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Jordan Villegas, Urban Studies Programs, University of Wisconsin Milwaukee 

 

Abstract 

This case study analyzes and compares regional housing plans to determine their recognition of 

and goals to address race and poverty concentration in metropolitan Milwaukee. Milwaukee’s 

greatest challenges are its hypersegregation and lack of opportunity, especially for the city’s 

African American community. Housing plans have the potential to deconcentrate race and poverty. 

Historic, explicit housing discrimination, its lingering effects, along with lackluster housing and 

transportation efforts makes housing segregation a regional issue. To effectively address this 

regional issue, a regional approach is necessary. How are metropolitan Milwaukee counties 

addressing race and poverty deconcentration through housing plans? While race and income 

segregation is easily observed in metropolitan Milwaukee and locally produced studies and 

suggestions of a regional housing plans to deconcentrate race and poverty go back decades, there 

is no study that compares current metropolitan housing plans on a county level. Housing elements 

of Comprehensive Plans from the metropolitan area are compared to determine levels of 

recognition of these issues and plans to address them. This study finds that Milwaukee both 

recognizes and sets actionable goals for a regional effort to deconcentrate race and poverty while 

the surrounding metropolitan counties show little to no recognition of the problems in their housing 

plans.  
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Introduction 

Among other cities in the United States, Milwaukee is highly segregated. While there has 

been an overall decline of segregation across the country (Massey & Tannen, 2015), Milwaukee 

has experienced decades of hypersegregation. On top of being one of the most racially segregated 

cities in the country, Milwaukee ranks second in the nation in the percentage of African Americans 

living in poverty, about one-third (Maternowski & Teich, 2017). The proportion of Milwaukee 

residents living in neighborhoods of concentrated poverty has increased from 17 percent in 1970 

to 65 percent in 2016 (Harris, 2020). This combination of race and poverty concentration amounts 

to segregated neighborhoods with limited opportunity for socioeconomic mobility. Suburban 

stratification, or the income disparity between inner-city and suburban household incomes, is both 

a cause and effect of persistent segregation and inequalities. 90 percent of black households in 

metropolitan Milwaukee live in the city of Milwaukee while 80 percent of white households live 

in the suburbs of metropolitan Milwaukee (Maternowski, 2017). This landscape of advantage for 

some and disadvantage for others makes Milwaukee a prime candidate for attempts of 

socioeconomic integration. While all minorities should have access to fair housing, this paper 

focuses on white and black disparities as the two groups make up over 75 percent of Milwaukee 

County’s population, whites and blacks make up at total of 93 percent of the metropolitan area (76 

and 17 percent respectfully), and have high rates of concentration while Latinos and Asians 

generally experience less segregation than blacks (Logan, Alba, & Leung, 1996). 

Housing plans have the potential to deconcentrate race and poverty (McClure, 2008). 

While race and income segregation is easily observed in metropolitan Milwaukee and locally 

produced studies and suggestions of a regional housing plan to deconcentrate race and poverty go 
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back decades, there is no study that compares current metropolitan housing plans on a county level. 

This is a case study which analyzes and compares regional housing plans to determine their 

recognition of and goals to address race and poverty concentration in metropolitan Milwaukee. 

This study aims to find out if county housing plans in the region actively address race and poverty 

deconcentration or contribute to the perpetuation of these issues through ignoring them. This aim 

will be addressed by applying two theoretical models of segregation research, assimilation and 

racial stratification (Logan et al., 1996). A residential mobility framework will also be utilized, 

specifically the role of race in residential location, involuntary and voluntary moves, and housing 

mobility programs. The primary question the research aims to answer is: How are metropolitan 

Milwaukee counties addressing race and poverty deconcentration through housing plans? The 

paper concludes with some implications and suggestions for improvements of regional efforts to 

address race and poverty concentration more effectively in the metropolitan area through housing 

plans. 

Literature Review 

The neighborhoods people grow up in have a great impact on their futures. There are 

structural mechanisms of American society which lead to high levels of racial segregation and 

concentrated poverty (Massey, 1990). Segregation is usually measured by the dissimilarity index 

which measures the degree of population rearrangement needed to get an even distribution. A 

dissimilarity score of at least 60 constitutes segregation and a score of 80 is hyper-segregation. 

