the court’s authority is 

limited to ensuring compliance with the procedural and substantive requirements of a 

                                                 
87 Boundary commissions thus promote the interests of the state “in fostering orderly municipal growth, in 

maintaining the balance of power between municipalities and counties, and in ensuring the proper 

execution of the law” (Steinbauer et al., 2002, p. 17). States that require boundary commissions tend to 

approach annexation from a regionalist perspective, adhering to “the basic ideology that annexations should 

be reviewed by a detached and disinterested body” (Reynolds, 1992, p. 263). 
88 Cities with no immediate need may forego annexation altogether rather than annex low-income or 

minority neighborhoods (see Mukhija & Msaon, 2013).  
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state’s statutes,” including laws regarding service provision and residents’ right to appeal 

annexation decisions (Steinbauer et al., 2002, p. 18). Thus, unless proposed annexations 

fail to conform to existing state law, they are unlikely to be overturned through judicial 

review. Other means of oversight, such as laws that require county approval prior to 

annexation, may only serve to prevent the exclusion of minority communities if doing so 

is in the interest of the county at large (Steinbauer et al., 2002). This might be the case if 

efforts to exclude peripheral enclaves would lead to the creation of unincorporated 

islands, which complicate efforts by cities to provide services (ibid.).  

Growth-Management Annexation Laws 

A range of other laws do not explicitly provide oversight of annexation decisions 

but instead seek to guide annexation in ways that facilitate orderly growth in urban areas 

and prevent land-grabbing by cities (Reynolds, 1992, p. 268). These include prohibitions 

on the annexation of non-contiguous land, restrictions on the establishment of new 

municipal incorporations, or requirements that cities develop impact plans (to assess the 

fiscal implications of annexation) or service plans (that require the provision of municipal 

services following annexation).89  

EMPIRICAL STUDIES OF VOTE DENIAL 

The foregoing analysis discusses various state and federal laws as falling into 

three different categories. One set of laws provide a means of direct democracy to 

residents (either in areas at risk of annexation, in cities, or both) and may therefore 

contribute to patterns of race- or class-based annexation. A second set of laws seek to 

provide oversight over annexation decisions and may interact with direct democracy in 

                                                 
89 In some states, judicial review is used to ensure compliance with these and other laws governing 

annexation (Edwards, 2011; Lindsey et al., 1998; Steinbauer et al., 2002). 
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complex ways, either upholding or overriding public choice or the politics of exclusion. 

The last group of laws seeks to ensure that annexation occurs in an orderly and equitable 

fashion. The variation in these laws across states offers an opportunity to examine the 

role of public choice and the politics of exclusion in contributing to race- or class-based 

patterns of annexation. Prior research, however, has largely failed to consider the impact 

of these various institutions on race-based patterns of annexation decisions. 

In the literature on race-based patterns of annexation, two practices have been 

examined: vote-dilution and vote-denial (Anderson, 2010). The former refers to efforts 

by cities to dilute the vote strength of minorities within cities by annexing large numbers 

of whites along the fringe; the latter refers to efforts to deny minorities along the fringe 

access to municipal elections, or to residence within the city, by reworking municipal 

boundaries around them—this is often referred to in the literature as “municipal 

underbounding” (Aiken, 1987b; Durst, 2014b; Lichter et al., 2007; Wilson & Edwards, 

2014). Vote dilution focuses primarily at the city level and is measured by aggregate 

changes in a city’s racial composition as a result of annexation; vote denial focuses on the 

characteristics of individual communities considered for annexation. It is the latter 

process, vote denial—or municipal underbounding—that is studied here.  

Two recent analyses have examined the extent of race- or ethnicity-based 

underbounding in selected regions of the U.S. (Lichter et al., 2007; Wilson & Edwards, 

2014). Both studies suffer from important limitations: neither adequately controls for the 

characteristics of the housing market in neighborhoods at risk of annexation, nor for the 

fact that the racial and socioeconomic composition of the unincorporated fringe differs 

from city to city; moreover, neither study examines the role that democratic institutions 

and regional or federal oversight play in shaping annexation decisions. Both of these 
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limitations bias estimates of the extent of vote denial (Appendix B provides a detail 

replication of the analyses presented by Lichter et al. (2007) and Wilson and Edwards 

(2014) to substantiate this claim). 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND DATA SOURCES:  

Cross-State Matching of Metro and Micro Areas 

The prior discussion sets the stage for the primary analysis presented in this study. 

The central question examined here is whether institutional factors such as state 

annexation laws or federal oversight under the Voting Rights Act lead to differences in 

the racial, ethnic, or socio-economic composition of annexed census blocks. A metro- 

and micro-area matching design is used to control for all unobserved characteristics of 

Core Based Statistical Areas (CBSAs; metropolitan and micropolitan statistical areas 

based on 2010 U.S. Census Bureau classifications). The core logic of the design is as 

follows: many of the factors that drive annexation decisions—such as population 

growth—or those that drive racially motivated annexation decisions—such as the size of 

or changes in the minority population—largely follow regional metropolitan-level trends. 

For example, over the past quarter century, CBSAs in the Rust Belt have experienced 

considerable population and job loss, while CBSAs in the Sun Belt have experienced 

population and job growth (Alder, Lagakos, & Ohanian, 2014; Wilson, 2012). Similarly, 

blacks are heavily concentrated in the South, whereas Hispanics are more heavily 

concentrated in the West but have in recent years grown in numbers throughout the South 

and Midwest (Lichter & Johnson, 2009; McKinnon, 2001; Ramirez & de la Cruz, 2002). 

Most importantly, the majority of the jurisdictions covered by Section 5 of the VRA are 

located in the South. To the extent that these and other unobserved factors are correlated 
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with both institutional factors and patterns of annexation, they risk confounding estimates 

of the effect of these institutions on patterns of municipal underbounding.  

In order to construct the matching design, 97 cross-state groups of CBSAs were 

formed by: identifying 1) CBSAs whose 2010 boundaries crossed state lines and 2) 

groups of CBSAs of the same type (i.e., either micro or metro areas, but not both) that 

were contiguous across state lines (see Figure 5.2). The matching design is used to hold 

constant all potential group-level confounders, whether they are observed or not, and 

allows for an estimation of the causal effect of state annexation laws by isolating only the 

variation in institutional factors that occurs across state lines90 within each CBSA group. 

This resulted in the selection of 97 CBSA groups containing 884 cities with a total of 

more than 15 million people. Of these, more than 2.4 million people lived in 59,988 

unincorporated census blocks located within a quarter-mile of these cities (i.e., within 

their periphery). Of these blocks, 10% (or 5,933 in total) were annexed between 1990 and 

2010 and contained complete census data for the range of variables used throughout this 

study. These nearly 6,000 annexed census blocks, which form the sample for the analysis 

below, contained 13% of the 1990 population (325,797 people) located within a quarter 

mile of these cities.  

The selected CBSAs contain cities from every single state in the Midwest, West, 

and South except South Dakota. This ensures considerable variation in both geographic 

location and institutional (i.e., legal, cultural, and bureaucratic) environments at the state 

level. In addition, the sample includes two of the ten largest metros in the country 

(Chicago and D.C., 3rd and 7th, respectively) and an additional ten of the top fifty 

                                                 
90 Cross-state matching designs of this sort have been used to study, among other factors, the causal effects 

of state minimum wage (Allegretto, Dube, Reich, & Zipperer, 2015; Dube, Lester, & Reich, 2013) and 

right-to-work laws (Holmes, 1998). 
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metros. This ensures that the findings are broadly generalizable to both large and small 

metropolitan and micropolitan areas in the Midwest, West, and South.  

 

 

Figure 5.2:  Cross-state Metro- and Micro-area Groups 

“At Risk” Blocks and the Construction of Buffer-Centered Measures  

In order to examine the effect of institutional factors on patterns of municipal 

underbounding, this study uses data from the 1990 U.S. Decennial Census to measure the 

demographic and socioeconomic composition of incorporated municipalities (referred to 

here as “cities” but also encompassing towns and villages) and their surrounding census 

blocks. Block-level data from 1990 were selected because a number of variables 
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describing the housing market (including measures of the type, size, and value of housing 

units) were available during this census year that are not available in later waves. Data 

and boundary (TIGER/Line) shapefiles for blocks, cities, counties, and CBSAs were all 

obtained from the National Historical Geographic Information System (NHGIS) operated 

by the Minnesota Population Center (2016).  

A Geographic Information System (GIS) was used to identify cities that were in 

existence in both 1990 and 2010 and to construct a quarter-mile91 buffer surrounding the 

1990 borders of each city in order to identify areas “at risk” of annexation: land located 

across state lines or within other cities was removed since it cannot be annexed by the 

city in question. The remaining territory therefore represented unincorporated areas 

within a quarter-mile buffer around each city that were available for annexation. I then 

identified 1990 census blocks that were “at risk” of annexation by finding those blocks 

that intersected the quarter-mile buffer around a particular city. Once these at-risk blocks 

were identified, buffer-centered measures of key block characteristics were calculated 

using data from the 1990 Decennial Census. In most cases, this was achieved simply by 

calculating the weighted average of each measure (say, the percent of persons identified 

as white) within the buffer and then subtracting that value from the measure for each 

specific block.92 These buffer-centered measures of census blocks at risk of annexation 

                                                 
91 This was selected for a couple of reasons. First, by only selecting contiguous blocks many populated 

census blocks located nearby but not contiguous with cities would have been excluded. Many of these are 

separated only by a road segment, and are for all intents and purposes, contiguous to cities. Second, 

elsewhere (Durst, 2014b) it has been shown that a buffer of one-quarter mile served to maximize the 

number of annexed blocks while minimizing the number of non-annexed blocks. The results of the analysis 

are largely unchanged using only contiguous blocks. 
92 In the case of the buffer-centered median value of owner-occupied units, the median value within the 

entire buffer was calculated by summing the number of units in each of a series of binned value ranges and 

using the midpoint for that bin (i.e., if the median housing unit in the buffer of a particular city was located 

in a bin that ranged from $50,000 to $60,000, the median value within the buffer was classified as 

$55,000). This value was then subtracted from the median value of owner-occupied units in each in each 

block as reported by the Census Bureau. One could also first calculate the natural log of the median value, 
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ensures that census blocks are only compared with other blocks within the periphery of 

the same city.93 As shown in Appendix B, doing so explicitly controls for the unique 

characteristics of the buffer of each city, further ensuring against confounding.  

In the analysis that follows, only the characteristics of annexed census blocks are 

examined. One can conduct a preliminary examination of the extent of municipal 

underbounding simply by examining the average buffer-centered characteristics of these 

annexed census blocks. As shown in Table 5.1, the average racial or ethnic composition 

of annexed census blocks is very close to zero, indicating that annexed census blocks do 

not differ substantially from the periphery of the cities in which they are located. 

Similarly, annexed blocks have median housing values that are approximately $5,000 

higher than the periphery in which they are located. These preliminary data provide no 

evidence of the municipal underbounding of minorities and only limited evidence of the 

exclusion of neighborhoods with low property values.94  

MODELING THE EFFECT OF LOCAL CONTROL ON MUNICIPAL UNDERBOUNDING 

A variety of state and federal laws govern annexation activity in ways that may 

exacerbate or stymie municipal underbounding based on race or ethnicity. Those that are 

most likely to do so explicitly expand or limit local residents’ control of annexation 

decisions. Seven such laws are of particular interest. These include the ability for 

residents along the fringe to petition for annexation; requirements that local residents 

(either in cities or in the area at risk of being annexed) approve of annexations through 

                                                                                                                                                 
which is often used to normalize monetary measures that are typically highly skewed. In this instance, 

however, centering the median value within the buffer also serves to normalize property values. Models 

were estimated with the log median value with no substantive difference in the results.  
93 See below for a description of how these buffer-centered measures are calculated. 
94  Statistically speaking, average buffer-centered measures of the percent white, the percent Hispanic, and 

the median value of owner-occupied housing actually do differ significantly from zero, but the magnitude 

of these differences are still substantively small.  
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public referenda; the requirement that a public hearing be held prior to annexation; and 

the approval of annexation decisions by counties, by a boundary commission, or—for 

jurisdictions covered by Section 5 of the VRA—the Justice Department.  

Table 5.1: Descriptive Statistics of Buffer-centered Block-level Variables 

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. 

White (%) 5,933 0.01 0.20 

Black (%) 5,933 0.00 0.18 

Hispanic (%) 5,933 -0.01 0.07 
Median value of owner-occupied 
housing 5,933 5.56 53.86 

Urban housing units (%) 5,933 0.04 0.27 

Population 5,933 -16.11 161.95 

Young (% under 18) 5,933 -0.03 0.14 

Vacant housing units (%) 5,933 -0.02 0.10 

Homeownership (%) 5,933 0.07 0.22 
Large housing units (% with 6 or 
more rooms) 5,933 0.03 0.29 
Crowding (% of households with 
one or more people per room) 5,933 0.00 0.08 

Median contract rent 5,933 -20.56 219.08 
Mobile homes (% of all housing 
units) 5,933 -0.06 0.16 
Large housing structure (% in 
structures with 5 or more units) 5,933 -0.07 0.15 

Housing units per acre 5,933 1.31 37.35 

Acres 5,933 -67.64 263.99 

 

Data on the use of state annexation laws are adapted from a variety of sources 

(ACIR, 1992; Babb & Unger, 2008; Lindsey et al., 1998; Palmer, Lindsey, Palmer, & 

Lindsey, 2001; Steinbauer et al., 2002). Most of the laws in question are measured as 

recorded in state law as of 1997 and as reported by Lindsey et al. (1998)95 or as of 2002 

                                                 
95 These include annexation by municipal ordinance, annexation by petition, public hearing requirements, 

referenda within cities and in the area at risk of annexation, and county approval.  
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and as reported by Steinbauer et al. (2002).96 Thus, in the models presented here, the use 

of these various laws varies from state to state but not over time. This is a potential 

weakness of the study, but given the design and the lack of robust block data in later 

census waves, it is one that cannot be avoided. As shown in Table 5.2, the most common 

institutions are the requirement for public hearings (present in 94% of the census blocks 

studied) and annexation by petition (93%). Referenda in the area to be annexed are still 

common (63%), as are referenda in the city (46%). Boundary commissions (30%), county 

approval (9%), and Section 5 preclearance (17%) are less common.  

Using these data, the following model is estimated: 

 

 
Yijk= β0 + β1Ljk + β2Cjk + β3BCijk+ uk + eijk 

 

where Y is a buffer-centered measure of the demographic or socioeconomic composition 

(i.e., race, ethnicity, or property values) of each annexed block i located on the periphery 

of city j in CBSA-group k; L is a vector of state laws and other institutional factors (such 

as VRA preclearance) as well as various controls that vary between states; C is a vector 

of the physical, demographic, and socioeconomic characteristics of cities; BC is a vector 

of buffer-centered block-level control variables, discussed earlier; e is a city-specific 

error term; and u is a group-specific fixed effect that controls for all differences between 

CBSA-groups, whether these differences are observed or not. Along with the use of 

buffered-centered block-level predictors, this is one of the key design advantages of the 

study.  

 

                                                 
96 These include contiguity, impact, and service plan requirements and oversight by boundary agencies, 

judicial review, and county governing authority.  
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Table 5.2: Descriptive Statistics of State Annexation Laws and Other State-level 

Institutions 

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. 

Referenda in area "at risk" 5,933 0.63 0.48 

Referenda in annexing city 5,933 0.46 0.50 

Public hearing 5,933 0.94 0.25 

Boundary commission 5,933 0.30 0.46 

Annexation by petition 5,933 0.93 0.26 

County approval required 5,933 0.09 0.28 
Voting Rights Act preclearance 
requirement 5,933 0.17 0.38 

Service requirement 5,933 0.58 0.49 

Impact analysis requirement 5,933 0.24 0.43 

Annexation by city ordinance 5,933 0.96 0.20 

Annexation by judicial review 5,933 0.90 0.30 
Annexation of non-contiguous 
land 5,933 0.57 0.50 

Difficulty of incorporation 5,933 0.63 0.82 

Township state 5,933 0.42 0.49 

Municipal financial autonomy 5,933 2.68 0.89 

Municipal functional autonomy 5,933 1.86 0.73 

Municipal structural autonomy 5,933 1.88 1.33 

The identifying assumption for causal inference of β1, which measures the effect 

of institutional factors on annexation activity, is that e is independent of L. Thus, the 

greatest potential threat to causal inference of β1 is the potential existence of state-level 

factors that are both correlated with L and e and which, if not controlled for, would bias 

the estimate for β1. To address this concern, a series of state-level control variables are 

also used (see Table 5.2). These include state laws mandating that cities prepare service 

or impact plans prior to annexation, laws that allow annexation by city ordinance or 

judicial review, and laws that allow the annexation of non-contiguous land (Lindsey et 

al., 1998; Palmer et al., 2001; Steinbauer et al., 2002). Because one response to the threat 
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of annexation is the formation of new cities through municipal incorporation (Reynolds, 

1992; Smith, 2011; Smith & Debbage, 2011), a variable is also included to control for the 

number specific requirements placed on new municipal incorporations (Krane et al., 

2001). A dummy variable indicating whether townships exist in the state is used to 

control for the fact that townships often exercise considerable regulatory authority 

regarding land use and planning (Pendall, Puentes, & Martin, 2006), which may alter the 

incentives cities face regarding annexation decisions. Lastly, data from Zimmerman 

(1996) is also used to control for the degree of fiscal, structural, and functional autonomy 

granted to municipalities by the state in which they are located. 

