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which once existed has been damaged by forces which 

threaten to transform racial segregation into economic 

segregation.” Out-migration of the middle class was a 

trend that, if “allowed to continue, will eventually trans-

form an ethnic community into a low-income ghetto.”1 

Nearly 30 years later, an article in the Fresno Bee 

grimly described West Fresno as “the neighborhood 

where dreams go to die” and “a forgotten corner of a 

sprawling city.”2 While these characterizations may be 

journalistic hyperbole, West Fresno has in fact followed 

a different trajectory than other areas in the city. Physi-

cally cut off from the rest of the city by Highway 99, West 

Fresno appears to be increasingly isolated socially and 

economically as well. It was one of the neighborhoods 

that accounted for Fresno’s 2005 ranking as home to 

the highest concentration of poverty in the nation.3 This 

statistic was particularly startling because of Fresno’s 

location—not in the Rust Belt or Appalachia, but in the 

richest farming region of a state that at the time had the 

world’s eighth-largest economy.4 

 B A C KG R O U N D

The San Joaquin Valley (“the Valley”) is by all accounts 

an “agricultural paradise,” a fact that has shaped the 

regional character in considerable ways.5 With year-round 

employment in farming and related industries, the Valley 

 O V E R V I E W

In 1977, the Fresno City Council approved a community plan for West Fresno, 
then a neighborhood of just over 15,000 people in the largest city in Califor-
nia’s San Joaquin Valley. The plan noted that the neighborhood, at that time 
called Edison, “has always been a unique community with a rich heritage,” 
but warned somewhat presciently that “the social and economic viability

Fresno, California:
the West Fresno neighborhood
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West Fresno Fresno MSA

Poverty Rate Poverty rate 1970a 43.5 18.9

Poverty rate 2000b 51.1 22.9

Income Median household incomec $18,257 $34,725

Demographics Population 2000d 16,875 799,407

% Population change, 1970 - 2000e 6.8 93.5

Racial/ethnic composition, 2000f

% White 2.2 39.7

% Hispanic/Latino 45.1 44.0

% Black/African-American 38.0 5.0

% Residents under age 18g 39.7 32.1

% Single-parent householdsh 30.1 12.7

% Foreign born, 2000i 29.3 21.1

% Population in same house as five years agoj 55.0 51.0

Education % Adults without a high school diploma, 2000k 62.7 32.5

% Adults with a college degree, 2000l 3.1 17.5

% Students proficient in reading, 2005m 45.5 38.0

% Students proficient in math, 2005n 48.1 42.8

labor Market Unemployment rate, 2000o 22.7 11.8

% Adults in the labor forcep 45.3 59.9

Housing Homeownership rate, 2000q 39.5 56.5

% Renters with a housing cost burdenr 58.7 47.6

% Rental units that are HUD subsidizedrr 42.0 11.6

Median value for owner-occupied unitss $57,540 $104,900

Median year structure builtt 1964 1974 

Access to Credit % Credit files that are thin, 2004u 50.6 31.0

% Credit files with high credit scoresv 28.2 51.4

% Mortgage originations that are high cost, 2005w 55.4 33.0

Mortgage denial rate, 2005x 24.9 17.1

has historically drawn, and continues to attract, migrant 

and immigrant labor, with the largest group in recent 

years arriving from Central America.6 In addition, thou-

sands of Hmong refugees have resettled in the Valley 

over the past 20 years.7 Thus, the region’s population 

diversified and grew significantly during the 20th century. 

The Valley’s population has also become markedly more 

urbanized.8 The population in the Fresno metropolitan 

statistical area (MSA) grew by nearly 113 percent between 

1970 and 2005 to just over 877,000 residents.9 

Although there has been some industrial diversifica-

tion and job growth over the past few decades, agriculture 

and related services still represent a disproportionately 

large share of the region’s economy relative to the state’s.10 

Overall, earnings are lower in the Valley than in California; 

this holds true even in the Fresno metropolitan area. Since 

1990, the average wage per job in the Fresno MSA has 

been only 65 to 75 percent of the state’s.11 Unemployment 

has been a perennial issue in the Valley, and while unem-

ployment figures have improved recently, unemployment 

rates in both the Valley and Fresno have stood at nearly 

twice the state figures for the past 10 years.12 In addition, 

the relatively low level of educational attainment has been 

a persistent issue; in 2000, nearly 33 percent of those 18 

T A B L E  1

Comparison Statistics
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and older in the Valley had less than a high school educa-
tion, compared with 24 percent in the state.13 

