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The presence of children inside Shady Hill trailer park along Jeff Davis highway prompted 

Cornerstone Church to place a community center in the park in late 2006. Carol 

Knickerbocker reads with a child during an after school program at Cornerstone's community 

center in Shady Hill. – Dean Hoffmeyer 
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Chesterfield County’s poverty divide BY JOHN RAMSEY AND LOUIS LLOVIO 

Richmond Times-Dispatch   

Chesterfield County has thrived for decades on a reputation as 
Richmond’s prosperous neighbor, with lower unemployment and 
higher average income. 

Government leaders regularly proclaim it a “First Choice” community where families and businesses should settle. 

But a surge of poverty during the past decade has left large swaths of Chesterfield, especially to the east along the 
Jefferson Davis corridor and adjacent to South Richmond, resembling some of the city’s poorest neighborhoods. 

While the west side of the county prospers with high-dollar subdivisions, state-of-the-art schools and booming retail 
corridors, to the east there is an ever-starker divide with areas of concentrated poverty and growing numbers of poor 
people struggling to feed their children. It’s a side of Chesterfield that is largely unknown to many. 

The growing east-west divide threatens more than Chesterfield’s carefully burnished image of a flourishing, suburban 
county. The cost of failing to adequately address the poverty is an increasing burden on the county’s already-stressed 
budget and school system. 

“More and more schools are going to deteriorate. Housing is going to deteriorate. The county will decline, pure and 
simple” said John Moeser, a professor at the University of Richmond who has studied local poverty trends for years. “The 
status quo is not going to work over the long haul for western Chesterfield County. Fewer developers will want to go in. 
The wealthy enclave is over time going to get squeezed.” 

Perhaps no one is ringing the alarm bells louder than School Board member Carrie E. Coyner, whose children attend 
Elizabeth Scott Elementary School, where nearly half of students come from poor families. 

Coyner, who grew up in Chester, now works as a lawyer and on the School Board represents the Bermuda District, where 
many poor families live. On a daily basis she sees firsthand the 
growing disparity among schools and the deterioration of 
neighborhoods on the county’s east side. 

“The majority of people in this county don’t care because they don’t 
see it,” Coyner said. “I believe the majority of people if they saw 
what’s happening, if I could take them and show them, they would 

go, ‘This is an injustice, and we have to do something.’ “ 

Three women and a collection of children sit on the porch of an apartment along Jeff 
Davis highway on June 5, 2014. Dean Hoffmeyer  
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Poverty in Chesterfield is concentrated mostly near the Richmond city border and stretching southward along Jefferson 
Davis Highway and Interstate 95. 

The county’s 10 poorest elementary schools — where between 50 and 90 percent of students qualify for free or reduced-
price lunch — are all located in eastern Chesterfield. The western half is home to the 10 elementary schools with the 
fewest low-income families, where no more than 1 in 5 children are eligible for free or low-cost meals. 

The number of students from low-income families rose nearly 80 percent in Chesterfield in the past decade, outpacing its 
neighbors in Henrico County, Hanover County and Richmond. Chesterfield now has just 1,084 fewer poor students than 
the city of Richmond. 

Demand for food stamps has spiked 159 percent since 2006, with most of the new cases in the eastern part of the county, 
according to the Chesterfield-Colonial Heights Department of Social Services. 

Moeser, the UR professor, said much of Chesterfield’s growth in poverty comes from Hispanic immigrants and former 
Richmond residents who have joined an already large and entrenched poor population. 

“In Chesterfield, what’s moving out of the city is moving into the county, and wealth continues to move farther and farther 
to the west,” Moeser said. “It becomes two worlds, and people only know the world of which they’re a part.” 

For Cloud Ramirez and her neighbors along Jefferson Davis Highway, their world is surrounded by run-down trailer parks 
infested with feral cats and motels that have become home to families down on their luck. Crime, alcohol and drug use are 
a normal part of the landscape. 

Ramirez, sitting outside her apartment one recent afternoon in a yard cluttered by well-worn patio furniture, could see a 
group of women drinking beer by their front door as a couple of small children ran around the yard. 

She pointed to a nearby dumpster and described how neighborhood kids use the discarded mattresses and overflowing 
garbage as a playground because there’s not a real one within walking distance. 

“You wake up to that every morning. You walk out your door, and that’s all you see,” Ramirez said. “How are you 
supposed to live (and raise children) like that?” 

Linda Knickerbocker talks with children attending Cornerstone's after-school program 
in Shady Hill on June 5, 2014 Dean Hoffmeyer  

Not everyone in Chesterfield is convinced that the county has a 
divide between the worlds of prosperity and poverty. 

