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Executive Summary

Storm water and vacant lots are both underutilized
resources that can improve the environmental,
economic and social well-being of cities.
Municipalities around the country utilize ‘hard’
infrastructure such as retention tanks and end-of-the-
pipe treatment plants to manage storm water runoff.
Vacant lots and abandoned buildings reduce quality
of life and property values, discourage investment,
and stress municipal budgets. Recently, cities
around the country have begun to manage storm
water runoff using green infrastructure to advance
EPA regulatory requirements. The City of
Philadelphia is a national leader; the Philadelphia
Water Department (PWD) has a goal of filtering or
storing the first inch of rain with green infrastructure
to reduce the volume of combined sewer overflows.
Many cities are greening vacant lots as one
important storm water management strategy.
Although, for the PWD, vacant lots hold potential as
storm water infrastructure, numerous barriers exist.
Ownership and transfer barriers include site control,
site selection, legal and economic structures, public
administration, and scalability (including site
aggregation). Barriers and challenges to managing
and re-using vacant lots include organizational
management and structures, legal and economic
agreements, and maintenance.

We provide ten case studies illuminating how
leading cities plan, administer and implement
programs that convert vacant lots to green space, in
the context of regulatory requirements and broader
redevelopment goals. Each case study traces one
program or initiative led by a public agency or NGO
from the planning stage through implementation,
emphasizing how programs have overcome barriers.
We analyze across the cases to identify effective
practices cities use to green vacant lots, advancing
open space and storm water management goals. We
apply these findings to the context of Philadelphia.

Effective programs linked regional, neighborhood
and site-specific planning. Partnerships with
communities facilitated neighborhood level
planning. Spatial analyses, in tandem with local
stakeholder collaboration and site visits, facilitated
site selection; we identify common area-wide and
site-specific criteria. In terms of administration,
public agencies and nonprofit organizations
expanded or developed specialized programs to
green vacant lots.

Frequently, new special purpose organizations or
agencies filled planning or implementation gaps.
Successful programs developed and sustained
partnerships among specialized agencies and
organizations. With respect to site use and design,
successful open space programs created active and
passive uses that improve quality of life, utilizing the
planning process to develop political support.
Similarly, successful green infrastructure projects
sought to improve quality of life by incorporating
multiple public uses, such as public parks, trails,
greenways with pedestrian and bicycle paths, and
public education. In contrast, a narrow focus on
storm water-specific designs resulted in unforeseen
public reactions and maintenance challenges.

To aggregate sites, single lead agencies sustained
planning and implementation capacity over the long-
term. These lead agencies utilized multiple
acquisition strategies, particularly for aggregating
adjacent properties. Interim ownership by a third
party supported the aggregation of sites. In addition
to aggregating adjacent parcels, several cities are
planning to aggregate parcels along roadways to
connect neighborhoods through greenways and
trails. In terms of property transfer, we identify
effective temporary-to-permanent green space
programs, side lot transfer programs, transfer



mechanisms for acquiring properties from other
public agencies, and transfer mechanisms for
acquiring tax-delinquent and tax-current privately
owned properties. Public agencies consistently
owned larger sites, while both public agencies and
non-profit land trusts owned smaller sites. The lack
of dedicated maintenance funding presently
concerns most programs; volunteerism alone is not
effective. We identify four existing and emerging
maintenance models.

With respect to finance, planning initiatives were
frequently funded by foundations, though public
agencies provided some planning grants. For
acquisition and construction, parks and recreation
programs relied predominately on tax levies,
including property taxes, sales taxes and tax
increment financing. Greening programs through
public water agencies were funded through ratepayer
fees. Most cities are still in the process of
developing finance strategies to support storm water
infrastructure maintenance. Brownfields can be
prime candidates for regional storm water
management. Several cities managed storm water
on brownfields, creating open space and supporting

businesses. With respect to economic development,
greening vacant lots can support direct employment
opportunities, neighborhood stabilization and
business needs. Further research should develop
maintenance and economic development models in
greater depth.

