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deliver is intended to serve only as a guide and basis for general comparisons and evaluations, but not as the sole basis upon
which any specific conduct is recommended. WSU cannot be held responsible for any errors or omissions.

© Wichita State University 2019

Page 2 of 57

Vacant Lot Cost Savings with Nature-Based Solutions
Middle Blue River Watershed, Kansas City

BACKGROUND
The Urban Waters Federal Partnership (UWFP) reconnects urban communities with their local waterways
in order to positively impact local business, tourism, property values, and job creation. Kansas City,
Missouri’s Middle Blue River Watershed is one of 19 watersheds across the U.S. designated as an Urban
Waters location.
Two-thirds of the Kansas City Metropolitan Area drains into the Blue River. The river flows from
agricultural areas, through park-land and smaller industries, into densely populated urban development,
and then through a highly industrial area before emptying out into the Missouri River. The middle segment
of the river corridor is affected by urban river issues, like poor infill development, invasive species and
lack of public awareness. However, the Middle Blue River corridor is also rich with sustainable
redevelopment and restoration potential.
The Mid-America Regional Council (MARC) and the Heartland Conservation Alliance (HCA) are leading
UWFP efforts in the Middle Blue River Watershed. One sustainability strategy for a healthy river, improved
quality-of-life and prudent financial management is a “vacant lot initiative.” The Land Bank of Kansas City
owns over 2,700 parcels of vacant land in Kansas City, and spends more than $1.2M each year on mowing
and maintenance of these lots while they are under the Land Bank’s care. Transformation of vacant lots
to nature-based landscape designs or other neighborhood enhancing treatments may provide cost
savings, ecological improvements, social benefits, increased property values, the opportunity for
workforce training, and public engagement and awareness.
This cost comparison identifies seven alternative treatments that could be installed on vacant lots. It then
compares the cost of installation and long-term maintenance to the traditional turfgrass mowing regimen.
This analysis considers the breakeven point of the various treatments, in order to help the Land Bank,
neighbors, nonprofit groups, and other potential vacant lot caretakers determine if an alternative
treatment is financially viable.
Vacant lot projects often use volunteers alongside contractors and city/agency staff to install a project or
provide on-going maintenance at the site. This report offers a few installation and management scenarios
within the cost comparison.
A person’s zip code is a greater determinant of health than their genetic code. Infusing more nature-based
areas into targeted communities provides more benefits than simply reducing mowing costs or improving
stormwater infiltration. Nature-based vacant lot treatments can improve community health and safety.
The environmental, social and economic sustainability benefits of each vacant lot treatment are also
identified in this report to aid in decision-making that goes beyond the dollar.
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PROJECT AREA

Map 1. Project area boundaries identified
by project leadership team:
North – 23rd St. N.
East – east bank of Blue River
South – Blue Ridge Blvd.
West – Troost St.

Map 2. A snapshot sample of Kansas City Land Bank vacant lots.
Screenshot taken December 9, 2019. Heartland Conservation
Alliance Middle Blue River Vacant Lots Mapping Tool
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TREATMENTS
For this cost comparison, the current vacant lot treatment of mowing the established turfgrass seven
times during an annual growing season, is compared to an alternative treatment option.
Alternative treatments include:

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Native Meadow – native grass, wildflower and forb seed mix
Clover Meadow – clove and rye seed mix
Landscaping Trees
Rain Garden – stormwater bioretention
Community Garden
Orchard Trees
Walking Trails

The treatment descriptions in this report do not include specific plant or seed mix recommendations. It is
always recommended to consult experts (contractors, extension agents, Master Gardeners, biologists,
etc.) and follow the “right plants, right place” methodology, which includes assessments of site conditions,
soil type, moisture, sun vs. shade, etc.
For long-term success of any vacant lot project it is also recommended that neighborhood residents be
included in decision-making and establishment of neighborhood goals for vacant lots that may include
site use, plant height, color, plant type (flowers, forbs, bushes), wildlife or pollinator attraction, etc.

ENGAGE THE COMMUNITY
Why?
 Affirms the wisdom of neighbors to know
what will work best in their community
 Draws on community experience that
may be unknown to others
 Fosters project endorsement
 Creates a sense of ownership
 Nurtures a sense of place

What if it’s different or difficult?
 Encourage the community to try
something new on a small project
 Set a clear timeline to test, provide
feedback, and adjust as needed

Use the Urban Neighborhood Initiative’s Vacant to Vibrant Guidebook to help lead a neighborhood
decision-making process for your vacant lot project.
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NATIVE MEADOW

Vacant lot restored and enhanced, Saginaw, CA

Native grasses and wildflowers can transform
a vacant lot into a prairie meadow. Native
plants provide a mix of colors and textures to
a landscape year-round.
Native plants reduce stormwater runoff,
improve soil health, and require less water and
fertilizers. Native plants do not require
herbicides.
INSTALLATION
There are a variety of ways to establish native
plants. A seed drill can be used to sow the
seeds into the soil, or seeds can be dispersed
by hand and raked into the soil. For best result
plant in December or January. Regular
watering the first few years may be needed
depending on the weather.
MAINTENANCE
Native meadows only need to be mowed once
each year. Occasional visits for litter removal
may be needed as mid-height plants catch
blowing trash, which may keep litter from
storm drains and waterways.

CLOVER MEADOW

Genesee County Land Bank, clover planted vacant lot.
Photo CC by – NC 2.0 Julie Falk

Clover is a great choice for groundcover on
vacant lots. Many cities are planting clover as a
low-height, sun or shade alternative to grass.
Clover stays green all summer with no watering,
herbicides or mowing.
Clover feels great on bare-feet, does well in poor
soils and does not turn yellow due to animal
urine, making it a great choice for a
neighborhood dog park.
INSTALLATION
A clover-rye seed mix is recommended because
the rye establishes easily and suppresses weeds.
Clover can be planted with a seed drill or by
hand in late winter or early spring.
MAINTENANCE
Clover meadows only need to be mowed once
or twice each year. Occasional visits for litter
removal may be needed, but less than with
native meadows because plants are shorter and
will catch less trash.
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LANDSCAPE TREES

RAIN GARDEN

Vacant lot repurposed to rain garden, Columbus, OH

Tree stand in Detroit, MI

Kansas City has a goal to increase the urban tree
canopy by 10% by 2036. Planting trees in vacant
lots can be a way to help meet that goal.

Vacant lots that are expected to have slow or
unlikely turnover (15+ years), can be resources
for stormwater management that alleviates
localized flooding and improves water quality in
nearby waterways.

Increased trees provide aesthetic, air quality,
water quality and social benefits.

Rain gardens, are landscape features that collect
and absorb runoff, becoming part of overall
Kanas City stormwater system.

A vacant lot planted with landscape trees, also
needs understory plants that also need to be
planted and maintained. The understory could
include turf grass, native meadow plants or
clover.

Targeting neighborhoods or smaller watersheds
for rain gardens would help the Greater Kansas
City region meet the Here We Grow: Green
Infrastructure Framework goals, and assist in
achieving the Smart Sewer Program goals.

INSTALLATION
Landscape trees should be selected for height,
width and ease of care and establishment. An
average size vacant lot (~8,102 square feet) can
handle 12 trees.
MAINTENANCE
Newly planted trees require regular watering for
two-years to ensure long-term viability. After
the tree is “established” the maintenance needs
for the trees drop off. Severe drought conditions
may require additional watering visits.
Tree trimming costs are not included in this report.

INSTALLATION
City staff, contractors, or volunteers can install
rain gardens; however, the larger the project the
more likely that city staff or contractors will be
responsible for the design and installation.
MAINTENANCE
Like native meadows, for the first few years the
rain gardens may require regular watering so
that the plants can become established. As
needed litter removal is also needed for rain
gardens.
City staff, contractors or knowledgeable
volunteers can provide on-going maintenance
for rain garden projects.
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COMMUNITY GARDEN

ORCHARD TREES

Jericho Road Episcopal Housing Initiative, New Orleans
Kansas City Community Gardens

Vacant lots can be prime spaces for growing
vegetables, herbs and produce in an urban
setting. Urban agriculture projects generate
food resources, income and business enterprise
from crops grown for sale or distribution.
Community gardens provide opportunities for
neighborhood cohesion, healthy foods, physical
activity and economic development.
INSTALLATION
Volunteers typically build and install the garden
beds. Community gardens typically include the
building and installation of raised beds for
planting crops. Number and size of beds may
vary according to size of lot and number of
“gardeners” participating.
MAINTENANCE
Community gardens require regular and
intensive management, especially through the
growing season. Regular watering, mulching,
pruning, harvesting, replanting, etc. is required.
These duties are typically taken on by neighbors,
nonprofit organizations, volunteer groups, etc.

Fruit and nut bearing trees not only improve the
urban tree canopy, but also provide healthy food
and potential economic development for
neighbors.
Like landscape trees, the understory of orchard
trees would need to be planted and maintained.
The understory could include turf grass or
clover.
INSTALLATION
Orchard Trees should be selected for the
hardiness zone, type of produce desired, size
and amount of care the volunteers are willing to
provide.
MAINTENANCE
Newly planted trees require regular watering for
two-years to ensure long-term viability. After
the tree is “established” the maintenance
requirements decrease.
Orchard trees require more on-going
maintenance due to harvest of the fruit and the
need for more intensive pruning and pest
control. This report assumes that these on-going
maintenance activities will be completed by
neighbors or nonprofit groups.
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WALKING PATHS

FIT THE TREATMENT
TO THE LOT
Walking paths can be installed on vacant lots,
and on or between corridors of vacant lots,
which can promote active lifestyles and
community cohesion.
Walking paths can be simple mowed paths, dirt
paths or paved walkways. Paths in this report
will be dirt paths.
Vacant lots with walking paths require
groundcover vegetation – turf grass, native
meadow plants, or clover.

Not every vacant lot is a good location for
every treatment.
Match the Treatment to the Natural
Conditions:
Lot size
Soil condition
Moisture

Match the Treatment to the Economic
Conditions:
 Is installation being provided by the
Land Bank, contractors, volunteers?
 Are volunteers willing to install or
maintain the lot?
 Are there resources to maintain the
treatment long-term?

INSTALLATION
City staff, contractors, or volunteers can install
dirt walking paths and the vegetation that
surrounds the paths.
MAINTENANCE
Maintenance activities for walking paths
includes litter removal, branch and tree
removal, Poison Ivy removal, etc. Mowing
maintenance is required for the groundcover
planted around the paths.

