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A B S T R A C T

Vacant land presents many challenges for older financially distressed cities. Community engagement is a very
important element to solve the urban vacant land problem and assist in long term regeneration. This paper
reviews what plans, policies, implementation methods, and community engagement process were developed to
overcome barriers and challenges to vacant land projects. Most studies reveal that the importance of community
engagement process in terms of understanding the problems and potential value of vacant land, redevelopment
process, financial support, regulation, and neighborhood organizations participation for vacant land projects. To
encourage community engagement to repurpose vacant land, municipalities should have to provide adequate
information about vacant land conditions and their potentials in terms of ecological and social value. Code
enforcement and tax foreclosure are efficient ways to control vacant land and the abandoned building problem.
Tax incentive systems, such as high taxation rates on land but a low rate or no tax at all on infill development on
vacant land, tax credits on vacant land forest structure, and rehabilitation abatement on abandoned buildings
can increase public investment in vacant land. Local governments should support such efforts by creating
community involvement groups, such as neighborhood coordinators, civic leaders, CDCs (Community
Development Corporations), and other community-based nonprofit organizations. Community engagement is
not specific planning, but it is part of an ongoing process in planning strategies to urban regeneration and
renewal vacant land.

1. Introduction

1.1. Vacancy, abandonment, and decline

Contemporary American cities experience uneven changes in po-
pulation relocation dynamics; at one moment, different neighborhoods
within a given city can be populating, depopulating, remain relatively
stable, or experience demographic shifts (Schilling & Logan, 2008). The
economic forces of globalization and deindustrialization play a key role
in the social, ecological, and technological transformation of urban
neighborhoods (Koritz, 1991). The relevant factors include rising con-
sumer wealth, increases and decreases in demand for specific services
rather than manufactured goods, rapid increases in productivity and the
capabilities of the manufacturing sector, and expanding trade links with
global economies (Kollmeyer, 2009). As a result, between 1950 and
2010, many cities worldwide decentralized and lost significant numbers
of residents, businesses, and industries (Hall, 2010). Decentralization in

the United States is most common in post-industrial cities, such as St.
Louis, Philadelphia, and Detroit. For example, since 1950, Detroit has
lost more than 50% of its population, 165,000 industrial jobs, and
147,000 housing units (Hall, 2010); approximately 32% of the city's
landmass is vacant property (King, 2012). Between 1978 and 1998, the
city saw 108,000 demolitions and only 9000 new buildings (Oswalt,
2008). As the population of Detroit continues to decline, an estimated
2400 properties become newly vacant each year (Daskalakis, Charles, &
Jason, 2001).

Depopulation increases vacancy rates in urban core areas more
frequently than in the surrounding areas (Bowman & Pagano, 2004).
These vacancies become leftover urban spaces, known as urban voids or
negative spaces in the urban fabric. Newman and Kim (2017) call this
collective ensemble of low regenerative–potential non-productive space
‘urban shrapnel.’ The physical characteristics (size, shape, and location)
of vacant parcels can result in long-term vacancy and increase future
amounts of vacant land (Lee, Newman, & Park, 2018). A recent survey
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of large U.S. cities by Newman, Bowman, Lee, and Kim (2016) found
that most vacant urban parcels are small (70.7%), oddly shaped
(39.7%), and disconnected (41.4%), making them difficult to re-
generate.

Surpluses in vacant land presents significant challenges, especially
for financially distressed cities (Kim, Miller, & Nowak, 2018; Kim, 2018;
Németh & Langhorst, 2014; Kremer et al., 2013). Excessive amounts of
vacant land over time can lead to widespread urban decline (Zhang,
Yuan, & Li, 2015) due to factors such as depopulation (Rieniets, 2009),
ineffective regeneration policy (Németh & Langhorst, 2014), economic
decline (Ryan, 2012), and urban decentralization (Audirac, 2007). The
presence of long-term vacant land can then amplify crime and decrease
quality of life though visual blight and safety concerns (Kivell, 1993),
which, then, can result in decreased property values and amplified
depopulation that further decreases the tax base (Setterfield, 1997).
Ultimately, these negative externalities can continue to amplify va-
cancy rates, making vacant land a causal factor of itself (Immergluck,
2016).

Buffalo, New York, for example, is another U.S. city currently
characterized by significant amounts of vacant land and structural
abandonment. In 2016, the City of Buffalo demolished more than 5000
vacant or abandoned buildings (Nolan, 2017). Land banking, in Buffalo
and other cities, is a popular method for accumulating and repurposing
vacant properties, with mixed results. For example, Detroit and Cle-
veland have similar indicators of demand for land, but whereas Cle-
veland's land bank has been an effective way to sell tax-reverted land
for reuse, Detroit's method of land disposition has been less successful
(Dewar, 2006). Many other post-industrial cities undergoing steady
population and job losses since the 1950s are in similar circumstances
(Schilling & Mallach, 2012): they have lost their industrial base and not
yet found new strategies or replacement options for future economic
growth (Kivell, 1993). As a result, population decreases have given rise
to increased amounts of vacancy/abandonment, which has eventually
resulted in widespread decline (Goldstein, Jensen, & Reiskin, 2001).

