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Introduction and Background 

AICP’s Technical Assistance Team Program 
The American Institute of Certified Planners (AICP) is the American Planning Associa-
tion's professional institute, providing recognized leadership nationwide in the certifica-
tion of professional planners, ethics, professional development, planning education and 
the standards of planning practice. AICP’s Community Assistance Program works with 
communities in a variety of ways. The stated goal of the Community Assistance Program 
“to showcase the roles and skills of professional planners in addressing social equity is-
sues in America’s Communities.” More specifically, the program is intended to: 

 provide opportunities for planners to provide pro bono planning assistance to Amer-
ica’s communities emphasizing social equity issues; 

 provide planning assistance to communities for projects that would benefit from an 
impartial team of volunteer professional planners whose expertise would afford new 
insight on local and regional planning issues; 

 educate AICP members about their call to work with under-served communities in 
the AICP Code of Ethics; 

 provide models of how this assistance can be effective for use at the chapter, section 
and local levels; and 

 provide exposure at the national level of the skills of planners as problem solvers 
especially in addressing issues of social equity.” 

-From the (AICP) Community Assistance Program Task Force Report, September 
2003 

Technical Assistance Teams are currently being tested by AICP for formal inclusion in 
the organization’s Community Assistance Program. The teams are made up of profes-
sional planners who volunteer to assist communities in addressing specific planning-
related challenges.  

The Team’s Charge 
Philadelphia is entering Year III of the Neighborhood Transformation Initiative (NTI) pro-
gram, which aims to remove blight and promote responsible development throughout the 
city. To do so, one of the issues that must be addressed is the disposition of vacant or 
blighted lots currently scattered throughout many of Philadelphia's neighborhoods. The 
city has almost 30,000 vacant lots, and the status of the parcels is quite varied—some 
are government-owned and others are privately owned but have been abandoned by 
private owners for various personal or financial reasons. Many are rubble-strewn and 
generally unkempt, although in some cases neighborhood organizations have turned 
eyesores into wonderful community gardens. 

This huge influx of vacant land into the city's inventory as a result of the NTI process 
creates a new challenge of figuring out: 

1. What land is appropriately marketed for development? 
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2. Where development is not imminent, how can the city manage land on an interim 
basis until such time as it is acquired for development? 

3. What lands should go into the city's permanent open space inventory—for parks 
and recreational use? 

The Technical Assistance Team assembled for this assignment was asked to assist the 
city in answering the preceding questions by developing standardized criteria for evalu-
ating which parcels may or may not be appropriate as new or expanded parkland, either 
permanently or short term, in light of the fact that these parcels may have the potential 
for private-sector investment. It is thought that such an evaluation tool could also help 
avoid “dumping” land into an already resource-strapped park commission. 

Overview of the Visit 
A team of five planners came to Philadelphia in late May 2004. The better part of the first 
day was dedicated to touring the neighborhoods of Mantua, Strawberry Mansion, and 
Cecil B. Moore as well as various sites 
in Fairmount Park East/West. City staff 
from the Philadelphia City Planning 
Commission (PCPC) and the city’s 
Department of Recreation guided the 
tour. Lunch was spent with senior staff 
from the Fairmount Park Commission. 
The team was hosted to a reception and 
dinner in the evening with various 
stakeholders, including Innovation 
Philadelphia, the Philadelphia Park 
Alliance, the Planning Commission and 
Mayoral representatives, among other 
guests.  