As described in Appendix B, the block-centered measures used here have the 

additional advantage of controlling for the unique characteristics of each city’s buffer. It 

is unlikely, therefore, that the characteristics of a city’s periphery are correlated with 

institutional factors in ways that might confound the estimates of their effect on patterns 

of municipal underbounding. However, it is still possible that the characteristics of 

particular census blocks may be correlated with both Y and L. Such a correlation could 

arise if, for example, the laws (L) led to the differential annexation of blocks with specific 

demographic or socioeconomic characteristics that were also correlated with the 

outcomes (Y) explored here. Each model therefore also includes a vector of buffer-

centered demographic, socioeconomic, and physical variables measuring the 

characteristics of annexed census blocks (see Table 5.1).  

Lastly, the economic and demographic characteristics of municipalities may also 

alter the incentives that municipalities have regarding annexation. Each model therefore 

controls for a variety of characteristics of cities, including the population (natural log), 

the percent white, change in the percent white between 1990 and 2010, the 
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homeownership rate, the median value of owner-occupied housing (natural log), the 

median household income (natural log), the poverty rate, per-capita municipal property 

taxes, the percent of municipal revenues from property taxes, the proportion of peripheral 

land available to be annexed, and the percent of census blocks within the periphery that 

were annexed between 1990 and 2010 (see Table 5.3). 

Table 5.3: Descriptive Statistics of City-level Controls 

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. 

City Population (natural log) 5,933 9.84 1.72 

White (%) 5,933 0.83 0.16 

Change in (%) white 5,933 -0.13 0.08 

Homeownership (%) 5,933 0.65 0.12 
Median value of owner-occupied housing 
(natural log) 5,933 4.21 0.45 

Median household income (natural log) 5,933 10.26 0.35 

Poverty (%) 5,933 0.13 0.08 
Proportion of peripheral land available 
for annexation 5,933 0.82 0.19 

Percent of revenues from property taxes 5,933 0.59 0.29 

Per-capita taxes 5,933 0.61 0.42 
Percent of census blocks within periphery 
that were annexed 5,933 0.40 0.22 

THE EFFECT OF INSTITUTIONS ON MUNICIPAL UNDERBOUNDING 

Little evidence is found that homeowners in neighborhoods with higher property 

values resist annexation through the use of public referenda. Nor is there evidence that 

direct democracy contributes to differences in the annexation of neighborhoods with 

higher property values or with higher shares of Hispanics.97 However, there is strong 

                                                 
97 The latter may be due in part to the fact that as of 1990 Hispanics were more heavily concentrated in the 

West (Lichter & Johnson, 2009). Although, as the Hispanic population has dispersed across the country 

they have become more segregated (Lichter, Parisi, Taquino, & Grice, 2010), suggesting that the 

underbounding of Hispanics may increase, particularly in places such as the South where the discriminatory 

annexation of blacks was common 
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evidence that direct democracy leads to differences in the annexation of black and white 

neighborhoods. Lastly, there is some evidence to suggest that Section 5 of the VRA has 

reduced the exclusion of minorities, but that its effectiveness varies depending upon the 

extent to which states ensure direct democratic control over annexation decisions.  

How can the existence of race-based annexation patterns be squared with the 

finding (discussed earlier) that annexed census blocks have racial compositions that are 

similar to the fringe in which they reside? The answer is partially attributable to variation 

across the country in institutions of direct democracy. Some of these institutions facilitate 

resistance by white residents on the fringe of cities; some allow black residents to 

increase their chances of inclusion by initiating annexation by petition; and some give 

voice to the racial preferences and racial threat perceived by white residents in diverse 

cities, thus resulting in the exclusion of black neighborhoods.  

These institutions work in opposite directions—but viewed in the aggregate, this 

mix of institutional factors tends to wash out any effect of underbounding. To illustrate, 

Table 5.4 presents the results of the regression of various buffer-centered block measures 

on the institutions in question. Four outcomes are examined in detail: the percent black, 

percent white, percent Hispanic, and the median value of owner-occupied housing (in 

$1,000), all of which represent the difference between each annexed block and that of the 

buffer in which it is located. Positive coefficients indicate that, where the institution in 

question is used, annexed blocks have a higher share of, say, black residents than the 

buffer in which they are located. Models 1 through 4 regress each of the four outcomes 

on the various institutions of interest without controls; Models 5 through 8 include 

controls for all of the block-, city-, and state-level factors described earlier.  
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Table 5.4: The Effect of Institutional Factors on the Racial, Ethnic, and Economic Composition of Annexed Blocks 

 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) 

 
Black White Hispanic 

Median value 
($1,000) Black White Hispanic 

Median value 
($1,000) 

Referenda in area "at risk" 0.06 -0.05 -0.01 1.72 0.07 -0.05 -0.01+ 11.27+ 

 
(0.04) (0.04) (0.01) (5.31) (0.05) (0.04) (0.01) (5.70) 

Annexation by petition 0.14** -0.13** 0.00 -4.06 0.12** -0.10** -0.02 -6.65 

 
(0.05) (0.05) 0.00  (5.67) (0.04) (0.04) (0.01) (6.97) 

Referenda in annexing city -0.04 0.05 0.00 -4.72 -0.03 0.01 0.02 -13.83* 

 
(0.04) (0.04) (0.01) (4.22) (0.05) (0.05) (0.02) (5.52) 

Public hearing -0.11* 0.11* 0.00 1.79 -0.08** 0.08** 0.00 -2.27 

 
(0.05) (0.05) (0.01) (4.21) (0.03) (0.03) (0.01) (6.91) 

Boundary commission 0.05+ -0.07* 0.00 -9.25* 0.08* -0.11** 0.03 0.67 

 
(0.03) (0.03) (0.01) (3.89) (0.04) (0.04) (0.02) (7.55) 

Voting Rights Act preclearance -0.02 0.03 -0.01 -2.26 0.01 0.01 -0.01 -1.48 

 
(0.02) (0.03) (0.01) (3.90) (0.02) (0.02) 0.00  (5.98) 

Judicial review -0.01 0.03 -0.01 -6.31 0.01 -0.01 0.00 2.59 

 
(0.05) (0.05) (0.01) (6.49) (0.08) (0.08) (0.02) (9.51) 

County approval required -0.08 0.09 -0.01 -2.79 -0.08 0.1 -0.01 -9.88 

 
(0.05) (0.05) (0.01) (5.98) (0.07) (0.08) (0.02) (8.95) 

Percent white in city 
    

-0.10+ 0.08 0.02 -5.04 

     

(0.05) (0.05) (0.01) (9.38) 

Median value in city (natural log) 
   

0.01 0.02 0.00 31.65*** 

     

(0.03) (0.03) (0.01) (5.72) 

N 5933 5933 5933 5933 5933 5933 5933 5933 

r2 0.04 0.03 0 0 0.13 0.15 0.06 0.19 

F 2.5 2.71 2.03 1.85 23.25 45.22 13.82 93.03 

p 0.02 0.01 0.05 0.08 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 
Notes: + p<.1, * p<.05, ** p<.01, ***p<.001.  All models include CBSA-group fixed effects. Dependent variable is the buffer-centered 
measure of each characteristic in annexed census blocks. Standard errors are clustered at the CBSA-group level.  
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A couple of factors are worth noting. First, all across the board, Models 1 through 

4 have particularly low r-squared values. Models 1 and 2 explain 4% and 3% of the 

variation in the percent black and percent white in annexed blocks; however, with an F-

statistic of between 2.5 and 2.7, respectively, these models reject the null at the .05 level. 

Models 3 and 4 fare worse, explaining less than 1% of the variation in the percent 

Hispanic and the median value of owner-occupied housing and rejecting the null at only 

the .05 and .08 level. Thus, it seems possible that the institutions in question are closely 

linked with differential annexation of white and black neighborhoods. 

Resistance to and Requests for Annexation from the Fringe 

Racial Preferences and Racial Motives 

Consider first the institutions that give residents within the fringe direct 

involvement in annexation decisions. Where residents in the fringe can petition for 

annexation by the city, annexed blocks have approximately twelve percentage points 

more blacks and ten percentage points fewer whites: this effect is substantively large and 

statistically significant across models both with and without full controls (see Models 1-2 

and 5-6). The use of referenda in the area at risk of annexation appear to be associated 

with higher shares of blacks (.06) and lower shares of whites (-.05) in annexed blocks, 

although this association is not significant even at the .1 level (it does, however, remain 

unchanged after the inclusion of full controls).  

These results suggest that black residents are more likely to actively seek out 

opportunities for inclusion by petitioning for annexation, but they provide little evidence 

to suggest that white residents actively resist annexation through the use of referenda. 

This conclusion is premature, however: because both of the institutions in question give 
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voice to residents within the fringe, they may interact in important ways not measured 

here. To illustrate, Figure 5.3 presents marginal effects plots for a replication of Model 5 

from Table 5.4, but allowing for interactions between referenda in the area at risk and the 

right to petition for annexation. Begin by considering the black dot in the bottom left, 

which represents the average percent black in annexed blocks where neither referenda or 

the right to petition exist: in these states, the average annexed block had 18 percentage 

points fewer blacks than the fringe as a whole. Thus, in the absence of these two policies, 

cities appear to underbound black neighborhoods. Consider, next, the grey diamond on 

the left side of the plot, indicating the average percent black in annexed blocks where 

fringe residents may petition for annexation by the city but in which referenda are not 

held: it is indistinguishable from zero, suggesting that in states that allow petitions but not 

referenda, black residents can overcome underbounding through petition. The difference 

between these two points, as indicated by the black (dashed) arrow on the left of the plot, 

represents the effect of petition rights on the annexation of blacks in states that do not 

require referenda in the area at risk of annexation: at nineteen percentage points, the 

effect is considerably larger than that found in Table 5.4.   

Consider next the black circle on the right side of the plot, which represents the 

predicted percent black in annexed block in states where referenda are used but petitions 

are not: notice that it is dramatically higher than the black dot on the left. The difference 

between these two estimates, indicated by the black (dashed) arrow on the right 

represents the effect of referenda rights on the annexation of black residents in states that 

do not allow annexation by petition: at twenty-eight percentage points, this difference is 

substantively large and statistically significant at the .001 level. Thus, where residents 

along the fringe are given referenda rights but not the right to petition, black 



190 

 

neighborhoods are much more likely to be annexed. Black residents therefore appear to 

vote in favor of annexations whereas white residents appear to vote against it.  

 

 

Figure 5.3:  Marginal Effects of Petition and Referenda Rights in the Area “At Risk” of 

Annexation 

Comparing the two points on the right-hand side of the plot suggests that in states 

that require referenda the use of petitions does little to alter the racial composition of 

annexed blocks (notice the overlapping 95% confidence intervals), while comparing the 

two grey diamonds on either side of the plot suggests that in states that require petitions, 

referenda also do little to alter the composition of annexed blocks (again, notice the 

overlapping confidence intervals). Combined, these results suggest two key findings. 

First, either referenda or petition rights are sufficient to signal the preferences of residents 

within the fringe, whether black or white; that is, introducing an additional mechanism 
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for direct democracy results in little change to patterns of annexation. Second, petitions 

and referenda are disproportionately used by black neighborhoods to induce or approve 

annexation whereas referenda are used by whites to oppose annexation. 

To examine whether such behavior differs according the racial composition of the 

city, Model 5 from Table 5.4 was also replicated, allowing for interactions between 

petition and referenda rights and the percent white in the city. Neither interaction was 

significant, suggesting that white neighborhoods’ resistance to annexation as well as 

black neighborhoods’ pursuit of annexation have little to do with the racial composition 

of the city. Thus, preferences for annexation from residents along the fringe differ by 

race, but not necessarily as a function of racial bias—that is, resistance to or the pursuit of 

annexation has little to do with opposition to or preference for inclusion in cities with 

varying racial compositions.  

Economic Preferences and Economic Motives 

There is also no clear evidence that resistance to or the pursuit of annexation by 

white and black neighborhoods, respectively, is driven by fiscal or economic 

considerations. Indeed, if anything, the results presented in Model 8 in Table 5.4 suggest 

that where residents at risk of annexation are given referenda rights, annexed blocks 

actually have slightly higher median housing values ($11,000).98 This runs contrary to the 

assumption that residents along the fringe resist annexation by cities eager to capture the 

strong tax base in wealthier neighborhoods.  

A series of models was also estimated to examine whether the use of rights of 

petition or referenda differed depending upon the tax and expenditure practices of cities. 

                                                 
98 Replications similar to those presented in Figure 5.4 were estimated with interactions between petition 

and referenda rights, with no substantive change in the results. Replications were also conducted using 

logged versions of the buffer-centered median value. The results were similar. 
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To do so, Models 5, 6, and 8 from Table 5.4 were replicated after including measures of 

either per capita tax revenue or per capita expenditures on redistributive services 

(hospitals, schools, housing, and welfare), each of which was interacted with referenda 

and petition rights. None of the models showed any indication that resistance to or the 

pursuit of annexation was driven by preferences for differing tax and expenditure 

policies. 

Lastly, to examine whether these inconclusive findings were driven by error in the 

measurement of the value of housing other replications of Model 8 in Table 5.4 were 

estimated with alternative measures of the housing market, including the share of large 

housing units (i.e., those with six or more rooms), the share of units that are mobile 

homes, and the homeownership rate. If resistance to annexation were indeed driven by 

(wealthy) homeowners’ resistance to increased taxes, one would anticipate that areas with 

larger homes, fewer mobile homes, and higher homeownership rates would be less likely 

to be annexed where residents in areas at risk of annexation are given referenda rights. 

The results, shown in Table 5.5, provide conflicting evidence of this hypothesis. 

Referenda lead to the annexation of blocks with seven percentage points fewer large 

housing units (Model 1), suggesting that neighborhoods with larger housing are more 

likely to resist annexation but, interestingly, no effect is found on the homeownership rate 

(Model 3) and referenda also lead, surprisingly, to reductions in the percentage of units 

that are mobile homes (Model 2).99  

 

                                                 
99 Alternative models allowing interactions between referenda and petition rights were equally 

inconclusive, as were interactions between referenda rights and fiscal characteristics of the city such as per 

capita taxes, the median home value, and the percent of revenue derived from property taxes.  
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Table 5.5:  The Effects of Rights of Referenda and Rights of Petition on Selected 

Characteristics of the Housing Market in Annexed Blocks 

 

(1) (2) (3) 

 

Units with six or 
more rooms (%) 

Mobile homes 
(%) 

Owner-occupied 
(%) 

Referenda in area "at 
risk" -0.07* -0.08** -0.01 

 
(0.04) (0.03) (0.03) 

Annexation by petition 0.05 0 -0.03 

 
(0.04) (0.04) (0.04) 

N 5933 5933 5933 

r2 0.33 0.13 0.48 

F 237.86 67.43 272.04 
Notes: + p<.1, * p<.05, ** p<.01, ***p<.001.  All models include CBSA-group fixed effects. 
Dependent variable is the buffer-centered measure of each characteristic in annexed 
census blocks. Standard errors are clustered at the CBSA-group level.  

 

Direct Democracy in Cities 

The Institutional Roots of the Underbounding of Black Neighborhoods  

When residents within the city are given voice in annexation decisions, the results 

are reversed: that is, annexed blocks have higher shares of whites and lower shares of 

blacks. There is little evidence, however, to suggest that city residents prefer to annex 

higher-income neighborhoods. To illustrate, let us begin first by discussing the baseline 

effects of referenda, presented in Table 5.4. As shown in Models 1 and 2, the use of 

referenda within the city are associated with the annexation of census blocks that have 

lower median home values than elsewhere in the periphery.100  

                                                 
100 This does not imply, of course, that cities are more likely to annex neighborhoods with weak housing 

markets. Indeed, as the analysis in Appendix B illustrates, neighborhoods with higher property values and 

higher contract rents were in fact more likely to be annexed. Instead, the findings presented here simply 

suggest that city residents have no preference for the annexation of high-value neighborhoods, at least not 

as mediated by the use of public hearings or referenda. 
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The baseline estimates presented in Table 5.4 also provide minimal support for 

the argument that the referenda are used in discriminatory ways: although the use of 

referenda in the city is associated with decreases in the percent black (-4%) and increases 

in the percent white (5%) in annexed blocks, these associations are not statistically 

significant, and they are attenuated after the inclusion of full controls (Models 5 and 6). 

