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This publication was written by Anne
Whiston Spim, Michele Pollio, and Mark
Cameron, but it represents the summary of work 10
which many others contributed. The West
Philadelphia Landscape Plan and Greening Project
is a three-year community development and
research project funded by the J. N. Pew
Charitable Trust and conducted by the Depariment
of Landscape Architecture and Regional Planning
at the University of Pennsylvania, The
Organization and Management Group, and
Philadelphia Green, under the auspices of the West
Philadelphia Partnership.

The initial formuladon of ideas about
vacant urban lands as a resource for reshaping the
city was explored by Anne Whiston Spim in a
study funded by the National Endowment for the
Axts in 1984-1985. All of the vacant land types
and potential uses described here were first
proposed as part of that study. This project
extends that work, and much of the text of earlier,
unpublished reports is incorporated here.

A map of land use in West Philadelphia,
including vacant land, was produced in summer
1987 as part of the initial documentation of the
physical environment of West Philadelphia by
research assistants John Berg, Elizabeth Koreman,
Christopher Britten, Rumi Yoshimi, and Ruth
Loewe. The source of this map was the
Philadeiphia Planning Commission. Aerial
photographs taken in 1985 were also used to
update the city’s map. Subsequent ficldwork
revealed far more vacant land than had been
recorded on city maps or that were apparent on the
aerial photographs. In summer 1989, a field
survey of all streets in West Philadelphia was

undertaken to compile a reltable and up-to-date
record of vacant lots. This fieldwork was
supervised by Michele Pollio and Sharon
Fitzgerald Principato, with the help of Geoffrey
Anderson, Mark Cameron, Kacey Constable, and
Elissa Sharp.

The investigation of vacant lot types, their
distribution in West Philadelphia, and the
limitations and opportunities posed for landscape
development was undertaken by Anne Whiston
Spim and Michele Pollio in fall 1989, and refined,
with the help of Mark Cameron, in summer and
fall 1990. The design language employed in this
discussion was initially developed by Anne
Whiston Spim in Summer 1988 with the help of
research assistants John Widrick, Karen Reutlinger,
Laura Will, Kate Deregibus, and John Berg.

Tama Agranat prepared the drawings and maps for
this report. Dan Marcucci, Mark Cameron, and
Tarna Agranat all worked on the layout.

Many of the successful examples
identified in the text and appendix were built
under the auspices of Philadelphia Green and the
Philadelphia Horticultural Society. Several were
designed and constructed as part of the West
Philadelphia Landscape Plan and Greening Project.
The design and construction of these projects were
supported by a grant from the J. N. Pew Charitable
Trust. Many of the ideas for landscape
improvements to vacant lots have already been
implemented by Philadelphia Green as part of their
Lotscape Program. Many other ideas presented in
this report were developed in collaboration with
Charlotte Kahn of Boston Urban Gardeners, with.
the staff of Philadelphia Green, including Blaine
Bonham, Sally McCabe, Michael Groman, Denise

Jefferson and Susan Ross, and with Gerri Spilka of
The Organization and Management Group.
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Dedicated to the energy and vision of those who are already reclaiming their neighborhoods.



THE WEST PHILADELPHIA LANDSCAPE PLAN

The West Philadelphia Landscape Plan
and Greening Project is a three-year community
development and research project funded by the
J. N. Pew Charitable Trust and conducted by the
Department of Landscape Architecture and
Regional Planning at the University of
Pennsylvania, The Organization and Management
Group, and Philadelphia Green, under the auspices
of the West Philadelphia Partnership.

The West Philadelphia Landscape Plan is
based upon the conviction that individuals, small
groups, and Jocal organizations, as weel as public
agencies and developers have a role in shaping the
landscape of the city, Incremental improvements
to the urban landscape by individuals and small
groups can have an enormous, cumulative, effect
on the city and how it looks and functions. The
West Philadelphia Landscape Plan seeks to
encourage and support such incremental
improvements, as well as to identify large-scale
projects that can only be accomplished by
neighborhood-wide organizations and city-wide or
regional public agencies. Landscape planning and
the design and construction of small, neighborhood
landscape projects have proceeded simultaneously
and have informed one another throughout the
project.