Milwaukee’s white-black dissimilarity index is 80 and 57 for white-Hispanic (Maternowski, 

2017). African Americans suffer the most extreme residential segregation (Logan et al., 1996). 

Those who grow up in neighborhoods of concentrated poverty and racial segregation are at a 
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disadvantage for attaining socioeconomic mobility while their well-being and community lives are 

vulnerable (Chetty & Hendren, 2018; Massey, 1990). Concentrated poverty is determined by 

census tracts or zip codes which have 40 percent or more of its population in poverty. The 

proportion of Milwaukee residents living in neighborhoods of concentrated poverty has increased 

from 17 percent in 1970 to 65 percent in 2016 (Harris, 2020). 

To increase chances of socioeconomic attainment many families choose to move to better 

neighborhoods. Locational attainment is meant to be a way for families to acquire “bigger and 

better things” (DeLuca, Wood, & Rosenblatt, 2011). Early research on residential mobility found 

that most moves in America were made because of natural changes in household composition and 

cost-benefit calculations. Some factors that go into rational, proactive residential preferences 

include cost, housing size, familiarity, crime, proximity to family and friends, proximity to work, 

neighborhood amenities like schools, parks, and stores, as well as neighborhood racial composition 

(DeLuca et al., 2011). More contemporary research highlights issues of involuntary residential 

mobility (DeLuca et al., 2011; Rosenblatt & DeLuca, 2012; Desmond, 2012; Desmond, 

Gershensen, & Kiviat, 2015; Desmond & Shollenberger, 2015). There are two main theoretical 

approaches to segregation and residential location research. The first is the assimilation model 

which argues that “segregation mostly reflects group differences in resources and preferences” 

(Logan et al., 1996). The assimilation model of residential location, also called spatial assimilation, 

mirrors the broader assimilation model of social science. The argument is that as minorities 

become more assimilated into the dominant society, gain cultural and socioeconomic capital, they 

are expected to exercise rational thought and move out of ethnic enclaves and inner-city ghettos 
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(Logan et al., 1996). This essentially argues that racial and ethnic segregation should weaken over 

time.  

The second main theory of segregation and residential location is the place stratification, 

or racial stratification, model. This model recognizes the significance of racial inequalities as well 

as institutional and individual discrimination in the past and the present. This paper will use the 

racial stratification name as it is more explicitly relevant to the topic of residential segregation. 

Historically, there has been a lack of residential choice for poor and minority groups, especially 

African Americans. Redlining, restrictive covenants and deeds, discriminatory lending, racial 

steering, blockbusting, and violence combined to create tremendous hurdles for fair, inclusive, 

integrated housing in many cities and Milwaukee was no different. White flight, investment in 

some neighborhoods, disinvestment in others, along with urban policy and renewal programs often 

lead to displacement for poor minorities (DeLuca et al., 2011). Some of the effects of this dual 

housing market still linger today and make it more difficult and costly for minorities to enter some 

communities (Logan et al., 1996). Contemporary housing audits find racial steering and 

discrimination still prevalent while deed restrictions and exclusionary zoning maintain economic 

segregation (DeLuca et al., 2011; Rosenblatt & DeLuca, 2012). In addition to limited housing 

options in urban centers, low-poverty, high-opportunity neighborhoods are often unaffordable to 

much of the poor and minority population. There are also issues of availability which can increase 

the market price of housing. Rosenblatt & DeLuca (2012) found in their study of metropolitan 

Baltimore that of the 318 low-poverty public transportation accessible census tracts, 207 had a 

rental vacancy rate below 6 percent which is a common indicator for a tight rental market. As a 
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contrast to the assimilation model, the racial stratification model assumes that racial and ethnic 

segregation will persist as it is supported by robust historical and structural mechanisms. 

