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Million Dollar Blocks: Justice and the City
The United States currently has more than
2 million people locked up in jails and prisons.
A disproportionate number of them come from a
very few neighborhoods in the country’s biggest
cities. In many places the concentration is so
dense that states are spending in excess of a
million dollars a year to incarcerate the residents
of single city blocks. When these people are
released and reenter their communities, roughly
forty percent do not stay more than three years
before they are reincarcerated.
Using rarely accessible data from the criminal
justice system, the Spatial Information Design
Lab and the Justice Mapping Center have
created maps of these “million dollar blocks”
and of the city-prison-city-prison migration ﬂow
for ﬁve of the nation’s cities. The maps suggest
that the criminal justice system has become
the predominant government institution in these
communities and that public investment in this
system has resulted in signiﬁcant costs to other
elements of our civic infrastructure — education,
housing, health, and family. Prisons and jails
form the distant exostructure of many American
cities today.

Have prisons and jails become the mass housing
of our time? How has the war on drugs affected
incarceration rates? What are the differences
between crime maps and prison admission
maps? What are the relationships between
prison populations and poor communities? Has
incarceration become a response to poverty
rather than to crime? What are the relationships
between jailed populations and homeless ones?
The relationships implied by these questions
become evident when criminal justice data is
aggregated geographically and visualized in
maps. The focus shifts away from a case-bycase analysis of the crime and punishment of an
individual, away from the geographic notation
of crime events, and toward a geography of
incarceration and return.
The maps pose difﬁcult ethical and political
questions for policy makers and designers.
When they are linked to other urban, social, and
economic indicators of incarceration, they also
suggest new strategies for approaching urban
design and criminal justice reform together.

Information as Resource,
Data and the City
We start with the idea that a city is not simply
a collection of people or buildings but rather
a network of relationships, a dynamic and
often unstable assemblage of interactions and
forces. Information about the elements of these
networks — people, buildings and infrastructure,
environment and landscape, wealth and force
and effect — is constantly exchanged and
produced within and between them. Information
is the oxygen of the networks that make up our
cities. All of us, and our surroundings, have been
knowingly or unknowingly translated into data.
Stored and recirculated and transformed, with
and without our consent, information functions

independently of its origins, and its pattern of
circulation and use is wide open — for better
and worse. Information is a resource, local and
global, regardless of whether the decisive factors
in its use are its accessibility or its mode of
presentation.
You may be a person, but you are not a citizen
if you are not recorded in a database. This simple
fact has given rise to an enormously complex
politics of information access and visibility,
closure and opacity. Civic, urban, and global
networks today are formed not only of visible but
also invisible information resources with concrete
effects on our daily lives. Information builds and
organizes most of the structures, policies, and
landscapes of our cities.

An indeterminate but powerful feedback loop is
generated that links data, people, design, policy,
and the multitude of spaces that constitute the
built environment. As a resource, information can
make visible the complex ways in which cities
are organized, are built, and grow. But before we
can work with data — make arguments with it,
generate and resolve conﬂicts with it — we have
to obtain it, which is often difﬁcult, and see it,
which requires its translation into visual images.
Architecture and Justice
The Spatial Information Design Lab’s project on
Architecture and Justice focuses on the alarming
and unprecedented growth of the U.S. criminal
justice system over the last three decades.

Growing with it have been vast archives of data;
indeed, criminal justice in the U.S. today is a data
management and mining enterprise. Criminal
justice information is primarily used to regulate
and organize the lives of individuals inside its
system, playing its part in an institutional selfperpetuation.
Our project refocuses criminal justice
information: we start from the inside of the
city, rather than trying to leave it behind. Our
approach is a spatial one because questions
of residence and movement are at the
unacknowledged heart of the criminal justice
system today — where people live, where they
go to prison, and where they return.
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Overlapping networks form the City.

A feedback loop is governed by information resources.

Criminal Justice policy is driven by a complex web of
connected services and contingent systems.

Why Are So Many Americans
in Jail and Prison?
Since 1970 Americans have been living in an era
of what some have called mass incarceration,
one of the “greatest social experiments of our
time” (Travis 2005.)

