
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
A guide and reference created by the 
Student Coalition on Expansion and Gentrification 

Columbia’s West Harlem 
Expansion:  
 

A Look at the Issues 
 



The cultural richness of Harlem, Washington Heights, and 
surrounding neighborhoods is an essential part of what makes 
Columbia a great place to work and study. 

 —neighbors.columbia.edu (May 2007) 
 
Columbia is a mostly white university that has proposed building a 
new campus in a neighborhood whose residents are predominantly 
people of color.  The University’s past developments are largely 
responsible for the transformation of Morningside Heights from a 
racially and economically diverse neighborhood to an affluent white 
one.  Yet current campus discourse regarding Columbia’s latest 
development proposal largely avoids critically engaging issues of race 
and racism.  Columbia today is neither removed from its own history 
as a developer nor from gentrification in New York City as a whole. 
 
Gentrification is the process by which poor and working-class urban 
neighborhoods are transformed for middle class residential and 
business uses.  This occurs through an influx of private capital and 
affluent residents that often results in the displacement of low-income 
tenants and neighborhood businesses.  In the US, gentrification is 
most often associated with the displacement of people of color and the 
rupture of their communities as more affluent white residents move 
in.  Many see gentrification as the continuation of this country’s long 
history of uprooting people of color in the interest of economic or 
political gain. 
 
The fact that gentrification tends to rely on racism and classism 
conflicts with the way most college students are taught to see race and 
ethnicity— that is, in terms of affirmative action, cultural heritage 
months, and promotional brochures full of diverse classrooms.  
Students and universities generally see the presence of people of color 
on a college campus as valuable.  The presence of people of color in 
an urban neighborhood, however, is viewed as an obstacle to rising 
property values. 

This contradiction is alive and well in Columbia’s proposed 
expansion: even as the University promotes its plan by celebrating 
Harlem’s racial diversity, its proposal is certain to accelerate 
gentrification in a neighborhood that is over 90 percent people of 
color. 
• In its current form, Columbia’s expansion would shut down more 

than eighty neighborhood businesses and destroy 132 units of 
affordable housing. 

• More importantly, it would bring thousands of Columbia affiliates 
from both the Morningside and Medical campuses into West 
Harlem, dramatically increasing housing pressures throughout 
Harlem and Washington Heights. 

• In addition to destroying so many businesses that serve current 
residents, Columbia’s expansion would bring with it new 
businesses that cater to the more affluent population of students, 
faculty, and administrators, further changing neighborhood 
character. 

 
Columbia markets itself on the basis of the racial diversity of its 
student body and of surrounding neighborhoods, but it does so 
without demonstrating respect for people of color or commitment 
to their well-being.   
 
If the University truly values Harlem for its “cultural richness,” it 
must expand in such a way that ensures that the mostly black and 
Latino residents of Harlem and Washington Heights will not see 
their communities destroyed by displacement and their 
neighborhoods changed beyond recognition.   



Brought to you by the Student Coalition on 
Expansion and Gentrification: 
     Email us at sceg@columbia.edu 
 
 
Get Involved: 
• Visit our web site: 

www.columbia.edu/cu/cssn/expansion 
 
• Sign the petition for an accountable expansion 

on our website. 
 
• Pass this booklet on to a friend. 

 
• Write President Bollinger and the Trustees of 

Columbia and tell them how you feel about the 
expansion. 

 
• Write your local city council representatives – 

they have the final say about what Columbia 
needs to do with its plan. 

 
• Columbia’s plan isn’t official yet and can 

change.  When the public hearings start, come 
out and make your beliefs heard. 

 
• Come to our weekly meetings at 5:30 PM in 

405 Kent.  All are welcome. 
 
• Talk to us.  We’re friendly. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Notes 
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There are two development plans being considered in West Harlem: a 197-A Plan developed by community members and 

planners at Community Board 9 that protects longtime residents and businesses and the Columbia plan. 
 

Columbia should sign on to the recommendations of the community’s 197a plan for any development that occurs.  Below 
are some of the main areas of difference between the two plans. 

 
Community 197-A Plan  
(1) Protects existing housing and creates new affordable housing  
 
(2) Rules out eminent domain, protecting residents and businesses  
in expansion area  
 
(3) Creates jobs with a future for local residents  
 
(4) Protects manufacturing jobs  
 
(5) Establishes “zero waste” environmental zone, and calls for “green”  
buildings  
 
 
 
(6) Calls on institutions to set aside remaining rent regulated  
apartments for long term residents  
 
 
(7) Creates a special use district in which available space is shared  
 
(8) Respects architectural and historical integrity of the area  
 

Columbia’s Expansion Plan  
(1) Displaces over 300 long term low income residents in the  
expansion zone and does not guarantee affordable housing.  
(2) Relies on the use of eminent domain, taking private and  
public land for Columbia's private use.  
(3) Eliminates over 1000 existing jobs and does not  
 guarantee that jobs created will be long term living wage jobs  
for community members  
(4) CU’s proposed jobs for locals are primarily jobs in the service  
 sector without a living wage guaranteed  
(5) Creates bio-tech facilities - occupying more than a third of  
expansion area and including bio-safety level 3 labs handling  
deadly viruses (located directly across the street from public  
housing projects and other housing.) Includes biotech production  
and bio-terrorism research with government funding  
(6) Continues policy of taking community housing out of rent  
regulation and reserving it exclusively for institutional use (more  
than 6000 units housing long term community families eliminated  
in last three decades)  
(7) Creates a campus based on exclusive use of all available space  
for Columbia, as the only major developer for the area  
(8) Size and bulk of proposed buildings out of context to  
surroundings.  

Columbia's plan & the Community's plan 
What’s the Difference? 

 


