A STORY OF
HOMELESSNESS,
SYNTHETIC
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A SITE ANALYSIS BY DARIEN ORTIZ

PSYCHOLOGY 31150:
PSYCHOLOGIES OF
PEOPLE IN PLACE

THE SITE:

THE INTERSECTION OF 125TH
STREET AND LEXINGTON
AVE

WHY I CHOSE THIS SITE
I pass this intersection everyday on my commute to
City College. For the past 3 years, I've witnessed things
that both shock and intrigue me. I've seen people openly
use and deal drugs, sex workers openly soliciting, and
unconcious homeless people covering the sidewalk. I
know that Harlem has experienced gentrification first
hand. I see this on the bus, traveling down 125th street.
The presence of particular locations, such as Whole
Foods and Starbucks, and the closing of the Pathmark
indicate the change that has taken place. The contrast
between 125th on Lexington and 125th on Malcolm X
Boulevard is what drove me to choose this for my site
analysis. In my research, I've learned the opening of the
Pathmark was supposed to spark change in the
neighborhood. Profits were promised to return to the
community. The streets can be described as they were
19 years ago, so what’s the deal? What happened to the
money that was supposed to be returned to the
community? Why hasn’t anything changed for the people
of this area?

THE PATHMARK OF 125TH ST.

Source: "A Supermarket as a Spur for Change; New Harlem
Pathmark Promises Competition and Convenience." Terry Prestin,
New York Times (1999)

THE PATHMARK OF 125TH ST.

Source: "A Supermarket as a Spur for Change; New Harlem
Pathmark Promises Competition and Convenience." Terry Prestin,
New York Times (1999)

As I highlighted in my article snippets above, the
Pathmark was supposed to spur change and pour profits
back into the area, so my question is this: What
happened to that promise? What are the reasons why
this area is in the state it is?

PATHMARK
Just 19 years ago, the opening of Pathmark was
supposed to spark change in this neighborhood. Many
black residents rejoiced at being able to shop for produce
locally. As expressed in the New York Times article by
Terry Prestin, the residents of Harlem felt grateful for
the option of having a local supermarket, something
most of us take for granted. Carolyn Boyd, who works as
a secretary said, "I'm just going crazy in here... Everything
I need is right here." As Dorothy Reece puts it, "In
Harlem, we always have to wait for everything, so we're
used to that." (Prestin, 1999). It seems like people of this
area feel the neglect placed upon them by the city. Not
only the physical state of the area, but the psychological
weathering and social injustices faced by the people
make people feel less than they're worth. Something as
ubiquitous as the street supermarket may not seem like a
big deal but it took not only time but the initiatives of
private and public groups to make it happen.

PATHMARK
The Pathmark wasn't the site I chose to analyze, but I
use it as a focal point because of how prominent it is in
the area. It's one of the first things people notice when
they come here and I wasn't aware of its significance
until I did research on the area. Currently, the Pathmark
sits boarded up and closed down. I've included some Yelp
reviews of the supermarket to provide a sense of the
disrepair that the supermarket fell into down below.
Additionally, I chose Pathmark because it provided an
interesting contrast to 125th further down the street.
The bus I take to CCNY traverses 125th, passing from
the east side to the west side along the street, and it
provides insight into a bigger picture -- Gentrification.
Whole Foods, H&M, Starbucks, and some niche stores
serve as markers that stick out on the historically
commercial strip of 125th. There has been major
development in Harlem over the past decade but areas
like the corner of 125th and Lexington remain as they
were about 20 years ago.

YELP REVIEWS

Source: https://www.yelp.com/biz/pathmark-of-harlem-new-york

A BRIEF HISTORY OF HARLEM
By 1920, Harlem becomes predominantly black
Between 1920 and 1930, the black population continues to rise because of
emigration from the West Indies and the southern states of the U.S. The white
population declines as more move out of the neighborhood.
Employment crisis of 1930s hit blacks hard, riots ravaged Harlem.
During the 1950s, many landlords refused to sell/rent to black residents. At the
same time, maintenance and poor conditions were prominent.
The phenomenon of blockbusting was encouraged; speculators would buy
buildings and sell them to black people. This was done publicly to cause alarm. In
a panic, neighboring landlords would sell adjacent properties at low prices to the
speculators, allowing them to acquire more properties for blacks to buy.
High rents caused apartments to be stuffed with large numbers of people, which
lead to a decrease in quality of life and living standards.
For much of the 90s, these desperate conditions allow crime and drugs engulf
the community.
On a more positive note, organizations form or take notice of the conditions of
these areas and provide mechanisms of change. The National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), Marcus Garvey's Universal Negro
Improvement Association, Malcolm X's Nation of Islam, and even the Black
Panther are just some of such groups.
Source: http://www.open.edu/openlearn/society/politics-policypeople/sociology/brief-history-harlem
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HOMELESSNESS

DRUGS

DRUG PROMINENCE
Part of the reason I think this area remains in this state
is due to the prevalence of drugs in the neighborhood.
As I mentioned in my timeline, the poor conditions
faced by the black community led to the dominance of
drug use; which in my opinion, has not gone away.
From what I've learned in my previous Psych courses,
drug use and addiction are one of the hardest things to
treat and have the highest rates of relapse. Treating
addiction is hard enough, getting it out of the
community seems like a taller order.
For my discussion on drugs, I'm going to focus on
Synthetic Marijuana because it's something I've
become aware of in the past 3 years. I've seen ads on
the bus stops all over 125th and it arose during a time I
am more familiar with.