Topography
Sun vs Shade
ETC.

Use the Urban Neighborhood Initiative’s
Vacant to Vibrant Guidebook to discover
the best fit for your vacant lot project.
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COST COMPARISON
Baseline

Baseline vacant lot data was provided by the Land Bank. This data is a snapshot of Land Bank holdings
within the Middle Blue River project boundaries on August 27th, 2018.
Zip Code

Percentage

64108
64109
64110
64126
64127
64128
64129
64130
64131
64132

Number of
Vacant Lots
68
86
45
2
454
477
24
526
43
276

64146
TOTAL

1
2,002*

0.05%
99.95%

3.39%
4.29%
2.25%
0.10%
22.67%
23.81%
1.20%
26.26%
2.15%
13.78%

Vacant Lot Snapshot
11 Zip Codes
523 Acres
2,006 Properties

Table 1. Snapshot vacant lot count by zip code, and percentage of overall
total by zip code. *Four properties did not list zip codes.

In this snapshot, the median lot size (8,102 square feet) represents a typical lot in the neighborhoods
where these treatments are most likely to be installed. 8,102 square feet will be the representative lot in
this report’s “cost per lot” calculations. Total cost calculations use the total area of Land Bank holdings in
the snapshot, which is 523 acres, or 22,800,479 square feet.
Traditional Turf-grass
The Land Bank typically maintains turf grass on their vacant
lots by mowing each property approximately seven times
each year. In 2019, mowing costs are $344 per acre, per visit
($0.0079 cents per square foot). For the seven mowing visits
each year it costs the Kansas City Land Bank $2,408 per acre
in mowing costs. The annual mowing cost for all of the vacant
land in the project snapshot totals $1,260,412 1, resulting in
over $25M over a 20-year maintenance period.

Mowing Costs by Acre
$ 344 per visit
$ 2,408 per year

Total Mowing Costs
$ 8,958 per lot over 20
years
$ 25M over 20 years, all

1
Thee total annual and total 20-year maintenance costs are calculated using project snapshot of the 2018 baseline
vacant lot acreage (523 acres).
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Native Meadow
Since a native meadow only needs to be mowed once each year, the costs of long-term maintenance are
significantly lower than the traditional maintenance routine of seven mowing visits each year. There are
installation costs for native meadows that the traditional turf mowing process does not have.
The labor cost for planting a native meadow, from seed, is $232 per lot (based on the median 8,102 square
foot lot). This labor cost assumes city, Lank Bank or contractor staff time.
The cost of seed for a native meadow on a vacant lot can vary depending on the seed mix. Seed choice
will always depend on a lot’s soil condition, moisture, sun-shade ratio and the neighborhood’s aesthetic
and environmental goals. For this cost comparison, the range of seed costs is estimated between $279
per lot and $55 per lot.

The cost per lot for Year 1 of a native meadow treatment is:
$232 labor + $279 high-cost seed + $64 one mowing = $575 installation & maintenance
If volunteer labor is used for planting the Year 1 costs drop to:
$279 high-cost seed + $64 one mowing = $343 installation & maintenance

Litter Removal

A litter visit is $36 per lot.

All Treatments
Cost savings for all treatments in this assessment
happen quickly due the decreased required visits by
the Land Bank or contracted staff to the lots.
However, native meadows, rain gardens and other
treatments may need occasional visits for litter
removal, as the taller grasses and forbs catch litter.

If a lot does not need more than 10 litter visits per year
(not including the mowing visit) there is still a cost
savings for native meadow and single-mow clover.
Clover meadows that are being mowed twice each year
can have 8 litter pickups before losing their cost benefit.
The environmental benefit of taller plants is that they
catch the litter preventing trash from ending up in
storm drains and waterways.
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NATIVE MEADOW COST COMPARISON

Total Area Cost
Cost Per Lot

Total Area Cost
Cost per Lot
Cost savings
Cost savings (per lot)

High Cost Estimate
Installation
20 Year
Cost
Maintenance Cost
$1,618,743.98
$
3,422,351.89
$
575.21
$
1,216.11
Cost Savings – Total Area
Cost savings – Per Lot
Low Cost Estimate
Installation
20 Year
Cost
Maintenance Cost
$ 991,730.80
$
3,422,351.89

$
v

352.41

$
1,216.11
Cost Savings – Total Area
Cost savings – Per Lot

$
$
$
$

Total Cost
Over 20 Years
5,041,095.86
1,791.32
20,167,147.15
7,166.26

Total Cost
Over 20 Years
$
4,414,082.69
$
1,568.52
$
20,794,160.32
$
7,389.07

NATIVE MEADOW COST COMPARISON – Volunteer Installation

Total Area Cost
Cost Per Lot

Total Area Cost
Cost per Lot
Cost savings
Cost savings (per lot)

High Cost Estimate
Installation
20 Year
Cost
Maintenance Cost
$ 964,460.26
$
3,422,351.89
$
342.71
$
1,216.11
Cost Savings – Total Area
Cost savings – Per Lot
Low Cost Estimate
Installation
20 Year
Cost
Maintenance Cost
$ 337,447.09
$
3,422,351.89
$
119.91
$
1,216.11
v
Cost Savings – Total Area
Cost savings – Per Lot

$
$
$
$

Total Cost
Over 20 Years
4,386,812.15
1,558.82
20,821,430.87
7,398.76

Total Cost
Over 20 Years
$
3,759,798.98
$
1,336.02
$
21,448,444.04
$
7,621.57

Table 2. Native meadow cost comparison to mowing over 20 years.

The cost savings for native meadow transformation are significant: more than
$20M overall, and more than $7,000 per lot, over a 20-year period.
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Clover Meadow
A vacant lot planted with a clover and rye grass mix is the recommended treatment that greens-up early
and suppresses weeds, which likely meets neighborhood goals and expectations. One of the benefits of a
clover meadow is that there are lower long-term maintenance costs due to mowing only once or twice
each year compared to the current mowing regimen of 7 mowings per year.
Like native meadows, there are installation costs for clover meadows that the traditional turf, mowing
process does not have. The labor cost is $232 per lot.
The cost of seed for planting a clover meadow on a vacant lot can vary depending on the seed mix. Seed
choice will always depend on a lot’s soil condition, moisture, sun-shade ratio and the neighborhood’s
aesthetic and environmental goals.
For this cost comparison, the high clover-rye seed cost is estimated at $233 per lot, and the lower seed
cost is estimated to be $10 per lot.
Table 3 compares the cost of municipal or contractor installation and maintenance. Table 4 compares the
cost of volunteer installation combined with the ongoing maintenance provided by municipal or
contractor service. Volunteer installation provides a few hundred dollars of cost savings per lot.
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CLOVER MEADOW COST COMPARISON

Total Area Cost
Cost Per Lot (8,201 sqft)

Total Area Cost
Cost per Lot
Cost savings
Cost savings (per lot)

Total Area Cost
Cost Per Lot

Total Area Cost
Cost per Lot
Cost savings
Cost savings (per lot)

High Cost, 1-Mowing Estimate
Installation
20 Year
Cost
Maintenance Cost
$1,488,691.22
$
3,422,351.89
$
529.00
$
1,216.11
Cost Savings – Total Area
Cost savings – Per Lot
High Cost, 2-Mowing Estimate
Installation
20 Year
Cost
Maintenance Cost
$1,668,815.00
$
6,844,703.78
$ 593.00
$
2,432.22
v
Cost Savings – Total Area
Cost savings – Per Lot
Low Cost, 1-Mowing Estimate
Installation
20 Year
Cost
Maintenance Cost
$ 862,680.09
$
3,422,351.89
$
306.55
$
1,216.11
Cost Savings – Total Area
Cost savings – Per Lot
Low Cost, 2-Mowing Estimate
Installation
20 Year
Cost
Maintenance Cost
$1,042,803.88
$
6,844,703.78
$
370.55 $
2,432.22
v
Cost Savings – Total Area
Cost savings – Per Lot

$
$
$
$

Total Cost
Over 20 Years
4,911,043.10
1,745.11
20,297,199.91
7,212.48

$
$
$
$

Total Cost
Over 20 Years
8,513,518.78
3,025.22
16,694,724.24
5,932.36

Total Cost
Over 20 Years
$
4,285,031.98
$
1,522.66
$
20,923,211.03
$
7,434.93

$
$
$
$

Total Cost
Over 20 Years
7,887,507.66
2,802.77
17,320,735.36
6,154.81

Table 3. Clover meadow cost comparison to mowing over 20 years.
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CLOVER MEADOW COST COMPARISON – Volunteer Installation

Total Area Cost
Cost Per Lot

Total Area Cost
Cost per Lot
Cost savings
Cost savings (per lot)

Total Area Cost
Cost Per Lot

Total Area Cost
Cost per Lot
Cost savings
Cost savings (per lot)

High Cost, 1-Mowing Estimate
Installation
20 Year
Cost
Maintenance Cost
$ 834,407.50
$
3,422,351.89
$
360.54
$
1,216.11
Cost Savings – Total Area
Cost savings – Per Lot
Low Cost, 1-Mowing Estimate
Installation
20 Year
Cost
Maintenance Cost
$ 208,396.38
$
3,422,351.89
$
138.06
$
1,216.11
v
Cost Savings – Total Area
Cost savings – Per Lot
High Cost, 2-Mowing Estimate
Installation
20 Year
Cost
Maintenance Cost
$1,014,531.28
$
6,844,703.78
$
488.52
$
2,432.22
Cost Savings – Total Area
Cost savings – Per Lot
Low Cost, 2-Mowing Estimate
Installation
20 Year
Cost
Maintenance Cost
$ 388,520.16
$
6,844,703.78
$
266.07
$
2,432.22
v
Cost Savings – Total Area
Cost savings – Per Lot

$
$

Total Cost
Over 20 Years
4,256,759.39
1,576.62
$20,951,483.63
$7,380.97

$
$
$
$

Total Cost
Over 20 Years
3,630,748.27
1,354.17
21,577,494.75
7,603.41

$
$
$
$

Total Cost
Over 20 Years
7,859,235.06
2,920.74
17,349,007.95
6,036.84

$
$

Total Cost
Over 20 Years
$7,233,223.94
$ 2,698.29
17,975,019.08
6,259.29

Table 4. Clover meadow, installed by volunteers, cost comparison to mowing over 20 years.

