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The Greening of Philadelphia 

Locals turn blighted areas into fruitful projects.
By Elisa Ludwig
Mark Masters has what many city residents dream of: a little patch of green. On his roof. The West Philadelphia facility that houses his apartment and the Fencing Academy of Philadelphia, which he founded in 1989, has the first "green" roof in the city. "For years, I'd heard people talking about putting gardens on their roofs - this goes back to when I was a teenager in the 1960s - and it made a lot of sense to me but nobody seemed to be doing it here, only in Europe." 

It was very nearly serendipitous, then, when a parent of one of Master's fencing students approached him and told him about the new European technology that could retrofit an old roof to make it green. This parent, Charles Miller, was starting a business called Roofscapes, Inc., and wanted the Fencing Academy roof to be his display model.

Masters continued, "I thought, here was a chance to do something environmentally positive. And I have never regretted it. I've had no problems with my roof and it's reduced my maintenance costs as well as my heating and cooling bills." And that's not even mentioning the lovely vision of meadow-like grasses, unusual birds and butterflies Masters can see through his second floor window every day. "I live in the city because I didn't want to have to work on a lawn or a garden, but this is a garden that tends itself."

Masters' roof is a small part of a much larger movement toward beautifying the city, one eco-friendly decision at a time. Besides improving the daily quality of life for residents and encouraging them to stay put in a population sieve like Philadelphia, city greening is one of many progressive initiatives that positively impact the environment, the economy, our food supply and our health.

Inside Mary Corboy's Kensington greenhouse, the voices of NPR compete with the sounds of bulldozers leveling the ground for a new strip mall and parking lot a block away on Aramingo Avenue. Corboy talks over the crash of rubble and high-pitched beeps of construction vehicles in reverse. "This area of Philadelphia was all Swedish farmland," says Corboy, gesturing toward the brick rowhomes around her farm, Greensgrow. "I mean, this wasn't recent history. We're talking 1642," she adds.

In Philadelphia 2004, it's hard to imagine the rolling grasses of another era amidst the current-day blight - today's open space is more likely to be abandoned lots filled with flapping litter and rotting furniture than fertile land. But Corboy has turned such a lot into a working farm and a cutting-edge solution.

In the late 1990s, Corboy, a former chef, and her agriculturally leaning partner, Tom Sereduk, lamented the diminishing access to fresh food and the increasing amount of vacant, blighted space in Philadelphia. "We wanted to know, why can't you find good, fresh food here? And the papers were full of stories about abandoned land. Why didn't someone turn it into farms? I was thinking someone else must have done it already, and if we'd known that no one else had successfully done it, I don't think we would have tried," says Corboy. When consulted, the city and other local organizations could only offer discouraging, dissatisfying answers to their questions. After doing some research that led them to the New Kensington Community Development Corporation, the pair discovered that post-industrial Kensington had more "brownfields" - land considered by the EPA to be "complicated by the presence or potential presence of a hazardous substance, pollutant or contaminant" - than any other area of Philadelphia.

"That used to be a Dutchboy paint factory over there," Corboy says, pointing to the future strip mall. "God only knows what was in that soil."

With the CDC's help, they found the site of a former galvanized steel factory that had been cleaned up but sat vacant for eight years. In 1998, this former brownfield became the home of Greensgrow Farm. The site had no soil, so Corboy and company implemented a hydroponic system - all the crop planting and growing takes place on raised beds. Greensgrow began with lettuce, selling the yield to local restaurants like Fork and White Dog Cafe, and building interest among progressive-minded chefs looking for locally grown food.

Today, the farm grows a wide range of produce, annuals, perennials and bedding. A seasonal farm stand makes the Greensgrow crop, along with meat, eggs and produce from other nearby farms, available to the public. Greensgrow also operates a CSA (Community Supported Agriculture) box service for people who want to buy a cooperative share of the farm's output.

Greensgrow's mission is to develop new models for urban agriculture that are environmentally and economically sustainable, while encouraging the growth of other green businesses in the city. The idea is to scale down existing technologies that can be used for small farms with few resources. "There is not big money here, but it is also not a capital-intensive business." The potential for hydroponics, says Corboy, remains largely untapped, and with this technology urban farms can potentially use vacant land to make fresh food more accessible, beautify the city and create new jobs.
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Since Greensgrow is at the forefront of a burgeoning movement toward urban agriculture, Corboy is constantly fielding requests from people all around the world who are interested in setting up their own farms. "I try to be honest about it. It is not glamorous work. My business partner left long ago and he was the plant guy," she says, pointing out the sun damage her skin has weathered from eight years of outdoor labor. "But right now there is a very real interest. I was speaking at a conference in Boston recently and the room was just packed."

