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Executive Summary
This study set out to explore the effectiveness of Decorative Board Up – a neighborhood
intervention that improves on the traditional vacant property board up by adding aesthetic,
artistic elements, landscaping maintenance, and durable, environmentally sustainable materials.
The study focused on the neighborhoods of North Camden and Waterfront South, which have
experienced differing degrees of exposure to Decorative Board Ups over the past 5 years. Data
were collected through individual interviews with residents, organizational leaders, and
government officials in the two neighborhoods. Among the major potential effects Decorative
Board Up might be expected to have (beyond those offered by a standard board up), this study
found little to no evidence to suggest that property values or neighborhood pride had been
affected significantly. As for effects on crime, neighbors were mixed as to whether they believed
Decorative Board Up could have an effect on crime through increasing “eyes on the street” – the
natural surveillance neighbors engage in that keeps a block clear of undesirable activity. To
whatever extent Decorative Board Up has contributed to changes in safety, these changes are
dwarfed by the effects of a changing police force and larger unrelated trends in the city’s crime
rate. However, interviewees did attest to the effects Decorative Board Up has had on
neighborhood cleanliness; residents related this effect to some variety of the “broken windows
effect,” in which signs of community degradation beget more degradation, but where slight
improvements might also trigger further positive action. Additionally, residents nearly
unanimously agreed that Decorative Board Ups offered an aesthetic improvement to the
neighborhood that could provide them less tangible benefits such as hope, beauty, and
encouragement. These sorts of emotional and intellectual improvements to residents’ quality of
life should not be overlooked. In fact, they may be the most important thing that Decorative
Board Up has to offer.
Photo: Decorative Board Up in North Camden. Provided by CLHI
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“Board Up in a Box”:
The History of Decorative Board Up
The Decorative Board Up project was started in Chicago, Illinois in 1995 by resident Chris
Toepfer. Living in what was then distressed neighborhood (now experiencing gentrification), a
problem stuck out to Chris as a resident. A great number of homes in his neighborhood and in
others around the city like it were abandoned. Given the large number of properties it has to
manage, Chicago – like so many other cities – had resorted to boarding up properties: securing
plywood boards to the doors and windows of abandoned buildings in order to prevent
vandalism, squatting, and other illicit activities. Unfortunately, for all the immediate concerns that
a board up addresses, it leaves many negative externalities for the community as well,
aesthetic, economic, and otherwise. Moreover, board ups did not solve the long-term problem of
abandonment, and more often than not, the long term plan for them was demolition – a solution
which, again, led to its own set of issues. At the same time that Chris was beginning to identify
and understand these issues, he also happened to be pursuing a Master of Fine Arts degree. At
the intersection of Chris’s understanding of these problems and his belief in the community
development potential of art, the Decorative Board Up emerged as a potential solution.
It was a deceptively simple idea: rather than secure properties with plain boards that end up as
a liability to the community, paint them, and turn them into an asset. In 1995, Chris launched
The Neighborhood Foundation (TNF), the non-profit entity which would house his efforts to bring
Decorative Board Ups to any community that might benefit from them. Since its founding, TNF
has completed over 800 board-up projects in 20 cities across the United States.

The Neighborhood Foundation Mission:
Decorative Board Up is a powerful tool for neighborhood revitalization and
economic development. It addresses the core challenge of many cities face
today: how to attract new residents and business to a city challenged with large
numbers of vacant and abandoned buildings. Our mission is to help you get a
Decorative Board Up program up and running in your community.

Camden Lutheran Housing Inc. Mission:
Camden Lutheran Housing, Inc. is a non-profit, community based organization whose mission is to
rehabilitate and newly construct housing in the City of Camden for low and moderate-income
individuals and families. In 2015, the organization expanded to include community initiatives that
uplift and revitalize North Camden. One of those programs is Decorative Board Up.
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Purpose of This Study
Despite the promising evidence TNF has collected in its more than twenty years of operation,
many of the claims made about its effects on neighborhoods and individual homes remain
anecdotal. In order to continue and further its operations, and to ensure that Decorative Board
Ups are having the greatest effect that they can, TNF must be able to provide objective
evidence that their methods are effective. Similarly, the community organizations and other
nonprofits that seek out TNF’s assistance, often underfunded and understaffed, must be certain
that they are allocating their resources as efficiently as possible and that Decorative Board Ups
are a realistic means of helping their communities.
Satisfying the needs of both TNF and the community development groups it serves, TNF has
joined with one of its clients, Camden Lutheran Housing, Inc. (CLHI) to commission this study.
The goal of this study is to explore the various assumed benefits of Decorative Board Up
implementation, determine whether or not they are present in the community of North Camden,
and, if so, their effect size and persistence over time. In order to provide readers with a full
picture of this process, we first explain in greater depth how TNF operates, providing general
information but also a focus on how it has been applied in North Camden. We then provide
some context in the North Camden community and the partners involved. We then turn our
attention to more formally stating the aims of the Decorative Board Up program. This is
presented as a list of the claimed benefits. As each point is elaborated and its function
described, we include any relevant academic and research literature that might have been
found on similar topics in the past. This pre-study portion of the report concludes by stating the
theory of change of the Decorative Board Up program. This was a necessary step in order to be
able to test the program. In the evaluation section of this report, we first explain the
methodology and study design. Finally, we have the results section.