The crime rate in America over the course of
the last century has moved up and down in a
periodic wave. The corresponding rates, at which
Americans have been incarcerated, look very
different. In contrast to the periodic undulations
of the crime rate, the incarceration rate has
remained constant for most of the century. From

the late 1970s, however, it has been climbing
rapidly. The result has been a tenfold increase in
the standing prison population, from 200,000 in
1970 to 2,000,000 in 2000. How we respond
to crime is a matter of values, decisions, and
policy, all the way down to the most basic
questions deﬁning what counts as a crime. In

the late 1970s and early 1980s, efforts to ﬁght
poverty were systematically replaced by the “war
on drugs,” including the criminalization of most
drug offenses — crime became the surrogate
for poverty — and incarceration the primary
response.
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Top: Crime rates form a relatively self-consistent wave of activity.
Bottom: Incarceration rates remain relatively constant until 1970, when a radical upward trend is driven by policy.

Poverty policy in the United States since 1900, indicated by major shifts.

From Data to Maps
There is no such thing as raw data. Data sets
are created and designed even before they are
visualized. All data are collected, processed,
and presented for speciﬁc purposes and
perspectives, whether or not we admit or
suspect it. Information and data are created
relative to claims, values, and arguments,
structured by the situation of their designer and
the reasons for their collection.
As a result, no data and no maps are neutral,
and our project is no less purposeful: we want
to interrogate traditional criminal justice data
through the geography of the city. What can
we do with this data? What images and stories
come to light when we reorganize criminal justice
data to emphasize urban infrastructures, rather

than give in to the traditional forms in which crime
statistics are presented and utilized?

instruments through which we understand and
interpret our cities.

A criminal justice data set is most commonly
maintained and presented as a list. It is designed
to track people as individual cases. As individuals
make their way through the system, information is
entered into a database and accumulates: name,
crime, length of sentence, home address, and so
on. Individually, the information forms a portrait of
a case; aggregated, the cases create a statistical
portrait of a society.

According to the National Institute of
Justice(2005), “mapping crime can help law
enforcement protect citizens more effectively in
the areas they serve. Simple maps that display
the locations where crimes or concentrations
of crimes have occurred can be used to help
direct patrols to places they are most needed.
Policy makers in police departments might use
more complex maps to observe trends in criminal
activity.”

When maps are made from data like these, they
often stop at the very ﬁrst element: what crimes
were committed and where. ‘Crime maps’ have
played a signiﬁcant role in the public discourse
on cities over the last thirty years. These maps
have, in fact, become one of the most prominent
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called high-crime locations. Crime maps collect
individual incidents over time to identify “hot
spots,” places that can become the focus of
intense police — and political — attention. As the
N.I.J. report puts it, candidly if rather casually:
“using maps that help people visualize the
geographic aspects of crime, however, is not
limited to law enforcement. Mapping can provide
speciﬁc information on crime and criminal
behavior to politicians, the press, and the general
public.”

Mapping the data about the location of
crimes has prompted successful campaigns
to transform urban policing from a reactive,
calls-for-service approach to a proactive
community-policing strategy focused on so-
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Excerpt from database, www.chicagocrime.org

Typical crime map, from www.chicagocrime.org

Criminal events, not people, are mapped to the city.

Now imagine a map visualizing the same data
set, but this time shifting the focus from the crime
events to the home addresses of the people
incarcerated as a result. The transformation
reveals a pattern that — unless you live there — is
difﬁcult to see: the density or clustering of large
numbers of imprisoned residents in very few and
very small sections of the city.

Excerpt from a database of New York City prisoners with home address. [Data has been scrambled.]

Prison admissions by home address, Brooklyn, NY, 2003.

With this map, we stop talking about where
to deploy police resources or how to track
individual prisoners for institutional purposes;
instead, we begin to assess the impact of justice
on a city, even a city block, and start to evaluate
some of the implicit decisions and choices we
have been making about our civic institutions.

From Crime Maps to Admissions Maps
If crime maps succeeded dramatically in
mobilizing public opinion, redeﬁning the city as a
mosaic of safe and unsafe spaces, and forcing
the reallocation and targeting of police resources
on speciﬁc neighborhoods, the gains were shortlived. The resulting crime prevention techniques,

Crime density map, Brooklyn, NY, 1998.

and the community-policing movement in
general, soon reached the inevitable limits of
any purely tactical approach. The city spaces
that were targeted became safer, but too often
crime incidents were simply displaced to other
locations.

By focusing solely on events, the human
underpinnings of crime were left largely
unaffected. When we shift the maps’ focus from
crime events to incarceration events, strikingly
different patterns become visible. The geography
of prison differs in important ways from the
geography of crime.

Prison admissions density map, Brooklyn, NY, 2003.

Crime happens in many different places, diffused
and dispersed across the city. But the people
who are convicted and imprisoned for urban
crimes are often quite densely concentrated
geographically.

