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Part II: Community Conditions, Concerns and Assets 

Community Conditions 

The target area for the new neighborhood plan consists of census tracts 109, 110, 111, 112, and 113. 

According to the U.S. Census Bureau, these census tracts have high concentrations of both low-income 

and minority residents. Census tract 111 is unique in that Lehigh University is located in the center of it 

and, as a result, has a lower population and higher levels of income and educational attainment. 

Demographics 

According to the American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates (2015-2019), there were 75,461 

residents in the City of Bethlehem. In the past twenty years, the City has seen a steady increase in 

residents identifying as Hispanic/Latino/Latina and Black/African American. Between 2000 and 2010, the 

Hispanic/Latino/Latina population increased from 18% of residents to just over 24% and the 

Black/African American population grew from 4% to nearly 7%. Between 2010 and 2020, the 

Hispanic/Latino/Latina population increased again from just over 24% to 30.2% and the Black/African 

American population grew from nearly 7% to 12.1%. These percentages exceed Lehigh Valley averages 

and are even more pronounced within south Bethlehem.  

The total population in the five census tracts that make up south Bethlehem was 20,577, of which 12,494 

(or 60.7%) were minorities. Over 42% of south Bethlehem residents were Hispanic/Latino/Latina (with 

three of the five census tracts having a Hispanic/Latino/Latina population over 50%). This is a drastic 

shift in demographics from Pennsylvania, Northampton County, and the City of Bethlehem; all of which 

have Hispanic/Latino/Latina populations under 30% of their total population (Pennsylvaniaôs total 

Hispanic/Latino/Latina population is a mere 7.3% and Northampton County is only slightly higher at 

13.2%). An area of minority concentration is defined by the U.S. Census Bureau as a census tract with ña 

population of any race or ethnicity that is two times or more the presence in the State as a whole.ò All 

south Bethlehem census tracts except 111 (where Lehigh University is located) have minority 

concentrations.  

 PA Northampton 

County 

City of 

Bethlehem 

South 

Bethlehem 

109 110 111 112 113 

Total Population 12,791,530 302,809 75,461 20,577 3627 3159 3487 5792 4512 

Hispanic/Latin o/ 

Latina  

7.3% 13.2% 30.2% 42.2% 51.3% 30.3% 10.6% 55.5% 50.5% 

Populations of 

race alone or in 

combination 

with one or more 

races 

         

- White 82.7% 88.8% 82% 75.8% 79.9% 69.5% 75.3% 76.7% 76.2% 

- Black/African 

American 

12.7% 7.8% 12.1% 15.3% 27.1% 18.6% 9.1% 17.7% 5.1% 

- Native 

American 

.7% .7% .9% 2.1% 8.1% 0% 1.1% 1.8% 0% 

- Asian 4% 3.5% 3.6% 6.8% 1.5% 10.7% 16.1% 1.5% 8% 

- 

Hawaiian/Pacific 

Islander 

.1% .1% .1% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

- Some other 

race 

2.5% 2.8% 7.1% 9.4% 5.7% 9.1% 2.5% 12.2% 14.3% 

Median Age 40.8 42.2 35.5 27.8 30 25.2 19.7 30.9 30.3 

Population < 18 

yrs. of age 

20.8% 20.1% 18.4% 18.3% 866 438 71 1409 975 
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Population > 64 

yrs. of age 

17.8% 18.6% 16.5% 7.7% 308 218 17 637 410 

Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates (2015-2019) 

 

 

The map above illustrates the exceedingly high Hispanic/Latino/Latina population situated in south 

Bethlehem (south of the Lehigh River, which separates north Bethlehem from south Bethlehem). South 

Bethlehem has always been, and continues to be, a microcosm of the colossal shift in nation-wide 

demographics. The Pew Research Center reports that Americans are more racially and ethnically diverse 
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than in the past and the U.S. is projected to be 

even more diverse in the coming decades. ñBy 

2055, the U.S. will not have a single racial or 

ethnic majorityétoday, a near-record 14% of 

the countryôs population is foreign born 

compared with just 5% in 1965. Over the next 

five decades, the majority of U.S. population 

growth is projected to be linked to new Asian 

and Hispanic immigration (Pew Research 

Center, ñ10 demographic trends shaping the 

U.S. and the world in 2016,ò 2016).  

The American Community Survey 5-Year 

Estimates (2015-2019) indicated that 35.5% of 

south Bethlehem residents age five years and 

older spoke a language other than English at 

home; that number is 25.1% in the City, 

13.3% in Northampton County, and 11.4% in 

Pennsylvania. 

The median age in the City of Bethlehem was 35.5, far below the Northampton County average of 42.2 

and state average of 40.8. The median age was even younger in the five census tracts that make up south 

Bethlehem: 30 (109), 25.2 (110), 19.7 (111 ï Lehigh University), 30.9 (112), and 30.3 (113).  

 

Employment and Income 

The income of Bethlehem residents is lower than the state median; this is even more pronounced in south 

Bethlehem. According to the American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates (2015-2019), the median 

household income of $39,674 for south Bethlehem considerably lagged behind that of the City ($55,809), 

Northampton County ($70,471), and the state ($61,744). The median income was as low as $28,056 in 

census tract 111 (however, it should be noted that Lehigh University is in this census tract, which likely 

impacted this number), $33,903 in census tract 112 and $35,223 in census tract 110. While census tract 

113 has a higher median income, in comparison to the rest of south Bethlehem, it should be noted that a 

portion of census tract 113 extends into the more affluent area of Saucon Valley, likely offsetting and 

increasing the median income in this census tract to $50,938.  