The second day of the visit consisted 
primarily of a working session for the 
team and also included a lunchtime 
presentation and discussion with the 
Pennsylvania Horticultural Society. The 
working session continued the third day 
of the team’s visit, which also included a 
working lunch session with PCPC staff. 
The third day culminated in a roundtable 
discussion involving representatives of 
the Planning Commission, Fairmount 
Park Commission, Department of 
Recreation and the Philadelphia 
Horticultural Society. Four of the team 
members departed after the roundtable discussion. Sue Schwartz, FAICP, the team 
leader, presented the team’s findings the following day to representatives of NTI, the 
Redevelopment Authority, Office of Neighborhood Housing & Preservation, Philadelphia 
Industrial Development Corporation, the Open Space Planning Group, Design Advocacy 
Group, Community Design Collaborative, and the William Penn Foundation. This report 
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documents the observations and recommendations presented at the conclusion of the 
Technical Assistance Team’s visit. 
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General Impressions 

The following section contains the Technical Assistance Team’s general impressions on 
issues that affect the overall mission of NTI’s open space efforts. It is hoped that these 
observations can provide a broad framework for further discussion between PCPC, other 
city staff, and the many partners and stakeholders who are a part of the Neighborhood 
Transformation Initiative. 

A 21st Century Vision for the City of Philadelphia 
The work of the Neighborhood Transformation Initiative (NTI) and associated efforts to 
address vacant land, open space, and city parks are all critical elements of ensuring that 
Philadelphia remains a great place to live, work, visit, learn, shop and play. While NTI 
entails many complex project-focused issues, it is important that the city not lose sight of 
how these activities support a larger vision. The following questions and observations 
are intended to provoke discussion on this “vision” issue. 

1. Clearly, one of the city's principal goals is to retain and attract residents and 
businesses to strengthen its fiscal base and improve its economic vitality, particu-
larly at the neighborhood level. In order to achieve this goal, it will be important to 
decide: 

 Which groups should be targeted? Families? Young professionals and the 
“creative class?” “Empty nesters?”  

 Which areas of the city are or could be most attractive to the targeted groups 
based on their amenities, resources and opportunities for redevelopment? 

 How can reinvestment strategies be guided to benefit all residents of the city, 
avoiding displacement and other negative impacts?  

2. Philadelphia's neighborhoods are something to be celebrated and promoted for 
their overall strength, sense of community, uniqueness, and diversity. Philadel-
phia is a great place to live! 

3. The presence of universities, colleges, and other educational institutions offers 
tremendous potential. Graduates of these institutions are logical recruits for de-
sign and technological support throughout the city. Capitalize on them; they could 
become viable partners in this effort. Philadelphia is the education city! 

4. It is critical that the future vision for the city be communicated throughout the or-
ganization, to other partners and the broader community. All stakeholders in NTI 
are obviously committed to making Philadelphia an even greater city. Get every-
one singing from the same sheet of music! 

The Role of Plans and the Planning Process 
In many respects the problem statement for this assignment highlights a fundamental 
issue: the absence of a plan that could help inform decision-making. The absence of a 
comprehensive open space plan has resulted in a lack of clarity and of a sense of prior-
ity about which properties should be acquired for the city’s park system, as well as am-
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biguity about the role or various agencies and entities with respect to maintenance, 
ownership, and development of city-acquired property. 

We believe these issues point to the need for planning, specifically a comprehensive 
open space plan that sets forth a citywide strategy for parks and open space and contin-
ued neighborhood and community planning to guide NTI implementation efforts. This 
plan would integrate with the recently completed Fairmount Park Strategic Plan and 
would complement these efforts. 

A comprehensive open space plan would help establish consistent criteria to be used in 
answering land acquisition and management questions. Such a plan could also serve to 
promote City Council “buy-in” on difficult acquisition decisions. Similarly, it could be util-
ized as an opportunity to educate City Council and other partners (such as public agen-
cies, private property owners, and the general public) on the value of planning. 

A comprehensive open space plan would support (and connect to) a regional open 
space system, responding to neighborhood open space needs, as well as the natural 
topography and environment, including water features. It would also provide mainte-
nance and financing strategies and establish criteria for “Friends” groups, as well as pro-
cedures for dealing with concessions issues. 