Besides the lack of affordability of low-poverty, high-opportunity neighborhoods, poorer 

individuals often lack the resources to make rational mobility decisions that could lead them to 

moving to bigger and better things. Matthew Desmond’s Milwaukee-based studies of forced 

displacement and the consequences on neighborhoods points to the lack of residential choice in 

many low-income renters (Desmond, 2012; Desmond et al., 2015; Desmond & Shollenberger, 

2015). Further, Desmond & Shollenberger (2015) show that renters who experienced a forced 

move are more likely to relocate to poorer and higher-crime neighborhoods than those who have 

more time and resources to move. DeLuca et al. (2011) found in their study of black, low-income, 

and segregated families that most moves are results of reactive, involuntary actions because of 

forced, or unexpected moves. The involuntary nature of their moves creates a situation where there 

is little, or no locational choice to be made and preventing homelessness becomes the primary 

objective which becomes both direct cause and eventual effect of sustained segregation. Low-

income households often rely on their immediate social networks for new housing opportunities 

which tends to geographically limit their neighborhood selection process as the received 

information is often from someone living in the same, or a similar, poor neighborhood (DeLuca et 

al., 2011; Desmond, 2012; Rosenblatt & Cossyleon, 2015). Further, many low-income families do 

not have reliable automobiles and reliable public transportation can shape residential preferences 

(Rosenblatt & DeLuca, 2012). Specifically, in Milwaukee Rosenblatt & Cossyleon (2015) found 

transportation to be significant in shaping housing search through interviews conducted with city 

residents. 
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On top of structural and individual barriers to socioeconomic and residential mobility, there 

are also issues of individual attitudes towards integration. Regardless of personal and household 

characteristics, whites generally reside in largely white communities, some consciously choosing 

to avoid living with certain minorities (De Luca, 2011; Logan et al., 1996, Clark, 1991). Minority 

group size also influences white residential choice. Logan et al. (1996) found a positive 

relationship between minority group size and segregation from whites which is consistent with the 

racial stratification model which argues whites use segregation to preserve their social position. 

Logan et al. (1996) also found that the advancement of socioeconomic status does promote 

suburban racial integration for minorities but encourages white exclusivity for whites. Minorites 

occasionally form ethnic enclaves and choose to live in neighborhoods with a concentration of 

their respective race or ethnicity. Blacks tend to show more preference for integration than whites 

but tend to move to neighborhoods with higher proportions of blacks than their expressed 

preferences would suggest (DeLuca et al., 2011). In an experimental housing program study, 

Rosenblatt & Cossyleon (2015) found the program’s counseling and incentive of security deposit 

assistance encouraged most of its low-income participants to relocate to Milwaukee’s suburbs. 

Many expressed never considering the suburbs before participating in the program. Some of the 

interviewed Milwaukee residents cited racial discrimination by landlords and residents of suburban 

communities as being a reason for geographically limiting their housing search. In segregation 

research there are also two conflicting arguments on what is more significant in perpetuating 

segregation, white avoidance of minorities or the preference of blacks wanting to live amongst 

their own race (DeLuca et al., 2011, Clark, 1991). Some research has found that rather than in-

group preference, blacks often choose to live in less white areas because of fears of racial hostility 
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and preference for more racially hospitable neighborhoods (DeLuca et al., 2011). Rosenblatt & 

Cossyleon (2015) found in their interviews of mostly black participants that while many expressed 

a reluctance to be the only person of color in a neighborhood, only 1 of 42 respondents who 

completed their housing search expressed a preference for black neighborhoods in Milwaukee. 

Rosenblatt & DeLuca (2012) find that longtime residents of high poverty neighborhoods tend to 

adapt to their environment and exercise coping mechanisms which further contribute to their 

continued residence in such neighborhoods and lack of consideration for better neighborhoods.  

Recognizing these structural, personal, and attitudinal constraints, one of the several main, 

yet least funded, efforts to alleviate poverty and racial segregation and concentration in the last 

few decades has focused on household mobility assistance. McClure (2008) notes that housing 

programs which deconcentrate low-income households create benefits which include improved 

housing, safer neighborhoods, better schools, and higher quality services for the participating 

households. There are a variety of programs which mostly use some combination of rental 

vouchers and counseling as the core tools to encourage low-income households to move to low 

poverty, high opportunity neighborhoods. Low-income housing programs of the mid-twentieth 

century like project housing, often served to concentrate poverty. Section 8 housing options are 

almost exclusively located in low income, mostly minority areas (DeLuca et al., 2011). Housing 

mobility programs which incentivize or require participants to move to higher opportunity 

neighborhoods aim to reverse public housing policies that served to further concentrate race and 

poverty. 

