BENEATH THE NEON LIGHTS

By Camila Ramirez Fayad

As a student, one thing I have commonly heard from classmates, whether they are from out of
state, international, or even Floridians themselves, is that Miami is a city full of “Instagram

models and nightlife.” To that, I can only say: you have not truly met Miami yet.

Throughout its history, Miami has thrived on community building. From the recent waves of
Venezuelan migrants settling in Doral to the historic neighborhoods of Overtown and Coconut
Grove, Miami’s essence lies in its strong, united, and resilient communities. Beyond the surface-
level reputation of Miami, these neighborhoods are facing real challenges: gentrification, climate
change, systemic vulnerabilities, and more. Take Overtown, for example, where gentrification

looms closer every day. Recently, a $39 million grant from the U.S. Department of Housing and

Urban Development (HUD) was awarded to redevelop key public housing sites for 1,000 mixed-

income units. Yet, long-time residents are worried about being priced out of their homes. As a


https://www.wlrn.org/development/2024-12-05/overtown-renaissance-sparks-hope-and-concern

neighborhood gentrifies and rent increases, unfortunately, the average incomes remains
stagnant. The outcome? Long-term residents becoming displaced, rising mortgages and rent,
climate gentrification, erosion of community culture and connections, and an ongoing failure to

address structural violence.

Little Haiti faces similar challenges. According to a 2015 analysis by Florida International
University, only 26% of homes in Little Haiti are owner-occupied, leaving the majority of
residents vulnerable to displacement. Even in areas like Coconut Grove, long-standing Black
Bahamian communities are organizing to combat rising property taxes and the loss of
generational homes. Just _four years ago, the community was promised more affordable housing;
instead, a Wawa was almost built in its place. Despite this, community members are actively
fighting to preserve their history, landmarks, and culture, as well as access to affordable housing.
They are mobilizing through grassroots organizations, public meetings, and partnerships with
local nonprofits to push back against developers, keep their voices at the forefront of
policymakers' decisions, and ensure that when they look back, their homes and communities are

still recognizable.

Miami’s true story is not just about the luxuries often associated with it, it’s about the people,
their resilience, and their fight to protect the cultural and historical essence of their communities,
because beneath the neon lights is a community with a soul, shaped by those who refuse to be

erased.


https://www.cnbc.com/2024/07/27/climate-gentrification-fuels-higher-prices-for-longtime-miami-residents.html
https://www.miamiherald.com/news/local/community/miami-dade/coral-gables/article264802794.html
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