Photo: Decorative Board Up in North Camden. Provided by CLHI
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How Decorative Board-Up Works:
Workflow of a Typical Decorative Board Up
1) Take stock of the properties in your neighborhood in need. An existing abandoned
properties list will be helpful in organizing Decorative Board Ups, so that a program can
address abandoned properties that are clustered first, or in some other systematic
fashion.
2) Obtain permission to work on properties. This should be completed before any work
takes place on a given property. In the case of North Camden, CLHI presumed
permission to work on city-owned properties and sent private property owners letters
informing them that they would begin work on the property shortly unless expressly
asked to desist. This process has been successful in Camden, but other organizations
must decide how to gain permission based on their local community and legal context.
3) Get materials. A successful Decorative Board Up requires several types of tools,
including painting materials (e.g. paint, brushes, rollers), power and hand tools, and
landscaping equipment. Although the plywood used in standard board ups is an option,
all TNF board ups rely on a product called ReWall, which is produced from recycled
materials and is resistant to warping from temperature and moisture changes. Employing
a sturdier product such as ReWall will ensure that Decorative Board Ups remain
aesthetically pleasing for much longer than a standard board up.
4) Paint the boards. This may be done as part of a larger community effort, with local
residents contributing art to boards, or it can be completed by a smaller crew of artists
on-site. Recently, TNF has taken to painting boards with a few standard decorative
elements (for example, boards that look like typical windows) ahead of time, speeding up
the installation process.
5) Install boards. Again, there is flexibility on this point: adults in the community can install
them individually, or as in the case of CLHI, community organizations can use it as an
opportunity to employ local residents on a part-time basis as Decorative Board Up crew
members.
6) Clean up around the property. Every Decorative Board Up installation includes
landscaping work (pulling weeds out of the nearby sidewalk, picking up litter, etc.). This
step adds to the aesthetic improvement on the property, and without it a Decorative
Board Up is limited in its effectiveness.
7) Maintain. Although using high quality materials will allow decorative boards to last
several years, they continue to require occasional touch up – especially the landscape
around the property. Without proper maintenance, decorative boards can become a
nuisance to the community, and so this step is crucial.
8) Evaluate community impact. Although this study represents the first formal attempt to
evaluate Decorative Board Up as a program, every organization implementing such a
program should continually evaluate its impact on the community, along with its costeffectiveness. Without community participation and input, Decorative Board Up is a topdown approach, rather than the bottom-up program it is designed to be.
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Possible models of administering the program
A strength of Decorative Board Up as a neighborhood development tool lies largely in its
flexibility. Community development organizations interested in bringing DBU to their area can
structure the program in several ways. There are two primary factors to take into consideration:
the scale of the project desired, and the degree to which the organization manages the activities
in-house.
1) Scale: Some communities have elected to turn Decorative Board Up into a community
event, where a neighborhood gathers together, cleans the property, designs decorative
panels and installs them, all in the atmosphere of a block party. In these cases, the
number of properties actually treated may be small (perhaps just one property). Other
organizations have enlisted Decorative Board Up as a more passive tool, in which a
small team installs decorative boards on a large number of properties, aiming for the
highest economic and aesthetic impact.
2) Project management: In encouraging community organizations around the country to
experiment with Decorative Board Up, TNF has found that – depending on each entity’s
financial and administrative capacity – Decorative Board Up projects can be
administered in a variety of ways. To the one extreme, an organization might simply hire
a nonprofit such as TNF to conduct the entire program in their community, requiring very
little oversight on the part of the community. On the other hand, the community
organization might wish to maximize the role of the local community, soliciting only
materials or a brief training from a nonprofit familiar with Decorative Board Up
experience.
3) Community involvement: Although ideally every Decorative Board Up project would be
initiated by and deeply embedded in the local community, there is flexibility on this point.
If the community is enthusiastic about Decorative Board Up, each and every board might
be painted and installed by passionate residents. If, on the other hand, community
members welcome Decorative Board Up but express little interest in the project
themselves, it might make sense to contract out some or all of the work. However, it is
critical that communications remain open and that opportunities for the community to
drive Decorative Board Up remain available.
4) Type of art: Most Decorative Board Up projects approach community art in a subtle
way, and are designed to mimic windows, drapes, and other typical home scenery. In
this form, Decorative Board Up masks the effects of housing abandonment. Other
projects are more outspoken, and include mountain scenery, floral flourishes, and other
intricate designs.In these latter homes, the aim of Decorative Board Up is to turn a
nuisance into an asset, by bringing art out into the community. Opposed to the
outspokenness of these options, some community members prefer plain boards, painted
black or grey. Each community will desire a different mix of these artistic styles – another
reason to ensure consistent communication in the community.
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Hypothesized Effects of Decorative Board Up
In its many years designing and installing Decorative Board Ups, TNF has gathered evidence of
many potential positive effects these projects. Keep in mind that these benefits are in addition to
the community benefits commonly associated with standard board ups, which include:
● Improved public safety, as abandoned properties are not used directly as harbors for
criminal activity
● Prevention of public health hazards, such as unsanitary living conditions for squatters, or
● Cost effective means of addressing abandoned homes. Spare them from demolition
● Otherwise preserving homes that might be returned to a good physical state, preserving
both part of the housing stock and the architectural character of a neighborhood
The following is a list of the particular effects this study sought to test:
Reducing crime: There are a few mechanisms through which Decorative Board Up could
discourage criminal activity in neighborhoods it is implemented in. First, by providing an
enjoyable piece of art in a neighborhood, residents may be mroe likely to physically look out
onto the street. These additional “eyes on the street” increase surveillance, discouraging
criminal activity. Another possible effect of Decorative Board Up is to improve the physical
appearance of the neighborhood, thus combatting potential “broken window” effects.
Essentially, the better maintained a neighborhood appears, the less like a potential criminal is to
engage in activity. The authors were unable to find any studies that directly addressed the direct
role of public art in crime prevention or reduction (there are many confounding factors that make
isolating the effect of art alone difficult). However, both increasing natural surveillance and
proper maintenance upkeep are two important strategies within the crime prevention through
environmental design (CPTED), and studies have found them to be effective. In one often-cited
study, researchers found that implementing CPTED measures had decreased robberies from 30
to 84% in targeted areas (Casteel and Peek-Asa, 2000)
Increase neighborhood pride: Under certain conditions (for example, if a piece of art taps into
a community’s collective values, or represents the combined efforts of many community
members), art can help to increase neighborhood pride. In the literature surrounding
“placemaking” efforts, art is considered one of the most powerful tools for helping to create a
sense of place – a neighborhood in which individual households feel they are part of something
bigger. Although encouraging neighborhood pride is valuable in its own right, pride can also
lead to further positive effects.
Cleanliness: One possible effect of increasing civic or neighborhood pride is that residents
exert a greater amount of effort ensuring that their homes appear (and actually are) cleaner and
better kept. Essentially, this posits the opposite of the “broken windows effect”: that the cleaner
the neighborhood appears to be, the more likely residents are to try to keep it clean themselves
(e.g. by repainting their homes, picking up litter, sweeping, etc.). Surprisingly, one study found
that while a sense of pride in the natural environment seems to encourage behaviors that
improve the neighborhood environment, a sense of civic pride alone does not (Scannell and
Gifford, 2010). However, just the act of cleaning and maintaining an abandoned property may
contribute to neighborhood pride and cleanliness: researchers in Flint, Michigan found that a
neighborhood “clean and green” cleanup program there had helped to build community pride
(Sadler and Pruett, 2015)
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Property Values: Not only do abandoned properties decrease the property values of
neighboring homes, but researchers have found that the effects increase both in strength and in
geographic area the longer a property is abandoned (Han, 2013). However, by making it so that
homes no longer appear abandoned, or by adding appealing public art, Decorative Board Up
might help to combat these effects. Like the effects of art on crime, there is surprisingly littler
academic literature surrounding the property value effects of public art, and it is different to
control for other possibly contributing effects. The most comprehensive study these authors are
aware of explored the impact of the Philadelphia Mural Arts program on property values in that
city’s neighborhoods. Researchers found that the presence of a mural in a neighborhood during
the study period had not had any significant effect on property values (Stern and Seifert, 2003).
Still, it is possible that improving the aesthetics of a block may affect property values in other
ways – perhaps by attracting once disinterested investors.
Aesthetics: Whether boarded up or not, abandoned properties are often an eyesore for
neighbors. Aside from the negative effects described above, constant exposure to blighted
buildings can take a psychological toll as well. Decorative Board Ups have the potential to bring
beauty and aesthetic enjoyment to communities where these things are sometimes in short
supply.
Discourages graffiti: The blank boards typically installed as part of a routine board-up project
may as well be a white canvas for graffiti artists. It is an established fact that public street art
and mural projects are less likely to be tagged than blank walls (Craw et al., 2006), however,
this does not mean that graffiti artists never tag public art projects: the effects can dwindle over
time (Blomkamp et al., 2014) and depending upon cultural and historical context (Bloch, 2016)