We provide five recommendations to the PWD,
based on local assets and barriers to greening vacant
lots. First, we recommend that the PWD pilot a
neighborhood-based vacant lots plan. This pilot
should create a planning model that could be applied
to other CSO areas in the city, identify institutional
barriers to implementation, and develop strategies to
Second, to
support this planning effort and coordinate among
city agencies and NGOs, we recommend the PWD
dedicate a position to the greening of vacant lots.

overcome these institutional barriers.

Third, planning efforts should integrate active uses
where feasible, potentially including larger vacant
lots already used as parks. Fourth, we suggest the
PWD develop a smaller sites strategy to construct
and maintain storm water greenways. And finally,
the PWD should consider flexible models of
ownership and maintenance.



Chapter 1: Storm Water and Vacant Lots as Resources

Storm water and vacant lots are underutilized resources that can improve the environmental, economic and social

well-being of cities.

Municipal Storm Water Management Challenges

Municipalities need to manage storm water to
improve water quality, protect drinking water
supplies and mitigate flooding. Most municipalities
manage storm water as a waste. Municipalities with
combined sewer systems are predominately
managing storm water by constructing retention
tanks and treating the effluent at sewage plants after
the conclusion of a rainstorm. An estimated 772
municipalities throughout the country have
infrastructure systems that combine storm water with
sewage.' Local municipalities throughout the
country are spending billions of dollars to reduce the
volume of storm water runoff to meet EPA Clean
Water Act regulatory requirements. Separately

National vacant land context

sewered areas typically release storm water and
pollutants directly into surrounding waterbodies with
minimal if any treatment, reducing water quality —
frequently in violation of the EPA National Pollution
Discharge Elimination System program.” In
addition to reducing the accessibility of waterways
for active uses, including the EPA goals of
“fishable/swimmable” waterways,” storm water
runoff pollutes drinking water sources in many cities
nationwide. Hurricane Sandy’s recent impact
throughout the Northeast United States reinforces
the need to mitigate the hazards of natural disasters
through proactive storm water infrastructure
planning.

Vacant land, like storm water, is frequently
perceived as a liability. Vacant land is typically
considered a ‘blight’ that encourages illicit activities
and reduces property values. This perception is
rooted in the experience of many urban areas where
vacant land has reduced property values and quality
of life, decreasing the ability to develop land for
housing and economic development purposes,
suppressing local tax bases, and stressing municipal
budgets due to administrative and maintenance
costs.” Vacant land contributes to a cycle of
disinvestment: physical blight reduces real and
perceived property values, further reducing
reinvestment and development.

Vacant land exists in cities predominately because
local real estate markets do not support the
development or re-use of certain vacant properties.
The construction of highways, lower cost housing,
and the flight of wealthier, disproportionally white
residents from cities to suburbs have led to
population loss and business decline in many U.S.
cities, particularly in the Northeast and Midwest.®
The loss of manufacturing has reduced employment
opportunities in many of these “post-industrial”
cities, leaving in their wake contaminated land and
residents in need of blue-collar employment
opportunities. Cities with combined sewer systems,
which grew rapidly during the 19" Century, also are
predominately located in the Northeast and Midwest.
Many of these cities, due to their common histories,



face similar vacant land management challenges —
high levels of abandonment and contaminated land,
also known as brownfields. According to a 2000
Brookings Institution study, vacant land comprised
an average of fifteen percent of land in seventy U.S.
cities.” We refer to vacant lots as properties without
a building and abandoned buildings as properties
with an uninhabited structure. Though some cities
refer to natural, undeveloped areas as “vacant land,”
for the purpose of this study vacant land refers to
both vacant lots and abandoned buildings.

Abandoned buildings pose numerous threats to
communities. While buildings are abandoned,
owners frequently do not make routine maintenance
investments, and fail to meet financial obligations
including mortgage payments and property taxes.
Abandoned buildings are fire hazards, may host drug
trafficking activities,® are an indicator of
neighborhood decline, reduce a sense of community,
and discourage investment.’

An increasing number of communities nationally are
concerned with abandoned buildings, particularly
due to increased rates of unemployment and
foreclosure. While 6.8 million non-seasonal vacant
units existed nationwide in 2000, 10.3 million
existed in 2010 — a 51% increase.'’ In addition to
cities experiencing population decline, many cities
with growing populations experienced an increase in
abandoned buildings. For example, Tucson, AZ
experienced a 6.9% increase in population but a
57.8% increase in abandoned buildings;
Indianapolis, IN experienced a 4.9% increase in
population but a 48.8% increase in abandoned
properties; and Las Vegas, NV experienced a 22%
population increase but a 137.4% increase in
abandoned buildings."