As I discuss shortly, however, subsequent analysis tells a different story. 

 Before turning to that analysis, however, let us first discuss the effect of public 

hearings. As described earlier, because hearings are open to the public, their expected 

effect on race- or class-based patterns of annexation is theoretically ambiguous: hearings 

may be used by either fringe residents or city residents to oppose or support particular 

annexation proposals. As such, they may lead to the inclusion or exclusion of blacks. 

However, given the findings from the earlier discussion of petition and referenda rights in 

the area at risk of annexation, a couple of assertions can be put forth. First, as described 

earlier, white residents along the fringe appear to resist annexation through referenda, 

while black residents appear to request annexation through petitions. Notably, either of 

these scenarios leads to increases in the share of blacks in annexed blocks. Thus, if 

public hearings give voice to the preferences of fringe residents, it should lead to 

increases in the annexation of black neighborhoods.  

Importantly, this is not what the results in Table 5.4 suggest. Instead, it appears 

that the use of public hearings led to the annexation of census blocks with eleven 

percentage points fewer blacks, and equal increases in the percent white (Models 1 and 2; 

Table 5.4). These effects are partially attenuated to eight percentage points after including 

full controls, though they are now significant at the .01 level (Models 5 and 6). The 

correct interpretation, therefore, appears to be that public hearings have given voice to the 
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racial preferences of city residents. This is perhaps surprising given that these hearings 

are public. Indeed, one might expect exclusionary behavior to be more common at the 

ballot box, where individuals vote in private, rather than in public hearings. As the 

following analysis illustrates, this does in fact appear to be the case, but only when one 

considers the interactive effects of both public hearings and city referenda.  

To illustrate, Model 5 in Table 5.4 was replicated, allowing for interactions 

between public hearings and city referenda. Figure 5.4 shows their marginal effects. 

Begin first by examining the black point at the top left of the plot, which shows the 

average percent black in annexed blocks in states that require neither public hearings nor 

city referenda: where neither of these institutions give voice to the preferences of city 

residents, annexed blocks have eleven percentage points more blacks than in the fringe as 

a whole. Now, compare that point with the grey diamond lower on the left of the plot: the 

difference (-.12) in the two, as indicated by the black (dashed) arrow on the left, 

illustrates the effect of public hearings on the annexation of blacks in states that do not 

require public referenda: in these states, the use of public hearings tends to reduce the 

share of blacks in annexed blocks by twelve percentage points.  

Alternatively, by comparing the two black points on either side of the plot, one 

can visualize the effect of introducing referenda in states that do not require public 

hearings: this leads to a reduction of seventeen percentage points, as indicated by the 

black (dashed) arrow on the right side of the plot, from a black composition eleven points 

above to six points below that found in the fringe. In short, when examined in tandem, 

referenda votes—which occur in private—do appear to have a larger effect than 

hearings—which are held in public. Either, though, is sufficient to reduce the share of 

blacks in annexed blocks.  
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Figure 5.4: Marginal Effects of Public Hearings and City Referenda Rights 

Interestingly, however, once either public hearings or city referenda are enacted, 

the introduction of the other method of direct democracy has little to no effect. This may 

be observed by comparing the grey diamonds on either side of the plot: both are 

statistically indistinguishable from zero and from each other, suggesting that in states that 

have public hearings the introduction of referenda within the city has no effect on the 

share of blacks in annexed blocks. A similar conclusion is reached by examining the grey 

diamond and black dot on the right side of the plot: the wide confidence intervals on both 

suggest that neither is different from zero and that the introduction of public hearings has 

no effect on the proportion of blacks in annexed blocks in states that require referenda 

within the city. Thus, one mechanism appears to be sufficient to induce underbounding; 
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the introduction of an additional mechanism does little to alter the outcome of annexation 

decisions.101  

Racial Threat and the Exclusion of Blacks from Diverse Cities  

One of the central propositions of Lichter et al.’s (2007) analysis of the 

underbounding of blacks in the rural South is that one can examine the racial preferences 

of city residents by examining the association between the racial composition of cities 

and that of annexed blocks.102 The authors found an association of -.166,103 which they 

interpreted as “evidence of black exclusion from ‘white’ communities” (Lichter et al., 

2007, p. 65). This is an interesting proposition worth considering in light of the apparent 

effects of public hearings and city referenda on the annexation of black neighborhoods. 

To explore the extent to which referenda and public hearings may have differential 

effects in cities with varying shares of white residents, Figure 5.5 presents the marginal 

effects from replications of Model 5 from Table 5.4, allowing for interactions between 

these two institutions and the percent white in the city.  

 

 

                                                 
101 Indeed, on the right of the plot the grey diamond is actually higher than the black dot, suggesting that in 

states with referenda, the introduction of hearings may lead to an increase in the annexation of black 

neighborhoods. Given the wide confidence bars, however, this difference is not statistically significant. 
102 If one holds constant the characteristics of the periphery of each city. 
103 This suggests that an increase of one percentage point in the share of white residents in the city was 

associated with a decrease of .16 percentage points in the share of black residents in annexed blocks. 
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Figure 5.5: Marginal Effects of Interactions Between the Percent White in Cities and the 

Use of Public Hearings and City Referenda 

A few things are worth noting. First, in cities that do not use referenda or public 

hearings, the negative association is as large or larger than that found by Lichter el al. 

(2007): notice the downward slope of the black line in cities without referenda (-.174; 

p<.05) and without public hearings (-.38; p<.05). This suggests that in the absence of 

mechanisms to give voice to city residents, white cities tend to annex fewer blacks than 
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do more diverse cities. Second, even exceedingly white cities annex neighborhoods with 

a higher share of blacks, on average, than in the fringe as a whole. For example, a city 

that is 50% white would annex, on average, census blocks whose black population is 

approximately 22 percentage points above that found in the fringe; a city that is 90% 

white, on the other hand, would annex census blocks whose black population is only 

seven percentage points above that of the fringe. This does not appear to provide 

“evidence of black exclusion from ‘white’ communities” (Lichter et al., 2007, p. 65) but 

rather evidence of black inclusion, particularly in more racially diverse cities. Recall, 

however, that these models also control for other institutional factors, such as petition 

rights and referenda in the area at risk (and boundary commission, discussed next), all of 

which lead to the inclusion of black neighborhoods. This helps to explain, at least in part, 

why blacks are over-represented in annexed blocks, even in majority white cities. 

A third finding worth noting is that the use of both city referenda and public 

hearings dramatically reduces the annexation of black neighborhoods, and especially in 

racially diverse cities. To illustrate, consider cities with 80% white residents, which are of 

particular interest because they are those in which whites are the majority but where non-

whites represent enough (20%) of the population to pose a potential “racial threat.” 

Notice that in such cities, the use of public hearings reduces the share of blacks in 

annexed blocks from approximately 13% (black line at .8 on the x axis) above to more or 

less equal to that found in the buffer as a whole (grey line at .8 on the x axis). Thus, 

where public hearings or referenda are used, diverse cities annex in ways that are similar 

to majority-white cities. To put it another way, where public hearings or referenda are 

required, the racial composition of cities appears to play little or role in guiding the 

annexation of black neighborhoods (notice that the slope of the grey line is flat in both 
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the top and bottom plots): instead, public hearings and referenda bring the annexation 

practices of racially diverse cities in line with those of racially homogenous, all-white 

cities. In short, these institutions of direct democracy appear to give voice to the 

preferences of white residents.  

Oversight and Other Limits on Direct Democracy 

The Effect of Boundary Commission Review on Race-Based Annexation 

Four different policies—the use of boundary commissions, preclearance under 

Section 5 of the Voting Rights Act, judicial review, and approval by county 

governments—have the potential to limit direct democracy by residents in the fringe or 

core and thereby shape patterns of race- or class-based annexation. Of these four policies, 

only the use of boundary commissions shows consistent effects across the various models 

presented in Table 5.4, and only in regards to race-based patterns of annexation.  

The use of boundary commissions leads to an increase of five percentage points in 

the share of blacks in annexed blocks and a decrease of seven percentage points in the 

share of white residents (see Models 1 and 2); this effect increases in both magnitude and 

significance after including the full set of controls (Models 5 and 6). No effect is found 

on the composition of Hispanics (Models 3 and 7), and although the results of Model 4 

suggest that the use of boundary commissions leads to the annexation of blocks with 

lower median housing values, this effect disappears after controlling for potential 

confounders (Model 8).  

The on-the-ground reality of the way in which boundary commission review 

works provides some insight into how they may be used to stymie the underbounding of 

black communities. In states with both referenda requirements and boundary 
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commissions, the decision of boundary commissions are necessary but not sufficient to 

allow annexation to occur—that is, boundary changes approved by a commission are 

typically submitted to a referendum, but those vetoed by the commission are not (ACIR, 

1992). The use of boundary commissions may therefore succeed in preventing blatantly 

discriminatory annexations, or may even facilitate inclusionary annexations, but they are 

unlikely to override resistance to particular annexations at the ballot box.  

To examine this possibility, the use of boundary agencies was interacted with 

each of the other policies discussed earlier. Only the interaction with referenda in the area 

“at risk” was significant.104 A marginal effect plot of the results is shown in Figure 5.6. 

To begin with, examine the black point on the bottom-left, which indicates the predicted 

black population in annexed census blocks in states where boundary commissions are not 

used and where referenda are not required in the area at risk of annexation. In this case, 

annexed blocks have a black population that is fourteen percentage points lower than the 

periphery in which they are located—in other words, in these states black communities 

tend to be underbounded by cities. Compare this point with the grey diamond on the left 

side of the plot, indicating that in states that do not provide residents in the fringe with 

referenda rights, boundary commissions lead to the annexation of blocks with black 

populations that are fourteen percentage points above that found in the fringe. The 

difference between the grey diamond on the left of the plot and the black dot below it, as 

indicated by the black (dashed) arrow, shows the effect of boundary commissions on 

changes in the black composition of annexed blocks: at 28 percentage points, this is a 

dramatic increase in the annexation of black neighborhoods.  

                                                 
104 There are in fact no cases in which a boundary commission exists and the right to petition for 

annexation does not, so this hypothesis could not be tested. 
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Figure 5.6: Marginal Effects of Boundary Commissions and Mandatory Referenda in 

the Area “At Risk” 

On the other hand, boundary commissions are completely ineffective in states that 

grant referenda rights to residents living in the area at risk of annexation: in these states, 

the introduction of boundary commissions has no effect (notice that on the right-hand 

side of the plot the black dot and grey diamond are overlapping). Taken together, these 

results suggest that boundary commissions may serve to facilitate the annexation of black 

neighborhoods, but, as others have noted, they are incapable of overriding the results of 

referenda (ACIR, 1992).  
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The Effect of Section 5 Preclearance on Race-Based Annexation 

The other institutional factors—Section 5 preclearance, judicial review, and 

county government approval—showed no relationship with patterns of race- or class-

based annexation in preliminary models (see Table 5.4). The lack of significance of 

Section 5 preclearance under the VRA is perhaps most surprising. Until its invalidation in 

2013, preclearance played an important role in preventing the exclusion of minorities 

through annexation (Aiken, 1987; Anderson, 2010; Berri, 1989). To make sense of this 

finding, recall that Section 5 was applied to jurisdictions with a history of minority vote 

suppression, the majority of which are located in the South.105 Much of the existing 

research on municipal underbounding has documented examples in the rural South 

(Aiken, 1987; Johnson et al., 2004; Lichter et al., 2007). Given the design used in the 

current study, which focuses on metro and micro areas and conducts comparisons only 

across state borders, this necessarily limits the number of cities included in the sample 

and may therefore overlook many of the places where the underbounding of blacks is 

most common. To test this assumption, models were estimated without fixed effects, with 

observations from rural counties, and with the national sample used early. No association 

with Section 5 preclearance was found in either case, suggesting that cities covered by 

Section 5 follow similar annexation patterns as other cities. Indeed, the lack of 

significance of Section 5 preclearance may simply indicate that Section 5 succeeded in 

preventing race-based patterns of annexation. 

One can examine the apparent success of Section 5 preclearance in greater detail 

by examining how oversight under the VRA interacts with the other institutions 

examined here. With this goal in mind, Figure 5.7 plots marginal effects for a series of 

                                                 
105 See description of the coverage formula and the jurisdictions that were previous covered under Section 

5 here: https://www.justice.gov/crt/about-section-5-voting-rights-act.  

https://www.justice.gov/crt/about-section-5-voting-rights-act
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models (replicating Model 5 in Table 5.4, above) allowing interactions between Section 5 

preclearance and the use of referenda in cities, public hearings, petition rights, and the 

share of whites in cities.106  

The results suggest that the VRA has had done little to prevent discriminatory 

annexation by popular vote. To illustrate, begin first by considering the effect of Section 

5 preclearance in states without city referenda. To do so, compare the grey diamond and 

black dot on the left-hand side of the top-left plot in Figure 5.7: the difference between 

the two is not statistically significant and thus Section 5 preclearance appears to have had 

no effect in states without mandatory referenda within the city. Now examine the 

difference between the grey diamond and black dot on the right-side of the top-left plot, 

as indicated by the black (dashed) arrow. In states where referenda within the city are 

required and Section 5 preclearance was mandatory, annexed blocks have black 

populations that are twelve percentage points below that found in the fringe. This 

suggests that residents in jurisdictions covered by Section 5 are more likely to use 

referenda to exclude blacks and that Section 5 preclearance has done little to prevent 

election results that disadvantage black communities living on the fringe.  

 

                                                 
106 A model was also estimated allowing interactions between Section 5 preclearance and the use of 

referenda in the area at risk of annexation. Neither the main nor the interaction effects were significant.  
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Figure 5.7:  Marginal Effects of Section 5 Preclearance: Interactions with Direct 

Democracy and the Percent White in Cities 

Section 5 preclearance was equally ineffective in states that do not grant rights of 

petition to residents living within the fringe. To illustrate, examine the top-right plot in 

Figure 5.7, which shows marginal effects for the interaction of petition rights and Section 

5 preclearance. Notice that, for states not covered by Section 5 (black dots), the grant of 

petition rights has no effect on the annexation of black neighborhoods—both black dots 

on either side of the plot are centered around zero, indicating that in these states annexed 

blocks have black populations that are comparable to that found in the fringe. In states 

that do allow petitions, however, oversight under Section 5 led to a marginal increase in 
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the annexation of black neighborhoods (i.e., a three percentage point increase in the share 

of blacks in annexed blocks; see difference between the grey diamond and black dot on 

the right side of the plot, as indicated by the black arrow on the right). Most interesting, 

however, is the fact that in states covered by Section 5 but where residents on the fringe 

do not have petition rights (grey diamond on left), annexed blocks have black shares that 

are 20 percentage points below that found in the fringe: the difference in the two, as 

indicated by the black (dashed) arrow, suggests that Section 5 has been ineffective in 

states without petition rights. The right to petition thus appears to be crucial in initiating 

annexations and, once initiated, Section 5 preclearance plays an important role in 

ensuring that such annexations are given due consideration; but in the absence of petition 

rights, Section 5 preclearance does little to facilitate the annexation of black 

neighborhoods along the fringe.  

If there is anywhere that Section 5 has been particularly successful, it is in states 

without mandatory public hearings. To illustrate, the bottom-left plot shows interactions 

between the use of public hearings and Section 5 preclearance. Begin by examining the 

black dot on the left, which indicates the predicted percent black in annexed blocks where 

cities are not required to hold public hearings and are not subject to Section 5 

preclearance: in these states, annexed blocks have shares of black residents that are 

indistinguishable from that found in the fringe (see wide 95% confidence intervals that 

overlap with zero). Compare this point with the grey diamond immediately above, 

indicating the predicted share of blacks in annexed blocks in states that are subject to 

Section 5 but are not required to hold public hearings: annexed blocks in these states have 

shares of blacks that are approximately 14 points above that found in the buffer: the 

difference between the two, indicated by the black (dashed) arrow, suggests that in states 
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without mandatory public hearings, Section 5 led to an increase of eight percentage 

points in the share of blacks in annexed census blocks (although the effect is significant 

only at the .1 level).  