The cost savings for a clover meadow transformation are significant:
between $18M and $22M overall, and more than $5,000 and $7,500
per lot, over 20 years.
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Landscape Trees
Landscape trees are $400 per tree which includes two years of watering. For the median size vacant lot
(8,102 square feet) a total of 12 trees can be installed, totaling $4,800 for installation and two years of
maintenance to establish.

Landscape Trees Cost

Total Area Cost
Cost per lot

Installation Cost
$
9,628,800
$
4,800

Table 5. Landscape trees cost over 20 years.

20 Year
Maintenance
Cost
$
758,268
$
378

Total Cost
Over 20 Years
$
10,387,068
$
5,178

For a true cost comparison, lots planted with landscape trees need to be paired with understory plants
like native meadow, clover meadow or traditional turfgrass (Table 6).

Cost Comparison: Landscape Trees Combined with Understory Plants – per lot

Compared to
Combo
Treatment
Installation
Per YrareTotal
Lifespan
When
landscape
trees are combined
withMaintenance
clover meadow,Maint.
cost savings
between
$754Cost
to $2,257Mowing
per
Landscape
Trees+CloverHx2
$5,393.00
$2,810.22
$140.51
$8,203.22
$
754.36
lot. Landscape trees combined with native meadow save between $1,988 to $2,211 per lot.
Landscape Trees+CloverLx1
$5,106.55
$1,594,11
$79.71
$6,700.66
$
2,256.93
Landscape Trees+Mowing

$5,247.88

$8,887.70

$444.39

$14,135.58

$

(5,178.00)

Landscape Trees+MeadowH
Landscape Trees+MeadowL

$5,375.21
$5,152.41

$1,594.11
$1,594,11

$ 79.71
$ 79.71

$6,969.32
$6,746.52

$
$

1,988.26
2,211.07

Table 6. Landscape Trees, paired with various understory treatments, costs over 20 years, and compared to mowing.

Both landscape trees with clover planted as understory and
landscape trees with native meadow planted as understory see
cost savings, $750 – $2,200 per lot, when compared to the
traditional seven mowings per year regimen.
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Rain Gardens
If properly maintained, rain gardens have a lifespan of 20 years. It costs $10 to $20 to install (plants, labor,
site prep, etc.) one square foot of rain garden. Maintenance costs range from $1.50-$2.00 per square foot.
The total lifespan cost to maintain one square foot of rain garden is $38.50 to $58.
Like community gardens or orchards, the Land Bank may not maintain these properties. These lots may
be leased out to the city stormwater department, neighborhood groups or non-profit organizations. If no
installation or maintenance costs are invested, a cost savings of $448 is assumed per lot per year.
Rain gardens vary in size. For this cost comparison a small rain garden, 300 square feet, and a large rain
garden, 2,000 square feet, are used as representative rain garden examples.

Rain Garden Costs

Cost for all lots
Cost for one
Per ft2
Cost for all lots
Cost for one
Per ft2
Cost for all lots
Cost for one
Per ft2
Cost for all lots
Cost for one
Per ft2

20 Year
Installation Cost Maintenance Cost
High (300 ft2)
$ 12,036,000
$
22,868,400
$
6,000
$
11,400
$
20
$
2
Low (300 ft2)
$ 6,018,000
$
17,151,300
$
3,000
$
8,550
$
10
$
1.50
High (2000 ft2)
$ 80,240,000
$ 152,456,000
$
40,000
$
76,000
$
20
$
2
Low (2000 ft2)
$ 40,120,000
$ 114,342,000
$
20,000
$
57,000
$
10
$
1.50

Total Cost
Over 20 Years
$
$

34,904,400
17,400

$
$

23,169,300
11,550

$
$

232,696,000
116,000

$
$

154,462,000
77,000.00

Table 7. Rain Garden costs over 20 years.
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Rain garden installation and maintenance is significantly higher in cost than a groundcover or tree
treatment. Often, volunteers provide installation and/or maintenance at rain garden sites. The industry
rule of thumb is that volunteers can reduce the installation and maintenance costs by half. Greater cost
reductions can be realized if materials are donated.

Rain Garden Costs – Volunteer

Cost for all lots
Cost for one
Per ft2

20 Year
Installation Cost
Maintenance Cost
High – 300 square feet
$ 6,018,000
$ 11,434,200
$
3,000
$
5,700
$
10
$
1
Low – 300 square feet

Cost for all lots
Cost for one
Per ft2

$ 3,009,000
$ 8,575,650
$
500.00
$
4,275
$
5
$
0.75
High – 2,000 square feet
Cost for all lots
$ 40,120,000
$ 76,228,000
Cost for one
$
20,000
$
38,000
Per ft2
$
10
$
1
Low – 2,000 square feet
Cost for all lots
$ 20,060,000
$ 57,171,000
Cost for one
$
10,000
$
28,500
Pervolunteer
ft2
5 over 20 years.$
.75
Table 8. Rain Garden costs with
installation $
and maintenance

On a vacant lot, the land around the rain
garden still needs groundcover (turfgrass,
native meadow or clover). After
groundcover installation and maintenance
costs are added to rain garden costs, all rain
gardens on vacant lots cost more than the
current mowing practice. However, the
water quality benefits, pollinator increase,
reduced flash flooding risks, and the
accomplishment of green infrastructure and
stormwater goals may outweigh the
financial costs.

Total Cost
Over 20 Years
$
$

17,452,200
8,700

$ 11,584,650
$
5,775

$ 116,348,000
$
58,000

$ 77,231,000
$
38,500

Installing bioretention or Rain Gardens on vacant lots
aligns with Greater Kansas City region’s Here We Grow:

Green Infrastructure Framework.

Here We Grow Goals
• Improve river & stream health
• Equitably connect people to nature
• Foster a pride of place
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Cost Comparison: Rain Garden Combined with Groundcover – per lot
Combo Treatment
Rain Garden (300L)+CloverHx2
Rain Garden (300H)+CloverHx2

Installation Maintenance
$3,571.04
$10,892.16
$6,571.04
$13,742.16

Maint. Per Yr
$544.61
$687.11

Total Lifespan
Cost
$ 14,463.21
$ 20,313.21

Compared to
Mowing
$(5,505.62)
$(11,355.62)

Rain Garden (300L)+CloverLx1
Rain Garden (300H)+CloverLx1

$3,295.20
$6,295.20

$9,721.08
$12,571.08

$486.05
$628.55

$ 13,016.28
$ 18,866.28

$(4,058.69)
$(9,908.69)

Rain Garden (300L)+MeadowH
Rain Garden (300H)+MeadowH

$3,553.91
$6,553.91

$9,721.08
$12,571.08

$486.05
$628.55

$ 13,274.99
$ 19,124.99

$(4,317.41)
$(10,167.41)

Rain Garden (300L)+MeadowL
Rain Garden (300H)+MeadowL

$3,339.36
$6,339.36

$9,721.08
$12,571.08

$486.05
$628.55

$ 13,060.44
$ 18,910.44

$(4,102.85)
$(9,952.85)

Rain Garden (300L)+Mowing
Rain Garden (300H)+Mowing

$3,431.30
$6,431.30

$16,744.61
$19,594.61

$837.23
$979.73

$ 20,175.90
$ 26,025.90

$(11,218.32)
$(17,068.32)

Table 9. Rain Garden, paired with various groundcover treatments, costs over 20 years, and compared to mowing.
*Hx2 = high-cost clover seed mix with two mowings per year **Lx1 = low-cost clover seed mix with one mowing per year

Rain Gardens are not “cost saving” vacant lot treatments:
however, the triple bottom line benefits (see Figure 5) provide support for the installation of
these stormwater and pollinator enhancing features in neighborhoods.
Rain Gardens are an important part of the Here We Grow: Green Infrastructure Framework
that aims to improve Kansas City waterways.

CASE STUDY

If approved, Columbus Public Utilities purchases the
property to install underground stormwater storage,
rain gardens or bioretention projects.

Blueprint Columbus, Ohio
When stormwater engineers are out surveying in
Columbus, vacant lots that meet strategic
stormwater goals are flagged. The engineers then
give their “wish list” to the Land Bank.
The Lank Bank assesses the lot’s potential to sell, the
neighborhood’s need, and distance from existing
parks or natural spaces.

The Blueprint’s program goal is to meet stormwater
goals, but also strives to enhance neighborhoods.
Blueprint is also developing MOUs with neighborhood
groups for community agriculture projects. This
partnership benefits the community garden because it
will not have to move because the lot is sold, and the
City’s maintenance burdens are decreased.
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Community Gardens
For this project, a community garden on a vacant lot includes six raised beds for planting food crops. The
initial cost of six raised beds is $921, just over $153 per bed. Every year after the first year, maintenance
costs will be $122.80 per lot, $20.50 per bed. The life span of raised beds is 10 years. This brings the total
cost of one community garden to $2,026 for the ten-year lifespan, $338 dollars per bed.
Typically, community gardens are built and maintained by individuals or nonprofit organizations, not the
Land Bank or municipality. For every community garden established on a vacant lot, the Land Bank could
realize a reduction in maintenance costs by at least $448 due to avoided mowing. Over the 10-year
lifespan this is $4,480 in savings per lot.

Urban Ag. Community Garden
Cost For All Lots
Cost Per Lot

Installation Cost
$ 1,847,245.56
$
920.86

10 Year
Maintenance Cost
$
2,217,031.56
$
1,105.20

Total Cost
Over 10 Years
$ 4,064,277,12
$
2,026.06

Table 10. Community Garden costs over 10 years.

Community Gardens are installed on
select lots in neighborhoods with
expressed interest and a mechanism
for providing volunteer installation
and maintenance.
Volunteer organizations that take on
community garden projects can
anticipate over $2,000 in costs (for 6
raised beds) over the 10-year lifespan
of the raised beds.
Municipal cost savings are large due
to the avoided mowing costs over
time as the volunteer organization
takes on the maintenance of the lot.

RECOMMENDATION
If the Land Bank or local government
provided each community garden project
installed on a vacant lot with $2,000 startup funding for materials and ongoing
maintenance, it is likely to get more
community garden projects started. Even
with this investment, the municipality is
saving nearly $2,500 per lot over 20 years
because the community garden partners
are providing the maintenance, and no
mowing costs are incurred by the
municipality.
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Orchard Trees
An extension of community gardens is orchard trees. Fruit or nut trees can be planted on vacant lots,
providing healthy food for the family table or potential business opportunities. Planting 12 orchard trees
costs $600, $50 per tree. Each year the maintenance costs of these trees varies, but for the first six years
it averages out to $73 dollars per year, $6 per tree. Ongoing maintenance for orchard tree lots is
completed by volunteers, which presents cost savings potential to municipalities.

