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Current Conditions
Crime Heat Map from the NKCDC North of Lehigh Neighborhood Revi-
talization Plan, December 2013. 

Focusing on the arterial roads of the Kensington area, the case study is looking 
at the area of Kensington bounded by Lehigh Ave, Kensington Ave, and Allegheny 
Ave. For the sake of constraint, the east-west roads will be bounded by Aramingo 
Avenue. From speaking with many residents in surrounding neighborhoods (ie Port 
Richmond and Bridesburg in addition to Kensington), it seems that Aramingo is the 
dividing point where the neighborhood starts to “get bad” and turns into Kensing-
ton.  

Given the desperate 
conditions of the neigh-
borhood, many efforts 
are already being made in 
this area. Some progress 
is noticeable, but the 
neighborhood still has 
a long way to go before 
it regains its once promi-
nent character. Accord-
ing to demographics the 
community fabric is com-
posed largely of young, 
low-income residents 
with little formal edu-
cation. The 2012 Ameri-
can Community Survey 
(visualized by Census 
Explorer) says that the 
median household in-
come is approximately 
$20, 586 and the number 
of people who gradu-
ated high school was 
roughly 51%. Those who 
obtained a BA degree 
composed only 1.7% of 
almost 60,000 residents 
in the census tract 
(#178). Only about 50% 
are in the labor force. 
With 15,700 unable to 
join the labor force (i.e. 
below the age 16) that 
translates into approx-
imately 15,000 theoret-
ically able-bodied men 
and women who are un-
employed (25% of the 
population in the area). 
What are the needs of 
these demographics and 
what are the existent 
physical assets? 

Underneath the El at Kensington and Lehigh, 
November 2014. 



New Kensington Community Develop-
ment Corporation (NKCDC) in partner-
ships with various NGOs (exe. Commu-
nity Design Collaborative, Philly Land 
Bank), city agencies within Philadelphia 
(exe. Streets Department, Philly Land 
Works, Philadelphia2035, etc.) and 
community members (Somerset Neigh-
bors for Better Living) have already 
outlined next steps for immediate wins, 
short-term gains, and long-term in-
vestments. More details can be found 
in their strategic plan for the north 
of Lehigh section of Kensington, ti-
tled “North of Lehigh Neighborhood 
Revitalization Plan”. Within the plan 
is detailed information about the cur-
rent state of vacant lots and aban-
doned buildings with proposed actions 
to help mitigate the results of these 
properties taking up a large portion of 
the neighborhood.

Kensington was historically known 
for its booming economy when in-
dustry centered itself next to the 
convenient land transit and nearby 
water shipping routes. However, 
as the city moved away from a tradi-
tional industrial economy towards 
services and technology the once 
vibrant economic corridors rapidly 
exited and left the community in a 
state of hardship. With abandoned 
properties abounding, drug trade 
had spacious breeding ground. The 
community quickly deteriorated and 
has only been worsened by national 
and regional economic conditions. 
Sitting flush against flourishing 
neighborhoods like Fishtown and 
East Kensington with the booming 
downtown in a far off view, the 
state of Kensington is a stark con-
trast. 

Google Map of Study Area with markers for hazard 
points and current efforts through NKCDC, 2014. 

With the development of the Philly Land Bank (from the Philly Land Bank Alli-
ance) there is renewed attention on land use as well as ownership. Vacant lots 
were found to be primarily owned by private entities (75%) in an assesment pre-
pared by econsultants, however 90% percent of surplus land owned by the city is 
vacant; and over 60% of the vacant lots in North of Lehigh are city-owned. There 
are various city agencies with programs to keep residents in their homes as well 
as attract new homeowners. Vacant properties are parcels of unproductive land, 
translating into lost tax dollars and sunken investment in maintenance costs.  
Stakeholders concerned include, but are not limited to, city government and 
agencies, private enterprises/investors, non-profits and similar advocacy groups, 
the immediate community affected, and the city of Philadelphia at large. 

NKCDC Revitalization Plan, Figure 85. Vacancy, December 2013. 

Based on the response voiced by community members, the strate-
gic plan outlines different ways of converting vacant land and 
abandoned buildings in various ways including intentional open, 
green space, community gardens, parkettes/pocket parks, play-
grounds, and mixed commercial space. 
Vacant lots are spaces filled with opportunity. When trans-
formed skillfully, they can change the aesthetic and perception 
of a neighborhood, beautify the community, and attract other 
positive enhancements. Vacant lots are multipliers that can ei-
ther perpetuate vicious circles or shift to virtuous cycles.



