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ABSTRACT

Over the last 50 years, 370 large cities worldwide
have severely depopulated, or shrunk, by at

least 10%. Johnstown, Pennsylvania, is the third
fastest U.S. shrinking city. Primarily a victim

of deindustrialization, Johnstown faces severe
decline issues related to depopulation, including
social disorder and lowered quality of life. This
project develops a framework for urban design
for shrinking cities, integrating permanent
functions into high development potential areas
but temporary functions into declining areas.
This approach allows for future development to
occur through time as the city recovers. Using a
GIS-based weighted overlay model to assess the
threat level of decline, 4 sites were identified and
strategies for each were developed. Master plans
to retrofit new functions integrating residents’
desire and demands into vacant / abandoned
properties were then generated for each site.
Rather than chasing hefty attempted quick-hitting
developmental incentives, this approach will bring
new long-term economic engines and lifestyles
to the city due to a diversity in the economic base;
it also pays attention to the social dimension of
urban regeneration by providing a structured way
to promoting social justice and equity in shrinking
cities.
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1. Timeline of
depopulation and
current conditions of
Johnstown
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& gf;ﬁgmw 1 Background and Problems deindustrialization are referred to as “shrinking cities.” In the
1=/3 ANz
U.S., the Rust Belt region has gained an unfortunate reputation

- Repurposed vacant tand Over the last 50 years, while the world is rapidly urbanizing, for depopulation and deindustrialization, specifically in what are

into a city park in the

Downtown site some parts of the already-urbanized world, such as many referred to as “legacy cities””""), Primarily a victim of defunct
large cities in Europe and the United States, have experienced steel manufacturing, Johnstown, Pennsylvania has seen even
severe depopulation'™"!, In fact, 370 large cities worldwide severer resident decrease and is the third fastest shrinking city in
have severely depopulated or shrunk by at least 10 percent, the U.S. (Fig. 1).
as a consequence of declining industries and a shrinking Along with economic decline, legacy cities can also see
job market!". Cities experiencing severe depopulation and physical deterioration and disinvestment in local communities.
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One of the noticeable issues of the physical change across
declining communities is the increase in abandoned structures

MRS and thereby

and vacant lots, indicating social distress
exacerbating social disorder and lowering neighborhood
satisfaction'”. Residents left behind in communities with intense
abandonment are typically lower-income populations with
fewer resources to move out of such conditions'"”. Implementing
a strategic solution to solve the vacancy / abandonment issue
and suggesting a regeneration plan for remaining residents

in shrinking cities is not a simple task. The remaining active
houses are not typically clustered, thus, emptying the entire
neighborhood or suggesting public clearance is not a realistic
approach!"”. While challenging, developing appropriate built
environment strategies is crucial to the future success of
shrinking cities""".

When populations leave the declining neighborhoods, so do
many of the lifestyle choices of remaining residents including
jobs, commercial activities, and recreational options. Urban
planning and design have historically directed the characteristics
that reflect such desires. Broken Windows Theory posits that
a damaged window in a neighborhood can lead to negative
perception of the area and increase potential illicit activities;
when residents observe social disorders or sense more fear than
safety, they are likely to be less satisfied with their neighborhood.
The theory has been used to prove that the presence of
abandoned structures can decrease nearby housing values and
economic potential, and increase the risk of neighborhood
decline. Further, abandoned structures and boarded-up windows
can degrade neighborhood quality and this degradation can
spread over time.

The most common policy response to neighborhood
abandonment is demolition or land banking, yet associated
strategies have been widely criticized. Demolishing abandoned
structures has been utilized as a strategy to remove blighted
buildings and reduce management costs'" "’ However, the
benefit of demolition is more impactful at the site scale, and it
can be extremely costly'?. Additionally, demolition should not
always be the first choice, as sometimes preservation or reuse
of vacant and abandoned land could, in fact, better benefit
the community!"’. For instance, recent literature discusses the
ecological benefit of converting vacant properties into green
space for the community"*"""*, This could potentially expand
the citywide green network and restore ecological assets''”,
which can eventually attract more residents'".