Photo: Decorative Board Up in North Camden. Provided by CLHI
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Community Context
Camden City Context
Camden was incorporated in the early 1800s mainly because of natural geographic advantages.
It was directly across the Delaware river from Philadelphia – then the second largest city in the
United States. The city was originally named Cooper’s Ferry reflecting exactly it’s economic
importance as the gateway to New Jersey from Philadelphia. Soon after incorporation, Camden
became the rail hub for the journey from New York to Philadelphia, and as Philly grew into an
industrial and manufacturing powerhouse, Camden reached a critical mass of its own and
began to attract industrial and residential investment. Large corporations like Campbell’s Soup,
Victor Talking Machine Company (eventually RCA), and New York Shipbuilding Corporation
(the largest and most productive shipyard in the world during World War II).
However, immediately after World War II, large federal subsidies to move to the suburbs (e.g.
the construction of the Federal Highway System, low-cost mortgages through the GI Bill), along
with local (racially discriminatory) land use and housing finance policies, began to encourage
migration out of inner cities like Camden. Meanwhile, shifts in the national economy – for New
York Shipbuilding Co., the decline of wartime shipbuilding, and for RCA, the availability of
cheaper labor in Mexico – led to a massive outflow of jobs from the city. Still, close study of
demographic and economic change of the time illustrates that “white flight” from Camden did not
escalate until the late 1960s; Camden was scarred by race riots in both 1969 and 1971. By the
1980s, the cyclical effects of economic stagnation took hold in the city, as school quality
declined, reliance on the illicit drug trade increased, and critically for this study, housing
abandonment and neglect became commonplace.
There have been efforts to redevelop parts of the city, with a focus on downtown and waterfront
redevelopment in the 1990s and again now in aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis. It remains to
be seen whether these largely external investments will lead to greater redevelopment in the
city. A common refrain from residents interviewed for this study was that they saw
redevelopment happening around them, to attract outsiders into the city, but that redevelopment
was not happening for them.

Photo: From an article on DailyMail.com
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North Camden Context
Any community development efforts in North Camden must take place in the context of the
difficult situation the city faces as a whole. North Camden was one of the neighborhoods hit
hardest by the 1969 and 1971 riots, and many lots that are currently vacant date back to that
period. Neighbors in North Camden have also described a sense of being “cut off” from the rest
of the city by the Benjamin Franklin Bridge (completed in 1926 to connect Camden to
Philadelphia) which segments the neighborhood off from downtown. More recently however, the
southern part of the neighborhood, closest to downtown, has begun to experience development
pressure
The neighborhood is composed of two census tracts (referred to as Pyne Poynt and Cooper’s
Poynt, respectively). A number of demographic and economic characteristics of North
Camden’s two census tracts are compared with figures at the City, County, and State levels.
Although the race and ethnic background of Camden’s residents is fairly evenly divided among
Hispanic and Black residents, most neighborhoods skew to a majority in one or the other. North
Camden is a predominantly Hispanic neighborhood. Though we did not collect race or ethnic
origin data from respondents in this research, data suggest that the vast majority of Hispanics in
North Camden were Puerto Rican, while a smaller proportion of Hispanics identify as Mexican
or Dominican.
On nearly all other measures, North Camden is facing circumstances as difficult, or more
difficult, than Camden City as a whole – circumstances which are far worse than those in either
Camden County or New Jersey. Poverty rates in North Camden are five times the state level,
and nearly one quarter of families are living below 50% of poverty level. In the United States,
the home is the primary store of personal wealth (which in turn, provides access to credit and
financial stability). The homes that residents do own are approximately 25 years older than the
median New Jersey home, leading to additional maintenance and upkeep costs. The difficulties
in affording either rent or a mortgage are reflected in the vacancy rate: more than double the
state rate. With fewer families occupying homes, there are also fewer eyes on the street, fewer
residents to take on neighborhood maintenance tasks, and reduced property values for the
homeowners still left. These results of vacancy feed back into the likelihood of additional
vacancies. North Camden must find a means of overcoming these cyclical challenges –
decorative board up is one potential tool in this process.

