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Introduction
Nicknamed “Do or Die”, the culturally diverse neighborhood of Bedford Stuyvesant in the Brooklyn borough of New York City has been affected by the COVID-19 pandemic, to say the least. Bedford-Stuyvesant is located in the north section of New York, surrounded by Williamsburg to the north, Clinton Hill to the west, Bushwick and East New York to the east, and Crown Heights to the south (Urban Areas, 2020). The neighborhood is casually referred to as Bed Stuy (Woodsworth, 2016). A brief history of Bed Stuy and its demographic description will give us more information concerning the neighborhood and the changes that have occurred over the years. Afterwards, a sociological analysis of the neighborhood then sheds more light on the effect that the COVID-19 pandemic has had on Bed Stuy and the surrounding larger community by extension, especially due to government-enforced guidelines and safety measures. The analysis focuses on changes in gentrification in the area, the difference in crime rates, the effect on local businesses, and the changes in the use of public space in the neighborhood.
Historical Background of Bed Stuy Neighbourhood
The historical background of Bed Stuy boasts deep roots for the black community in the area, in addition to the evident architectural history marked by its brownstone houses. According to Gregor (2014), Bed Stuy and Harlem have been one of the most prominent communities for New York city’s black population since the 1920s and ’30s, when African-Americans first moved to the area in large numbers, and have been joined by Caribbean-Americans in recent times. Over the last decades of the 19th century which came with electric trolleys and the Fulton Street Elevated, Bedford Stuyvesant evolved into a working-class and middle-class bedroom community for Brooklyn and Manhattan workers in the city (Urban areas, 2020). Concerning the neighborhood’s architectural history, Gregor (2014) notes that Bedford–Stuyvesant owns the largest collection of intact and largely untouched Victorian architecture in the United States, made up of about 8,800 buildings built before 1900, with each of these buildings marked by classic Victorian architectural intricacy. The neighborhood has further been in recent times by the fact that famous personalities such as Jay-Z and rap legend Notorious B.I.G (Morris, 2012).
Sociological Analysis of COVID-19 Effects on Bed Stuy Neighbourhood
Effect on Gentrification
Gentrification in Bed Stuy has been affected by the pandemic. In recent years starting from the 2000s, gentrification has been on the rise in Bed Stuy primarily due to cheap and affordable housing and real estate (Matias, 2017). This supports Ali’s analysis of gentrification as a process where centrally located neighborhoods that are industrial or poor (and in the United States, populated mostly by blacks) become attractive to entrepreneurs, students, and queers due to cheap rents (Ali, 2014). In highlighting the gentrification in Bed Stuy, Gregor (2014) uses census data to illustrate that between 2000 and 2010, the number of white residents in the neighborhood grew from 2.4 percent to 15 percent, the number of black residents shrank from 75 to 60 percent, while Hispanic residents also grew to become 20 percent of the population. He also explains that most of the people coming into Bed Stuy have been investors, and developers who have been buying the townhouses, then renovating and flipping them, or creating apartments and renting them.
This influx of population has, however, led to increased average rental rates in the neighborhood, with Hairston (2018) quoting and NYU Furman study which showed that between 1990 to 2014, rent in Bed-Stuy has gone up by 36.1%. Consequently, if we take into account the job loss and economic situation as a result of the pandemic, housing in Bed Stuy has become unaffordable for the average Bed-Stuy resident (Edwards, 2020). In an attempt to slow down gentrification and support Bed Stuy residents in financial distress during the pandemic, the Bedford-Stuyvesant Housing Plan was rolled out in November 2020 by New York City’s Department of Housing Preservation and Development (HPD) to develop new affordable housing projects on vacant, city-owned land in Bed-Stuy, supporting locals with finances and legal information, reducing homelessness in Bed Stuy and enhancing safe and healthy housing conditions (Edwards, 2020). The housing plan is also targeted at improving health conditions by implying that poor housing conditions have a part in health complications. As a result, these factors have slowed down gentrification during the pandemic, in addition to the fact that reduced movement negatively affects gentrification.
Effect on Crime
Crime rates in Bed Stuy have also been affected by the pandemic. The Bed Stuy neighborhood is patrolled by the 79th and 89th Precincts of the New York City Police Department, with the 79th currently patrolling the upper section of Bed Stuy and the 81st patrolling in Stuyvesant Heights (New York City Police Department, 2020). The NYPD reported a 28.5% plunge in overall crime during April 2020 (Maisel, 2020). Nonetheless, a comparison of the previous crime statistics in the neighborhood would illustrate this point. As of 2019, Bedford-Stuyvesant crime rates released by the Federal Bureau of Investigation found that overall crime rates in Bed Stuy were 12% higher than the national average, violent crimes were 180% higher than the national average, it was safer than 32% of the cities in New York, and that in Bedford-Stuyvesant you have a 1 in 36 chance of becoming a victim of crime (Area vibes, 2020). In the report, Bed Stuy was found to have a total of 2799 estimated total number of reported crimes, with violent crimes forming 1062 of that number (Area vibes, 2020).