Communities experiencing urban decline related to
shrinkage require diversified strategies that cater for residents’
demands and desires and are flexible enough for unpredictable

12

KA MR Permanent uses

15 #uls Career center

-k / 355 Job / workforce training
- {REE% Career fair

%X Business district

$NEk T 1418 Iron Industry Museum
SR TWERX High-tech industrial park
BReI4T Home business village
BTWK Light industry district

AZZZR Houses for talent

IR Temporary uses

8 E#5E%E Herb-medicine greenhouse
9 T A/AE Worker's apartment

10 #AE City park

11 $#tZ # %3, Bicycle sharing station
12 B Rail trail

{REBIIE A Existing

No g b~ 0N

15 518 Rail road

circumstances. Unlike strategies promoting urban growth,
regeneration strategies associated with urban decline can be
much more challenging and have limited known tactics'". With
the necessity of inventorying and managing vacant land'®, many
shrinking cities are making progress with new regeneration
policies targeted at increased quality of life!"”. While this
regeneration movement in cities such as Detroit and Cleveland
have shown positive changes on the community scale'”’, one
recognizable difficulty in regenerating shrinking neighborhoods
and cities is identifying a new permanent use for an unused lot
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14 FiBH/RL 2R Sandyvale Memorial Gardens
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The abandoned iron
millin Hornerstown
redesigned as a
museum

SMIRIS / ERLH

without knowing future demands in the area. As such, many
urban regeneration plans require the implementation of both
permanent and temporary uses'”'*". Adopting temporary uses
for the community as a regeneration strategy can be valuable

as it not only reuses existing abandoned properties, but also
involves the community in the decision-making process,
supports house owners in a low socioeconomic status, and slows

the spread of decline!"”".

A

Souvenlr store  Art gallery Ceremony pavilion Living wall Watch tower Stormwater tank
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residence

KA1t

Permanent uses

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / THEMATIC PRACTICES

Clustered industry

Clustered industrial park /
shared open space /
medical-herb green house
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It should not be assumed that a regeneration strategy that
works for one city will work in another. While the common
socio-physical problems associated with depopulation and
excessive vacancy are similar, each community is different”.
Because growth is not expected evenly across all cities or regions,
the areas to invest in and the strategies to be implemented
should be wisely adopted”'’. To make informed decisions, a

comprehensive analysis of the site and neighborhood contexts
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needs to be accompanied by assessments with socioeconomic
and physical conditions and integrated with engagement
outcomes linked to resident desires and needs™. Thus,
potential regeneration strategies for shrinking cities need to

" while considering

provide combined and diversified solutions
the physical and social contexts of each community.

To address the challenges, Johnstown adopted a
Comprehensive Blight Strategy Plan'**'in 2018. City officers,
residents, nonprofits, and local community organizations
participated in the planning process to address issues of
citywide abandonment and propose regeneration strategies. The
primary strategies include property remediation and demolition,
permit control, crime screening, and land banking. Using
Johnstown as an example, this project develops a framework
for the planning and design for shrinking cities, integrating
permanent functions into potential high development areas and
more temporary functions into declining areas. These functions
were based on community engagement processes which sought
to identify the social demands and desires of the remaining
population.

2 Design Process

In order to assess the threat level of urban decline, a
weighted overlay model was created using sociodemographic,
housing, vacancy, and other spatial characteristics related
to the effects of depopulation. Based on this output, 4 sites
with different levels of decline were selected: Downtown,
Hornerstown, Cambria City, and Prospect. Through a
combinational series of field investigations, research, data
analytics, meetings with Johnstown city planners, and meetings
with local stakeholders and residents, approaches to dealing
with decline specific to each site were identified. Strategies for
dealing with urban conditions associated with the decline level
of each site were then proposed and retrofit master plans were
developed. The retrofit approach allows future development to
be more affordable / realizable while not displacing residents
who have not left the city.

In 2015, Johnstown’s engagement undertaking known
as “Vision 2025” was launched through the efforts of local
business and civic leaders, in which a research framework was
developed to integrate community planning and engagement
power into the hands of Johnstown residents by focusing on
their needs and desires for the city. Based on a structured and
collaborative platform, it mobilized more than 1,500 volunteers
to form over 50 teams. Each team explored residents’ needs and

desires upon specific economic, community, and environmental
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KA MR Permanent uses
1 # & Educational hub 9 JRfFAE Street park

8 @S % Commercial plaza

- R T1E= Research studios

- KE#HEX University extension
2 BIEFIMEET Bookstore bar and cafe
3 3= J}/A% Shared workspace
4 FFEHRE Youth hostel

10 #kE8/AE Rail park
11 {KRSEST/AFE Recreational riverfront park
- ANFEFFIEE Public open space
- %K% Playground
12 ARk Boating pier
13 ;®/KFES Waterfront deck
IRt Temporary uses
5 ARG EE City fitness trail
6 #X#E Community gardens
7 E@EfERE Mural garden