These various findings suggest that Section 5 preclearance has had only limited 

success in preventing the exclusion of black neighborhoods. A related question is 

whether it has altered the ability of white cities to resist the annexation of black 

neighborhoods along their fringe. To answer this question, the last plot (bottom-right) in 

Figure 5.7 depicts interactions between Section 5 preclearance and the racial composition 

of cities. Begin by examining the black line, which indicates the relationship between the 

share of whites in cities and the black composition of annexed blocks (as compared with 

the fringe as a whole) in states not covered by Section 5. This line has a slight downward 

slope (-.05), but is not significant (p=.266), suggesting that in areas not covered by 

Section 5, majority-white cities are no less likely than racially diverse cities to annex 

census blocks with high shares of blacks.  

The difference in the intercept between the black line and the grey line (.19) has 

little interpretive value, since there are no cities in the data set with zero percent white 

residents. What is illustrative, however, is a comparison of the two lines at .8 on the x 

axis (i.e., in cities that are 80% white): these are majority-white cities with substantial 

minority populations, where white residents may perceive considerable racial threat.107 

Notably, at .8 on the x axis the black and grey lines overlap at zero on the y axis, 

suggesting that cities with 80% whites that are covered by Section 5 are no less likely to 

annex black neighborhoods. The VRA may have succeeded, therefore, in preventing the 

                                                 
107 As illustrated earlier, these cities are also those where public hearings are particularly effective in 

reducing the annexation of blacks. 
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exclusion of blacks in cities facing a “black threat.” However, a couple of puzzling 

findings suggest caution in drawing this conclusion. First, notice that in states covered by 

Section 5 preclearance, the slope of the line shows the characteristic downward trend 

indicative of the exclusion of black neighborhoods by white cities. This suggests that 

Section 5 has not eliminated the tendency for cities to annex census blocks that have 

similar racial compositions as their constituents. Second, the VRA appears to have had no 

effect (or possibly even an unintended negative effect) in cities with white populations 

over 90%: notice that in cities with white populations near 100%, annexed census blocks 

had shares of blacks that were lower than that found in the buffer. This provides some 

evidence that the enforcement of Section 5 has been least successful in primarily white 

cities.  

ANNEXATION AND RACE: A STORY OF RELUCTANCE AND RESISTANCE 

Taken together, these various findings suggest that the underbounding of black 

neighborhoods continues to be a persistent problem that is more severe but also more 

nuanced than previously understood. This is true despite the fact that, on average, black 

neighborhoods are more likely to be annexed than white neighborhoods. How can these 

two apparently contradictory statements both be accurate? In large part, the answer lies in 

the institutions that facilitate direct democratic control over municipal annexation. When 

residents along the fringe are given means of participating in annexation decisions 

through rights of petition or referenda, blacks are more likely to initiate annexation and 

whites are more likely to oppose it. Both of these facts lead to relative increases in share 

of black neighborhoods that are annexed and, by doing so, to the obscuring of 

exclusionary actions by cities. That is, given the increase in the annexation of blacks 

arising from the use of referenda and petition rights by fringe residents, annexed blocks 
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have racial compositions to non-annexed blocks. However, this similarity hides 

consistent and persistent patterns of exclusion that are only partially ameliorated by 

preclearance under Section 5 of the VRA.  

Where city residents are given voice in annexation decisions, either through 

public hearings or referenda, annexed neighborhoods have significantly lower shares of 

black residents. This is largely driven by the manifestation of fears of a “black threat” in 

racially diverse cities and it suggests that institutions that give voice to city residents tend 

to allow for the co-opting of annexation decisions by white residents who fear further 

diversification of their communities. While there is some evidence that, in general, cities 

are more likely to annex neighborhoods with higher property values or stronger rental 

markets (see Appendix B), there is no evidence to suggest that city residents take such 

economic factors into account when reacting to annexation proposals through either 

referenda or public hearings. There is far stronger evidence to suggest that the exclusion 

of blacks through means of direct democracy is motivated by race.  

A few caveats are in order, however. First, it is possible that city residents are 

indeed motivated by fiscal considerations but that they are poor judges of market 

conditions and what constitutes a fiscally optimal annexation (Gillette, 2005). If this is 

the case, city residents’ perceptions of the association between race and class may shape 

their response to the perceived fiscal burden of annexation. City residents’ exclusionary 

tendencies may be motivated by fiscal concerns rather than racial fears, but by 

inaccurately equating the racial composition of neighborhoods with their housing market 

conditions, city residents over-estimate the fiscal impact of the annexation of black 

neighborhoods. In other words, city residents may not be motivated explicitly by racial 

considerations, but by interpreting race as a sign of class, they choose to 
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disproportionately annex black neighborhoods. Thus, economic considerations may 

motivate exclusionary behavior, but they do so in ways that are poorly aligned with the 

actual socioeconomic characteristics of areas at risk of annexation.  

A second possibility is that city residents are not opposed to the annexation of 

blacks, per se, but rather to perceptions of black residents’ preferences for higher levels 

of municipal expenditures. There is some evidence that, compared with white suburbs, 

black suburbs have higher taxes, provide a wider array of services, and spend more per 

capita on social functions such as education, hospitals, housing, and welfare—this is true 

even after controlling for income and suggests that “blacks have a higher demand for 

public services than whites” (Logan & Schneider, 1981, p. 1046; see also Schneider & 

Logan, 1982). Thus, regardless of the physical and financial characteristics of black 

neighborhoods, if annexing black neighborhoods leads to increased political support 

within the city for enhanced tax and expenditure policies, it would lead to an increased 

and possibly unwanted fiscal burden on the city’s prior residents. Ultimately, though, 

whether or not black and white residents do in fact have different preferences for 

expenditure patterns is unclear. If the behavior of residents along the fringe is any 

indication, there is only limited support for this idea. Although the results presented here 

provide strong evidence that black and white residents differ in their preferences for 

annexation, there is no evidence that this is driven by differing preferences for specific 

tax and expenditure policies. Nor is there any indication that resistance to or the pursuit 

of annexation differs by the economic characteristics of areas at risk of annexation or by 

the racial composition of the city. 

In short, this research shows very limited evidence of fiscally motivated 

annexation as a result of institutions that promote direct democracy. On the other hand, 
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laws that provide city residents with direct control over annexation decisions tend to 

facilitate the exclusion of black neighborhoods. These findings have important 

implications for planning and law. Although annexation driven by fiscal motives has 

largely been supported by the courts (Anderson, 2010), the exclusion of minority 

communities based on race violates protections provided by the VRA. Prior to the 

invalidation of Section 4 of the VRA in 2013, Section 5 played an important, though 

apparently only limited, role in preventing the exclusion of black neighborhoods. In 

particular, preclearance appears to have succeeded in increasing the annexation of blacks, 

but only in states that do not require public hearings: this suggests that exclusionary 

motives manifest themselves in public hearings regarding annexation and that federal 

oversight has done little to ameliorate this fact. Preclearance under Section 5 has also 

done little to overcome exclusionary behavior at the ballot box. Indeed, the way in which 

Section 5 appears to have succeeded in inducing the annexation of black neighborhoods 

is by upholding black residents’ right to petition for annexation; absent such rights, 

however, cities covered by Section 5 show little inclination to annex black neighborhoods 

located along their fringe.  

Now that Section 5 is no longer enforceable, it remains to be seen whether cities 

in the South will renew their efforts to exclude black communities located along their 

fringe. If other state and local efforts to reduce the voting strength of minorities since the 

invalidation of Section 4 are any indication (Berman, 2015), this is likely already 

occurring in ways that will lead to the further exclusion of black neighborhoods on the 

fringe of cities all across the South.  
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Chapter Six: Policy and Planning Solutions to Address Residential 

Segregation on the Urban Fringe  

As we observed throughout this study, the urban fringe is a place of considerable 

contradiction. First, it is disproportionately wealthy and white, but is also home to a 

considerable of number severely disadvantaged low-income and minority enclaves. 

Second, it has diversified considerably over the past quarter century, although this 

diversification has failed to ameliorate historical patterns of racial and class disparity 

between the core and fringe. Third, land and housing on the fringe is strictly regulated (in 

terms of residential density) but weakly regulated (in terms of subdivision regulation, 

zoning for mobile homes, and building codes). Lastly, public choice along the fringe is 

both threatened by and fiercely protected through boundary changes and methods of 

direct democracy.  

These contradictions make it difficult to summarize the various factors that have 

contributed to patterns of residential segregation along the fringe without resorting to a 

continuous series of caveats. Perhaps for this reason, much of the research that has 

examined the challenges of residential segregation between the fringe and core has been 

narrowly focused on one of two narratives. The first depicts the fringe as a place of 

privilege; the second as a place of deprivation. As this research has illustrated, both of 

these narratives are true, and both are shaped by the same central issues: jurisdictional 

fragmentation, boundary changes, and local government control over land use regulation 

and housing policy. 

In an effort to weave these two competing narratives together under a similar 

explanatory logic, this chapter begins by briefly revisiting the findings from the empirical 

studies presented in the preceding four chapters. One of the salient conclusions that arises 
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from this discussion is that the manifestation of residential segregation differs 

considerably across the country, often in ways that are closely linked with the type of 

local government that governs the fringe: namely counties, townships, and towns. The 

following section therefore builds upon the findings presented across these chapters by 

delineating some of the institutional and structural differences between counties and 

towns/townships and their implications for the factors—fragmentation, boundary 

changes, and local control—that contribute to patterns of residential segregation along the 

fringe. The chapter then transitions to a summary discussion of some of the challenges 

posed by residential segregation, and in particular concentrated pockets of poverty, along 

the urban fringe, before turning to a description of potential local, regional, and federal 

policy solutions to these challenges. A conclusion then presents the most pressing topics 

for future research. 

TWO DEPICTIONS OF THE URBAN FRINGE 

Narratives of Exclusivity and Isolation 

As the analysis presented in Chapters 2 and 3 illustrated, the urban fringe is home 

to a disproportionate share of whites and the affluent. This is due, in large part, to  

historical patterns of suburbanization by white and wealthy residents, who fled from the 

urban core into the fringe in pursuit of suburban lifestyles, political independence from 

cities, expanded local control over land use and housing, and racially and 

socioeconomically homogenous neighborhoods (Danielson, 1976; Jackson, 1985; 

Spectorsky, 1955).  

The depiction of the fringe as a place of racial and socioeconomic exclusivity is 

thus largely accurate. However, over the past quarter century the urban fringe has 
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diversified considerably in response to rapid population growth and the diversification of 

the country as a whole. Such changes threaten to upend the status quo in the fringe. 

Urban sprawl and urbanization alter the physical, social, and economic composition of 

fringe communities, create new challenges for growth management as a result of 

(sometimes poorly planned) sprawl, and threaten to shift the locus of power in what were, 

in many cases, wealthy and white suburban enclaves. This has engendered new 

manifestations of long-standing patterns of resistance by wealthy and white households, 

who have sought to retain local control and residential isolation in homogenous 

communities. For example, where state laws have made municipal incorporation easy, 

whites and the affluent have formed their own cities. Where municipal incorporation is 

not possible, whites and the affluent have taken advantage of jurisdictional fragmentation 

by relocating to smaller pre-existing cities.  

These two processes of relocation and incorporation represent a reversal of 

historical patterns of flight. Whereas historically whites have relocated to the urban fringe 

in pursuit of local control (Danielson, 1976), in recent decades they have sought to return 

to the core—to smaller incorporated cities, towns, and villages—in pursuit of local 

control. Interestingly, this return to the core by whites and the affluent has had the effect 

of reducing, albeit modestly, the racial and class disparity between the core and fringe. 

Such efforts by whites and the affluent to return to the core may be driven in part 

by the threat of annexation. Research suggests that municipal incorporations are more 

common in counties with high rates of annexation (Smith, 2011). But there is mixed 

evidence for resistance to annexation. While the rapid growth in the geography of the 

urban core appears to have led to the disproportionate annexation of wealthy 

neighborhoods, there is little evidence to suggest that wealthier neighborhoods have taken 
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advantage of direct democracy by vetoing disadvantageous annexations. Whites, 

however, have used rights of referenda in order to resist annexation by cities. This may 

explain, in part,108 why despite research documenting that black neighborhoods are often 

excluded from annexation at disproportionate rates (Aiken, 1987; Johnson et al., 2004; 

Lichter et al., 2007) the analyses presented in Chapter 5 suggest that black neighborhoods 

are in fact more likely to be annexed. By vetoing annexation proposals, white 

neighborhoods have forced cities to either conduct fewer annexation or to annex 

neighborhoods with fewer whites. State laws granting referenda rights to residents along 

the urban fringe thus acts as a bulwark against involuntary annexation and the threat to 

public choice that it poses.  

Zoning—one of the central policies facilitated by expansive local control over 

land use regulation—also serves to reinforce the suburban or rural character of the fringe, 

and to exacerbate the racial and class disparity between core and fringe areas. This is 

particularly true in the large metro areas in the Midwest and Northeast, where around 

one-half of towns and townships zone for housing development at no more than seven 

units per acre, essentially preventing multi-family housing altogether. But counties also 

zone disproportionately for low-density housing when compared with cities. This too 

contributes to the maintenance of the fringe’s racial and class exclusivity in the face of 

population growth and changing demographics. 

Narratives of Opportunity and Exclusion 

Here, though, we come again to one of the fascinating contradictions that 

characterize the urban fringe: counties are far stricter than are cities when it comes to the 

regulation of density zoning, but much more lenient regarding subdivision regulation, 

                                                 
108 The fact that black neighborhoods are more likely to petition for annexation also plays a role.  
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building codes, and zoning for mobile homes. In the South and West, where counties are 

the only tier of general-purpose local government in unincorporated areas, cities’ 

prohibitions on mobile homes tend to result in the exclusion of the poor and minorities, 

pushing them out into the unincorporated fringe where land and housing in residential 

subdivisions are far less regulated. Interestingly, then, local control over land use 

regulation—and in certain cases a lack of local control—has also contributed to the 

development of what I call low-income premature subdivisions with exceedingly poor-

quality infrastructure and housing in fringe areas across the country. Premature land 

development of this sort has a long history. At present, millions of households live in 

these premature subdivisions, where basic services and infrastructure—including water, 

sewerage, paved roads, storm drainage, and streetlights—are often absent or of poor 

quality. Housing, too, is typically of poor quality given the low incomes of residents and 

the widespread reliance upon mobile homes and or self-building.  

The existence of these premature subdivisions along the urban fringe seems to fly 

in the face of the characterization of fringe areas as affluent communities that adopt 

fiscally exclusionary policies in order to protect property values and to limit local 

government expenditures. Why have the modern equivalent of shantytowns been allowed 

to persist and proliferate while multi-family housing is largely prohibited? One can only 

speculate at this stage. It may be that, despite the poor conditions in premature 

subdivisions, the self-help homeownership ethos prevalent in these communities conveys 

a sense of self-reliance that signals to affluent constituents within the fringe that would-

be homeowners are self-reliant and not seeking local government expenditures on issues 

such utility services, drainage, and road maintenance, education, health, or welfare. 



217 

 

One would suspect, however, that the depressive effects of premature land 

development on land and housing values would lead affluent residents along the fringe to 

support enhanced land use regulation, building codes, and zoning to prevent the spreads 

of premature subdivisions. It is unclear precisely how the existence of low-income 

premature subdivisions affects property values in neighboring affluent areas, but given 

the expansive geography of the unincorporated fringe—particularly in the South and 

West—and the fact that many premature subdivisions are located far from developed 

areas, they are unlikely to have much impact upon property values in affluent 

neighborhoods along the fringe. The fact that they are hidden from view also means they 

are less visible to county officials and local constituents who may be inclined to regulate 

them more strictly. Moreover, the lack of infrastructure in these communities, and the 

fact that so many residents rely not on government housing subsidies but rather on their 

own ingenuity and labor, means they pose minimal threat of redistribution of wealth 

among residents in unincorporated areas. 

This is not to say that the proliferation of premature subdivisions has not led to 

considerable enhancements in land use regulation in the fringe. Indeed, it has, but in large 

part these seem to have arisen not for the purposes of exclusion but largely to prevent 

serious harms to residents in premature subdivisions and external costs to neighboring 

communities and to the region at large. But the degree to which local governments have 

been granted the necessary tools or statutory obligation to address the challenges posed 

by the spread of premature subdivisions varies considerably across the country. Some 

states, such as Texas, have—comparatively at least—done little to nothing to prevent the 

development of premature subdivisions. Counties continue to lack broad authority for 

zoning and building code enforcement in unincorporated areas (Durst, 2016). Other than 
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property title reform aimed at preventing serious abuses by land developers, Texas’ only 

major effort to address the challenges posed by colonias has entailed upgrades to their 

subdivision regulations, known as the Model Subdivision Rules (MSRs). 

