











Case Studies




Reimagining Cleveland

Reimagining Cleveland is aninitiative that began in 2008 with
the goal of transforming vacant land throughout struggling
neighborhoods in central Cleveland. (Ideas-to-Actions 2008)
The project started small, with the idea of modest vacant lots
becoming community gardens, phytoremediation projects,
pocket parks, and small urban farms. The pilot project
sought to turn fifteen acres of vacant land into usable,
productive space. Funding for the implementations came
from a combination of city funds, non-profit organizations,
and grants. Due to the success of the pilot project, in two
short years Cleveland has not only changed the perception
of vacant land to local communities, evidence found in the
growing participation from neighborhood associations but
also attracted larger funding resources.

In 2010 the leaders of the initiative put in to motion what
they are calling Reimagining Cleveland 2.0 which is currently
in a research phase of a much larger scale projects that
could transform more than just single lots, but the city as
a whole. “Re-imagining a More Sustainable Cleveland 2.0
is a study to identify large-scale catalyti
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Cleveland: agriculture, alternative energy,
remediation, land assembly, neighborhoo
sustainable pattern of development, and storm water
retention” (reimaginingcleveland.org) In December of 2011,
the project received its largest grant yet of one million from
the federal government.
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Louisiana Green Corps:

Case Study: deconstruction/construction training
programs for local communities

Louisiana Green Corp was started in 2008 with the goal of
training low income, at risk youth between the ages of 17 and
24 in the field of green construction and deconstruction. The
program has graduated 250 students to date. Participants
begin in the classroom learning green construction
technologies, followed by in the field training throughout
local communities in building renovation, deconstruction,
historic preservation, home weathering, and material
salvaging. The goal of the program is to “provide green job
training to unemployed, underemployed, court involved, or
otherwise disadvantaged New Orleans youth” The program
awards technical certifications along with job placement
assistance. The program is funded through the Department
of Labor’s National Emergency Grants and organized
through five local organizations, including local businesses
and non-profits.

Job Corp is a national organization with 124 programs
nationwide and an 87% success rates for graduates finding
employment or going on to a four year college. The closest
Job Corps programs to Birmingham are located in Gadson
and Montgomery.
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Pathways out of Poverty

Green For All: Information Source for Worker Development Programs

Pathways out of poverty is an organization that was created
in 2009 by the Obama administration and is funded by the
American Recovery and reinvestment Act. Pathways out of
poverty provides training programs focusing on individuals
living below the poverty level and provides a range of skills
related to green industries and green technologies. One
of the priorities of pathways out of poverty is assisting
organizers in creating meaningful, lasting partnerships
within a community to establish worker programs that
qualify for federal grant money. In 2009, Green for All (parent
organization of Pathways out of Poverty) convened at a two
days conference to brain storm ideas on helping workforce
practitioners establish worker development programs.

Pathways out of Poverty is both a source of case studies for
existing worker development programs across the United
States as well as information on the types of partnerships
that work for such programs The ideal model for a worker
development program would include 1.community based
organizations, labor groups, colleges, local business service
providers, and/or nonprofit organizations 2. central intake
agencies (agencies that conduct community outreach to low
income communities to “screen in” eligible individuals,3.
GED preparation agencies 4.career ladders (various points
of paths and opportunity with the training) 5.performance
measures. 6 diversified funding mechanisms.
(greenforall.org)
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Landscape assemblages of people, wildlife, and remnant
architecture can be used to empower local communities
within  West End Birmingham. Through creative
deconstruction what is currently seen as devalued
unproductive property, can be transformed into valuable
community public space. Programmatic elements such
as art performances, worker programs, and ongoing
partnerships between city organizations, non-profits,
and motivated community leaders can be used to help
communities envision new purposes for the thousands of
abandoned properties in their neighborhoods.

The following is a list of questions and responses that
were brought up in reviews, in thesis studio, and in
advisory committee meetings that discuss the strengths
and limitations of the thesis.

1. Would Urban Assemblages require funding
from the city? Most of the case studies researched that
involved pilot projects reusing abandoned or vacant sites
did require initial city funding and organization. Along
with the city additional funding came from partnerships
with local nonprofit organizations, private donors, and
state and/or federal grants. In many instances, a local
university was involved providing ideas and analysis.
Certain types of adaptive reuse projects fall under green
building initiatives that could possible qualify for grant
money through the Obama administration’s Sustainable
Community Initiative or HUD Neighborhood Stabilization
Program funds. Birmingham is currently working through
round 1 of NSP funding. NSP funding focuses more on
home rehabilitation for the purpose of low income
housing, however “landscaping” is included and could
possibly be allocated money. A good resource for up to date
federal grant information is the Ferguson Group blog www.
thefergusongroup.com.

