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Cities like Berlin, Atlanta, and Los Angeles
have continued to grow in recent years
due to their attractive economic, cultural,
and social infrastructures, as well as a vast
array of opportunities. However, societal
developments and social inequality are
also visible in cities and their communi-
ties. From homelessness and rising hous-
ing and living costs to the racial dimen-
sions of wealth inequality and unequal
access to public services and funds –
cities will have to develop innovative and
sustainable solutions. At the same time,
tackling these challenges offers opportu-
nities to cooperate with other cities and
exchange best practices: cities are in this
together.

Atlanta, Berlin, and Los Angeles are major
cities known for their vibrant cultural and
entertainment scenes and powerful
economies. However, they all face signifi-
cant challenges related to social inequal-
ity that continue to affect their communi-
ties.

In Atlanta, the city’s history of racial and
economic segregation has had lasting im-
pacts, with Black and African American
communities disproportionately affected
by poverty and limited access to re-
sources. U.S. Census data indicates that
despite an average median household in-
come of 74,107 USD in 2021, the city has
a poverty rate of 17.9 percent. Addition-

ally, the median household income of
Black residents is only 28,105 USD ac-
cording to data from the Atlanta Wealth
Building Initiative. Likewise, a Gini index
of 0.55 for 2021 implies a high degree of
wealth inequality. U.S. Census data shows
that education and healthcare are signifi-
cant issues, with many low-income stu-
dents lacking access to quality education,
resulting in only 31.6 percent of the pop-
ulation holding an undergraduate degree
or higher and 10.3 percent without
healthcare coverage (2021).

The once-divided city of Berlin has a Gini
index of 0.31 (2021) according to the Ger-
man Federal Statistics Portal. This indi-
cates a relatively fair income distribution,
though the city faces significant chal-
lenges related to social inequality as out-
lined by a monitoring report of the Sen-
ate Department for Urban Development,
Building and Housing (2021). The German
Federal Statistics Portal reveals a poverty
risk rate of 19.6 percent in 2021 and the
Federal Employment Agency reports an
unemployment rate of 9 percent for Feb-
ruary 2023. Workers with a migration
background face a median income gap of
about 900 EUR monthly (2021) compared
to their counterparts without a migration
history, according to the German Federal
Employment Agency. The city’s yearly me-
dian household income of 45,887 EUR
(2022) is lower than in the western federal
states of Germany, and while the share of
academics is high, a fair and equal access
to opportunities and resources for every-
one is not guaranteed. A 2018 OECD re-
port underscores that low upward social
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Spotlight on social inequality in
Atlanta, Berlin, and Los Angeles
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mobility in Germany is worse than in
many other European countries. Addi-
tionally, the Robert Koch Institute re-
ported in 2016 that people over 65 with
low social status describe their health as
significantly worse compared to people
with high social status.

The “City of Angels” also has to battle
with the downsides of social inequality.
According to U.S. Census data for 2021,
the median income in Los Angeles is
70,372 USD, the poverty rate is high at
17.1 percent, and the Gini index of 0.52
indicates significant wealth inequality. The
Census data also reveals a high unem-
ployment rate of 10.3 percent in 2021. A
report on “The Color of Wealth in Los An-
geles” (2016) indicates a significant racial
wealth gap, with white households earn-
ing on average 95,000 USD annually,
while Black and African American house-
holds earn just 53,500 USD. The conse-
quences of climate change also have sig-
nificant impacts on society, with some
communities more affected than others.
According to a report by the California
Resilience Partnership, these include low-
income communities as well as communi-
ties of color (2023). Homelessness is also
a significant challenge for the city, which
must be addressed as a priority by the
newly-elected Mayor Karen Bass to create
a more inclusive future for all residents.

The cities share a common problem of so-
cial inequality, albeit to different degrees,
that affects their residents’ quality of life.
There is a need to address these issues
and create a more equitable and just soci-
ety for all. The mayors of these cities play
a critical role in addressing these chal-

lenges. By working towards a sustainable,
socially just, and more inclusive environ-
ment, we can ensure that all residents
have equal access to opportunities and
resources, regardless of their race, ethnic-
ity, or economic status. To address these
challenges and opportunities, an ex-
change of views between experts from
different cities is needed. Cooperation
between cities, especially in the transat-
lantic context, is the key to exchanging
knowledge and best practices. This is pre-
cisely how to create more awareness and
cooperation opportunities for an inclusive
and sustainable urban future. Cities have
a unique role to play in shaping the future
as they serve as first responders to social
inequalities and are responsible for im-
plementing social policies on the ground.
By addressing social change, they have a
significant impact even beyond city limits
and metropolitan regions.