1.2. Engagement and a remedy for decline

Urban decline is not only an economic problem; it can also result in
the loss of community identity (Crauderueff, Margolis, & Tanikawa,
2012; Goldstein et al., 2001; Kim et al., 2018), which depends on place
attachment to produce a state of psychological well-being. Place at-
tachment is also a result of access to a place and the state of distress
upon separation from that place (Giuliani & Feldman, 1993). Due to this
interrelation, urban decline is often accompanied by social problems
and indifferent governmental intervention (U.S. Government
Accountability Office, 2011). As a result, people can begin to lose trust
in their government, and community identity can be lost (Johnson,
Hollander, & Hallulli, 2014; Schilling & Mallach, 2012). The physical
characteristics (such as abandoned buildings or structures) and social
perceptions of vacant land (such as that it is an unsafe haven for illegal
activity) can cause residents to lose pride in their community (Cohen,
2001; Crauderueff et al., 2012; Kim, 2018).

Thus, both social and civic infrastructures typically weaken as cities
decline because residents do not always actively participate in com-
munity engagement processes (Schilling & Mallach, 2012). Civic en-
gagement requires an understanding of the present and past issues
faced by cities and is particularly important if progress is to be made
toward urban regeneration and renewal in depopulating cities
(Schilling & Mallach, 2012). Successful community engagement is a
dynamic process in which ideas and opinions are exchanged over time
through a process of informational feedback loops which varies from
community to community (Watson, 2014). Many public problems and
challenges in modern society, such as achieving environmental sus-
tainability, reducing poverty, and improving human health and well-
being, cannot be solved by a single organization (Masterson, 2018).
Instead, these problems must be solved through the co-production and

planning of multiple sectors, including governmental organizations,
nonprofit organizations, businesses, and community groups (Watson,
2014). Such multi-sector collaborations increase the civic capacities of
the collaborating organizations. Thus, community engagement is an
important element in addressing the problem of vacant urban land and
assisting in long-term regeneration (Roberts, 2000).

A community engagement process to decide how to manage or re-
purpose vacant land within declining cities can enable community or-
ganizations and individuals to better understand the problems and
potentials of vacant urban properties in terms of their ecological and
social values (Kim, 2016; Kim, Miller, & Nowak, 2016). This perspective
is important because cities experiencing structural crises and excess
vacancies do not always have high development potential (Goldstein
et al., 2001). In most cases, vacant land is viewed as a temporary and
solely economic problem; the social and economic values of vacant land
are often not considered, which can leave the land itself underused and
unappreciated (Kim, 2018; Kim et al., 2018). Vacant, as a descriptive
term, carries multiple negative connotations; excess amounts of vacant
land can thus exacerbate negative urban perceptions (Crauderueff et al.,
2012). High vacancy rates, therefore, presents financially unstable ci-
ties with many challenges. A community engagement strategy to ar-
ticulate the positive potential of vacant land would allow the general
public to understand the importance of transforming vacant urban land
into ecologically and culturally productive spaces. The purpose of this
study is to identify and demonstrate how citizens can be engaged to
address the issue of vacant urban land through community engagement
processes.

2. Methods

A comprehensive literature review was conducted to identify and
demonstrate how the public could be engaged to address the issues of
vacant urban land. Electronic journal databases (Science Direct, Web of
Science, and Google Scholar) were used to identify journal articles
about community engagement, shrinking cities, and urban regeneration
and renewal. The journals included in the literature review were
Sustainable Cities and Society, Sustainability, Journal of Environmental
Psychology, Cities, and Landscape and Urban Planning. Using the key-
words “vacant land,” “community engagement,” “social capital,”
“urban regeneration,” and “renewal,” 44 recent articles were identified.
Book publications were also included. The literature review focused on
what plans, policies, implementation methods, and community en-
gagement processes had been developed to remove the barriers and
address the challenges that face vacant land projects. The literature
highlights the importance of community engagement in understanding
the problems and potential value of vacant land, beginning and
managing the redevelopment process, gaining financial support, de-
termining adequate regulations, and ensuring the participation of
neighborhood organizations in regeneration projects. From this body of
knowledge, a community engagement strategy was developed to better
understand how community engagement can be used to address the
issues of vacant urban land and better use such spaces.

3. Results

Among the 44 identified articles addressing community engagement
processes for vacant land in declining cities, community involvement,
community engagement strategy, comprehensive neighborhood plan-
ning, and special-area plans were the identified primary topics. Table 1
describes the types of community engagement and the number of stu-
dies on vacant land management, planning, and design.

