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Research Questions and Project Plan 

In partnership with the City of Syracuse Bureau of Planning and Sustainability and the 
Department of Neighborhood and Business Development we investigated patterns of city-funded 
residential property demolition for a period of approximately ten years. The city has never mapped 
its demolished properties or the vacant lots that result and they have very little in the way of policies 
that govern when or which properties get demolished or what becomes of the lot once it is no 
longer considered “improved” and therefore vacant. In conjunction with other publicly available and 
city-provided data we planned to answer the following questions: 1) Are there significant clusters of 
demolition in certain neighborhoods or on certain blocks? 2) What may account for clusters? 3) Are 
there correlations to tax delinquency, tax exemptions, unemployment or other economic factors? 4) 
Does demolishing blighted structures contribute to revitalization or precipitate urban decline? 5) Are 
there correlations between demolitions and grassroots neighborhood revitalization efforts? 
 The city has recently updated its comprehensive plan titled Syracuse 2040. The previous plan 
adopted in 2005, titled Syracuse 2025 was the city’s first major comprehensive planning endeavor 
since 1919. Like many other post-industrial Northeast and Midwest cities, Syracuse is grappling with 
unemployment, a declining population and high levels of entrenched poverty. Addressing these 
issues will require research into their causes and consequences as well as targeted policies to combat 
them. By providing analysis of this small piece of the puzzle, we hope to provide the means for the 
city’s policymakers to make informed decisions when choosing to demolish residential structures, 
taking into account the patterns of previous demolitions in the area and the effects that demolitions 
may have on the character of a block or neighborhood. The city is also looking into the option of 
land banking vacant lots. Having an understanding of where the vacant lots are can aid in managing 
banked land. 
 
Community Partners 
 
 The participants in this project are Group 3 of the Community Geography class and 
representatives of the City of Syracuse. The primary contacts are Katelyn Wright, MRP, a land use 
planner with the Bureau of Planning and Sustainability and aided by Risa Hiser, a GIS specialist with 
the Department of Neighborhood and Business Development. The primary beneficiaries will of 
course be those two city departments, as they have neither the time nor personnel available to work 
on this analysis. The establishment of the city’s own planning department occurred only recently, so 
they have little in the way historic analysis of this type though they do possess a good deal of raw 
data. Once the project is complete and made publicly available, we hope that other grassroots 
revitalization efforts can benefit from it as well. Organizations like Home HeadQuarters, the Near 
Westside Initiative and the Northside Urban Partnership all engage in neighborhood and economic 
revitalization and are tackling the same kinds of issues of poverty and blight while also engaging in 
real estate ventures like home reconstruction, renovation and repurposing. Any groups engaged in 
these activities can benefit from a greater understanding of the effects of vacancy and demolition. 
School districts, business groups and neighborhood associations may also be able to benefit from 
this project for the same reasons. However, it is also important to realize that the city, especially 
through the land banking option, is also considering the effects that demolished structures and 
vacant lots have on the tax base. While community groups might see vacant lots as opportunities for 
public art installations, pocket parks or community gardens, those options do not create and expand 
a healthy tax base like tax-bearing residential structures do. Although the city’s planning department 
and its grassroots partners can certainly help one another, there are certain areas where their 
motivations will be different.   
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Data Sources 
 

In order to address questions regarding patterns of demolition across the city, we obtained a 
list of structures that have been demolished using city funds between July 2002 and December 2012, 
roughly a decade’s worth of data. The city’s records on demolition prior to July 2002 are not 
available. Data regarding the cost of demolition is available from August 2010 onward. The city did 
not record the costs of individual structural demolition prior to that date. While being able to map 
the locations of these demolitions is a big advance for the city, in order to address the question of 
why these demolition patterns occur other data are needed. The Bureau of Planning and 
Sustainability also provided their most up-to-date tax parcel base map that contains additional data, 
including information on tax delinquency, land use, tax exemption status, land value and full 
property value (the value of the lot with improvements). In addition to current tax year data, the 
Bureau of Planning and Sustainability also has access to the same data for each year dating back 
several years. This information will allow for comparisons between the number of demolitions in a 
neighborhood, census tract or block and changes in property value over time. However, there are 
some limitations to acknowledge with the tax parcel map. Due to a variety of factors such as survey 
errors or changes to taxable properties over time, the city has numerous very small lots on the tax 
rolls (some less than 2 ft. wide) that appear as delinquent or vacant, skewing the count of parcels in 
those categories. Additionally, properties are not reassessed frequently enough to make useful year 
to year comparisons in the time frame of the project. Census data can also provide insights into the 
economic makeup of census tracts or neighborhoods. 