Of equal importance is the continued development of neighborhood or community plans 
that establish a future vision for Philadelphia's neighborhoods, capitalizing on their rich 
histories and strong identities. Neighborhood plans address priority areas of develop-
ment and preservation and establish strategies for reinforcing commercial districts that 
support local needs. Neighborhood plans should be used as a tool to attract and guide 
investment and bring people back to neighborhoods. Neighborhood plans developed 
with public buy-in would also help allay fears of urban renewal among those who are 
suspicious of the outcomes of redevelopment. 
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While the previous section focused on placing NTI’s open space acquisition program in a 
broader context, this section presents the team’s observations on the initiative itself. We 
hope these observations will set a framework for better understanding of the 
recommendations presented later in this report.  

General Observations and Issues for Continuing Discussion 
The team toured several neighborhoods, talked with many stakeholders, and reviewed a 
number of documents. This section discusses what we saw and heard and presents 
several of the questions that emerged. These are not meant to be judgments; rather they 
are shared observations of what came across to us as “outsiders.” 

Entities with similar missions 
Several city and stakeholder entities appear to share in very similar responsibili-
ties for the management of open space and the removal of deterioration and 
blight. Representatives from the Philadelphia City Planning Commission, the 
Fairmont Park Commission, the Pennsylvania Horticultural Society, and the 
Philadelphia Department of Recreation all appear to have some level of involve-
ment in maintaining the city’s recreation and open space inventory. It is unclear, 
however, whether responsibilities and missions are always distinct from one 
agency to another. It also appears that there could be better information sharing 
among these entities.  

Planning on the back end 
To date, the community planning component of NTI has occurred after decisions 
have been made regarding acquisition and demolition of a specific vacant prop-
erty/parcel. Consequently, the broader implications of these decisions are ad-
dressed in a piecemeal fashion instead of according to a comprehensive plan-
ning strategy that focuses on entire neighborhoods and the city as a whole. 

Rebuilding urban neighborhoods at lower densities 
As distressed parcels are acquired, unsafe properties are demolished and some 
vacant lots are greened through NTI’s Green City Strategy. The Pennsylvania 
Horticultural Society completes the greening of vacant lots under the City Green 
Strategy. Through these efforts, population density in neighborhoods is consid-
erably reduced, which presents additional challenges to attracting reinvestment, 
particularly with respect to retail and commercial enterprises. The redevelopment 
examples observed on our tour appeared to represent development densities far 
lower than previous patterns. While lower population levels can be expected in 
many cases, low-density patterns may not serve long-term neighborhood needs. 

Rebuilding urban neighborhoods with “suburban” designs 
We saw examples of infill housing in some areas where buildings reflected a 
more suburban style of development that is not representative of Philadelphia's 
rich architectural heritage or of the surrounding neighborhoods urban fabric. Of-
ten new construction did not reflect the urban design or architectural style of what 
surrounds it or broke the street wall with setbacks, side yards, and/or driveways. 
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Extensive focus on land assemblage 
Current activities focus heavily on parcel assemblage, perhaps at the expense of 
exploring alternative methods for abating deterioration. Smaller scale opportuni-
ties may also exist for redeveloping “one lot at a time.” 

The process is not transparent 
The decision-making process—specifically how each entity determines which 
parcels to acquire and “green”—is not readily apparent to us as outsiders (and 
perhaps to stakeholders and residents as well). 

Dilapidated narrow buildings are left standing 
Many buildings that are beyond repair due to chronic building infractions are left 
standing in the midst of greened vacant lots. This creates a negative visual im-
age and the practical problem of fragmented developable parcels. This seem-
ingly adds to the redevelopment challenge.  

There are stable neighborhoods with minimum open space 
Our driving tour of several stable, attractive neighborhoods suggested that that 
the presence of parks and abundant, public open space was not a strong predic-
tor of neighborhood stability. If this is the case, is the current emphasis on per-
manent open space acquisition in distressed neighborhoods misplaced? 

Limited number of larger parks or greenways 
Other than Fairmount Park itself, we observed very few, if any, full block parks or 
connected greenways. Instead, we noticed an abundance of scattered and iso-
lated green spaces. To the outside observer, it was hard to get a sense of an 
overall, citywide park and open space strategy. 

