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Figure 3. Six settings of vacant lots (dark gray) within urban areas, surrounded by houses
(gray rectangles), roads (white), and railways (light gray lines).
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A vacant block was defined by a vacancy comprising an entire city block (>0.4 ha) or when a
vacant lot was bordered by a roadway on all sides. Corner lots were lots adjacent to buildings, located
at the corner of a city block. Inner blocks were surrounded by a complete square of rowhouses within a
city block. Suburban yards were vacant lots located between homes in neighborhoods characterized by
detached single family homes. Missing tooth vacant lots were small, narrow rectangular lots located
between two or more buildings within rowhome neighborhoods. Waysides were narrow vacant lots
bordering roadsides or railway lines.

We used categorizations provided by Zipperer [19,39] to determine the origin of vegetation in
each lot. By evaluating the vegetation composition and structure of the lot, we categorized each lot
by their observed vegetation origins: emergent, planted and remnant. Emergent vacant lots were
those that were only recently cleared after site development and remain in an early successional stage.
Emergent lots were dominated by pioneer species and small diameter trees, often weedy in appearance
with tall grass and a dense shrub layer. Planted lots were those with clear gardening efforts, usually
with planted trees, flower gardens, and intensively managed (i.e., dominated by lawn cover). Remnant
lots existed before development of the area, usually with large diameter trees, leaf litter cover, old
fallen trees, and minimal lot management. One vacant lot may have sections of different vegetation
sources due to periodic removal of development surrounding the lot, so we classified the lot by the
origin of the majority of its vegetation.

2.4. Plant and Bird Community

We used the lot’s vegetation and bird community as indicators of vacant lot ecological
quality [40,41]. We sampled lot vegetation within three 0.04 ha plots spaced evenly 20 m at compass
readings from 0°, 120°, and 240° from the lot’s center [42]. If one of the three sample plots fell outside
the vacant lot, we did not sample it. To describe the vegetation structure and composition of the vacant
lot, we measured 10 vegetation variables in each sample plot: canopy cover, canopy height, shrub
density, ground cover height, and tree abundance, species richness, and diameter-at-breast-height
(DBH). Shrub density was measured by calculating the number of shrub stems intersected across four
transects from the plot’s center, in each cardinal direction. We measured percent ground cover for
artificial ground cover and grass. We determined vacant lot area from maps provided by the Baltimore
City Office of Sustainability [43].

The bird community was recorded via point count surveys during three site visits in one year
during the breeding season. All birds seen and heard during a five-minute unlimited radius point
count survey were documented and later analyzed for the site’s bird community species composition
and species richness [44].

2.5. Residents” Preference

We emailed an electronic survey to the leaders of 20 community groups in Baltimore
(Supplementary Materials; University of Missouri Institutional Review Board Project #2003104).
These community groups included residents that participated in park associations (e.g., Friends
of Patterson Park, Baltimore, MD, USA), naturalist groups, and community associations located within
neighborhoods with a large amount of vacant lots. We targeted these groups for our survey because
they would include the residents that would most likely be those to maintain or drive management
actions in vacant lots. Contacts for these community associations were often residents that were
aware of our sampling efforts, and eventually became our contact source for those neighborhood
residents. A snowball sampling approach [45] was used to distribute the survey, as community group
members passed the survey along to friends and coworkers living within Baltimore. As our sampled
lots occurred throughout the city, we assumed that most city residents encountered vacant lots during
their daily lives. No incentive was given to survey participants.

The first section of the survey consisted of demographic and socioeconomic questions to
assess how the following variables influenced residents’ vacant lot preferences: sex, racial or ethnic



