RACIALLY DISPROPORTIONATE SITING OF US INTERSTATE HIGHWAYS
Overview

Interchanges in Dallas

In the 1950s decision‐makers in the United States started building a massive network of highways
throughout the country courtesy of the Federal‐Aid Highway Act of 1956. This period was also the
peak of segrega on of the black community in major metropolitan ci es, and for the first me, a
majority of African‐Americans were living in urban areas. The use of racial zoning for housing accen‐
tuated the isola on of this popula on and increased the emergence of black ghe os.

Results
The results show an interes ng pa ern. We can see that the areas where minori es (largely black
communi es) are the most aﬀected are not necessarily situated in the South of the United States.
However, qualita vely, we can see that the majority of metropolitan areas have an index superior to
1. Most of highways were therefore built in the middle of non‐white communi es. Ci es such as Dal‐
las, Portland or Oklahoma City have a high index of non‐white popula on aﬀected by the proximity
of a highway junc on. We can also no ce that non‐white communi es are more aﬀected by inter‐
changes than by highways.

The construc on of highways in metropolitan ci es o en encountered resistance from local popula‐
ons but interstates and interstate junc ons were o en constructed in the middle of black or other
minority communi es. Moreover, it has been demonstrated that decision makers in some metropol‐
itan areas used highway construc on as a tool to separate black or non‐white communi es from
white communi es. The consequences for the popula ons aﬀected by the si ng of highways were
important: thousands of housing units were destroyed and thousands of people were displaced to
outer parts of the ci es.
In this project I am comparing with GIS the overall propor on of white and non‐white popula ons in
the 1950s aﬀected by the construc on of interstate highways.
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Methodology
For this project, I used the 1950 census data acquired from the Na onal Historical Geographic In‐
forma on System as well as the current U.S. Na onal Transporta on Atlas Interstate Highways data
from the Bureau of Transporta on Sta s cs of the U.S government. I decided to use the non‐
white census category instead of exclusively focusing on black popula ons because Chinese com‐
muni es may also have been significantly aﬀected by the construc on of highways. First, using
Network Analyst, I created a junc on data layer loca ng the intersec on of interstates and select‐
ed the tracts situated within 300 meters from those points in the en re dataset. Second, I selected
the tracts that intersect interstate highways. The junc on index and interstate index data created
with the selected tracts were therea er joined with current metropolitan area data in order to cre‐
ate the two large maps of the United States.

Downtown Detroit
Index of non‐white popula on
The Indexes of non‐white popula ons were calculated by the division of the frac on of non‐whites in
the selected tracts by the frac on of non‐whites in the total metropolitan area: [(Non‐White pop. se‐
lected tracts/Tot. Pop. selected tracts)/( Non‐White pop. Metro/Tot. Pop. Metro).
Index number < or = 1 : the propor on of non‐white popula on aﬀected by the presence of highways/
Junc on is equal or below the average.
Index number > 1 : the propor on of minority aﬀected by the presence of highways/Junc on is over the
average. I have created two large maps of the United States: one showing the popula on aﬀected by
the construc on of highways and another showing the popula on aﬀected by the construc on of a
highway junc on.

Limits
One limit encountered in this project is that we do not have access yet to smaller census group. In‐
deed the 1950 census only provided us with tract‐level data. Therefore, I was obliged to select en re
tracts without the knowledge of the precise distribu on of black communi es within them. I used
the current metropolitan area administra ve data from February for the large maps because it pro‐
vides us with a be er visualiza on of those areas than if we were using metropolitan area data from
the 1950s, which were considerably smaller in size.
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