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ATLANTA’S BELTLINE 

MEETS THE VOTERS

ALEX SAYF CUMMINGS

Class has always been the shadow cast by New Urbanism. The idea 
of curbing sprawl and promoting greater urban density runs up 
against material realities time and time again. Consider Oregon’s 
much- lauded urban growth boundary system, which set a limit for 
growth around the state’s cities beginning in the 1970s. The policy 
was put in place by a liberal Republican governor, Tom McCall, 
who hoped to prevent “grasping wastrels” from gobbling up Ore-
gon’s farms and scenic countryside. It accomplished this while also 
promoting infi ll— intensive reuse of existing urban space, in lieu of 
expansion— contributing to the famously walkable and bike- friendly 
urban culture of cities such as Portland.

But setting a limit on growth necessarily restricts the amount of 
land available for development, making the remaining land both 
scarcer and dearer. Housing becomes smaller and more expensive. 
Working- class Oregonians have not been wrong to ask whether the 
New Urbanist ideal comes at too great a cost when they look in 
vain for homes they can afford to rent or buy. The walkable city, it 
turns out, might be a luxury of the upper- middle class.

If Atlanta is not America’s least walkable city, it is close. Jackson-
ville, Florida, sprawls over 747 car- centric square miles, earning the 
dubious distinction of the “largest” city in the United States, while 
Phoenix, Dallas, and a few other Sunbelt metropolises are likely 
contenders. The curious truth is that Atlanta actually combines a 
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core of semi- navigable urbanism with a broader metropolitan land-
scape of sprawl that rivals any in the world. The city boasts three 
areas that look a lot like “downtowns,” knotted along a north- south 
axis: at the bottom is Downtown, a dreary hodgepodge of conven-
tion hotels, Hard Rock Cafes, government buildings, and  1970s 
modernism at its worst, where public housing and small businesses 
once stood before they  were bulldozed to make way for the 1996 
Olympics; above is Midtown, a sleek, shiny cluster of skyscrapers 
and high- rise apartments that is known as the region’s gay mecca; 
and farther north is Buckhead, a tony area with jagged towers 
pointing to the skies, where the Swarovskis and the Escalades 
roam.

Around these three skylines is an archipelago of “in- town” 
neighborhoods— communities close to the city center and, cru-
cially, not outside “the Perimeter” of I-285, a beltway that encir-
cles the city and serves as the conventional border beyond which 
boundless suburbia unfurls. One can walk to bars and restaurants 
and even use public transit to get to work in neighborhoods such as 
the old mill village of Cabbagetown, which hipsters have renovated 
and repainted as a much- desired zip code, and Inman Park, where 
the earliest gentrifi ers moved in in the 1970s and 1980s to fi x up old 
Victorian homes that  were abandoned in the haste of white fl ight.

But beyond this gentrifying inner Atlanta, there is the vast 
world of the suburbs: a ten- county area where the overwhelming 
majority of the metropolitan population lives. Only 440,000 or 
so souls live in the actual city limits of Atlanta, while another 5 
million reside outside the Perimeter. The metro area is a jigsaw of 
municipalities such as Lawrenceville, Marietta, McDonough, 
Peachtree City, and countless others— which, to the in- town urban-
ite, resemble nothing so much as the blurry horizon of Kansas City, 
Los Angeles, and Japan in the famous New Yorker cover “View of 
the World from 9th Avenue.” This is why Atlanta has been univer-
sally recognized as a poster child for sprawl, traffi c, and broken 
metropolitan governance at its fi nest.

For de cades, Atlanta has grappled with how to deal with this 
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gargantuan landscape. In the 1960s, there  were battles over the 
founding of the city’s mass transit system, MARTA— notoriously 
inadequate when compared with New York or Chicago but still the 
most extensive in the South, a region with a long- standing allergy 
to all things public. Today, the city continues to debate how to com-
bat its unwieldy traffi c and sprawl, which in early 2014 left thousands 
of motorists stranded on strangled interstates for as much as sixteen 
hours during an unexpected snowstorm.