The industrial and wage structures of the Valley, as 
well as limited skill and educational levels—particularly 
within the newly arrived immigrant population—have had 
significant implications for the overall economic health of 
the region. One measure of this is the Valley’s poverty rate, 
which in 2000 exceeded that of every other region in Cali-
fornia. In the Fresno MSA, the poverty rate was just over 
23 percent, over one and a half times that of the state.14 

But Fresno is not just a uniformly poor city in a poor 
region. Data from the 2000 census show stark socioeco-
nomic contrasts between West Fresno and the rest of 
the metropolitan area. (See Table 1) Indeed, the neighbor-
hood of West Fresno, located on the city’s southwestern-
most edge, is by a number of measures one of its most 
distressed areas, reflecting a distinct pattern of geo-
graphic separation and isolation. (See Figure 1) 

The neighborhood of West Fresno, historically called 
“the Westside,” dates back to the 1880s. Since its begin-
nings, it has hosted successive waves of immigrant and 
minority settlers for reasons including its relatively low 
housing costs, discrimination in Fresno’s housing market, 
and proximity to outlying agricultural employment  

opportunities.15 Historical records indicate that the 
neighborhood’s early business ventures and community 
gatherings centered on nearby Chinatown. However, the 
1950s and 1960s saw the construction of Highway 99 on 
the edge of the neighborhood and a downtown urban 
renewal program, both of which demolished homes and 
businesses in and around Chinatown and physically cut 
off the neighborhood from the northeasterly growth in 
Fresno that was to occur over the next several decades. 

Historical records of the neighborhood’s economic 
conditions compared to the rest of Fresno are mixed, 
but they point to an economic disconnect from the city. 
One researcher noted that in the years following World 
War II, disparities in education and skill levels, along with 
labor market discrimination, largely limited the predomi-
nantly black and Hispanic residents of the Westside to 
low-wage positions such as farm workers, janitors, and 
housekeepers.16 But other historical records and personal 
accounts paint a more nuanced picture of neighbor-
hood conditions. The city’s 1977 Edison Plan, for instance, 
noted that “although the neighborhood’s housing market 
may have been discriminatory, the local economic mar-
ket was not.”17 Longtime Fresnans indicate that Westside 
residents historically engaged in a variety of professions 
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Geographic patterns of isolation in Fresno



28

F
R

E
S

N
O

, C
A

lIF
O

R
N

IA

and achieved varying levels of economic success.18 Pros-

perity in the neighborhood is most evident in the stretch 

of large homes built along Kearney Boulevard in the mid-

1960s by black professionals committed to living in and 

improving the community.19 

Today, the neighborhood is composed primarily of 

minority racial and ethnic groups that struggle with low 

wages, high unemployment, and limited educational 

attainment.20 The immigrant population is higher in the 

neighborhood than in the city as a whole. In 2000 nearly 

30 percent of neighborhood residents were foreign-born; 

of those, almost half had not arrived in the United States 

until the 1990s.21 In 2000, neighborhood residents were 

significantly more likely to be employed in farming and 

production than in managerial jobs. (See Figure 2) All of 

these factors contribute to the neighborhood’s extremely 

high concentration of poverty; the poverty rate in West 

Fresno has hovered around 40 percent for much of the 

past several decades, rising to 51 percent in 2000.22 

Interviews and data point to a number of other 

issues that are linked to the neighborhood’s high levels 

of poverty. Housing-related factors have played a role in 

fostering economic segregation, as publicly subsidized 

low-income housing units were historically concentrated 

in West Fresno23 and continue to be built there. Between 

2000 and 2004, nearly 40 percent of all Low Income 

Housing Tax Credit units built in the city of Fresno as set-

asides for low-income households were located in West 

Fresno.24 Other poverty-related issues in the neighborhood 
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include the weak skills of its working-age adults;25 large 

numbers of both documented and undocumented immi-

grants;26 high rates of teen pregnancy and the prevalence 

of single-parent households;27 poor physical and mental 

health;28 inadequate supportive services for homeless 

people;29 and increased gang activity and violent crime.30

In addition, while those who grew up on the West-

side recall its vitality and general feeling of community 

cohesion, the residents and community advocates 

interviewed for this report indicated that these elements 

have to some extent disappeared. “There used to be 

businesses—there used to be a sense of community,” 