Median Household Income 

PA Northampton 

County 

Bethlehem South 

Bethlehem 

109 110 111 112 113 

$61,744 $70,471 $55,809 $39,674 $37,917 $35,223 $28,056 $33,903 $50,938 

Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates (2015-2019) 

Nearly a third (30%) of south Bethlehem residents live below the poverty level (that number increases to 

37.6% for children and youth under 18), which is exceedingly high compared to the City (15.4%), 

Northampton County (8.6%) and the state (12.4%). Nearly all census tracts in south Bethlehem are 

considered by the U.S. Census Bureau as ñpoverty areas,ò which are defined as ñcensus tracts or block 

numbering areas (BNA's) where at least 20 percent of residents were below the poverty level.ò It should 
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be noted, however, that census tract 111 is largely populated by students of Lehigh University, which 

could impact their level of income despite high levels of educational attainment (see below). 

Poverty Rate by Census Tract 

PA Northampton 

County 

Bethlehem South 

Bethlehem 

109 110 111 112 113 

12.4% 8.6% 15.4% 27.6% 17.5% 
 

33.4% 54.5% 33.5% 22.7% 

 

Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates (2015-2019) 

Research conducted by Brown Universityôs Longitudinal Tract Database indicated that a large section of 

south Bethlehem had experienced ñpersistent poverty,ò which is defined as an area that has ñ20 percent or 

more of its population living in poverty over the past 30 years.ò 

 

 
Policy Map  

According to the American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates (2015-2019), Northampton County and 

the City of Bethlehemôs unemployment rates of 4.8% and 5.2%, respectively, were comparable to the 

state (5.3%). However, the unemployment rate in south Bethlehem (8.3%) was 3% higher than that of the 

state (5.3%) and was as high as 11.5% in census tract 112.  

Unemployment Rate 

PA Northampton 

County 

City of 

Bethlehem 

South 

Bethlehem 

109 110 111 112 113 
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5.3% 4.8% 5.2% 8.3% 10% 2.8% 6.2% 11.5% 7.2% 

Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates (2015-2019) 

 

 

According to the American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates (2015-2019), there was not much 

change from a year ago in households receiving SSI, cash public assistance, and/or SNAP benefits for the 

state, Northampton County, and the City of Bethlehem. However, what is notable is that each of south 

Bethlehemôs census tracts, which already had sizable populations receiving public assistance of some 

sort, saw growth in the percentage of households receiving SSI, cash public assistance, as well as SNAP 

benefits.  

While the percentage of households receiving SSI was 4.5% for Northampton County and 6.3% for the 

City of Bethlehem, that percentage increased to at least 9.9% (census tract 113) and as high as 17.7% 

(census tract 112) in south Bethlehem. The difference is even more pronounced between those receiving 

cash public assistance in south Bethlehem compared to the City and County than for SSI. While the 

percentage of households receiving cash public assistance was 3.7% for Northampton County and 8.5% 

for the City of Bethlehem, that percentage increased to at least 10% (census tract 113) and as high as 

25.2% (census tract 112) in south Bethlehem. This indicates that in some areas of south Bethlehem at 

least a quarter of households are receiving cash public assistance. When analyzing households receiving 
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SNAP benefits, 10.1% of Northampton County and 19.7% of the City of Bethlehem received SNAP 

benefits. In south Bethlehem that percentage increased to at least 19.2% (census tract 111) and as high as 

47.2% (census tract 112). Households in census tract 112 are five times as likely to receive SNAP 

benefits than the County as a whole, with nearly one in every two people receiving SNAP benefits and 

throughout all of south Bethlehemôs census tracts (excluding census tract 111, where Lehigh University 

resides), more than a quarter, and often more than a third, of households receive SNAP benefits. This 

emphasizes the increased economic hardship south Bethlehem residents are facing. 

SSI, Cash Public Assistance, and SNAP by Census Tract 

 % Receiving SSI 

% Receiving Cash Public 

Assistance % Receiving SNAP 

Pennsylvania 5.8 3.2 13.3 

Northampton Co.  4.5 3.7 10.1 

City of Bethlehem 6.3 8.5 17.9 

Census Tract 109 10 22.5 35.3 

Census Tract 110 12.4 21.4 30.9 

Census Tract 111 0  15.4 19.2 

Census Tract 112 17.7 25.2 47.2 

Census Tract 113 9.9 10 27.6 

 Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates (2015-2019) 

While unemployment rates, as well as the number of households utilizing SSI, cash assistance, and/or 

SNAP benefits, assist in better understanding the economic health of a community or geographic location, 

this data fails to represent a larger subset of residents who are equally financially burdened, as they do not 

qualify for government assistance: the underemployed.  

Underemployment includes three common categories: skilled workers in low-income jobs, skilled 

workers in jobs that do not fully utilize their skills, and part-time workers who would rather work full-

time. Underemployment has become a more chronic concern in recent years due to the influx of 

corporations (many of which do not have unions) employing large subsets of the workforce, decreasing 

employeesô hours by increasing their supply of workers, and underpaying staff. Additionally, as the U.S. 

population increasing becomes more formally educated, there is a lack of supply of jobs that correspond 

with higher education levels and those that are available require previous experience, which is often hard 

to obtain. This leaves many to take jobs that do not utilize their skills ï such as a financial analyst 

working as a waiter/waitress in a restaurant. While rates of underemployment are more difficult to capture 

than the unemployment rate and the number of households utilizing SSI, cash assistance, and/or SNAP 

benefits, the low median income in south Bethlehemôs five census tracts (discussed above) may assist in 

representing this sector of equally financially-burdened individuals and households.   