3.1. Community involvement

Integrative community involvement, defined as community leadership
resources can bring diverse groups and organizations together in semi-
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permanent ways (typically across sector boundaries) to remedy com-
plex public problems and achieve common good and has shown pro-
mise in solving vacant land problems in transitional cities (Crosby &
Bryson, 2010). Diverse groups and organizations work together to
create civic capacity through community involvement meetings and
groups that include residents, neighborhood groups, civic leaders, and
community development organizations or corporations, mostly non-
profit organizations. The major goal of these groups is to increase
community value by solving complex community problems to meet
common goals derived from public input and desires. During the pro-
cess of civic engagement, it is necessary to resolve conflicts among
government, business, and social groups. In other words, complex
community problems require not only the engagement of governmental
bodies, but also multiple civic capacities that can recognize common
community issues and problems with collective attitudes.

To encourage public engagement in addressing the issues of vacant
urban land, both formal (grass-top) and informal (grassroots) civic
processes should be used to enhance communication and provide di-
verse experiences for participants. Workshops, town hall meetings, and
seminars can be strategically introduced to encourage multi-sector
collaborations to address specific local problems. During that process,
citizens can exchange their opinions and thoughts about the community
with one another, and that communication can help to integrate the

neighborhood into a cohesive community (Meyer et al., 2018). The
behaviors of both citizens and organizations during that process are
thus important elements for the overall success of the endeavor.

To address the problems of vacant urban land, the literature sug-
gests that integrative civic capacity can be a catalyst for multi-sector
collaboration by producing: (1) integrative thinking, (2) integrative
behavior, (3) integrative community leadership resources, and (4) in-
tegrative structures and processes (Fig. 1). Integrative collaborative
learning fosters and enhances the ability of stakeholders to think about
and (therefore deliberate about) issues systemically, instead of focusing
on individual problems, which can allow the community to avoid the
common pitfalls associated with most linear “cause-and-effect ap-
proaches” (Gastil & Levine, 2005). The goal of inviting stakeholders to
communicate with one another is to facilitate systematic approaches
that benefit from multiple perspectives. In that process, stakeholders
might discover new possibilities that go beyond their own vision, such
as transforming vacant land from a blighted area into a green space
with community value rather than speculating on future land-use value.

3.2. Community engagement strategies

According to the literature, community groups typically use the
following methods to meet their goals. The first strategy is to educate

Table 1
Methodological details of studies investigating community engagement processes for vacant land use in declining cities.

Citation Research methods Community engagement types Community engagement approaches

PHS (1995) LR, CS Community involvement - Integrative collaboration
Ackerman (2012) LR, CS, GIS - Civic capacity
City of Chicago (2014) LR, CS - Green corps
City of Philadelphia (2010) LR, CS - Hope garden
NYC Parks GreenThumb (2014) LR, CS - Community garden
GrowNYC (2012) LR, CS - Rainwater harvesting systems
Crauderueff et al. (2012) LR, CS - Greening vacant lot
Kim et al. (2018) GTM, CS, GIS - Alternative uses
Kim et al. (2016) LR, CS - Potential value
Crosby and Bryson (2010) LR, CS - Civic capacity
Meyer et al. (2018) LR, CS - Participation design
PHS (1995) LR, CS Community engagement strategy - Neighborhood strategy
Ackerman (2012) LR, CS, GIS - Urban agriculture
City of Chicago (2014) LR, CS - Green industry
City of Philadelphia (2010) LR, CS - Children education
NYC Parks GreenThumb (2014) LR, CS - Community workshops
GrowNYC (2012) LR, CS - Training volunteers
Crauderueff et al. (2012) LR, CS - Green infrastructure

- Side lot transfer programs
Kim et al. (2018) GTM, GIS, CS - Vacant land assessment tool
Kim et al. (2016) LR, CS - Typology of vacant land
Schilling and Mallach (2012) LR, CS - Greening options
Gastil and Levine (2005) LR, CS - Online dialogue
Masterson et al. (2019) GTM, GIS - Citizen science
Newman et al. (2018) GTM, GIS - Feedback loops
Crauderueff et al. (2012) LR, CS Comprehensive neighborhood plan - The greening of Detroit