Vacant Properties in Study Area, Philly Landworks, Novermber 2014

While the revitalization plan drafted by NKCDC is well thought out and ex-
cellent as a guiding frame, within that there are a few urban design interven-
tions that can complement ideas that are envisioned and likely to be carried 
out.  Within the plan there are many calls for reclaiming vacant land and 
transforming the space into pocket parks, urban gardens, open space for 
the community, and potential points of commercial redevelopment. Current-
ly in progress are efforts to maintain home ownership and ultimately pro-
mote intergenerational traditions by keeping people in their homes through 
programming (exe financial literacy, home repair programs) and suggesting 
better enforcement of regulations already in place. Additionally, the plan 
seeks to strategically identify nuisance homes for demolition or rehabilita-
tion as well as pool together local resources such as Habitat for Humanity 
and Rebuilding Philadelphia Together. Building on the planned uses for these 
spaces (that are in excessive supply), utilizing the vertical spaces of adjacent 
properties would add visual complexity and diversity to the neighborhood 
without compromising the current right-of-ways. Recalling from past assign-
ments, I would also suggest using open spaces for night time events and activ-
ities to establish a presence during the most uncomfortable hours for resi-
dents to be out of their homes.

Recommendations

Wayfinding paths to lead to the various destination loca-
tions, including the converted vacant properties communi-
cate that there are multiple destination points within the 
community. This also visualizes the network of the community. 

Using vertical space to supplement the parks and rec cen-
ters. A large percentage of young to middle aged people 
live and Kensington and are subject to use the ill-maintained 
and distant recreation centers. There are zero within the 
bounds of this case study and only a few in the vicinty. This 
intervention would allow the user to exercise in fresh air, 
activate empty lots, as well as add some aesthetic diversity 
to the infrastructural layout to increase walkability. Ideal-
ly materials used will be lightweight and not be excessive in 
cost. Drawbacks include limited functionality of the space--
only a couple people can use them at one time and space con-
straints allow for only a few types of activities.

Using vertical space for hanging gardens that include edible 
and air purifying plants. This adds to the green space aesthet-
ic as well as help take away emissions caused by neighboring 
industry and traffic and provide supplementary fresh food 
access. Putting sunflowers in the ground would remediate 
toxins in the soil. Raised garden beds in the narrow grassy 
space would avoid contaminated soil and allow for syner-
gistic gardening techniques. Drawbacks include significant 
time investment in nurturing plants (aloe, ferns, herbs, etc.) 
to keep plants in good condition as well as prevent misuse of 
the space (drug use, littering, vandalism, etc.). 
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Conceptual sketches 

Sample Visual of Night-
time Market Space

Nighttime programming within open spaces such as parking 
lots to activate the space and provide temporary infill. 
Nighttime markets would provide a structured place of 
trade that would attract local artists, craft artisans, and 
general merchants. The space could be utilized either at a 
separate time or simultaneously with the markets to host a 
beer/food festival that would feature local breweries such 
as Kensington, Yards, Dock St., etc. and local fooderies like 
Pizza Brain, Little Baby’s, Loco Pez, and many more. Parking 
lots adjacent to buildings used only during the day (such as 
schools or churches) are prime candidates for an open air 
market; the building could be used as a music venue at the 
same time or a gallery display. Not only would otherwise 
dead spaces become lively destination points, but they pro-
vide a sense of familiarity within the community and create an 
atmosphere that attracts multiple audience (young adults, 
family, those from neighboring communities, etc.). Painting 
would be inexpensive, but would benefit from including ef-
forts from partners like Public Workshop as well as coop-
eration from the Streets Department. Possible hindrances 
would include cooperation from the owners of the proper-
ty, attracting participants, obtaining permissions from the 
city, and providing substantial security during event hours. 

4. 



In order to take restorative action for the benefit of the community, polit-
ical infrastructure, economic interests, and community energy must align. 
At the center of the these efforts are often non-profits and advocacy 
groups (though also occasionally private enterprises) working towards 
social good. Using creative and artistic design measures, spaces can be 
transformed to enhance the beauty of a neighborhood as well as establish 
a place of ownership for community members. 

Working in the 
midst of these inter-
ests, much of the 
political ground-
work has been laid. 
There are programs 
to keep residents 
in their homes, and 
more recently, with 
the development of 
the land bank, city-
owned land that 
has gone untended 
can be reclaimed by 
community members.   