Housing and Development 

Homeownership and high-quality affordable renter- and owner-occupied housing are critical in building 

generational wealth, financial security, and ensuring a healthy mixed-income, mixed-use community. As 
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south Bethlehem families increasingly struggle to find and maintain affordable housing, it is important to 

understand the current housing challenges and their impact on families and the community. 

 

The American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates (2015-2019) indicate that all of the census tracts in 

south Bethlehem have more renters than homeowners by a substantial margin (71.7% of units are renter-

occupied in south Bethlehem) when compared to the state (31.1%), Northampton County (28.6%), and the 

rest of the City (49.3%). South Bethlehem is ahead of the curve, in comparison to the rest of the Lehigh 

Valley, regarding trends leading to heightened renter-occupied housing. In December 2020, The Lehigh 

Valley Planning Commission cited that since 2005, the proportion of renters [in the Lehigh Valley] has 

increased by 5% to 32% of the overall housing market.  

 
Owners vs. Renters 

 PA Northampton 

County 

Bethlehem 109 110 111 112 113 

Owner  68.9% 71.4% 50.7% 41.8% 12.7% 27.9% 31.8% 24.7% 

 

Renter 31.1% 28.6% 49.3% 58.2% 87.3% 72.1% 68.2% 75.3% 

 

Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates (2015-2019) 

 

The trend away from homeownership and toward renting is not subjective to the Lehigh Valley or, more 

specifically, south Bethlehem. The Urban Institute predicts that by 2040, the United States will experience 

modest homeownership declines. However, what is of particular importance is that this impact will be the 

most dramatic for Black/African American households. The homeownership gap between Black/African 

American families and white families is wider today than it was in the 1960s, both because of structural 

barriers to homeownership and because the Great Recession, natural disasters, and COVID-19 have hit 

Black/African American households particularly hard. ñYounger Black millennials, who will reach ages 45 

to 54 in 2040, will have a homeownership rate of 41 percent, compared with the 50 percent homeownership 

rate among younger Black boomers at the same age ï a 9 percentage-point difference. Meanwhile, younger 

White millennials who reach ages 45 to 54 in 2040 will have a homeownership rate that is only about 4 

percentage points lower than it was for younger White boomers when they were the same ageò (Urban 

Institute, ñBy 2040, the US will Experience Modest Homeownership Declines. But for Black Households, 

the Impact Will Be Dramatic,ò January 2021).  

 

What is cause for further concern regarding the decline in homeownership rates, particularly for minority 

residents, is that the Urban Institute predicts that between 2020 and 2040, ñ16.1 million net new households 

will form: 8.6 million more Hispanic households, 4.8 million more Asian and other households, 3.3 million 

more Black households, and 600,000 fewer white householdsò (Urban Institute, ñThe Future of Headship 

and Homeownership,ò January 2021). Therefore, in years to come, not only will we see a decrease in 

homeownership, specifically for minority households, but we will also see an increase in minority 

households, overall. This means that while the majority of households will be minority households, these 

households will not have the same rate of homeownership as their white-counterparts, furthering racial 

inequities. This will have particularly negative effects on the residents of south Bethlehem, in which south 

Bethlehemôs demographics clearly highlight large Black/African American and Hispanic/Latino/Latina 

populations, which will  undoubtably be most negatively impacted by the increasing trend toward renter-

occupied housing and have future implications for Black/African American wealth building and the 

communityôs economic health as a whole. 

 

The Lehigh Valley (and, specifically south Bethlehem) has seen a growth and diversification in residential 

development. Housing sales volumes and median sales prices are up and the diversity of housing types built 
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in recent years has reduced the dominance of single-family detached homes. Despite this increase in the 

housing stock, much of the construction in recent years has been on the higher-end of the market for both 

single-family housing and apartments, and many middle-cost housing units have seen their prices increase. 

 

Home prices have been on the rise since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic. Of the 53 zip codes in the 

Lehigh Valley, 18015, where south Bethlehem is situated, was ranked eleventh amongst the top twenty 

Lehigh Valley zip codes seeing the biggest jumps in home prices. South Bethlehem has seen a 16.73% 

increase in median sales price, with the median sales price now hovering at $187,650 (Lehigh Valley 

Planning Commission). Combined with lower than average housing development, specifically affordable 

housing development, in the last decade and consistent regional population growth, prices are expected to 

continue to rise, which will likely further increase the percentage of cost-burdened individuals and decrease 

the percentage of owner-occupied housing units. 

 

According to the American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates (2015-2019), the vacancy rate in 

Pennsylvania for owner-occupied-homes was 1.6 and 5.4 for rental housing. In Northampton County, the 

owner-occupied vacancy rate was 1.0 and 5.3 for rentals. The vacancy rate for owner-occupied housing 

units in the City of Bethlehem was 2.0 and for rental units was 6.8. In south Bethlehemôs five census tracts, 

the vacancy rates were quite variable depending on the location; the vacancy rate of rental housing was as 

high as 12.2 in census tract 112 and in census tract 111, where Lehigh University is located, there was no 

vacancy, which speaks to the pressures of student housing on the community.  