The effects of demolition are difficult to quantify. One proxy we examined was the 
correlation of demolition to housing vacancy and housing tenure. Vacancy data were obtained from 
the US Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) which recently entered into an 
agreement with the US Postal Service (USPS). The USPS records vacant addresses based on 
observations from postal workers. HUD then aggregates the data into census tracts. Housing tenure 
data, which will indicate whether a unit is renter or owner occupied, was obtained from the 2000 and 
2010 Census. An examination of property value changes would also be useful, however changes in 
census methods between 2000 and 2010 make the data problematic for historical comparison and 
the city has not embarked on widespread tax assessment during the period for which we have 
demolition data. 

There are some limitations to the data that need to be considered. The demolition lists 
contained only addresses that were demolished. While it would have been useful to match these with 
tax parcels, address changes post-demolition made this difficult to impossible. We do not know if 
the list contains commercial or industrial demolitions or if demolitions were financed by the city or 
by private or non-profit entities. A spot check of some of the addresses on the demolition list 
indicates that at least some of them are commercial property demolitions and that some may have 
been at least partially privately financed. For example, a block of houses on Oakland Street was 
demolished to build SUNY-ESF’s Centennial Hall, yet the demolished properties are listed in the 
city’s demolition records with no indication of who paid to have the buildings demolished. Finally, 
our community partners also cautioned us on using the code violation attributes in the tax parcel 
data due to problems with record keeping, which precluded any analysis of how code violations 
might predict or correlate to demolitions.  
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Methods 
 

In order to geocode the addresses of demolitions, the original hand-written lists were 
transferred to Excel spreadsheets and then imported into ArcGIS. A total of 1104 addresses were 
geocoded (see maps 1 and 2). Of these, only 4 could not be matched accurately. With this complete, 
the points could be aggregated to different geographies such as neighborhoods or census tracts. 
Maps were created showing every single recorded demolition the city has undergone since July 2002, 
as well as a map for each individual year showing the yearly demolitions.  Central feature analysis 
was performed to find the general area where most demolitions occurred (see map 3).  With the data 
from Housing and Urban Development, we were able to make a gross vacancy rate line graph 
(however, HUD data are only available from 2005 onward).  In a side-by-side comparison of 
demolitions from 2005 on and the gross vacancy rate from 2005 on, we were able to see a sharp 
trend of declining demolitions in the city, but an upward trend of increasing vacancies (see graph 
1).  In addition a median date of construction for each census tract was determined from the city’s 
tax parcel data, using rasterization and zonal statistic tools in ArcGIS (see map 5).  

 
We also focused on the Hawley-Green neighborhood by request of our community partners. 

We created a map that showed how each structure and lot is being used (i.e. residential, commercial, 
industrial, vacant, demolished, etc.) and we overlaid that with tax delinquency data as well (see map 
7).  We then created graphs that showed the land use of the neighborhood and the zoning (two-
family, three-family, single family, parking, religious, recreation, community services, etc.).  Finally, 
using our demolition data, we created a bar graph showing the demolitions in Hawley-Green from 
2002-2008 (see graphs 2 and 3). 
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Analysis and Recommendations 
 

Since we can now give the city a computerized list of its demolished properties along with 
GIS-ready files and maps, we hope the planning staff can integrate the new datasets into a more 
complete database to track changes in city residential properties over time. ArcGIS contains this 
functionality with its Parcel Analyst extension and there are third-party applications also available. 
Eventually, efforts to more completely match demolished addresses to tax parcels should be 
undertaken and going forward, the city should list the parcel ID number with the address being 
demolished. While data are available from the US Census and HUD on vacancy, these data are often 
aggregated in ways that limit their use for planning. The city should undertake a property inventory 
to improve their existing cadastral maps and allow for more tailored aggregation of parcel-level data. 
This inventory should have standardized housing condition criteria, up-to-date housing value and 
information on vacancy and property history for temporal analysis. This would allow block-level 
assessment to see if demolitions are having a positive or negative impact. 