The most recent transit melee involved the BeltLine, an ambi-
tious plan to build a ring of parks, bike paths, and ultimately light- 
rail around the city’s in- town neighborhoods. (The project mostly 
traces the path of old rail lines that have long been out of use.) The 
idea originated in a master’s thesis by the Georgia Tech student 
Ryan Gravel, who sent his plan for a transit loop to a variety of in-
fl uential Atlantans in 2000. A group called Friends of the BeltLine 
began to elicit community support in the early years of the twenty- 
fi rst century; Mayor Shirley Franklin soon embraced the idea, and 
the city began to study options for funding a new transit corridor. 
The BeltLine has since won major support from banks, developers, 
and federal transit authorities, who have helped fund the construc-
tion of bike trails, parks, and playgrounds along the route where 
light- rail might someday be built. Meanwhile, planning enthusi-
asts have singled it out as one of “the country’s most ambitious 
smart growth projects.” “We can’t think of a project more inspiring 
and forward- thinking,” declared Salon’s Will Doig in 2011.

In 2012, BeltLine supporters placed a referendum on the July 
ballot, asking if voters in the city of Atlanta and its surrounding 
counties would be willing to approve a ten- year, one- cent sales tax 
to raise $8 billion for the Transportation Investment Act (TIA), a 
grab bag of transit projects that included hundreds of millions of 
dollars to build light- rail along the BeltLine. And that is when a 
relatively uncontroversial, public- private partnership that was 
building parks and bike trails turned into an all- out po liti cal fi ght, 
with attacks on the BeltLine from both the Right and, more sur-
prisingly, the Left.
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The opposition of Tea Partyers in the suburbs is not hard to 
understand. They claim to hate all government spending, and 
none quite so passionately as liberal handouts to the people of color 
who are the biggest riders of public transit in the South. (MARTA 
is said to stand for “Moving Africans Rapidly Through Atlanta.”) 
But opposition on the left was more interesting, as many progres-
sives had previously been happy to see words like “light- rail” and 
“affordable housing” without subjecting the project to greater scru-
tiny. The Atlanta Public Sector Alliance, an activist group formerly 
associated with the Jobs with Justice movement, was particularly 
vocal during the run-up to the vote, claiming that the TIA was a 
Trojan  horse for privatizing MARTA. Before people started saying 
the “devil is in the details,” there was an earlier expression— “God is 
in the details”— and in the case of the BeltLine both may be true.

How I Learned to Start Worrying and
Hate the BeltLine

Let’s look at the specifi cs, as best we understand them. By its own 
defi nition, the BeltLine will create “a network of public parks, 
multi- use trails and transit along a historic 22- mile railroad corri-
dor circling downtown and connecting 45 neighborhoods directly 
to each other.” Like many public- private partnerships, the project is 
held together by a patchwork of federal funds, local government 
support, individual donations, volunteer work, and help from private 
entities like Bank of America. Understanding its myriad funding 
sources and the multiple arms of its projects is not easy to do.

The biggest critique centers on gentrifi cation. According to At-
lanta Indymedia, the BeltLine is a “gentrifi cation project for white 
people,” which involves the “forced displacement of Black families 
from the city.” The argument  here is twofold: the BeltLine runs 
through communities, such as the Old Fourth Ward and Reynold-
stown, that have traditionally been working class and African- 
American but that have already begun to be transformed by largely 
white middle- class urban newcomers who fi x up the housing stock 
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and raise property values, eventually pricing out the older residents 
because of rising property taxes and rents.

In this sense, the BeltLine is a means to further a pro cess al-
ready in motion. It is, as another Indymedia contributor puts it, “a 
line to serve not workers but, largely, a handful of tourists to view 
the newly gentrifi ed (= de- blacked) areas along the loop to com-
plete the pro cess begun with the destruction of Atlanta’s public 
housing that drove thousands out to South DeKalb and Clayton”— 
neighboring counties south and east of the city proper. (Atlanta, 
like many other American cities, began to dismantle traditional, 
large- scale public housing projects in the 1990s, giving former resi-
dents vouchers to seek private- market housing wherever they could 
fi nd it.)