said one advocate. “Neighbors knew one another and 

would look out for one another’s kids. Now, we can’t say 

that. I don’t know how to get that back.”31 

 I S S U E S  T O  C O N S I D E R

Each of the factors noted in the preceding section are 

interrelated and contribute to high levels of poverty 

in West Fresno. But community leaders and residents 

interviewed for this case study consistently highlighted 

three issues that are particularly challenging for the com-

munity. First, for a number of reasons, the investment 

environment—for commercial development as well as for 



29

F
R

E
S

N
O

, C
A

lIF
O

R
N

IA

market-rate and mixed-income housing development—in 

the neighborhood is weak. Second, neighborhood youth 

are not being provided quality education and skill devel-

opment opportunities, leading to difficulties in overcom-

ing generational poverty. Third, community organizations’ 

capacity to address the range of factors contributing to 

concentrated poverty is limited.

Investment Environment

Starting in the 1970s, most private and public invest-

ments were made in the areas northwest of downtown 

Fresno. According to one community leader, this signaled 

“the beginning of the demise of the downtown area, 

which also directly impacted West Fresno.”32 Businesses 

that existed in West Fresno before the implementation of 

the urban renewal plans were not rebuilt,33 and commu-

nity leaders noted that for many years, traditional market 

analysis deemed the neighborhood an area that could 

not support new commercial and retail offerings.34 

In 1999, however, following extensive community 

organizing efforts and lobbying by community advocates, 

a new shopping center opened on the edge of the  

Westside.35 Kearney Palms, the first major commercial  

Kearney Palms, which opened in 1999, was the first major com-
mercial project in West Fresno in decades.

construction project in the neighborhood in decades, 

includes West Fresno’s first supermarket. Obtaining 

financing for the development from both the city and 

banks was a challenge because the project was perceived 

as an overly risky venture. Contrary to that perception, 

Kearney Palms is thriving, and its anchor supermarket 

outperforms the chain’s other regional stores.36 

This type of project, though, has yet to be replicated 

in the neighborhood. In response, Fresno West Coali-

tion for Economic Development (FWCED), a community 

development corporation (CDC) that grew from the activ-

ism surrounding the development of Kearney Palms and 

which remains the neighborhood’s only CDC, has advo-

cated a re-examination of residents’ purchasing power.37 

“We are not looking at anything radical here,” said the 

coalition’s director. “We’re looking to demonstrate the 

business-case argument that this neighborhood can sup-

port more projects like Kearney Palms.” 

Community advocates noted that the neighborhood’s 

lack of banking services ties into its lack of commercial 

development and other reinvestment activities. Accord-

ing to neighborhood advocates, the Community Rein-

vestment Act is “not talked about or understood here 

[in Fresno].” The difficulties in obtaining financing for 

development projects like Kearney Palms, they added, 

reflect the rule rather than an exception.38 Financial insti-

tutions have historically not located bank branches in the 

neighborhood. Indeed, until 2006, the neighborhood was 

without even an automated teller machine.39 According to 

some interviewees, the lack of bank services hinders not 

only large-scale investment activities, but also the abili-

ties of individuals and households to build wealth.40 Resi-

dents have limited access to financial education services 

that might help them repair damaged credit histories 

and gain a better understanding of the long-term costs 

of using payday lenders and rent-to-own shops.41

Interviewees also believe that the perception and real-

ity of criminal activity—particularly gang and drug-related 

crime—in the neighborhood have contributed to dimin-

ished investment and development. Although West Fresno 

is widely considered to be a high-crime area, police 

department data indicate that its overall levels of crime 

are not significantly higher than in other areas of the city. 

Crimes in this neighborhood are more frequently violent, 

however, and tend to generate wide community concern, 

according to the district police captain.42 Residents say 

that criminal and gang-related activity is a serious issue 

in the neighborhood and that many forbid their children 
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to play outside because of safety concerns.43 Community 

leaders point out that these factors have contributed to 

the neighborhood’s struggles in attracting new businesses 

and housing development.44

Youth and Education

West Fresno faces significant issues concerning its 

young people. Neighborhood advocates note that gen-

erational cycles of poverty seem to be fed in part by the 

limited range of constructive educational and leadership-

building activities for children and youth.45 “Our youth 

have so much talent,” said one community advocate, “but 

they are not being nurtured in a positive way. They all 

have skills, but someone needs to help bring those out.”46 

This issue has a number of facets. For starters, the 

West Fresno school district is in a period of transition 

after mismanagement triggered a state government 

takeover in 2003.47 While improvement plans are under 

way,48 some interviewees pointed out that the district 

schools still struggle to provide basic materials, such as 

textbooks, and to attract and retain qualified teachers.49 

“The education piece is very complicated,” said one 

community leader. “But not enough resources are being 

put into [West Fresno] schools from Fresno Unified, and 

they don’t have good leadership…or enough recruitment 

of good teachers—perhaps through an incentive pro-

gram—to get them to teach there and stay there.”50 

Academic achievement in local schools diverges 

notably from city and state averages. In 2000, only 

The Boys and Girls Club in West Fresno provides a safe, posi-
tive environment for area youth, offering a range of activities 
from sports and games to after-school tutoring.