A central feature analysis (map 3) of each year of demolitions revealed that the center of 
demolitions stays west of Interstate 81 and south of Interstate 690, indicating that the bulk of 
demolitions occurs in Syracuse’s southwest neighborhoods. Aside from some indications that prior 
city governments used federal grants for demolitions, there is nothing to indicate why certain areas 
have more demolitions than others resulting in a scattershot pattern. This supports the city’s plan to 
embark on a land banking initiative, which would require more planning and guidelines for when a 
property is demolished or when it is preserved for later remodeling or restoration. Such guidelines 
should include plans for what happens to the lot afterwards, what type of housing is appropriate 
(single family, multi-family etc.) and the desired density for particular geographic areas.  

Using data from the 2000 and 2010 censuses we also compared housing tenure (maps 4, 5 
and 6) across the city and compared that to areas with high numbers of demolitions. In general, the 
city has seen both a decrease in the proportion of owner-occupied housing and a decrease in total 
available housing stock. Areas with higher numbers of demolitions west and southwest of 
downtown have also seen the most precipitous drops in homeownership. Areas north and east of 
downtown, while seeing comparatively fewer demolitions have seen greater drops in 
homeownership. Downtown’s significant increase in owner-occupancy (227.8%) may be due to the 
construction of condominiums, despite an overall decrease in the available housing stock there.  

In general, we were able to highlight the most blighted areas of the city (in terms of 
vacancies, demolitions, and tax-delinquent structures) and the areas that are affected less.  Namely, 
the Near Westside experienced the most demolitions since 2002, with over 100.  The Near Westside 
also had one of the higher numbers of vacant addresses in comparison to the rest of the city.  The 
outer areas of the city, such as the Far Westside, South Valley, Eastwood, Meadowbrook, Sedgwick, 
and even Hawley-Green experienced fewer than 20 demolitions since 2002.  Also, the University 
Neighborhood has experienced very few demolitions in the same period. More research is needed to 
find out why this may be the case.  

The census tracts and neighborhoods that follow I-81 on the west side appear to be the 
areas that have experienced the most demolitions and that contain vacant properties.  These areas 
also have a higher number of structures that were built prior to the 1920’s.  The neighborhoods and 
census tracts to the east of I-81 have a much higher number of structures built in the last half-
century.  This supports the assumption that older construction is more likely to fall into disrepair 
and be demolished. It also seems to indicate that the presence of I-81 has had some kind of impact, 
with a clear division between the east and west sides of the highway, in terms of vacancy, 
demolitions, housing tenure and housing age. 
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Our community partners asked us to take a closer look at the Hawley-Green neighborhood 
as this area was perceived to have suffered fewer demolitions than other neighborhoods and may be 
targeted for future investment because of its proximity to downtown as well as Northside business 

districts.  The area is home to many historic 
properties, and many homes have been 
restored.  Some of the larger ones have been 
converted into multi-unit apartments, and the 
smaller ones have become home to a growing 
artistic community.  There have only been 9 total 
demolitions from 2002-2008, and many of the 
properties and structures in the area are zoned for 
commercial use, with a healthy mixed use plan (see 
map 7). No demolitions have been recorded since 
2008. The neighborhood is also supported by several 
community-based groups, including Northeast 

Hawley Development Association, the Hawley-
Green Historic District and the Northside Urban Partnership. Figure 1 shows an all-too-common 
example of what happens to lots after a building is demolished, with deteriorating pavement, trash 
and overgrown brush. Figure 2 is a successful conversion of a previously occupied lot into parking 
spaces with streetscape improvements like fencing and shrubs. As a point of comparison, we looked 
into a 2-block stretch of West Onondaga Street, an area that had many demolitions in the past 
decade, as well as some new construction. The 
effects of demolition here are quite different (see 
map 8). 