Concerns about gentrifi cation are legitimate, albeit frustrat-
ingly complex, and we will return to them in a moment. Critics are 
upset not just that the BeltLine will foster rising property values 
along its path but that it will accelerate a pro cess that has already 
transformed in- town neighborhoods like Candler Park into havens 
for the white middle class, who send their kids to “good” local 
schools, or Grant Park, where the new settlers are eager to get their 
children into the Neighborhood Charter School (that is, not mixed 
in with the poor and dysfunctional public schools in their district). 
But the gentrifi cation issue is one that emerges pretty much any-
time projects to improve quality of life in cities threaten to actually 
improve the quality of life— and thereby entice the home buyers 
who drive up property values.

The more worrisome critiques raised about the BeltLine in-
volve funding and priorities. Critics allege that the project is pilfer-
ing funds that  were diverted from property taxes meant for Atlanta 
Public Schools—in essence, making poor people of color pay for 
the amenities enjoyed by white home buyers who are pushing them 
out of their neighborhoods and putting their own children in char-
ter schools, a choice that further saps city public schools of students 
and funds.

The core of the problem lies in a funding mechanism called a 
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tax allocation district (TAD). Instead of just allocating public funds 
to pay for the project, the BeltLine depends on a scheme that es-
sentially shaves off part of the anticipated increase of future prop-
erty values to pay for transit and infrastructure. As the Georgia 
Tech planning professor Catherine Ross explained back in 2007,

The TAD . . . uses the incremental increase in taxes due to 
increased property values in the district to repay TAD bonds 
used to fund capital improvements for the BeltLine. The 
TAD is expected to raise approximately $1.7 billion over a 
25- year period; therefore, the publicly funded improvements, 
like park development, new infrastructure, brownfi eld 
cleanup, and workforce housing, will take place over time. 
Ultimately, the BeltLine is expected to result in an approxi-
mately $20 billion increase in the tax base over 25 years.

The trouble is that property taxes support Atlanta Public 
Schools, and critics are not wrong to suggest that the BeltLine is 
diverting funds earmarked for education to “build upscale yuppie 
residences and shopping, and pay corporate welfare to favored 
banksters and lawyers,” as the Georgia Green Party activist Bruce 
Dixon put it. Proponents of the project argue that the TAD pays for 
itself through increases of property values that would not otherwise 
occur without the BeltLine, so it is not taking money from the 
schools that they would have if it didn’t exist. Further, the Belt-
Line claims that the development will ultimately help the Atlanta 
Public Schools by raising property values (and thus revenue) in 
general while rebuilding the city’s tax base with “a stronger mix of 
 house holds of varying incomes.”

In any case, TAD- funded development remains risky, given that 
it mortgages current development on fantasies of future growth. It 
is like getting a home loan on the basis of a raise you think you 
might get a couple of years from now. Indeed, while property val-
ues have rebounded in many in- town neighborhoods, the collapse 
of the real estate market during the Great Recession hit Atlanta 
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particularly hard, and prospects for future growth are nowhere 
near as rosy as they  were in 2007, when many projections about 
BeltLine funding  were being made. The TAD strategy also makes 
clear that the intent of the project is expressly to raise property 
values— the central driver of gentrifi cation.

Moreover, critics argued that the majority of projects proposed 
in the sales tax referendum would actually have benefi ted the out-
lying suburban areas much more than the urban core of Fulton 
and DeKalb Counties, which have African- American majorities 
and depend most heavily on MARTA’s bus and train lines. Such 
projects included bike trails in Fayette County, bus rapid transit 
from the city limits to MARTA’s in- town Lindbergh station, and a 
rail extension from there to the mostly white and affl uent area 
around Emory University and the Centers for Disease Control. 
Critics on the left looked at such projects and saw something rather 
pernicious— a regressive sales tax that poor people of color would 
pay to support projects for affl uent white people in the suburbs and 
an inner- city playground for gentrifying yuppies. Viewed from this 
perspective, the sales tax and the BeltLine looked pretty awful.