LR, CS - Seattle parks & recreation plan
Hollander and Németh (2011) LR, CS - Youngstown, Ohio comprehensive plan
Schilling and Logan (2008) LR, CS - Smart shrinkage policies
Finn (2014) LR, CS - Tactical urbanism/pop-up urbanism
Newman et al. (2019) GIS - Engagement with local planners
City of Chicago (2014) LR, CS - Children farming
City of Tallahassee and Leon County (n.d.) LR, CS - Capital cascade trail
Blakeman, Brown, Fitzpatrick, Shaw, and Williamson (2008) LR, CS, GIS Special-area plans - City-wide brownfield redevelopment
Kim, Miller, and Nowak (2015) LR, CS, GTM - Ecosystem service assessment
Crauderueff et al. (2012) LR, CS - Staten island bluebelt
Misky and Nemke (2010) LR, CS - Menomonee valley industrial center
Garrison and Hobbs (2011) LR, CS, GIS - Green stormwater system
Kim et al. (2016) LR, CS, GTM - Ecosystem service assessment
Schilling and Mallach (2012) LR, CS - Youngstown city planning
Hollander et al. (2010) LR, CS - Principles of brownfield
Colasanti and Hamm (2010) LR, CS - Local food supply capacity
Kremer (2011) LR, CS - Local food systems
Kremer, Hamstead, and McPhearson (2013) LR, CS, GIS - Social-ecological assessment

LR literature review, CS case study, GIS geographic information systems, GTM ground truth method.
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Fig. 1. Typical civic capacity process for regenerating vacant land.

Table 2
Greening options for vacant lots.
Source: Schilling and Mallach (2012): 98, reorganized by author.

Vacant land type Potential green reuse Description

Small-to moderate-lots scattered throughout viable
neighborhoods

Park expansion Adding parcels of land to existing lots
Side lots Sale of lots to adjacent homeowners
Stabilization/minimal treatment Basic treatment and maintenance to provide attractive environment and

minimize blighting effects
Pathways Midblock or multiple pedestrian and bicycle paths
Mini-parks Small playgrounds and passive parks for use by neighbors
Community gardens Small gardens supported by neighborhood residents

Large parcels in largely disinvested areas Stormwater management Restoring buried natural stream
Low-intensity open space Re-creation of meadows, woodlands, and other sustainable spaces
Greenways Linear green spaces for pedestrian and bicycle use
Urban farms Larger-scale agriculture activities designed to provide commercial products
Stabilization/minimal treatment Basic treatment and maintenance to provide attractive environment and

minimize blighting effects
Stream daylighting Restoring buried natural streams
Alternative energy production Using land for renewable energy production such as solar, wind, or

geothermal energy
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residents to better understand the potential value of vacant land and
provide adequate information about green reuse options (Kim, 2016).
Many vacant properties in transitioning cities have no short- or even
long-term development potential (Kim et al., 2018), making those sites
good candidates for use as green infrastructure. Table 2 presents a list of
potential green reuses for small sites and large parcels in declining
areas. The success of such projects depends heavily on the willingness
of neighborhood residents to take responsibility for them.

For example, side-lot programs rely on homeowners willing to tend
or manage adjacent vacant lots (Crauderueff et al., 2012). Community
gardens require gardeners in the vicinity willing to take on main-
tenance responsibilities. Uses for large vacant parcels in disinvested
areas can differ, but typically, those projects have few adjacent neigh-
bors, and often even fewer people are eager to take responsibility. Be-
cause previous and current urban land use structures, not to mention
the existing condition and redevelopment potential of each vacant lot,
can vary widely, each plot will require its own unique approach for
future reuse (Kim et al., 2015). Vacant urban land can have unique and
desperate characteristics to utilized lots, so a thorough stakeholder-in-
formed understanding of the potential for and obstacles to redevelop-
ment of each space must be identified (Kim et al., 2018). Table 3 pre-
sent a matrix of the key attributes by which specific cities successfully
implemented community engagement programs and planning strate-
gies, along with the dates and methods used. Adequate public education
about vacant land leads to an increase in community engagement and
can greatly assist in solving the problem of excessive vacant urban land.

Second, an engaged approach connects landlords and residents in
community networks to develop new knowledge and create solutions
for vacant land. Beyond discussion, stakeholders, including property
owners and property renters, engage in the process and learn about
adaptive management of the vacant land. Stakeholders often have the
clearest and most accurate perception of their vacant land, and they
should make decisions themselves. The dialogue process offers them a
chance to solve conflicts and create common goals that inform their
decisions about the vacant land. Residents must make their opinions
heard during the decision-making process. When property owners re-
ceive adequate information, they can make better decisions, though
conflicts between residents and property owners might still need to be
resolved. Informal associations and networks of individuals, including
social clubs and churches, are often more cohesive than formal neigh-
borhood organizations. Relatedly, informal, self-organized gatherings,
such as study circles, neighborhood coffee meet-ups, and potluck din-
ners, can bring people together to discuss vacant land issues and build
strong place attachment within neighborhoods.

Other techniques are specific to the design and planning process.
For example, charrettes are intensive community participatory design
exercises that engage residents with students and faculty from planning
or architecture programs at nearby universities to generate valuable
design ideas for vacant land in neighborhoods. The primary benefit of
this process is that the final design products are useful to the commu-
nity and reflect the goals and concerns of the area's residents. In this
way, communication involvement approaches, such as town hall
meetings, seminars, and community education programs about vacant
land, can increase community engagement.

