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Introduction 

During the past two decades, a 
quiet revolution has taken place 

in America's inner cities. Across the 
country, people in neighborhoods 
have found that they can create and 
control neighborhood spaces by 
applying their own energy and 
readily available materials to 
recycling abandoned land and 
buildings. Many projects have 
continued to flourish; others now lie 
barren or in disrepair, victims of 
vandals or slashes in city 
maintenance budgets. It is 
increasingly clear that many 
neighborhood projects will remain a 

vital part of American cities only if 
neighborhood people shoulder the 
responsibility for their care, as well 
as their creation. 

Based on its success with grass­
roots neighborhood groups, the 
Trust for Public Land (TPL) was 
asked by the U.S. Department of the 
Interior's Heritage Conservation and 
Recreation Service (HCRS) to 
prepare this manual for 
neighborhood groups trying to keep 
their community projects alive and 
growing. TPL, a nonprofit 
land-conservation organization has 

worked with inner-city 
neighborhood groups since 1975, 
helping them gain control of local 
land resources. Emphasizing 
landownership by nonprofit 
neighborhood land trusts, TPL has 
helped over 50 groups in California, 
New York, New Jersey, 
Massachusetts, Colorado, and 
Florida acquire and develop vacant 
lots as community parks and 
gardens. This manual is a sequel to 
the Citizen's Action Manual: A Guide 
to Recycling Vacant Property in Your 
Neighborhood which TPL compiled 
for HCRS in 1979. 1 



Perhaps you have started a vegetable 
plot in a community garden or 
helped put the play structures in 
place at a neighborhood tot lot. 
Perhaps you and your neighbors 
transformed a littered vacant lot into 
a park with grass, trees, and 
benches. Maybe your group turned 
an abandoned building into a 
community center. Whatever you 
have done to make the 
neighborhood you live in a little 
more open, green, and welcoming, 
this manual will help you make sure 
that your efforts are not lost. 

Creating community space is only 
the beginning. To make community 
space last takes the same kind of 
work—neighborhood commitment, 
creative problem-solving, and elbow 
grease. When neighborhood projects 
fail—when weeds overrun the 
garden, when vandals take over the 
playground, when trash and broken 
glass litter the park—the loss is more 
than visual; it must be measured in 
the diminished pride and self-
confidence of the neighborhood. The 
very credibility of grassroots 
community action is then called into 
question, not only by government 
and corporate decision makers, but 
in the minds of neighborhood 
residents as well. 

Maintaining neighborhood property 
is a big responsibility, but it does not 
have to be a difficult or a grueling 
task. In fact, the easier you make it 
on yourself, the better your chances 
of success. Helping clarify exactly 
what tasks need to be done and the 
most fruitful approaches to them is 
what this manual is all about. 

The foundation of successful 
community space is maintaining a 
spirit of commitment to the project 
and the neighborhood. If the work 
you put into a piece of land is more 
than balanced by the satisfaction you 
get back, then you and those around 
you will naturally continue the 
effort. 

But to keep this balance without 
overextending or frustrating 
neighborhood energy requires 
ongoing commitments of labor and 
money, often from sources beyond 
the immediate neighborhood. Site 
maintenance demands the same 
concentration and careful marshaling 
of available resources that goes into 
site acquisition and development. A 
commitment to maintenance should 
therefore be part of the earliest 
stages of planning any communtiy 
project. 

Many neighborhood projects have 
benefited from close working 
relationships with city agencies, 
notably with local parks and 
recreation departments. Good 
communication can give the 
community group access to a wide 
variety of services and expertise and 
will always make site maintenance 
easier. As with acquisition and 
development, the major problems of 
property maintenance are most often 
solved by a few critical 
breakthroughs: the establishment of 
a maintenance endowment, an 
agreement with a local manpower 
program for weekly labor assistance, 
or an arrangement with a local 
landscape maintenance business. 
How to obtain such commitments is 
the primary concern of this booklet. 
Physical site considerations and 
community participation are also 
covered. 

The manual is organized around 
seven broad topics, each treating a 
task essential to site maintenance: 
1. Organizing for action: 

encouraging community 
involvement and tending to the 
necessary paperwork. 