Orchard Trees Cost

Total Cost For All Lots
Cost Per Lot

Installation Cost
$ 1,218,043.20
$
607.20

20 Year
Maintenance
Cost
$ 2,782,322.00
$
1,387.00

Total Cost
Over 20 Years
$ 4,000,365.20
$
1,994.20

Table 11. Orchard Tree cost over 20 years.

Like landscape trees, orchard tree lots need understory plants. The taller native meadow plants were
not included in the orchard cost comparison because of potential frustration of trying to walk through
taller grasses to pick fruit or losing produce in the thick native plants. The clover-rye mix and the
traditional turfgrass are used in the orchard tree cost comparison (Table 13).

Cost Comparison: Orchard Trees Combined with Understory Plants
Combo Treatment
Orchard+CloverHx2
Orchard+CloverLx1
Orchard+Mowing

Installation
$1,200.20
$913.75

Maintenance
$3,819.22
$2,603.11

Maint. Per Yr
$190.96
$130.16

Total Lifespan Cost
$5,019.42
$3516.86

$1,055.08

$9,896.70

$494.84

$10,951.78

Table 12. Orchard Tree paired with various groundcover treatments, costs over 20 years, and compared to mowing.

When landscape trees are
combined with clover
meadow, cost savings of
$3,900 to $5,500 per lot are
achieved.
This assumes municipal or
contract crews are providing
mowing services.
Likely, volunteers will mow the
lots annually, or biannually,
increasing overall cost savings.

Compared to
Mowing
$
3,938.16
$
5,440.73
$

(1,994.20)

RECOMMENDATION
To encourage more neighborhoods to install orchards
on vacant lots, local governments could provide trees,
installation of a clover meadow, and mowing and still
save thousands of dollars per lot over 20 years. The
shared maintenance responsibilities could create
accountability and a strong partnership between the
neighborhood and the municipality.
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Walking Paths
Walking paths provide health and community benefits and can be cost effective. To determine path costs,
the perimeter of the average lot (8,102 square feet) is calculated to be 390 feet. For uniformity, the 390
feet is the assumed length of the walking path that could be installed on the typical lot. The cost to install
a 390-foot dirt trail that is 3-feet wide is $1,167. The maintenance costs for the trail is roughly $31 per
year.

Walking Paths Costs

Cost For All Lots
Cost Per Lot
Cost For All Lots
Cost Per Lot

20 Year
Installation Cost
Maintenance Cost
High Estimate
$ 975,036,35
$
3,293,456.12
$
486.06
$
1,641.80
Low Estimate
$ 650,024.24
$
1,235,046.05
$
324.04
$
615.68

Table 13. Walking Path costs over 20 years.

Total Cost
Over 20 Years
$
$

4,268,492.48
2,127.86

$
$

1,885,070.28
939.72

Walking paths are always coupled with an additional treatment option, as groundcover is needed among
the walking paths. Maintenance costs vary according to the groundcover treatment selected.

Cost Comparison: Walking Paths Combined with Groundcover
Combo Treatment
Walking PathsH +CloverHx2*
Walking PathsH+CloverLx1**

Installation Maintenance
$1,079.06
4,074.02
$792.61
$2,857.91

Maint. Per Yr
$203.70
$142.90

Total Lifespan
Cost
$ 5,153.09
$ 3,650.52

Compared to
Mowing
$
3,804.50
$
5,307.06

Walking PathsL+MeadowH
Walking PathsL+MeadowL

$899.25
$676.45

$1,831.79
$1,831.79

$ 91.59
$ 91.59

$ 2,731.04
$ 2,508.23

$
$

6,226.55
6,449.35

Walking PathsL+Mowing

$771.92

$9,215.38

$456.27

$ 9,897.30

$

(939.72)

Walking PathsL+CloverHx2*
Walking PathsL+CloverLx1**

$917.04
$630.59

$3,047.90
$1,831.79

$152.39
$91.59

$ 3,964.94
$ 2,462.37

$
$

4,992.64
6,495.21

Walking PathsH+MeadowH
Walking PathsH+MeadowL

$1,061.27
$838.47

$2,857.91
$2,857.91

$142.90
$142.90

$ 3,919.18
$ 3,696.38

$
$

5,038.40
5,261.21

Walking
PathsH+Mowing
$9,703.63
$485.18
$ 10,637.57
$
Table
14. Walking
Paths paired with various$933.94
groundcover treatments,
costs over 20
years, and compared
to mowing.
*Hx2 = high-cost clover seed mix with two mowings per year **Lx1 = low-cost clover seed mix with one mowing per year

(1,679.98)
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When walking paths, the high and low estimates, are
paired with clover or meadows of any cost level, the
cost to install and maintain the lot over 20 years is
still more cost effective than the traditional seven
mowings per year practice. Cost savings are between
$5,000 and $6,500 per lot over 20 years.

LOT
ENHANCEMENTS
With increased cost savings, there may
be available funding to provide a few
best practices that enhance vacant lot
projects and increase their success and
support.
Signage – provides a sense of place,

RECOMMENDATION

In neighborhoods where there are few parks and a number of
vacant lots clustered together, walking paths could link vacant
lots, creating a chain of open green space. The walking paths on
vacant lots are a cost-effective mechanism to provide
opportunities for increased physical activity and social cohesion
for local residents.
The realized cost savings could be applied to the purchase of
benches, dog-poop bag stations, signage and other park-style
enhancements that invite people to use the outdoor space.

indicates purpose of the site, an outlet to
express the uniqueness of the neighborhood
or project, educational opportunity

Benches and Tables – encourages usage of

the lot, establishes a community gathering
place

Art – attractive feature that pulls in
participants, opportunity to express
neighborhood pride

Fencing – discourages illegal dumping,

indicates the lot is purposeful and valued

Lighting – decreases crime, increases a
sense of safety, decreases illegal dumping
Dog Poop Bag Stations – encourages dog
walkers to use the site, promotes pet waste
removal

© Wichita State University 2019

Page 23 of 57

Vacant Lot Cost Savings with Nature-Based Solutions
Middle Blue River Watershed, Kansas City

BREAKEVEN POINT
The fundamental cost question for any alternative treatment for a vacant lot is whether the long-term
cost is lower than the cost of the current mowing practice. For this cost comparison, the breakeven point
is measured in years, and is the point at which the treatment, including installation and maintenance,
equals the cost of mowing seven times per year per lot.
At the point that mowing costs and new treatment installation and maintenance are equal is the
breakeven point. From that time forward, mowing will be more expensive, and the treatment will be more
cost effective. See Figure 1. If a treatment’s maintenance costs are higher than the mowing costs, the
treatment will never be cost-effective.
The key to an early breakeven point is the maintenance cost. If the annual maintenance cost of a lot is
lower than the cost of seven annual mowings ($448) then the treatment will breakeven.
The lower the maintenance cost, the more quickly the breakeven point occurs.

Native Meadow
Breakeven: 0.92 – 1.50 Years
Native meadow planting breakeven range is due to the high and low seed cost. Meadows have a very
short pay-off time period due to the low cost of installation and the one mowing per year. If over seeding,
watering due to drought conditions or additional litter removal visits are needed the cost savings that
start to add up around year one can help cover the cost of that additional maintenance.
Clover Meadow
Breakeven: 0.80 – 1.85 Years
Clover meadow planting breakeven range is due to the high and low seed cost and the options for one or
two mowing visits per year. Clover, also, has a very short pay-off time period due to the low cost of
installation and few mowing visits per year. Again, if watering, litter removal or over-seeding is needed on
a per lot basis, the cost savings that start to add up around year one can help cover the cost of that
additional maintenance.
Orchard + Clover Meadow
Breakeven: 2.87 – 4.65 Years
The years that it takes for this combination to be cost effective is largely dependent on seed cost, seeding
rate, and number of mowing’s per year. At the low end, the cost for clover seed, the seeding rate, and
only one mowing per year. This treatment combination can also be viewed as a volunteer version of
landscape trees. Depending on litter pick-up, there may be increased costs that would push out the
breakeven point to beyond 5 years.

© Wichita State University 2019

Page 24 of 57

Vacant Lot Cost Savings with Nature-Based Solutions
Middle Blue River Watershed, Kansas City

Landscape Trees + Clover Meadow
Breakeven: 13.87 – 17.56 Years
This option assumes there are 12 trees planted and professionally maintained for the first two years,
which accounts for the higher breakeven point. If additional litter removal is needed, the years to payoff
will be increased. The breakeven point range is due to the range in cost of clover seed, high cost/high seed
rate increases the year years until cost-effectiveness.
Landscape Trees + Native Meadow
Breakeven: 14.00 – 14.60 Years
Like the previous pairing, landscape trees with native meadow plantings, assumes professional
maintenance. Meadow has a high to low seed cost, accounting for the breakeven point range. Additional
litter pick-ups will greatly increase costs over time.
Walking Path + Clover Meadow
Breakeven: 1.77 – 4.42 Years
Both the walking path and clover meadow treatments have a high and a low installation and maintenance
costs. These variable costs depend on how difficult the trail is to cut into the lot and the seed cost/seeding
rate of the initial clover-rye mix installation. Another variable cost for clover is the number of mowing
visits per year, one or two. These variables account for the breakeven range.
Walking Path + Native Meadow
Breakeven: 1.90 – 3.48 Years
Unlike clover, a native meadow treatment has fewer variable costs. There is only one mowing per year.
Seed cost/seed rate, as well as difficulty in cutting the trail into the lot will affect total costs and thus the
breakeven point.

CONSIDER RESALE POTENTIAL
Consider the resale potential of the vacant lot when choosing an
alternative treatment.
Lots with Low Resale Potential can be opportunities for long-term
projects that may be more expensive to install
Lots with High Resale Potential may be opportunities for
treatments that realize faster “payoff” for the installation and
maintenance investments
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Breakeven Point
Walking Path + Meadow
Walking Path + Clover
Landscape Trees + Meadow
Landscape Trees + Clover
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Figure 1. Breakeven Point for various treatments. The graph shows the average of the high and low breakeven points for each
treatment.