Ask the Local Gentry, and They Will Say
It’s Elementary

Is the BeltLine basically a redistribution of wealth from Atlanta’s 
long- struggling communities of color to groups who are already 
privileged? Atlantans have already seen their schools and neighbor-
hoods undermined from the age of urban renewal and white fl ight 
to the current epoch of gentrifi cation. Atlanta is a textbook case of 
1960s- era urban renewal at its most swaggering and destructive, 
sure to challenge New Haven or New York or any other American 
city where imperious white planners cut huge swaths through 
working- class communities in the name of fi ghting “blight.” The 
building of Atlanta’s interstate highways since the 1950s led to the 
de mo li tion of homes occupied by both the white and the African- 
American working class in a large area near Downtown, where a 
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huge and still barren gash remains, peopled only by the homeless 
who leave their bundles under overpasses. And while federal urban 
renewal laws required that the city provide new housing for those 
displaced by such projects, Atlanta’s compliance was incomplete at 
best; a limited amount of public housing was built, some of which 
was subsequently torn down for the sake of another public- private 
boondoggle, the 1996 Olympics, which inaugurated much of the 
current push to prettify Downtown by cleansing it of its pesky black 
denizens (both  housed and homeless).

Bitter memories remain, and they inevitably frame the issues 
for some critics. In the words of Robert Bullard, a leading environ-
mental justice advocate and former professor at Clark Atlanta Uni-
versity: “To have people who promote the BeltLine say, ‘Trust me, 
we’re going to do it right this time’— I don’t see anything in past 
experiences that would somehow allow African Americans and 
people who are transit- dependent to say that we trust you to do the 
right thing this time.”

On the other hand, BeltLine supporters have tried to “do the 
right thing this time,” hearing from local communities and outlin-
ing plans to ensure a degree of affordable housing exists around 
the loop. What exactly affordable housing means, though, is not 
entirely clear. Federal and corporate funds have made possible an 
extensive program of “down- payment support” to help low to 
middle- income homebuyers purchase properties along the Belt-
Line. The project helps teachers, fi refi ghters, and the like gain ac-
cess to homes that they may not otherwise have the savings or 
income to purchase, especially in areas where property values are 
expected to rise.

New housing projects built along the BeltLine, like the redevel-
opment of the old hulking structure of City Hall East along Ponce 
de Leon Avenue, promise to set aside a certain percentage of units 
at below- market rate, although it remains to be seen whether devel-
opers or the BeltLine will follow through on this. Such promises 
have disappointed elsewhere before, as Denver learned with its 
largely fruitless effort to mandate affordable housing as part of new 
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development— a requirement that developers dodged, building 
as few as fi fteen units between 2011 and 2013. Indeed, as many as 
three hundred communities across the United States have at-
tempted either to require or to incentivize affordable housing in 
new developments, but if San Francisco or New York’s experience 
with such policies is any indication, the results have been mixed to 
say the least.

The goal is to create a mixed- income corridor of housing on the 
BeltLine in order to offset the effects of gentrifi cation, but such a 
project provides cold comfort for existing residents whose property 
taxes will rise along with increasing values or renters whose land-
lords pass on the costs to them. Here the essential conundrum of 
today’s version of urban renewal comes into clearest resolution: we 
may not be wielding the wrecking ball like Robert Moses or Atlan-
ta’s past city fathers, but we are still aiming to create amenities— 
parks, light- rail, bike paths— that make the city more appealing to 
groups whose incomes and other resources will drive prices up and 
marginalize people who are already there. Call it the Quality of 
Life and Cost of Living Trap. If a place becomes “nicer,” people 
with money will want to move there. The people who participate in 
the affordable housing initiatives may end up serving as a precious 
few fi g leaves.

Does this mean that any efforts to beautify cities, enhance tran-
sit, and generally improve the experience of urban life are inevita-
bly detrimental to the poor, working class, and people of color? 
Does this mean the better path is to do nothing that would make 
the city a more desirable place to live—in essence, to avoid raising 
property values anywhere, at all times, at any cost? This seems like 
a recipe for the same dystopian abandonment that wrecked cities 
such as New York and Atlanta during the age of white fl ight in the 
1960s and 1970s, when middle- class families (largely, though not 
exclusively white) fl ed and took their tax base with them, leaving 
the cities to wither on less than a shoestring bud get.