The crime rates in the most affected precincts
are typically four times higher than the lowest.
But the highest incarceration rate precincts show
activity upwards of ten times higher than those
of the lowest incarceration rate precincts. Like
poverty, incarceration is spatially concentrated,
much more so than crime.

Prison admissions by census tract, Brooklyn, NY, 2003.

It’s as if by imprisoning the residents of these
neighborhoods, making them disappear
from their city, we were simply mirroring the
disappearance of the conversation on poverty.

Just as the incarceration rate tracks the eclipse
of that debate, the geographical inquiry into
criminal justice in the city uncovers the territory
of the juxtaposition between crime and poverty.
Focusing on where incarcerated people live
when they are not in prison and comparing that

Population living in poverty by census tract, Brooklyn, NY, 2000.

with poverty suggests this conjunction rather
starkly. Is incarceration policy the new solution to
poverty, or a new structural component?

Redeﬁning the Problem:
Mass Migration and Reentry

and go, all too often simply cycling back and
forth between the same places.

600,000 people return from prison each year
in the United States, and millions more come
home from jails. About 240,000 of the released
prisoners — roughly forty percent — will return to
prison within three years. In and out, they come

New maps can help us grasp this extraordinary
phenomenon: prison migration and with it highresettlement communities. When crime maps are
replaced by incarceration maps, we can ﬁnally
visualize the geography of a massive migration,

Prisoner migration patterns, Brooklyn to New York State, 2003.

the ﬂow of people in and out of the city. We can
ask whether this quiet but pervasive migration
crisis isn’t creating a growing class of noncitizens, concentrated in very few places in all of
our major cities.
The new visualizations reveal what was
previously difﬁcult to see – the mass
disappearance and reappearance of people

Prisoner migration patterns, Brooklyn, NY, 2003.

in the city. They focus on the systematic
phenomenon of ex-prisoners’ reentry and
examine new institutions that respond to this
structural feature of urban life. What happens to
these people when they come home? We often
know where they are going and what will happen.
What is our responsibility to effectively resettle
them, given all that we know?

The Tipping Point
In this context, Jeremy Travis (2005) poses a
critical challenge to designers and advocates
alike: “Rather than view these new situations
simply as matters of concern to criminal
justice experts, [we should] analyze how
our incarceration policies affect the work of
practitioners, advocates and community leaders
in other policy arenas” (84).
The migration cycle, which is something like
a permanent or recurring refugee crisis, takes

a dramatic toll on the communities where it
happens. Todd R. Clear’s research (2003)
suggests that communities reach a tipping point
beyond which increased incarceration begins
to undermine local networks and the
infrastructure of everyday life. Once past that
point, neighborhoods can enter a downward
spiral in community viability, which, in turn,
can promote an increase in crime and juvenile
delinquency, and a decrease in everything
from public health to housing values to political
participation.

For places where prison has become the
predominant government institution and
incarceration is no longer a last resort, the
criminal justice system ceases to function as the
antonym of civil society. Instead, as the recycling
of men and women between prison and home
becomes an everyday fact, the institutions of
everyday life are profoundly transformed. So,
a policy response in one sector — incarceration
as the answer to crime — has multiplier effects in
other sectors: prison migration now implicates
urban infrastructures and networks as diverse

0

as education, family, housing, health, and civic
involvement.
Questions of crime become questions of the city.
If the maps have exposed otherwise obscure
places in the city, then advocates and designers
alike are obligated to look further, to investigate
the urban networks that are now more obviously
implicated in the situation.
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Prison Expenditures Expressed in Millions of Dollars

Effect of Total Prison Admssions on Crime Rate.

The resulting histogram displays what statisticians call a Power Law distribution —
the largest share of the total dollars are represented by a very small share of census blocks.
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Money Maps
Measured in dollars, the criminal justice network
has frequently become the most important public
institution in high-resettlement neighborhoods.
The stakes and impacts of this unacknowledged
investment become clearer when we make the
incarceration maps slightly more complex by
adding information about the actual costs of
imprisonment. How much money does it cost to
keep people in prison? The ﬁgures are available,
and when they are correlated with the addresses
of the people on whom the money is being spent,
a remarkable pattern emerges.
We call them “Million Dollar Blocks,” single blocks
in inner-city neighborhoods across the country for
which upwards of a million dollars are allocated
each year to imprison its residents.
The maps now suggest a link between those
places and the dollars spent (elsewhere) on their

residents. They ask us to weigh the opportunity
costs — for each city block, neighborhood, or
wider community — of committing those funds
to recycle people through jail and prison, back
home, and then (for more than a third of them)
back inside again.

housing, health, and civic involvement. — Now the
investment pattern, and spending priorities that
feed this condition become dramatically evident.
The new maps, it turns out, have induced a
thought experiment and raised a fundamental
question:

What if we sought to undo this shift, to refocus
public spending on community infrastructures
that are the real foundation of everyday safety,
rather than criminal justice institutions of prison
migration?