Many abandoned buildings are potential vacant lots.
Abandoned buildings frequently remain standing
due to the high costs of demolition, which may
range from $2000 to $40,000 per unit depending on
building size, type, and contamination levels."
Many cities, such as Chicago, IL, Detroit, MI and
Baltimore, MD, cannot afford to demolish all long-
term vacant buildings. Baltimore, a city that has a

greater proportion of vacant lots to population than
most cities in the United States,13 would need
approximately $180 million to demolish all
abandoned buildings citywide."

Storm water and Vacant Land as Resources
Green spaces can cost-effectively reduce the need
for ‘hard’ storm water management infrastructure,
such as retention tanks. Vegetation uses storm water
as a resource, capturing a significant percentage of
runoff. Green spaces provide numerous additional
benefits such as improving air quality and public
health, cooling the air, reducing demand for air
conditioning, and supporting climate change
adaptation.”” While community gardening programs
have existed in cities for decades, a growing interest
exists to support urban agriculture in otherwise
unproductive green spaces to foster food security
and provide additional environmental benefits.'®"”

The science of vacant lot soils and hydrology is a
nascent but growing field, particularly with respect
to storm water management.'® Research indicates
that vacant lots may function as impervious area,
even if the surfaces are vegetated, because soils are
compacted from heavy equipment during
demolition. For example, one study in Cleveland
concluded that vacant lots retain as much storm
water as a paved parking lot."” Given the prevalence
of vacant lots in urban areas, they merit attention
while developing green storm water management
strategies.

Furthermore, brownfields provide a particular set of
challenges. Hazardous pollutants may leave unsafe
conditions on brownfields. Not only may the
economic costs of cleaning up a brownfield inhibit
development, but without the market conditions to
foster economic growth, these sites may remain
unproductive for decades. Storm water runoff can
carry contaminants from brownfields to adjacent
properties and urban waterways.

The benefits of green infrastructure (GI) are great
enough that the U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) suggests that municipalities utilize
GI to reduce the volume of combined sewage



overflows, provide additional community benefits,
and ease public financial commitments.® We utilize
the EPA’s definition of GI:

“Green infrastructure uses vegetation, soils, and
natural processes to manage water and create
healthier urban environments. At the scale of a city
or county, green infrastructure refers to the
patchwork of natural areas that provides habitat,
flood protection, cleaner air, and cleaner water. At

The Case of Philadelphia

the scale of a neighborhood or site, green
infrastructure refers to storm water management
systems that mimic nature by soaking up and storing

water.”*!

Several cities around the country are utilizing green
infrastructure to reduce combined sewer overflows,
including: New York, NY; Detroit, MI; Cleveland,
OH; Syracuse, NY; Nashville, TN; and Philadelphia,
PA.

Philadelphia’s Green City, Clean Waters green
storm water infrastructure plan is among the most
ambitious in the country. The City of Philadelphia
commits through this plan to invest $1.2 billion in
green infrastructure over the next 25 years per its
EPA Consent Order. This plan seeks to filter or
store the first inch of rain with green infrastructure
that covers approximately one-third of existing
impervious land cover in the city’s combined
sewage drainage areas.”> Approximately 60% of
Philadelphia has combined sewers,” indicating that
large-scale solutions are necessary to reach this goal.

Philadelphia experiences many common economic,
administrative and programmatic barriers and
opportunities to reusing vacant land. Vacant land,
including brownfields from former manufacturing
and commercial sites, is a consequence of the city’s
economic and demographic changes over the past
fifty years. Since World War II, Philadelphia’s
manufacturing base has dramatically declined, while
the city lost nearly a half million inhabitants, from
2.07 to 1.53 million residents — a 24% reduction in
population.*