The scope of this plan is more
comprehensive than what are commonly referred
to as "greening” projects, for the landscape of
West Philadelphia is more than parks, gardens, and
street trees. The urban landscape embodies the
total physical environment within which built
structures fit. It includes hills and valleys, rocks
and earth, rivers and underground streams upon
which the city rests, It includes the framework of

streets, sidewalks, and public utilities which
structure the city and through which people, water,
wastes, and energy flow. And it includes the
playgrounds, parking lots, plazas, private yards,
and vacant lots that fit within that larger
framework. The plan addresses the major
transportation and stream corridors which provide
a neighborhood-wide structure and serve both local
and regional needs, as well as smaller, more
discrete projects tallored to suit the needs of local
residents.

West Philadelphia is a2 mult-racial, multi-
cultural inner-city neighborhood. Crime, rising
drug use, unemployment, poverty, and the physical
deterioration of housing and public infrastructure
are pressing issues. These are fundamental
problems that any plan for West Philadelphia must
address, including a plan for landscape
improvements, Clearly landscape development
alone cannot solve these problems. Nevertheless,
even small, incremental improvements to the urban
landscape can produce major improvements in the
function and appearance of the city and in the
quality of urban life. Successful landscape
projects can serve as catalysts for other community
development projects and as important adjuncts to
a wide variety of social programs, such as
education, job training, employment, and
community organizing. The West Philadelphia
Landscape Plan addresses these social issues, as
well as environmental problems, such as land
subsidance and flooding in areas over buried
streams and filled land.

The products of the West Philadelphia
Landscape Plan are six reports and a computer
database that integrates text, statistcs, maps, and

drawings. The West Philadelphia Landscape Plan
provides an overview of the plan and Models of
Success describes successful examples that have
already been built and draws lessons for similar
projects that could be undertaken in West
Philadelphia. “This Garden is a Town" explores
existing community gardens as models for
neighborhood-based planning. Shaping The Block
focuses on the block as a significant unit of
neighborhood and explores how residents can
reshape the block they live on to betier support
their needs, values, and activities. The
Computerized Landscape Plan: A Guide describes
the computer database and its potential uses.

This report, Vacan: Land: A Resource for
Reshaping Urban Neighborhoods, analyzes the
different types of vacant land that occur in West
Philadelphia, how they fit into the larger natural
and social systems of the city, and how they may
be reclaimed. It suggests general design ideas for
a number of potential uses that can be tailored to
fit the needs of particular people and places.



A RESOURCE FOR RESHAPING URBAN NEIGHBORHOODS

Vacant urban land is well recognized as a
social, an economic, an environmental, and an
aesthetic problem that affects millions of urban
residents. These vacant lands are a product of
forces beyond the control of the neighborhoods
where they proliferate, and they have become a
symbol of neglect, decay, and despair. Yet vacant
land also provides an opportunity to reshape wban
neighborhoods that no longer serve the needs of
their residents.

Vacant Jands are not evenly distributed.
While some neighborhoods have very few vacant
lots, other neighborhoods are more than half
vacant. West Philadelphia is typical in this regard:
neighborhoods south of Walnut Street have very
few vacant lots; neighboritoods north of Market
Street, especially Mill Creek, Belmont, and
Mantua, have many vacant lots, including entire
blocks that are vacant. In both the Mill Creek
neighborhood and the Walnut-Market district
{between 43nd and 47th Streets), most vacant land
is found within the old floodplain of Mill Creek
and its tributaries. While most vacant land in
West Philadelphia lies within residential
neighborhoods, larger tracts of vacant land create
distinct boundaries at the edges of neighborhoods.
In other areas, particularly within the district
bounded by Market and Walnut Sereets, large
blocks of vacant land resulted when institutions or
businesses relocated or when land was condemned
in the 1960s by the Philadelphia Redevelopment
Authority.

Although vacant lots are currently a
nuisance and an eyesore, vacant land embodies a
great opportunity for improving the quality of life
in inner-city neighborhoods. While much of this

land may be developed eventually to provide new
housing, institutions, and businesses, some should
be retained as public and private open space. In
West Phjladelphia neighborhoods north of Market
Street, the land was originally developed with very
dense housing, mostly rowhouses, with tiny yards
and very few playgrounds or parks. In these
neighborhoods, the street is often the only
playground accessible to young children, and
window boxes and tiny plots have been the only
land available for gardens. The reclamation of
vacant lands affords an opportunity for many
potential uses: for new yards, gardens, playfields,
playgrounds, and playlots, and for outdoor
markets, outdoor workshops, and off-street
parking. This transformation can also serve as
evidence of community energy and pride, as a
training ground for emerging leaders, and as a
catalyst for further community development (see
Models of Success: Landscape Improvements and
Community Development).