Third, the literature indicates that establishing and maintaining a
dialogue with residents through diverse social media throughout the
engagement process is extremely beneficial because it allows residents
to offer significant input. Social media, such as Facebook, Twitter,
Instagram, and YouTube, can be an effective place to discuss social is-
sues. For example, residents can make photo essays or YouTube videos
to illustrate their neighborhood's vacant land problems. Online dia-
logue is an excellent mechanism for a large-scale discussion of public
policy, and it is a valuable supplement to conventional public hearings
and solicitations for written comments (Gastil & Levine, 2005). Online
conversations can be structured to encourage a thoughtful and con-
structive exchange among participants interacting freely and rapidlyTa
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with one another, exchanging information and ideas in the non-
threatening environment of their office or home. In the long term, such
dialogues can help create an active, engaged citizenry that pays at-
tention to its government and expects to be involved in an open dis-
cussion of policy.

In addition, most cities (depopulating or otherwise) contain groups
underrepresented in positions of power. Community engagement
should include diverse groups and ensure that all members' ideas and
interests are heard. To establish community engagement, vacant land
projects must consider the needs of groups with few resources, such as
low-income people, which will require deliberate forums for margin-
alized populations. Special questionnaires for groups with few re-
sources are another way to gather information. When citizens with few
resources enter deliberative forums, they generally take their roles
seriously and are willing to learn and discuss the issues at hand. As a
result of such deliberations, citizens reported that they learned about
the broader dimensions of the policy issues under consideration, and
many ultimately shifted their preferences or altered another's percep-
tions (Gastil & Levine, 2005). Groups with few resources should be
accepted by all as part of the community that should be able to influ-
ence community development.

3.3. Comprehensive and neighborhood plans

Few transitional cities have a planning approach which is adequate
enough to address the scope and complexity of their vacant land pro-
blems. Many cities in transition lack an adequate planning process or
political leadership, despite having a document that describes their past
and offers a comprehensive plan for revitalizing their future. The
comprehensive plans of many cities in transition reflect an in-
sufficiently systematic planning approach. In some cases, the compre-
hensive plans are outdated and do not represent current conditions,
market situations, or growth trends. Thus, many transitional cities need
to revise their comprehensive plans through a process of community
involvement, even though that will require an additional investment of
time and resources.

For example, in early 2002, Youngstown, Ohio, initiated a revision
of its comprehensive plan, which dated from the 1950s. The
Youngstown 2010 Plan focuses on building a sustainable future based
on smart shrinkage, a method of planning for fewer people, buildings,
and types of land use (Hollander & Németh, 2011). The planning pro-
cess by which the participants rewrote the comprehensive plan took
3 years (Newman, Li, Ren, & Guo, 2018) and was the city's first step in
solving its vacant land problem. Many cities experiencing urban decline
as a result of depopulation, like Youngstown, now practice smart
shrinkage (sometimes called smart decline or right-sizing). The inability
to retain viable developments in vacant areas has created a wider em-
brace of smart shrinkage policies (Schilling & Logan, 2008). Rather than
force new development into decaying areas, cities right-size themselves,
taking advantage of future developmental opportunities only when the
potential is clear. Tactical urbanism, pop-up urbanism, and related
temporary use-based programs that rely on community engagement are
all grassroots programs similar to smart shrinkage (Finn, 2014).

In addition to local governments, community development cor-
porations (CDCs) and other neighborhood-based nonprofit organiza-
tions have become increasingly engaged in neighborhood planning.
Many CDCs have full-time professional planners and use studio pro-
grams at graduate planning and architectural schools, such as the
Community Design Assistant Center at Virginia Tech. CDC employees
generally have professional knowledge about community issues and a
strong relationship with community residents. They are nonprofit or-
ganizations, so CDCs try to represent community residents and focus on
their well-being and their voice. A team at Cleveland State University
developed a definition of neighborhood planning: a process whereby re-
sidents and other stakeholders learn about their neighborhood, envision
a shared future, and develop strategies to shape their community for the

better and sustain it for the long term. That process produces a plan that
encourages and directs future social and economic investments toward
the development of a healthy neighborhood (Burkholder, Chupp, &
Star, 2003).

Thus, neighborhood planning is a good strategy for integrating
public engagement to address vacant land issues. A neighborhood-
scaled plan might focus primarily on neighborhood revitalization,
which may be difficult given a severely declining neighborhood con-
dition. A neighborhood revitalization plan must focus not just on de-
sirable activities; it must change the theoretical vision for the com-
munity. A community engagement neighborhood plan can help to
establish long-term and short-term plans for vacant land in transitional
cities. The neighborhood planning process can help residents and other
stakeholders invest in the community's future goals and increase the
credibility of revitalization efforts (Schilling & Mallach, 2012). A
neighborhood plan is not a temporary effort, but rather a long-term,
engaged process that encourages public participation to address the
problems of vacant land in a city.