Vacant lots impose costs on community residents
and the public sector, while discouraging investment
from the private sector. Vacant lots deflate
neighborhood property values by up to 20% in some
instances,” and they cost the City of Philadelphia
(the City) over $20 million each year in

maintenance.” A recent study for the Philadelphia
Redevelopment Authority estimated that the city’s
economic conditions could encourage the
development of 3,400 of the City’s more than
40,000 vacant parcels for residential use,” indicating
that significant numbers of vacant parcels are likely
to remain in the years to come. Cast in another light,
low real estate pressure provides an opportunity for
stakeholders to convert vacant parcels to green
spaces, transforming them from liabilities to assets.
Given the City’s ambitious GI commitment and
goals, vacant parcels merit analysis for conversion to
green space. Brownfields deserve an additional set
of analyses, given their unique environmental and
economic conditions, to identify how these lots can
best support green storm water management
strategies. Green spaces hold several direct and
indirect roles in supporting economic development,
and thus should be considered in the context of
broader development objectives.

Although research indicates development pressure in
Philadelphia is relatively low, numerous barriers
exist to repurposing vacant lots. More than 75% of
vacant parcels are privately owned, requiring
effective transfer of use or ownership to either the
city or another private entity. Seventeen thousand of
the city’s 40,000 vacant lots are tax delinquent, and
11,000 have been tax delinquent for more than ten
years, costing the City and the School District a
minimum of $2 million annually in lost revenue.”®



Administrative challenges exist to acquire and
modify the use of vacant land, as numerous city
agencies are responsible for vacant land in
Philadelphia.”® However, efforts by the City of
Philadelphia, the PWD, the Philadelphia Parks and
Recreation Department (PPR), and the Pennsylvania
Horticulture Society (PHS) may facilitate the
repurposing of vacant lots to green storm water
infrastructure.

City of Philadelphia Vacant Lot Initiatives

The City of Philadelphia (the City) has begun
streamlining the process to dispose of publically
owned vacant land. The Philadelphia
Redevelopment Authority (PRA) presently serves as
a “one-stop shop” to coordinate the transactions of
vacant land owned by the Philadelphia Department
of Public Property, the Philadelphia Housing
Development Corporation, and the PRA.*® The City
also is seriously considering developing a land bank
to focus on the acquisition, management and
disposition of vacant land; on October 24, 2012
Pennsylvania House Bill 1682 was signed into law,
allowing municipalities to create land banks,” and a
bill establishing a land bank to manage vacant lots
and properties has been introduced to City the
Philadelphia City Council by Councilwoman Maria
Quifiones Sanchez.*

PWD Neighborhood-Scale GSI Planning

PWD regularly partners with civic groups,
watershed partnerships, neighborhood organization
and City Council to identify and prioritize green
storm water infrastructure project sites. Presently,
requests for GI undergo a community input process.
PWD also partners with projects and planning
efforts led by other city agencies, such sas the
Planning Commission, PPR and the Mayor’s Office
of Transportation and Utilities.

PPR Green 2015 Plan

The PPR seeks to increase public open space by 500
acres by 2015. A 2010 study by Penn Praxis, to
assist PPR develop Green2015, estimated that more
than 200,000 Philadelphians do not live within a half
mile of public green space, and noted that most
underserved areas in the city are located in CSO

areas. This study identified 558 acres of publically
owned vacant lots at least Y4 acre in size in
underserved areas, and 1257 acres of privately
owned vacant parcels larger than Y4 acre in
underserved areas.” Despite these greening
opportunities, the PPR has not sought to green
vacant lots through its program, seeking other
greening strategies instead.”

PHS’s Philly Green Program

PHS’s Philadelphia LandCare (LandCare) program
greens and maintains vacant lots, with the goals of
improving and stabilizing neighborhoods. The
LandCare ‘clean and green’ program cleans vacant
lots, brings in top soil, plants grass, adds a post and
rail fence three feet high, and maintains the greened
spaces. Initiated 12 years ago, the LandCare
program currently maintains approximately 7,000
parcels totaling 8 million square feet. Greening
treatments are funded through Federal Housing and
Urban Development programs. Maintenance is
funded by the City’s general revenue funds through
a contract with the Office of Licenses & Inspections
(L&I). Three quarters of these lots are privately
owned; PHS gained legal access to maintain these
sites due to L&I code violations. The lots vary in
size; while some are several adjoined small parcels,
others are as large as one acre; the median size is
around 5,000 square feet. Approximately 15% of
sites the PHS has greened over the past 12 years
have been developed; its greening treatments are
intended to be temporary. Many sites large enough
to be considered a park (a minimum of % acre in
size) have been transferred to PPR; however, the
PPR does not currently have a plan to convert sites
maintained by PHS to permanent green space. The
PHS estimates between 10% and 20% of lots it
currently maintains are at least % acre in size, and
notes the general public actively utilizes many of
these sites as parks. PHS has long-standing
partnerships with numerous community
organizations, and sub-contracts with several for
maintenance, in addition to other landscape
contractors. The Neighborhood Garden Association,
a sister organization, is a land trust that owns several
dozen community gardens; it has not sought to
expand its role given limited funding.”