Few observed “Tot Lots” 
Where vacant/blighted parcels were converted into open space, they were either 
kept as green spaces or used as community gardens but rarely turned into 
places where people can gather and children can play. We observed a limited 
number of play areas throughout the areas we toured. This could be an obstacle 
to retaining/attracting families with young children and serving the recreation and 
health needs of the city’s youth.  

Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats 
A SWOT (strength, weaknesses, opportunities, threats) analysis is commonly used at 
the start of a planning process to gain a sense of planning priorities and shared values. 
The Technical Assistance Team used such an approach to help work through our obser-
vations and stakeholder feedback. This section presents a summary of our SWOT 
analysis in the hope that it will spark fruitful follow-up discussions among various stake-
holders. Please bear in mind that these are not recommendations, but rather our 
thoughts and initial reactions based on an admittedly cursory understanding of some-
times complex issues. 

Strengths 
A city’s strengths are its resources and capabilities that can be used as a basis for de-
veloping a competitive advantage. 
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1. Big city with big city amenities. Renewed interest in cities as places to live, 
work, and play bodes well.  

2. "Eds and Meds" (presence of educational/medical institutions). Trans-
lates into a large pool of young, talented professionals, institutional re-
sources, and political clout are available in the city.  

3. Arts and cultural amenities. Attract educated, creative types. Closely re-
lated to first bullet, above. 

4. Recreational and environmental amenities. Quality of life amenities such 
as major parks, open space areas, recreation programs, and natural re-
sources are loved by existing residents and present significant marketing op-
portunities for Philadelphia's retention and recruitment efforts. The two rivers, 
Fairmount Park, and the city's recreation programming efforts are impressive.  

5. Land availability; existing open space (vacant land) inventory. A short-
term problem can be turned into a long-term asset.  

6. Many strong organizations, including sophisticated CDCs. Means city 
government doesn't have to go it alone. 

7. Transit availability. Can and will be a competitive advantage when com-
pared to outlying suburban communities, and presents a great opportunity for 
transit-oriented development 

8. Proximity of Center City to many neighborhoods. Supports choice of liv-
ing environments, while keeping neighborhoods accessible to employment 
center. 

9. On-going commitment to neighborhood preservation and improvement. 
These efforts are building hope, trust, and momentum.  

10. Regional accessibility. Combined, with other strengths, the high “visit-ability 
factor” makes the city a strong competitor for business recruitment and new 
residents. 

11. Low land/housing costs. Residential real estate is less costly, especially 
when compared to other Northeastern U.S. cities. 

12. Many unique neighborhoods with strong character. Helps retain existing 
residents and attract new ones. 

13. Historical resources. The first thing many nonresidents think of when they 
hear "Philadelphia." 

14. Corporate presence. Can be a financial and psychological asset. Helps to 
build identity 

15. Strong and dedicated staff. All members of our team were impressed with 
the passion, commitment, and intelligence exhibited by our hosts: Philadel-
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phia City Planning Commission and two city stakeholder agencies: Depart-
ment of Recreation and Fairmount Park Commission. 

Weaknesses 
The absence of certain strengths may be viewed as a weakness. 

1. Economy/fiscal realities. Our visit occurred while city budget deliberations 
were in progress. These are not times of fiscal abundance for Philadelphia, or 
for most cities, for that matter. 

2. Wage tax. Many people have commented on the real or perceived competi-
tive disadvantage that the wage tax poses in terms of attracting new busi-
nesses and residents.  

3. Small number of large corporate headquarters. The relatively small num-
ber of large corporate headquarters within the city itself means fewer oppor-
tunities for sponsorships/partnerships and fewer opportunities to market cor-
porate "synergies" in recruitment efforts. 

4. Fairmount Park's connection with neighborhoods. Linkage with surround-
ing neighborhoods could be stronger and edge conditions could be more 
conducive to neighborhood investment activities. 

