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Baltimore’s nearly 12,000 vacant lots — 5 percent of all parcels in the city — reduce property

residents’ quality of life and depress property values. 1 Fortunately, throughout the City, residents
have taken the initiative to turn vacant lots into community assets: community vegetable gardens,
pocket parks, and recreational spaces. While some prove transient, others become multi-tasking

oases that provide social, economic, and environmental benefits.

Social Benefits

When residents work together to turn a vacant lot into a community garden, pocket park, or
recreational space, they do much more than push out blight with beauty — they provide their
neighborhood with a wide range of social benefits, from physical and mental health benefits to a

reduction in crime.

The Studies

Crime Reduction: Before the Duncan Street Miracle Garden in East Baltimore was founded in
the late 1980s, it was the site of dumping and crime such as rape; now it is a beautiful garden
where people are willing to work alone. The Memory Garden in Sandtown/Winchester was
planted on a corner where there had been a number of shootings; there have been none
since. Drug-related debris, once a mainstay of trash pick-ups at the site of Homestead
Harvest, has disappeared. In these and other cases, cared-for open spaces appear to reduce
crime. A 2008 study on the “broken windows” theory provides documentation of this effect,
showing that “changing the nature of a place had a stronger effect on crime than
misdemeanor arrests."2 The study examined the effects of three interventions in police “hot
spot” areas in Lowell, Massachusetts: misdemeanor arrests, social services, and reducing
physical disorder. Within the study period, modifying the physical environment so that it is
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more orderly produced the greatest reduction in police calls.
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Health: A growing literature documents the physical and mental health benefits of greening
for various populations. For example, a review of numerous studies of children and nature
suggests that “contact with nature is supportive of healthy child development in several
domains — cognitive, social, and emotional.”4 Other studies report on reduced violence in
public housing residents with a view of trees; improved behavior in Alzheimer’s patients in
settings with gardens; and improved healing in surgery patients with a view of greenery
instead of a view of a brick waII.5 As one social scientist sums it up, “the complete range of
findings....point in the same direction, which is that nature is a key component of a healthy

human habitat.”6

Mental Health and Community Well-being: A 2007 study notes that “there is increasing
evidence that residents of urban neighborhoods with poor living conditions and few
environmental amenities for restoration display more symptoms of chronic stress and poor
health independent of the individual characteristics of residents.7 In contrast, according to
this and similar studies, natural views and settings provide “psychological restoration.” These
results are particularly pertinent in light of a 2008 Johns Hopkins study showing that residents
of some of Baltimore’s more violent and impoverished neighborhoods have higher risks of

heart attack and stroke.8

Nutrition: According to a 2007 study by the Job Opportunities Task Force, low-wage
Baltimore residents pay up to $704 more in groceries annually than wealthier Baltimoreans.9
Corner grocery stores, which many poorer residents must depend on, have high prices and
little or no fresh produce. Community gardens can help alleviate this disparity. According to a

1999 study by the Ohio State University Extension Service, community gardeners’
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consumption of produce was about twice the national average (6.3 to 7.5 daily servings

compared to 3.4 to 4.3 servings).10

Economic Benefits
Community-managed open spaces increase property values — most likely because they make

neighborhoods more desirable by making them cleaner, greener, and more sociable.

The Studies

A 2004 study from the Wharton School of Business looked at the effect of vacant lots and
maintained greened lots in a neighborhood with depressed property values. It estimated that
a house on a block with vacant lots loses 4 to 11 percent of its value ($1,120 to $4,370),
depending on the percentage of vacant lots, and that houses near maintained greened lots

rose in value by an average of $13,000 (more than 13%).11

A New York University study looked at community gardens in New York City. It found that
“the opening of a community garden has a statistically significant positive impact on the sales
prices of properties within 1000 feet of the garden, and that the impact increases over time.
Higher quality gardens have the greatest positive impact,” and “gardens have the greatest
impact in the most disadvantaged neighborhoods.” For New York City, this translates to an

additional $792,000 in property taxes per garden over 20 years.12

A study from the Genesee Institute, the outreach and research arm of the Genesee Land
Bank in Michigan, emphasizes that “ecosystem values” — such as shade, habitat and
stormwater management — can “help to ensure property values for the long-term.” " The
study suggests that instead of aiming to receive tax revenue from all lots, cities can increase

assessments by increasing neighborhoods’ livability with green space.

Environmental Benefits
Community-managed open spaces help make Baltimore a healthier ecosystem, both by providing
habitat for animals such as migratory song birds and by providing “ecosystem services” such as

filtering stormwater and helping to balance the “heat island” effect.
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Stormwater management: Open land, particularly spaces that easily soak up rain such as
gardens, turn stormwater from a pollutant to a resource. Rain absorbed into the soil is water
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that is not washing trash and toxic particles into the sewers and Chesapeake Bay.

Air Quality: Green spaces improve air quality because plants absorb carbon dioxide and
release oxygen. Trees are particularly helpful, since they are large and also because their
leaves remove toxic particles from the air. Vegetable gardens also improve air quality by

reducing the pollutant and carbon dioxide emissions produced in feeding the city.

Excess heat: Roofs and paved surfaces get very hot in the summer, making cities hotter than
surrounding areas. Open spaces help balance this effect. That is, our neighborhoods are
more livable if they are not entirely paved.
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