Research indicates PHS’s greening treatments
significantly improve the economic and social well-
being of neighborhoods, advancing neighborhood
stabilization by encouraging reinvestment. A 2005
assessment of four sections of Philadelphia, where
PHS greened vacant lots in partnership with
community groups and public agencies, concluded
that greening treatments were associated with
consistent and statically significant decreases in gun

Barriers to Vacant Land Transfer

violence over a ten year time frame.”® An economist
hired by the PRA preliminarily concluded that
homes within %4 mile of a PHS greened lot increased
in value by 2% to 5% annually — equal to $35,000
over five years — generating $100M in additional
annual property taxes, if accurately assessed.”’ The
researcher estimated that, for each public dollar
invested in the LandCare clean and green program,
7.43 dollars of tax revenues were returned.”®

The Philadelphia case, as well as additional cases,
indicates several key barriers to transferring vacant
land to green space:

1. Site control

e Private landlords own many vacant properties.
Many landlords have abandoned their properties,
while investors who bank land until values rise
own many other vacant properties.”

e Public agencies may envision competing uses
for vacant land; some agencies may not
effectively value green space or storm water
management.

2. Site selection
Identifying the most strategic sites for green
space and storm water management may require
a public process and technical analyses.

e Brownfields are a special sub-set of vacant land
that require an understanding of the site’s past
use, contamination levels, economic conditions,
safe green space options, and remediation
opportunities.

3. Legal and economic mechanisms for site
transfer

Effective legal and economic penalties, incentives

and conditions for conversion to green space need to

be in place for the transfer of vacant land to green

space.

4. Public administration

Acquiring site control of private properties and
shifting use of public properties may require
negotiating a complex bureaucracy with competing
interests.

5. Achieving scale

Strategies for identifying and acquiring single sites
may not be effective or efficient while seeking to
aggregate vacant lots. To effectively manage storm
water, location and aggregation within a particular
watershed are important.

Management Challenges of Reusing Vacant Land
In addition, important challenges to managing
vacant land include:

1. Organizational structure & management
The types of organizations, roles of public and
private partnerships, and legal authority of
organizations can impact their ability to manage
green space.

2. Legal agreements

Agreements between former and new property
owners, among management organizations, and
between a municipality and community
organizations can impact the success of GI
maintenance.



3. Economic agreements requirements and broader redevelopment goals.

Financial arrangements and commitments to Each case study traces one program or initiative
maintenance programs, and to the public led by a public agency or stakeholders within a
administration of green spaces, can determine the municipality from the planning stage through
health of green space. implementation, emphasizing how programs
have overcome barriers.
4. Long-term care e Chapter 3 explains key findings across cases,
Ensuring that agreements and organizational and develops a set of planning and
capacity exist in the long-term, and that uses can implementation strategies that local
adapt over time, can impact program success. governments and agencies, as well as NGOs and
private enterprise, can employ to utilize vacant
Report Overview lots as green space — particularly to meet storm
The remainder of this report is organized as follows: water regulatory requirements.
e Chapter 2 provides ten case studies that e Chapter 4 recommends strategies to the PWD
illuminate how leading cities plan, administer, for greening vacant lots in Philadelphia to
and implement programs that convert vacant advance its CSO Consent Order requirements.

land to green space, in the context of regulatory
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Chapter 2: Case Studies from Around the Nation

Chapter 2 provides ten case studies of programs that
green vacant lots to create open space and/or manage
storm water. Each of the first seven cases traces a
single program from inception through
implementation. The final three cases describe
early efforts of “thought leading” cities to manage
storm water using green infrastructure on vacant
lots. For each case, we also describe complementary
policies and programs, which frequently help to
explain why a program succeeds in converting
vacant lots to green spaces.