White fl ight, for better or worse, is over, and coffee shops and 
charter schools are in. They ease the way for middle- class white 
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professionals to recolonize the urban space their parents and grand-
parents once abandoned. What was once decried as a racist be-
trayal of America’s cities is slowly being reversed, but in ways that 
reproduce and perpetuate racist inequalities through a panoply of 
means: the educational system, tax incentives for development, the 
housing market, and so forth.

Where gentrifi cation is concerned, the fundamental issue is 
housing— property taxes and rents— and  here one fi nds that the 
BeltLine is ultimately not the true driver of change. Neighbor-
hoods in Atlanta like Cabbagetown (which was once the home of 
white working- class families, before its tiny mill homes  were reno-
vated by bohemians) and Candler Park have already been almost 
totally gentrifi ed, and areas such as Reynoldstown and East Atlanta 
are well on their way to being made over by a mostly college- 
educated, largely but not entirely white group of new residents. The 
property market follows the signals sent by people with the jobs 
and the family wealth necessary to purchase homes in the $150,000 
to $300,000 range— a pittance in California, perhaps, but a pretty 
good chunk of change for working- class and middle- class families 
in Atlanta. This is where Reynoldstown and East Atlanta are at, 
regardless of the BeltLine. These are the areas where young people 
and families seeking a more diverse, urban experience and access 
to good food and music go when they don’t want to move to the sub-
urbs and prefer a home closer to Downtown and hip destinations like 
Little Five Points.

The truth is that market- rate housing will never provide ade-
quate shelter for everyone. This is the unspoken fact that underlies 
all discussions of gentrifi cation. Neighborhood change unfolds 
through many pro cesses, such as the provision of public education, 
police protection, housing loans, and media depictions, but the 
ability of individuals to actually access decent housing will always 
be largely determined by market forces in a capitalist society. This 
is why the federal government stepped in to subsidize working- class 
and middle- class homeownership through Federal Housing Ad-
ministration loans during the New Deal of the 1930s, and ever 
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since— because a lot of people would not have the fi nancial where-
withal to borrow the kind of money necessary to pay for a home in 
a totally free market. And as the po liti cal scientist Ira Katznelson 
noted in his book When Affi rmative Action Was White, for the fi rst 
several de cades of their existence these vital housing subsidies 
 excluded people of color.

This is also the rationale behind public housing, because the 
market does not create  houses or apartments priced at the level 
that people at the bottom of the wage scale can afford. It is simply 
not profi table to build and manage such properties for people at a 
cost that those of the most modest means can afford. The fi lmmaker 
Chad Freidrichs beautifully demonstrated this fact in The Pruitt- 
Igoe Myth, his 2011 documentary about the iconic failed housing 
project in St. Louis; the development was crippled by a lack of public 
fi nancial support to supplement the meager amount tenants  were 
able to pay in rent.

Until the problem of housing is solved, projects like the Belt-
Line will inevitably disadvantage and exclude those who are less 
privileged than the newcomers who, presumably, will follow in the 
path of new developments. Government- subsidized public housing 
is the only way to remedy the inequities of a system that depends 
on property taxes to support public education and other ser vices 
and makes ability to pay such levies a precondition to membership 
in a community.

True public housing does not appear to be on the BeltLine’s 
menu of projects, but there is a promise— and right now it is only a 
promise, particularly for low- income renters—of new housing de-
velopments expanding the number of housing options to Atlantans. 
The BeltLine says it will spend $240 million to create fi fty- six hun-
dred units of affordable owner- occupied and rental housing, which 
would be “the most signifi cant investment in affordable workforce 
housing in Atlanta’s history.” Given Atlanta’s past experience with 
urban renewal— and the poor record of affordable housing initiatives 
nationwide— this is a program that progressives ought to monitor as 
vigilantly as possible.
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The other notable source of opposition to the referendum from 
the Left involved the lack of real funding in the proposed bill for 
the Atlanta public transit system, MARTA. Progressive activists ar-
gued that bolstering and enhancing MARTA should be our one 
and only focus in terms of transportation and that using a regres-
sive sales tax to make the urban poor pay for bike paths in the sub-
urbs is not just morally wrong but po liti cally unwise for anyone 
who hopes to channel greater fi nancial and po liti cal support into 
the city’s basic public transit system in the future. With its $8 bil-
lion price tag, the sales tax might have sucked up all the oxygen 
available for transit funding for the foreseeable future, and MARTA 
advocates  were understandably skeptical. They saw misaligned pri-
orities and, indeed, a transfer of wealth from working people who 
depend on MARTA bus and rail ser vice to suburban commuters 
and in- town gentrifi ers who like the idea of catching a  ride on the 
BeltLine from one yuppie colony to another. These strategic and 
ethical concerns merit consideration from progressives as we look 
at the future of the BeltLine, especially if we understand taxation 
and transit to be essentially a zero- sum game— that is, money for 
light- rail today means no money for MARTA tomorrow.