The city’s loss of housing stock over the 
past 13 years demonstrates a decreasing housing 
density pattern. The challenge is to ensure that 
the contraction that is occurring is managed so as 
to try to stem the tide of rising vacancy rates. 
Increasing homeownership rates should be a 
priority, but substantial drops in owner-
occupancy in the poorest sections of the city will 
prove to be an additional challenge. Although 
the overall number of demolitions has gone 
down, gross residential vacancy has increased. 
Logically, if the city were to suddenly ramp up its demolition efforts, removing vacant properties 
from the equation would likely lower the vacancy rate. Of the factors we looked at–vacancy rate, 
demolitions, housing tenure and housing age–no one variable seems to have more of an impact on 
where structures are being demolished. This suggests that the reasons for a structure becoming 
vacant and falling into disrepair are complex and likely include factors not looked at for this project 
including demographics, income and the activities of community based organizations. For a look at 
how demographics relate to vacancy, see the attached article about Buffalo, NY from the Journal of 
Urban Affairs. Our final conclusion is that nothing we analyzed would suggest that increasing 
demolition activity encourages growth, investment or revitalization and that integrating a more 
thorough demolition policy into any land use plan is justified and necessary.  
 
 

Figure 2: Near 406 Hawley Ave. looking south 

Figure 3: A vacant lot converted into a parking lot, Green St.
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Notes on Maps and Graphs 

 
Map 1: Total Demolitions by Address 
This map represents the result of geocoding the original hand-written list of demolished properties 
provided by the city. Until the second half of 2010 there is no data on these properties aside from an 
address. We cannot be 100% certain that these addresses are only those whose demolition was 
financed by the city or if they represent only residential properties.  
 
Map 2: Total Residential Demolitions 2002-2012 
This map uses the demolition point data aggregated to 2010 Census Tract boundaries. Although we 
believe the vast majority of demolitions to be residential and city-financed, the same caveats as 
above apply. 
 
Map 3: Central Demolition Feature by Year 
Using ArcGIS, the geographic central feature was calculated per year. Essentially, this map shows 
the mean center point of demolition. Demolitions were centered in the Southside and Southwest 
neighborhoods from 2002-2006 before moving into the Near Westside from 2007-2009 before 
moving south again from 2010-2012. The central feature never moves east of I-81 or north of I-690. 
The movement of the central feature to the Near Westside from 2007-2009 may be the result of 
influence from the Near Westside Initiative which began in 2006. The directional distribution 
ellipses are based on these central feature points and are included to show a general area where the 
bulk of demolition activity seems to be occurring.  
 
Map 4: Vacancy and Demolitions by Census Tract 
Vacant addresses were reported to HUD by the USPS and aggregated to 2010 census tract 
boundaries. Vacancy pie charts are at the unit level and are accurate as of fourth financial quarter of 
2012. Tracts with more demolition tend to be the more vacant. The Outer Comstock area and some 
tracts in the Eastwood area are notable exceptions.  
 
Map 5: Vacancy and Housing Age by Census Tract 
Median housing age was calculated by census tract from the city’s tax parcel data. Vacancy rates are 
the same as above. In general, more demolished areas tend to be those with older housing stock. 
Residential construction in the last decade has been minimal.  
 
Map 6: Housing Units and Tenure 2000-2010 
Percent change in owner occupancy was calculated by comparing data from the 2000 and 2010 
censuses. The cross-hatched tracts are those that had an overall decrease in the total number of 
available housing units between both censuses. The substantial increase in owner occupancy in the 
downtown area can be attributed to the construction of condominiums in recent years, although the 
total amount of available housing stock as shown an overall decrease. Areas with greater decreases in 
owner occupancy are also those with the greatest number of demolitions.  
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Map 7: Hawley-Green Land Use 
Hawley-Green was looked at by request of our community partners.  Land use was simplified and 
reclassified, with parcels showing tax delinquency, STAR exempt status and demolition status 
highlighted. See the chart for a breakdown of land use and zoning. 
 
Map 8: W. Onondaga Street 2007-2013 
West Onondaga street was chosen as an area of comparison to Hawley-Green. Unlike Hawley-
Green, this area of W. Onondaga Street is not part of any formal neighborhood association, 
business development group or historic preservation area. The same land use reclassification as 
Hawley-Green was used, with parcels listed as having a vacant structure highlighted as well as vacant 
land.  
 
Graph 1: Vacancy and Demolition Graphs 
These graphs are based on USPS gross residential vacancy for the city and counts of demolitions 
based on data provided by the Bureau of Planning and Sustainability. Vacancy is based on residential 
unit (address).  
 
Graphs 2 and 3: Hawley-Green Land Use and Demolition Graphs 
The Hawley-Green graphs show a breakdown of land use, zoning and demolitions based on the 
Feb. 2013 Syracuse data.  
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