 

Vacancy Rates 

 PA Northampton 

County 

Bethlehem 109 110 111 112 113 

Owner 

Occupied 

1.6 1.0 2.0 7.4 0 

 

0 3.2 0 

Rental 5.4 5.3 6.8 2.9 8.8 

 

0 12.2 

 

7.5 

Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates (2015-2019) 

 

The American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates (2014-2018) indicated that 27.9% of the housing stock 

in Northampton County was built prior to 1940 and 52.6% was built prior to 1970. Statewide, 26.2% was 

built in 1939 or earlier and 57.2% was constructed before 1970. In Bethlehem, 32.1% of housing was 

constructed prior to 1940 and 68.7% was built prior to 1970. South Bethlehemôs housing stock is 

significantly older than the state, Northampton County, and the City of Bethlehem, with 50.9% of the 

housing stock having been constructed before 1940 and over 70% of the housing stock being built before 

1970. In four of south Bethlehemôs five census tracts, the percentage of housing constructed prior to 1970 

was 50% or higher: 109 (96.3%), 110 (69.2%), 111 (63.5%) and 112 (87.7%).  

 

In the City of Bethlehem, 0.4% of occupied housing units lacked complete plumbing facilities; in 

Northampton County that percentage was 0.3% and in the state it was 0.4%. South Bethlehem has a slightly 

higher percentage of occupied housing units lacking complete plumbing facilities (0.7%). When comparing 

the five census tracts that make up south Bethlehem to the rest of the city, county, and state, one of the five 

tracts has significantly more housing that lacks complete plumbing facilities: 112 (1.2).  

 

When comparing the presence of complete kitchen facilities between south Bethlehemôs five census tracts 

and the rest of the city (.9%), county (1.4%), and state (1%), south Bethlehem has a higher percentage of 

occupied housing units lacking complete kitchen facilities (2%). Three of the five census tracts making up 

south Bethlehem have a higher rate of occupied housing units lacking complete kitchen facilities than the 

state (1%), county (1.4%) and the city (0.9%): 109 (1.5%), 110 (3.4%), and 112 (2.9%).  
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Quality of Housing 
 PA Northampton 

County 

Bethlehem South 

Bethlehem 

109 110 111 112 113 

Built prior 

to 1940 

26.2% 27.9% 32.1% 50.9% 67.6% 47.4% 40.4% 64% 26.4% 

Built prior 

to 1970 

57.2% 52.6% 68.7% 72.1% 96.3% 69.2% 63.5% 87.7% 39.4% 

Lacking 

complete 

plumbing 

facilities 

0.4% 0.3% 0.4% 0.7% 0% 0.6% 0% 1.2% 0.8% 

Lacking 

complete 

kitchen 

facilities 

1.0% 1.4% 0.9% 2% 1.5% 3.4% 0% 2.9% 0.8% 

Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates (2015-2019) 

 

In addition, in most census tracts, a higher percentage of homeowners in south Bethlehem find themselves 

cost burdened, which the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development defines as paying more that 

30% of income toward housing. According to the American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates (2015-

2019), a quarter (25%) of Pennsylvania homeowners with a mortgage paid 30% or more of their household 

income for housing; in Northampton County that number was slightly higher (27.5%). In the City of 

Bethlehem, 12.8% of homeowners with a mortgage paid 30% or more of their household income for 

housing. Of all census tracts in south Bethlehem, at least 20% of homeowners with a mortgage are cost-

burdened with the highest rates of cost-burdened homeowners with a mortgage in census tracts 109 (31.8%), 

110 (32.9%), 111 (33.3%) and 112 (29.3%).  

 

Cost-Burdened Homeowners with a Mortgage 

PA Northampton 

County 

Bethlehem South 

Bethlehem 

109 110 111 112 113 

25% 27.5% 12.8% 28.4% 31.8% 32.9% 33.3% 29.3% 20.6% 

  Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates (2015-2019) 
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Being cost-burdened is a significant factor in whether a homeowner or landlord can afford to keep housing 

up to code and aesthetically-pleasing. In fact, research shows that lower income individuals and families 

face significant challenges in regard to housing opportunity and choice, which often makes it difficult to 

acquire and maintain affordable, safe, and appropriate housing. Whether housing is affordable, safe, and 

appropriate can be determined by a variety of factors that include: incomplete plumbing and kitchen 

facilities, the percentage of household income that contributes to owner costs or gross rent, and age of 

structure. As demonstrated above, south Bethlehem faces challenges in all of these areas. For example, a 

lack of proper plumbing and kitchen facilities creates health and safety concerns, as do older (and possibly 

poorly maintained) homes. The South Bethlehem Eastern Gateway Market Study: Real Estate Analysis 

states that the rate at which older homes become obsolete (obsolescence rate) ranges between 0.5% for 

homes which are well cared for to as high as 2% for homes that have not had regular preventative 

maintenance over the years. 

 

In south Bethlehem, more renters are cost-burdened (52.1%) than in Pennsylvania (47.7%), Northampton 

County (49.9%) and the City of Bethlehem (50%). The percentage of cost-burdened renters in south 

Bethlehem was highest in census tract 109, where nearly two-thirds (63%) of renters paid more than 30% 

of their income on housing. 