2. Locating resources: getting the 
skills, muscle power and material 
resources to maintain community 
projects. 

3. Raising money: how to meet 
expenses. 

4. Designing for low maintenance: 
preliminary considerations for 
design and safety. 

5. Maintaining open space: paying 
attention to the physical details 
that keep the site in working 
order. 

6. Maintaining buildings: the 
special aspects of building 
maintenance. 

7. Looking to the future: the 
benefits of frequent use of the site 
and additional ways to care for 
your neighborhood through 
physical improvements. 
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1. Organizing for Action 

I n several important ways, a 
community project must survive in 

the field. Certain basic 
organizational and legal 
preliminaries will clear the way for 
easy and efficient maintenance. 

Forms of Community 
Involvement 
The best organizational structures 
and intentions can accomplish little 
without the energy and interest of 
people to actually get things done. 
The people who bring the 
community project into existence are 
also the basic resources for keeping 
it going. 

There are five basic forms of 
participation which community 
groups can use to channel this 
fundamental energy. Matching the 

task at hand to the most effective 
form for accomplishing it is the first 
step toward the best use of human 
energy. 

• Committees of two or three 
people best suited for a task can 
handle most of the business and 
background work of a group— 
finances, special events, weekly 
site inspections. This 
arrangement usually proves to be 
an efficient use of people's time. 
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• Community meetings should be 
reserved for making decisions 
which affect everyone in 
attendance. Broad policy issues 
or major undertakings fall under 
this category. 

• Community events are for 
carrying out the big decisions or 
accomplishing the large tasks 
such as semi-annual work days 
or major changes to the site. 
They should be used sparingly 
and planned carefully to have 
significant results which will in 
turn keep people coming back 
time and again. 

• Individual skills should be called 
upon for special problems as they 
arise: a broken water pipe, a 
leaking ceiling, a diseased tree, a 
play structure in need of 
redesign. Maintain a checklist of 
the skills available in your 
immediate neighborhood. 

• A core group such as a board of 
directors or a set of officers takes 
final responsibility to see that 
things happen. The best groups 
are those which avoid 
monopolizing all the work by 
channeling tasks to the 
committees or individuals 
mentioned above. 

Example 

Both San Francisco's Argonne 
Community Garden and Berkeley's 
Washington Environmental Yard have 
found that strong organization has paid 
off in saving their projects from other 
plans posed by the school districts which 
own the groups' land. In their cases, the 
municipal landowners took them 
seriously because they were well 
organized and had developed impressive 
track records. 

The Advantages of 
Nonprofit Incorporation 

Maintaining community owned 
projects takes group energy, and one 
of the best ways to organize this 
energy for permanent and 
productive use is through a 
nonprofit corporation. Because such 
a group has formally defined itself, it 
has both external credibility and 
internal staying power. It also has 
the important financial advantages 
of being able to receive 
tax-deductible charitable 
contributions and to participate in 
government and foundation funding 
programs. You may be able to 
include your activities among other 
concerns of an already established 
nonprofit group, such as a 
community development 
corporation. If not, and if your 
project involves open space, 
incorporation as a neighborhood 
land trust expressly for the purpose 
of acquiring, developing, and 
maintaining property is a simple 
process in most states. (HCRS's 
Citizen's Action Manual and 
Foundations Handbook describe this 
process.) Once incorporated, a 
group maintains its identity by 
operating according to written 
articles of incorporation and bylaws, 
minutes of all meetings, and keeping 
accurate financial records. 

Example 

In Philadelphia, an informed community 
group had been gardening a piece of land 
for four years. When the land zoas sold, 
the new owner offered them free 
ownership of the portion they were 
gardening-but only if the group became 
incorporated. 

Income and Property 
Tax Exemptions 

A continued nonprofit status is the 
key to obtaining tax-deductible 
contributions from businesses and 
individuals, as well as foundation 
and government grants. Your 
group's nonprofit, tax-exempt status 
requires that you submit forms to 
the Internal Revenue Service each 
April 15. Obtain the proper forms 
and detailed instructions from the 
IRS office listed in your phone book. 
Similar procedures apply to state 
income taxes. Foundations Handbook, 
by HCRS, and TPL's Land Trust 
Manual provide further information. 

Explain the community oriented, 
nonprofit use and ownership of your 
land to your city's tax assessor. In 
many states such uses are exempt 
from property taxes. Ask the office 
for the criteria used to determine 
exemption and for the forms you 
must submit. Several states have 
laws granting reduced assessments 
on land used for large-scale 
natural-resource management such 
as forestry and agriculture. Such 
laws could be expanded to include 
urban sites managed in the public 
interest. To help a neighborhood 
group minimize costs, a city may be 
willing to take title to a project site, 
thereby eliminating property taxes 
which would otherwise be owed by 
the neighborhood group. 