Photo: Provided by North Camden Reunion Committee
Map: Provided by CamConnect
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Cooper's
Poynt

Pyne Poynt

Camden City

Camden
County

New Jersey

Median Income

$26,806

$15,369

$25,042

$62,185

$72,093

Unemployment

9.80%

14.70%

19.60%

10.20%

8.80%

Not in workforce

46.00%

55.30%

43.20%

33.50%

34.00%

Below 100% of poverty rate

56.60%

48.50%

40.00%

13.30%

10.80%

Below 50% of poverty rate

21.20%

24.10%

19.80%

6.40%

4.90%

Some college or more

33.30%

19.10%

31.10%

56.60%

60.00%

White (not Hispanic)

2.20%

2.70%

4.40%

58.50%

57.20%

Black (not Hispanic)

32.00%

24.80%

42.20%

18.10%

12.70%

Hispanic

64.50%

70.30%

49.10%

15.40%

19.00%

1.20%

1.20%

2.90%

5.60%

9.00%

Median House Value

$90,000

$69,800

$84,600

$196,800

$315,900

Housing vacancy rate

23.50%

17.30%

18.40%

9.60%

10.90%

Renters

55.60%

83.00%

61.10%

32.50%

35.50%

Median Year Built

1939

1959

1948

1965

1966

% detached units

3.50%

4.60%

13.00%

55.10%

53.60%

% mortgage holders paying
more than 30% of income
to housing

50.80%

75.50%

68.60%

53.60%

59.30%

% renters paying more than
30% of income to housing

42.40%

57.40%

60.60%

53.40%

50.80%

Asian (not Hispanic)
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Organizational Context: Camden Lutheran Housing Inc.
Camden Lutheran Housing, Inc. is a nonprofit community based organization and affordable
housing developer in North Camden. CLHI’s mission is to generate affordable homes for lowand moderate-income households in Camden City, through both rehabilitation and new
construction. Founded in 1986, CLHI has developed over 160 units of rental housing and sold
homes to 28 first time home buyers. As a part of the Camden Community Development
Association (CCDA), CLHI is part of a network of community development organizations
working together to improve Camden’s livability while maintaining affordability for residents.
Until recently, CLHI has remained closely focused on its goal of affordable housing
development, with little engagement in other aspects of community building. This began to
change in 2014, when the CCDA invited TNF to speak about its Decorative Board Up program.
CLHI was able to use remaining Neighborhood Revitalization Tax Credit Program funds (a New
Jersey State program which provides community organizations with grants toward housing and
economic development efforts) to pilot a Decorative Board Up program in North Camden.
Pleased with early results on just ten properties, CLHI’s Decorative Board Up collaboration with
TNF has grown every year since. As of Summer 2017, Decorative Board Up in North Camden
had improved over 100 abandoned or vacant properties, and – by hiring several local part-time
employees each year – created 20 local seasonal jobs. Rather than manage Decorative Board
Up itself, CLHI has found contracting through TNF to be a cost-effective and labor saving
means of project management.
Since initiating its Decorative Board Up program, CLHI has come to value the potential impacts
of more direct community building and beautification efforts, and has expanded programing to
include the Block Supporter Initiative and the Change the Message campaign. The Block
Supporter Initiative incentivizes residents to keep the fronts and rears of their properties tidy
though a network of community support, community cleaning events, and aesthetic
improvements to the house fronts. Meanwhile, Change the Message, a billboard messaging
campaign, takes over neighborhood billboards, and shifts the messages from unsavory ads to
inspiring messages, with the ability of community members and groups to post their own
messages.
In an interview conducted for this study, CLHI Executive Director Betsy Clifford perfectly
summarized the initial impetus for this shift in policy, and why it has become a fundamental part
of CLHI’s mission: “ [In 2013, after a major change in the city’s policing system took place] the
streets felt stark and empty, and there were many of us that were feeling that – after all these
years, we were building houses through new construction and rehab... there was more to the
problem than we were addressing, and I didn't know what to do. And so when I met [Benigno
Rodriguez, founder of the Block Supporter Initiative], and the Decorative Board Up started, and
the police changed, I found ways that I can make change happen physically through cleanup
and beautification in ways that I never imagined. And it was a creative approach for the
organization to try to make change in the neighborhood with the residents: not for the residents,
but with the residents.”
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Involvement of Stakeholders:
Who they were and how they were utilized
The overarching tenet of the Decorative Board Up project was evaluating its impact on
community stakeholders of Camden. During the preliminary stages of the project, identifying
each community stakeholder to participate was carefully assessed. Including such voices
required a non-biased approach, one that allowed individuals to share critical opinions without
being filtered.
When the thought of a stakeholder is invoked, a certain connotation is often attached to what it
might mean. For some, it is difficult to imagine a stakeholder not having some type of
substantial influence in an organization or community’s actions and policy. This idea rang true,
in particular, throughout the interview process of the study. For many Camden residents, they,
too, expressed their input and influence in the city’s political process as being minimal.
There were three types of stakeholders identified throughout this project. Key partners in
Camden that participated in the interview and research assessment. Those organizations
included:
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

Camden Lutheran Housing, Inc.
Camden Block Supporter Initiative
Neighborhood Foundation
Camden Community Development Association
Camden City Hall
Heart of Camden
Cooper’s Ferry Partnership
Cooper-Grant Neighborhood Association
Respond, Inc.
Sacred Heart