 

Cost-Burdened Renters 

PA Northampton 

County 

Bethlehem South 

Bethlehem 

109 110 111 112 113 
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47.7% 49.9% 50% 52.1% 63% 45.7% 50.7% 59.8% 42.7% 

Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates (2015-2019) 

 

The struggle to afford housing is not surprising given that owner-occupied and rental markets remain in 

high demand across the Lehigh Valley. The number of available units have declined nearly to the level last 

seen in 2005, despite the amount of new construction in recent years and increase in population. This 

increasing demand for housing is contributing to rising costs in the region (Lehigh Valley Planning 

Commission). The struggle to afford housing is not surprising given that the U.S. Department of Housing 

and Urban Development (HUD) listed the Fair Market Rent (FMR) for the Allentown-Bethlehem-Easton 

Metropolitan Statistical Area (A-B-E MSA) in 2021 as $1,139 for a 2-bedroom rental unit, $113 more than 

2020. This means that an individual would need to make an hourly wage of $21.26 to afford a 2-bedroom 

unit. In other words, an individual receiving the minimum wage of $7.25 per hour would need to work 120 

hours per week to be able to afford a 2-bedroom rental unit, which is simply not feasible. What is more 

distressing is that the vast majority of available housing in the A-B-E metropolitan area is much more 

expensive than the fair market rent. Both of these measures illustrate the gap between a wage which 

provides the ñminimum level of income required for individuals and families to pay for basic living 

expensesò and not being able to afford appropriate housing let alone other necessities, including proper 

clothing and nutritious food. It is important to remember that the median household income across south 

Bethlehemôs five census tracts is just $38,626. 

 

It is not surprising then to see high eviction rates in many of south Bethlehemôs census tracts.  Eviction is 

both the result of and a cause of poverty. Matthew Desmond, author of the Pulitzer Prize-winning Evicted: 

Poverty and Profit in the American City, described eviction as the ñhuman wreckage of the affordable 

housing crisis.ò 

 

Eviction Rates 

 PA Northampton 

County 

Bethlehem 109 110 111 112 113 

# of 

evictions  

29,257 473 222 22 8 2 37 10 

% of 

evictions  

1.77% 1.4% 1.51% 2.94% .68% 4.17% 2.85% .91% 

         Source: The Eviction Lab (2016), https://evictionlab.org/ 

 

Homeowners also face challenges. RealtyTrac, the leading provider of comprehensive housing data and 

analytics nationwide, reported that in April 2020, 16 properties in the 18015 zip code (which is made up of 

all of south Bethlehemôs five census tracts and parts of Fountain Hill Borough). The site also reported that 

the foreclosure rate in April 2020 was 25% lower than the same time last year. The median list price of a 

non-distressed home is $182,400, a 14% increase since May 2019. 

 

While there is not more recent eviction data available since 2016 and foreclosure data available since April 

2020, eviction and foreclosure rates, as of April 2021, would likely be low due to the current eviction and 

foreclosure moratorium. As of March 18, 2020, the Pennsylvania Supreme Court announced that all non-

essential functions would be halted until at least April 3, 2020. As a result, no eviction, ejectment, or other 

displacement from a residence based on failure to make payment can be made (Housing Alliance of 

Pennsylvania). Due to the unwavering effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, under President Biden, the 

eviction and foreclosure moratorium has been extended through March 31, 2021. It is likely that following 

the moratorium, while households are still financially insecure and struggling to make up the loss of income, 

they will be faced with the looming threat of eviction or foreclosure. A year after the Pennsylvania Supreme 

Court announced that all non-essential functions would be halted, The Household Pulse data show that 

https://evictionlab.org/
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millions are still not caught up on their rent or mortgage payments. ñAn estimated 13.5 million adults living 

in rental housing ï nearly 1 in 5 adult renters ï were not caught up on rent, according to data collected 

February 17, 2021 through March 1, 2021. Here, too, renters of color were more likely to report that their 

household was not caught up on rent: 33 percent of Black renters, 20 percent of Latino renters, and 16 

percent of Asian renters said they were not caught up on rent, compared to 13 percent of white rentersò 

(The Household Pulse). Housing advocates and housing policy analysts are preparing for a rise in eviction 

and foreclosure rates, given the ending of the eviction and foreclosure moratorium on March 31, 2021. 

 

Education 

The Bethlehem Area School District (BASD) is the second largest district in the Lehigh Valley, with 13,620 

students. According to the Pennsylvania Department of Education (2019-2020), 57.4% of those enrolled 

are students of color.  

 

The schools that serve youth from the Southside have high concentrations of Hispanic/Latino/Latina 

students. Donegan Elementary and Broughal Middle School, the two schools located in south Bethlehem, 

have among the highest concentrations of Hispanic/Latino/Latina students in the school district. The 

percentage of Hispanic/Latino/Latina students in the Bethlehem Area School District is 40.7%.  