Other states, such as Florida, have taken comprehensive efforts to address the 

challenges posed by the spread of premature subdivisions and other types of sprawl. 

Florida’s 1985 Growth Management Act has sought to ensure consistency (coordination 

between the plans of state, regional, and local governments), concurrency (timing 

infrastructure with new development), and compact development (promoting mixed and 

high density use; Ben-Zadok, 2005). These efforts have effectively prevented the spread 

of new premature subdivisions in the state, but the existence of millions of vacant and 

poorly serviced lots across the state continues to pose challenges for planners in Florida 

(Stroud, 2006; Stroud & Spikowski, 1999). 

Where premature subdivisions exist along the fringe, low-income residents 

achieve homeownership rates comparable to that of middle- and upper-income 

households. Purchasing land cheaply and with minimal services provides poor would-be 

homeowners with a foothold in the property market, while the widespread reliance on 

mobile homes or self-building offers an affordable and flexible housing option 

unparalleled in either the rental or owner market within cities. It is in this way that the 

premature subdivision of land opens up opportunities for minorities and the poor. 

As cities expand their borders to accommodate population growth, they inevitably 

come upon poorly planned subdivisions with ailing or lacking infrastructure, incongruous 

land uses, poor quality housing, and a weak tax base. As cities encroach upon these 

communities their extraterritorial jurisdiction allows them to regulate land and housing 

without offering residents the ability to vote in municipal elections (Anderson, 2010; 
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Johnson et al., 2004). For some residents, inclusion in the city is highly desired. As 

illustrated in Chapter 5, black neighborhoods along the urban fringe are more likely to 

petition for annexation by neighboring cities. However, the success of these efforts often 

hinges upon factors outside of residents’ control. For example, cities have clear fiscal 

reasons for being reluctant to annex premature subdivisions such as colonias (Durst, 

2014b), and annexation sometimes only occurs as a result of oversight by boundary 

commissions and the leveraging of infrastructure subsidies (Mukhija & Mason, 2013).  

The physical characteristics of premature subdivisions also provides a fiscal 

justification for what appears to be racially motivated annexation. When given voice over 

annexation decisions, city residents tend to choose to exclude black neighborhoods from 

annexation. Regardless of the factors that drive such decisions—whether explicit 

preferences for the racial composition of their neighbors, misperceptions of the value of 

land and housing in black communities, or beliefs about blacks’ preferences for tax and 

expenditure policies—this race-based underbounding violates the spirit of the Voting 

Rights and Fair Housing Acts. 

LOCAL CONTROL, LOCAL GOVERNMENT STRUCTURE, AND REGIONAL VARIATION IN 

PATTERNS OF SEGREGATION ALONG THE URBAN FRINGE 

Divergent Patterns of Residential Segregation Across the Country 

One of the important findings highlighted by this research is the fact that patterns 

of residential segregation along the fringe differ markedly across the country. This is 

perhaps not surprising given that the types of local government that make up urban areas 

vary markedly across the country. As (Wilson, 2012, p. 94) has argued,  

The relative autonomy assigned to state governments under the dual-sovereignty 

provision of the U.S. Constitution in defining local governmental structures 
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creates substantial variation, if not experimentation, across states in approaches to 

metropolitan governance. 

It is my contention that it is precisely this state-level variation that contributes to the 

divergent patterns of residential segregation identified here.109 

Annexation, for example, is almost non-existent in the Northeast, where towns 

and townships are granted wide authority over land use and municipal services and where 

jurisdictional boundaries have been more or less unchanged for decades (Edwards, 2008); 

but annexation is commonplace across the rest of the country and plays an important role 

in contributing to patterns of residential segregation between the core and fringe. At the 

same time, the state and federal laws that either expand or limit local control over 

annexation also differ considerably across the country. Two of the state laws that are 

closely linked with patterns of race-based annexation—mandatory referenda in both cities 

and in the area at risk of annexation—are more common in the South than elsewhere in 

the country.110 Moreover, prior to its invalidation by the Supreme Court in 2013, Section 

5 preclearance under the Voting Rights Act applied primarily to jurisdictions in the South 

and likely played an important role in preventing discriminatory patterns of race-based 

annexation. 

Land use regulation also appears to vary by census region in ways that shape 

patterns of residential segregation. As already noted, towns and townships along the 

                                                 
109 This research initially was focused primarily upon the South and West, where empirical and legal 

research suggests that the challenges of poverty and underdevelopment are most common in fringe areas 

(see discussion below drawing on work by Anderson, 2008). I am appreciative of suggestions by committee 

members Robert Wilson and Paul von Hippel that I consider regional variation in the types of local 

government as an opportunity to compare the institutional factors that contribute to differing patterns of 

segregation across the country. 
110 City referenda are mandatory in half of the 16 Southern states, compared with only 5 of 12 states in the 

Midwest, and 1 of 11 states in the West; while referenda in the area at risk are mandatory in 13 of 16 

Southern states, but only 6 of 11 Western and 6 of 12 Midwestern states. Importantly, as my analysis in 

Chapter 5 shows, the former leads to increases, while the latter leads to decreases, in the annexation of 

black neighborhoods. 
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fringe are far less lenient than are counties regarding the placement of mobile homes, and 

they appear to be less lenient regarding the subdivision of land as well. As a result, 

although the premature subdivision of land was once common across the Midwest and 

Northeast during the early part of the twentieth century (Cornick, 1938; Elder, 1946; 

Harris, 1994; Wiese, 2004), this type of land development is very uncommon in this part 

of the country today. It is common, however, across the South and West—far more so 

than earlier scholars had anticipated (Ward & Peters, 2007).  

Much more research is needed to link the type of local government itself to such 

differing patterns of development on the fringe, but there are important reasons why 

counties in the South and West may differ substantially from the towns and townships 

that govern the fringe throughout the rest of the country. These differences have 

important implications for efforts to address the patterns of residential segregation that 

have manifested across the unincorporated fringe.  

Counties 

Counties have played an important role in contributing to the proliferation and 

vulnerability of low-income communities on the urban fringe, but they have largely been 

neglected in analyses of residential segregation. As Anderson (2008, p. 1140) argues,  

in the literature of local government law, which emphasizes vertical contests for 

power between states and municipalities, and horizontal contests for land, wealth, 

and power between cities and incorporated suburbs, counties are rarely 

mentioned, and seldom, if ever, disaggregated from municipal governments in 

terms of their capacity to provide for urbanized populations. This is a significant 

omission, given that counties are the most proximate tier of government for 

millions of Americans, and, in rural and urban counties alike, county land-use 

approvals are major catalysts of urban sprawl.  

Filling this theoretical gap, Anderson (2008, p. 1135) has developed a model by 

which we can judge the adequacy of local government in relation to issues of residential 



222 

 

segregation. The model centers around three conceptual pillars: residential choice and 

mobility; habitability of collective services; and political access and representation. 

Anderson concludes that in parts of the country where the fringe is governed solely by 

county governments, all three pillars are lacking or severely weakened.  

Although unincorporated parts of counties offer affordable homeownership 

opportunities for low-income households, once they have purchased land on the fringe, 

their subsequent mobility is limited by a number of factors. First, as Anderson (2008) 

describes, the poor quality of infrastructure and services in many low-income 

unincorporated communities means that low-income homeowners cannot move without 

missing out on the potential appreciation that might occur as a result of infrastructure 

upgrades; second, the absence of other affordable housing alternatives means that 

homeowners cannot move without, as Anderson (2008, p. 114) puts it, “falling on the 

tenure ladder.” I would also add to this the fact that, due to severe housing market 

dysfunction in unincorporated areas, selling one’s home is often a pipedream: potential 

buyers often do not exist, or where they do, they do not have the finances necessary to 

make the purchase, meaning that vacancy and abandonment, renting of the property, or 

conflicted inheritance, are the only means dealing with property once the original 

homeowners have no use for it (Durst, 2014a, 2015; Durst & Ward, 2015).  

While all of these problems also plague high-poverty neighborhoods in the inner 

city, two factors make them particularly challenging in unincorporated parts of counties. 

First, the geographic proximity of city government to its constituencies, when compared 

with the relative isolation of fringe residents from county government officials, means 

that blight and underdevelopment are more visible to city officials, possibly allowing for 

greater chances of investment in urban development or renewal; second, gentrification is 
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more likely in cities than in the fringe, and though it can be problematic, gentrification at 

the very least allows low-income residents wishing to sell to regain some of their 

investment.  

Counties, as conceptualized by Anderson (2008), are also inadequate stewards of 

the urban fringe in regards to measures of habitability. Many low-income neighborhoods 

lack basic services, and though they may be willing and able to pay the user fees 

associated with such services, they could never afford the upfront costs associated with 

their installation. While many middle- and upper-class suburbs with similar infrastructure 

deficits were assisted with improvements during the second half of the 20th century, many 

low-income communities continue to lack amenities like sewer systems and piped water. 

Counties, who are beholden to a range of interests beyond those of residents in 

unincorporated areas—including city residents and agricultural or industrial interests—

are unlikely to be responsive to the needs of such residents (Anderson, 2008). The 

habitability of unincorporated areas is thus threatened by a combination of concentrated 

unwanted land uses (industry, waste disposal sites, highways, illegal dumping of waste), 

poor-quality or lacking residential infrastructure (including electricity, water, waste 

water, street paving, street lighting, and sidewalks), and limited or delayed services (fire 

and safety; Anderson, 2008).  

Once again, similar challenges often exist in cities, so are counties justifiably 

distinct? As Anderson (2008, pp. 1154–1155) argues,  

Municipalities, as discussed, generally have much stronger code standards than 

counties when it comes to infrastructure and services. In addition, 

antidiscrimination law has greater potential to prevent the racially discriminatory 

distribution of such services where they are provided to residents as a feature of 

municipal citizenship. It is all but impossible to prevail on such claims against a 
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county that does not provide those services cost-free to any residents, minority or 

not. 
 

Such differences in the regulatory and legal status of counties make it particularly 

difficult to address issues of poverty and underdevelopment in fringe areas.  

Lastly, living within the unincorporated part of a county also means residents 

suffer from a lack of political access and representation. Residents in unincorporated 

parts of counties can vote in county, state, and federal elections, as well as elections for 

special districts if they live within its service boundary. They thus have access to a series 

of tiers of government, but only to a single tier of local general purpose government 

responsible for the provision of urban infrastructure, services, and regulatory authority 

(Anderson, 2008). Moreover, counties are far more populous than either cities or 

townships: in 1992, county governments served, on average, 74,000 residents, compared 

with around 8,000 and 3,000 for cities and townships/towns (Sokolow, 1997). Thus, if 

counties are your first-tier general purpose government, the strength of your voice is 

substantially weaker than if you lived in a township, town, or city.  However, for a 

second more nuanced reason, the vote of residents in unincorporated parts of counties is 

diminished further: Because city residents also reside within counties, they too may vote 

in county elections, and because the interests of city and county residents may differ in 

important ways, this tends to dilute the influence of fringe residents over issues, such as 

land use and land development in unincorporated areas, that may directly and 

disproportionately impact them (Anderson, 2008).  

Towns and Townships 

The capacity and responsiveness of counties differs markedly from that of towns 

and townships located throughout the Midwest and Northeast in ways that likely 
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contributes to the divergent patterns of segregation identified in fringe areas across the 

country. However, as for counties, research on the role of towns and townships in the 

regulation of the urban fringe is also limited. Towns and townships are consistently 

overlooked in research on state and local government (Stephens, 1989), and perhaps even 

more in research on the structural causes of residential segregation. Nevertheless, there 

are aspects of town government that make them an important arena for analyses of 

residential segregation.  

The most distinctive characteristics of towns and townships is the use of the town 

meeting, at which residents are able to engage directly in the election of officers, passing 

of budgets, levying of taxes, and the determination of expenditures and regulatory or 

zoning changes. Although participation rates can be quite low, where it is used111 the 

town meeting gives residents opportunities for direct democracy that are unrivaled 

elsewhere in local government (Sokolow, 1997; Stephens, 1989). The traditional town 

meeting works best in smaller communities, and as some towns have grown they have 

adopted representative town meetings,112 with elected representatives serving as the 

deliberative body of the meeting. (Sokolow, 1997; Stephens, 1989).  

Direct democracy in towns and townships has important implications for issues of 

residential segregation. Many residents in towns enjoy their semi-rural character (Zabik 

& Prytherch, 2013), and in the face of population growth they may fiercely resist changes 

to zoning laws (Massey et al., 2013). Assembly democracies such as town meetings, in 

                                                 
111 As of 1992, Indiana, Kansas, Missouri, Ohio, and Pennsylvania all had fewer than five towns or 

townships still utilizing the town meeting, while slightly fewer than half of the townships in New Jersey 

and Nebraska did so. Most of the townships in the remaining states continued to use the citizen town 

meeting (U.S. Census Bureau. Census of Governments, 1995). 
112 By 1992, 51 towns in Connecticut and Massachusetts had adopted representative town meetings (U.S. 

Census Bureau. Census of Governments, 1995). 
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which citizens engage directly in government decision-making, tend to have low 

participation rates, and may be less representative of the general population, than in 

ballot-based systems (Schaub, 2012; Stadelmann-Steffen & Dermont, 2016). This offers 

an opportunity for specific interest groups, and in particular residents with Not-In-My-

Backyard (NIMBYist) sentiments, to influence local government decisions. For example, 

Schuetz (2008) found that Massachusetts towns that held the traditional town meeting 

were more likely to prevent the development of multifamily housing through by-right113 

zoning prohibitions when compared with local jurisdictions with a city or town council 

structure.  

Whether the town meeting is functional or not, other aspects of towns and 

townships also make them unique among general purpose local governments. Like 

counties, and unlike cities, townships in many states cover the entirety of urban areas. 

However, they are much smaller in size than the average county or city, meaning that a 

single person in most any township or town carries greater political influence than in 

either city or county governments. This in turn gives township residents a greater degree 

of control over issues that matter to them, with important implications for the regulation 

of the urban environment. For example, as Sokolow (1997, p. 305) argues,  

New England towns and many Midwestern townships have substantial ordinance-

making powers and carry out numerous inspection and other regulatory functions, 

including the licensing of businesses, animal control, and building inspection. For 

town and township governments that serve suburban and other growing 

communities, land use planning and regulation are among the most important 

programs. 

                                                 
113 By-right zoning refers to uses that are permitted by right as specified in current zoning codes. These are 

contrasted with special or conditional uses that may be permitted in particular cases, pending discretionary 

approval through, for example, a public hearing or environmental review. 
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Moreover, towns and townships, particularly in New England, also offer a range of 

services that may facilitate Tiebout-type residential sorting:  

New England towns offer the most extensive array of public services, in many 

cases essentially identical in program and legal status to municipalities. Most 

Midwestern townships, especially in the westernmost states of this region, are 

much more limited governments—virtually single purpose in their concentration 

on maintaining rural roads and bridges or other specific services. In the mid-

Atlantic region, New York and New Jersey towns/townships are similar to the 

New England governments in scope of activity and legal status, while 

Pennsylvania townships resemble the less active Midwestern governments 

(Sokolow, 1997, p. 295).  

Lastly, because towns and townships are heavily dependent upon property taxes as their 

primary form of revenue (Sokolow, 1997), they have financial incentives to pursue 

NIMBYist policies that boost the local tax base. 

Whether and how these various institutional differences between counties, towns, 

and townships have contributed to divergent patterns of residential segregation along the 

urban fringe is unclear. These conclusions are thus only speculative, but intriguing 

nonetheless. Future research should examine how political representation, the politics of 

exclusion, and public choice contribute to residential segregation in different ways in 

varying depending upon the type of local government that governs the urban fringe.  

IMPLICATIONS FOR PLANNING AND POLICYMAKING 

As a segue into a discussion of the implications of this research for planning and 

policymaking in urban areas, recall that the nature and causes of residential segregation 

along the fringe are characterized by a series of contradictions. These contradictions 

make it difficult to provide universally applicable recommendations for combatting 

concentrated residential segregation along the fringe. In some contexts, targeted policies 

are needed to facilitate desegregation of urban areas by relaxing land use regulation, and 
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in particular density zoning, along the urban fringe. In other contexts, however, 

enhancements in regulation are still needed to ensure that residential development occurs 

in ways that can eventually facilitate the inclusion of low-income unincorporated 

communities into the urban core through annexation. Rather than try to navigate between 

competing narratives about the racial or class composition of the fringe and the factors 

that have contributed to disparities between it and the core, this section is structured in 

reference to broader policy approaches that, if considered carefully, can be used to open 

up the fringe to minorities and the poor, to ensure equitable management of growth along 

the fringe, and to bring disadvantaged communities back into the core via annexation.  