3.4. Special-area plans

Small-area plans facilitate the success of city-wide plans.
Sometimes, a city-wide plan might not consider special areas or dis-
tricts, such as gentrifying neighborhoods, brownfield sites, or urban
vacant/abandoned lots, for revitalization or redevelopment. A special-
area plan can provide more sophisticated planning details and an op-
portunity to respond to the special needs or concerns of a particular
neighborhood or district. Many transitional cities have areas that will
require special planning and policies before a city-wide comprehensive
or strategic plan can be created.

A small-area plan can take many forms, and the nomenclature of
such plans varies from state to state (e.g. district plans, corridor plans,
transit-oriented development plans, and in California, specific area
plans) (Berke & Kaiser, 2006). Recently, small-area plans have been
used as creative planning tools to manage public issues in terms of new
growth and urban policies. Special area plans encourage community
involvement. For example, the neighborhood planning process for
Youngstown's Idora neighborhood in Ohio began with a stakeholder
meeting in August 2007 (Schilling & Mallach, 2012). In September, the
Idora planning team, composed of Youngstown city planning staff and
Ohio State University campus planners, held a meeting to present
background information about the challenges of the neighborhood and
ask residents for their opinions and ideas (2012). With that community
input, planners were able to understand the priorities of the community
and link them with other city planning documents, such as the priorities
in the Youngstown 2010 Plan. The Youngstown community used that
information to prepare a comprehensive neighborhood plan with
practical goals and strategies for the community, including greening
strategies for vacant land in Youngstown (www.yndc.org/
neighborhood/idora).

A similar example of a special-area plan is in Detroit's Lower
Eastside neighborhood, where a non-profit citywide association of CDCs
created a community engagement process for revitalization planning.
Several other cities have also used special-area revitalization plans with
city-wide approaches. For example, Indianapolis, Indiana, and
Roanoke, Virginia, have city-wide redevelopment plans for brownfields
by which they are revitalizing formerly contaminated, vacant com-
mercial and industrial sites. Indianapolis used a smart growth renewal
district plan for its brownfield sites with the principle of transit-oriented
development. This development strategy was created by CDCs and a
community partnership and supported by federal government re-
sources. This plan is a prime example of cooperation among a com-
munity, a city, and government officials. District planning can thus
establish a public engagement process by which neighborhoods ar-
ticulate their own needs and essential goals, and it sets a strong pre-
cedent for using public engagement to address vacant land problems in
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transitional cities.

4. Discussion

4.1. Understanding the problems and potential value of vacant urban land

Before people can fully understand the potential ecological and
social value of vacant land, cities and residents must understand the
current conditions of their vacant properties. Most urban residents do
not even know how many vacant properties are in their municipality
(although municipal vacant land inventories are increasing globally),
which are eligible for tax sale or tax foreclosure, and which are in the
process of mortgage foreclosure. In addition, they might be unaware of
which vacant properties have contamination issues (e.g. brownfields)
that could potentially adversely affect people's health. An inventoried
assessment of vacant land conditions can provide detailed descriptions
of neighborhood issues using both statistical and qualitative informa-
tion. Vacant land data should not rely only on statistics or geographic
data; they should also include resident surveys to understand their at-
titudes and perceptions and identify which vacant parcels are creating
the most problems and therefore most require stabilization or re-
vitalization.

Map-based information about vacant land can help the general
public better understand the situation and enable them to determine
which neighborhoods are experiencing high ratios of vacancy (Kim
et al., 2016; Kim et al., 2018). Indicating which types of vacant land
should be repurposed is an important step when targeting vacant lots
for reuse and can be informed through an engaged process. Also,
identifying and prioritizing vacant land for redevelopment projects,
such as constructing housing, green spaces, and other infrastructure, is
essential for the general public to understand the potential and im-
portance of transforming vacant urban land into ecologically and cul-
turally productive landscapes (Kim, 2016). Identifying the most ap-
propriate way to reuse vacant land, such as demolishing, rehabilitating,
or waiting for future development (as well as assembling small scat-
tered vacant parcels into larger parcels for future redevelopment) is
essential to best use or reuse vacant urban land. Depending on the land
conditions, the object of transformation will vary (Kim, 2018) but can
include improving the housing market, reducing crime, or creating
green spaces to improve quality of life. Specific strategies for change
and the rationale for repurposing each plot of vacant land should enable
all city residents to understand current land issues and the potential
future value of those spaces.

To provide this type of data and information, municipalities can
hold town hall meetings or expos for the general public. These meetings
should be advertised in media announcements and include public
hearings and reviews/comments on reports about existing vacant land.
Public brochures, surveys, and polls can both inform the public and
allow people to provide feedback. Advisory committees can present
successful precedents, such as the Pennsylvania Horticultural Society's
Philadelphia Green program for urban greening. Such precedent pro-
grams and studies can motivate the general public to perceive vacant
land not as a liability but an asset. Changing the general negative
perception of vacant land is the most important element in encouraging
community engagement (Fig. 2).

