
GIS Research: measuring pre-greening environmental, social, and economic characteristics of 
blighted neighborhoods 

 
 

In collaboration with Professor  and the Pennsylvania Horticultural Society 
(PHS), I plan to conduct research on the impacts of PHS’s Philadelphia LandCare Program. 
Vacant land presents many challenges for urban areas. Associated with urban blight, vacant land 
contributes to lower property values, increased crime levels, and environmental degradation. 
Philadelphia LandCare (PLC) seeks to address these problems through a process called greening. 
The program uses a very basic treatment to improve the condition of vacant land – removing 
trash and other debris, planting grass and trees, and putting up a split rail fence to prevent 
dumping and give the land a more managed look.  The lots are then regularly mown and cleaned 
during the growing season. 
 
This project will build off of Professor ’s previous work that measured changes in 
property values, modeled the environmental impact of trees planted through the program, and 
assessed impacts on equity in access to greenspace associated with Philadelphia LandCare.  PHS 
has determined a new set of neighborhoods for targeted implementation of PLC starting in Fall 
2013, making this an opportune time to gather data on conditions prior to program 
implementation. Our project during Summer 2013 will focus on gathering data on neighborhood 
conditions before the program, with the intention of continuing to collect data during and after 
implementation. Essentially we would be finding ways to measure the economic, social, and 
environmental impacts of this greening of vacant land in Philadelphia neighborhoods.  
 
The research would involve field work, data collection and management, and creation of GIS 
layers portraying the collected data. The goal is to provide PHS with data on blighted 
neighborhoods before they begin the greening process in order for them to accurately quantify 
the impacts of the LandCare Program once they are done. These data may include:  

• Field surveys of existing land uses surrounding PLC target lots, including all vacant lots, 
homes, vacant buildings, existing parks and recreational facilities, schools, commercial 
corridors, etc.; 

• Collection of demographic data on target neighborhoods based on the 2010 decennial 
census and 2011 American Community Survey 5-year estimates; 

• Compilation of economic data on residential property sales in target neighborhoods; 
• Quantification of existing tree canopy cover in target communities; and 
• Measurement of pre-treatment stormwater infiltration rates on vacant lots 

 
While we will primarily be focusing on measuring neighborhood characteristics, spatial analysis 
will be employed to apply the characteristics to areas that are not defined by census or 
administrative boundaries. GIS is a powerful tool to analyze spatial characteristics and thus will 
play a vital role in compiling and understanding our data.  We will further use this information to 
try to identify neighborhoods that might serve as appropriate controls – neighborhoods with 
similar conditions to these target areas that are not currently being targeted for greening that we 
can use to compare “after” conditions. 
 



PHS has offered to host me as an intern for the summer, which will give me the opportunity to 
participate in various aspects of program implementation.  Professor  will also provide 
regular supervision and will work directly with me on field data collection. 
 
Working with spatial data and GIS to understand neighborhoods and measure program impacts is 
what drew me to this project. Having the opportunity to take two GIS classes this year with 
Professor  has been an extraordinarily rewarding experience; and I suspect that 
continuing work with her this summer will only further add to that reward.  
 
This applies to future academic goals in that it provides an opportunity to learn the process of 
conducting GIS research. While my GIS goals and interests are not fully defined, I do intend on 
attending graduate school. The opportunity to conduct this research may reflect future academic 
goals, but the primary skill I will learn is that of applied research. This project would allow me to 
do said research in a topic that reflects my academic interests. I am pursuing an Economics 
major and an Environmental Studies minor and I am always seeking opportunities to combine 
the two. The environmental goals of the project are clear; further this research will allow me to 
apply econometrics to the data, with an added component of spatial characteristics, which 
economics may sometimes ignore. Finding ways in which Economics and Environmental Studies 
compliment each other is one of my main undergraduate goals. It would be an incredible 
opportunity to work on a project that does just that, while also learning valuable research skills 
that I can apply in a graduate school setting.  