TYPES OF VACANT LAND

CHARACTERISTICS OF
VACANT LAND

Vacant land too often is regarded as a
monolithic problem requiring a monumental
solution. Yet vacant lands are extraordinarily
diverse in both their physical character and social
context. Vacant lots occur as small isolated,
"missing teeth,” and as large tracts under single or
multiple ownership. Some vacant Jands were once
the sites of buildings, now demolished, while
others were never built upon. The physical and
social character of the neighborhoods in which
vacant lands occur also varies greatly. They may
be primarily residential or they may harbor a
mixture of commercial and residential uses.

Location, size and shape, physical
conditions, and ownership of vacant land all
influence its effect upon a neighborhood and its
potential use. An abandoned house lot in the
middle of a block of rowhouses, on the one hand,
and a vacant city block, on the other, afford
different opportunities and pose different sorts of
problems for potential future use. While a single
vacant lot in the interior of a block of rowhouses
does not significantly effect the physical fabric of
a neighborhood, a large vacant comer lot may, and
an entire city block certainly will. While a single
small house lot may be transformed into a private
garden, a meeting place, a playground, or even a
community garden, it will not be suitable for a
playfield, which requires a much larger space.

Location. The specific location of a vacant lot—at
mid-block or on the comer, on a major street or an
alley, on a hilltop or in a valley bottom—is one of
the most important factors that influences who will
be interested in using a lot and to what use it will
be put. A vacant Jot on a residential block may be
adopted by the homeowner next door or, if yards

on the block are small, several residents may
create a community garden. In neighborhoods of
rowhouses with no yards and with many small
children there may be a demand for a meeting
place with a sitting area or small playground.
Vacant lots on blocks with rows of stores provide
space for extra parking and, ultimately, for the
construction of new stores.

Every block and every neighborhood is
composed of territories, whether strongly or
loosely bounded, and the location of vacant land
within that territory will influence to whom the lot
seems to "belong.” A vacant lot within a block of
houses will be perceived as part of that block’s
territory. while the identity of comer lots is more
ambiguous, since they may seem to belong to two
separate blocks or to neither. Similarly, vacant
lots at the edge of a neighborhood may be more
difficult for that neighborhood to "claim.”

It is easy to forget that the land upon
which the city rests was once a landscape of
forests, meadows, wetlands, and streams. The hilis
and valleys of the former landscape are still
visible, but forests, meadows, and wetlands have
been built upon, and former streams are now
buried beneath streets and buildings. While the
forests are gone, rain continues to fall and flow
downhill across the land or in underground sewers
to the old floodplain. Wet, relatively unstable soil
conditions in the old fioodplain have contributed to
the fact that large portions of that floodplain are
now vacant. This is the case in West Philadelphia,
and in many other cities.

Size and Shape. Size and shape of a vacant lot
are important factors in determining its future use.

Long, thin lots, for example, may not be suitable
for gardens or meeting places, but could become
paths that link streets or blocks. Some uses
require a minimum amount of land. Playfields, for
example, require a large space, while a sitting
garden or a playlot for young children may be
quite small A small lot may be cleared and
landscaped by a few individuals, while a very
large lot requires the participation of many
individuals and a greater neighborhood
commitment. Small projects also appear maore
personal and private, and they may be less
vulnerable (o use or abuse by strangers., Small lots
may be more easily acquired, if they consist of a
single property or a few, adjacent properties.
Smaller properties may also have lower taxes.
Larger lots are frequently composed of different
properties, each owned by different individuals. It
may be difficult to secure the right to use these,
and, if they are not owned by the people who
improve the lot, to assure the survival of those
improvements.

Small, isolated, vacant lots occur
throughout West Philadelphia, while large tracts of
vacant land are concentrated mainly in the Market-
Walnut corridor between 43nd and 47th Streets
and in the Mill Creek and Belmont neighborhoods.
Within the floodplain of Mill Creek, the shape of
these tracts may be rather imregular, roughly
following the course of the old stream bed and/or
existing sewer. The Belmont neighborhood does
not lie within the floodplain, but the pattern of
scattered building demolition has produced
multiple, contiguous vacant properties which,
collectively, compose an irregular shape within city
blocks.