4.2. Practical information about the redevelopment process for vacant land

To encourage community engagement with vacant land reuse, it is
essential to provide practical information about redevelopment.
Residents would like to know how they can re-use vacant land, but they
often lack the technical knowledge or financial means to redevelop it.
Therefore, municipalities should provide vacant land classifications and
tax policy investment incentives for vacant land reuse. When cities
create categorization recommendations for each type of land, the gen-
eral public can easily understand the obstacles, challenges, or potential

benefits of future development for each type of vacant property (Kim
et al., 2018).

Depending on the conditions, the redevelopment process could vary
from temporary or short-term uses to permanent, long-term uses. For
example, small parcels of vacant land can be repurposed with short-
term or vernacular uses, such as community gardens, pocket parks, or
small open spaces with natural habitats; or they can be valuable por-
tions of a green network system connecting existing green spaces within
a city and providing networks of recreational opportunities for walking
and biking that offer health benefits for residents. Large parcels of va-
cant land, on the other hand, might be better reused as long-term green
infrastructure, such as sites of urban agriculture for food production,
sustainable biomass energy systems, carbon sequestration, or large
urban parks for recreational use. Green infrastructure can also help
manage stormwater, increase biodiversity, restore water quality and
soils, and improve air quality. Stormwater management strategies for
vacant land in particular can eliminate the need for billions of dollars in
improvements to a city's sewer systems by providing an increased
ability to capture stormwater, increase groundwater recharge, and de-
crease flood risk.

Certain vacant sites, particularly ones close to highways and rail-
ways, could have long-term potential for industrial use that could bring
economic investment and create jobs. It is important to be able to
distinguish between areas where long- and short-term uses are appro-
priate when a community makes decisions about the use and reuse of
vacant land and abandoned buildings. Short-term revenue goals might
lead cities to maximize the revenue from a land sale or tax receipt
immediately by selling the right to vacant land foreclosure to devel-
opers and receiving tax revenues from investors. Inversely, reusing
vacant land as urban green spaces for long-term use might not bring
immediate revenue benefits but generate greater value over time. Green
infrastructure can improve the quality of life for residents, increase
property value in terms of ecology and aesthetics, and provide nu-
merous environmental benefits, such as air pollution filtration, heat
island effect protection, carbon sequestration, and urban stormwater
management (Kim et al., 2015). The cumulative return might exceed
that of building a housing development on the same vacant land. Green
reuse decisions will affect a site and its surroundings for the next
10–20 years. Vacant lots reused as green infrastructure also act as a
potential developable land bank, should economic base or development
potential increase in the future. If they are given adequate information
about vacant land in terms of short- and long-term goals, people should
be able to make good decisions about how to use the vacant land in
their community.

4.3. Financial support for vacant land

Financial struggles can hinder community engagement with vacant
land reuse. Residents must have the information about grants, short-
term loans, incentives, and other potential sources of money to assist in
vacant land regeneration. Assessing the financial requirements and
sources to implement plans is essential to the community engagement
process. Most cities lack adequate economic incentives to support va-
cant land reuse and remove (or maintain and improve) abandoned
buildings (Gu, Newman, Kim, Park, & Lee, 2019). Tax foreclosures and
enforcement codes can increase the amount of vacant land or the
number of unmaintained properties over time (Goldstein et al., 2001).
Unmaintained vacant lots and abandoned buildings negatively affect
both the property values and quality of life in the surrounding neigh-
borhoods (Kivell, 1993). Maintenance of properties has its own inherent
value that can encourage future redevelopment (Kim, 2018). Munici-
palities should therefore consider vacant land investment policies, such
as tax incentives, tax credits, and rehabilitation abatements (Accordino
& Johnson, 2000; Schilling & Mallach, 2012).

As public incentives, abatements can encourage citizens to invest in
vacant land to build new structures and rehabilitate abandoned houses.
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Fig. 2. Community engagement strategy chart 1.
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If homeowners reinvest and maintain their houses and tangential
properties, new families will want to move back into once declining
neighborhoods. As new residents come to a neighborhood, new struc-
tures are needed and can be used to fill vacant land. Contractors can
rehabilitate abandoned houses or build new houses on vacant land,

which will bring new business. People can participate in civic asso-
ciations, such as cleaning vacant land. Private investment in vacant
land can catalyze increased property values and make the community
more self-sustaining. Encouraging residents to invest in their homes and
neighborhoods and increasing homeownership rates can establish or

Fig. 3. Community engagement strategy chart 2.
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enhance neighborhood stability. If a city does not have enough money
to redevelop its vacant land, the private market could be encouraged to
acquire and re-use it (Fig. 3).