Providing Social Services 

Although poverty in the urban core is not without its challenges, concentrated 

suburban poverty poses a unique set of obstacles to planners and policymakers. In 

discussing the logistical challenges posed by increases in suburban poverty (in general, 

not simply in the unincorporated fringe),  Kneebone and Berube (2013), for example, 

highlight the mismatch between suburban employment opportunities and areas of 

concentrated poverty, the lack of reliable and affordable transportation options in 

suburbs, struggling school districts in high-poverty suburbs, and the dispersed or non-

existent social services (e.g., job training, child care, and health services) that many poor 

households rely upon. 

 Suburban communities face substantial political obstacles in addressing the needs 

of poor populations. Often, because of perceptions of suburbia as an area of affluence, 

suburbs are overlooked in government or charitable efforts to support the poor. 

Moreover, a lack of experience with social service provision and a lack of resources 

make it difficult for suburban jurisdictions to respond to increases in poverty (Kneebone 
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& Berube, 2013). Although Kneebone and Berube make only passing mention of 

unincorporated governments, the challenges of addressing rising poverty in these areas is 

often greater than in incorporated suburbs: 

Consider efforts to improve neighborhoods. These strategies assume, by and 

large, that market failures exist at the neighborhood level, and that such 

neighborhoods have locational assets and advantages that render them valuable 

for future market activity. But that proposition does not necessarily hold across 

suburbs. For one, suburban poverty often spreads over much wider areas and 

exists in communities that lack basic infrastructure or strong connections to 

economic activity. This is true of Rapid Growth Suburbs like unincorporated 

Arapahoe County in metropolitan Denver or suburban Harris County outside of 

Houston (Kneebone & Berube, 2013, p. 88).  

The diversification of unincorporated areas that I document here means that millions of 

new residents along the fringe are in need of services, amenities, and opportunities: 

infrastructure and utility services; public transportation; housing assistance; employment 

opportunities; access to recreation; and political representation. 

Extensive fragmentation within metropolitan areas also means that effective and 

efficient anti-poverty strategies require concerted cooperation. Funding for anti-poverty 

efforts are often unreliable or sustainable, particularly in the face of state and federal 

budget cuts (Kneebone & Berube, 2013). Moreover, white and affluent majorities in 

unincorporated areas may resist changes to their community that too closely resemble the 

“problems” that characterize the urban core. For example, as Danielson (1976a, p. 49) 

argues, “growth and change in the suburbs…bolster the fears of the inner city, of lower-

income and minority groups, of crime and drugs, of housing projects and integrated 

schools. As a result, in suburbs of every size and type, the common response to 

diversification and heterogeneity are efforts to protect and preserve the local community, 

its residents, and their environment from external threats.”  
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Opening Up the Fringe 

Efforts to open up the fringe to greater numbers of minorities and the poor, or to 

provide needed services to those that already live there, are thus likely to be stymied by 

jurisdictional fragmentation, local control over land use and housing, and opposition by 

residents to redistributive policies. Given the often inequitable outcomes that arise from 

widespread metropolitan fragmentation and the exercise of local autonomy, a number of 

authors have advocated for regional governance solutions to address the causes and 

consequences of exclusionary zoning, urban sprawl, white flight, and municipal 

underbounding (Alexander, 2010; Anderson, 2010; Briffault, 1990; Griffith, 2005; Rusk, 

1993).  

Traditional approaches to regionalism have often sought to create regional 

governments (e.g., through city-county consolidation or expansive annexation powers) 

with the authority to address region-wide challenges. New Regionalism, on the other 

hand, typically seeks to preserve local government autonomy to the extent possible while 

also facilitating cooperation and coordination between local governments regarding 

issues of regional significance: these include intergovernmental service agreements, 

regional councils of governments, metropolitan planning organizations, regional 

legislatures, fiscally and democratically permeable local boundaries, and state 

departments of transportation (Griffith, 2005; Moreira, 2015). 

The effectiveness of these regional solutions is debatable. As Wilson (2012, p. 98) 

has argued, “because of both institutional and political resistance, metropolitan-wide 

issues are unlikely to be addressed, at least not without inducements by higher-level 

government.” Such interventions are unlikely to come from the federal government 

(Wilson, 2012). However, pseudo-regional governments with the constitutional authority 
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and fiscal capacity to intervene in urban areas to prevent and address intractable problems 

with residential segregation already exist: namely, states (Moreira, 2015). It is a lack of 

political will rather than a lack of institutional capacity that has led most states to take a 

backseat in addressing jurisdictional fragmentation and its effect on residential 

segregation (ibid.).  

Some states, however, such as New Jersey, Oregon and Massachusetts, have 

undertaken broad efforts to prevent exclusionary zoning, or require inclusionary zoning, 

by suburban jurisdictions (Moreira, 2015; Orfield, 2012). While these efforts are not 

without their limitations, they have shown modest success in opening up the suburbs 

(Massey et al., 2013; Schuetz, Meltzer, & Been, 2011), and will be needed throughout the 

urban fringe in order to reduce racial and class disparities between the core and fringe. 

Other efforts by states to enforce anti-discrimination housing laws, to effectively site 

subsidized housing within high-growth areas, or to link affordable housing with 

infrastructure access could also help to address patterns of residential segregation in 

fringe areas (Orfield, 2012).  

Equitable Management of Growth Along the Fringe 

 In addition to policies that open the fringe to greater numbers of minorities and 

the poor, regional solutions are also needed to ensure that new development in fringe 

areas is affordable for poor households but does not expose residents to the health, safety, 

and financial risks that are characteristic of so many premature subdivisions. As 

mentioned above, states such as Florida have adopted comprehensive growth 

management policies that aim to ensure that future growth is coordinated, paced 

appropriately, and targeted to areas that can accommodate densification (Ben-Zadok, 

2005). These efforts have largely prevented the continued proliferation of new premature 
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subdivisions (Stroud & Spikowski, 1999), but they have not resolved the persistent 

challenges caused by the poor design of existing subdivisions, lacking infrastructure, and 

widespread vacancies (Stroud, 2006; Stroud & Spikowski, 1999). Moreover, some 

research suggests that Florida’s Growth Management Act has actually led to reductions in 

housing affordability (Anthony, 2003) and, as this research has shown (Chapter 4), strict 

regulation of housing in premature subdivisions such as Lehigh Acres outside of Fort 

Myers, Florida, appears to have largely closed off opportunities for self-building by the 

poor. Other states such as Texas have taken a far more hands-off approach, allowing 

premature subdivisions to spread virtually unimpeded but ensuring that they are 

developed with a minimum of water and wastewater infrastructure. These regulatory 

enhancements have prevented exposure to communicable diseases caused by 

contaminated drinking water while still allowing for self-building to proceed more or less 

unabated, but they also appear to have led to modest increases in the cost of land (Durst, 

2016; Durst & Ward, 2016). 

Comparing the divergent paths taken by Texas and Florida provides a sense of 

both the promise and peril posed by either approach to growth management: over-

regulate growth and one risks closing off one of the few opportunities for low-income 

households to transition into homeownership, but avoid growth management altogether 

and one allows premature subdivisions to proliferate rapidly, posing downstream 

challenges for entire urban areas. The challenge is thus for states to reconcile their urban 

housing needs while recognizing the potential risks and benefits associated with low-

income suburban and exurban sprawl. Even where basic subdivision regulations are 

enforced, states such as Texas should recognize that the proliferation of low-income 

premature subdivisions poses long-term challenges that will eventually require 
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considerable financial investment by the state in order to ensure that these communities 

can be integrated into the urban fabric. The conflicting land uses between cities and 

premature subdivisions, the lack of all but basic infrastructure, and the poor quality of 

housing in these communities means that cities will be reluctant to annex them without 

considerable subsidies.  

In places such as Texas, where there is little political will to prevent the premature 

subdivision of land, the most rational, if perhaps politically challenging, solution might 

be to find ways to encourage subdivisions to be developed close to cities where full 

services (water, sewerage, streetlighting, storm drainage, paved roads, and sidewalks) can 

be installed at the outset and where residents can engage in incremental building of the 

home via self-help. This would require creative regulatory approaches that allow for 

progressive compliance with building codes (i.e., codes that increase in their strictness 

over time) while still providing residents with the flexibility to construct the home as 

resources permit (Larson, 1996, 2002; Ward, 1999). Thus, rather than regulate housing to 

the point that self-builders are effectively excluded from the market, policy could seek to 

capitalize on many residents’ eagerness to engage in self-building by facilitating low-cost 

housing solutions that are easily and inexpensively expanded over time while still 

meeting minimum health and safety codes. Prefabrication of housing in the form of 

manufactured or modular homes114 is already well understood as a more affordable 

housing solution (Friedman & Krawitz, 2015; Genz, 2001), but new housing of this sort 

is still outside the price range of very low-income households: most residents in newly 

                                                 
114 A modular home is a factory-built unit that arrives as separate modules that are then assembled on-site. 

In contrast, manufactured (and mobile) homes are constructed entirely off-site and are transported whole 

and then placed upon the site: those built after 1976 and that meet HUD Code are referred to as 

manufactured homes, while those built before 1976 are generally referred to as mobile homes (Housing 

Assistance Council, 2005). 
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established premature subdivisions in Texas rely primarily on older and dilapidated 

mobile homes because they are far less expensive than new modular or manufactured 

units. More creative approaches could thus seek to maximize the use of small dwellings 

and allow for flexible expansion over time (Friedman, 1997). 

Any effort to promote the use of progressive codes or to facilitate incremental 

improvements to housing over time would almost certainly be accompanied by claims 

that such policies legitimate the relegation of poor and minority households to poor-

quality housing115 and that they are anathema to the goals of housing policy and urban 

planning. But so is the de facto legitimation of self-building that occurs where building 

codes are non-existent along the urban fringe and therefore where housing can be built 

without any oversight or enforcement of even basic health or safety codes. Equally 

troubling, too, are the effects of excessively stringent regulation and code enforcement 

that entirely prohibit housing by self-builders. In parts of the country like Texas and in 

many other areas where premature subdivisions with poor-quality housing are common 

along the fringe a middle ground could be sought by accepting that residents already rely 

heavily on self-help. Policymakers and planners could then modify existing codes and 

promote alternative forms of construction that can expedite the construction process 

while preserving safety, flexibility, affordability and, ultimately, quality. 

Bringing Disadvantaged Communities Back into the City 

In addition to taking steps to open up the fringe, or to ensure equitable 

management of growth in fringe areas, states should also take steps to ensure that 

disadvantaged communities located on the periphery of cities are, where appropriate and 

desired by communities themselves, brought into cities through an expansion of 

                                                 
115 For an interesting debate on this, see Delgado (1996) and Larson (1996, 2002). 
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municipal borders. While not all disadvantaged communities located along the fringe see 

annexation as a desirable option (Mukhija & Mason, 2013), many do. Where possible, 

such desires for inclusion should be honored.  

The means for doing so are varied. The invalidation in 2013 of Section 4 of the 

Voting Rights Act, which determined the jurisdictions subject to preclearance 

requirements under Section 5, puts discriminatory annexation back in the spotlight. 

Voting rights and fair housing advocates now face far more difficult claims of 

discriminatory annexation or failure to provide municipal services under Section 2 of the 

VRA or the Fair Housing Act (Anderson, 2008, 2010; Bellows, 2014; Pennisi, 2009). 

States are, in fact, capable of intervening to prevent minority vote dilution, though only a 

few have done so (Epstein, 2013). In the absence of federal oversight over annexation, 

states could play a more active role in reviewing annexation decisions to ensure that they 

do not leave minority communities stranded along the unincorporated fringe. The 

ultimate success of such efforts is an open question: given the evidence suggesting that 

federal oversight under Section 5 of the VRA was only marginally successful in 

preventing race-based annexation, and given fierce defense of local control in many 

states, the logistical resources and political will needed to make state review of 

annexation successful are unlikely to materialize.  

As Anderson (2010) argues, solutions might be found, somewhat paradoxically 

perhaps, by drawing upon existing institutions that provide expanded local control. For 

example, expanding petition rights to residents along the fringe in the handful of states 

that do not already allow for annexation by petition would, as my results suggest, 

dramatically increase the annexation of black neighborhoods. The ability to initiate 

annexation appears to have been particularly successful in states previously governed by 
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Section 5 of the VRA. Without federal oversight, however, many of the petitions may be 

left unfulfilled. One solution advocated by Anderson (2010) would largely resolve this 

issue: make annexation mandatory where a majority of residents sign a petition.  

Anderson’s other recommendations for resolving underbounding by, for example, 

expanding county decision-making authority over annexation decisions may be less 

successful: my analysis in Chapter 5 suggests that county veto authority over annexation 

had no discernible effect on annexation by race or class. Indeed, vesting authority for 

annexation in state or regional boundary commissions may do more to facilitate the 

annexation of minority neighborhoods, although even these commissions are hamstrung 

by a lack of preemptive planning authority and the inability to override direct democracy 

in action. Thus, to be fully successful, boundary commissions need leverage (e.g., 

political will and funding) with which to incentivize the annexation of poor and minority 

enclaves (Mukhija & Mason, 2013). Courts too are limited in preventing municipal 

underbounding, and instead merely ensure compliance with statutory law. Thus, 

expanding state laws to include criteria along which discriminatory patterns of 

annexation can be judged (for example, by placing limits on the creation of 

unincorporated islands), and giving both boundary commissions and courts the ability to 

take action to prevent such patterns, are needed to ensure that these institutions protect 

residents from exclusionary annexation.  

Lastly, though it is unlikely that state laws granting direct democracy to 

residents—either in cities or in the fringe—will be walked back, the findings presented in 

Chapter 5 suggest that planners and policymakers should give considerable thought to 

how annexation proposals that are put to popular vote or are presented at public hearings 

may contribute to patterns of race-based annexation. The use of these institutions to resist 
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the annexation of black neighborhoods is a particularly troubling finding that has 

received little attention in the literature. Before we can state definitively that racial 

motivations have shaped such decisions, we need to know much more about how public 

hearings and city referenda are publicized and facilitated, but there is considerable reason 

for concern that such institutions may contribute to increased patterns of race-based 

annexation, particularly in the absence of Section 5 preclearance.   

AVENUES FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

Having laid out a series of policy solutions, this last section discusses the broader 

avenues of research needed to better understand that factors shaping patterns of 

residential segregation along the fringe. Given the wide variation across the country in 

the types of local government, their degree of autonomy, and the roles they play in issues 

of urban governance, certain policies may be more or less effective in particular areas. 

Thus, future research should examine the potential effectiveness of the policies discussed 

earlier in distinct institutional environments.  

In particular, additional research should examine the role of counties and 

towns/townships along the urban fringe in contributing to patterns of residential 

segregation. These types of local government are consistently overlooked in the literature 

on urban governance (Benton, 2005; Johnson, 2005; Sokolow, 1997; Streib et al., 2007), 

and in particular in regards to questions of residential segregation. Regional variation in 

the type and authority of local governments certainly complicates efforts to examine the 

factors that drive patterns of residential segregation, but as this dissertation has shown 

these obstacles are not insurmountable. Local or regional analyses examining the ways in 

which towns/townships and counties contribute to residential segregation in fringe areas 
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could help to build a broader understanding of the governance challenges posed by 

jurisdictional fragmentation and the politics of exclusion in distinct institutional contexts.  

We also need a more nuanced understanding of the way in which the local 

governments that make up the urban fringe respond to growth. Why is it, for example, 

that counties are more lenient than towns and townships regarding both density zoning 

and zoning for mobile homes? What contributes to the apparent dominance of the politics 

of exclusion in smaller towns and townships, and what are the implications for efforts to 

promote New Regionalist solutions in urban areas throughout the Midwest and 

Northeast? Moreover, what explains the apparent contradiction in counties’ approach to 

regulating the urban fringe? That is, why do counties zone more strictly for density while 

imposing fewer restrictions on other forms of housing (mobile homes) and land 

development (subdivision regulation)? Answers to these questions would provide insight 

into the political barriers to fair housing and are crucial for efforts to open the fringe to 

racial minorities and the poor. 

Much more research is also needed to weave together the siloed literature on 

colonias and other forms of premature land development. We need a clearer picture of 

how and where premature subdivisions proliferated throughout the country and how local 

governments responded (or failed to respond) to their proliferation. Integrating these 

disparate scholarly traditions would provide insight into the success of growth 

management efforts and their potential unintended consequences for issues of housing 

affordability and homeownership among poor and minorities households. Such research 

could also inform current efforts to address the continued spread of premature 

subdivisions in places like Texas. In particular, more research is needed to evaluate the 

prospects for and obstacles to the eventual inclusion of premature subdivisions into the 
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broader urban fabric, whether through the provision of services, the upgrading of 

housing, or their annexation by neighboring cities. 