Among other cities in the United States, Milwaukee is highly segregated. The proportion 

of Milwaukee residents living in neighborhoods of concentrated poverty has increased from 17 
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percent in 1970 to 65 percent in 2016. Blacks in Milwaukee are 20 percent more likely to be poor 

and low income compared to whites while whites are 40 percent more likely than blacks to have 

incomes at least twice the poverty line (Smeeding & Thornton, 2018). This combination of race 

and poverty concentration amounts to segregated neighborhoods with limited opportunity for 

socioeconomic mobility. Suburban stratification, or the income disparity between inner-city and 

suburban household incomes, is both a cause and effect of persistent segregation and inequalities. 

Milwaukee ranks extremely high among U.S. cities for black and white lending disparities and has 

the lowest rates of black suburbanization in the United States (Maternowski & Teich, 2017). 90 

percent of black households in metropolitan Milwaukee live in the city of Milwaukee while 80 

percent of white households live in the suburbs of metropolitan Milwaukee (Maternowski, 2017). 

Unique to Milwaukee is that many blacks who are not struggling financially live in poor 

neighborhoods even though they can afford not to (Maternowski & Teich, 2017). This suggests 

that fear of hostility and preference for a more racially hospitable neighborhood applies to black 

Milwaukee residents. This landscape of advantage for some and disadvantage for others makes 

Milwaukee a prime candidate for attempts of socioeconomic integration. 

Housing plans have the potential to deconcentrate race and poverty (McClure, 2008). One 

of the contemporary methods to alleviate this issue is to promote residential mobility for 

disadvantaged people. The idea is to encourage people from disadvantaged neighborhoods to 

“move to opportunity”, or low-poverty, high-opportunity neighborhoods. Historic, explicit 

housing discrimination, its lingering effects, along with lackluster housing and transportation 

efforts makes housing segregation a regional issue. To effectively address this regional issue, a 

regional approach is necessary. How are metropolitan Milwaukee counties addressing race and 
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poverty deconcentration through housing plans? While race and income segregation is easily 

observed in metropolitan Milwaukee and locally produced studies and suggestions of a regional 

housing plan to deconcentrate race and poverty go back decades, there is no study that compares 

current metropolitan housing plans on a county level.  

Methodology 

The primary question this research aims to answer is: How are metropolitan Milwaukee 

counties addressing race and poverty deconcentration through housing plans? Secondary questions 

are: Are there differences between the planning language, framing, and efforts throughout the 

metropolitan area? Do suburban communities have a regional outlook in their efforts? This paper 

hypothesizes suburban counties are engaged in minimal efforts compared to Milwaukee, there is 

minimal regional cooperation, therefor limited potential for current housing plans to alleviate race 

and poverty concentration.  

This paper employs an inductive, comparative case study method of analysis using archival 

research. The case study is of metropolitan Milwaukee’s recognition and action plans towards 

residential integration through housing plans. “Comparative research guides our attention to the 

explanatory relevance of the contextual environment” and serves as a means of gaining a better 

understanding of different societies, their structures and institutions (Esser & Vliegenthart, 2017, 

p. 3). While race and income segregation is easily observed in metropolitan Milwaukee and locally 

produced studies and suggestions of a regional housing plan to deconcentrate race and poverty go 

back decades, there is no study that compares current metropolitan housing plans on a county level. 