 

Demographics of Schools That Serve South Bethlehem 

School American 

Indian/Alaskan 

Native 

Asian Black/African 

American 

Hispanic 

or Latino 

(Any 

Race)  

Native 

Hawaiian 

or OPI 

Two 

or 

More 

Races 

White 

Donegan 

Elementary 

0% 1.2% 12.1% 78.4% 0% 1% 7.4% 

Freemansburg 

Elementary 

0% 1.6% 9.6% 61.1% 0% 1.3% 26.4% 

Fountain Hill 

Elementary 

.4% 1% 13% 64.5% 0% 6.8% 14.4% 

Broughal 

Middle 

School 

0% 1.4% 11.7% 68.5% 0.2% 4.1% 14.1% 

East Hills 

Middle 

School  

.2% 6.1% 8.7% 25.5% 0.2% 2.4% 56.9% 

Freedom 

High School 

.1% 4.2% 11.5% 34.2% .2% .9% 48.9% 

Liberty High 

School 

.2% 3.2% 12.3% 40.4% .1% 1.3% 42.5% 

 Source: Civil Rights Data Collection, U.S. Department of Education (2017)  

 

According to the Pennsylvania Department of Education (2020-2021), the majority of students in the district 

come from low-income families (58%). Only the Allentown School District has more students from low-

income families (76.5%) in the Lehigh Valley. The two schools located in south Bethlehem have among 

the highest concentration of low-income students in the school district: Donegan Elementary (91.9%), and 

Broughal Middle School (86.4%). The percentage of students who receive free or reduced cost lunch at the 

elementary and middle schools that serve Southside children is higher than the rest of the district (except 

for Marvine Elementary in north Bethlehem): Donegan (87.4%); Freemansburg (79.5%); Fountain Hill 

(82.3%) and Broughal (82.5%).  
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Pennsylvania System of School Assessment (PSSA) test scores are widely regarded as an imperfect 

measure of student achievement; however, state emphasis on standardized testing has required BASD 

schools to dedicate significant resources toward the improvement of test scores. In 2019, at the Southsideôs 

Broughal Middle School, 67.7% of students scored Basic or Below Basic in math, and a district-low of only 

6.4% of students tested at an advanced or proficient level.  

 

 

Pennsylvania State System of Assessment (PSSA) Scores, Grades 6-8, 2019 

 

English/Language Arts      

Bethlehem Area School District Advanced Proficient Basic Below Basic 

Total 

Students 

Tested 

Broughal (Southside) 3.0 28.1 54.0 14.9 437 

Nitschmann 15.1 53.1 29.2 2.6 757 

East Hills (Southside students) 14.0 42.4 37.8 5.8 986 

Northeast 13.4 43.3 36.0 7.3 686 

  Source: Pennsylvania Department of Education, 2019 

 

     Math 

Bethlehem Area School District Advanced Proficient Basic Below Basic 

Total 

Students 

Tested 

Broughal (Southside)  .9 5.5 25.9 67.7 433 

Nitschmann 12.4 21.5 35.9 30.2 758 

East Hills (Southside students)  9.3 19.7 32.7 38.3 976 

Northeast 10.0 19.5 31.3 39.2 681 

  Source: Pennsylvania Department of Education, 2019 

 

 

Educational attainment, a key indicator for earning potential, is a matter of concern in south Bethlehem. 

Data from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics reveal that, in 2019, median weekly earnings of full-time 

wage and salary workers age 25 and older with less than a high school diploma were $592 a week, $746 

for a high school diploma only, and $1,248 with at least a bachelorôs degree. It is clear that differences in 

educational attainment will result in differences in income and poverty status. According to the American 

Community Survey 5-Year Estimates (2015-2019), in Pennsylvania, 9.5% of the population 25 and over 

did not have a high school diploma or equivalent; in Northampton County that number was 9.2% and in the 

City of Bethlehem that number was 11.6%. That number was higher in four of the five census tracts in 

south Bethlehem: 18.1% (109), 17.7% (110), 22.7% (112), and 17.2% (113). Census tract 111, where Leigh 

University is located, had a much lower percent (0%), which was likely due to the high concentration of 

student housing.  
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According to the Pennsylvania Department of Education, the 4-Year Cohort Graduation Rate in 2018-2019 

for the Liberty High School was 83.7%; at Freedom High School it was 82.5%.  The Department of 

Education defines a cohort as, ñstudents who together entered high school (defined by 9th grade) for the 

first time during the same school year.ò The 4-Year Cohort is the official graduation rate according to 

school district data. The graduation rate for students defined as ñeconomically disadvantagedò at Liberty 

was 75.5%; that number was 69.7% at Freedom. According to the PA Department of Education, each school 

district defines what qualifies as ñeconomically disadvantaged,ò and data sources such as TANF or 

Medicaid cases or free/reduced price lunch may be used. In 2018-2019, 42 students dropped out of Freedom 

High School (30 males and 12 females); at Liberty High School, that number jumped to 74 students (47 

males and 27 females). Graduation rates for Hispanic/Latino/Latina and Black/African American students 

also lagged considerably behind their white counterparts.  

 

Graduation Rate By Race/Ethnicity 

High 

School 

Graduation 

Rate (All) 

Graduation 

Rate (White) 

Graduation Rate 

(Latino/Hispanic) 

Graduation Rate 

(African -

American/Black) 

Graduation Rate 

(Economically 

Disadvantage) 

Liberty 83.7%  92.2% 77.1% 74.7% 75.5% 

 

Freedom  82.5%   92.2% 66.5% 86.4% 69.7% 

 

(Pennsylvania Department of Education, 4-Year Cohort Graduation Rate in 2018-2019) 

 

Safety and Wellbeing 

South Bethlehem faces challenges in relation to safety and wellbeing, including crime, limited access to 

healthy food, health challenges due to lifestyle and lack of green space, and lack of health insurance.  