For most, these organizations represent an outlet of advocacy for residents to have their voices
heard. They also have a direct or indirect influence on advancing the Decorative Board Up
initiative. CLHI and the Neighborhood Foundation, as noted earlier, have the most direct
guidance on the project. On the other hand, organizations such as Cooper-Grant Neighborhood
Association, advocate on behalf of residents of Cooper-Grant to address issues such as
neighborhood cleanliness and public safety of the neighborhood.
Some involved with these organizations are Camden residents themselves. There are, however,
those that have been lifelong residents who represent the majority demographic of the city.
Some of these residents have lived in Camden for decades, dating back to the race riots – the
beginning of urban dilapidation to many – when properties were destroyed and remain
untended. Many were connected to a non-profit and advocacy organization, while living in their
respective neighborhoods – North and South Camden – and acting as a street captain (in a
sense) for fellow residents. They were well informed about the political constructs of City Hall,
Camden, participating in weekly municipal meetings, volunteering and neighborhood watch.
But the third type of stakeholder subscribed to neither of these attributes. They carry a sense of
responsibility to their neighborhood but feel disconnected from non-profit organizations and the
City of Camden. They agreed in principle to what Decorative Board Up was trying to
accomplish, but questioned its effectiveness in terms of long-term change on a policy level.
These residents have lived through urban dilapidation for decades without any indicator of
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systemic change. It was important that these residents feel confident that their input was highly
valued.
Several key elements were factored when considering who the community stakeholders would
be in this study. It was important to have a sample of individuals (insiders) that were well-versed
in the mechanisms of Camden’s public policy. The second type of stakeholder included longterm residents that were community advocates (activists) of their community who were highly
knowledgeable about the city’s inner workings and spoke on behalf of fellow residents. They
may or may not have had an affiliation with a certain community organization. Lastly, it was
important to find residents that were neither insiders nor advocates. With these residents
(community locals), they represent a group that may distance themselves from politics and
advocacy, but offer meaningful perspectives on how Decorative Board Up affects their way of
life.
These stakeholders represented a diverse collective of residents that participated in this study.
Many felt systematically marginalized from development in Camden, but this project considered
every resident as an equal contributor in its research findings. Each stakeholder possessed a
unique set of opinions, attitudes and expertise that added substantial substance to the project.
With a city of roughly 77,000 residents, Camden’s borough contains a special set of cultural
identities that may be exclusive from one another. It was imperative to compile a diverse pool of
individuals that offered varying perspectives of the program – the project’s effectiveness or lack
thereof. And as a city primarily composed of an African-American and Hispanic community, this
study accurately reflected the racial/ethnic and socioeconomic makeup of the city as well.
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Methodology
Selecting a Qualitative Design
A number of constraints, resulting both from the nature of the research questions we explored,
and from a limited amount of financial and technical resources, shaped this study’s design.
Timing was a definite constraint: the study period lasted only about 6 weeks (July through midAugust 2017), with only limited time available per week.
As mentioned several times above, in discussing the hypothesized effects of Decorative Board
Up, it is extremely difficult to separate the effects of a relatively small intervention (e.g.
Decorative Board Up), given the number and frequency of other changes a neighborhood such
as North Camden constantly undergoes. Shifts in police presence, tenant overturn, unrelated
individual and community efforts to renovate properties, the effects of speculative investment,
and the encroachment on the neighborhood by local anchor institutions are just some of the
intervening factors, difficult to control for, that might mask or inflate the impact of Decorative
Board Up.
Additionally, the positive effects of Decorative Board Up, when they emerge, are likely to be
highly localized: only those living on the same street and block as a Decorative Board Up will
routinely see the property, and only adjacent properties are likely to benefit from discouraged
crime or increased property values associated with a single project. The kinds of data required
in order to answer our research questions are simply not available at the block and sub-block
level. Even when data might reasonably be gathered (property sales data are available at the
level of individual properties), there is not enough data in such a restricted area and time scale
from which to make any meaningful generalizations.
Given these constraints on quantitative research, the researchers concluded that a qualitative
approach would be the best way of exploring the hypotheses. By interviewing individual
homeowners and renters in North Camden, along with policy makers and representatives of
other local organizations, this study can overcome a lack of data while giving residents a chance
to include their voices and opinions directly in, and become a part of, research that concerns
their neighborhood.
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Selecting a Control Neighborhood
One way to get past the limitations of the geographic scale of Decorative Board Up is to zoom
out to the neighborhood level. By comparing a neighborhood that has been intensively targeted
by Decorative Board Up (e.g. North Camden) with an otherwise similar area that has not been
treated – a “control” neighborhood – we might observe differences in effect between the two that
could then be attributed to decorative boards.
Ideally, this study would have included two control neighborhoods. The first would have no
Decorative Board Up projects present, while the second would have been an intermediate,
which had once received treatment in the form of Decorative Board Ups, but no longer
consistently maintains them or has otherwise seen them diminish in quality or quantity. Due to
time constraints, researchers were only able to include the latter in this study. Waterfront South
was one of four other neighborhoods to join CLHI in piloting Decorative Board Up in its first year
with NRTC funds. Compared to other neighborhoods included in the pilot year, Waterfront South
and North Camden are most similar in terms housing stock, both in terms of age and style (late
19th to early 20th century rowhomes) and property values (?). Chart comparing Liberty Park,
Bergen Square, Whitman Park, Parkside, Cramer Hill, Waterfront South demographics, housing
stock, home values, whether it has had DBU, etc.
According to raw census data, the two sections of North Camden are actually dissimilar in a
number of ways. However, most of this difference is attributable to the fact that Pyne Poynt,
hosts two large high rise apartment buildings (Northgate I and Northgate II), which skew data on
population density, income, unemployment, # of housing units, percent of homes occupied by
renters, and residential stability (the number of people living in the same home as they did 1
year ago). This divided feature makes it difficult to match North Camden with other
neighborhoods in comparison; comparing the Cooper’s Poynt section alone is perhaps the most
efficient method of comparison with other neighborhoods.
Cramer Hill is the only other neighborhood with a majority Hispanic population (Waterfront
South and Parkside are predominantly Black, by a large margin). In every other respect,
however, Cramer Hill is the most dissimilar from other neighborhoods in Camden; Cramer Hill
has a median income $10,000 higher than the City, poverty and unemployment rates less than
half those of the City, and is largely composed of single-family detached units.
As for the other two neighborhoods which have received Decorative Board Up interventions,
they both share a set of similarities and differences with North Camden’s tracts. Like Pyne
Poynt, the population density estimates for Waterfront South are quite skewed, given that
approximately two-thirds of the neighborhood’s land is non-residential industrial. Excluding large
swaths of industry atypical of other neighborhoods, Waterfront South’s population density is
closer to 5,700 people per square mile (very similar to that of Cooper’s Poynt). Ultimately,
although both Waterfront South and Parkside offered strengths for comparison, ultimately, we
decided on Waterfront South due to the physical similarities of its building stock: properties in
Parkside typically have setbacks and small yards in front of them, which may or may not affect
the interpretation of the aesthetics of a Decorative Board Up. Given more time, these potential
differences are certainly worth investigating further