The latest crime reports by the New York police Compstat Unit compare the crime rates in the 81st and 79th precincts in 2020, in the week between 23rd and 29th November, over the previous 28 days, over a yearly period, and over a ten-year period among other time frames (NYPD, 2020). Between 2019 and 2020 November, a total of 1304 crime complaints were reported, compared to 1437 between 2018 and 2019 November. This showed a 5.45% reduction in total crimes in the area which includes the time during the pandemic. While the number of rape cases increased from 15 in 2019 to 22 in 2020, the numbers of burglary, felony assault, robbery, and grand larceny all dropped. This can be seen to imply a slight reduction in the overall crime rate in the Bed Stuy neighborhood during the pandemic, although this relationship has not been accurately assessed. Nonetheless, violent crimes in Bed Stuy are still prevalent.
Effect on Businesses
The local businesses in the Bed Stuy area and the economic environment in New York in general, have been facing a difficult time during the pandemic. According to Verde (2020), the FinServ organization launched a grant program targeting the local businesses in Brooklyn in response to the frustrations among businesspeople in the area. FinServ awarded $10,000 cash grants to three Bedford-Stuyvesant businesses on the 13th of August 2020, acknowledging that about 30% of certified minority or women-owned businesses were unlikely to survive the subsequent month due to the pandemic conditions (Verde, 2020). On July 2020, a group of 25 Bed-Stuy based restaurants banded together to write a letter asking city and state legislators for a hospitality bailout bill that includes a streamlined approach as part of emergency relief to cushion the losses made by restaurants in the area, which were shown by an average of about 60 to 80 percent drop in profits (Brooklyn Reader, 2020).
While some restaurant owners in Bed Stuy state that they have received SBA grants of $1,000, the money only covers a fraction of their losses, with most of them being reported to have not paid full rent in June (Brooklyn Reader, 2020). Some of the businesses have adapted to these pandemic conditions by working with the Tompkins Avenue Merchant Association to help them get loans from the federal Paycheck Protection Program and other innovative ways such as providing new products (McCowan, 2020).  In a press release on November 2020, Brooklyn Borough President Adams, alongside several business leaders and local business owners, called for a local “sales tax holiday for the holidays” on Black Friday, stating that the City and State must do everything possible to encourage New Yorkers to shop locally during the COVID-19 crisis (Brooklyn-USA Organization, 2020). As of August 2020, more than 1.5 million New York residents were out of work and receiving unemployment insurance, with 69% of the jobs lost have hit workers of color (Parrott, 2020). These situations paint a struggle for businesses in Bed Stuy during the pandemic, although there is a possibility of reopening with a reduction of strict government guidelines.
Effect on the Use of Public Space
Furthermore, the pandemic has seen a shift in the use of public space in Bed Stuy. The enforcement of quarantine has seen a reduction in public gatherings throughout the whole country. Similarly, there was reduced public presence, especially in public places such as restaurants. This has prompted the Bedford Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation, which is the country’s first community development organization to partner with Bed Stuy residents and businesses to improve the quality of life in Central Brooklyn, to advocate for several changes in the use of public space during reopening after the pandemic situation (Restoration plaza, 2020). The association has been working with Urban Design Forum and Neighborhoods Now to come up with proposals for the pandemic response in the worst-hit areas of the neighborhood (Van Alen, 2020). The Bed Stuy Restoration Corporation prioritizes community awareness of COVID-19 safety measures, in addition to promoting outdoor activities such as community gatherings within the safety guidelines. Furthermore, they are focused on coming up with strategies that address challenges faced by Bed Stuy residents during and before the pandemic, such as access to healthy foods and technology, improved infrastructure, and better transport options. Their most recent proposal for reopening after the pandemic reimagines Fulton street as a major public space containing a corridor that links slow streets, existing plazas, and storefronts; proposes DIY instructions for making barriers in social seating; and sources for funding for materials to make movable and adaptable furnishings for pop-ups in public spaces (Van Alen, 2020).
Conclusion
In conclusion, the COVID-19 pandemic situation has had varied effects on the Bed Stuy neighborhood in Brooklyn, New York. While a comparison of previous crime rates to the current statistics may point to a slight decrease in criminal activity in the neighborhood during the pandemic, Bed Stuy is still considered one of the most unsafe places in New York City and the whole country in general. The impact of COVID-19 on the local businesses and the surrounding economy is, however, evident, with most local businesses struggling and high unemployment rates being registered in the neighborhood. Despite that, the rate of gentrification has been slowed down during the pandemic compared to recent times, especially with the introduction of the Housing Program to provide better housing for Bed Stuy residents. There has also been a marked change in the use of public space in the neighborhood, with organizations such as the Bedford Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation coming up with proposals for safe reopening strategies for the neighborhood and promoting public awareness of the COVID-19 safety regulations.
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