To gain an under-
standing of eco-
nomic interests 
and concerns, key 
partners will be 
identified as entre-
preneurs who are 
civically-minded 
and/or work to-
ward social good. 
Companies such as 
MilkCrate would be 
the ideal. As a young 
start-up the compa-
ny has much to gain 
from visibility, but 
also has the capaci-
ty to connect other 
socially-minded com-

panies. Focusing on locally-based companies adds to the entrepreneurial, 
collaborative, and networked character of Philadelphia, stimulates eco-
nomic activity within the City and excites interest from new talent, and gives 
commercial entities an opportunity to connect with and contribute to their 
local communities.

While any investment poses a certain level of risk, these interventions are 
collaborative meaning that they do not lean heavily on any one stakeholder. 
There is also ample precedent for work happening in the neighborhood carried 
out by the NKCDC, Habitat for Humanity, and more (fence project, tree plant-
ing, sweat equity). The interventions proposed are easily translated into more 
long-term projects/infrastructure contingent on success at a smaller scale. 
The community, both in terms of the physical and social fabric, is ready for 
change. Strategic interventions applied with the right pressure can be a cata-
lyst for sustainably transforming neighborhoods. 

Building on the work already planned for the North of Lehigh section of 
Kensington, these recommendations would leverage the political programs in 
place to help boost both economic involvement in the community while maintain-
ing community ownership of the space. First, by using spaces that would other-
wise remain empty, visual complexity is added to the neighborhood. Community 
pride is enhanced, and residents feel more confident engaging with activities. 
Increased social interactions are a sign of strong, connected communities. 

Repurposing of dead space may be simply aesthetic, such as community art proj-
ects, that provides a platform of creative connection. Alternatively, the space 
may be repurposed to be more functional. The vertical space of an unused wall 
may be filled by mini ladders or climbing rocks to provide several places for 
exercise/recreation. Again this provides beautification but also serves a com-
munity need for the younger demographics in the neighborhood. Miniature com-
munity gardens/pocket parks may be a place for both edible plants as well as 
air purifying plants--both concerns voiced by residents. Finally, using a space 
for nighttime programming creates a sense of safety during the most uncom-
fortable hours of the night, while also providing cultural enrichment to the 
community and giving businesses an opportunity to invest early in a potentially 
highly lucrative location and gain visibility all while contributing to the com-
munity. 

The North of Lehigh section of Kensington is situated ideally for commercial 
interests. It is in the center of three major arterial roads for land transit, 
it’s close to the Market-Frankford line to bring in visitors, and it is also not 
far from I-95 and the Delaware river. Additionally, despite the difficult circum-
stances there is a great community that exists amid the squalor. In providing 
destination locations and activities, the economic sector can generate new 
business in untapped markets and attract more people to the neighborhood to 
work, live, and visit. An anchor institution can be in early investor and driver 
and revitalizing the community. The people within the community are ready and 
eager for change, but they currently lack the resources and capacity to make 
the change happen alone. Bringing efforts together can re-establish the vi-
brancy once enjoyed in Kensington, making Philadelphia an overall more suc-
cessful city.



End Notes: 
Financial Empowerment. City of Philadelphia, n.d. Web.
Grounded in Philly. “Pathways List.” Grounded in Philly, n.d. Web. 28 Nov. 
2014.

“Kensington: A Neighborhood Divided.” The Kensington Neighborhood of 
Philadelphia A Neighborhood Divided. N.p., n.d. Web. 28 Nov. 2014.
NKCDC. “North of Lehigh Neighborhood Revitalization Plan.” (2013): n. 
pag. Print.

Philadelphia NHS Services. City of Philadelphia, n.d. Web. 28 Nov. 2014.
“Philly Land Bank Alliance.” Philadelphia Land Bank. N.p., n.d. Web. 28 
Nov. 2014.

“Philly Land Works Featured Properties for Competitive Sale.” Philly 
Land Works Featured Properties for Competitive Sale. Philly Land 
Works, n.d. Web. 28 Nov. 2014.
US Census. Census Explorer. American Community Survey, n.d. Web. 26 
Nov. 2014.

Vacant Land Management in Philadelphia Neighborhoods: Cost Benefit 
Analysis. Philadelphia: Pennsylvania Horticultural Society, Philadelphia 
Green, 1999. Web.


