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Lots of Opportunity  

Incorporating a Reentry Initiative into the Philadelphia LandCare Program



Development of Philadelphia Green

educational programs and resources



Development of Philadelphia Green

focus areas for gardens



Development of Philadelphia Green

decline of community gardens

In the 1990s a lack of knowledgeable gardeners, interest in community 
gardening, and funding for community gardens led to the decline of 
many gardens

Issues with drug activity in the neighborhoods where the community 
gardens had been started, as well as in the gardens themselves, further 
aggravated the situation



time of transition

Widespread Vacant Land

These issues surrounding the community 
gardens sparked conversations about 
vacant land, and the city began to look 
at vacant land as an issue all on its own



Vacancy/40,000 VACANT PARCELS

The city does not own all of the 
vacant land, but it does own the 
problems created by vacancy.

current condition



Philadelphia LandCare/THE TREATMENT

previous condition

The LandCare program became a positive alternative, which could be 
applied at the city-wide scale, taking a lot like this...



Philadelphia LandCare/THE TREATMENT

resulting condition

...and making it a safe and more pleasant space.



Philadelphia LandCare/A PARTNERSHIP 

a city-wide treatment



Philadelphia LandCare/A PARTNERSHIP 

an interim land treatment

+

Using funding from the City of Philadelphia, PHS targets key neighborhoods and 
strategically selects sites for an interim land treatment.

This treatment is a city-wide pre-development tool that is an economical, yet pleasing 
landscape design that includes a regular maintenance program.



Philadelphia LandCare/THE TREATMENT

stabilization process

Major trash, debris, 
and weed removal



Major trash, debris, 
and weed removal

Site grading and 
seeding

Philadelphia LandCare/THE TREATMENT

stabilization process



Major trash, debris, 
and weed removal

Fence installationSite grading and 
seeding

Philadelphia LandCare/THE TREATMENT

stabilization process



Major trash, debris, 
and weed removal

Tree plantingFence installationSite grading and 
seeding

Philadelphia LandCare/THE TREATMENT

stabilization process



Philadelphia LandCare/THE TREATMENT

before



Philadelphia LandCare/THE TREATMENT

after



Philadelphia LandCare/THE TREATMENT

before



Philadelphia LandCare/THE TREATMENT

after



Philadelphia LandCare/THE TREATMENT

before



Philadelphia LandCare/THE TREATMENT

after



ongoing maintenance

17 hired contractors stabilize 
and maintain over 9 million 
square feet of land through 

Philadelphia LandCare

Philadelphia LandCare/WHY IT WORKS



community landcare

Additionally, PHS works with 18 
community organizations in the 
Community LandCare program, 

which hires local residents to 
perform maintenance work 

Philadelphia LandCare/WHY IT WORKS



community landcare

Community LandCare 
maintains close to 3,000 

vacant parcels throughout 
Philadelphia, totaling 
4,500,000 square feet

Philadelphia LandCare/WHY IT WORKS



Philadelphia LandCare/THE COST

Clean and Green 
Treatment

(Stabilization)

Cost per parcel

Cost per square foot

$ 1,391

$ 1.07

$ 12.65 visit/ $ 177.10 annual

$ 0.01 visit / $ 0.14 annual

$ 25.00 visit/ $ 175.00 annual

$ 0.015 visit / $ 0.10 annual

Cost per parcel

Cost per square foot

Cost per parcel

Cost per square foot

 Maintenance of 
Clean and Green lots

(14 visits)

Community LandCare
Treatment
(7 visits)

implementation costs



Philadelphia LandCare/RESEARCH

access to green space

More than 45,000 people and 16,000 households have access to some
form of green space within 1/2 mile of their homes who otherwise would 
have no access to green space.



Philadelphia LandCare/RESEARCH

stormwater management

Trees planted on Philadelphia Landcare parcels city-wide intercept 
over 2,000,000 gallons of stormwater
 



Philadelphia LandCare/RESEARCH

economic benefits

Studies demonstrated that homes values near a greened vacant lot, on 
average, increased by $41,000. 

Every dollar invested to clean and green a vacant lot increases housing 
wealth by $224, a 22,000% return on investment.
 



Philadelphia LandCare/RESEARCH

effects on health + safety

Gun assaults are significantly reduced in all city sections

High stress is significantly reduced in North Philadelphia

Exercise has significantly increased in West Philadelphia 

May be explained with broken windows theory or fewer opportunities to hide 
illegal guns

May be explained by recovery from stress at a basic physiologic level

May be explained by greater and enhanced outdoor opportunities



Philadelphia LandCare/RESEARCH

effects on health + safety

Researchers used a heart rate 
monitor with GPS to measure the 
stress response in study participants 
as they went on a prescribed 
walk past vacant lots before and 
then again three months after the 
treatment.