While education is not a formal part of Greensgrow's mission, Corboy finds that the farm is increasingly adopting that role, welcoming visitors from around the world to observe its practices. Greensgrow recently assisted a hydroponic farm setting up shop in the Red Hook section of Brooklyn. And on a local level, the farm educates its consumers about food and its production. Even though Greensgrow has an excellent relationship with an asparagus farmer in New Jersey, the farm now produces its own asparagus in addition to selling the New Jersey crop because a neighbor came in and said her son wanted to see how the vegetable was grown. Corboy works to maintain involvement with the community, and the people of Kensington are reaping other benefits from their local harvest. Greensgrow has helped usher in a new era of investment and interest in the neighborhood, where, in addition to blight, high crime rates had deterred new residents for decades. The new strip mall on Aramingo Avenue is just one indication of progress in the neighborhood.

In Northeast Philadelphia, another kind of urban farm is taking root in the community. Somerton Tanks Farm, the brainchild of urban agriculture advocate Joseph Griffin of the Oley Institute and the Philadelphia Water Department, opened a year ago on a 6-acre tract of PWD's land. The goal of Somerton Tanks is to be an economically viable working farm, creating jobs for Philadelphians while contributing local produce to the food supply. "A lot of agriculture experts said what we were doing was impossible," says Project Manager Roxanne Christensen. "We wanted to gross $26,000 our first year on a half-acre of land. And we did it." While conventional agriculture relies on huge swaths of land, with each farm specializing in one crop, urban agriculture works on a small scale, and requires intensive planting and crop rotation. The tradeoff at Somerton Tanks is that the work is much more labor-intensive. "We have no heavy machinery. We are trying to create a process someone could learn and implement easily at a reasonable cost," says Christensen.

Like Greensgrow, Somerton Tanks Farm took a largely useless piece of land and has transformed it into a functional resource. Somerton Tanks' produce is sold to high-end restaurants like Jim Coleman's Normandy Farms in Blue Bell as well as directly to consumers through its farm stand. Somerton's goal is to increase its annual income to $50,000 this year and grow by 20 percent each following year. Meanwhile, the farm operates a training program in hopes of proliferating new farms on the same scale around the city. "If we can organize markets and attain a certain critical mass, we can create an industry here. Granted, this is not the hospitality industry and it never will be, but if you get a common infrastructure, like a co-op with packaging and distribution, it could develop and keep money in the local economy." Developing businesses around the urban farm will both ensure its place in the city and further its mission of creating new jobs and encouraging people to buy local products. One idea Christensen is looking into is working with SEPTA to open farm stands at its train stations.

One of the problems Somerton Tanks and Greensgrow face is that a lot of the excitement around urban agriculture does not immediately translate into scores of willing and committed new farmers. "A lot of community groups express interest in what we're doing, but no one can make a long-term commitment. We have to be realistic. Who the heck wants to be an urban farmer? There's a misconception that you can pull people off the street in the city and make them into farmers, but people who farm have a calling," says Christensen. The "typical" urban farmer, she says, is usually college-educated and enjoys the cultural life of the city but is sick of working in an office. Somerton Tanks would like to expand its base of farmers and trainees in order to extend its reach to more neighborhood groups interested in starting a farm on vacant or blighted properties.

Though Greensgrow and Somerton Tanks are relative newcomers to the scene, greening is nothing new in Philadelphia, which, in fact, has been at the national vanguard of such initiatives for decades. The Pennsylvania Horticultural Society founded Philadelphia Green in 1974 to reinvest money raised from its annual Flower Show back into the city's landscape. The nation's largest and most comprehensive urban greening program, Philadelphia Green uses its resources to start community gardens in vacant lots, bringing materials and information to community groups, with the philosophy that greening efforts can be used as a community organizing tool. Thirty years later, Philadelphia Green works with over 800 community groups, continuing to develop and maintain community gardens, revitalize parks and beautify public spaces.

In the 1990s, Philadelphia Green saw its mission moving in a new direction. Community gardens had brightened up the neighborhoods but depopulation was leaving new blemishes. "We were out there and we were overwhelmed - more and more vacant lots were emerging in the city but there was no cleaning system. They were filled with trash and they were becoming an eyesore and a liability for neighborhoods," says Philadelphia Green director, Michael Groman. "We looked into the municipal systems and found out that they were a quagmire of 15 different agencies. You couldn't figure out who owned a given property. It was a completely dysfunctional system."

In order to bring the problem to the city's attention, Philadelphia Green decided to embark on a "demonstration project," and they settled on the neighborhood of New Kensington, whose Community Development Corporation was already studying the same problem. The two organizations joined forces with the Office of Housing and Community Development to "clean and green" the neighborhood. They devised a plan to stabilize the lots, grading the land and putting down new topsoil and grass. As an experiment, they started to plant a ring of trees in each lot as a natural kind of fencing.