.
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North Camden

Has had DBU

Cooper's Pyne
Poynt
Poynt

Water
-front Cramer Park- Liberty Bergen Whitman
South Hill
side Park
Square Park

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

No

No

Demographics
Population
Density
(pop. per sq.
mile)

5,641

11,858

1,763

11,102

7,631

11,703

9,600

12,800

Ethnicity White

2.17%

2.65%

7.73%

3.79%

0.41%

4.72%

0.97%

2.26%

Ethnicity Black

31.96%

24.75% 64.04%

18.15% 75.91%

74.88%

43.01

59.80%

Ethnicity
Hispanic

64.64%

70.34% 24.73%

76.17% 21.12%

19.60%

55.61%

36.29%

Median
Household
Income

$26,806

$15,369 $30,221

$36,918 $31,605

$24,167

$22,335

$17,500

% below
poverty level

43.37%

51.52% 44.44%

25.26% 29.82%

33.16%

46.86%

34.45%

8.96%

7.67% 12.19%

14.31%

15.25%

10.33%

$69,800 $70,800

$102,000 $88,000

$58,900

$70,000

$68,500

1,986

1,004

1,375

2,799

Economics

% unemployed

9.82%

14.71%

Housing
Median Home
Value
# of Housing
Units
% Abandoned

$90,000
600

2,072

619

2,041

23.50%

17.33% 29.73%

10.19% 19.69%

13.94%

33.60%

21.61%

3.50%

4.63% 10.82%

34.69% 11.03%

3.88%

15.20%

6.97%

% Renters

55.56%

82.95% 42.53%

48.45% 40.88%

75.69%

53.56%

74.70%

Same House as
1 Year Ago

94.61%

85.24% 85.34%

89.06% 92.02%

76.70%

81.51%

78.53%

% Detached
Units

Source: 2015 ACS 5-year Data, U.S. Census Bureau
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Sample Selection
The process of selecting locations to target for interviews in North Camden was different than
the selection method employed for Waterfront South. In North Camden, prior to the study
period, CLHI had assembled a list of more than 150 properties in the neighborhood that either
had received decorative board up but needed maintenance, had received decorative board up
but were in good condition, or were slated to receive decorative board up. Each of the
properties in these three sub-lists were assigned a random number generated at
www.random.org. The first ten cases from each list were selected, resulting in a sample size of
30 in North Camden. The researchers then visited homes adjacent to the selected properties in
order to solicit neighbor interviews, working further down the street if none of the immediately
adjacent neighbors answered. If no homes on the same street as a selected property answered
the door, or were willing to participate, then that property was removed from the queue, and the
next property on the randomized list was added to the selection. This occurred in only 4 cases.
No similar list of Decorative Board Up projects was available in Waterfront South. Fortunately,
due to the neighborhood’s small geographic size and limited number of Decorative Board Up
projects, this was not an impediment to the study. Researchers were able to walk the entirety of
the neighborhood, and interviewed a neighbor adjacent to each Decorative Board Up project.
This resulted in a total of 5 interviews in Waterfront South.
In order to supplement the interviews collected from neighbors, the researchers interviewed
representatives of the local government and other neighborhood organizations. In each of these
cases, at least one of the researchers was already acquainted with the representative in some
way, and knew of the given organization’s work in North Camden or Waterfront South.
Researchers conducted 5 such interviews, adding to a grand total of 40 interviews for this study.

Photo: Decorative Board Up in North Camden. Provided by CLHI
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Survey Design
Questions drafted for interviews were inspired by similar questions in relevant literature, but
were not copied directly from any other studies. Due to the time constraints of this study,
questions were tested in the field during interviews held over the course of the first week, and
were revised and finalized for all interviews thereafter. All interviews took place during
weekdays between the hours of 3 PM and 7 PM, between July 1st and August 11th, 2017.
Interviews were semi-structured; the list of questions were treated as prompts, allowing
interviewees the freedom to elaborate and drift into other subject matter that otherwise would
not have been explored. The finalized question list is included in the appendix at the end of this
report.

The Resulting Data
All but a few interviews were recorded as audio directly into the iPhone Voice Memo application
on the smartphone of one of the researchers. On two occasions, this method of storing notes
led to the loss of interview data. In the first instance, the phone ran out of storage space
unexpectedly, and although the “record” button was pressed, no data was recorded. In the
second instance, the device’s operating system failed and four interviews that had not yet been
imported to the researcher’s computer were lost. Fortunately in these cases, the failure was
realized immediately afterward, and researchers were able to recollect a great deal of the
interviews lost. Unfortunately, at least some critical resident input was lost.
Ultimately, researchers collected about 700 minutes (nearly 12 hours) of recorded interviews.
Interviews lasted between 17 and 18 minutes, on average. All audio recordings (except those
just mentioned) were transcribed verbatim into text documents and reviewed several times by
each researcher.