14 percent of West Fresno Elementary students were 

reading at grade level, compared with 29 percent in the 

Fresno Unified School District and 45 percent in Califor-

nia. District data indicate that both math and reading 

proficiency levels have increased somewhat over the 

past few years, but West Fresno Elementary still lags 

considerably behind the city and the state.51 Limitations 

in English language skills, which affect one-fifth of West 

Fresno residents versus one-tenth of residents city-

wide,52 tie into school readiness and proficiency scores, 

as evidenced by some 40 percent of elementary school-

children who are learning English in school.53 

In addition, student dropout rates are a problem in 

West Fresno, as they are throughout the Fresno Unified 

School District.54 Interviewees suggested that West Fres-

no’s high dropout rates are tied to both the prevalence of 

teen pregnancy and the lure of gang activity.55 While both 

issues can have a lifelong impact on teens, the gang 

issue has extreme consequences: Advocates noted that 

not only do many of West Fresno’s youth become gang 

members, but also that they often get caught—literally—

in crossfire in the neighborhood.56

Outside of school, there are few places where neigh-

borhood youth can engage in leadership and skill-building 

activities. The West Fresno unit of the Boys and Girls Club 

provides one of the few positive and safe environments 

for young people, offering after-school tutoring, sports, 

games, and life-skills classes for kids aged six to 18. Since 

reopening in late 2006 after a major renovation, the club 

operates at capacity and, on average, reaches 100 to 150 

kids each day—a fraction of the number of children who 

are eligible to participate. There are few job opportunities 

in the neighborhood for youth to gain workforce-prepared-

ness skills, and other social and recreational facilities—for 

example, libraries, malls, movie theaters, and swimming 

pools—are limited or non-existent. 

Organizational Capacity

Nearly all community leaders noted that capacity 

issues keep neighborhood organizations from increasing 

the scale and scope of their work. Interviewees commonly 

discussed one facet of this issue: lack of funding. “Fresno 

lacks visibility,” said one. “We’re subsumed under L.A.  

and the Bay Area and, along with the rest of the Valley,  

are left out of consideration for philanthropic funds as well 

as state and federal dollars. It’s hard to change concen-

trated poverty with limited resources.”57 Indeed, a study of  
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philanthropic activity in the Valley, for instance, showed that 

while there has been some improvement since the mid-

1990s, the region’s grant dollars per capita in the region 

were just over $17 in 2002, compared with $47 statewide.58 

Many stakeholders also said existing funds are not 

always effectively spent. “Funders often miss the mark,” 