"It was symbolic, a gesture that suggested that this land was owned by somebody, and at the same time the trees made it more open and inviting than a fence. It's amazing how that worked: Residents would start policing the lot, and when people would dump trash or try to steal trees, the residents would chase them down the street in their cars. People were starting to own the problem," says Groman.

Over time, New Kensington became a model for the clean and green approach. As the seven-year project in New Kensington came to a close, Philadelphia Green had raised the profile of the neighborhood, attracted additional investment and helped retain residents. A second project, stabilizing 13 acres of vacant lots in the American Street Empowerment Zone, established Philadelphia Green's reputation as a powerful greening force in the city.

These successes led to Philadelphia Green's involvement with Mayor Street's Neighborhood Transformation Initiative. At first the organization was brought in on a consulting basis. "We talked closely with the NTI people for a month and developed the Green City Strategy in 2001," says Groman. The Green City Strategy, which aims to improve open spaces as a means of community development, was given a boost last year, when Mayor Street devoted $4 million to Philadelphia Green's efforts.
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With the wealth of resources Philadelphia Green could begin to attack the problem head-on. As a strategy, it made more sense to look at places where the program could make the most impact. "Once the resources were released, we wanted to concentrate them as much as possible, focusing on six neighborhoods with the most significant vacant land problems: East Mt. Airy/Germantown/Tioga, Frankford, North Central Philadelphia, Eastern North Philadelphia, West Philadelphia/Mantua and South Philadelphia." In the first year of the strategy's implementation, half of the money has been devoted to vacant land stabilization, and Philadelphia Green set out to clean and green 1,000 lots between June 2003 and June 2004. The rest of the money was divided up among neighborhood parks, community gardens, and projects such as the enhancement of commercial corridors and community education. So far, Philadelphia Green is on target for most of its goals for the year and is currently submitting another proposal to the city for next year.

While some of the sites are being cleaned up with an eye toward attracting new developers, other spaces may remain open. "You can see the potential now - it raises opportunities for some sites to be permanent open space and we are encouraging the city to identify new places for community parks. We're hoping that open space isn't an afterthought in all the new development taking place," says Groman. He is also hoping that in the future NTI will take more of an active role in greening major public spaces in Center City, such as the one at Arch Street and the Parkway.

A major issue for any greening initiative is maintenance. While Mike Masters' roof takes care of itself and urban farms are tended by farmers, the maintenance of thousands of cleaned lots in depopulated neighborhoods is a more difficult challenge. "We are continuing to work with NTI to explore this. They seem to think people in the communities will just take care of it, but we know that a lot of these people are struggling, and we don't expect them to volunteer to keep all these lots up. The city is going to have to play a significant role and we have to make sure someone is keeping an eye on these lots over time."

All told, there are some 31,000 vacant lots in the city to attend to, but city greeners are, on the whole, a determined bunch. Groman remains optimistic, preferring to look at the work in 1,000-lot chunks rather than as one overwhelming mass. "Once you get the inventory of vacant lots down, even to half, it's not so bad. We have to be realistic. This is a 50-year problem and it's going to take some time to solve it."

Green City Strategy

The Green City Strategy, Pennsylvania Horticultural Society's program for reclaiming land, greening blighted areas and maintaining clean city space, was adopted by the city of Philadelphia in 2001 as a component of Mayor Street's Neighborhood Transformation Initiative. PHS was awarded a $4 million contract in 2003 to implement its campaign. The following is the program's progress to date.

VACANT LAND STABILIZATION
Goal: Clean and green 1,000 empty lots between June 2003 and June 2004.
Progress: As of January 2004, 60 percent of the goal has been reached.

SIGNATURE GREENING PROJECTS
Goal: Create one high-profile greening project in each of six target neighborhoods.
Progress: The "Ridge on the Rise" area of four blocks in Strawberry Mansion was completed in September 2003.

COMMUNITY-BASED VACANT LAND MAINTENANCE
Goal: Hire community-based organizations, such as civic and business associations and community development corporations to maintain 1,760 lots.
Progress: Eight organizations have been hired with 1,900 lots maintained.

COMMERCIAL CORRIDORS
Goal: Clean and green six sites.
Progress: Planning is under way for five sites, including Baltimore Avenue in University City, Germantown Avenue in Mt. Airy, Ogontz Avenue in West Oak Lane, Girard Avenue in Brewerytown and Frankford and Cottman avenues in Mayfair.

PARKS
Goal: Enhance 23 neighborhood parks.
Progress: Project support has been obtained for 31 parks.

GARDENS
Goal: Create 20 new gardens and improve six Keystone Gardens (longstanding, large-scale community gardens).
Progress: Ten new garden sites have been identified.

GARDEN BLOCKS
Goal: Beautify 30 residential streets with planters.
Progress: More than 300 planters have been set up on 16 blocks.

EDUCATION AND TRAINING
Goal: Conduct 12 public garden workshops.
Progress: Six workshops have already taken place.