Residents who walked near 
newly greened vacant lots had 
significantly lower heart rates 
compared to when they walked 
near a blighted vacant lot.

Remediating neighborhood blight may reduce stress and improve 
overall health.



Working with Returning Citizens

roots to reentry

Since 2010, PHS Roots 
to Re-Entry program 
has provided citizens 
transitioning back 
into their communities 
from the Philadelphia 
Prison System with 
the tools and support 
they need to obtain 
meaningful employment 
in the horticulture and 
landscape industries.



Working with Returning Citizens
The 12-week training program 
curriculum includes intensive 
hands-on training in: 

roots to reentry

horticulture 
landscape maintenance
greenhouse operations
organic land care
hardscaping 
nursery management 
carpentry and wood working
irrigation



Working with Returning Citizens
Roots to Reentry also includes 
course work in workforce literacy, 
job readiness, health education, 
and occupational therapy

Upon completion, program 
participants receive post release 
support from PHS and other 
program partners, including job 
placement services and support 
services for transitioning to life 
outside the prison walls.

roots to reentry



Philadelphia LandCare/REENTRY INITIATIVE

starting the reentry initiative

Goal: 

Provide employment 
opportunities for at least 
20 returning citizens with 
Philadelphia LandCare 
landscape contractors 
and Community LandCare 
organizations



Philadelphia LandCare/REENTRY INITIATIVE

starting a reentry initiative

To provide work for 
new hires, participating 
landscape contractors and 
community organizations 
were offered larger 
maintenance contracts, 
adding 2,000 new parcels. 

11 contractors were 
selected for the pilot and 
they agreed to hire and 
train returning citizen for 
the entire maintenance 
season or to hire a 
replacement, if necessary.



Philadelphia LandCare/REENTRY INITIATIVE

starting a reentry initiative

Contractors and 
community organizations 
were carefully selected 
for the pilot program. All 
participating contractors 
have contracts outside 
of LandCare contracts 
and most have work 
year round even after the 
LandCare season ends.



Philadelphia LandCare/REENTRY INITIATIVE

starting a reentry initiative

To support the work PHS 
partnered with the Mayor’s 
Office of Reintegration 
Services (RISE).

RISE vetted candidates 
for the program, hosted 
information sessions 
for contractors about 
tax credits and federal 
bonding, and provided 
job preparation and 
ongoing support services 
for new hires.



Philadelphia LandCare/REENTRY INITIATIVE

RISE vetted over 100 individuals, 
PHS hosted a large candidate 
interview session at a central 
location, City Hall, where the 
contractors could do initial 
interviews.

Over 60 participants showed up 
and more than half were hired 
for the program.

starting a reentry initiative



Philadelphia LandCare/REENTRY INITIATIVE

PHS partnered with The 
Enterprise Center, who designed 
a custom Workplace Leadership 
Training that focused on the 
variety of interpersonal skills 
required to have success in the 
workplace.

The training helped build skills 
in customer service basics, 
problem solving, and conflict 
resolution.

starting a reentry initiative



Philadelphia LandCare/REENTRY INITIATIVE

Participating contractors 
provided on-the-job training for 
new hires.

This training included: 
safety, maintenance, and use 
of equipment
fence installation and repair
tree planting and pruning
plant identification and 
selection
mulching and weed control
concrete pours and retaining 
walls

starting a reentry initiative



Philadelphia LandCare/REENTRY INITIATIVE

what worked?

40 returning citizens were hired, including Roots to Reentry graduates

2,000 additional vacant lots were added to the LandCare portfolio

PHS connected landscape contractors to RISE, who provided information 
about tax credits and federal bonding, and offered ongoing support 
services for program participants

PHS and partners established a pathway for entry level positions in the 
landscaping field for formerly incarcerated individuals



Philadelphia LandCare/REENTRY INITIATIVE

what did we learn?

More job training is always better

Providing a stipends or a reduced rate during the first couple of weeks 
help weed out people who are not serious about the position, while also 
enabling contractors to spend less during the training period

As with any new job, it’s important to match candidates with the right 
position and manager



current program status

Funding for the additional 2,000 parcels in the pilot program is not 
available going forward, but PHS is continuing key elements of the 
reentry initiative

PHS will continue to link contractors with returning citizens at the start of 
the season and encourage them to use the services provided by RISE 

PHS will also continue to connect Roots to Reentry graduates with 
LandCare contractors, helping to establish a clear pathway to entry-level 
positions in the landscape field

Philadelphia LandCare/REENTRY INITIATIVE



Philadelphia LandCare

creating greener and safer neighborhoods





 
 The mission of RISE is to assist with and help 

facilitate the successful reentry and 
reintegration of formerly incarcerated 
individualism and aid in their return to 
society as successful and productive 
members of our community. 