5. Existing building stock and lot patterns at odds with marketplace. Some 
of Philadelphia's traditional building types (e.g., narrow row houses on rela-
tively shallow lots) do not meet the housing needs or desires of many house-
holds. Lot configurations and street patterns, too, pose serious challenges to 
accommodating new housing, while maintaining urban character. (They can 
be overcome.) 

6. Absence of clearly articulated citywide vision.  

7. Lack of citywide open space plan.  

8. Agency coordination/fragmentation. Certainly not unique to Philadelphia, 
but something that should continue to be the focus of attention. Fragmenta-
tion and lack of coordination leads to obvious inefficiencies and may pose an 
obstacle to redevelopment and investment.  

9. Public safety and public school quality issues (real or perceived). Ham-
pers efforts to retain and attract residents. 

10. Population decline. The significant loss of population challenges efforts to 
stimulate additional retail and commercial growth, at least in some neighbor-
hoods. 

11. Role of planning. The planning process has sometimes taken a back seat 
role to piecemeal implementation. 

12. Focus on weaknesses. This may lead to defeatist attitude that will hamper 
revitalization efforts 
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13. Insularity of neighborhoods. May be perceived as unwelcome attitude at 
part of the whole can "go it alone 

14. Rivers. While an asset in most respects, rivers can hinder or make intra-city 
connections difficult.  

Opportunities 
Positive (mostly external) conditions that we may not control but of which we can 
plan to take advantage.   

1. Land availability. There is a rich bank of land available for redevelopment as 
green or build-able space. 

2. Little assembly required in some cases. Contiguous parcels of land avail-
able for immediate development. 

3. Opportunities for pilot projects. Possibility for innovative development 
models. 

4. Attraction for large, national developers. The land is there. 

5. Momentum and public attention and interest in open space/vacant land 
issues. The political and public will is there. 

6. Pool of local-area college graduates (54,000 annually). Brain overflow 
within close proximity to be retained. 

7. Considerable "cool factor" potential in the city. The proposed skateboard 
park, the rich arts scene, and thriving “funky” districts make Philadelphia at-
tractive to the younger crowd. 

8. Rehab and reuse. Historic structures create neighborhood character. 

9. Tradition of festivals and events. Build on existing traditions to market 
neighborhood strengths. 

10. Citizens becoming more engaged. An engaged public will result in a sense 
of ownership, and neighborhood pride crucial to the success of planning and 
implementation efforts. 

11. Public-private partnerships. The history and potential to nurture these 
partnerships is there. 

12. Ripeness for tax policy changes. It will be short-term pain but long-term 
gain. 

13. Empty nesters/aging population. Growing interest in inner city living. 

14. FPC and Philadelphia Department of Recreation in same place. Co-
location of these two agencies will hopefully lead to greater collaboration. 
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Threats 
Negative (mostly external) conditions that may not be under our control but the 
effect of which we may be able to lessen. 

1. Limited financial resources. Many competing interests going after the same 
diminishing pot of money. 

2. Fear of development/change. Neighborhood residents don’t have trust in 
the planning process. 

3. Ad Hoc decision-making. Development will be impeded if open-space plan-
ning is not better integrated. Preferably, one agency should be given coordi-
nation responsibility. 

4. Term limits. Potential dissolution of NTI program with the departure of Mayor 
Street.  

5. Development regulations and process. Existing regulatory environment 
does not seem to facilitate desirable development patterns.  

6. Rush to accept mediocrity. Inappropriate development decisions due to 
short-term thinking hinder future development potential.  

7. One size fits all mindset. Not all problems warrant the same solution. 

8.  Building types and development patterns at odds with urban context. 
Some new developments disrupt the traditional urban fabric of the neighbor-
hood.  

9. Property tax structure (gentrification). There should be tax reform that is 
responsive to the limited financial means of seniors and those with fixed in-
comes in order to counter gentrification realities.  

10. Interagency coordination. There sometimes seems to be a siege mentality 
at work – doing more with less –  which may be reducing synergies among 
city agencies. 
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This section contains the Technical Assistance Team’s recommendations.  

