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Why is Cincinnati's East Side more
segregated than its West Side?
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As one of Cincinnati’s best-known affordable housing advocates, Sister Barbara
Busch hears some version of the same question all the time from poor, working-
class people looking for a place to live in Cincinnati.

“Where can I go?”

For most of the past few decades the answer has been the West Side.

The combination of affordable homes, abundant rental property and bus routes
close to Downtown has for years made West Side neighborhoods more accessible to
low-income Cincinnatians than those on the East Side.

Segregated Cincinnati: Why 1 in 3 people live in predominantly Black or white neighborhoods

It’s also made the West Side more diverse. An Enquirer analysis of 2020 U.S.
Census data found that while minority populations are on the rise on the West Side,
nine of Cincinnati’s 10 most segregated white neighborhoods are now clustered on
the East Side.

In a city where minority residents outnumber white residents but earn significantly
less, the affordability of housing on the West Side is a big reason why
neighborhoods there have become more integrated while those on the East Side
have not.
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“There was a lot more opportunity on the West Side,” said Busch, who as executive
director of Working in Neighborhoods has watched the demographic gap between
West Side and East Side grow for decades.

“The housing stock was not as expensive,” she said. “That made a big difference.”

How big a difference? The Enquirer found that two of the West Side’s largest
neighborhoods, Westwood and East Price Hill, became minority-majority
neighborhoods during the past two decades, while another, West Price Hill, saw its
white population tumble from 90% to just over 50%.

More Black residents now live in Westwood and more Hispanic residents in East
Price Hill than in any other city neighborhoods.

On the East Side, it’s a different story. Mount Lookout, Columbia Tusculum and
California top the list of the most segregated white neighborhoods with a white
population just under 90%. Mount Adams, Hyde Park, Oakley, Linwood, the East
End and Mount Washington are next with white populations over 80%.

A generation ago, many neighborhoods on the West Side didn’t look so different
from those on the East Side. They were filled with white families of German, Irish
and Italian ancestry that had come during the past century for many of the same
reasons Black and Hispanic families come for today: affordable housing near jobs in
the city’s core.

“The neighborhood, historically, has been a melting pot,” said Jay Kratz, director of
real estate development at Price Hill Will. “And now it’s very diverse.”

'Economics becomes the key'

For most of the 20th century, discriminatory lending and real estate practices
limited Black mobility in many American cities, keeping Cincinnati and most of its
neighborhoods on both the East Side and West Side highly segregated.
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In the 1920s, Cincinnati’s real estate board issued an edict forbidding its agents
from selling property to Black home buyers in “an established white section or
neighborhood,” especially on the hills surrounding Downtown. At the same time,
zoning laws blocked construction of apartments and multi-family dwellings in those
same neighborhoods, making them inaccessible to poor people, Black and white.

There were exceptions, including enclaves of middle-class Black families in
Avondale and Walnut Hills, but not many. Most Black residents stayed in the West
End, first in crowded slums and later in public housing projects.

Cincinnati grows: 2020 Census confirms the end of 70 years of population
decline

Big shift: City's Black population shrinks triggering political, social implications

Cheviot: 'This city is starting to come around.' Cheviot is changing so fast, this West Side city

even backed Biden

As legal discrimination waned after the Fair Housing Act in 1968, segregation in the
city persisted, sometimes because of more subtle forms of discrimination and
sometimes because Black families simply couldn’t afford to move.

“Economics becomes the key for upward mobility,” said Eric Jackson, a history
professor at Northern Kentucky University and co-author of “Cincinnati’s
Underground Railroad.”

After decades of missed opportunities to buy homes and grow wealth, Jackson said,
income remains an obstacle to many minority families seeking quality housing.

According to U.S. Census estimates, the median income for white households in
Cincinnati today is about $58,000. It’s about $38,000 for Hispanics and $26,000
for Black people.

That income gap loomed large 20 years ago when two big changes set the stage for
the West Side’s transformation.
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First, the city began tearing down two of its biggest public housing projects, the
West End’s Laurel Homes and Lincoln Court, while also launching a redevelopment
of Over-the-Rhine that would eliminate blocks of low-income housing.

Then, the federal government changed the way it provided housing assistance to
needy families, moving away from large, centralized projects to a voucher system
that allowed families to disperse across the city.

Suddenly, thousands of people, many of them minorities, needed to find new places
to live.

Disparity in home prices is large

It didn’t take long for them to zero in on the West Side.

"We were, by default, one of the only affordable neighborhoods left,” Kratz said.
“We seem to have gotten a lot of people because of displacement.”

The disparity in housing costs persists today, which is one reason the West Side has
continued to become more diverse while the East Side has remained largely white.

According to Realtor.com, median home prices in East Side neighborhoods such as
Mount Washington, Mount Lookout and Oakley run between $200,000 and
$400,000. Madisonville, which shifted from a Black to a white majority in the past
20 years, has a median home price of $250,000.

That's not the case on the West Side, where median home prices in West Price Hill,
East Price Hill and Westwood all are less than $170,000.

“If there had been equal cost on the West Side and East Side, we might’ve seen
more” integration on both sides of town, Busch said.

Kratz said West Side neighborhoods mostly have embraced the changes. Price Hill
Will and other groups routinely sponsor cultural events and activities, from
concerts to community gardens, that celebrate the area’s growing diversity.
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“The neighborhood has been really accepting,” Kratz said.

There also have been challenges. Busch said she has heard complaints from
longtime residents over the years that the new arrivals, many of whom had only
lived in apartments before moving in, were unprepared for owning or renting a
house. Basic things, like mowing the lawn and taking out the garbage, sometimes
didn’t get done.

Others feared the influx of poorer residents could lead to more rental property and
fewer owner-occupied homes, which, in turn, could impact the long-term health of
the neighborhood.

It’s hard to know how much impact the new residents have had on the housing
market, but the share of rental units in West Price Hill, East Price Hill and
Westwood has gone up about 7 percentage points in the past two decades. In East
Side neighborhoods, such as Mount Lookout, Mount Washington and Oakley, it’s
barely budged.

The housing market is constantly changing, however, and home prices and rents are
soaring across the nation this year. Cincinnati is no exception. Even the West Side
isn’t as affordable as it once was.

“Every day, it’s getting more competitive,” Kratz said. “Price Hill isn’t really a deal
anymore.”

But it’s still a better deal for many working-class families than the East Side. And
since minority Cincinnatians earn significantly less than white residents, they’re
more likely to pursue those lower-priced homes.

For the foreseeable future, Busch doesn’t expect the answer to be any different
when she gets calls from people asking where they can find housing they can afford.

Their best chance, she said, is likely to be on the West Side.


