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The Decline of Detroit in Five Maps
By Nate Cohn @nate_cohn 

Detroit was once the nation’s fourth most-populous city. Today, it became the largest American city to file for 
bankruptcy. The Motor City has been in decline for decades; its population peaked at 1.8 million in 1950 and 
declined to just 700,000 people in the last Census. Predictably, its economy faltered—especially over the last 
decade. The unemployment rate is over 18 percent; fewer than half of adult residents are employed. A shrinking 
tax base made the city’s debt unsustainable—forcing it into bankruptcy. The decline of Detroit is illustrated by 
two New York Times features documenting the 2010 Census and the 2006-2009 American Community Survey. 

Over the last decade, Detroit’s population fell by nearly 26 percent. Detroit’s suburbs have lost residents too, but 
not nearly as many.

It is not quite right to say that Detroit is empty. 700,000 people still live there. But at its peak, the city housed 
1.8 million people, and thousands of homes are now abandoned. In some neighborhoods, half of all homes are 
vacant.
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Detroit’s urban core is deeply impoverished. The median household income is just $26,000--the map below 
shows areas where households make less than $30,000 per year

Home values are extraordinarily low. In some neighborhood, the median home is worth less than $40,000.
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And no discussion of Detroit is complete without mention of race and segregation. In 1950, when Detroit’s 
population was at its peak, the city was 82 percent white. After decades of white flight, that number is 
reversed: the city is now 82 percent black and 10 percent white. On the map below, Detroit’s city limits are 
obvious—especially its northern boundary, along the infamous “Eight Mile Road.”
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Meet a Geographer – 
Caring for the environment

Kathryn Goyen
Professional Development Coordinator – LandLearn
Department of Primary Industries (DPI)

In my work every day is different!  Some examples of things that I do, 
include researching issues relating to sustainable agriculture and natural 
resource management, writing the information up into activities, and 
trialling these activities with school students.  I also run workshops 
with teachers showing them ideas of activities that can be undertaken 
in schools. On some days I will be in the office, however on other 
days I am out in forests or paddocks taking teachers and students on 
fieldwork looking at salinity, or issues associated with water use or land 
management.

Read more about Kathryn Goyen at GeoCareers –  
http://geocareers.net.au/environmental_care/goyen_k.htm

The GeoCareers website is an initiative of the Australian Geography Teachers’ Association (AGTA).
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