We analyze each case in terms of planning and
analysis, program administration, title transfer,
finance, ownership, and preservation. We consider
the impact of process (in terms of public
participation and public administration) and
substance (in terms of economic, spatial,
environmental, and brownfield-specific analyses).
For transfer tools, we describe legal and economic
measures that sought to facilitate the acquisition and
aggregation of vacant land. And for management,
we consider what organization structures, public-
private partnerships, legal arrangements, and
financial commitments help to ensure the well-being
of green spaces in the long term.

Most cases were selected based on outcomes

achieved. Five additional criteria informed our case

selection:

1. Scalability, the ability to aggregate projects;

2. Replicability, the applicability to other places;

3. Diversity of green spaces, including public
parks, community gardens, urban agriculture,
and brownfield reclamation projects;

4. Geographic diversity; and

5. Diversity of approaches in transfer of ownership
and/or long-term maintenance strategies.

We considered twenty cities during our process of
case selection and selected the ten most promising
cases for our analysis.

The first three cases exemplify how vacant lots can
result in greened spaces at different scales.
Chicago’s CitySpace plan and related programs
model citywide planning and implementation
strategies. Tallahassee’s Capital Cascade Trail
illustrates how a greenway and a network of parks
can manage regional storm water. And,
Milwaukee’s Menomonee Valley Industrial Center
demonstrates how cities can facilitate storm water
management among businesses using green
infrastructure at a single site.

The second three cases focus on the effective
acquisition of properties. The Genesee County Land
Bank successfully acquires tax delinquent vacant
properties at a large scale and manages a series of
short-term greening programs that can result in
permanently greened space. New York’s
community gardens programs and Staten Island
Bluebelt program utilize multiple acquisition
strategies to protect and aggregate sites. And
Seattle’s park planning programs utilizes acquisition
to increase green space to advance comprehensive
plan goals.

The subsequent case, Baltimore’s Watershed 263
program, demonstrates challenges that may arise
throughout the process of implementation to green
vacant lots while pursuing storm water credits.

Our final three cases, Detroit, Cleveland, and New
Orleans, are “thought-leading cities” that are still in
the planning or early implementation stages of using
green infrastructure on vacant lots to manage storm
water. Although programs in these cities are in
development, they can inform the greening efforts of
other cities.



Chicago, IL

Introduction

The City of Chicago’s 1998 CitySpace
comprehensive plan identified citywide open space
needs, developed a strategy to increase open space,
and laid out steps for implementation. CitySpace
drew inspiration from Daniel Burnham’s 1909 Plan
of Chicago, which called a preserved urban forest
“as practical and quite as much needed as were the
boulevards of a generation ago,”" and from social
reformer Jane Addam’s advocacy in the 1890’s for
playgrounds in
densely populated
low-income
neighborhoods.”
In 1990, Chicago
ranked eighteenth
out of twenty
similarly sized
American cities
with just 4.13
acres of open
space per 1000
residents.” Mayor

advent of a land trust supported the successful
implementation of Cityspace. The City of Chicago’s
Department of Community Development (DCD)
coordinated the demolition of city-owned properties,
foreclosure of privately owned properties, and
acquisition of private properties. Vacant lots were
subsequently transferred to the Chicago Park District
(CPD) or NeighborSpace, a public-private land trust
that grew from CitySpace. Openlands, a non-profit
organization,
facilitated the
transfer of vacant
lots by providing
temporary
ownership,
particularly for
smaller sites.
Multiple
financing
mechanisms
including bonds,
tax increment

Daley sought to financing, and an
increase the open space
competitiveness impact fee

of Chicago, given o, i e T supported the
the importance Children farming. Photograph printed with permission from NeighborSpace. acquisition and

of green space

to quality of life. From 1998 to October, 2012, the
City and its partners acquired or converted more
than 1344 acres of neighborhood parks, wetlands,
natural areas, neighborhood parks, campus parks,
and community gardens.’