This study will analyze the housing plans as well as comparisons and relations between them. Key 
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themes across the housing plans are identified and their level of recognition of the region’s 

concentration of race and poverty as well as planning goals towards alleviating those issues are 

categorized. This study aims to find out if county housing plans in the region actively address race 

and poverty deconcentration or contribute to the perpetuation of these issues through ignoring 

them. This aim will be addressed by applying two theoretical models of segregation research, 

assimilation, and racial stratification (Logan et al., 1996). A residential mobility framework will 

also be utilized, specifically the role of race in residential location, involuntary and voluntary 

moves, and housing mobility programs. Much of the data used for local housing research, 

specifically SEWRPC’s, is quantitative. While this approach produces effective, straightforward 

numerical data and results, the archival approach allows the study to analyze primary information 

on numerous actors and stakeholders to gauge, critique, and generalize their efforts towards race 

and poverty deconcentration through housing plans.  

Current suburban county level Comprehensive Plans, Milwaukee’s Citywide Policy Plan, 

and the Southeastern Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission’s (SEWRPC) Regional Housing 

Plan are the data used for this study. These plans were all found on the corresponding jurisdictions’ 

websites. The county level was chosen because of the metropolitan focus of the study. It was 

assumed that the county level Comprehensive Plans would be more likely than city or town level 

plans to utilize a regional outlook, especially considering SEWRPC’s cooperation in creating the 

Washington, Ozaukee, and Waukesha plans and its influence in the Milwaukee plan. A city level 

plan was used for Milwaukee because there is no county level plan. First-ring suburbs of the city 

within Milwaukee County create their own plans as does the City of Milwaukee. SEWRPC’s 

Regional Housing Plan was used in this study mostly for reference of regional knowledge and 
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attention towards race and poverty concentration as it is the area’s official metropolitan planning 

organization.  

Each plan’s housing element was carefully read and analyzed. Key themes regarding racial 

and ethnic segregation as well as regional cooperation were drawn from the plans and their levels 

of recognition of these issues and plans to address them are both categorized. The categorization 

was designed to be presented in a simplistic manner to increase clarity of the findings. The first 

category, “recognition of regional race and poverty concentration in housing plans”, has three 

subcategories of which determine the level of recognition. First is “explicitly mentioned”, then 

“implicitly mentioned”, and lastly “no mention”. Categorization of the plans’ level of recognition 

of race and poverty concentration as a regional issue is as straight forward as the names of the 

categories.  

The second category, “goals to address regional race and poverty concentration through 

housing plans”, has three subcategories of which determine the level of goals expressed. First is 

“action-based goals”, then “goals”, and lastly “none”. This categorization may be a little more 

ambiguous and subjective because one’s definition and categorization of action-based goals and 

basic goals could differ however these categories prove to be sufficient in the findings. 

It is sometimes said that the case study is “vulnerable to the idiosyncratic biases of the 

investigation and can be at best descriptive because it can invoke no more general principles than 

those supplied by its own data” (Orum, Feagin, & Sjoberg, 1991, p. 18). Other critiques noted in 

A Case for the Case Study are that case studies have a lack of standardization and they are like a 

journalist writing his own story. However, “the great strength of this form of research is that it 
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does permit the observer to assemble complementary and overlapping measures of the same 

phenomena” and utilize a “variety of data sources that can be called on to assess the nature of 

particular events as well as the motives and interests of actors,” or “triangulate sources” (Orum, 

Feagin, & Sjoberg, 1991, p. 19). Another limitation of this research design is that it only examines 

more macro level housing plans within metropolitan Milwaukee. There are dozens of other plans 

and documents from different levels of government, public housing authorities, advocacy 

agencies, and non-profit organizations which cover housing in the metro area. One could argue 

this study does not capture the full picture of the metropolitan area’s plans and efforts to 

deconcentrate poverty through housing plans. While this may be true, this research focused on 

county level plans because they exist on a macro level as regionalism does. Macro-societal level 

data can be used as explanatory variables for differences found in lower level phenomena 

embedded within society (Esser & Vliegenthart, 2017). “Additionally, macro-level factors are 

considered moderators that influence relationships between variables at the lower level. This 

recognition of the (causal) significance of contextual conditions is why comparative research is so 

exceptionally valuable” (Esser & Vliegenthart, 2017, p. 3). Other than Milwaukee, the cities and 

towns in this region do not have the power or resources to even begin attempting to address 

regional issues. Further, each suburban plan coordinated with both its municipalities and SEWRPC 

in production of its plan. Therefore, it is the role of the counties to lead this effort and suggest 

regional cooperation in their housing plans. Examination at this level allows the researcher to 

produce generalizations of metropolitan Milwaukee’s efforts to deconcentrate race and poverty 

through the findings. 
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Discussion 