Liability Insurance 
Liability insurance coverage is 
necessary to pay any suits won 
against your group for bodily or 
property damage resulting from the 
use of your neighborhood site. This 
is 'third-party coverage' which does 
not include damages to the property 
itself. Since buying your own policy 
can be both difficult and expensive, 
the best approach is usually through 
a larger organization. 4 



• City park and recreation 
departments are sometimes 
willing to include a parcel owned 
or used by nonprofits in the city's 
own open-space coverage. 
Seattle's Pea-Patch project 
received this kind of coverage. 

• If the city owns land on which a 
neighborhood project takes 
place, the city may assume the 
insurance responsibilities solely, 
or share costs with the 
organization undertaking the 
project. 

• Open-space projects supported 
by community development 
funds may qualify for additional 
funds for insurance. This was the 
case with ten community gardens 
in Oakland. 

• Corporations likewise may be 
persuaded to include a nonprofit 
effort under the company's 
overall policy, or they may agree 
to an annual charitable 
contribution of the amount 
needed for self-coverage. The 
Tasty Baking Company in 

Philadelphia provides such 
support to a local project. 

• Insurance companies and 
associations of independent 
insurance agents are especially 
good sources of such annual 
endowments. Although usually 
prevented by law from giving 
free coverage, they may give the 
cash needed to buy a policy. The 
Prudential Company has entered 
into such agreements with 
several Newark community 
groups. 

• A property owner who leases 
land or a structure may already 
have sufficient insurance to cover 
the group's use of the property. 
In Chicago's Pilson 
neighborhood, a local pub owner 
extended his policy to include an 
adjacent solar greenhouse and 
gardening project. 

• Special-interest organizations like 
4-H clubs and the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture's 
Cooperative Extension Service 
offer group coverage for some 
community gardens where the 
main users are known and their 
activities involve little risk of 
injury. There is such a program 
in San Francisco. 

• Open-space organizations like 
the New York Parks Council and 
the Trust for Public Land offer 
blanket policies in some areas. 
Coverage costs about $100 a year. 
These groups can also provide 
the names of those hard-to-find 
insurance companies willing to 
insure community owned sites. 
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Whoever insures your neighborhood 
project is likely to require that the 
design and operation include some 
common-sense safety features: 
visibility from the street, good 
lighting, play structures solidly 
made and not over seven-feet high, 
immediate repairs, sand which is 
raked weekly and replaced yearly, 
and electrical systems in good repair. 
Ask the insurance carrier to have a 
specialist in risk management help 
you review plans and make a yearly 
inspection. 

Meet any other legal obligations as 
well, such as lease or rental 
agreements, which your group may 
have entered into. 

Keeping People 
Interested 

People get involved in neighborhood 
projects because it gives them 
personal satisfaction. The group that 
understands and encourages the 
sources of such satisfaction is the 
group that enriches itself through its 
efforts. 

• Have a purpose. People like to be 
a part of something bigger than 
themselves, which is exactly the 
opportunity provided by 
community sites. 

• Do something. Another basic 
appeal of neighborhood projects 
is that they are tangible. Give 
people something to do that they 
can get their hands on and that 
leads to results that can be seen. 

• Spread the word. Person-to-
person contact is the basic 
ingredient—and one of the 
essential satisfactions—of any 
community effort. 

• Spread the responsibility. 
Nothing sours group effort 
quicker than one person trying to 
do everything. Everyone should 
be in on the action. 

• Share the glory. Media exposure, 
ringing speeches, simple 
acknowledgements—take every 
opportunity to let people know 
that they and their work are 
appreciated. 

• Recognize conflict. Different 
ideas about getting things done 
are bound to arise. If explored 
fully—and with an eye to the 
problem rather than the 
personalities involved—such 
differences usually lead to 
solutions better than any one 
person could produce. 

• Have fun. Remember always that 
neighborhood efforts can be fun. 
Bring out music, food, and 
laughter whenever the situation 
calls for it. 

Example 
Brooklyn's Vernon Avenue 
Neighborhood Association has celebrated 
the success of its garden by holding 
neighborhood parties on the site. As a 
result, the project has attracted increased 
interest and support though the years, 
including local television coverage. 6 



2. Locating Resources 

The skills, muscle power, and 
even material resources needed 

to maintain community projects are 
usually available for the asking 
somewhere in your city—often right 
down the block. 

