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Gainesville has an inequality problem that can’t be dismissed by blaming it all on 

college students. 

In recent years, Gainesville has regularly appeared near the top of lists ranking U.S. 

cities on income inequality. I’ve been among those who dismissed the rankings as 

mostly due to a high percentage of the population being University of Florida and 

Santa Fe College students. 

Backing up this case, Ben Casselman reported on the data-crunching website 

Fivethirtyeight.com that Gainesville’s median income rises more than any other 

major college town when students are excluded. But he noted that college towns 

have different kinds of inequality. 

“College towns are full of students with little income but plenty of cash, or with 

expensive stuff bought with their parents’ cash,” he wrote. “They’re also full of 

service workers, adjunct faculty and students from less affluent backgrounds who 

have to watch every penny.” 
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Even when students are left out of the picture, his analysis found Gainesville’s 

median income is just $35,000 a year. Yet a living wage for a single mom with two 

kids here is $48,000, according to University of Florida professor Dr. Nancy Hardt. 

At a speech last week at UF’s Bob Graham Center for Public Service, Hardt 

presented slide after slide showing Gainesville is home to extreme poverty that can 

be linked to a variety of social ills. She noted that Bloomberg’s list of cities with the 

highest inequality ranks Gainesville in the top five among major cities such as 

Atlanta and New Orleans, while some similar college towns such as Ann Arbor 

don’t crack the top 50. 

“We’re doing something different here, and it’s not a good something,” she said. 

Hardt and her team have put together heat maps that show concentrations of 

poverty, low educational performance and poor health measures in the area. Some 

are in East Gainesville, but they’re also in other areas such as the neighborhoods 

served by the Southwest Area Group. 

So what to do? Hardt directs a Mobile Health Clinic that brings free health care to 

those areas. But she said the clinic’s work was halted in two neighborhoods due to 

gangs threatening workers or people who went to the clinic — showing the need for 

police to help address the issue. 

But the problem won’t be solved by law enforcement. As Hardt noted, prisons 

determine if they’ll need new facilities in the future based on elementary school 

reading scores. Improving educational performance is key to ensuring a better 

future for those children — but it has to start before they enter school, so they don’t 

start behind. 
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“You either pay a small amount early on or you pay a big amount later,” Hardt said. 

Alachua County Public Schools Superintendent Owen Roberts’ push to expand 

early childhood education is a key part of the solution. His planned mobile parent 

clinics would help parents gain skills to improve their lives and the lives of their 

children. It’s also going to require diversifying the local economy beyond jobs that 

don’t pay a living wage. 

No matter whether we’re among the worst in the nation, Gainesville has an 

inequality problem. It shouldn’t take a poor national ranking to push us to do 

something about it. 