{REBIIE A Existing
14 #53& Rail road
15 {5413 Parking lot

goals, assisted by area agencies including the Community
Foundation for the Alleghenies, Discover Downtown Johnstown
Partnership, Cambria Regional Chamber, JARIL, and the
Convention and Visitor’s Bureau which helped provide direction,
guidance, and financial assets. The teams then worked with
these agencies in an effort to transform Johnstown’s riverfront,
and collaborated with educational institutes to create downtown
opportunities, building an attractive and walkable city and
aligning community leaders under one goal (Fig. 2).
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area in Cambria City

SMIRIS / ERLH

KA1t

Permanent uses

2.1 Strategy for Downtown: Prevention

With 17.8% vacant land and 39 abandoned structures, the
Downtown has various historical landmarks such as the Stone
Bridge, churches, and the Flood Museum, and the central park,
a medical center as well as a connection to the city’s primary
tourist attraction, the Inclined Plane. This strategy seeks to
reverse urban decline through a series of multifunctional

programming to transform primarily permanent land uses into

areas with higher development potential. Strategically developing

new anchors into prioritized urban districts will bring in

new economic engines to help initialize revitalization. The
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Downtown site is divided into 6 districts—art and tourism,
business, therapeutic, waterfront, central, and residential
(Fig. 3). The vacant / abandoned land in the art and tourism
district is repurposed into art exhibition spaces and museums to
create new festivals and events. The enhanced business district
offers student startup / entrepreneurial spaces for new job
opportunities. The waterfront is also remolded as a linear park
to increase riverfront accessibility. The vacant land in the north
is repurposed into a city park to hold outdoor art exhibitions
and year-round events, such as the food and beer festival and
the Flood City Music Festival. Other programmatic elements
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R iR
Interval riverfront lot

TR 58 pE B
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include music museum, art exhibition, artist flea market, studio,

retail, and restaurant (Fig. 4).

2.2 Strategy for Hornerstown: Counteraction

Hornerstown is a historic industrial district with relics such
as an abandoned iron mill and churches. Faced with a vacancy
rate of nearly 20% and over 60 abandoned structures, this
strategy seeks to stymie the process of current decline through
small-scale insertions of revitalization-based programmatic
elements into a majority of permanent land uses, but more
temporary uses than the prevention strategy. New, cleaner
industries are suggested in this site to increase jobs and provide
a more diverse industrial base. Large vacant lots are regenerated
for new, cleaner, and technology-based industrial uses (Fig. 5).
The historic industrial site is adapted into a live-work district.
Simultaneously, the new career center offers job training and
encourages new local trades. The existing historic iron mill will
be repurposed into a new landmark attraction for both tourists
and locals. Riverside green space together with the abandoned
rail road composes the green space networks, a majority of

which connects the existing rail-trail and bicycle-friendly
boulevards to create a network of active living opportunities.

KAt Permanent uses 7 #KX “Z&F” Community "living room"
Clustered industries along the riverfront area will become a 1 B|EFER Retail and restaurant -4 X5E3 Community events
. . . . . . 2 Jh#R{EZ Single housing - KRR Recreational playground
high-tech industrial district and attract new investment (Fig. 6). 3 @B Affordable housing - F5MiE Outdoor chess table
- =513 Sports field
IRt Temporary uses - ¥ILEE Reading lawn
2.3 Strategy for Cambria City: Deterrence 4 HsAE Central park 8 AO4 Entrance plaza
. . . . - iR/ESEEN After school program 9 3L FE Butterfly garden
Cambria City has natural benefits for rail and water BEENS Holiday floa market 10 kL8 / OSAT Rain garden / pocket park
transportation, yet with nearly a quarter of its land vacant and - R34 Soccer field 11 J7R3EE Healing garden
. L 5 &% Urban farm 12 F49MES Outdoor fitness @
almost 70 structures abandoned. This strategy seeks to limit 6 JLEWEH Chidren playground 13 S4B Outdoor kitchen

0 50 100 200m
1 4 3 ; 7 j i il ?
the effects of urban decline as best as possible in targeted areas 14 W8 Reoreational trail

with a balanced amount of temporary and permanent land
uses. Development is only suggested in targeted areas within
previously mixed-use zones, concentrating temporary uses into
residential areas. Large barren lands located adjacent to the
Conemaugh River provide possibilities for green space and
waterfront activities (Fig. 7). Other tourist attractions such as

the Heritage Discovery Center and the Ten Acre Bridge are also higher education which will serve students. The streetscape of 9 igﬁﬁ%%mﬂ@w
nearby. The design takes the waterfront for recreational uses, the main street will be revitalized and create more public open

and revitalizes the main street and existing trails to develop a spaces for gathering. The existing abandoned buildings along the ’ L"::::gc‘ilz;:“he
mixed-use recreational district. The rail park and recreational city fitness trail can also provide mural spaces to attract young

park will provide spaces and activities for citizens while the artists (Fig. 8).

pier will be used for future boating tourism and kayaking.