General Recommendations 

1. Interdepartmental coordination, communication, and work teams appear to be 
a relatively new thing. Great start! Keep doing it more, more, and more! Budget 
pressures, redundancy, and inefficiencies drain resources no one can afford to lose. 

2. Now is the time for a City-wide open space plan. It would dovetail with the re-
cently completed Fairmount Park Strategic Plan. Most of the stakeholders appear 
eager for it. It would provide a common platform to help direct diminishing resources 
towards acquiring land for open space that would be more strategically beneficial to 
neighborhoods and the city as a whole. 

3. Pull together all open space, park, vacant land, and PCPC neighborhood plan 
criteria and compare. Several times in our visit, staff of one organization were sur-
prised to learn another department or organization had their own evaluation criteria. 
It would appear to be a helpful step to have a common understanding as to how 
other agencies evaluate land for one purpose or another fostering even stronger co-
operation and shared sense of mission. 

4. Take advantage of the opportunity in the political climate to educate elected 
officials about new financing arrangements and changes to tax policies. In tough 
budget times, elected officials are sometimes more receptive than they might other-
wise be to adjustments to tax policies that would spur new investment. Identify the 
strongest barriers to development and reinvestment and suggest alternatives. One 
suggestion for NTI and other reinvestment neighborhood activities is to investigate 
property tax “freezes” for elderly and fixed income homeowners. Cook County, Illi-
nois (Chicago), for example, allows qualified senior citizens to freeze the equalized 
assessed value (EAV) of their property, thereby combating the negative tax impacts 
of neighborhood gentrification. 

5. Reframe TIF as a financing tool as a two-pronged approach. Tax Increment Fi-
nancing (TIF) has been used by many cities to acquire and maintain open space as 
part of public improvements to leverage new development. We understand the res-
ervation to use the TIF District approach because the tradition in Philadelphia has 
been to use TIF in a building-specific manner. Perhaps reassuring the development 
community that TIF can be used two ways and not just as a building-specific versus 
a district method would allay concerns and allow Philadelphia to use this tool to its 
fullest potential. TIF districts have been major catalyst for reinvestment in downtown 
areas and reemerging neighborhoods throughout the U.S. 

6. Reframe the discussion of “it will never be like it was.” The team was surprised 
to find this sentiment repeated in documents and in conversations with staff and 
stakeholders. It initially communicates a defeated, don’t expect much, “at least it is 
better than it was” message. Upon further discussions with staff and stakeholders we 
realize this is not the message anyone wants to present. Reframe the discussion to 
“designing and rebuilding 21st century neighborhoods for all Philadelphians.” 
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Recommended Criteria for Additions to the City’s Open Space Inventory  
The following are recommended criteria for determining whether parcels acquired 
through NTI are good candidates for addition to the city's permanent inventory of parks 
and recreation facilities. 

1. Plan Implementation. Will the addition advance the implementation of a planned 
long-term initiative? For example, will acquisitions of the parcel help extend a trail, 
connect facilities ("emerald necklace"), or serve as a gateway, viewpoint, or commu-
nity focal point?  

2. Filling Neighborhood Park Deficiencies. The city has established standards for 
each resident to have a neighborhood park (one to five acres) from a quarter mile 
(ideal for walking) to no more than a half-mile away. The city also seeks to provide 
2.5 acres of neighborhood parkland per 1,000 residents in service areas of 2,000 to 
10,000 population. Based on these criteria, is the parcel in a neighborhood with a 
park deficiency? Is it large enough to serve as a functional park based on the 
neighborhood's characteristics? 

3. Filling Neighborhood Playground Deficiencies. The city has standards for differ-
ent classes of playgrounds, ranging from a quarter- to one-half-mile coverage, for 
service areas of 1,000 to 2,000 people. Based on these criteria, is the parcel in a 
neighborhood sufficient for a playground? Is it large enough to serve as a functional 
playground (3 to 8 acres, depending on class), based on the neighborhood's charac-
teristics?  