First, this paper points out emergent themes from the data, then address some unique 

findings in the plans, categorizes the plans, then end with a discussion on the findings In each plan 

there was a lot of mentioning, recommendations, and goals to ensure affordability for their 

residents. Each plan also mentioned the importance of ensuring affordability for their workforce. 

Waukesha, Ozaukee, and Washington counties (henceforth WOW counties) each explicitly 

mentioned ensuring affordability for those who work in their respective counties but cannot afford 

to live there. Milwaukee similarly mentioned this notion but through a lens of retaining and 

attracting residents, “attracted to urban areas near jobs, services, and recreation” (City of 

Milwaukee, p. 59).  

There were some unique findings that stood out while comparing the plans, some of which 

will be expanded upon in the next paragraph. Waukesha mentions needs for a regional outlook and 

for greater diversity. Its plan also mentions spatial mismatch within the county. Ozaukee mentions 

how renting is more affordable than owning a home in the county. Its plan had many action items 

towards ensuring affordability for households within county. The county also has a comparatively 

impressive section of their plan with actionable goals and objectives yet lacks any regional outlook 

on race and poverty concentration. Washington County has comparatively much less actionable 

goals and objectives than other counties and more mentions of vague potential and 

recommendations.  

This paper finds that Milwaukee’s Citywide Policy Plan is the only plan to explicitly 

mention regional race and poverty concentration and have regional, action-based goals to address 
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the problem (see Table 1 below). Waukesha County’s Comprehensive Plan briefly mentions the 

“need for increased understanding regarding the connection between the housing and community 

and regional economics” (Waukesha County, p. 2). This was the only mention of its kind which 

was enough to qualify Waukesha’s Comprehensive Plan to make it into the “implicitly mentioned” 

category. However, there was no expressed goal to address that need, therefore Waukesha also 

lands in the “none” category on that end. Ozaukee and Washington counties both fall into the “no 

mention” and “none” categories. 

Table 1. Categorization of Plans 

                          Recognition of Regional Race &                  Goals to Address Regional Race & 

                                  Poverty Concentration                                    Poverty Concentration 

Plan 
Explicitly 

Mentioned 

Implicitly 

Mentioned 

No 

Mention 
 

Action-

Based Goals 
Goals None 

Milwaukee X    X   

Ozaukee   X    X 

Washington    X    X 

Waukesha  X     X 

SEWRPC X    X   
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As mentioned earlier, SEWRPC is included because it is the metropolitan area’s regional 

planning body and was used in this study as a frame of reference to better analyze the Milwaukee 

and WOW county plans. SEWRPC also partnered with the WOW counties to produce their plans. 

Each plan was similarly laid out, addressed mostly the same issues, and had some very similar 

phrasing in multiple areas as if they were taken directly from SEWRPC’s Regional Housing Plan. 

Also, the WOW counties and Milwaukee plans each reference SEWRPC’s Regional Housing Plan. 

This suggests a level of uniformity between these plans and an adherence to the regional guidance 

of SEWRPC. Further, this suggests that the WOW counties are knowledgeable about the region’s 

race and poverty concentration highlighted in SEWRPC’s comprehensive Regional Housing Plan 

along with its action-based recommendations to address the issues through housing. Yet, out of 

the WOW counties, only Waukesha County’s plan (briefly) mentions the need for an increased 

regional perspective to address economic and housing issues. As previously mentioned, WOW 

counties have varying goals for creating more affordable housing in general as well as goals 

specifically for their workforce that cannot afford to live in the county. While these goals could 

serve to deconcentrate race and poverty in the region, they are not directly addressed to the region’s 

poor and minority population. ADD  

The residential segregation theoretical model of racial stratification can be applied to these 