Coyner, in her role as an attorney, has argued for developers that 
those investing in the eastern side of the county shouldn’t have to 
pay the same fees as those on the west. The system encourages 
developers to build high-dollar homes in undeveloped areas and 
ignore the need for quality, affordable housing in eastern 
Chesterfield. 

“You basically have an area you can’t convince people to put private dollars in,” Coyner said. 

But when Coyner tried to sell the idea to the Board of Supervisors in February, Supervisor Steve A. Elswick didn’t buy it. 

“I have some concerns about us pitting the east versus the west part of the county,” said Elswick, who represents the 
largely rural Matoaca District. “I just think it’s going down the wrong road. … We are one county, and we have unique 
issues.” 

James “Jim” Holland, chairman of the Board of Supervisors, also dismissed the idea of an east-west divide in an interview 
last week. He said the county is above-average in how it deals with poverty and economic disparity. 



“We’re coming out of the Great Recession,” said Holland, who represents the Dale District and has many poor 
constituents. “When you have low unemployment rates as we do at 5.7 percent, we have tremendous business 
investments, we have tremendous things going forward that balances the scales in the citizens’ favor.” 

Moeser and others in Chesterfield disagree. Moeser noted that Chesterfield and other counties neighboring Richmond 
have nothing like the city’s anti-poverty commission, on which he has served. A regional approach to stemming poverty is 
needed or the poor will continue to flow outward into the suburbs, he said. 

“What I find is that instead of a reality check, so much of the data coming out of the county is more for marketing and 
attracting business and that sort of thing,” he said. “Any government needs a reality check. That means you have to face 
hard data head-on. Up until this point, and I’m hoping that is changing, Chesterfield has not.” 

Chintal Desai and his wife Ditina go for a stroll with their children in their 
neighborhood of The Grove in Chesterfield County, off of Woolridge Road. P. Kevin 
Morley  

Holland’s claim that Chesterfield is above-average in every facet 
also rings hollow to people living in some of the poorest areas. To 
them, talk of unemployment rates and business investments has 
little connection to their lives. 

Maria Rocha, who lives in an apartment off Jefferson Davis Highway, said she has to walk almost a mile, with traffic 
whizzing by just inches away, to reach a Food Lion. To get there, she must travel along the four-lane Jefferson Davis 
Highway, across a bridge and an overpass. Only about 150 feet of it has sidewalks. 

The walk back, when she’s tired and loaded down with groceries, is even tougher. Sometimes she has to make the trip 
with her kids in tow. 

“You can’t tell me this is right?” she said in Spanish. “I know that we don’t have a lot, but we shouldn’t be treated badly 
because of that.” 

In comparison, on Midlothian Turnpike near Chesterfield Towne Center there are two Targets, five major grocery stores — 
with a sixth in the works — countless restaurants, two movie theaters and retail centers, all within a few miles. 

But it’s not only bad living conditions that residents in the east have to contend with. 

For Rocha and her neighbors, the only public transportation available is a bus stop at least a mile away across the city 
line in Richmond, leaving those without cars few options where to find work. New, well-paying jobs in the county such as 
ones at the Amazon distribution plant are too far for the poor to walk to, and Chesterfield lacks a bus network. 

Rocha said the obstacles make it nearly impossible for someone to escape poverty and create a sense of despair in the 
community. The poor are isolated, ignored and in desperate need of help — they want to get out of their situation but just 
don’t know how, she said. 

Todd A. Wilson helped found the nonprofit Cornerstone Revitalization Center, which is working to help revitalize some of 
the county’s poorest neighborhoods. He said it is difficult for people like Rocha and Ramirez to escape the grasp of 
poverty. 

Part of the problem facing the poor in Chesterfield is that they are segregated from the rest of the 400-square-mile county 
on islands that “you don’t have to see if you don’t want to,” he said. 

And those who are looking to escape poverty face a Catch-22. 

“The system is set up very well to let you stay poor. It’s not going to let you starve, it’s not going to let your children starve, 
it’s going keep a roof over your head,” Wilson said. “But the minute you decide you don’t want to be poor anymore, the 
whole system works against you.” 



The presence of children inside Shady Hill trailer park along Jeff 
Davis highway prompted Cornerstone Church to place a community 
center in the park in late 2006.  
 
Gene Kolacki reads with a child during an after-school program Dean Hoffmeyer  

Chesterfield does have success stories with revitalizing some 
blighted areas. There are learning trailers like the one Cornerstone 
founded in the Shady Hill trailer park that are part of a small network 
to try to help underprivileged children. 