CHARACTERISTICS OF VACANT LAND

Physical Conditions. The physical conditions of
the vacant tot--the character of the soil and its
drainage; steepness of slope; patterns of sun and
shadow; and the types of plants--are all important
factors that influence how difficult it will be to
reclaim the lot and which potential uses are most
appropriate. Every vacant lot has a history. There
is very little land in West Philadelphia that was
never built upon, and-some land has been used for
many, successive uses throughout the centuries.
Knowledge of how a vacant lot has been used in
the past provides clues to the character of soil and
conditions beneath the ground surface.

Former quarries and floodplains in West
Philadelphia were filled with rubbish and dirt and
built upon. The ground in these areas has since
settled or shifted, sometimes damaging building
foundations and walls. While many of these
damaged buildings have since been demolished,
one can still see cracks and settlement in buildings
that remain standing in these areas.

If a vacant lot was once occupied by
buildings, there may be buried foundation walls,
and the soil may consist of building rubble
contaminated with remnants of lead paint or other
materials, Since most buildings in West
Philadelphia are built of brick or stone, however,
rather than wood, lead paint is not likely to be a
major problem. If industriat or commercial
buildings once occupied the lot, there may also be
old concrete or asphalt pavement coverng the
surface of the soil. This rubble will need to be
removed, and the soil worked and perhaps even

replaced, if the land is to be cultivated as a garden.

The slope of the land is important for
future use. Most of the land in West Philadelphia
is fairly flat, but vacant lands in the old
floodplains are often in low-lying depressions,
where water collects and the soil remains wet after
rainstorms. These vacant lands are best left open
and used for a purpose where periodic wetess or
flooding is not a concem. They may even be used
as part of an overall network for storm water
management and flood conuaol (see "Storm
Drainage and Flood Conwrol” as a potential land
use).

The amount of sunlight 2 lot receives
determines what plants will grow there. Vegetable
and flower gardens require direct sunlight during
spring and summer, $o vacant lots that remain in
the shadow of adjacent buildings for most of the
afternoon will not be appropriate for community
gardens. Shade during the summer, however, is an
asset for a meeting place or playground; shade in
fall, winter, and early spring makes such places
uncomfortable at those imes. For some potential
uses, such as a parking lot or infill housing, the
amount of sun or shadow does not matter.

How long a lot has been vacant and
whether the plants have ever been cut influence
the kind of plants growing on the lot. Land that
has been vacant for many years may have large
trees, while other land, vacated more recently, may
have meadows of weeds and wildflowers.
Depending upon future plans for the land, these
existing plant communities may be incorporated
into a new design.

Adjacent buildings must also be taken into
consideration when deciding the future use of a

vacant lot. The height and proximity of
surrounding buildings determines how much
sunlight or shadow there is. In dense residential
neighborhoods, a vacant lot may be easily adopted
by the house next to it, while vacant lots among
businesses or industries may be better suited to a
parking lot, storage area, or new building,

Ownership. The ownership of a lot is very
important when considering reclamation. Many
vacant lots are owned by absentee landlords, some
of whom are delinquent in paying city taxes. It
may be possible for an individual or neighborhood
group to acquire ownership of such properties.
Other lots, although vacant, are being held by land
speculators for future development. Such an
owner may give permission for someone to
improve the lot with a garden or playfield, but
these improvements are likely o be displaced
when development occurs. In still other cases, the
city itself may be the owner and may be willing to
transfer the property to a local resident or group of
residents who wish to improve the lot. The
Philadelphia Land Trust has recently been founded
10 help local groups, like community gardeners,
attain ownership of property in order to protect
their investment of time and resources.

Variations in size, shape, and location
combine to form characieristic types of vacant
land, each of which represents different
opportunities and limitations for future
development. The following pages describe these
types more fully: missing teeth; comer lots;
connectors; vacant blocks; Swiss cheese; and
multiple, contiguous blocks. Missing teeth are
individual lots or small clusters of lots that form



TYPES OF VACANT LAND

gaps within a relatively intact block. Connectors , i g TN
consist of a single lot, several lots, or abandoned 2
alleys that make new connections between blocks.

When there are nearly as many or even more

vacancies on a block than there are intact houses,

the condition called "Swiss cheese” results.

Sometimes, whole blocks are vacant or even IEScCHCamIEY
multiple, contiguous vacant blocks.