Planning and partnerships among public agencies,
programs by non-profit organizations, and the
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development of
open space. The CPD owns and cares for sites
larger than two acres, while NeighborSpace owns
and supports neighborhood groups who care for
community managed open spaces, which are smaller
than two acres. The Chicago Green Corps supports
the maintenance and licensing of community
gardens while training people with barriers to
employment in horticulture.



Background context & planning

The City of Chicago, the CPD and the Forest
Preserve District of Cook County collaborated in
1993 to initiate CitySpace. In 1996, the Chicago
Public Schools was formally added to their planning
team. These four public entities, supported by the
Chicago Community Trust, a local foundation,
facilitated the participation of more than 100 public,
non-profit, and private organizations to identify the
open space needs of stakeholders citywide.’
Through CitySpace, the City of Chicago and its
partners began their analysis by developing baseline
open space needs.® Their analysis included a
citywide land inventory and mapping study that
helped stakeholders to identify sites that could be
converted to open space; data collected for each site
included lot size, ownership, and tax status.’ They
estimated that 55,485 lots (nearly 1 in 10 lots
citywide) were vacant — equal to 13,769 acres, or
14.5% of the city’s land area.® The CitySpace plan
suggested three types of land area with the greatest
potential to create new open spaces: land
surrounding schools, inland waterways, and vacant
land.

In addition to increasing open space, vacant land
held potential to advance CitySpace equity goals.
The CitySpace plan noted that few communities
actually have 4.13 acres of open space per 1,000
residents; 38 of 77 community areas in Chicago,
which comprised 1.6 million residents or 61% of the
city’s population, had less than 2 acres per 1000
residents. Defining these communities as
“underserved”, CitySpace developed “service area
standards” for the distance of residents to open
space, based on National Recreation and Park
Association recommendations. Service area
standards ranged from .10 miles from mini-parks
(.1 to .5 acres in size) to 1.00 mile from magnet and
citywide parks (above 50 acres in size).’

Based on citywide and neighborhood open space

needs, CitySpace developed the following three
goals: "
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1. By 2010, achieving a minimum of 2 acres of
public open space per 1,000 residents in all
community areas. This would require the
creation of 1,250 acres of local open space, or 90
to 100 new acres of open space per year.

2. By 2020, achieving a minimum of 5 acres of
open space per 1,000 residents in all community
areas.

3. By 2020, realizing for all residents local and
regional open space opportunities. This would
require creating 2,400 new acres of local and
regional open space.

The CitySpace plan set quantifiable goals coupled
with a strategy, processes and resources necessary to
acquire, green and maintain vacant lots. City
agencies and Openlands followed up with local
planning efforts to select sites and implement their
projects. The DCD identified sites and worked with
community stakeholders as part of its neighborhood
planning efforts, and the CPD worked with
communities on a site-by-site basis during the
process of site selection and planning."'

Openlands: Neighborhood-scale planning

With the CitySpace plan in process, Openlands, a
nonprofit organization, initiated neighborhood-scale
planning to facilitate site prioritization,
implementation, participation, and management.
Founded in 1963, Openlands protects natural and
open spaces throughout Northeastern Illinois
through acquisitions, easements, wetlands
restoration, greenways and trails, and community
greening. Urban forestry, education, natural habitat
restoration, and neighborhood planning comprise its
community greening program.'

Openlands’ neighborhood planning program,
initiated in the mid-1990s, works with community
stakeholders to develop and implement community
garden plans. Openlands works with stakeholders
such as block clubs, social service organizations,
elected officials, and businesses to distinguish which
vacant lots in a neighborhood should be set aside for



housing and commercial development, and which
should be utilized for community gardens. Next,
Openlands and local stakeholders develop site-
specific community gardening plans, which are
usually on two or three adjacent, former residential
lots.

To support long-term stewardship, Openlands
facilitates the development of neighborhood- wide
coalitions of gardeners. Once a group of 10 to 12
gardeners is organized, Openlands suggests it
approach NeighborSpace to ensure long- term
ownership. Openlands has developed
neighborhood- scale plans in about 10 Chicago
communities. Although Openlands originally
encouraged outside volunteers to conduct
maintenance, it realized that the local community
gardeners took less ownership over their gardens
once volunteers consistently conducted
maintenance.'