Linda Knickerbocker, who runs the Shady Hill learning center with 
several volunteers, deals with dozens of kids in need of help with 

schoolwork each week. She says their presence at the trailer is making a small difference, though many children still fall 
through the cracks because much more help is needed. 

She points to one little girl living in the park as an example of what just a little time and caring means to a child. 

Every Thursday, she gets off the school bus and runs straight to a makeshift classroom in the park. 

She’s like most kids, but a closer look reveals that her T-shirt, sneakers and beige pants are threadbare and dirty, and she 
has a hard look in her eyes that belies her warm smile. 

“Her life is very, very bad. It’s just the way that it is,” Knickerbocker said. But “she’s an overachiever galore. She’s going to 
do great things, but I don’t know who that would be to encourage her if this program wasn’t around.” 

Homes in the Hampton Park subdivision which is located off of Hull Street, not far 
from Cosby High School. This is along Hampton Summit Drive. P. Kevin Morley  

Other successes in Chesterfield include the abandoned Cloverleaf 
Mall property on Midlothian Turnpike, which is now a thriving 
shopping center after the county bought the land and redeveloped it. 
And county employees helped the owners of Crystal Lakes 
apartments near Hopkins Road clean up the deteriorating, crime-
filled area through code enforcement and other measures. 

Despite some progress, the tide of increasing poverty and blight 
continues. 

County Administrator Jay Stegmaier said the county recognizes that 
revitalizing older, poorer neighborhoods ought to be a top priority. 

Schools will get a makeover, thanks to voter-approved bonds for more than $300 million, but the county added no new 
money for revitalization efforts to its 2015 budget. 

“As a government, we plan to demonstrate that we are investing in these older neighborhoods by going in and renovating 
the public facilities, primarily the schools,” Stegmaier said. “We want homebuyers to know they’re going to get the same 
quality of education no matter where they go.” 

Stegmaier said the county realizes it fell behind on school renovations and is having to play catch-up on outdated 
facilities. He said, however, there doesn’t seem to be any magic 
formula for stabilizing deteriorating communities. 

Route 288 in Chesterfield County, seen from the Genito Road overpass. The 288 
highway has opened Chesterfield, connecting the county with western Henrico. June 11, 
2014. P. Kevin Morley  

Poverty seems to flourish in the east as readily as prosperity does to 
the west. 



An argument developed during the county’s budget discussions about whether renovating school buildings was more 
important than hiring more teachers to address inequality among the schools. In the end, county leaders agreed they 
needed both. 

In the west, students can choose from a mix of foreign language courses, such as Chinese, while some kids on the east 
side have a single option: Spanish. 

“Fixing and making a school building look nice does not fix the problem,” Coyner said. “We have to make sure all of our 
kids get the exact same starting point. We as a community should say we’re willing to pay for what it takes to meet the 
needs of our students.” 

The county’s Planning Department is suggesting a revitalization office to coordinate efforts in neighborhoods. The 
Planning Commission will review the idea next month before sending it to the Board of Supervisors for a decision. 

“We’re seeing a lot of the urban poor being displaced into the suburbs” Planning Director Kirk Turner said. “That’s not just 
Chesterfield. We’re all dealing with that issue. 

Turner said a central revitalization office would focus county efforts for maximum efficiency. “If you have a fractured 
approach, it’s hard to see what the county’s doing,” he said. 

Moeser said he hopes the tide is shifting in Chesterfield and that leaders are going to take seriously the very real 
problems they face. He’s working on a major study of poverty in Chesterfield to present to all the county’s schoolteachers 
this year. 

He warns that Chesterfield, which has struggled to escape its reputation as a bedroom community, is especially 
vulnerable to a financial crisis caused by a further rise in poverty and decline in property values. Almost 80 percent of its 
local tax dollars come from residential, not commercial, development. 

According to his research, if assessments in older areas lag behind the county average by 10 percent, it could cost the 
county $20 million in potential tax revenue. 

Coyner said county leaders have to be willing to have tough conversations about poverty. 

Parents of poor children want the same for their kids as those who are well-off, she said. They might not have the same 
resources at home, but they shouldn’t see a difference when they enter the classroom, she said. 

The upfront cost of addressing the county’s pockets of isolated poverty may be high, she said, but not as high as the cost 
of continuing to watch it expand. 

“You’re only as good as how you’re able to handle your biggest problems as a community. If you look at what’s 
happening, we’re not doing a good job,” Coyner said. “By virtue of your ZIP code and where you are, we’ve limited your 
choices, and that’s not right. We’ve almost resigned ourselves that things are the way they are, and it’s not OK.” 
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