4. Enhances Existing Park and Recreation Facilities. Is the parcel adjacent to or 
near existing neighborhood, district, or regional park facilities? Is it adjacent to or 
near a playfield or other specialized recreation facility (e.g., soccer, swimming pool)? 
Would its addition provide an opportunity for the expansion of these facilities? 

5. Enhances Other Civic Amenities. Is it adjacent to or near public buildings such as 
school, library, recreation center, community center, or other public/civic institutions? 
Would its addition provide an opportunity for the expansion or enhancement of this 
facility or other opportunities for synergy? 

6. Will the Public be Able to Visit and Use the Resource? Is it in a visible location? 
Is it a corner property? Is it on a street with good pedestrian access? Are there other 
land uses that may detract from a resident’s enjoyment of the facility as a park? Are 
there other abandoned or dangerous properties adjacent to the site? Will the site be 
difficult to keep secure? Will it create a "NIMBY" situation for surrounding residents?  

7. Site Characteristics. What is the size of the parcel? Are there other vacant parcels 
surrounding it that could be acquired to meet minimum size thresholds for parks (4 
acres?) and recreation (3 to 8 acres) facilities? What are the soil and drainage condi-
tions? What is the slope? Is it a brownfield site? 

8. Resource Protection and Education. Does the parcel contain environmental fea-
tures worth preserving? Is it in a designated watershed or habitat protection area? 
Are there environmental education opportunities associated with the site? Could this 
enhance the protection of historic resources?  
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9. Leveraging and Partnership Opportunities. Is the parcel in an area where park 
development could receive funding from grants or other resources, such as part of a 
trails system, watershed protection area, community development or other funds, 
TEA-21 "enhancement" funds if still available? Are there existing or potential 
"Friends" groups or other partners (universities, private sector, other civic organiza-
tions) who could participate in funding development and maintenance? 

10. Co-Development Opportunities. Is the parcel situated in a way that could enhance 
private development opportunities? Would the developer(s) be willing to assist in the 
financing of park development and maintenance? Could the parcel contribute to the 
land assembly required to develop a school or other community facility? 

11. Provides Revenue Opportunities. Does the parcel have the potential for generat-
ing revenue for the City, such as through concessions or for use in special events? 
Dedicating funding generated through park activities to open space and park re-
sources is a critical strategy to ensuring quality resources in the future. 

12. Land Swap Potential. Could the parcel be used to offset the development of prop-
erty already under control or ownership of the FPC or other city agencies? With sig-
nificant resources committed under NTI to enhancing the city’s capabilities for man-
aging information on land parcels, now would be an ideal time to identify which of 
these factors could be assessed electronically through the city’s Geographic Informa-
tion System. 

Recommendations on Specific Issues 
During the visit, the team was asked for specific feedback on several specific issues. 
The following responses are based on very limited, first blush, observations that we 
hope will provide a basis for further discussions. 

1. The Amphitheater. Commissioner Victor Richards of the Department of Recreation 
asked for our thoughts on the need for two amphitheaters in Fairmount Park—Robin 
Hood Dell and the Mann. He specifically asked for our thoughts on the elimination of 
one of them. Our collective, gut reaction is to maintain both facilities. It is very hard to 
replace a resource such as an amphitheater. In keeping both, we offer some sugges-
tions that may help better capitalize on this asset. 

 Consider leasing at least one of the amphitheaters to a private operator. This 
could generate revenue for a fiscally challenged department without permanently 
eliminating the asset. 

 Two healthy amphitheaters could be an economic generator for new, prosperous 
neighborhood businesses in the communities around the park. 

 Having such venues and getting them to thrive reinforces the "cool factor” that is 
critical in attracting and retaining young professionals, which is healthy for a 
greater Philadelphia. 

 Explore opportunities for a continuing performance series, based on Philadel-
phia’s cultural heritage, which could create an identity for one of the amphithea-
ters. Wolf Trap, outside of Washington, D.C., or Tanglewood, outside of NYC, 
could be a potential model.  
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2. 39th and Olive Park. During the tour, PCPC staff pointed out deteriorating houses 
around the 39th and Olive Park and asked if it would be better to remove the houses 
and expand the park versus rehabilitating or replacing those structures. Based on 
our very limited field review of the area and looking at the neighborhood maps, we 
believe the utility and security of the park could be greatly enhanced by removing the 
remaining the buildings, thereby expanding the park to a full block. 

