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48. Best Community Outreach Program 
 
Overview Information 
 
a. Introduction 

 
The Pennsylvania Horticultural Society’s annual PHS Philadelphia Flower Show is 
the nation’s longest-running and largest horticultural event. This year’s extraordinary 
show was held March 5 through 13 at the Pennsylvania Convention Center. 

 
The 2016 theme, “Explore America,” celebrated the centennial of the National Park 
Service and our country’s majestic landscapes, rich history, and vibrant culture.  The 
Pennsylvania Convention Center was transformed into an interpretation of America’s 
parks -- ten acres of trails, exhibits and attractions highlighting our national 
landscape, including fields of wildflowers, desert blooms, coastal flora, verdant 
meadows, fragrant pinelands, and ancient redwoods.  
 
PHS and the National Park Service are natural partners, sharing a common mission 
to protect and care for natural resources and preserve green spaces. In 2016, the 
National Park Service is celebrating 100 years of sharing America’s 408 national park 
sites, and helping people make meaningful connections to them. Through “Explore 
America,” PHS and the Park Service engaged visitors who know and love the parks, 
and invited a new generation to discover the special places that belong to us all. 
 
Proceeds from the Flower Show benefit the year-round programs of PHS, which is 
celebrating its 188th year of gardening, greening and learning. PHS initiatives include 
the PHS LandCare program, which has reclaimed, transformed, and maintains more 
than 16 million square feet of vacant land in the city of Philadelphia. 

 
b. Description and objective of outreach program 
 
The PHS Philadelphia LandCare program is an initiative developed by the 
Pennsylvania Horticultural Society that addresses the challenge of blighted vacant 
lots in struggling neighborhoods throughout the city. Because of its effective 
approach to a problem that is found in many cities, the program has become an 
international model for urban revitalization. 
 
 
 



	

LandCare cleans, greens, and stabilizes vacant lots with the intention of returning 
them to productive use. The intervention is simple – removing debris, planting grass 
and trees, adding post-and-rail fencing – but the results have been extraordinary. 
  
Since its inception in 2001, the program has installed landscape treatments and 
performed maintenance work on more than 12,000 parcels covering 16 million square 
feet of vacant land in neighborhoods throughout the city. 
 
More than 800 of those lots have been redeveloped into new homes, commercial 
properties, and green space such as community gardens and pocket parks. 
 
The program encompasses two primary initiatives. The “Clean and Green” treatment 
targets vacant parcels in key transitional neighborhoods, utilizing local landscape 
contractors to clean, stabilize, and maintain the lots. 
 
Through the Community LandCare initiative, PHS partners with 18 community 
organizations who hire local residents to perform maintenance work on vacant lots, 
giving them a direct role in keeping their neighborhoods clean and safe. 
  
This year, in partnership with the city and thanks to an expanded municipal contract, 
PHS launched the LandCare Reentry Initiative, which encourages and assists 
contractors and community organizations to hire and train former prison inmates in 
the landscaping field. 
  
The impacts of the LandCare initiatives have been measured by academic studies 
that have found an increase in property values, improved health, and a reduction in 
violent crime in the neighborhoods that have been greened.  
 
LandCare has become a model of landscape treatment and urban revitalization, and 
cities including New Orleans, Baltimore, and Newark, N.J., have adopted vacant land 
practices learned from Philadelphia. Guests from Japan and South Korea visited PHS 
this year to learn best practices from the LandCare program in order to introduce 
similar efforts in those countries. 
 
c. Target audience and participants 
 
The LandCare program focuses on neighborhoods in transition – those that are 
working to reclaim blocks where deteriorating houses and other buildings were 
demolished over the past 40 years, leaving gaps between row houses and blighted, 
dangerous environments. The highest percentage of vacant lots are found in the ring 



	

of inner-city communities that need support from a variety of city agencies and 
organizations, and are outside where the market is driving development. 
 
The Community LandCare initiative works with 18 neighborhood groups to maintain 
3,000 lots that have been reclaimed. More than 100 residents have been employed 
by these civic groups to keep the grass mowed and the parcels free of litter in their 
communities. 
 
d. Impact of the program on the community 
 
Since the inception of the LandCare program in 2000, about 10 percent of the 
properties have been developed for new housing and businesses. Other parcels have 
been transformed by residents and neighborhood groups into thriving community 
gardens and pocket parks that serve as gathering places for residents with limited 
access to green spaces. 
 