Some vacant lots will be preserved as green space and pocket 2.4 Strategy for Prospect: Allowance

gardens, being connected to the main street and riverfront Prospect’s high altitude brings gorgeous views of Johnstown

through a city fitness trail. The design seeks to attract young and its surrounding hills. It has large green space and is close to

people as new blood to the city and the current retiree-dominant both Downtown and other city attractions with over 40% of its

population. An educational hub functions as an extension of lands vacant and 75 abandoned structures (Fig. 9). This strategy
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0. ggg;ﬁf’iﬁjﬁig; seeks only to manage the effects of decline through a series of community. The existing unkempt open space will be remolded
DIZEANPES
BRI mostly temporary uses. In this way, community-based needs and as a central park with residential land uses scattered along the
0 & the increase of green infrastructure can limit the visual impacts primary arterial. Approaches to extend current residential lot
. Repurposed abandoned
public housing of blighted areas until a new economic engine appears and allow sizes through land banking and selling vacant lots for 1 U.S.
constructed for flood . . . . . . .
victims in the 1970s into the city to recover, during which Prospect can remain dormant dollar an acre allow for increased maintenance to surrounding
affordable housing in hopes of urban recovery, but does not force new development lots for extended yard space. As for many of the abandoned
into any area where it will, more than likely, fail. The design buildings which were public housing for flood victims in
calls for a small business / retail district as a gateway into the the 1970s, the design proposes to renovate them and insert
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connections into the interstitial space to create new affordable the approach will bring new long-term economic engines and e R

housing opportunities (Fig. 10).
3 Discussion and Review

Each strategy applied to each site is unique, but all
work with one another to treat urban decline as a result of
depopulation. The overarching idea is to develop a process
of urban regeneration which builds upon itself and applies
permanent functions where will have the most success but
allows areas with mostly temporary uses to remain dormant
until development potential increases over time. Rather than

FIFRERSZIG
lifestyles to the city due to a diversity in the economic base.
11.  Estimated impact of
design strategies across

positively impact the city of Johnstown. About 72% of the all 4 sites

Overall, the strategies, when applied to all 4 sites, project to

existing vacant land will be regenerated across each site on
average, using 53% of permanent and 47% temporary uses. In
total, more than 31 acres of open space will be created, 59% of
existing abandoned buildings will be reused, and more than 3,600
new jobs will be created (Fig. 11).

As noted, the social dimensions of urban regeneration
have become increasingly important in urban planning".
In this project, a GIS-based spatial analytic approach is used

chasing hefty attempted quick-hitting developmental incentives, to reverse the social disorder and diminished quality of life
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caused by depopulation and vacant land. Public involvement
and interactivity within the planning process allows local
communities to determine their own future independent of
outside interference, creating different ways of using the current
vacant lots and abandoned buildings based on their inherent
needs and desires, which in turn allows for better understanding
of unique qualities of their communities, thus creating more
social benefits. With the transformation from abandoned lots
into new resources and access to activities, the social status or
residents nearby will also be improved.

Further, this approach helps provide a structured way
to promoting social justice and equity in shrinking cities. As
noted, the tendency for the most vulnerable groups in such
areas is to be concentrated in one or a few geographical
areas''”. In many similar instances, adopted revitalization
policies failed to address the needs of the poor, the aging, or
the dispossessed, thus inadvertently increasing polarization by
social class. The methodology adopted in this project actually
creates a framework for inventorying and managing declining
neighborhoods based on their level of decline: it identifies and
classifies communities based on severity of decline through
the overlay model with race, income, and other demographic
variables, allowing planners and policy makers to consider
all these factors and propose different ways to cater for the
needs of particular community, not simply adopting boilerplate
revitalization policy.

Abandoned and vacant properties are often located in
former industrial and commercial areas, and can be visual
eyesores, negatively impacting social and economic development
as well as human / environmental health. In this project, new
and productive uses are returned to them via land reuse, which
encourages growth of businesses and services in each site but
does not chase only developmental incentives that may not yet
work in the depopulating neighborhoods”". Restoration of
full activities will take patience and time. With implementation
and adjustments of the strategic policies, concentrated poverty
can be broken up, jobs can be returned to the city, and private

investment and local tax revenue will be stimulated. LAF
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