There are also important unanswered questions regarding the on-the-ground 

politics of annexation. Future case-study research should examine if and how direct 

democracy contributes to race-based patterns of annexation in particular contexts, and 

how oversight through the use of boundary commissions can serve to ameliorate such 

patterns. Although much of this research could draw on historical patterns of annexation 

throughout the country, there is also a need for careful evaluations of contemporary 

annexation decisions. In particular, given the invalidation in 2013 of Section 5 of the 

Voting Rights Act, research should probe the extent of renewed efforts by cities 

throughout the South to conduct exclusionary annexation and the potential legal 

challenges and governance solutions to address such efforts.  

CONCLUSION 

As I argued at the beginning of this chapter, the urban fringe is a place of 

considerable contradiction: the fringe is whiter and wealthier than the core, but it is also 

home to pockets of severe poverty and underdevelopment; rapid demographic change 

over the past quarter century has led to the diversification of fringe areas, and yet they 

have become relatively whiter and more affluent over time; land use regulation restricts 

the movement of the poor and minorities into the fringe by prohibiting multi-family 

housing, but it also draws these residents there through the promise of affordable 

homeownership in premature subdivisions; and residents along the fringe face both 

threats to and considerable opportunities for public choice.  

Interestingly, these various contradictions arise from the same set of factors: 

jurisdictional fragmentation and local control over land use regulation, housing policy, 
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and boundary changes. These factors work in tandem, both preventing the movement of 

the poor and minorities into the fringe and leaving them isolated there indefinitely 

without access to political representation, safe housing, and adequate services. Too often 

these factors are studied in isolation. Scholars should take care to recognize that both 

factors are often at play within the same urban community, and that they occur in highly 

nuanced and contradictory ways. Failing to recognize this fact brings with it the risk of 

adopting policies that exacerbate rather than ameliorate issues of residential segregation.  
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Appendix A 

This appendix provides an overview of the data sources used in the analyses 

presented in Chapters 2 through 5, with a particular emphasis on the empirical challenges 

they present. Perhaps part of the reason that so little research has examined the 

characteristics of the urban fringe is that it is often difficult to acquire data on the 

appropriate variables, at the appropriate scale, for the appropriate time period. Although 

data availability has improved over time, it is still difficult to examine the demographic 

and socioeconomic characteristics of fringe areas with precision. 

DEFINITIONS 

Unincorporated Fringe 

Within the urban areas analyzed throughout this study, I distinguish between what 

I call core and fringe areas. This definition is distinct from that used by the U.S. Census 

Bureau (2012) to identify “urbanized areas” or “urban clusters”—the latter are based on 

population and population density thresholds.116 In this study I refer to areas as part of the 

core if they are located within incorporated local governments and part of the fringe if 

they are not. Thus, while the Census Bureau identifies core areas based on population and 

population density thresholds, I identify them based on the type of local government. In 

practice, however, there is considerable overlap.117 

In order to identify core and fringe areas, I use the definitions for incorporated 

places and their unincorporated counterparts provided by the U.S. Census Bureau. 

According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2012, p. A-21), incorporated places “provide 

                                                 
116 Urbanized areas have more than 50,000 people, while urban clusters have between 2,500 and 50,000 

people (US Census Bureau, 2012). 
117 In total, 56% of the land area in urbanized areas or urban clusters is located within an incorporated local 

government, as defined below.  
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governmental functions for a concentration of people.” This is a technical, if unhelpful 

definition. In actuality, the specific governmental functions that incorporated places 

provide varies from place to place as a result of local public policy decisions or from state 

to state depending upon the degree of autonomy granted to incorporated places under 

state constitutions (Zimmerman, 1995). If such variation were not complicated enough, 

even the names used to refer to incorporated places varies across the country, and may 

include the following terms: city, town, village, or borough (US Census Bureau, 2012).  

Incorporated places are contrasted with their unincorporated counterparts, 

counties and minor civil divisions. Counties, which exist in all but a few states,118 are the 

“primary legal divisions” of states (US Census Bureau, 2012, p. A-16-17). Minor civil 

divisions are the “primary divisions of counties” (US Census Bureau, 2012, p. A-16-17). 

There are active minor civil division governments in only 29 states, which are designated 

using a variety of terms—most common are townships in the Midwest and towns in New 

England—and they “represent many different kinds of legal entities with a wide variety 

of governmental and/or administrative functions” (ibid.).  

I use the term “cities” to refer, collectively, to all incorporated places (including 

cities, towns, villages, and boroughs) irrespective of their population size. Typically, 

however, I will refer not to individual cities but to sets of cities that make up what I refer 

to as the “incorporated core,” or simply the “core.” I use the term “counties” to refer to 

unincorporated parts of counties (or parishes in Louisiana), or the terms townships or 

towns to refer to unincorporated parts of minor civil divisions. However, more 

                                                 
118 All or some counties in Connecticut, Rhode Island, and Massachusetts have been dissolved. In 

Louisiana the term “parishes” is used (US Census Bureau, 2012).  
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frequently, I will refer to a set of counties or townships at the metropolitan level which 

make up the “unincorporated fringe,” or simply the “fringe.” 

DATA 

In Chapters 2 through 5, I conduct a series analyses of the causes of residential 

segregation along the urban fringe. These various analyses are conducted at three distinct 

scales—i.e., at the metropolitan or micropolitan, place, or block levels—depending upon 

the research question and the availability of data at varying levels.  

Analyses of residential segregation along the urban fringe—whether in 

incorporated or unincorporated areas—suffer from common challenges: in short, census 

data, the primary source for data on residential communities, are often poorly suited to 

analyses of conditions outside of urban areas because the geographic scale at which 

conditions are measured is often too coarse to draw meaningful inferences about 

particular communities (Theobald, 2001). The challenges for studying the unincorporated 

fringe are even greater, because until recently (1990), census data did not precisely 

distinguish between incorporated and unincorporated areas. As a result, we still have a 

poor understanding of patterns of residential segregation along the fringe.  

If used carefully and creatively, however, census data can provide an accurate and 

highly informative portrayal of fringe areas. To illustrate some of the advantages and 

disadvantages of using census data from various scales to study the urban fringe, here I 

provide a description of data from three geographic levels—census blocks, census block 

groups, and census designated places. I then test the accuracy of each for depicting 

metropolitan-level patterns of racial and socioeconomic segregation on the fringe. 
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Census Blocks 

Census blocks provide an important advantage in the study of unincorporated 

areas: their boundaries perfectly align with those of general purpose local governments 

(i.e., cities, towns/townships, and counties). This allows for a precise count of the number 

of people residing in unincorporated areas in each metropolitan area. Unfortunately, 

however, only a limited number of variables are available at the census block level—the 

most useful of which, for this study, are measures of race and ethnicity. Other important 

variables of interest to the study of residential segregation—household incomes, poverty 

rates, types of housing, and housing values or rental costs—are either not available at the 

census block level or are available only for the 1990 census. These variables must 

therefore be obtained from larger geographies such as block groups or census designated 

places. 

Block Groups 

As their name suggests, block groups are composed of a series of census blocks. 

Although a variety of additional variables are available at the block group level, their 

boundaries do not perfectly align with those of incorporated cities. Therefore, in order to 

calculate measures of, for example, metropolitan-level poverty in unincorporated areas, a 

correction must applied to weight block group estimates of poverty to account for the 

proportion of residents residing in unincorporated areas. To do so, I used the proportion 

of people in each block group that lived in unincorporated areas—as measured by census 

block data—to reweight block-group estimates of poverty prior to aggregation at the 

metropolitan level. This results in some measurement error. 
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In order to examine the accuracy of these weighted block group estimates, I 

conducted a comparison of measures of race and ethnicity from both census block119 and 

block group geographies. To do so, I first calculated measures of race and ethnicity (the 

share of residents that are white, black, or Hispanic) for both fringe and core areas in 

2010 using data from both census blocks and block groups. Because race and ethnicity 

vary systematically across the country, it is important to analyze the racial composition of 

fringe areas relative to core areas.120 I therefore subtract measures of the racial 

composition of core areas (i.e., the proportion of residents who are white, black, or 

Hispanic) from that of fringe areas. I then examine the extent to which data from the 

block group level accurately depict the actual racial composition of fringe areas, as 

measured by block data. Table A1.1 shows regression of metro-level relative measures of 

racial concentration in unincorporated areas (i.e., the difference between the racial 

composition of fringe and core areas) calculated using block data on similar estimates 

calculated using the population-weighted block group data just discussed. As is clearly 

indicated by the r-squared, the block group estimates explain approximately 97% of the 

block measures, suggesting that population-weighted block group estimates provide a 

very accurate measure of racial or ethnic concentration in unincorporated areas.  

  

                                                 
119 Because census blocks perfectly conform to the boundaries of incorporated places, estimates obtained 

in this way entail no measurement error. 
120 Failing to do so would overestimate the accuracy of block-group measures. A clear example of this is 

shown in Tables 2.3 and 2.4. Compare, for example, the low r-squared values in Table 2.3, where relative 

measures of race and class are used, with the actual measures presented in Table 2.4. 
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Table A1.1:  Regression of Relative Block-level Measures on Relative Block Group 

Measures 

 

Percent white in 

fringe (block-

level measures) 

Percent white in 

fringe (block-

level measures) 

Percent Hispanic 

in fringe (block-

level measures) 

Percent white in fringe (block-

group measures) 

1.070*** 

 

                

(0.01) 

 

                

Percent black in fringe (block-

group measures)  

1.121***                 

 

(0.01)                 

Percent Hispanic in fringe 

(block-group measures)   

1.067*** 

  

(0.01) 

Constant 0.00666*** -0.00086 -0.00145*** 

 

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

N 929 929 929 

R-sq 0.966 0.971 0.969 

Notes: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. The dependent and independent variables 

are measures of the relative racial composition of fringe areas (that is, the racial 

composition of fringe areas minus that of core areas) calculated using 2010 data from the 

block and block group levels, respectively. 

Census Designated Places 

A second option for examining the characteristics of fringe areas is the census 

designated place (CDP) geography. The U.S. Census Bureau identifies two principal 

types of places: incorporated places and census designated places (CDPs). Incorporated 

places comprise villages, towns, boroughs, and cities that have a legally-recognized local 

government that serves a concentrated population—in other words, incorporated places 

comprise what I call the “core.” The U.S. Census Bureau (2012, p. A-21) also collects 

data on CDPs, which “are the statistical counterparts of incorporated places, and are 

delineated to provide data for settled concentrations of population that are identifiable by 

name but are not legally incorporated under the laws of the state in which they are 

located.”  
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CDPs offer three key advantages for studying the urban fringe. First, a wide range 

of demographic and socioeconomic variables are available at the CDP level. Among 

other things, this allows for a detailed analysis of housing markets. Second, unlike census 

block groups, which in fringe areas often cover very large geographic areas, the 

boundaries of CDPs are delineated to distinguish between distinct communities. Third, 

the boundaries of CDPs do not overlap with incorporated places, as do block groups, 

meaning that the entirety of CDPs are located within unincorporated areas. These 

characteristics mean that CDPs are an ideal geography from which to sample particular 

communities in unincorporated areas. For example, in Chapter 4, I use CDPs to identify 

unincorporated communities with high rates of mobile homes.  

However, the use of CDPs is not without its limitations. Because the boundaries 

of CDPs are identified in cooperation with local officials (US Census Bureau, 2012), the 

CDPs identified by the Census Bureau do not represent all of the unincorporated 

communities within a metropolitan or micropolitan area and therefore may not be 

representative of fringe areas in general. This is a potential weakness of using the CDP 

geography. In order to examine whether CDPs are representative of the unincorporated 

areas of metropolitan areas, I therefore once again created relative measures of race at the 

metro level, this time using CDP data. I then conducted regressions of metro-level racial 

characteristics of fringe areas as measured by census block data on those obtained 

through an analysis of CDP data. The results are shown in Table A1.2. As is clear, there 

are two primary limitations of using CDP data to examine county-level conditions in 

unincorporated areas. First, because many metro or micro areas do not have any CDPs, 

the total sample size of metro areas is reduced (from 929 in Table A1.1 to 705 in Table 

A1.2). Second, aggregating population estimates obtained from CDPs is an imprecise 
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means of measuring conditions in unincorporated areas. This is illustrated by the 

relatively low r-squared shown in the tables below: metro-level estimates obtained using 

CDP data explain between 48% and 57% of the block level estimates from the 2010 

decennial census.  

 

Table A1.2:  Regression of Block-level Measures on Census Designated Place Measures 

 

Percent white in 

fringe (block-

level measures) 

Percent white in 

fringe (block-

level measures) 

Percent Hispanic 

in fringe (block-

level measures) 

Percent white in fringe (CDP 

measures) 

0.506*** 
 

                

(0.02) 
 

                

Percent black in fringe (CDP 

measures) 
 

0.610***                 

 
(0.02)                 

Percent Hispanic in fringe 

(CDP measures) 
  

0.497*** 

  
(0.02) 

Constant 0.0644*** -0.0277*** -0.0246*** 

 

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

N 705 705 705 

R-sq 0.526 0.566 0.476 

 

Notes: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. Notes: The dependent and independent 

variables are measures of the relative racial composition of fringe areas (that is, the racial 

composition of fringe areas minus that of core areas) calculated using 2010 data from the 

block level and 2010-2014 data from the census designated place level, respectively. 

 

This limitation notwithstanding, depending upon the research question, CDPs are 

still the ideal geography with which to examine detailed characteristics of unincorporated 

communities. For example, in Chapter 4 I examine patterns of housing production in 

unincorporated communities. To do so, I need detailed data on the characteristics of the 
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housing market, at a geographic scale that is small enough to identify particular 

communities in unincorporated areas. Only the CDP level meets these criteria.  
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Appendix B 

EMPIRICAL STUDIES OF VOTE DENIAL 

Prior empirical research on vote denial is limited. Moreover, the two most recent 

and largest analyses suffer from important weaknesses: one of the most important 

limitations is the failure adequately control for the socioeconomic characteristics of areas 

at risk of annexation. To illustrate the implications of this limitation, in this section I 

replicate these prior analyses with and without additional controls.  

The Odds of Annexation: Black and Hispanic Enclaves on the Fringe of Cities 

Lichter et al. (2007) examine the exclusion of black neighborhoods between 1990 

and 2000 in the rural South, where much of the detailed research on underbounding to 

date has focused (Aiken, 1987; J. H. Johnson et al., 2004). To do so, the authors conduct 

two types of analyses. The first is discussed here alongside that of Wilson and Edwards 

(2014), who take a similar approach. Lichter et al. (2007) begin by examining how the 

characteristics of peripheral census blocks (i.e., those located on the fringe of cities) 

influence the odds of annexation. The authors find that census blocks with higher shares 

of black residents had only slightly reduced odds of annexation: a one percent increase in 

the percent black in annexed blocks was associated with a .6 percent reduction in the 

probability of annexation.121 These results should be interpreted with caution. First, as the 

authors acknowledge, the block-level controls used (homeownership rates and age-

dependency ratios) are not comprehensive measures of socioeconomic status. Second, the 

association between the racial composition of peripheral census blocks and annexation is 

attenuated and insignificant once state fixed effects are included.  

                                                 
121 The authors report log odds of -.006, which are equivalent to an odds ratio of .994.  
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Wilson and Edwards (2014) conduct a similar analysis of the underbounding of 

Hispanics in the Midwest between 2000 and 2010, using a broader set of predictors to 

model the block-level factors that shape annexation decisions. The authors examine the 

association between annexation and the characteristics of census blocks, including their 

size, age-dependency ratio, homeownership rate, population density, percent black, 

percent Hispanic, and percent of units that are vacant. Only census block size, 

homeownership rate, and age-dependency were significant predictors of annexation,122 

leading the authors to “conclude that there is little evidence of selective annexation with 

an ethnic basis in the 10 midwestern states considered between 2000 and 2010” (Wilson 

& Edwards, 2014, p. 441). 

The weak associations between race or ethnicity and the odds of annexation in 

these two analyses suggests that, at least in the regions studied, underbounding is limited 

at best. Moreover, even had both studies found a strong association between the racial or 

ethnic composition of peripheral census blocks and the odds of annexation—which they 

did not—given the lack of appropriate controls for socio-economic conditions in both 

models, even statistical evidence of such an association would necessarily be 

accompanied by the caveat that, since race and class are often highly correlated, one 

could not distinguish racially or ethnically motivated underbounding from fiscally 

rationale exclusion. This is a very important caveat since the courts generally permit 

exclusion based on class but prohibit it based on race or ethnicity (Anderson, 2010).  