But Is It Bread?

In the end, the referendum went down by a crushing 63 percent to 
37 percent vote, with only the city of Atlanta and its affl uent suburb 
of Decatur registering support. The BeltLine will go forward, hob-
bled though it may be by the loss of potential funds and an aura of 
diminished po liti cal support. In December 2013, the BeltLine’s 
board of directors laid out an ambitious plan to complete the entire 
project by 2030, but it will require billions of dollars— a sum that 
may be diffi cult to raise, given that a sales tax is now defi nitively off 
the table.

The debate about the referendum and the BeltLine comes back 
to one of the oldest po liti cal problems in the book: the choice be-
tween getting half a loaf or “no bread.” Every law, every govern-
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ment program or policy decision, involves a maddeningly complex 
array of moving parts, as the 2009 debate over health- care reform 
revealed. We can argue over whether a project includes too many 
compromises or concedes too much to the opposition. Do we get 
enough of what we want in the deal? This discussion of the pros 
and cons of the BeltLine raises a deeper question, though: not 
whether we’re getting enough bread (“half a loaf”), but whether 
what we’re arguing over is bread at all. In other words, critics of the 
BeltLine force us to ask not whether the project does enough good 
but whether it does good at all.

The answer has to be yes. The BeltLine’s aim is to create a 
denser, greener, more accessible Atlanta, and its work has already 
begun in new parks and greenways through pieces of its future cor-
ridor. In the African- American community of Peoplestown in 
South Atlanta, a new park has risen in an area where too many 
homes lie empty, with the windows boarded up. Neighborhood 
parents and children play around the colorful dinosaurs and art 
installations. A burned- out old barn sits in the background, next to 
a newish apartment building and high ridges of dangling kudzu. 
The BeltLine vision includes many such projects, including a Parks 
and Recreation– esque quarry that will be transformed into a space 
bigger than the epic Piedmont Park, Atlanta’s premier public space.

The referendum was not a choice between a grab bag of projects 
and an ideal plan to improve and extend MARTA. It was an up- or- 
down vote on fi xing these roads, building those bike paths, and— 
the biggest item of all— connecting in- town neighborhoods in 
north, south, east, and west Atlanta through light- rail.

Suburbanites  were not having it, though, even with all the sweet-
eners. Anything that benefi ted mass transit, even peripherally, was 
beyond the pale— for the same evergreen reasons that suburban-
ites have always resented public transit. When MARTA was fi rst 
proposed in the 1960s and 1970s, voters in Cobb and other suburban 
counties fl atly rejected lines reaching into their communities— with 
the result being that workers who commute in and out of the city 
each day spend hours sitting in the sixteen- lane parking lot that is 
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I-75 each morning and night. As The Atlanta Journal- Constitution 
noted in the wake of the referendum’s defeat, “A notable minority, 
42 percent, believe that new mass transit would bring crime with it.” 
Maybe it’s reassuring that 58 percent of those polled apparently think 
otherwise.

Nearly six million people are spread over an incredible twenty- 
eight counties of the Atlanta metro area, and for most, cars are the 
only way to get to and from the necessities of life. The entire region 
desperately needs better transit, and anything that gets people out 
of their cars is a good thing: light- rail, streetcars, bike paths, and 
greenways. They may not directly or explicitly serve the cause of 
racial justice or economic equality, but in the absence of bigger 
solutions for such issues these projects remain valuable in their 
own right.