If vacant lots are planted to a native or clover meadow, in less than two
years cost savings start to accumulate.
If an orchard is planted with clover understory, or walking paths are built
with native meadow or clover meadow understory, then in less than four
years cost savings start to add-up.
Landscape trees breakeven point is longer than 14 years due to the large
investment, upfront, to establish the trees. If volunteers provided
watering during the 2-year establishment period, the breakeven point
would shrink.
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TRIPLE BOTTOM LINE BENEFITS
Many Kansas City municipalities, organizations, businesses and schools view projects and programs
through the lens of the sustainability triple bottom line. Projects and programs that incorporate
environmental quality, social equity and economic vitality are promoted and prioritized over projects that
do not include benefits in all three areas.
These seven vacant lot treatments are evaluated using the sustainability triple bottom line lens. The
benefits included in this evaluation were identified as most important by the vacant lot project leadership
team and focus group participants. There are a variety of environmental, social and economic benefits for
each vacant lot opportunity. Choosing the right treatment is a matter of matching neighborhood goals
with the benefits that treatment provides.

Triple Bottom Line Sustainability Benefits
ENVIRONMENTAL
Water
Air

SOCIAL
Crime
Equity
Health
Quality of Life

Soil
Wildlife

ECONOMIC
Costs
Employment
Property Value
Business Opportunities
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Environmental Benefits
•
•
•
•
•

•

•
•

•

ENVIRONMENTAL BENEFITS OF TREES
Reduced stormwater runoff due to increased
infiltration, ultimately reducing local flood risk
The 2011 Kansas City Regional Forestry Framework
calculated that the nearly 2.49 million trees in the
Reduced air pollution due to reduced mowing
KC Metro provide $233M in ecosystem benefits.
Air pollution removal due to the natural ability
of trees to remove air pollutants
Air quality protection
Less herbicide use
Carbon sequestration
Improved water quality due to less runoff and
Energy conservation
the natural uptake of pollutants in some
Planting trees on vacant lots will increase these
treatments
environmental benefits for the region.
Reduced heat island effect lowering urban
temperatures and risks of heat related illness,
along with reducing the heat that creates
ozone air pollution
Reduced soil erosion due to the holding capacity of the native plants and trees
Improved soil health due to native plants having deeper roots which improves water infiltration,
more organic matter which increases soil nutrients, and clover’s ability, as a legume, to fix nitrogen
increasing soil nutrients even more
Promotes pollinators which have a large impact on plant health, viability and food crop success
across a large area

Benefit

Turfgrass

ENVIRONMENTAL BENEFITS

Native
Meadow

Clover

Community
Gardens

Orchard
Trees

Landscape
Trees

Rain
Gardens

Walking
Paths

Reduced
stormwater
runoff
Reduced air
pollution
Air pollution
removal
Less
herbicide use
Improved
water quality
Reduced heat
island effect
Reduced soil
erosion
Improved soil
health
Promotes
pollinators
Table 15. Environmental Benefits of vacant lot treatments.
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Social Benefits
•

•
•

•

•

•
•

CRIME AND SAFETY BENEFITS

Crime can be substantially reduced
In 2018, a study was published comparing blighted vacant lots
through improvements in the built
with restored vacant lots in Philadelphia.
environment (example: a 10%
The study showed that neighborhoods with restored vacant
increase in tree canopy provides a
2
lots experienced:
12% decrease in crime)
• 29% reduction in gun violence
Neighborhood
beautification
• 22% fewer burglaries
through increased natural areas
• 30% drop in nuisance complaints (ex: noise, illegal
Mosquito reduction due to the
dumping)
removal of trash and illegal
dumping,
which
decreases
Residents also experienced health and safety benefits from
mosquito annoyance and potential
the restoring vacant lots:
for vector-borne illnesses
• 58% had fewer security concerns when going outside
Promotes healthy eating through
• 76% increased their use of outdoor spaces for
the increase of fruits and
relaxing and socializing
vegetables grown on-site
Branas, C.C., South, E, et.al. “Citywide cluster
Promotes physical activity by
randomized trial to restore blighted vacant land and
providing a safe, accessible and
its effects on violence, crime, and fear.” Proceedings
of the National Academy of Sciences. March 20,
attractive neighborhood amenity in which to walk, run and play
More productive gardens of neighbors nearby the vacant lot due to 2018. 115 (12).
the increase in pollinators
Pet friendly due to open space for dog walking, running or playing, and ability of the clover treatment
to avoid yellow-spotting due to pet urine

Benefit

Turfgrass

Native
Meadow

SOCIAL BENEFITS

Clover

Community
Gardens

Orchard
Trees

Landscape
Trees

Rain
Gardens

Walking
Paths

Crime reduction
Neighborhood
beautification
Neighborhood
cohesion
Mosquito
Reduction
Promotes
healthy eating
Promotes
physical activity
More productive
nearby gardens
Pet friendly
Table 16. Social Benefits of vacant lot treatments.

Troy, A., Grove, J.M., O’Niel-Dunne, J. “The relationship between tree canopy and crime rates across an urbanrural gradient in the greater Baltimore region.” Landscape and Urban Planning. April, 27, 2012.

2
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ECONOMIC BENEFITS OF RAIN GARDENS
Rain gardens require ongoing maintenance. Which
means a long-term dedicated workforce is needed.

Economics Benefits
•

•

•

•

•
•
•

Cost savings predicted for installation
These jobs provide the opportunity to hire landscaping
and ongoing maintenance of vacant
and restoration laborers who may currently be
lot
unemployed, providing a stepping stone out of
Employment opportunities for local
joblessness.
businesses to provide general
maintenance including mowing and
In 2009, Philadelphia estimated job creation and social
litter removal
cost reduction (police, prisons, welfare, health services,
Employment
opportunities
for
etc.), and found a societal cost savings of $10,000 for
skilled, long-term employees for
every new green infrastructure job created per year.
specific installation and maintenance
projects
City of Philadelphia. 2009. Philadelphia Combined
Reduced herbicide costs to the
Sewer Overflow Long-term Control Plan Update,
Kansas City Land Bank or caretakers
Supplemental Documentation Volume 2 Triple Bottom
Line Analysis. Philadelphia.
of lots
Reduced mowing costs to the Kansas
City Land Bank or caretakes of the lots
Improved property values due to improved neighborhood aesthetics, for example trees increase
residential property and commercial rental values by an average of 7% 3.
Promotes entrepreneurship through opportunities to sell produce grown on the lot

ECONOMIC BENEFITS
Benefit

Turfgrass

Native
Meadow

Clover

Community
Gardens

Orchard
Trees

Landscape
Trees

Rain
Gardens

Installation and
maintenance
cost savings
Employment
Opportunities
General maintenance

Employment
Opportunities
Skilled, ongoing
maintenance

Reduced
herbicide costs
Reduced mowing
costs
Improved
property values
Promotes
entrepreneurship
Table 17. Economic Benefits of vacant lot treatments.

3

Wolf, K.L. August 2007. City Trees and Property Values. Arborist News 16, 4: 34-36.
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Benefits Tables
There are nine
environmental benefits.
Meadows and rain
gardens provide the
most environmental
benefits, with clover and
landscape trees close
behind.

Figure 2. Environmental Benefits Comparison.

There are eight social
benefits in this
evaluation. Orchard
trees meet all social
benefits. Community
gardens and walking
paths meet six social
benefits. All treatments,
except for turf grass,
meet at least half of the
social benefits.
Figure 3. Social Benefits Comparison.

Native meadow and
clover meet five of the
seven economic
benefits. Turfgrass,
landscape trees and
walking paths provide
the fewest number of
economic benefits.

Figure 4. Economic Benefits Comparison.
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Vacant Lot Treatment Stacked Benefits
18
16
14
12
10
8
6
4
2
0

Turfgrass

Native
Meadow

Clover

Landscape
Trees

Economic

Rain Gardens Community Orchard Trees Walking Paths
Garden

Environmental

Social

Figure 5. Stacked Benefits (Environmental, Social and Economic) by vacant lot treatment.

When environmental, social and economic benefits are stacked, native meadow and rain
gardens come out on top, meeting 17 of the 24 benefits.
At the top are orchard trees and clover, meeting 16 and 15 benefits, respectively.
Turfgrass and walking paths meet the fewest benefits: however, walking paths are never
stand alone, so when combined with other treatments, it would create an open green space
around the walk paths and add additional benefits.
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CONCLUSION
KEY TAKEAWAYS
•

These calculations are estimates. Considering
the social, economic, and environmental
benefits were excluded in the cost
calculations, it can be expected, according to
literature, that the long-term benefits of
these treatments could have greater, more
positive, impacts on the community – even
the ones that are dollar-for-dollar cost
prohibitive.

•

The reduced mowing needs of native
meadows and clover meadows compound
over the long-term creating a potential for
millions of dollars in cost savings.

•

•

The cost savings on mowing and avoided
maintenance through planting changes, or
assumption of installation and maintenance
duties by volunteer groups, can be invested in
support activities that encourage more
groups to take on projects in their
community. Which, in turn, increases cost
savings opportunities.
Creative partnerships and policies that do not
limit nature-based approaches but increase
the number of vacant lots that are voluntarily
transformed and cared-for by volunteer
groups help reduce costs at the municipal
level.

The quickest way to see cost savings through
management changes of vacant lots is to
plant as many lots as possible to native
meadow or clover meadow. In less than two
years cost savings start to accumulate. Even if
these lots have a likelihood to sell within five
years, there is potential for a $384 cost
savings per year, per lot after the first year
due to a reduction of six mowing visits.
If all Lank Bank vacant lots (523 acres) were
planted into native meadow or clover
meadow, total cost savings over 20-years
would be $17M to $25M, more than $7,000
per lot.
An
important
consideration
when
contemplating the cost saving potential of a
vacant lot, is to determine if the annual
maintenance costs of that lot are less than
mowing that lot seven times per year. On a
lot that is roughly 8,102 square feet that cost
is $448.
The triple bottom line benefits of native
meadow and clover meadow are high. There
is impressive triple bottom line value to
vacant lot transformations.
If the vacant lot is less likely to sell within a
few years, there are many potential lot
treatments available that can cost less than
the current practice. Cost savings compound
when volunteer groups take on projects in
their neighborhoods and transform vacant
lots and provide maintenance on those lots.

