
Introduction

Urban greening programs have been developed 
as part of a social, economic, and environmental 
movement in cities across the United States to 
address urban decline, population sprawl, and 
the necessity for greenspace in cities. 
Philadelphia experienced major 
deindustrialization during  the mid-ninetieth 
century.  As residents and businesses moved 
away from the city, parts of Philadelphia 
developed a high concentration of vacant lots.

In Philadelphia, the New Kensington section of 
North Philadelphia has become a prime example 
of how urban greening projects have positively 
impacted the local economy. After 
deindustrialization, this section of the city 
developed hundreds of vacant lots and extensive 
urban greening programs were started to 
beautify the neighborhood by the New 
Kensington Community Development 
Corporation (NKCDC). Recent studies have 
shown that urban greening directly increases 
property values. This study addresses how tax 
assessments of properties adjacent to greened 
vacant lots have been affected in New 
Kensington over time.

Jason Landau Goodman
Department of Earth and Environmental Science, The University of Pennsylvania (Philadelphia, PA)

The Impact of Urban Greening on Tax Assessments in New Kensington, Philadelphia 

Methods

Tax assessment and urban greening site data were 
processed and analyzed using Geographic Information 
Systems (GIS) software ArcMap 9.3. The tax assessment 
data for this project was collected from the City of 
Philadelphia’s Office of Property Assessment.  The files 
from 1990-2010 were joined and complied in one master 
database with over 11,000 parcel locations for the New 
Kensington area. The tax assessments were calculated in 
Microsoft Excel, and adjusted for inflation. The tax 
assessments were then used to determine the taxes due 
for each parcel in every year. The real estate tax rate (City 
and School taxes together) has been the same rate from 
1990-2010 at 8.264%. This information was then joined 
to parcel database and geocoded in GIS to produce maps 
of the neighborhood (Fig. 1). With the raw data on tax 
assessments, maps and algorithms were calculated in 
ArcMap to study the neighborhood as a whole to read 
market trends in the tax assessments.

This data was then layered with the locations of greened 
vacant lots which were completed in the one of the first 
waves of hyper-greening in New Kensington between 
April and September 1997. In GIS, several dozen 
statistical calculations were made to determine averages 
and geospatial relationships with greened vacant lots. 
The adjacent properties  were then studied using 
ArcMap’sbuffer tool for geospatial analysis.

Neighborhood æ TA at 80ftæ TA at 200ftæ TA at 300ftæ TA Average

Fishtown 376% 308% 278% 251%

Port Richmond 89% 116% 110% 109%

East Kensington 97% 96% 96% 92%

All Neighborhoods 148% 148% 148% 159%

Spatial Change in Tax Assessments (TA)
from 1990-2010 from Greened Vacant Lots

Findings

Focusing the first major urban greening projects in 
New Kensington in 1997, a direct correlation 
between tax assessments and urban greening 
projects has been made geospatially and 
diachronically using GIS. From 1990-2010, New 
Kensington experienced dramatic changes in tax 
assessments. The average property in New 
Kensington saw an increase of 153% from 1990 (Fig. 
2). This translates to an average tax increase of 
$83.77 per property (Fig. 3). However, the three 
neighborhoods each have very different economic 
changes which mitigates the usefulness of an overall 
average for 19125 (Fig. 4-8). This study demonstrates 
that property owners have paid more property taxes 
in geospatial relation to greened vacant lots over 
time in New Kensington.

The geospatial analysis using buffer tools in GIS 
supported the proximate principal with tax 
assessments across New Kensington. In the nine 
measurements from distance of greenspace, eight of 
them demonstrate that properties have an averaged 
increase in tax assessments in relation to the 
greenspace- which was notably higherthan the 
average for the neighborhood (Fig. 4). Going out 
200ft from the greened lot, and then 300ft, confirms 
that proximity increases the tax assessments, and 
decreases the further away a property is from a 
greened vacant lot. 

The neighborhood as a whole experienced significant 
changes in tax assessments in 2001. This would 
follow the approximation from real estate experts 
that tax assessments lag 5-10 years behind the 
property sales they are gauged on. As well, most of 
the vacant lots which were the first major batch of 
sites to be greened was 1997. Many of them were in 
East Kensington and Fishtown along the Frankford 
Avenue corridor. This is where the increase in tax 
assessments can be observed the most, in contrast to 
places with little vacant lot clearing where tax 
assessments became more depressed.
. 

Implications

-Urban greening has been proven to be an effective 
tool for economic revitalization and community 
empowerment. 

-Understanding that urban greening raises taxes can 
also be significant for low income residents because 
it can mean community displacement.

-With a proliferation of urban greening throughout 
the city, this trend may become common in low 
wealth communities. 

-Community organizations should be aware of the 
impact urban greening has on real estate taxes, 
because if the taxes increase because of greening 
vacant lots, the tax burden may be too great for 
people or businesses to remain in low wealth 
communities.

-The Philadelphia City Council should consider a 
comprehensive plan for dealing with vacant lots, and 
adopt tax controls or abatements for properties near 
urban greening projects. 
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