I fi nd it hard to believe that building bike paths and light- rail to 
connect in- town neighborhoods that are otherwise ill- served by 
MARTA is a terrible thing. The BeltLine will ultimately link the 
arms of MARTA’s limited, cross- shaped transit network with a loop, 
making it easier to get from the East Side to south Atlanta, the 
West Side to north. It will connect neighborhoods of widely diver-
gent class and racial character, from upscale Midtown to gentrify-
ing east Atlanta to working- class black neighborhoods like 
Pittsburgh and Mechanicsville in the west and the south. The very 
forces that might increase property values in less privileged neigh-
borhoods are the ones that can help working people get to jobs in 
another part of the city without driving a car. In terms of access to 
transit, the BeltLine would hardly seem to be “no bread.”

Moreover, the creation of new access to transit is not exactly a 
death ray of instant gentrifi cation. If it  were, then the poorer neigh-
borhoods already served by MARTA would have been riddled with 
Citarellas and Whole Foods long ago. The introduction of rail 
transit in Atlanta since the 1970s has not turned everything it 
touches into white bourgeois enclaves. Anti- BeltLine activists have 
decried the project as “a tool of white supremacy” and “a massive 

042-60274_ch01_1P.indd   290042-60274_ch01_1P.indd   290 11/14/14   2:40 AM11/14/14   2:40 AM



—-1
—0
—+1

ATL ANTA’S BELTLINE MEETS THE VOTERS  291

and racist gentrifi cation scheme.” They argue that adding to the 
existing framework of MARTA would create far better access to 
transit and create more jobs than the BeltLine would. However, 
creating new parks, bike paths, and rail would not only put people 
to work but help get them to work. It seems beyond shortsighted to 
maintain that a plan to build parks and public transit is nothing but 
a class and race war against poor people of color.

We often lament that Americans don’t do “big” projects any-
more; a system as extensive as New York’s magnifi cent subway 
would be nearly impossible to pull off today, if the seventy- fi ve- year 
plan to build the Second Avenue subway line is any indication. 
The BeltLine is one such big project. The TIA proposal contained 
a vast number of programs, of which the BeltLine was only one 
part, and the BeltLine itself consists of numerous initiatives for 
housing, transit, and public amenities. Not just transit or housing 
or even gentrifi cation, but also parks— those few demo cratic spots 
in the American landscape that remain open to all, charging no 
cost of admission. The TIA package might not have done every-
thing we want, but it would have represented a drastic improve-
ment over the status quo of Atlanta’s notoriously impoverished 
public space.

BeltLining with Gulliver

I voted for the TIA referendum in 2012— a lonely vote, as even my 
progressive friends had their doubts and the local Sierra Club and 
NAACP joined with the Tea Party in urging a “no” vote. I want to 
see a denser, more navigable Atlanta. When I moved to the city, I 
was determined to live close to work and walking distance from 
bars and restaurants; I landed in East Atlanta Village (EAV), a gen-
trifying hipster enclave that might be described as the Bushwick of 
the South. While EAV and a handful of other in- town neighbor-
hoods offer walkability and access to transit, getting around the city 
remains diffi cult without a car. To me, the TIA seemed like the 
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only plausible way that better transit could be accomplished, espe-
cially when the metro area shows little po liti cal will to raise funds 
by any other means.

Consider my former home of Charlotte, North Carolina, At-
lanta’s small but plucky regional rival. Charlotte launched a plan 
for light- rail in 1998, when Mecklenburg County voters supported 
a referendum to fund transit with a half- cent sales tax. The result-
ing rail line, Lynx, is modest and primarily serves one north– south 
corridor, but the ser vice is pop u lar: ridership far surpassed expecta-
tions soon after the line opened in 2007. And despite a tenacious 
campaign to repeal the tax led by libertarians and antitax activists, 
Mecklenburg County voted to retain it by a lopsided 70 percent to 
30 percent margin in a 2007 referendum— almost the mirror image 
of TIA’s failure in Atlanta.