This pattern is visible in all too many major
American cities: New Haven, New Orleans, New
York City, Phoenix, and Wichita.
Money spent on criminal justice is money not
spent on other civic institutions, especially in
these communities. Guided by the maps of
Million Dollar Blocks, urban planners, designers,
and policy makers can identify those areas in
our cities where, without acknowledging it,
we have allowed the criminal justice system
to replace and displace a whole host of other
public institutions and civic infrastructures. Those
neglected sectors are the very ones we have
already identiﬁed as the collateral damage of
the incarceration explosion — education, family,

Excerpt from a database of New York City prisoners by home address with expenditures added. [Data has been scrambled.]

Prison expenditures by census block in Brooklyn, NY, 2003, represented as dollar totals.

Criminal Justice as Infrastructure
Data has often been used to inform policy,
especially where cities — a veritable paradigm
of the large complex organization that requires
information if it is to be managed properly — are
concerned. The “efﬁcient city” sought to address
the poverty question with information and put
data to work to clear slums and level urban blight
in the 1960s.
Where are we today? Are we proposing
something similar? Here information is visualized
in a way that exposes policy and makes it
accountable to the people who have to live
through its effects, the everyday networks of
civil society. The maps ask and help us to look
closely at each city block, where a small piece
of the pattern is located. Can we experiment in
the reverse direction, starting from the block and
aiming for the city?
Clearly, although the Million Dollar Block is our
focus, the maps indicate that we cannot answer
this question at the level of the block alone.
We propose to treat prisons and jails as an urban
exostructure. No matter how physically removed
they are from the neighborhoods of the people
they hold, they remain ﬁrmly rooted as institutions
of the city, as everyday parts of life for people,
impacting their homes, social networks and
migrations.

An analysis of any Million Dollar Block will
demonstrate how the overlapping resources
of these networks conﬂate individuals and
infrastructure, the local and the global, the close
and the far, the piece and the system. Doing
anything here, attempting to restructure the way
the criminal justice system works, means working
with contingent, dynamic and overlapping
systems and collaborations between multiple
agencies, tools, and techniques.
What does it mean to design policy, to design
multiple policies, around a single place?
The maps are both a picture and a design
strategy. The picture is an aggregate situation.
The design strategy is start from the block and
build, incrementally, new networks which might
inform this crippled urban infrastructure.
In this way, these maps depart radically from
the maps and statistical analyses that fueled
mid-20th-century urban renewal and policing
projects. The map is not a top-down view. And
neither is it a bottom-up account. It is both.
Identify an area. Zoom in, and examine the
speciﬁc conditions. Zoom out, and then, consider
both scales at the same time. The resulting image
is no longer Hard Data. It is a Soft Map that is
inﬁnitely scalable, absolutely contingent, and
open to vision and, hence, revision.
Eric Cadora and Laura Kurgan

31 men, two blocks, 4.4 million dollars, Brownsville, Brooklyn, NY, 2003.
What would you do?
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The Spatial Information Design Lab is a think-and-action-tank
at Columbia University specializing in the visual display of
spatial information about contemporary cities and events.
The lab works with data about space — numeric data
combined with narratives and images to design compelling
visual presentations about our world today. The projects in
the lab focus on linking social data with geography to help
researchers and advocates communicate information clearly,
responsibly, and provocatively.
Spatial Information Design is a name for new ways of
working with the vast quantity of statistical and other data
available about the contemporary city. By reorganizing
tabular data using unique visualization techniques, and
locating it geographically, we try to correlate disparate items
of information and picture the patterns and networks they
create. Putting data on a map can open new spaces for
action, and new options for intervention, as the often unseen
shapes and forms of life in the city become visible
Design here is less like a tool and more like a language,
a practice that shapes the outcomes and understandings
of the things we do. It is not simply an aesthetic prejudice.
The ways in which we present ideas and information can
sometimes be even more important than the material itself,
for better, or more commonly, for worse. The words and
pictures we choose make a difference to the way people,
including us, imagine their own possibilities of responding
to what we say and do.
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and Preservation / Columbia University
1172 Amsterdam Avenue
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