Site transfer, finance & acquisition

For example, in1996, Openlands was approached by
neighborhood residents in the North Lawndale
community to provide support for greening a vacant
lot. North Lawndale was a low-income African-
American community that had an abundance of
vacant lots, remnants of fires in the 1960s and
1970s. While Openlands helped North Lawndale
residents start a garden at that particular location, it
also establish the North Lawndale Greening
Committee and developed a neighborhood gardening
plan, which identified sites throughout North
Lawndale that could be converted into community
gardens. About 20 community gardens have since
been established in North Lawndale. The North
Lawndale Greening Committee, which still meets on
a monthly basis, has taken on other critical
neighborhood issues such as crime."

The CitySpace plan recommended the conversion
and acquisition of publically owned and tax
delinquent properties. Local public agencies owned
nearly 30% of vacant land while private owners of
tax-delinquent properties held another 17% of vacant
land."” The DCD provided a centralized process for
the acquisition of privately owned, tax delinquent
properties. The DCD’s centralized process enabled
the public, including community stakeholders and
city agencies, to readily identify and acquire
privately owned vacant lots appropriate for
conversion to public green space. The DCD
acquires vacant land where it had ongoing
redevelopment efforts, as well as land requested
from community organizations and its partners,
NeighborSpace and the CPD. The CPD requests
sites 2 acres and larger; it has educational and
recreational programming in place for these sites,
and has established minimum maintenance protocols
based on particular site needs. NeighborSpace,
which specializes in supporting smaller “community
managed open spaces”, requests sites smaller than 2
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acres on behalf of groups that successfully go
through its application process.'®

Transfer process: the Chicago Tax Reactivation
Program

The DCD acquired over 5,000 delinquent properties
through the Chicago Tax Reactivation Program
(CTRP) for open space and urban redevelopment,
from the late 1990’s to around 2010." The CTRP
was initially intended for low- and moderate-
income housing development, as well as commercial
and industrial projects. A 1991 amendment to the
Cook County No Cash Bid Program Ordinance
enabled the City to acquire tax delinquent properties
for parks and open space.® Abandoned buildings
were routinely part of the DCD’s acquisition process
for open space, as they were frequently
demolished." Before proceeding with acquisition,
The DCD ensured that either the CPD or
NeighborSpace committed to maintaining land they
will receive. Frequently, the DCD directly received



requests to acquire a property from the CPD or
NeighborSpace.”

The property transfer process through the CTRP can

be summarized through the following seven steps:

1. The DCD makes a list of all tax delinquent
properties for which it would like to place a bid
through the sheriff’s sale, and requests from the
City Council permission to acquire these sites.

2. The Chicago City Council passes a local
ordinance in support of the DCD’s request.

3. The Cook County Board of Commissioners
passes an ordinance in support of the DCD’s
request.

4. At the sheriff’s sale, a non - cash bid is placed
on the properties. The City of Chicago’s “non-
cash bid” is equivalent to the value of all unpaid
taxes and delinquencies, and may be placed on
properties at least two years delinquent in
property taxes. Should no other bidder place a
greater bid on the property, the DCD acquires
the right to the deed and all prior liens on the
property are waived.

5. The deed is transferred to the DCD.

6. The DCD sends a list of proposed deed transfers
to the Chicago Plan Commission for review.

7. The DCD transfers the deed to either
NeighborSpace or the CPD.”!

The DCD’s per parcel acquisition cost was
approximately $3,000. Costs included legal work to
negotiate this process and notifications to the owners
of delinquent properties that their properties will be
auctioned. The DCD hired a consulting firm to
manage the process, acquiring around 1,000
properties at a time. Presently, however, the DCD
does not use the CTRP because it has a surplus of
property.”

Openlands Temporary Ownership Program
Openlands manages a $1.5 million revolving fund,
which assists state, county, and local governments
throughout Northeast Illinois to acquire open space.
Established in 1976, this fund has assisted public
entities throughout northeastern Illinois to acquire
more than 200 properties, including vacant lots in
the City of Chicago, parts of the Northwest Wildlife
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refuge, and open spaces along river corridors. More
than 50 NeighborSp