K2 - SYNTHETIC MARIJUANA

Source: Casey, N. (2015). K2, a Potent Drug, Casts a Shadow Over an
East Harlem Block. New York Times.

WHAT HAS TO CHANGE?
As described above in Nicholas Casey's article on K2,
the cost of the drug is often cheaper than food; it's also
sold in the local bodegas. Access to the drug can't be any
easier. As for a systematic way to get the drugs out of the
community, I'm very unqualified for having a concrete
answer. I know that the drug prevalence is a product of
poverty and crime, which are two issues that are much
larger than just this street. I can, however, look at
solutions that have occured (Casey, 2015).
According to another article by Nicholas Casey, the
NYPD has conducted multiple drug raids in the area and
throughout the city. The sting operation successfully
busted manufacturers and distributors of the drug and
essentially took the drug off the street. I think this was a
good solution at getting one drug off the streets. I think
as long as there is a profit to be made, people will bring
drugs into the community. The raids also had an
interesting impact on homelessness (Casey, 2015).

HOMELESSNESS
The homeless population of the area felt pressure by the NYPD
following such drug raids. The homeless were rounded up and
were forced out of the area. In my opinion this just reflects the
displacement people suffer through gentrification; it's like an
endless cycle. Moving people from one place to another is a
band-aid fix, it doesn't address the overall problem. When it
comes to homelessness, we need to look at why people are
homeless and come up with long-term solutions.

WHY ARE PEOPLE HOMELESS? IS IT
DISPLACEMENT VIA GENTRIFICATION?
In recent years, the New York City Council voted in
favor of rezoning East Harlem. This new plan, which
will increase density in the neighborhood by
advancing housing and business development,
places over $50 million dollars into community
investments like public housing. This public housing
refers to Bill De Blasio's Affordable Housing Initiative.
"We will not be passive and silent as they move forward with a
racist plan set on removing low-income Black and Brown
families and not providing any housing alternatives. The
proposal clearly serves the landlords and developers — big
campaign donors to the City Council and the Mayor,"
- Marina Ortiz of East Harlem Preservation
Source: Krisel, B. (2017). Harlem Patch.

AFFORDABLE HOUSING?
"Housing is considered affordable when a
household spends no more than one-third of
its income on rent. Housing New York aims to
create and preserve housing for people
earning a wide range of incomes.
The median income for all cities across the
country is defined each year by U.S.
Department of Housing and Urban
Development (HUD). The 2018 AMI for the New
York City region is $93,900 for a three-person
family (100% AMI)."
Source: Housing Preservation & Development, NYC.gov

AS OF 2016, THE AMI OF HARLEM IS...

Source: https://datausa.io/profile/geo/central-harlem-puma-ny/

WHAT HAS TO CHANGE?
It's clear the people of Harlem won't be able to
afford the so called "Affordable Housing". If De Blasio's
initiative continues in this direction, many people will be
forced out, not just the people of Harlem. A more
prudent solution would be to localize the AMI
requirement of Affordable Housing. I think the housing
could actually be considered affordable when it isn't 2x
the AMI. If the housing requirement used the
neighborhood's AMI, instead of a citywide value, the
housing would be available to a greater number of
people; not only those who can afford it, but those who
actually need it.
If public housing continues in this direction, I predict
there will be an increase in the homeless population of
New York City.

NOW, HOW CAN WE FIX THIS?
Based on the information I've found in my research of Harlem, I don't feel
very optimistic about the future. With the new rezoning laws,
gentrification will only continue. and displace the predominantly black
community. The rate of homelessness in the area will only increase until
these people are herded away by the NYPD and dropped off to be
someone else's problem. The prevalence of drugs will remin until the area
becomes gentrified and all the victims of drug abuse are forced out.
My words may seem cynical and reductive, but I'm trying to make a point.
These issues are bigger and more complex than what they seem. The
solutions I've seen so far are quick fixes and don't address the larger issues.
Gentrification as a mechanism for change isn't even a solution, it just
encompasses certain consequences that make things seem nicer. Greater
police presence and the displacement of native groups make it seem like
the neighborhood is becoming a better place to live, but it just hides the
issues or move them someplace else. I wholly believe the issues stem from
the pace at which we progress politically and how deeply engrained we
are in capitalism. The quality of life for many of us continues to fall as the
cost of living rises, and the best way to combat this, is to resist.
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