Photo: Decorative Board Up in North Camden. Provided by CLHI
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Study Results
The overall arc of improvement: The vast majority of residents generally believe that the city
has improved in the past five years or so. A significant minority have not seen any tangible
change happening (though none had gone so far as to say that conditions had actually grown
worse). This latter group sees the new developments as “just more of the same.” Overall
residents have seen changes in safety, but in their experience changes in economic
development haven’t really taken place. Non-profit representatives we spoke to are more
optimistic on the point of economic development, and have described that in the past 5 or so
years, things have really started to accelerate. And while Camden is making its march toward
economic upward mobility, residents feel that the improved quality of life has stalled. One of
those barriers prevents residents from investing and preserving their place in the community
while development persists.
Effects of Abandoned Properties
Living in proximity of abandoned properties result in a myriad of safety hazards that many
residents live with every day - directly and indirectly. “Vacant properties always cause problems
because if people don’t have a residence they will squat in the properties, which can cause fires
or other hazards.
“It’s a blight to the community,” said Wilbert Mitchell, 2nd Vice President and Executive Director
of Respond, Inc. “Property values will go down if you have a lot of vacant properties in the
neighborhood. People hesitate to invest in properties where there are a lot of vacancies.”
Jonathan Latko, former President of the Cooper-Grant Neighborhood Association and current
North Camden resident, attested to this sentiment.
“That tooth decay causes decay in other parts of the community,” said Latko. “Who wants to live
next to it? How can I get an appraisal on my house or get a loan to rehab it when the house next
door is abandoned – and looks abandoned? How do I get fire insurance? Insurance companies
were turning me down saying, ‘well, three doors down from you is an abandoned house, we’re
not insuring your property. If we’re going to insure your property it’s double the rate because
you’re in the city of Camden and it’s a high risk area.’ There all these auxiliary things people
don’t think about that affect the cost to live in an environment like this.”

Decorative Board Up is noticeable: We spoke to only one resident who had not noticed the
Decorative Board Ups in her neighborhood. Some were not immediately aware of the project
when asked, but after describing them, realized that they had seen them on the block. Several
residents revealed that the Decorative Board Ups were so seamless that it took them several
times walking by to realize that they were actually abandoned.
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Broken Windows Theory and Neighborhood Cleanliness – “A clean city doesn’t have to
be cleaned, because it doesn’t get dirty” – North Camden resident
During the study, one resident who choose anonymity offered interesting words on what he
called the “broken bottles theory.” As a neighbor who walks past broken bottles on a daily basis,
he used to pick them up until he reached an epiphany. He passed one bottle on his street that
he decided not to pick up, citing, “why should I do it if there’s just going to be another bottle
there tomorrow.” And while he tried to fight this idea, he recognized that falling into this mindset
was counterproductive.
In terms of neighborhood cleanliness, broken windows was an idea that many stakeholders
resonated with. It was not just that someone boarded-up a home to deter drug dealers and
squatters. The added decoration allowed stakeholders and residents to find a deeper meaning
in what such art design could accomplish for the community.
“For me, visualization of something that looks occupied and cared for is important – from
cleaned streets, to sidewalks, or what people’s houses look like,” said Jonathan Latko.
“Everyone should have a quality of life, and that quality is what the environment is around
them.”
Resident Eboni Colon, a Hispanic/Latina female, agrees with this assessment as well. Originally
born and raised in Camden, she moved to Texas as a teenager and moved back to New Jersey
to be closer with family. She cites examples of how Decorative Board Up changed the makeup
of her neighborhood in a short period of time: “Around the corner, there was a bar on Ferry Ave
that was boarded up and there was decorative stuff there before they fixed it,” she said. “I think
it made that part of the neighborhood stand out just like the mural across the street. It doesn’t
just look abandoned and trashed. It makes things seem cleaner.”
Interestingly, where small aesthetic improvements (including Decorative Board Ups) had taken
place, residents described a sort of “reverse broken windows” effect; the cleaner one resident
keeps his or her property, the more encouragement (or pressure) adjacent neighbors have to do
the same. Several neighbors described this effect on their own blocks. However, not all
interviewees found this to be true. Maria, who was born and raised in North Camden, but just
recently returned from living in Chicago for several years, described how her mother and one
other neighbor took it upon themselves for years to clean the entire block, without much help
from others.
In his interview, mentioned above, Mr. Latko also seemed aware of this reverse broken windows
effect: “To have a project where someone’s looking at a property that’s not theirs and dress it up
a little bit, well now I don’t feel so bad about it,” said Latko. “I’m going to keep my house a little
bit cleaner now or chop down the weeds.”
Eyes on the Street
It provided residents with a pleasant feel of aesthetics that certain streets either needed more
of, or had lacked altogether. But as one resident said, “it makes it look like someone is taking
care of the house and looking after it.” The appearance of maintenance neatly lines up with
broken windows theory and the feeling of “eyes on the street”. At least one resident described
how he’s seen Decorative Board Ups around him used as positive gathering places, where
people will put out chairs or sit on the stoop to talk. These positive places of interaction make
the community feel more lively and, again, add “eyes on the street”.
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This finding had a particular impact on interviewees who had families with children. For these
residents, Decorative Board Up helped validate a sense of a safe play environment for their
children. The perception of maintenance, safety and change was crucial. Because of Decorative
Board Up, residents viewed Decorative Board Ups a gathering places, placing an emphasis on
using parts of the neighborhood as positive places of interaction, with an emphasis of having
“eyes on the street,” where neighborhood pride makes vandalism less likely.
Residents described the idea of eyes on the street as being a daily, active practice. They took
the simple act of cleaning in front of decaying properties imperative, even absent of the
presence of non-profits or city officials.
What stood out to one resident the most are how neighbors have acted as caretakers for other
properties because of Decorative Board Up: “These properties have been like this forever,” she
said. “But as far as people going in and out, we haven’t had that problem. The people in the
neighborhood really observe the abandoned buildings to make sure that no one is in the house.”
The impact of the Camden County Metro and Eyes on the Street – “You [County Metro]
don’t need to be on the block. We’ve got it covered.” – North Camden resident
The Camden County Metro was universally recognized by most interviewees as a reason for
changes of safety in the Camden. A majority of residents attribute changes in safety largely to
the efforts of Metro, though some said change for the better was already happening (if at a
slower pace) before metro. Apprehension towards Camden County Metro did exist, even as
newly revamped police force has enhanced and improved community presence. Many residents
recognized the city’s political underpinnings for structural turnover and acknowledged it created
a sense of distrust. Interviewees generally see less drug traffic outside of their homes and on
their blocks.
A few residents hinted at an initial heavy “crackdown” the new police force had in the first
months of its operation – some viewed this crackdown, which saw people stopped “if they even
looked like they did something wrong” as the most effective element of their entrance – one that
initially stoked some fear and emptied the streets and “made it “a lot more quiet”, but then
helped it reemerge, with people more comfortable walking down the streets, letting kids play
outside, etc. Two interviewees said that it’s never really recovered from this quiet state and it’s
still “more quiet out here” and even “boring” compared to the way the neighborhood used to be.
“I don’t see them [County Metro] often,” said Tina Santiago, “but when you see them they ride
their bikes up and down. They don’t really come down here. The neighbors basically all look out
for each other.”
Inadvertently, the city’s structural revamp of the police force allowed a few residents to create
stronger bonds amongst each other on their respective blocks
Decorative Board Up helped change neighborhood perception of cleanliness and ownership, but
many residents cite the shift in police force as changing safety. In conjunction with Decorative
Board Up, residents felt safer and more assured that issues followed by abandoned properties
were being monitored. In addition, Decorative Board Up coupled with enhanced community
policing practices, has enabled residents to feel safe walking down the street and letting their
children play outside. But as noted later, some residents also felt a sense of discrimination from
the police.
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Other changes in safety: While a majority of residents reported that drug dealing and usage
has declined around them, they still report many safety concerns, including many having to do
with abandoned houses around them. They still fear attempted break-ins. Squatters continue to
inhabit homes, and a couple of residents reported that despite the Decorative Board Up, they
still have people entering them (see improvements: back door). Thanks to the board ups, they
no longer have pests entering in through the homes, or “trash on trash on trash” being dumped
in them. Others said that critters continued to find their way in, and in one case, a living animal
had been shut into the home during board up and died inside, leaving the neighbors issues with
odor and insects. These sorts of problems are difficult to avoid, and for the majority of residents,
the benefits of boards ups seem to outweigh the potential drawbacks.
Unfortunately, Decorative Board Up has a harder time addressing some issues critical to safety,
like water damage, fire, and foundation issues that compromise the safety of homes neighboring
abandoned properties. This is partially dependent on how dilapidated the property is already by
the time interventions arrive. The board ups made people who had children in the neighborhood
feel much safer about their children playing, especially because porches of abandoned buildings
are sometimes used for play – they “know [their] kids aren’t getting into trouble in them.” As one
resident astutely points out – “it’s the perception of safety that’s really important.”