 

Improvements to the functionality, visibility and safety of the park could be a potential 
marketing asset for the community. An expanded park could also be the centerpiece 
of new housing development, facing it on all sides. Such development could also be 
a source of financing park improvements and maintenance. Or if that scale is too 
large, look at new development in combination with park expansion. 

Ultimately, of course, the decision of how to address 39th and Olive Park and land 
around it should be based on an inclusive community discussion that is balanced 
with other neighborhood goals. 

3. Mantua Gateway. As one enters the Mantua neighborhood, there is some green 
space and immediately across the street is a used car lot with fencing and barbed 
wire. The team was asked if it would be a good idea to acquire the car lot and create 
a gateway. Although the team would love to encourage more private investment in 
the Mantua neighborhood, the site appears to be challenging. A land swap with that 
owner would appear to open up design possibilities. 
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Recommendations 

A significant gateway that celebrates the Mantua Neighborhood could have the fol-
lowing impacts. 

 Creating or reinforcing a sense of identity. 

 Announcing the arrival to the neighborhood. 

 Signaling “a sense of place.” 

 Relocating the car lot to another location within the neighborhood. 

 Celebrating an excellent vista of the Center City skyline. 

Tax Tools to Investigate 

In discussing some of the issues with reinvestment in neighborhoods, the issue was 
raised of the impacts of increased property values on taxes and the financial burden on 
elderly property owners.  A tool to investigate is used in Cook County, Illinois, which has 
a senior citizen property tax freeze program.  The following is from the assessor’s web 
site: http://www.cookcountyassessor.com/index.html)  

“The Senior Citizen Assessment Freeze Exemption allows qualified senior citizens to 
apply for a freeze of the equalized assessed value (EAV) of their property for the year 
preceding the year in which the applicant first qualifies and applies for this exemption. 
For example, a senior citizen who qualifies and applies for this exemption in taxable year 
2003 will have the EAV of the property frozen at the 2002 EAV. 

Those who qualify and receive this exemption should be aware that this does not auto-
matically freeze the amount of their tax bill. Only the EAV remains at the fixed amount. 
The amount of dollars that the taxing districts ask for (levy) may change and thus alter 
your tax bill.  

Who Is Eligible?  

To qualify for the taxable year 2003, you must meet all of these requirements:  

• Be 65 years of age or older in 2003  
• Have a total household income of no more than $40,000 for 2002  
• Own the property, or have a legal, equitable or leasehold interest in the property 

on January 1, 2002 and January 1, 2003  
• Be liable for the payment of  2002 and 2003 property taxes  
• Use the property as a principle place of residence on January 1, 2002 and Janu-

ary 1, 2003.  

When Do I Apply?  

Those who are currently receiving the Senior Citizen Exemption will automatically re-
ceive an application form for the Senior Citizen Assessment Freeze Exemption. 
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Conclusions 

You must file each year in order to continue to receive the Senior Citizen Assessment 
Freeze Exemption, and the requirements must be met each year.” 

 

 
  
Conclusions 

 

First and foremost, the Team would like to applaud the city of Philadelphia and all of its 
NTI partners and stakeholders who participated in our visit. It takes courage to open 
yourselves up for review by a group of professionals from the outside and ask for hon-
est, objective feedback. 

Through this report we have pointed out things that seemed a little odd to us, some op-
portunities to operate more efficiently and made recommendations that may require new 
ways of doing business. These range from major new initiatives to refinements to exist-
ing programs. 

Most importantly, we found a highly motivated group of people who love this city and are 
sincerely driven to make it even better. With such a strong force in place, we eagerly 
look forward to hearing how this issue progresses and returning in the near future to see 
the results firsthand. 
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