said one community advocate. “They pick the wrong 

entities to invest in or don’t allow enough flexibility with 

their funding to fashion effective solutions.”59 Com-

munity Development Block Grant (CDBG) dollars are a 

particularly contested source of funding. Over the past 

decade, only a small fraction of CDBG dollars have been 

granted to agencies outside of city government, while 

a significant amount of funding has been allocated to 

the police department and other city agencies for crime 

suppression, code enforcement, and infrastructure 

improvements.60 While they agreed that these services 

are important to the neighborhood, representatives of 

nonprofit organizations expressed frustration that CDBG 

funds were being directed in these ways.61 

However, even if the neighborhood received a large 

infusion of capital, advocates indicated that there are a 

number of obstacles that might hamper its use toward 

addressing neighborhood challenges. “If Bill Gates 

wanted to give $1 billion to the neighborhood, could we 

use it?” asked one community advocate. “Do we have a 

vision as far as how we’d use it for comprehensive devel-

opment? Do we have an action plan?”62 In addition to the 

lack of a clear strategy to improve current conditions, 

others noted that the neighborhood also faces chal-

lenges that have arisen from fragmented leadership and 

little political will to work on changing the status quo. The 

interviewees also noted the need for resource alignment 

and follow-through.63 

Tied to the above, noted interviewees, are some 

shortcomings among nonprofits and community build-

ers, including gaps in technical skills and the need for 

resources devoted to strategic planning as well as for 

sophisticated financial management and budgeting.64 

“There are all sorts of examples out there of well-inten-

tioned groups that are good at delivering services on 

a day-to-day basis,” said one community leader. “But 

to take it to the next level we need to help build their 

organizational capacity—build an ongoing training and 

mentoring program for these nonprofits. The problem is 

that nobody wants to fund that.”65 

The circular nature of the relationship between 

organizational capacity and the level of funding received 

by community-based organizations was noted by other 

stakeholders. “Nonprofits here can’t compete with [San 

Francisco] Bay Area organizations on funding propos-

als,” one community advocate said. “The writing is not as 

sophisticated and the applications aren’t as strong.”66 In a 

related vein, two community development financial institu-

tions recently established in the Central Valley have indi-

cated that, while they have interest in directing resources 

to support economic development in West Fresno, they 

have already experienced some difficulty finding loan- and 

investment-ready projects in the neighborhood.67 

 I N T E R V E N T I O N S

A number of efforts are under way at both regional and 

municipal levels to address some of the issues noted 

above. One major effort, the Regional Jobs Initiative, 

aims to further diversify the economy and better equip 

the region’s workforce for advancement up the earn-

ings ladder. Formed in 2004, the initiative is develop-

ing resources that support local industry clusters, such 

as manufacturing, energy, and health care, with a goal 

of creating 30,000 new jobs in the Fresno region by 

2009. A sister project is the Human Investment Initiative, 

which is linked to the Fresno Business Council and aims 

to develop career and technical education and better 

align skill development with the needs of the region’s 

employers.68 Similarly, the Fresno Economic Development 

Corporation recently formed an alliance with the Work-

force Investment Board to develop a strategy to enhance 

vocational training and help youth gain the knowledge 

and skills needed for the region’s current and future job 

offerings.69 

The mayor’s office also recently launched a number 

of initiatives targeting low-income areas of Fresno. The 

“10 x 10” plan is aimed at improving and increasing the 

city’s affordable housing stock. A gang prevention and 

intervention initiative seeks to address gang-related 

issues throughout the city. And a new Municipal Restora-

tion Zone was established in late 2006 to help stimulate 

business development and job creation in low-income 

neighborhoods. Incentives offered through this program 

are added to those already offered through longstand-

ing Enterprise and Empowerment Zones that encompass 

West Fresno.70 

In addition, a number of entities, including the Office 

of Community and Economic Development at California 

State University, Fresno, and the newly formed Fresno 
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Works for Better Health Advocacy Center, are joining 

forces to develop an asset map of the neighborhood 

and its surroundings that will be used to design a strate-

gic plan for West Fresno. Social Compact will provide a 

market analysis of Fresno for this project to help uncover 

hidden markets and promote investment opportunities.71 

The Advocacy Center will also serve to monitor local, 

state, and federal economic and community development 

policy, and aims to provide workshops and other training 

opportunities for community leaders and residents.72

In West Fresno, several housing and community 

development projects are in the planning and construc-

tion phases. These include a Hope VI development, 

other new housing from the Fresno West Coalition for 

Economic Development, and a charter school and rec-

reational facility being developed by the Fresno County 

Economic Opportunities Commission. In addition, discus-

sions are under way about a Family Resource Center to 

house a number of community amenities such as child 

care, health referral services, and workforce support. 

 C O N C l U S I O N

These efforts demonstrate the growing interest in Fresno 

to work collaboratively to increase investment—in hous-

ing, commercial development, and human capital—both 

regionally and at the neighborhood level. Many com-

munity leaders are hopeful that Fresno has crossed 

the threshold for positively addressing community and 

economic development issues.73 “Essentially what’s hap-

pening is that people are starting to go after the major 

systems—schools, human services, criminal justice—and 

really trying to transition them from being disabling to 

empowering, all for the sake of improving neighborhoods 

of concentrated poverty,” said one civic leader.74 

The need to strengthen capacity to achieve these 

transformations, however, is still great. In addition, efforts 

must be made to ensure that West Fresno’s particu-

lar needs and interests are accounted for in emerging 

regional economic development initiatives. Resources 

directed toward such efforts can help build and sustain 

the momentum of residents and community-serving 

organizations seeking to tackle the host of interrelated 

challenges in the neighborhood and beyond.

This case study was prepared by Naomi Cytron, senior 
research associate, Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco
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