                                                 
122 The authors conducted a second analysis only in non-metropolitan cities and allowed for an interaction 

between the percent Hispanic in at-risk blocks and the change in the percent Hispanic within the city 

between 1990 and 2000. Only the interaction term was statistically significant, but “despite the statistical 

significance of the interaction, the magnitude of its effect on the probability of annexation is very small and 

most relevant in extreme cases where the annexing jurisdiction has experienced very high growth in its 

Hispanic population over the previous decade and the adjacent block(s) have very high Hispanic 

populations” (B. Wilson & Edwards, 2014, pp. 440–441) . 
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To examine the effect of these limitations on Lichter et al.’s (2007) and Wilson 

and Edwards’ (2014) findings, Table A2.1 replicates these analyses at the national level 

with and without expanded controls for characteristics of the housing market. The 

controls include the median value of owner-occupied housing (natural log), the median 

contract rent (natural log), the proportion of dwelling units with six or more rooms, the 

percent of households with one or more persons per room, the proportion of housing units 

that are mobile homes, and the proportion of housing units in structures with five or more 

units. A couple of findings deserve discussion. First, the magnitude or significance of the 

coefficients for the two key predictors of interest (black and Hispanic) differ between the 

two models and, notably, after the inclusion of the various housing market controls, both 

are positive, indicating that census blocks with higher proportions of minorities are more 

likely to be annexed: the coefficient for the percent Hispanic actually switches signs 

between the two models (although it remains insignificant in both), and the coefficient for 

the percent black increases in magnitude and is significant in Model 2.  

To examine the association between annexation and various characteristics of 

census blocks, Figure A2.1 displays marginal effects for a series of variables. As shown 

in the top-left plot, increases in the share of residents in peripheral census blocks that are 

black lead to moderate increases in the probability of annexation: those with no black 

population have a 20% chance of being annexed, while blocks with 100% black residents 

have approximately a 28% chance of being annexed. A similar upward trend is visible for 

the share of Hispanics (top-right plot), although the wide 95% confidence intervals 

illustrate that the relationship is imprecise. A second finding worth noting is that the 

value of owner-occupied housing and the median contract rent are weak, though 

statistically significant, predictors of annexation (see Model 2 in Table A2.1 and the 
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middle two plots in Figure A2.1). A 100% increase (i.e., an increase of one on the log 

scale) in the median rent or median value, respectively, is associated with a two and five 

percentage point increase, respectively, in the probability of annexation. This, in turn, 

explains why including market characteristics in the model led to an increase in the 

coefficients for the percent black and percent Hispanic: minority neighborhoods, on 

average, have less attractive market conditions, making them less likely to be annexed; 

omitting these controls led to biased estimates of the likelihood of racially motivated 

annexation patterns; including them increased the estimated probability of annexation for 

black and Hispanic blocks. 

Table A2.1: Logit Regression of Annexation on Selected Population and Housing 

Market Characteristics: With and Without Housing Market Controls 

 

(1) (2) 

 

Annexation (0=no; 1=yes) 
(without housing market controls) 

Annexation (0=no; 1=yes) 
(with housing market controls) 

Black (%) 0.35 0.58*  

 
-0.23 -0.23 

Hispanic (%) -0.11 0.24 

 
-0.2 -0.31 

Homeownership (%) -0.24+ -0.48*  

 
-0.15 -0.22 

Median value (natural log) 0.32** 

  

-0.1 

Median contract rent (natural log) 0.18*  

  

-0.07 

Log-likelihood -36495.5 -36262.6 

Pseudo-R2 0.1 0.11 

N 80111 80111 
Notes: + p<.1, * p<.05, ** p<.01.  All models include state fixed effects. Standard errors are clustered 
at the state level.  
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Figure A2.1: Marginal Effects: The Probability of Annexation Given Selected Population 

Characteristics and Housing Market Conditions 
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The coefficients for the other controls used in Model 1 changed little after the 

inclusion of housing market characteristics in Model 2 and are thus not shown in Table 

A2.1. One exception, however, was the estimated association between the 

homeownership rate and annexation: the magnitude of the coefficient doubled, and its 

precision increased (now significant at the .05 level; see Model 2) after including 

additional market characteristics. As shown in Figure A2.1, census blocks with higher 

homeownership rates are in fact less likely to be annexed, holding other market 

characteristics constant: renter-only blocks have a 26% chance of being annexed, 

compared with an 18% chance for owner-only blocks.  

Combined, these results suggest that failing to control for housing market 

characteristics may lead to biased estimates of the association between race or ethnicity 

and the likelihood of annexation. Indeed, the analysis presented here found that census 

blocks with higher shares of blacks are in fact more likely to be annexed than those with 

fewer proportions of blacks. Moreover, the clear association between financial 

characteristics of the housing market—in particular the value of owner-occupied housing 

and the median contract rent—illustrate that cities may choose to annex areas that are 

fiscally attractive. Thus, given the analysis just presented, it might be argued that 

underbounding does not appear to be a significant problem at the national level. 

However, as I illustrate in Chapter 5, this conclusion is somewhat premature, because the 

analysis above fails to control for the institutional context in which annexation occurs. It 

thus overlooks the role of direct democracy in contributing to patterns of exclusionary 

annexation.  
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White Cities and the Annexation of Minorities on the Fringe 

Lichter et al. (2007) also conducted a secondary analysis on which Chapter 5 

builds. In that analysis, Lichter et al. (2007) modeled the proportion of black residents in 

annexed census blocks as a function of the proportion of white residents in the city, from 

which they draw the following conclusion: “The large and significant effect (-.745) 

suggests that white communities are substantially less likely to annex black fringe areas 

than are more racially diverse communities” (Lichter et al., 2007, p. 64). In other words, 

the authors found that a one percentage point increase in the proportion of whites in a city 

was associated with a .75 percentage point decrease in the proportion of Blacks in 

annexed blocks; whiter cities are thus less likely to annex black suburbs. Models 1 and 4 

in Table A2.2 replicate that analysis for the percent black and Hispanic, respectively, in 

peripheral census blocks (as defined in Chapter 5). Compared with Lichter et al.’s results, 

those in Table 5.2 are similar, though somewhat attenuated: the association the percent 

black was -.58, while for the percent Hispanic it was -.37; both associations are 

significant at the .01 level.  
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Table A2.2:  Regression of Block-level Measures of Race or Ethnicity on the Racial Composition of Cities 

 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

 
Percent black in annexed block Percent Hispanic in annexed blocks 

 
Uncentered Uncentered Buffer-centered Uncentered Uncentered Buffer-centered 

Percent white in 
city 

-0.58** -0.12** -0.02 -0.37** -0.05** 0 

-0.05 -0.04 -0.02 -0.04 -0.02 -0.01 

Percent black in 
buffer  

0.86** 
    

 

-0.06 
    Percent Hispanic 

in buffer     

0.77** 
 

    

-0.02 
 N 18012 18012 14862 18012 18012 14862 

r2 0.37 0.5 0.12 0.54 0.7 0.21 

F 28.71 87 10.07 42.72 193.17 14.21 

Notes: + p<.1, * p<.05, ** p<.01.   Standard errors are clustered at the city level.  



 258 

Lichter et al. (2007) include a couple important caveats, one simply being the 

need to interpret the results with caution given the lack of strong controls for the socio-

economic characteristics of the fringe. The second caveat, more relevant here, is that the 

negative association between the percent white in the city and the percent black in 

annexed blocks may simply arise because white cities tend to be surrounded by white 

fringes. The authors pose the problem as follows: “The question is whether 

predominately white communities are less likely than racially diverse populations to 

annex black populations when each has similar-sized black population percentages at the 

fringe. A large effect of ‘‘percent white’’ in this instance would provide considerably 

more compelling evidence of the significance of race in the annexation process” (Lichter 

et al., p. 65).  

To address this possibility, Lichter et al. (2007) then estimate the same model 

with the addition of a control for the proportion of residents living in the territory “at 

risk” of annexation (i.e., in the periphery) that are black. After doing so, the coefficient 

for the percent white in the city reduces from -.745 to -.166, although it remains 

significant at the .01 level.  Clearly, the initial estimate of -.745 was confounded by the 

unobserved percent black in the periphery. Lichter et al. (2007) explain their findings as 

follows: “Indeed, the results from this model suggest that the ‘percent white’ continues to 

have a statistically significant (albeit greatly reduced) effect on the percentage black of 

the area annexed, even when the black population ‘‘at risk’’ of annexation is taken into 

account or controlled” (Lichter et al., 2007, p. 65).  Models 2 and 5 in Table 5.2 replicate 

this analysis. Once again, the association between the percent white in the city and the 

racial composition of annexed blocks is significant at the .01 level, but it is considerably 

attenuated, as in Lichter et al.’s analysis: the coefficient declined from -.58 in Model 1 to 

-.12 in 2, and from -.37 in Model 4 to -.05 in Model 5 after the inclusion of controls for 
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the racial or ethnic composition in the fringe. Much of the supposed “effect” is thus 

attributable to the characteristics of the fringe of white cities rather than to racial 

exclusion by white cities.  

Why does this matter? To illustrate, recall that in Lichter et al.'s (2007) approach 

to modeling underbounding, in order to examine whether cities with primarily white 

residents are less likely to annex primarily black neighborhoods, it is crucial to control 

for the proportion of residents in the city’s periphery that are black or Hispanic. Lichter et 

al.'s (2007) intuition is correct, but in actuality the need to control for characteristics of 

the periphery extends beyond race; indeed, it is true of any variable, observed or not, that 

is correlated with both the proportion of blacks in annexed blocks (the outcome) and the 

proportion of whites in the city (the predictor): some examples may include household 

income, housing types, tenure, the value of owner-occupied housing, and most 

importantly, the racial preferences of local residents and the institutional mechanisms 

(such as mandatory referenda or public hearings) that give voice to these preferences. All 

such variables must therefore be explicitly included in the model in order to conclude that 

white cities, on average, underbound black suburbs. If these confounders are not included 

in the model, the outcome will be correlated with the predictor and at least one or more 

important omitted variables, and thus coefficient for the for the predictor will suffer from 

omitted variable bias (Stock & Watson, 2011).  

This omitted variable bias can be circumvented by another more robust method: 

namely, by using relative measures of peripheral census blocks, as I do in the regression 

analyses in Chapter 5. This is done by subtracting the characteristics of the periphery as a 

whole from that of each census block: i.e., by creating buffer-centered block-level 

measures of race or ethnicity. Each block is then explicitly compared only with other 

blocks within the periphery of the same city. As shown in Models 3 and 6 in Table A2.2, 
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doing so entirely eliminates any association between the proportion of whites within the 

city and the racial or ethnic composition of annexed census blocks. Notably, also, the r-

squared has declined dramatically between Models 2 and 5 and Models 3 and 6, 

respectively. This is attributable to the fact that the city-invariant characteristics of 

peripheral census blocks—that is, all of the factors that make the periphery of particular 

cities unique from other cities—have been subtracted from the block-level variables used 

in the model. In other words, the analyses in Models 3 and 6 only examine variation 

between the characteristic census blocks located within the periphery of the same city. 
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Glossary 

Adequate public facilities ordinance (APFO): A regulatory tool used to ensure that 

public facilities and services are adequate to accommodate new development. APFOs 

regulate the timing, not the location, of new development. Also referred to as 

concurrency regulation. 

Boundary commission: A state or local commission charged with reviewing, rejecting, 

or approving changes to local government boundaries arising from municipal 

incorporation, annexation, de-annexation, or dissolution.  

Census Block Group: The smallest geographic unit for which the U.S. Census Bureau 

reports sample data. Census blocks groups are larger than blocks (and are in fact 

composed of sets of blocks) but smaller than census tracts.  

Census Block: The smallest geographic unit used by the U.S. Census Bureau. In densely 

populated areas, census blocks are roughly equivalent to a city block, but in rural areas 

they may cover much larger areas. The boundaries of census blocks perfectly align with 

those of census places.  

Census Designated Place (CDP): A concentration of population defined by the U.S. 

Census Bureau for statistical purposes. CDPs are the statistical equivalent of incorporated 

places (i.e., cities, towns, villages, and boroughs). 

City: The term city is used here to refer to incorporated places identified by the U.S. 

Census Bureau. This includes cities, (incorporated) towns, villages, and boroughs.  

Colonia: Spanish word for “neighborhood.” Colonias are located in the four states that 

border Mexico: Arizona, California, New Mexico, and Arizona. They typically have poor 

quality housing and infrastructure. 
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Comprehensive planning: The process whereby local governments plan for growth and 

development, including transportation, land use, recreation, housing, and 

infrastructure/services.  

Consolidated Metropolitan Statistical Areas (CMSA): Metropolitan Statistical Areas 

with greater than one million people. This term was in use until 2003, and has been 

replaced by the term Core Based Statistical Area.  

Core Based Statistical Area (CBSA): A geographic area defined by the Office of 

Management and Budget consisting of one or more counties (or equivalents) with an 

urban center of at least 10,000 people. CBSAs can be either Metropolitan or Micropolitan 

Statistical Areas. 

Core: The term core is used here to refer to groups of cities in particular urban areas. 

County: The primary legal divisions of states. In Louisiana, county-equivalents are 

referred to as parishes. 

Direct democracy: Political institutions such as referenda and public hearings that allow 

citizens to participate directly in decision-making.  

Fragmentation: A concept referring to the existence of many distinct local governments 

within an urban area.  

Fringe: The term fringe is used here to refer to parts of urban areas located outside of 

cities (i.e., outside of the core). 

Growth control: Policies such as permit caps and moratoria that aim to limit the amount 

of new development. 

Growth management: Policies such as impact fees, adequate public facilities 

ordinances, and urban growth boundaries that aim to ensure coordinated and planned 

growth.  
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Home rule: The grant of broad discretionary authority to local governments. Home rule 

allows local governments broad authority to pass a variety of laws regarding structural, 

functional, fiscal, and personnel matters, so long as such laws do not conflict with state or 

federal statutes or constitutions.  

Impact fee: A fee imposed by a local government on new development to defray the cost 

of providing public services. 

Incorporated place: A term used by the U.S. Census Bureau to refer to cities, towns 

(outside of New England, New York, and Wisconsin), villages, or boroughs. Incorporated 

places have legally prescribed authority in the state within which they reside, and are thus 

distinguished from Census Designated Places, which are a statistical unit with no legal 

authority.  

Metropolitan Statistical Area: A Core Based Statistical Area, as defined by the U.S.  

Census Bureau, containing an urban cluster of at least 10,000 and fewer than 50,000 

people.  

Micropolitan Statistical Area: A Core Based Statistical Area, as defined by the U.S.  

Census Bureau, containing an urbanized area of more than 50,000 people.  

Mobile home: Prefabricated housing produced in factories and transported fully 

assembled to the placement site. As referred to as a manufactured home. 

Mobile-home community: A residential community in which mobile homes (also 

known manufactured housing) are placed on rented lots or spaces. These are also referred 

to as mobile-home parks and land-lease communities.  

Modular home: Prefabricated housing produced in factories and transported to the 

placement site in sections, then assembled on-site.  

Municipality: A local government with corporate status and powers of self-government. 

Used here interchangeably with the term city. 
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Municipal annexation: The process by which a municipality expands its jurisdictional 

border. 

Permit cap: A limit placed on the number of building permits issued by a local 

government.  

Premature subdivision: A residential subdivision in which land is developed and sold 

separate from housing. Many premature subdivisions have limited infrastructure and few 

to no utility services. 

Public hearing:  A formal meeting for receiving public testimony on a matter of public 

interest.  

Referendum: The process by which an electorate votes on a single proposed policy.  

Subdivision regulation: Laws governing the development of residential subdivisions. 

Town: A term used here to refer to general-purpose local governments classified as 

minor civil divisions by the U.S. Census Bureau. Towns exist in New England, New 

York, and Wisconsin. In other states, the term town is used to refer to incorporated 

municipalities, which are discussed here using the term city.  

Township: A term used here to refer to general-purpose local governments classified as 

minor civil divisions by the U.S. Census Bureau. Townships exist in selected Midwestern 

states. 

Urban areas: A term used to refer to Core Based Statistical Areas (CBSAs) or 

Consolidated Metropolitan Statistical Areas (CMSAs).  

Urban growth boundary: Laws that restrict development in particular areas in order to 

limit sprawl.  

Zoning: The separation of land into separate zones within which particular uses are 

permitted or prohibited.  
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