 
Crime 

 

According to the Pennsylvania Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR), in 2018, 2017, and 2016, the City of 

Bethlehem saw a total of only 5, 23, and 25 incidents of aggravated assault by firearm, respectively. In 

comparison, the City of Allentown saw a total of 33 (2018), 56 (2017) and 83 (2016) incidents of aggravated 

assault by firearm. Aggravated assault by firearm is defined by the UCR system as an unlawful attack or 

attempted attack with a firearm with the intent to inflict great bodily injury. The category includes attempted 

murders. This data represents an 80% decrease in aggravated assault by firearm in the City of Bethlehem 

from 2016 to 2018.  

 

The Federal Bureau of Investigation uses the Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR) Program, which tracks crime 

by dividing offenses into ñViolent Crimeò and ñProperty Crimeò to track crime across the country.  

 

 

Crime in the City of Bethlehem 

Year Violent Crime Property Crime 

2018 208 1,308 

2017 207 1,281 

2016 564 1,487 

 

2010 234 2,069 

 

Source: FBI Crime Data Explorer 
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This represented a 36.9% decrease in violent crimes and a 13.9% decrease in property crimes across the 

entire City since 2016.  

 

 

 
Policy Map 
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Policy Map 

The maps above indicate that the rate of crime is relatively consistent across the City. Bethlehemôs mayor 

cited a 4.2% decrease in crime across the City in his 2019 State of the City Address. Two years later, in the 

mayorôs 2021 State of the City Address, Mayor Donchez cited Bethlehem as being considered one of the 

safest third-class cities in the Commonwealth. In September 2020, Mayor Donchez announced Chief 

Michelle Kott as the new police chief to serve the citizens of Bethlehem. Since September 2020, Chief 

Michelle Kott has led the department progressively into the future with her strong advocacy related to 

community policing, community partnerships, and additional training in the areas of mental health, cultural 

awareness, de-escalation tactics, implicit bias, and crisis intervention.  

 

Yet, despite evidence that Bethlehem is considered one of the safest third-class cities in the Commonwealth 

and Chief Michelle Kottôs progressive new leadership, the perception that south Bethlehem is dangerous 

remains pervasive. The Urban Dictionary definition of south Bethlehem calls the community 

ñSketchlehem,ò ñmethlehem,ò and ñdeathlehemò and warns Lehigh University students to, ñFeel free to 

take a walk down east 3rd street, but don't forget your pepper sprayéò Furthermore, through community 

input received in early 2021, for use in the creation of this plan, 60.9% of individual survey respondents 

identified that they felt ñneither safe or unsafe/Unsafe/Very Unsafe on the Southside, in general, after darkò 

and 46.4% of respondents felt ñneither safe or unsafe/Unsafe/Very Unsafe in their neighborhood after 

dark.ò The data do not bear out this characterization and illustrate the need for further, and more frequent, 

marketing, communication, and engagement with the community. 

 

Food Access and Nutrition Challenges 

 

Indicators related to food access and health also illustrate challenges faced by the community. As 

aforementioned, all five of the census tracts that make up south Bethlehem had a higher incidence of 

residents who had relied on SNAP benefits (formerly known as food stamps) in the previous 12 months 

than the city, county, or state. Access to healthy food was also a consideration. The U.S. Department of 
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Agriculture lists parts of south Bethlehem as a food desert, which is defined as ñvapid of fresh fruit, 

vegetables, and other healthful whole foods, usually found in impoverished areas. This is largely due to a 

lack of grocery stores, farmersô markets, and healthy food providers.ò South Bethlehem qualified under the 

status of a ñfood desertò when it had two grocery stores. However, the economic hardship posed by the 

COVID-19 pandemic resulted in one of south Bethlehemôs two grocery stores, Ahartôs Market, having to 

close its doors in early 2021. Currently, south Bethlehem has only one grocery store, which is located on 

Third Street, further disadvantaging the south Bethlehem community in regard to its access to fresh food.  

 

According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), a high percentage of Southside 

residents in three of the five census tracts reported eating less than one serving of fruits and vegetables per 

day. The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) recommends at least five to nine servings per 

day, depending on age and gender. According to St. Lukeôs Community Health Needs Assessment 2019, 

only 10% of Bethlehem service area respondents consumed the recommended amount of five or more 

servings of fruits and vegetables per day. Data demonstrates that healthy diet is linked to income; 12% of 

respondents with over $60,000 income consumed five or more servings of fruits and vegetables per day 

compared to only 6% of those with less than $15,000 income.  

 

 
 

Access to healthier food is crucial to the future health of the community. According to the Centers for 

Disease Control, between 37.3-41.5% of residents 18 years and older in census tracts 109 and 113 are obese; 

that number rises to 41.6-46.4% in census tract 112. St. Lukeôs Community Health Needs Assessment 2019 

found that 73% of Bethlehem survey respondents were overweight or obese according to BMI calculations 

(33% overweight and 40% obese). The highest rate of obesity (48%) was found for lower-income people 
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earning less than $25,000 annually while the lowest rate of obesity (38%) was found for those earning more 

than $60,000 annually. 
 
As has been demonstrated, even prior to one of south Bethlehemôs two grocery stores, Ahartôs Market, 

having to close its doors in April  2021, south Bethlehem was already struggling with its access to fresh 

foods, with a high percentage of south Bethlehem residents reportedly eating less than one serving of fruits 

and vegetables per day. For this reason, a survey was conducted in early 2021 to better understand and 

advocate for the communityôs needs and wants surrounding fresh food, amidst the impending closure of 

Ahartôs Market. A total of 308 responses were collected from residents and Lehigh University students. 