Each of these types of vacant land reflects
different factors—social, economic, and natural--in 1
their formation, and each affords different ..
opportunities for reuse. Other characteristics, such
as physical conditions of the land and ownership,
contribute to further variations among vacant lots
and affect their potential for improvement. The
following pages describe different types of vacant
fand and some suggestions for improvements.
Potential uses are described later in greater detail.
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TYPES OF VACANT LAND

Missing Tooth

A "missing tooth” is a vacant lot or a
group of adjacent lots within a block that creates a
2ap between houses. Missing teeth are particularly
noticeable in blocks of rowhouses and among rows
of stores, where even one missing building creates
a noticeable break in the block. Missing teeth are
less noticeable in blocks of free-standing houses
with large yards, since gaps between houses
already exist.

In West Philadelphia, missing teeth occur
mainly north of Market street. Particularly in the
Belmont, Mantua, and Mill Creek neighborhoods,
there are many blocks with single or multiple
missing teeth, frequently with vacant lots on both
sides of the street. Multiple missing teeth give
blocks an open appearance, especially in
neighborhoods that were once densely developed.,
When there are many missing tecth on a block,
they form a "Swiss-cheese” pattemn (see "Swiss
Cheese"). On blocks of rowhouses with stoops,
porches, or liny yards, a missing tooth provides an
opportunity for the block to develop additional
outdoor space. This will be particularly important
if there is no nearby playground or park.

The size and shape of missing teeth
depends greatly upon the type of block in which
they occur. In blocks of rowhouses, a single
vacant lot will be long and narrow, bounded on
both sides by the windowless two-story or three-
story building walls of adjacent houses. Typically,
these blocks have tiny backyards, so the rear of the
missing tooth is often bounded by the back wall of
the house facing another street. In this situation,
the lot may be quite shady, depending upon the
height of the adjacent building walls, which cast
shadows, and upon the lot’s onientation to the sun.

38

If the front of the lot faces east, the lot will get
sun in the morning; if it faces west, the lot will get
sun in the aftermoon; and if it faces south, the lot
will get sun midday. Lots which face north will
probably be quite shady except at midday during
the summer.

Missing teeth that occur on blocks with
detached houses or institutions and businesses tend
to be larger and more open. The height and
proximity of adjacent buildings, the width of the
street and the orientation of the lot all determine
how sunny the lot is and whether it feels open or
enclosed.

There are other features which vary from
lot to lot that also influence its character and
opportunides for improvement. When several
adjacent lots are vacant, for example, they form a
large gap in the middle of the block. In other
cases, lots that have been vacant for some time
may have mature trees that can be incorporated
into a future design for the lo.. When two or
more missing teeth on adjacent blocks create a link
between streets, they form a different vacant lot
type (see "connector”),

Improvements to the missing lot. The relatively

intimate, enclosed scale of the missing tooth i
provides both opportunities and limitations for
improvements. On the one hand, relatively little
effort is required to clean and clear the lot. One

——

i

person, or a few neighbors, can easily accomplish

.

this. The small size of the lot means that a limited T

investment in trees and flowers o grass can make
an enormous difference to the appearance of the
street. On blocks of rowhouses, the lot is easily
secured by a short fence. On the other hand, a




Missing Tooth

single missing tooth affords relatively little space,
and unless there are multiple vacant lots within the
block, there will not be sufficient space for garden
plots for more than a few individuals. A missing
tooth provides opportunities for small groups of
people living on the block.

Potential future uses for which this type
of vacant lot is appropriate are new building,
private garden, meeting place, playlot, community
garden, outdoor workshop, outdoor market, parking
lot, orchard, and woodland. The particular
character of a specific lot, its neighborhood
context, the needs and desires of nearby residents,
who owns the lot, and available funds will
influence which uses are most appropriate for that
place.
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TYPES OF VACANT LAND

Examples. The following places provide
examples of how Philadelphia residents have
transforrmed missing teeth vacant lots for a variety
of new uses.

Private Gardens: There are numerous private
gardens which were created on missing teeth
vacant lots on the 2500 block of Hope Street in
North Philadelphia. America Villaneva’s garden is
filled with vegetables that she uses in Puerto Rican
dishes. The Trimback's garden down the street is
casily identified by the wooden sign carved. with
their name. Next to the sign are a small wishing
well and a flower garden. The Trimbacks added a
small, above-ground swimming pool so that their
grandchildren could swim when they come to visit
(for more details on other gardens on Hope Street
and how they came to be see "This Garden is a
Town" and Models of Success: Landscape
Improvements and Community Development).