If vacant lots are close together, or connected, cost savings on maintenance activities are likely even
higher due to the economies of scale for reduced travel time and labor to move equipment.
Individuals are more likely to access green space when it is near them. Nature-based areas provide mental
health, physical wellness, and social connection benefits. When urban neighborhoods are infused with
more natural spaces, community cohesion, public safety, property values and overall quality of life
improve.
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Appendix A – Source of Information
A Handbook for Trail Design, Construction, and Maintenance. (1996). National Park Service. United
States Department of the Interior.
https://www.nps.gov/noco/learn/management/upload/Handbook-complete-2.pdf
Brad Guhr, Educational Coordinator, Hesston College.
Civil Resources. http://www.civilresources.com/dacono/PDFs/Plan/Upload21508/appendixD.pdf
Land bank of Kansas City Mo. http://www.kcmolandbank.org/
Lisa Treese, Senior Landscape Architect, KC Water. https://www.kcwater.us/
Scott Schulte, Vireo. https://www.bevireo.com/
The Giving Grove. https://www.givinggrove.org/
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Appendix B – Funding Opportunities for Vacant Lots
Transforming a vacant lot into something useable, affordable and open to everyone can have a compelling
impact on the health and vibrancy of a community. Organizations and community members take on an
essential role as stewards of the community to foster new, environmentally friendly spaces for everyone
to enjoy.
Projects that seek to develop vacant lots require two levels of funding: 1) Project Funds and 2)
Maintenance Funds.
1. Project Funds are one-time funding sources that provide financial or in-kind support for a project.
These funds support materials and staff to implement or develop the project.
2. Maintenance Funds are ongoing, stable funds that provide the organization with financial support
for maintaining the project. Gas for equipment, staff, new materials are examples of items that
require continual funding
As a community organization, a variety of funding sources will help fulfill project goals. The following
provides information about potential funding sources for vacant lot projects in the community. This is not
a comprehensive list. Other grant opportunities may be available in your area. By following the links,
online readers can explore funding options further.

Grants
Grants make funding available for a specific purpose. Some grants are available for projects that protect
or enhance quality of life for community members. Other grants are available for projects that protect or
enhance natural resources.
The most important thing you can do when writing a grant is to do your research. The more you know
about the organization you are applying to, the better you will be able to explain how your project will
help them fulfill their mission and goals. Reaching out to a staff member to gain insight about the
organization will help identify where your project and their mission align. Then be sure to bring that out
in the application. The staff member may also be able to speak to new or arising interests the organization
may have that could give an added boost to your application.
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Federal Grants
Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD)
The Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) Entitlement Program | $10,000 - $750,000
The CDBG Entitlement Program provides entitled communities with resources to develop viable urban
communities that include decent housing, a suitable living environment, and economic opportunities.
Activities must meet national objectives. Funds may be used for property acquisition, construction or
improvement of public facilities (water, wastewater, streets, etc.) CDBG projects are encouraged to
incorporate green infrastructure into design and construction.

CASE STUDY

Funding is provided through Community
Development Block Grants.

Youngstown, Ohio
Youngstown Neighborhood Development
Corporation (YNDC) partnered with the City of
Youngstown and the Raymond John Wean
Foundation to implement a vacant lot reuse strategy
in neighborhoods across the City. Community
gardens, native plants and side-yard expansions
were some of the funded projects.

YNDC, public contractors and residents perform
maintenance and repairs.
YNDC’s 2014 Impact Statement provides overviews
of their many projects.

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
Urban Waters Small Grants | $60,000
The EPA Urban Waters Program is helping grow local businesses and enhancing educational, recreational,
social, and employment opportunities by investing in healthy and accessible urban waters. Funds
community engagement, education, restoration projects, studies, planning and citizen science.

Environmental Justice Small Grants | $30,000
The EPA provides Environmental Justice Small Grant funding to community organizations and tribes to
build partnerships and to work on projects to address environmental and/or public health issues in their
community using the “Environmental Justice Collaborative Problem-Solving Model.” Funds partnership
building, public education, demonstration projects, and planning for local environmental or public health
issues. Healthy watershed opportunities presented by Environmental Justice Small Grants are projects
that engage the community around flood risk or water quality including sampling, stormwater, green
infrastructure, emergency preparedness, disaster resiliency, environmental job training and youth
development.
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National Park Service (NPS)
Land and Water Conservation Fund (LWCF) | Max $250,000
The Land and Water Conservation Fund is intended to create and maintain high-quality outdoor recreation
areas. Funds are available to cities, counties and school districts. Project require a 50% match and must
be maintain in perpetuity for public outdoor recreational purposes. Funding is available for picnic areas,
playgrounds, trails, etc.

Department of Transportation Federal Highway Administration (FHWA)
Recreational Trails Program (RTP) | Max $250,000
The Recreational Trails Program provides funding to local and state governments, school districts and
for-profit and non-profit organizations for the purpose of creating and promoting recreational trails.
Eligible projects include new recreational trails, maintenance of existing recreational trails, acquiring
land for recreational trails and purchasing/leasing equipment for trail maintenance equipment.
Recipients must contribute a minimum 20% match and the project must be open to the public.

CASE STUDY

Funding was provided through the US EPA Urban
Waters Small Grant, the Northeast Ohio Regional
sewer district, the Cleveland Cuyahoga County Port
Authority, and the Ingalls Foundation.

Cleveland, Ohio
The Cleveland Botanical Garden (CBG) is engaged in
vacant lot greening, such as Green Corps and Vacant
to Vibrant programs. Various vacant lots were
leveled and native gardens and low mow meadows
were planted.

Partnerships included CBG, local, state, and federal
partners, the Slavic Village Department and the local
community.
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State Grants & Programs
Missouri Department of Conservation
Community Conservation Cost Share | $15,000, plus more if population is over 100,000
MDC’s Community Conservation Cost Share program promotes sustainable development practices and
the establishment of natural resource conservation practices in urban and developing areas. Funding
may go toward urban green space planning, engineering, native prairie restorations, forest
management, invasive species control, and more. Local governments, schools and nonprofits are
eligible.

Tree Resource Improvement and Maintenance (TRIM) Grant | $1,000 - $25,000
The TRIM program is designed to help Missouri communities initiate and improve their efforts to care
for publicly owned trees. State and local governments, nonprofits and schools are eligible for projects
that include tree projects on publicly owned land – tree planting, care, inventory, plan development,
removal or pruning, volunteer and staff training and outreach.

Missouri Department of Agriculture
Urban Agriculture Matching Grant Program | $7,500
The Urban Agriculture Matching Grant Program awards grants for reimbursement of expenses
associated with urban agriculture. Urban agriculture can include introducing a new crop or project to an
area, expanding the use of agricultural projects and other urban agricultural programs. Funds are
available to develop small agribusinesses and implement production infrastructure, provide training,
and develop skills for agricultural business sustainability.

Missouri Department of Economic Development
Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) | $10,000 - $750,000
HUD provides funds through The State of Missouri’s Community Development Block Grant to help
communities with resources to address a wide range of community development needs in unique ways
that fit each community. CDBG strives to ensure affordable and safe housing, provide services to the
most vulnerable in each community, and create jobs. Most CDBG projects present opportunities to
incorporate healthy watershed projects like floodplain restoration, open-space preservation,
bioretention and other green infrastructure.
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Non-Governmental Organization Grants & Programs
Missouri Conservation Heritage Foundation (MCHF)
Missouri Conservation Heritage Foundation | $500 - $5,000
The Missouri Conservation Heritage Foundation provides funding for projects that meet conservation
and outdoor recreation goals of the organization. Funds projects which promote conservation including
species and natural community management and restoration, stream quality, good forest management
practices and watershed health.

National Fish and Wildlife Foundation (NFWF)
Monarch Butterfly and Pollinators Conservation Fund | $50,000 - $300,000
The Monarch Butterfly and Pollinators Conservation Fund supports projects that benefit monarch
butterflies and one or more federally listed, candidate or proposed native insect pollinator species.
Funded projects included floodplain or wetland restoration, removal of invasive species, restoration
planning/design/permitting and bioretention.

Five-Star and Urban Waters Restoration Grants | $20,000 - $50,000
Five-Star Grants focus on stewardship and restoration of wetland and riparian ecosystems. Local and
state governments, tribal governments, nonprofits and universities/colleges are eligible to apply.
Funding priorities include habitat restoration, meaningful education, measurable benefits and
partnerships.

Wells Fargo & NFWF
Resilient Communities Program | $200,000 - $500,000
Wells Fargo and the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation have partnered to provide Resilient
Communities funding to help communities: prepare for future impacts of sea-level rise, sustain water
quality and quantity, and enhance forest conservation. Local governments, nonprofits and tribes are
eligible. Funding can cover green infrastructure, bioretention, urban tree canopy, invasive species
management, stream buffer enhancements and more.

The Scherman Foundation Fund
Rosin Funds’ Environment Program | $100,000 - $250,000
The Scherman Foundation provides grant funds to nonprofit organizations, through the Rosin Funds’
Environmental Program, for innovative projects that have a transformative impact on a critical
environmental issue. Nonprofits are eligible to apply with innovative, short-term and high-impact
projects, including green infrastructure and open space, that address critical environmental issues.
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Walmart Foundation
Walmart Community Grant | $250 - $5,000
The Walmart Community Grant awards funds to non-profit organizations, churches or other faith-based
organization, educational institutions, and government entities in various areas of community
development and enrichment, specifically in low-income, underserved communities. Areas of focus
include public safety, community and economic development, environmental sustainability, etc.

Lowe’s Foundation
Lowe’s Small Grants Program
The Lowe’s Small Grants Program awards funds for small projects for non-educational organizations.
Lowe’s also has a variety of other grant programs for sustainability projects, education, and community
partnerships. Currently, the application process is invitation only. Contact your local Lowe’s to begin
the process.

US Bank
US Bank Community Possible Grant Program
The US Bank Community Possible Grant Program awards funds to non-profit organizations that align
with US Bank’s focus areas. The Home and Play focus areas emphasize neighborhood stability and
revitalization and arts, culture, and play areas. There are 3 possible funding programs: program/project
grants, operating grants and capital grants. Each has specific guidelines for eligibility.

Greening Forward
Greening Forward Grant Program
Greening Forward provides financial assistance to youth and youth groups associated with schools or
nonprofit organizations that seek to propose a new project or enhance an existing project that focuses
on the environment in their community. Community beautification, environmental education, green
space creation, urban farming, etc. are eligible activities. Applicants must be between the ages of 5-25.