 Services provided 
oGED Prep 
o Life/Skills/CPR 
 

 
 



• Computer Literacy 
• Job Readiness Training 
• Culinary Arts 
• Forklift Certification 
• Mental Health First Aid Certification 
• Employment Services 
• Case Management Services 



 Pre-Release 
o43% lower odds of recidivating for those who 

participate in correctional programming 
o13% higher chance for employment post-release. 

 
 Post – Release 
oThose who are employed have a lower risk of 

returning to prison 
 
 
 



 Candidates who were PREP Tax Credit Eligible 
 

 PowerCorpsPHL participants 
 

 Those who completed Job Readiness Training 
or candidates who's backgrounds and 
resumes were tailored for the program 



 
 R.I.S.E. offers 1 year of Case Management 

Follow up (once you are a part of the 
community, you are a part of the community). 

 Assist with support issues from employers 
 Employment Specialist to assist with Tax 

Credit and Federal Bonding 
 Tough field to employ 



 
 “Employee Fair as opposed to Job Fair” 



COMMUNITY LANDCARE PROGRAM 



 
About The President: 
 
 Zakariyya Abdur Rahman is a formerly incarcerated 

individual who has worked diligently to achieve 
success for his family and his livelihood.  His for 
profit business- Z&Z Distributors, is a family owned 
and operated snack and beverage company that has 
been based in Nicetown for more than twenty years.  

  
 It was through this business that Zakariyya also 

discovered the needs of  the community, and 
developed a strategy to help rebuild it.  Thus, the 
Nicetown CDC was founded. 



Nicetown CDC Mission 
 Mission:  The mission of  the Nicetown CDC is to dynamically 

improve the quality of  life in Nicetown and surrounding 
communities.  We fulfill our mission with a holistic approach to 
establishing effective, sustainable, community economic 
development initiatives.   Goals and objectives prioritize public 
health & safety; community organizing through “re-education 
and training; affordable housing development; commercial 
corridor revitalization; arts & culture, and land care. 
 

 We conducted an assessment of  the immediate needs in the 
community.  We realized early that the community must be 
educated, prepared, and mobilized to address their needs. 
 

 Based upon this assessment, we developed short and long 
term goals to improve neighborhood conditions through 
resident driven initiatives. 

 



STEWARDSHIP 
Our initial priorities were to clean, secure, 
and beautify the neighborhoods in 
collaboration with Block Captains, business 
owners, and other stakeholders. 



Planning 
 We then began to establish plans that identified 

blighted/vacant buildings and lots, then 
proceeded to implement our development 
efforts around targeted areas in the community. 
 



Partnerships  
 We reached out to other community partners, 

including our Elected Officials: 
 Block Captains 
 Local CDC’s 
 City Council 
 State Representatives/Senators 
 Ward Leaders; Committeepeople  
 Temple University 
 YouthBuild 

 
 



Resources 
 We identified resources that could provide the 

training, equipment, supplies, and information to 
assist with our goals and objectives. 

R & J Powers 
Equipment 

http://phsonline.org/


Funding/Contracts 

 The Nicetown CDC applied for contracts with PHS, 
and was successful with Council support. 

 
 We were selected as the land care stewards of  

groups of  parcels in North/Northwest Philadelphia. 

 



Administration/Management 
 Initially, the Nicetown CDC outsourced the land 

care scope of  work, and managed 
administratively from our back office.  This 
allowed us to build our capacity, and learn the 
land care/landscaping business. 

 
 We developed relationships with suppliers and 

repair shops, to enhance our ability to keep our 
tools and equipment running. 



Employment 

 LandCare contracts allow the Nicetown CDC to 
provide jobs, hire from the local neighborhood, 
and establish “buy in” and support from 
community residents and other stakeholders. 



Economic Development 
 We learned to partner, network, and continue to build our 

capacity and expertise. 
 Our planning continues, targeting vacant and/or blighted land 

along Nicetown’s commercial corridor and beyond:   
- Community Orchard Garden 
- Nicetown Court I & II 
- Sport Court Plan (Roosevelt Boulevard Underpass) 
- Nicetown Park Capital Improvement Project 
 Selected to participate in the Phila/PHS Re-Entry Training 

program, which allowed us to hire, train and provide three (3) 
returning citizens the opportunity for employment. 

 

NICETOWN COURT I NICETOWN COURT  II 



Other Economic Opportunities 
 In 2013, the Nicetown CDC LandCare Program leveraged 

a spinoff  for-profit landscaping company.  Today, the 
company provides landscaping services to 10 
Philadelphia charter schools and numerous scattered 
sites for property management companies. 

 
 Currently finalizing a proposal (requested by our 

Councilwoman) for a targeted land care program that 
focuses on the residential blocks that connect to 
Nicetown’s commercial corridor and surrounding areas. 
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