4.4. Regulations for vacant land

Government regulatory strategies, such as enforcement codes for
maintenance, can encourage community engagement related to vacant
land (Kim, 2018). Vacant property enforcement codes typically include
maintenance requirements and registration fees. These can motivate
people to improve their properties and keep their surroundings more
secure. Neighborhood residents can be trained to inspect vacant lots

and send warning notices to the owners of properties that violate the
city's property maintenance code. If owners do not respond to a notice,
an official can then inspect the property and enforce actions to improve
it (Accordino & Johnson, 2000; Schilling & Logan, 2008; Schilling &
Mallach, 2012). Neighborhood groups can also pressure the owners of
an abandoned property to improve it. In addition, the owners of ne-
glected lots can be forced to pay registration fees. Clean and lien pro-
grams can create levies on people who use vacant land as dumps or for
another illegal purpose. Building inspectors can post signs near vacant
land and order owners to clean up the land (Schilling & Mallach, 2012).

An effective strategy to control the maintenance of vacant/aban-
doned lots is for cities to acquire the land through foreclosure and then

Fig. 4. Community engagement strategy chart 3.
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clean or demolish structures and maintain the property until it can be
sold. However, property acquisition, demolition, maintenance, and
cleaning bring significant costs to a municipality. Even if the city ac-
quires such a property, it is unlikely to generate tax revenues, and it will
require continuous maintenance. Without redevelopment programs or a
way to transfer property to private owners who can pay taxes, costs to
the city continue to grow and the number of tax-revenue-generating
properties can drop. When people actively live in houses, the problems
of poorly maintained vacant land and abandoned properties tend to
improve (Fig. 4).

4.5. Neighborhood organization participation

Most declining cities do not have enough money to enforce their
existing codes on all vacant properties. CDCs and neighborhood orga-
nizations can help provide code enforcement on vacant land, which is
particularly productive when many residents are engaged in those civic
associations. To encourage community engagement, municipalities
should support neighborhood residents and organizations. When
neighborhoods have a strong CDC, more people have a way to parti-
cipate in the planning process to revitalize their community.

5. Conclusion

Community engagement is an ongoing process, not a one-time act.
The process of engaging people can be more important than the specific
planning strategies themselves. Vacant urban land is the result of
multiple social, cultural, and economic variables within a complex web
of urban situations. To encourage community engagement in re-
purposing vacant land, municipalities should thoroughly inventory and
provide adequate information about the condition and potential eco-
logical, economic, and social value of their vacant lands. They should
also suggest and be open for repurposing ideas from residents about
strategic short- and long-term methods in which to use those spaces. In
declining cities, many people have limited resources, and the civic in-
frastructure for engaging in a public process can be shaky, which are
obstacles to engaging people in solving issues with vacant land.

Code enforcement and tax foreclosure are efficient ways to control
vacant land and the problem of abandoned buildings. However, without
a healthy housing market, community stabilization might be im-
possible. Most depopulating cities lack adequate economic incentives to
support vacant lands and ensure that abandoned buildings are main-
tained and improved. Unmaintained vacant lands and abandoned
buildings negatively affect both the property value and quality of life in
the surrounding neighborhoods. Thus, maintenance has value in itself
and can encourage future redevelopment. Tax incentive systems, such
as high taxation rates on land but a low rate or no tax on infill devel-
opment on vacant land, tax credits on vacant land forest structures, and
a rehabilitation abatement for abandoned buildings, can increase pri-
vate investment in vacant land.

Community engagement in planning for vacant land reuse is the
first step to solving the problem of vacant urban land. Local govern-
ments should support such efforts by creating and encouraging com-
munity involvement groups, neighborhood coordinators, civic leaders,
CDCs, and other community-based nonprofit organizations that can
support community engagement efforts and facilitate neighborhood
meetings to discuss community issues. Regional, neighborhood, and
site-specific plans for vacant land can be developed by residents, de-
cision-makers, and experts working together (Watson, 2014). The cur-
rent condition and redevelopment potential of vacant land can differ
depending on previous and current urban land-use structures, so var-
ious approaches to future development are needed (Kim et al., 2015).
Vacant urban land has unique characteristics, so all the stakeholders
have to understand the potential for and obstacles to redeveloping
those spaces (Kim et al., 2018).

Finally, it is important to understand the potential effects of

repurposing vacant lots. For example, gentrification can occur from
greening vacant lots in underserved communities, so urban planners,
designers, and ecologists need to focus on urban green space strategies
that are both socially and ecologically sustainable. Similarly, the dis-
tribution of green space often disproportionately benefits pre-
dominantly white and affluent communities to the exclusion of min-
ority and marginalized ones; access to green space is therefore
increasingly recognized as an environmental justice issue (Wolch,
Byrne, & Newell, 2014). Community engagement is not a specific plan;
it is instead part of the ongoing process of urban regeneration and the
renewal of vacant land.
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