When asked what kind of grocery store residents and students would like to see replace Ahartôs, 66.2% of 

respondents indicated they would like to see a full-service supermarket with deli, bakery, etc. Furthermore, 

when asked what is most important in a new store, the overwhelming majority of residents (280) indicated 

that fresh fruits and vegetables were most important, followed by fresh meat (241). Due to the lack of fresh 

food and grocery stores in south Bethlehem, when asked what options will you have to buy groceries when 

Ahartôs closes on April 30, the majority of respondents (64.3%) indicated they will need to drive elsewhere 

to do their grocery shopping, followed by walk to another grocery store (26.2%) and ask a friend or family 

member for a ride (25.6%). All three of these responses pose concerns for the community. The increase in 

driving points to the decrease in access of fresh foods, lack of necessary amenities in the community, and 

may also cause further traffic concerns in the area. Although over a quarter of respondents indicated they 

will still be able to walk to the grocery store, it is likely that the walk to the only available grocery store in 

south Bethlehem, C-Town, will be more onerous and time-consuming for residents living toward the 

western end of south Bethlehem. Finally, for those 25.6% of respondents without access to a car, and in 

need of a friend or family member to give them a ride, this poses unnecessary pressures and stress on both 

the individual without a car and the friend or family member giving them a ride. With nearly half (42.3%) 

of survey respondents indicating they use an EBT card to purchase their groceries and 19.2% (census tract 

111 ï where Lehigh University is located) to 47.2% (census tract 112) of residents using SNAP benefits, 

the community is in dire need of accessible, affordable, fresh food options (American Community Survey 

5-Year Estimates 2015-2019). 

 

Green space and exercising challenges 

 

South Bethlehem residents lack access to green space and the EPAôs Environmental Justice Screening and 

Mapping Tool (EJScreen) identifies south Bethlehem as one of two of the City of Bethlehemôs frontline 

communities. Frontline communities are defined as Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) 

communities, low-income communities, and linguistically isolated communities that face disparate 

amounts of pollution and will experience climate changeôs worst effects (Bethlehem Climate Action Plan 

2021). South Bethlehem coincides with some of the hottest parts of the city. Highly developed areas lacking 

vegetation and green space tend to have much higher temperatures due to the urban heat island effect. These 

hot spots will experience even greater climate change extremes, significant health hazards, and 

environmental justice concerns.  
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Map of the EPA EJScreen demographic index in Bethlehem 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: EPA EJScreen demographic index (2029) 

South Bethlehemôs status as a frontline community, in the context of climate change, is not surprising 

given its minority-majority neighborhoods and high concentration of low- to moderate-income 

households. The Center for American Progress outlines the racial and economic disparities in access to 

nature or green space. The graphs below represent these inequities and depict that 74% of non-white 

individuals live in a nature-deprived area, while only 23% of white, non-Hispanic/Latino/Latina 

individuals live in a nature-deprived area. What is of further concern is that while 70% of low-income 

communities are nature-deprived, this increases to 76% for low-income non-white communities, 

indicating that both race and socio-economic status affect whether one has access to green space. In City 

of Bethlehem Mayor Donchezôs 2021 State of the City Address on April 16, 2021, he reiterated the need 

for a heightened emphasis on green space, parks and recreational facilities. ñAs our world evolves from 

the pandemic, and with more people increasingly spending time outdoors, the presence and upkeep of our 

streetscapes, paths, parks and recreational facilities, become even more important. It is vital people have 

outdoor greenspace to relax, trails to explore, safe streets to walk, and parks to keep children engaged.ò 
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Access to green space encourages exercise and positively benefits mental health. Unfortunately, south 

Bethlehem is underserved when it comes to parks and recreation, compared the larger city. According to 

American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 2015-2019, nearly a quarter (24.5%) of Bethlehemôs 

youth (age 18 and under) live in south Bethlehem. South Bethlehem contains nine parks with playgrounds 

and three pocket parks without playgrounds compared to the City as a whole, which has 26 parks with 

playgrounds (including parks in south Bethlehem). What is of further concern is that these nine 

playgrounds in south Bethlehem are not always well-maintained and some pose safety concerns. 

Furthermore, the only south Bethlehem sports leagues are the Southside Little League and the Bethlehem 

Saints Football and Cheerleading programs at Saucon Park. Unfortunately, Saucon Park is not easily 

accessible for many south Bethlehem families due to the need for access to transportation as the park is 

not in walking distance of south Bethlehemôs neighborhoods. This poses further challenges for families 

whose children wish to take part in sports programming but are unable to access them.  

Aside from formal sports leagues, informal basketball clinics are held at Madison Park and McNamara 

Park and some tournaments have been held at Sand Island (outside of south Bethlehem) for older youth. 

However, the only funding sources for the basketball clinics and tournaments have been from prior 

Neighborhood Partnership Program and Community Development Block Grant funding. While there are 

formal baseball, football and cheerleading programs in south Bethlehem, these offerings are significantly 

less, and are underfunded, compared to other communities within the City of Bethlehem and the greater 

Lehigh Valley. Finally, because of the lack of indoor sports facilities, there is the burden that in addition 

to the small number of sports offerings for youth, these sports are only able to be played during the 

warmer months, leaving youth without healthy outlets to express themselves and exercise during the 

colder months.  