Wild Ones
Seeds for Education (SFE) | $100-$500
Wild Ones’ Seeds for Education grant program provides funds to school groups, nature center or youth
group to develop a native garden. The funds are for native plants and seeds for outdoor areas. Areas
can include a pollinator garden, rain garden, native plant monarch garden, etc. Education must be an
element of the program.
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Scott’s Miracle-Gro
Variety | Various
Scott’s Miracle-Gro Social Commitment provides a variety of funding for schools, youth groups, nature
centers and other non-profit organizations. Community gardens, education spaces, community
beautification and more have opportunities to receive funding. Visit each opportunity for more
information.

Public – Private Partnership
Public-Private Partnership | variety
A Public-Private Partnership allows businesses to fund public projects that help them meet their social
or environmental goals to ensure a future that is financially sustainable. Eligible projects include
planning, development, construction, acquisition, operation as well as a full range of healthy watershed
activities. There are also “project banks” that allow communities to advertise projects to potential
private partners for funding.

CASE STUDY

The City of Grand Rapids partnered with the Friends
of Grand Rapids Parks, Heritage Hill Neighborhood
Association, South Hill Neighborhood Association
and Residents

Grand Rapids, Michigan
A parking lot, owned by Kent County, was converted
into a 2.3 acre public park that features native
plants, low mow ground cover, a rain garden and 37
trees.

Funds were provided by federal, state, and local
government sources as well as fundraising through
neighborhood associations and the creation of a
special assessment district.
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Revenue that Builds a Dedicated Funding Source
The development of a dedicated vacant lot project fund provides a secure funding source for planned
projects, operations, maintenance, and could be a useful source to leverage local matching funds. There
are several methods that can be used to develop the capital for a dedicated project fund. Community
organizers can work with elected officials to develop these funds for the future needs of the project.

Community Improvement District
A Community Improvement District is a special purpose district whose property owners voluntarily tax
themselves to fund public improvements or services to support the community and promote economic
development. This allows local residents to obtain the expanded services they want at a price they are
willing to pay.

Neighborhood Improvement District
A Neighborhood Improvement District is a special taxing district whose property owners voluntarily tax
themselves to fund public improvements or services to support the community. Eligible improvements
include stormwater projects, engineering, gutters, parks, property acquisition, sidewalks, signage and
more.

On-Bill Donations
On-Bill Donations are voluntary payments from utility customers to a dedicated fund, foundation or
trust that uses funds for specified projects. When implementing this type of program, be sure to show
your community how these donations help to meet your community or utility’s mission. Basic level-ofservice should be funded by rates, fees and taxes – no donations.
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Materials and Services Resources
Communities can also access technical assistance, materials and other services that could help
implement ecofriendly projects more cost effectively and with more input from experts. These
resources could also help leverage other types of funding, and act as match.

Technical Assistance
Greening America’s Communities – technical assistance
Each year, through the Greening America’s Communities program, the EPA helps 3-4 cities and towns
develop an implementable vision of environmentally friendly neighborhoods that incorporate innovative
green infrastructure and other sustainable design strategies. Local governments, cities, counties and
nonprofits partnering with a city or county are eligible to apply.

Rivers, Trails and Conservation Assistance Program – technical assistance
The National Parks Service’s River, Trails and Conservation Assistance program supports community-led
natural resource conservation and outdoor recreation projects across the nation by providing a wide
range of services and skills. Projects that may align with healthy watershed opportunities are: improved
access to outdoor recreation and parks; conservation and stewardship of public lands, waterways and
wildlife habitat; connecting young people to the outdoors; and strengthening community partnerships.

Building Blocks for Sustainable Communities – technical assistance
Each year, through the Building Blocks for Sustainable Communities program, the EPA provides technical
assistance to a few communities, delivered by a team of experts, with experience in an area of need,
that helps to address the threats of natural disasters. The experts provide tools and guidance to the
community in order to protect the people, economy and quality of life in the community.

Materials
Forest ReLeaf of Missouri Grants | Trees
Forest ReLeaf of Missouri provides trees to communities in order to restore and sustain urban forests.
The Priority ReLeaf program can fund up to 300 trees per season (spring and fall) and provides trees
post-disaster. With the help of thousands of volunteers, Forest ReLeaf has planted over 200,000 trees
throughout Missouri and Illinois, improving thousands of communities.

Home Depot Community Impact Grants | up to $5,000
Home Depot Community Impact Grants are awarded to non-profit organizations and governmentfunded organizations in the form of Home Depot gift cards for the purchase of tools, materials or
services. The project must be completed within 6 months of approval. The grants have a focus on
impacting veterans or other underserved populations.
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Other
Campus RainWorks Challenge – outreach, education, demonstration
The Campus RainWorks Challenge is a green infrastructure design competition, through the EPA, for
colleges and universities. Student groups can develop a plan for a green infrastructure project or
implement a demonstration project. Working with a local college or university is a positive and fun way
to educate and engage the community.
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Appendix C – Management Options
The following are agencies and organizations that have indicated that they are available to assist
neighborhoods with the various aspects of these alternative vacant lot treatments.
•

•
•
•

Education and Training – Willing to provide in-person information and hands-on training to
volunteer groups so that they will have the skills and knowledge to install and maintain the
vacant lot treatment for years to come.
Installation – Willing to provide expertise and assistance in the installation of the treatments
indicated.
On-Going Maintenance – Willing to provide the hands-on work of maintenance over the life of
the vacant lot treatment. May include litter removal, watering, pruning, reseeding, mowing, etc.
Other – Willing to provide other services such as a demonstration project, plants, volunteers,
advocacy, venues, and more.

Traditional Turf-grass
Education &
Training
University of
Missouri Extension
K-State Research
and Extension

Installation

Ongoing
Maintenance
KC Land Bank

Other

City of Kansas City,
MO

Native Meadow
Education &
Training
Resilient Activist

Missouri
Department of
Conservation
Westport Garden
Club

Installation
WildLands

WildLands’ Seed Team,
Bridging the Gap
Milkweed for Monarchs
Program, Bridging the Gap

Ongoing
Maintenance
WildLands’ Seed
Team, Bridging the
Gap – seed collection
for other installation
projects or reseeding
Master Gardeners,
County Extension
Honeysuckle
Academy, Bridging
the Gap – invasive
removal training
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Longfellow

Grow Native –
INFORMATION/EDUCATION

Schools

K-State Research
and Extension

Univ of MO Extension

Neighborhood
Association or Home
Owner Association
Contractors

University of
Master Gardeners, County
Missouri Extension Extension
Hoxie Collective
Schools

Land Bank or City
Staff

Neighborhood Association or
Home Owner Association
Contractors
Land Bank or City Staff

KSRE Master
Gardeners Volunteers
UM Master
Gardeners Volunteers
Happy Apple
Farm - Plants
Hoxie Collective
– funding
identification

Clover
Education &
Training
K-State Research
and Extension
University of
Missouri Extension
Hoxie Collective

Installation
School
Neighborhood
Association or Home
Owner Association
Contractors
Land Bank or City
Staff

Ongoing Maintenance
Neighborhood
Association or Home
Owner Association
Contractors

Other
Hoxie Collective –
funding
identification

Land Bank or City Staff

Community Gardens
Education &
Training
Longfellow
K-State Research
and Extension

Installation
School
Neighborhood
Association or Home
Owner Association

Ongoing
Maintenance
Master Gardeners,
County Extension
School
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University of
Missouri Extension

Contractors

Hoxie Collective
Cultivate KC

Land Bank or City Staff

Kansas City
Community Gardens

Neighborhood
Hoxie Collective –
Association or Home funding
Owner Association
identification
Contractors
Land Bank or City
Staff

Orchard Trees
Education & Training
Longfellow

School

Ongoing
Maintenance
School

K-State Research and
Extension

Neighborhood
Association or Home
Owner Association
Contractors

Neighborhood
Association or Home
Owner Association
Contractors

Hoxie Collective

Land Bank or City Staff

The Giving Grove
Kansas City
Community Gardens

The Giving Grove

Land Bank or City
Staff
The Giving Grove

University of
Missouri Extension

Installation

Other
KSRE Master
Gardeners Volunteers
UM Master
Gardeners Volunteers
Hoxie Collective –
funding
identification

Landscape Trees
Education & Training
K-State Research and
Extension
University of
Missouri Extension
Heartland Tree
Alliance

Installation
Tree Keepers,
Heartland Tree
Alliance
Master Gardeners,
County Extension

Ongoing
Maintenance
Tree Keepers,
Heartland Tree
Alliance
Master Gardeners,
County Extension

Contractors

Contractors

© Wichita State University 2019

Other
KSRE Master
Gardeners Volunteers
UM Master
Gardeners Volunteers
Hoxie Collective –
funding identification

Page 47 of 57

Vacant Lot Cost Savings with Nature-Based Solutions
Middle Blue River Watershed, Kansas City

Missouri Department
of Conservation

Land Bank or City
Staff

Land Bank or City
Staff

Bioretention - Rain Gardens
Education &
Training
K-State Research
and Extension

Installation
WildLands’ Seed Team, Bridging
the Gap

University of
Missouri
Extension

Milkweed for Monarchs
Program, Bridging the Gap

Hoxie Collective

Grow Native –
INFORMATION/EDUCATION

GrowNative!