What made Charlotte different? The Queen City is hardly 
without its problems, but the city and suburbs have arguably had a 
less poisonous relationship than the city of Atlanta has had with its 
surrounding counties. Charlotteans in the 1970s and 1980s  were 
signifi cantly more proactive in working together to make school 
desegregation work— thanks in part to the consolidation of city and 
county schools under one system. No such identity of interest or 
unity of purpose has prevailed in Atlanta, where, for instance, the 
Atlanta Public Schools are separate and distinct from Decatur City 
Schools and DeKalb County Schools, among many others.

As is so often the case in the South— and America in general— 
much of this comes down to race. Charlotte has remained a pre-
dominantly white city and was able, thanks to North Carolina law, 
to annex outlying suburbs in a way that Atlanta never could. In 
contrast, Atlanta’s regional politics have long been starkly divided 
between the liberal black city and the conservative white suburbs, 
meaning that the ugliest clichés about urban pathology and subur-
ban virtue remain a familiar part of the debate  here. And what ever 
the Queen City has been able to achieve was done on a much 
smaller scale; greater Atlanta is about the size of two or three Char-
lottes. Any attempt to deal with sprawl in Atlanta must contend 
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with a dizzying array of competing authorities and interests over a 
vast metro area—or fail.

I hope the BeltLine will continue despite the electoral verdict. 
In all development, some will benefi t more than others, and some 
may even be hurt. It is too cavalier to say “you have to break a few 
eggs to make an omelet”— the con ve nient refrain of the worst dic-
tators as much as the garden- variety evildoer— but we also have to 
decide whether the prospect of gentrifi cation means ruling out any 
kind of neighborhood improvement that might increase property 
values. The homeless people who have been living along the aban-
doned rail lines that the BeltLine plans to use will clearly not ben-
efi t; as Creative Loafi ng, a local alternative weekly, has reported, 
they are already being forced out of their hideaway in the liminal 
shadows of urban Atlanta.

But then again, the BeltLine is not the cause of homelessness, 
and it did not create the insane American system of property taxa-
tion that makes safe neighborhoods with access to grocery stores, 
decent schools, and other “amenities” inaccessible to many of the 
urban poor and working class. Renters are subject to rising rents, 
and even working- class homeowners fi nd themselves shuffl ed 
around according to the whims of people with greater means— the 
middle class who fl ed the cities in the 1960s and 1970s and who 
have begun to migrate back since the 1990s, in one of American 
history’s greatest and least understood ironies. This is a function of 
the way we support local government and schools through levies 
on property values, as well as the lack of any real effort to ensure 
good public housing in the United States, which could redress the 
economic dynamics that drive gentrifi cation. To pin all these 
broader problems on the BeltLine seems wrongheaded if we really 
want to reduce traffi c, increase density, and promote a future with 
fewer cars— for everyone.

The BeltLine story is about how one does politics in America’s 
sprawling urban areas, where power and resources are broken up 
among a dizzying number of entities, from mayors to county com-
missioners to library boards— and in a country where assertive 
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 action by a strong, central authority has always been regarded with 
suspicion. The BeltLine bears the additional burden of evolving in 
a southern metropolitan context poisoned by race hatred and 
chronic, mutual suspicion between suburbs and cities.

It may be that the city of Atlanta itself cannot change deep, 
institutional injustices, even if it wanted to. And the lack of po liti-
cal will to do anything about traffi c and sprawl bodes ill for the 
future of the metro area. It’s no surprise that suburbanites in Cobb 
County— Newt Gingrich’s old stomping ground— view public transit 
as a delivery ser vice for black criminals; they opposed MARTA in the 
1960s, and they oppose anything that smacks of a public ser vice now. 
But the fact that environmentalists, civil rights activists, and advo-
cates for the working poor can’t agree on an agenda for remaking 
Atlanta’s clogged, choked landscape is far more frustrating.

The city may carry on as a helpless giant, tied down by subur-
ban lilliputians on all sides. Perhaps only a united and energetic 
Left could free it, but the outline of such a co ali tion is hard to discern 
in the fractured social landscape of metro Atlanta. If the BeltLine is 
to endure and change the city, it will need a bigger constituency 
than its current base of planners, hipsters, and other yuppies. I 
hope it gets one.
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