The economic impact goes beyond encouraging development; it also stimulates 
neighborhood wealth through a rise in property values.  Drawing on research he 
conducted in concert with Dr. Susan Wachter of the University of Pennsylvania, Dr. 
Kevin Gillen, Vice-President with the Econsult Corporation, told Philadelphia City 
Council, “Following conversion of a vacant lot, the median gain in housing wealth to 
the affected households was estimated to be approximately $35,000.” Every dollar 
spent on cleaning and greening generates an additional $224 in housing wealth, 
Gillen found through his research.  
 
One of the aims of the LandCare program is to make neighborhoods healthier and 
safer. In 2011, Dr. Charles Branas, associate professor of Epidemiology at the 
Perelman School of Medicine at the University of Pennsylvania, published a major 
study on the health and safety effects of the LandCare program in the American 
Journal of Epidemiology. Dr. Branas and his team of researchers found that greening 
was linked to significant reductions in certain crimes, including gun assaults. 
 
A recent study by Dr. Eugenia South, of Penn’s Perelman School of Medicine, found 
that residents living near lots greened by the LandCare program showed a reduction 
in heart rate and stress, demonstrating that remediating neighborhood blight may 
increase overall health. 
 
e. Tie-in of program to main event 
 
The Philadelphia Flower Show raises an average of $1 million annually to support the 
core programs of PHS, including the LandCare initiative. Promotional materials about 



	

the Flower Show inform visitors that proceeds from each ticket to the show help fund 
these vital community efforts. 
 
The impact of the Flower Show on the beneficiaries of the LandCare program was 
highlighted nationally this year by Bloomberg News and internationally by the 
Financial Times of London. 
 
f. Duration of program 
 
The LandCare program was launched in 2000, following extensive research into the 
cost-effectiveness of the “clean and green” approach to vacant land. 
 
Management of the 12,000 parcels in the LandCare inventory involves bi-weekly 
mowing of grass and cleaning the lots through the growing season, from April through 
October. 
 
g. Overall revenue/expense budget 
 
The City of Philadelphia provided $3.4 million last year for the Philadelphia LandCare 
program. Expenses for the program include paying local landscape contractors and 
Community LandCare organizations for site stabilization and maintenance work; 
purchasing materials for site stabilization, including soil, seed and trees; paying for 
maintenance repairs and to remove occasional dumping on existing sites; purchasing 
signs for stabilized sites; and the cost of the Reentry Initiative’s leadership training for 
returning citizens. 
 
In addition to funding from the city, PHS received funding from the Philadelphia Land 
Bank to maintain many of its recently acquired properties. Additionally, PHS received 
funding from the Philadelphia Housing Authority to stabilize and maintain vacant lots 
in an area of North Philadelphia that was acquired for future development into market 
rate and public housing, but in the interim will be maintained green space. The 
University of Pennsylvania has contributed funding to stabilize sites that were part of 
an ongoing study regarding the impacts of greening on health and safety. 
  
 
h. Other group involvement 
 
PHS is under contract with the City of Philadelphia through the Office of Housing and 
Community Development for the operation of the LandCare program.  
 



	

Eighteen community organizations around Philadelphia collaborate with PHS to hire 
local residents and keep their neighborhoods clean. PHS collaborates with other 
organizations, including the city’s reintegration services program, RISE, which vets 
candidates and provides ongoing case management services for returning citizens 
hired through the Reentry Initiative. PHS also worked in partnership with The 
Enterprise Center to develop Workplace Leadership training for Reentry Initiative 
participants.  
 
i. Overall effectiveness 
 
As a result of this comprehensive approach to managing abandoned land, 
Philadelphia now has an innovative model that is applicable to cities around the 
country and around the world. This system not only improves the appearance and 
livability of communities, it also contributes to public health and safety, raises 
property values, and stimulates new investment in neighborhoods that need it most. 
 
This program also provides over 150 green jobs for Philadelphia residents and 
returning citizens, and has helped build the capacity of many local, minority-owned 
landscape contractors and community organizations.   
 
Supporting question: What did you do to update the program from the year 
before? 
 
This year, PHS, in partnership with the City of Philadelphia, launched the LandCare 
Reentry Initiative, a program that encourages and assists landscape contractors and 
community organizations to hire and train former prison inmates who are returning to 
their communities. 
 
This effort creates more green jobs for returning citizens, increases contracts for 
employers, and cleans and maintains an additional 3,000 vacant lots throughout the 
city. In the first phase of the initiative, 40 returning citizens were hired by private 
contractors and community organizations, and five community organizations were 
added to the Community LandCare program. 
 
This program also added new contract work with the Philadelphia Housing Authority 
and the Land Bank, increasing the number of vacant parcels stabilized and 
maintained through this program. 
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