2. What occurs on the site when there are no
arts performances? Incorporating arts programs as a
programmatic element to the site is meant to engage
communities with the landscape, the arts, and the
abandoned structures in a way that is not currently
imagined. This is envisioned to occur at various times



throughout the year, but is not attended to be the only
use of the site. The site is first and foremost a public green
space for local communities, specifically communities living
directly adjacent to the site.

3. How it is decided which components in the
assemblage the landscape architect works with? This
question was raised frequently in reviews and advisory
meetings. Assemblages are infinite and everything is a
part of an assemblage. But it is impossible for a landscape
architect to design with every component, or to even
research and know every component. Early in the thesis
process when trying to understand what assemblages
are how and they function, a site inventory of existing
assemblage components was complied. Components were
then linked together via diagrams based on how they might
interact. For the purpose of understanding assemblages, no
specific valuing systems was applied to these components
aside from a subconscious one used when choosing which
site components to use for research purposes. Assemblages
by definition do not value one component over the other;
all components are equal. Critique of the thesis however
suggested a valuing system would be needed in order for the
landscape architect to begin to decide which components
to work with. An example of a valuing system would be
to privilege native wildlife over invasive or to only value

components society devalues such as rats or homeless
people.

4. Were the assemblage mapping explorations
valuable to the thesis? The thesis exploration began
with very little understanding of what assemblages are
and how they might be used as a framework for a project.
So as the project was explored, so was an understanding
of assemblages explored and in this respect the mapping
exercises helped greatly. The diagraming clearly shows
different components and connections. The golden
rod+swallow+arts+child diagram begins to try and show
elements of time. Where the diagrams are limited is
expressing process. More investigations are needed,
possibly using other types of medium, to better express
components in a process with each other. Another
interesting exploration may include trying to graphically
express the unknown elements in the assemblage. This
might begin to consider the unpredictable nature of
assemblages and aneed to acknowledge this characteristic
in design.

5. To what extent is Valley Creek part of the
thesis? The thesis began with an interest in Valley Creek
and the abandoned materials located within the flood
plain along the first three miles of the creek. The more
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Valley Creek was explored the more the thesis shifted away
from restoring the upper portions of the creek. The problem
lie in that there is nothing actually wrong with the creek,
but many things wrong within the surrounding watershed.
Therefor the entire watershed would have needed to be
studied. The two main things affecting the water quality of
the creek are storm water and leaky sewer drains throughout
Jefferson county. Instead of proposing expensive retrofitting
techniques, Urban Assemblages proposes that the creek is
still an asset to communities without restoration. Currently
the environmental organization Fresh Water Land Trust
is buying up property directly adjacent to the creek for
possible future creek restoration projects.

6. If the pilot project is successful, what would
the next adaptive reuse site be? Currently the city of
Birmingham uses tax delinquency to track abandoned
buildings and vacant properties. However there are many
degrees of tax delinquency that range from recently tax
delinquent to tax delinquent for many years. Recent tax
delinquency would more than likely be properties in good
condition with possible occupancy. Properties tax delinquent
for several years or more could represent properties that
have been abandoned . But whether or not a specific
property is in disrepair and to what extent is currently not
available through GIS mapping. To further investigate which

properties would be most appropriate for adaptive reuse
a more thorough analysis of each property is needed and
new GIS information created. This would need to involve
a neighborhood scale site by site inventory which would
allow the city to begin to understand which properties or
groupings of properties might best serve the communities
and in different ways.

7. How is the project connecting to the larger
assemblage that is Birmingham? Urban Assemblages
explores connecting socially between the local
neighborhoods and the greater city. This is done through
programmatic elements such as arts projects, worker training
programs, working with local nonprofit organizations, and
city involvement in the project. However more research is
needed into the many ecological connections to the greater
Birmingham area and the relationship those connections
have through time. An interesting characteristic of an
assemblage is its ability to adapt and change with the
environment. In this way, the assemblage is unpredictable.
Further explorations would entail scenario investigations as
to how the assemblages might shift, change, and reorganize
over many years. Because of this unknown quality, further
discussion is also needed as to the role the landscape
architect has in the formation of the assemblage. The
landscape architect is part of the assemblage, but to what



extent? Is he or she an ungoing interactive component?
Understanding the landscape architect as an orchestrator of
possible conditions would need to be further investigated.

8. How does Urban Assemblages encourage building
community? Urban Assemblages is first and foremost
about trying to help build communities. Birmingham’s West
End has been steadily declining over the last twenty five
years and the accumulating numbers of abandoned homes
and vacant lands are significantly adding to a variety of
problems within neighborhoods. Even with a demolish rate
of 40 to 50 properties a month the city is barely making
a dent. These properties need to be reimagined in a way
that communities want to become involved. Without their
involvement, the problem only gets worse. So the question
becomes how to compose the assemblage in a way that
helps communities envision what these properties can be,
while creating sustainable and ecologically healthy spaces.
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