Labor Resources 
Your own organization is the heart 
of your labor force. However, one of 
the best ways to encourage and 
conserve your organization's 
enthusiasm is to bring in more 
people for occasional major tasks 
and to farm out some regular tasks. 

• Make workdays community 
events by handing out flyers and 
contacting people throughout the 
neighborhood well in advance. 
These can become spring and fall 

outdoor rituals akin to cycles of 
planting and harvesting, or 
yearly indoor rituals reminiscent 
of spring housecleaning. 

Back up neighborhood 
involvement by inviting another 
group, especially one which 
prides itself on its muscle. Scout 
troops, athletic teams, school 
classes, military reserve units, 
service clubs, church groups, 
teenage groups—all have been 
involved in taking care of 
neighborhood sites. Many areas 
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have state or federally supported 
Youth Conservation Corps, 
summer youth employment 
programs, or self-styled green 
guerilla groups specifically 
geared to help maintain 
community projects. Contact 
your area state employment 
office for assistance. 

• See if such a group might also be 
willing to take over weekly site 
inspection and cleanup tasks for 
a summer or a year. Unless they 

8 

are being paid, be sure to keep 
up interest by rotating this 
responsibility within and among 
groups for specific blocks of time. 
Find out who maintains the 
grounds of local industries or 
institutions and get the business 
(or the landscape contractor) to 
agree to include your project in 
its regular maintenance rounds. 
At most, it means an hour or two 
a week, and it is a tax-deductible 
business expense. 

• Court referrals are another 
potential weekly labor source. 
Violators work off their fines in 
community service rather than in 
cash. 

Whatever your solution, the 
successful maintenance of your open 
space or structure may well hinge on 
the involvement of some form of 
ongoing, paid labor from outside the 
neighborhood volunteer network. 

Trade Resources 

Specialized skills can often be 
obtained free by approaching labor 
unions or trade organizations, or by 
asking a local contractor to donate a 
service. For small, single-shot tasks, 
this usually works. Look around the 
neighborhood for construction sites. 
As often as not, you will be able to 
divert a load of sand or get the use 
of a grader during lunch hour. 

Example 

The California Society of Professional 
Engineers donated over 200 hours to 
Oakland's Jungle Hill community park 
project figuring out how to prevent 
continued erosion of a steep hillside. The 
Navy Seabee Engineers then spent 
several additional days working with 
bulldozers to stabilize the site. 

Design Resources 

Most large cities have community 
design centers which provide free 
architectural and landscape 
architectural services to nonprofit 
groups. Professional schools of 
architecture are another good 
source. See if you can get a class to 
do a user study analyzing how 
people are using your site and then 
redesign the place for better use. 
Local landscape architectural offices 
or landscape contractors are usually 
willing to give free advice on 



particular issues. Most city staffs also 
include design and drafting 
professionals—talk to your parks 
department, city planning office, 
department of public works, 
redevelopment agency or office of 
community development. Whatever 
the source of design assistance, 
make sure that the designer clearly 
understands that his or her role is 
not to single-handedly determine 
the form of the open space, but 
rather to offer practical physical 
solutions to the neighborhood's 
wants. 

Example 

An architect's drawing ofzvhat had been 
accomplished and what was proposed for 
one of Cleveland's community gardens 
was a key factor in convincing city 
officials to allow continued use of the 
site. 

Horticultural Resources 

Advice on diseased plants or 
planting improvement is often 
available from local nurseries, 
college agriculture and horticulture 
departments, city parks divisions, 
private or public arboretums, the 
USDA Cooperative Extension 
Service, and state and local 
urban-forestry programs. 

Legal Resources 

Nonprofit public-interest law firms 
and government-sponsored legal 
assistance offices offer free legal 
services to community groups. In 
addition, private law firms often 
devote a certain percentage of their 
time to free, public-interest work. 
The local bar association can help 
you locate such assistance, and the 
city attorney's office may also have 
some recommendations. 

Financial Advice 
Most large nonprofit organizations 
have staff accountants or others 
knowledgeable about bookkeeping 
who would be willing to help you 
set up a simple system of managing 
money. Direct advice is also 
available from the bank where your 
group opens an account and perhaps 
from the city finance department. 
Try to appoint someone with this 
kind of knowledge to your board of 
directors. 

Building Materials 

Whenever possible, go to the place 
where the thing you need is being 
used or produced, not to where it's 
being sold. Look around with open 
eyes, then match your needs to 
available resources. 
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