In West Philadelphia, two doors down
from the Westminster community garden on the
4700 block of Westminster Street, Jean Reid has
recently claimed a vacant lot as her own. The lot
was a missing tooth, filled with building rubble
and other debris and bounded on ¢ither side by the
blank walls of adjacent houses. Over a couple of
days, Jean Reid cleared the front part of the lot
and erected a fence and gate along the edge of the
sidewalk. At the entrance to the garden, she built
a small gravel path edged with brick and rubble
found on the lot, and planted flowers on both
sides. Further back in the garden, Mrs. Reid
planted tomato and pepper plants. She plans to
finish clearing the back portion of the lot next year
and to plant a larger garden.

10

Playlot: Behind Aspen Village, a Philadelphia
Housing Authority project bounded by Aspen,

'49th, and Folsom Streets, is a children’s garden.

The garden occupies a lot on Folsom, a short
narrow alley that connects 49th and 50th Streets.
It was once the site of a row of garages and is
bounded at the rear by the backyards of houses
from another block. The lot has play equipment
and several wooden containers planted with
flowers, and a paved play surface. These clearly
mark the lot as the territory of children. The
children also planted a garden at the edge of
Aspen Village which leads to the playlot.

Community Garden and Meeting Place: A small
flower garden with places to sit was built as part
of the West Philadelphia Landscape Plan and
Greening Project on two vacant lots on the 400
block of Dearbom Street in the Mill Creek
neighborhood. Although Mill Creek Park is only a
couple of blocks away, the residents of the street,
many of whom are elderly, wanted to create a
garden where they felt more secure and which they
could care for themselves. The garden has raised
flower beds, edged with wooden railroad ties
which are wide enough for sitting, a bench, and a
meeting area with a picnic table in the rear of the
garden,

The Top o’ 46th Street Sitting Garden and
the Sun Community Vegetable Garden are side by
side on Linmore Street in the the West Shore
neighborhood. The rear of the vegetable garden
looks down over the mailroad tracks while, trees are
growing along the back of the sitting garden. The
trees shelter the small meeting area from the
railroad tracks behind and give the place a sense
of refuge. Someone sitting on a bench in the Top

o’ 46th Street garden commands a prospect down
46th Street to Woodland Avenue beyond. Further
down Linmore Street is the West Shore Sitting
Garden. A gazebo sits in the center of this garden,
surrounded by flowerbeds and flowering shrubs.
These gardens are but three of dozens in the West
Shore Greene Countrie Towne (for a more detailed
description of West Shore, see Models of Success:
Landscape Improvements and Community
Developmen).

Parking Lot On the 400 block of North 33rd
Street in Mantua, residents have made two
adjacent missing teeth into a secure place to park
their cars. The parking area, which holds about
six to eight cars, is bounded on cither side by
rowhouses and enclosed in the front by a low
fence and lockable gate. The surface of the
parking area is covered with gravel. Between the
sidewalk and the fence, is a small space filled with
flowers and evergreen shrubs. On the same block,
the Macedonia Holy Bible Church of God has
turned a missing tooth next door into a parking lot
for the church’s bus.
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TYPES OF VACANT LAND

Comer Lot

This vacant lot type consists of one or
several adjacent vacant properties at the comer of
a block. Corner lots are bounded on two sides by
adjacent buildings and on the other two sides by
street and sidewalk. Comer lots are highly visible
due to their location. The larger these lots are, the
greater their impact on the adjacent blocks. Since
a comer lot occupies the intersection of two
blocks, it may seem to belong to both blocks or to
neither block. Comer lots are also exposed to
raffic and passersby from outside the immediate
neighborhood and are more likely to experience
dumping and vandalism than small lots within
residential blocks.

Vacant comer lots occur throughout West
Philadelphia. Along with missing teeth, they are
the most frequent type of vacant lJand. There were
once many comer stores throughout West
Philadelphia. Some of these neighborhood stores
still exist, but many have vanished, leaving
numerous abandoned corner buildings and vacant
corner lots. Vacant comer lots are most common
in blocks of rowhouses north of Market Street.
Particularly in the Belmont, Mantua, and Mill
Creek neighborhoods, there are many blocks with
vacant comers, sometimes with more than one
camer of an intersection vacant, creating a
separation between blocks in what was once a
coherent, densely developed neighborhood.