findings as it assumes that racial and ethnic segregation will persist as it is supported by robust 

historical and structural mechanisms. This study concludes that these mechanisms are strongly 

influencing the metropolitan area’s housing plans and its potential for deconcentration of race and 

poverty. Overall, these plans will serve to perpetuate oppressive structures. Despite their 

cooperation with SEWRPC, WOW counties lacked any substantial mention or goal for alleviating 
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race and economic segregation in the metropolitan area. These comprehensive plans are medium-

to-long-term (15 to 30 years) but are revised every 5 years. The WOW counties would benefit 

from greater cooperation with Milwaukee and SEWRPC while seeking further, comprehensive 

guidance from SEWRPC to address regional race and poverty concentration through housing and 

should do so in their next planning process. SEWRPC may also be implicated in the perpetuation 

of repressive structures here because of their role of co-producing the WOW counties’ plans. Their 

degree of guidance, influence, and critical scrutiny in co-producing these plans is unknown. 

However, after producing such a comprehensive, insightful Regional Housing Plan, then allowing 

such lackluster plans to carry their name at least partially implicates them in the perpetuation of 

the region’s oppressive structures. Also, regional cooperation of metropolitan Public Housing 

Authorities would increase the area’s effectiveness in addressing these issues, more specifically, 

their ability to create a metropolitan housing mobility program as most low poverty, high-

opportunity areas are in Milwaukee’s suburban counties. 

Additional research using more housing plans on both macro and micro levels of the 

metropolitan region would provide a more comprehensive case study which includes all the 

nuances and may even result in findings which are more favorable to the WOW counties’ potential 

efforts to alleviate regional poverty and race concentration. An analysis of the processes of 

cooperation and production of plans between SEWRPC and metropolitan Milwaukee counties 

would also build upon this topic of study. 

Conclusion 
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This case study analyzed and compared regional housing plans to determine their 

recognition of and goals to address race and poverty concentration in metropolitan Milwaukee. 

These issues are of great significance as Milwaukee’s greatest challenges are its hypersegregation 

and lack of opportunity, especially for the city’s African American community. While housing 

plans have the potential to deconcentrate race and poverty (McClure, 2008), the metropolitan 

area’s plans examined in this study are far from living up to that potential. This paper finds that 

Milwaukee’s Citywide Policy Plan is the only plan to explicitly mention regional race and poverty 

concentration and have regional, action-based goals to address the problem. Overall, these plans 

are a part of the status quo of oppressive structures which serve to perpetuate racial segregation 

and poverty concentration. While these findings prove this study’s hypothesis correct, the 

researcher was not expecting the level of involvement SEWPRC has with WOW county plans. 

SEWRPC’s impressive Regional Housing Plan made the absence of WOW counties’ plans to 

address race and poverty concentration even more discouraging. The most optimistic silver lining 

is that the recognition of and goals for these issues by Milwaukee and SEWRPC will influence the 

WOW counties and other important actors in the region to take a more honest approach to these 

issues in the future. Unless radical, structural change occurs, these issues and all their detrimental 

side effects are going to continue to haunt metropolitan Milwaukee for the foreseeable future. 

Appendix 

Current suburban county level Comprehensive Plans, Milwaukee’s Citywide Policy Plan, 

and the Southeastern Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission’s (SEWRPC) Regional Housing 

Plan are the data used for this study. Wisconsin state law required every community in Wisconsin 

have a comprehensive plan adopted by the governing body of the unit of government by January 
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1, 2010. The housing element is one of the nine elements of a comprehensive plan required by 

Section 66.1001 of the Wisconsin Statutes. Among other basic housing information, section 

66.1001 (2) (b) of the Statutes requires the housing element to promote the development of housing 

for residents of the County and participating local governments and provide a range of housing 

choices that meet the needs of persons of all income levels and age groups and persons with special 

needs. Among other things it also requires plans to promote the availability of land for the 

development or redevelopment of affordable housing. 

Two locally produced news sources were used in this paper, both of which contained 

information provided through interview of the UW-Milwaukee Center for Economic 

Development’s Founding Director, Marc Levine.  
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