Master Gardeners, County
Extension
School
Neighborhood Association or
Home Owner Association
Contractors
Land Bank or City Staff

Ongoing
Maintenance
WildLands’ Seed
Team, Bridging the
Gap – seed collection
for other installation
projects or reseeding
Honeysuckle
Academy, Bridging
the Gap – invasive
removal training
School

Neighborhood
Association or Home
Owner Association
Contractors
Land Bank or City
Staff

Other
KSRE Master
Gardeners Volunteers
UM Master
Gardeners Volunteers
Hoxie
Collective –
funding
identification

Walking Paths
Education & Training
Installation
Hoxie Collective
Contractors
Land Bank or City
Staff

Ongoing Maintenance
Contractors
Land Bank or City Staff

© Wichita State University 2019

Other
Hoxie Collective –
funding
identification

Page 48 of 57

Vacant Lot Cost Savings with Nature-Based Solutions
Middle Blue River Watershed, Kansas City

Appendix D – Project Leadership Team Meeting Notes
Vacant Lots Project Leadership Team
Meeting Notes | October 3, 2018 | 1:00 – 2:30
Attendees

Alecia Kates, MARC
Deborah Craig, Urban Neighborhood Initiative
Deletta Dean, KCMO, Neighborhood Housing Services
Dennis Murphey, KCMO, Office of Environmental Quality
Jill Erickson, Heartland Conservation Alliance
Kristin Riott, Bridging the Gap
Michael Batillo, Land Bank
Michele Pugh, Wichita State University, Environmental Finance Center
Shalanda Holmes, Urban Neighborhood Initiative
Shawn Kirkwood, KCMO, Neighborhood Housing Services
Stacia Stelk, KC Native Plant Initiative
Steven Van Rhein, Department of Conservation
Tom Jacobs, MARC
Tonya Bronleewe, Wichita State University, Environmental Finance Center

Background

Alecia Kates, MARC – Overview of previous and ongoing work in the Middle Blue River
Watershed: the Environment Management Commission’s Vacant Lot Task Force, Heartland
Conservation Alliance’s project in key neighborhoods (Dunbar, Palestine, Seven Oaks) from
2014-16, and the Urban Neighborhood’s Initiative Vacant to Vibrant’s Guide to Working with
Lots and mini-grant program.
Tonya, WSU EFC – Overview of this meeting’s expectations: this is the start of the project
conversation, the EFC is gathering guidance to craft the focus group questions and the direction
of the report. The EFC’s role in the Vacant Lot Project is to research, listen, analyze data, and
develop the vacant lot business case to share with decision makers, organizations, and
neighborhoods.
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The Map Conversation

First, Project Leadership Team (PLT) identified the geographic project area as the “urban core.”
Boundaries for this project will be:
North – 23rd Street N.
South – Blue Ridge Blvd.

East – the Blue River
West – Troost Street

The PLT then identified the unique neighborhood opportunities and challenges within the
identified boundaries.
Opportunities
Park land
Successes with projects already implemented
Awareness in some neighborhoods
Within the City’s overflow control plan
(Smart Sewer Project)
Marlborough East neighborhood has large
lots with no curbs or sidewalks

Challenges
Large number of rental properties
Illegal dumping
Lack of appreciation for native plants
Older adult population often resistant to
change – want single family dwellings
Not much space for kids or pets
Non-resident lot owners

Treatment Options

The EFC asked the PLT to identify the most important metrics to measure for the economic,
environmental, and social benefits of vacant lot treatment. There was much discussion, and it
was difficult to narrow down to two or three metrics. Here is what the PLT chose, but this will
need to be further refined and aligned to community goals.
Economic Benefits:
• Number of maintenance visits reduced
• Dollars saved on stormwater infrastructure installation or maintenance
Environmental Benefits:
• Gallons of stormwater reduced
• Tons or parts per million of air quality improved (NOx, VOC or PM)
Social Benefits
• Percent crime reduced
• Number of jobs increased
• Percent health improved
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Maintenance Tiers

There are four options for how the vacant lot treatments and maintenance can be
implemented and managed, we will call these maintenance tiers. Kansas City already has each
of these in place in some capacity. This project aims to strengthen and expand the work in each
of the maintenance tiers. PLT members identified the strengths (+) and weaknesses (-) of each
of these tiers.
Municipal – City or Land Bank maintain lots, and provide all management and oversight
+ Funding in place
+ Funding mechanism in place
- Lacks social cohesion
- Often complicated for neighborhood to access
- No community buy-in
Contractors – local businesses maintain lots, municipality provides oversight
+ Community contractors improves local businesses
- Lacks social cohesion
Community Managed – neighborhood groups maintain lots, municipality or NGO
provides oversight
+ Social cohesion increased
+ Working with willing owner
+ Grant funding could be available
- Private lots are not accessible to this group
Workforce Development – trainees maintain lots, agency or NGO provide oversight
+ Social cohesion increased
+ Workforce improved
In a prioritizing exercise the PLT indicated that time, effort, and funding should go into the
maintenance tiers in the ratio below (this “voting” process was unscientific, non-binding and
not indicative of reality – but simply shows the groups priority areas on this day.)
10% Municipal
8% Contractors
23% Community Managed
22% Workforce Development
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Focus Groups

The next phase of the Vacant Lots Project is to engage stakeholders in focus groups and gather
feedback on the vacant lot issue and opportunities from each unique stakeholder perspective.
The PLT was asked to provide names of organizations, groups, departments, and individuals
who should be engaged in the next phase.

Next Steps
•
•
•
•

The EFC will continue to gather data (PLT members may be asked to help access data.)
The PLT will continue to think about potential focus group members and forward those
on to Tonya and Alecia.
The EFC, MARC and Heartland will work on a question set for the focus group process.
MARC and Heartland will hold the focus groups through the end of 2018 and the
beginning of 2019.
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Appendix E – Focus Group Survey Results
Q1: What should KCNPI’s role be in vacant lot transformation and maintenance?
This first question was answered by 24 individuals, however three opted not to answer the question, with
two skipping the question and one leaving it blank. There was an 88.9% response rate for this question.
This question was a short answer response. This leaves the possibility that each response could have
resulted in more than one category being mentioned in each response.
Some of KCNPI’s members thought that the organization would be suited as the creator/maintainer of
vacant lots (Q1, 27.17%). However, a majority of the organization tended to lean towards the organization
taking a more passive role. The two most common themes in the responses were members advocating
for the organization to be involved with plant selection/education (Q1, 79.17%) and community
coordination/partnering with other groups (Q1, 62.50%). The last group that had substantial support was
saying that KCNPI should be an advocacy group (Q1, 29.17%), specifically for a weed ordinance. There
were an additional three categories, but they were mentioned much less: assisting in the procurement of
grant money (Q1, 4.17%); planning and design (Q1, 8.33%); and solely as support, not doing work (Q1,
8.33%).

KANSAS NATIVE PLANT SOCIETY'S ROLE IN VACANT LOT TRANSFORMATIONS
Support, Not including OTG work
Planning/Design

Advocacy/Policy

Plant
Selection/Education

Grant Writing

Project Implementation
or Maintenance

Community Coordination/Partnership
© Wichita State University 2019

Page 53 of 57

Vacant Lot Cost Savings with Nature-Based Solutions
Middle Blue River Watershed, Kansas City

Q2. What should your organization’s role be in vacant lot transformation and maintenance?
This question was asked of others who are interested in the project or involved with different groups than
KCNPI. For the purpose of keeping this analysis simple this will focus on the makeup of the respondents
rather than what groups are specifically involved and what they are willing to contribute.
Overwhelmingly, the additional respondents seemed to be offering the same assistance as KCNPI – plant
selection and education (Q2, 60.87%). There is also a strong group of respondents who were willing to
work on pilot or demonstration projects and those who would be willing to be implementers (Q2, 26.09%).
There were an additional 26.09% of respondents who said that they would be willing to assist with
additional grant support. The lowest two categories for response was support and coordination (Q2,
13.04%) and policy and advocacy (Q1, 8.70%).
Similar to question one, multiple categories could be included in a single response.

OTHER ORGANIZATIONS' ROLE IN VACANT LOT TRANSFORMATION
Advocacy/Policy
Support/Coordination

Plant Selection/Education

Materials, Space, Funding

Pilot or Demonstration Projects
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Q3. Rank the treatment options on a sale of 1-4 that you think are best suited for vacant lots. (1 = the
option you like the most; 4 is the option you like the least)
This question helped determine which of the treatment options the participants preferred over the other
options. Stormwater management, including rain gardens, bioretention, etc., was added during the
discussion. Some participants ranked the stormwater 2.5, and this choice was changed to a 3 for data
analysis. A few participants gave stormwater management a 5, and these were changed to 4’s for the
purpose of this analysis.
The highest ranked treatment was the Pollinator Meadow (Q3, 69.57% - 1s and 2s). None of the
participants ranked the meadow treatment below a 3. The second highest ranked treatment was the Trees
(Q3, 60.87% - 1s and 2s). Green infrastructure ranked third with (Q3, 43.48%, 1s and 2s). Clover ranked
very low with participants. Only three participants ranked clover above a 3 (Q3, 86.96% - 3s and 4s).

Vacant Lot Treatment Options Ranking
25

Participant Votes

20

15

10

5

0

Pollinator Meadow

Green Infrastructure
1 - Best Suited

Trees
2

3

Urban Agriculture

Clover

4 - Least Suited
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Q4. Please share other native landscape treatments that are not on the list that you believe may be
more efficient than mowing vacant lots.
This question was aimed at getting partners involved in identifying missing landscape options that were
not currently being explored. The two largest groups were Native Plants (Q3, 25.00%), Native Trees (Q3,
28.13%), and Orchard/food forests (Q3, 18.75%).
Other treatment options that the participants identified were:
•
•
•
•

Kids Play Spaces, specifically nature-based play areas (Q3, 9.38%)
Park Space including benches, art installations, paths, etc (Q3, 6.25%)
Development to reinvest in the urban core (Q3, 3.13%)
Site Specific solutions because there is not a one-size-fits-all and the treatment must align with
the neighborhood desires (Q3, 9.38%)

OTHER VACANT LOT TREATMENT OPTIONS
Site Specific
Orchard

Park
Development

Kids Play Space

Native Trees

Native Plants
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Potential Organizational Roles for Vacant Lots
Organization

City of Kansas City
Deep Roots

Down to Earth Services
Giving Grove
Gorman Discovery Center
Happy Apple Farm
Heartland Commons
Heartland Conservation Alliance

KC WildLands
K-State Research and Extension
K-State Research and Extension
Master Gardeners in KS
Longfellow
MDC
Missouri Department of
Conservation
Plexpod Westport Commons
Resilient Activist
University of Missouri Extension;
Master Gardeners in MO

*possibly at a cost

Opportunities for Partnership

Subsidizing purchasing/installations
Cost sharing/reimbursements
Education and training
Advocacy for native plant ordinances
Volunteers
Demonstration project installation (short term)
Project design
Project management
Plants
Installation*
Maintenance*
Consultation*
Installation – fruit trees
Education & training – fruit tree maintenance
Meeting or training venue
Plants
Possible demonstration project – in the future
Conservation easements for urban ag and open spaces
Neighborhood engagement
Identify lots
Acquisition
Installation
Education and training
Ongoing maintenance
Project organization and funding liaison
Education and training – invasives and native plants
Plants
Equipment
Education and training
Volunteers
Demonstration, education – native landscaping, urban
gardens, orchards
Education and training
Funding
Native plant demonstration project - already planted
Education & training
Education and training
Volunteers
Project installation and maintenance – potential
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