This Townhall Dispatch shines a spotlight
on the multiple facets of social inequality
in cities and the urban efforts in the fights
against it. To get an inside view of the sit-
uation and challenges in Los Angeles, we
interviewed Eli Lipmen, one of the partici-
pants of “Future Cities – A Transatlantic
Townhall Project”. As the Executive Direc-
tor of Move LA, his insights on social is-
sues as well as his ef-
forts to combat so-
cial inequality in Los
Angeles provide an
important impetus
for developments
toward a more just
city in the transat-
lantic context.
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Where do you see Los Angeles
in 2040? Is the city already set
up for success, or are there
changes that are inevitable?
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Yes, the top issues are street homeless-
ness, housing, and affordability. Topics
such as traffic and transportation and the
climate are less important currently. Los
Angeles is currently grappling with its un-
housed population, which is nearly 25
percent of the total unhoused population
in the entire United States. LA’s new
mayor, Karen Bass, is laser-focused on
housing people and reducing the number
of tents on our streets as quickly as possi-
ble. She ran on reducing the number of
people on the street and finding perma-
nent housing for all Angelenos. This will
take a dedicated effort to acquire, rehab,
and build thousands of units of perma-
nent, affordable housing and to ensure
that those currently housed are able to
stay in their housing situation affordably.
The recently approved ballot measure,
Measure ULA, which will raise up to 1 bil-
lion USD annually from a one-time tax on
sale of properties over 5 million USD, will
help to measurably increase affordable
housing, protect tenants’ rights, and pre-
vent more people from falling into home-
lessness.

Over the next few years, the 2028
Olympics, to be hosted in LA, and climate
change will increasingly become impor-
tant issues for the region. As LA plans for
an influx of visitors, athletes, and journal-
ists, and with the eyes of the world on the
region, there will be an effort to show that
LA can be a leader on addressing climate
change, affordability, and traffic. With a
commitment to a zero-car Olympics, we
hope to lose the moniker of a “car culture”
and prove that reducing traffic and traffic
facilities can occur and that deep decar-
bonization of transportation, energy pro-
duction, goods movement, and manufac-
turing will result in the mitigation of the
worst impacts of climate change.

Los Angeles must address affordability if
it wants to survive as a thriving city in
2040. With a deepening divide between
the wealthy and those without financial
means, we are seeing the cost of living
rise dramatically due to a lack of afford-
able housing, low wages, and the ex-
tremely wealthy seeking services that re-
quire the personnel to provide it. Ongo-
ing corruption and investigation of
elected leadership, lack of affordable
housing, under-investment in disadvan-
taged communities, terrible air pollution,
deadly traffic fatalities, and over-policing
that disproportionately targets people of
color continue to plague the region. How-
ever, with new leadership, along with new
sources of funding for affordable housing,
scheduled increases in the minimum
wage, and billions of dollars of invest-
ment in a transportation network, Los An-
geles has the right leadership and policies
to succeed. We must accelerate the pace
of investments and ensure that everyone
in the region can share in prosperity to
succeed.

Move LA created and led an effort to
build capacity and educate Los Angeles
City residents about a transformative ef-
fort to affordable housing, support
renters’ rights, and work to end street
homelessness. This coalition and commu-
nity organizing effort, formed under the
“United to House LA” banner, resulted in
the passage of Measure ULA, a ballot
measure approved by 58 percent of vot-
ers in November 2022 that will generate
nearly 1 billion USD per year for afford-
able housing production, renters’ protec-
tion programs like right to counsel, and
homelessness prevention programs
specifically targeted to our most vulnera-
ble vulnerable residents – seniors on fixed

Have the priorities of citizens
shifted as a result of COVID-19?
Which topics and issues will be
top of mind for the people of
LA in the coming years?

Where do you see Los Angeles
in 2040? Is the city already set
up for success, or are there
changes that are inevitable?

There will be an effort to show that
LA can be leader in addressing clima-
te change, affordability, and traffic.

What initiativesandprojects (city
administration/politics, civilsociety,
business) offer promising and
unusual solutions to tackle social
inequality in LA(and beyond)?
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incomes, veterans, people with disabili-
ties, and very-low income households. LA
will begin to build social housing and pro-
vide direct subsidies to seniors, veterans,
and others at risk of becoming homeless
as well as those facing short-term eco-
nomic hardship. These innovative pro-
grams were created by those closest to
the ground to address the unhoused
population and social inequality in a
meaningful way. Ensuring that everyone
can afford housing in Los Angeles will en-
sure that our investments in a high-qual-
ity transportation network serve the very
people who should benefit the most.

I have learned that we cannot do this
alone – that we must work together and
support one another in the effort to cre-

ate more equitable, affordable, and sus-
tainable cities. We must change the way
we work, live, and move around to ad-
dress ever-evolving natural and man-
made crises. Easy solutions are no longer

possible, and we must move ever quicker
to implement policies that will result in
fewer citizens dying due to decades of
racist policies – from policing to poor
street design to redlining and overcrowd-
ing of housing that has led to the rapid
spread of disease, unhealthy housing sit-
uations, and discrimination against ten-
ants. Two projects that could benefit from
further transatlantic engagement include
multi-family, mixed-income social hous-
ing – successfully implemented in cities
like Berlin and Vienna – and active trans-
portation – successfully implemented in
Copenhagen, Utrecht, Amsterdam, and
several other European cities. An idea
would be to hold an “exchange” of plan-
ners from U.S. and European cities to
learn best practices on planning, finance,
and implementation of needed housing,
transportation, and goods movement in-
frastructure.

Future Cities – A Transatlantic Townhall Project is made possible through the
generous support of Stiftung Deutsche Klassenlotterie Berlin.

Youhadthechancetoexchange
thoughts and best practices on
future cities with other urban
experts, like you, from Atlanta
and Berlin. Looking at the
transatlantic context, what do
you think we can learn from
each other? What issues and
projectscouldbedonetogether
to improve our urban spaces
andmake themmoreequitable
for citizens?

We must change the way we work,
live, and move to address every-
evolving crises.