The size and shape of a carner lot
depends greatly upon the type of block in which it
occurs, In blocks of rowhouses, a single comer lot
will be long and narrow, bounded on two sides by
the windowless, two-story ar three-story building
walls of the adjacent houses. Comer lots on
blocks with detached houses are likely to be larger
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and are overlooked by the windows of the adjacent
houses,

Because of its visibility and its location at
the entrance to two blocks, the character of the
vacant comer lot exerts a great influence on a
person’s impression of the block and
neighborhood. When a comer lot is filled with
rubble and debris it gives the adjacent blocks a
feeling of decay; when a comer lot is used and
maintained, however, it gives the neighborhood a
sense of vitality.

There are other features which vary from
lot to lot that influence its character and
opportunities for improvement. Vacant corner lots
are much sunnier than missing tecth of similar
size, but location makes some comers sunnier or
shadier than others. Lots on the northeast comer
are exposed to sun from midday through the
afiernoon and will be particularly warm. Their
southwestern exposure, especially if protected by
building walls to the north and east, creales a
"sun-pocket” which provides a warm place to sit in
cool weather. These will be much hotter in the
summer, however. Lots on a southwest comer
will, in contrast, be cooler if they are shaded by
adjacent buildings during the late moming and late
aftemoon.

Sometimes corner lots are adjacent 1o one
another, forming one large lot that connects two
intersections. Such lots are particularly sunny and
have an even more "public" appearance than a
single comer lot. Comer lots across the street
from one another provide an opportunity to create
a sense of gateway into a block or neighborhood.
In lots that have been vacant for some time, there
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Comer Lot

may be mature trees that can be incorporated into
the design for the lot.

Improvements to the Vacant Corner. A vacant
corner has the potential (o serve as a gateway to
the block or to become a meeting place for
residents from adjacent blocks. On blocks of
rowhouses with stoops, porches, or tiny yards, a
vacant corner lot provides an opportunity to
develop additional outdoor space. This will be
particularly important if there i3 no nearby
playground or park. If the comer lot is small, a
single person or a few neighbors can clean and
clear the lot. A limited investment can make an
enormous difference to the appearence of the
adjacent blocks. Comer lots require a fence to
protect improvements from the casual vandalism of
passersby. Usually, a simple, low fence is
sufficient to prevent such acts; it serves as a sign
that the lot belongs to someone. On large corner
lots, a fence may constitute a considerable part of
the cost of improvements.

Potential future uses for which vacant
comers are appropriate are new building, private
garden, meeting place, playlot, outdoor workshop,
outdoar market, community garden, parking lot,
orchard, and woodland. The particular character
of a spexific lot, its neighbarhood context, the
needs and desires of nearby residents, who owns
the lot, and available funds will influence which
uses are best for that place.
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TYPES OF VACANT LAND

Examples. The following places provide
examples of how Philadelphia residents have
transformed vacant corner lots for a variety of new
uses.

New Building: In the 1970s, a fire destroyed a
large detached house on the comer of Baring and
36th Streets in Powelton Village. In this
neighborhood of large, detached houses with yards
and with a playground just two blocks away, there
was no need for additional open space. In the mid
1980s, Drexel University built a new house on the
comner lot. The size and the shape of the house is
similar to others in the neighborhood; its style is
modem, but it is in keeping with the nineteenth
century homes.

Private Garden: Down the street from the new
building described previously, at the comer of 36th
and Hamilton Streets, is a corner lot that has been
fenced in and planted as 2 private garden for the
house next door on North 36th Street.

Meeting Places: Vegetables and flowers are
grown at the Westminster Community Garden, but
the main feature of the garden is the meeting
place. The comer garden is like an outdoor room,
enclosed by a wooden frame draped with wisteria.
Within the open walls and vine-covered roof are
many treasured objects: a ceramic dragon, a
birdbath, a concrete bench with a lion-claw base,
old porch chairs, and a grill. The Westminster
garden was designed by a student in Penn’s
Department of Landscape Architecture and built as
part of the West Philadelphia Landscape Plan and
Greening Project.

The OK Corral, the Leo Donald Memorial
Sitting Garden, and the 47th and Upland
Community Sitting Garden are all small meeting
places on former vacant corners in the West Shore
neighborhood. All have benches and plants, but
each has its own character, a reflection of the
people who created each place and meet there.
These gardens were all built under the auspices of
Philadelphia Green (for more details on the West
Shore Greene Countrie Towne see Models of
Success: Landscape Improvements and
Community Deve