
Chinatown in Boston is the only remaining 
Chinatown neighborhood in all of New 
England. While home to thousands of resi-
dents, the future of this neighborhood is 
increasingly uncertain.  

Several hospitals, academic institutions, 
and high rises have been built and ex-
panded in recent decades, placing pres-
sure on the community, which has a vul-
nerable population to displacement, with 
24% of the population below the poverty 
level.1 
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As the overall population in Boston has 
increased in the last decade, Boston's 
Chinatown has seen its share of Asian 
residents drop sharply — from 70% in 
1990 to 46% in 2010.3, 4 

 

Still, Chinatown continues to be home for 
the largest proportion of Asian residents 
per unit area (see map on left) . 

The research undertaken by this poster 
will build a spatial understanding of the 
ways in which land values and racial 
composition have changed in the neigh-
borhood since the turn of the 21st centu-
ry. In demonstrating these shifts and an-
alyzing land value change, this research 
will equip advocates and community 
pressures and shifts over time.  

 

Small businesses in Chinatown, Boston MA 
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The conceptual model illustrated by these 
maps aims to understand population 
change and rising land value.  
 
Change in land values over time.   
This research compares land values per 
square foot between 1999 – 2014. To con-
textualize this rate of change, this poster 
contrasts land values per square foot with 
the South End. Data were collected from 
the City of Boston from 2014 and the Har-
vard Geospatial Library from 1999 parcel 
data, used as the baseline upon which 
change is measured. 
 
These data were transformed with a zip 
code constraint, and selected by Land Us-
es that were residential, thereby eliminat-
ing other uses for land, such as commer-
cial, for which values may increase at dif-
ferent rates.  Value per square foot was 
calculated using the square footage of the 
parcel and the land value of each building. 
Net average values for Chinatown and the 
South End were calculated for 1999 and 
2014 and contrasted for average values 
for each year and overall rate of change.  

Change of populations over time 
This research continues with a compari-
son of demographic data, using Census da-
ta from 2000 and 2010, in order to get a 
better understanding of Chinatown, and 
the ways that the community has been 
shifting over time. These maps analyze 
both the percentage change in Asian resi-
dents over the first decade of the 21st cen-
tury in Chinatown and surrounding com-
munities; as well as net numbers of  White 
and Asian residents, which are detailed 
with bar graphs. The current population 
of Asian residents in Boston is also 
mapped, normalized per hectare, indicat-
ing a significantly higher Asian communi-
ty in Chinatown in contrast to other neigh-
borhoods.   
 
Modeling techniques 
Neighborhoods are selected using zip 
codes, emulating the approach used by the 
Boston Public Health Commission in their 
Health of Boston Report in partnership 
with Mayor Mennino.1  

 

Modeling  Land Value offers perspective into ways in 
which the neighborhood has changed between 1999 
and 2014.  The above maps show the increasing value 
of land, examining these impacts specifically with re-
gards to rising land values for residential properties.  
 
The chart to the right details these changes in dollar 
values, contrasting Chinatown to the South End. In 
this 15-year period, Chinatown’s average residential 
land value per square foot rose from $33.72 to 
$61.08, while the South End increased from $42.67 to 
$77.30. Interestingly, these land values rose at the 
same rate during this time period, an 81.1% increase 
in land value per sq ft.  These parallel increases reveal 
that while Chinatown is lower income, residents may 
being subjected to similar increases in rent in con-
trast the South End, which is comparatively more  
affluent. 
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 Zip codes: The land area of Chinatown uses the 02111 zip code 
(see methods section) However, neighborhood boundaries can be 
nebulous, and this analytical framework may not fully capture the 
entirety of each neighborhood. Further, in each neighborhood, 
property values may vary, and aggregation loses granular details. 
 
Aggregation of Asian residents into one category: Census data 
offer a nuanced breakdown of Asian residents’ racial background, 
and Chinatown houses a diversity of Asian residents. However, 
most City of Boston analyses aggregate into broad racial categories 
to understand general trends.  Still, the data become less nuanced 
when residents’ specific backgrounds are not identified.  
 
Precision: The data that I am modeling for the US Census are im-
precise, as they model by zip code rather than census block. It is 
helpful to compare neighborhoods, however it doesn’t give specif-

ics to what is happening within each neighbor-
hood, at a coarse scale of analysis. The granulari-
ty of the parcel data is quite detailed— values are 
available by parcel, which enables the viewer to 
look at individual parcel values for land within 
each neighborhood. 
 
 

Assessors data: Land assessor’s data may not accurately repre-
sent the market for buying or renting, as actual rates market rates 
may vary widely.  Future analyses may consider examining actual 
values in rent or sales to analyze reality with increased precision. 
 
Contrasting neighborhoods 
Chinatown is a distinct neighborhood because of  its high percent-
age of poverty. Though contrasting with the South End is helpful to 
note the virtually identical rate of increase per square foot, it is im-
portant to note that these areas and  populations are very  
different.  

Mapping demographic change using Census data (see 
right) helps us to understand the increases in popula-
tion of different neighborhoods. Overall, the popula-
tion of Boston increased by 28,453 during this decade, 
of which the Asian population grew by approximately 
24.7% citywide.5  We can see that Chinatown is in-
creasing at a rate below this average, while other 
neighborhoods are seeing larger areas of growth. In 
Chinatown, the White growth rate is significantly high-
er than the Asian growth rate.  
 

Using these data, community advocates may be able to 
better understand the ways in which the composition 
of Chinatown and surrounding neighborhoods is 
changing, and how rising land values may come into 
play. This foundation may help policymakers to con-
sider mechanisms that can protect the community 
from displacement, such as community land trusts, 
mixed income development requirements, increased 
affordable housing and other protective measures.  

  Granularity of parcel 

data in Chinatown  
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