Decorative Board Up Has Little Effect on the Large-Scale Financial Issues Associated
with Abandoned Properties
As several non-profit partners explained, a prevailing community development practice in
Camden and other impoverished areas is to make homeownership a possibility for current
residents. For most Americans, most of their wealth and equity is stored in the home they own,
and low-income inner city residents have traditionally been denied this opportunity. One
common barrier is poor credit scores. Mr. Mitchell, of Respond, Inc., explains: “People are trying
to buy a home, but their credit may be on the negative side. People are interested, but if they’re
not making a lot of money or paying their bills on time, it will affect their credit score.”
Aside from issues of credit, there are price barriers in the way of residents and local contractors
fixing homes and returning them to the market. Several residents described how unaffordable
homes (even those in the worst shape) are in North Camden. “When they’re asking for $30,000
[to purchase an abandoned home], but it needs $50,000 - 75,000 [worth of repairs]… no one is
going to do that.” Residents who described this process were particularly critical of the high
resale prices set by Camden City, though private speculators are also responsible for selling
properties at rates much higher than their market value. If these homes cannot be purchased at
a reasonable price, then they will not be purchased at all, and will continue to linger in
abandonment; this is not an aspect of the problem that Decorative Board Ups successfully
address.
For those residents fortunate enough to own homes already, another issues related to
abandonment (as discussed above in “Hypothesized Effects of Decorative Board Up) is the
negative effects they have on the property values of remaining occupied homes. Unfortunately,
existing homeowners have not found that nearby Decorative Board Ups improve property
values. One neighbor described his repeated attempts to increase value in his Byron Street
(North Camden) home. Despite investing tens of thousands of dollars in improving the interior
and exterior of his home, several appraisers have refused to evaluate his home at a higher
price. “For them, a vacant house is a vacant house,” no matter how nice the decorations on the
boards. Under these circumstances, there is little incentive for a single neighbor to renovate – to
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make a difference, an entire block would need to be cleaned and renovated, and all the
abandoned houses filled.

Favoring Rehabilitation Over Demolition
Nearly all residents believe that rehabilitating a vacant or abandoned property is preferable to
demolition and reconstruction. Some of this sentiment seems to come from the experiences
they’ve had in the neighborhood as long as they can remember: specifically, when a property is
demolished, nothing comes back in its place. While nearly all preferred rehabilitation, residents
seemed to differ in how long or in what condition, they would tolerate a building remaining
standing, ranging from those who saw demolition as the absolute last resort, to others who saw
a property as “hopeless” after just a few years.
Where properties had been demolished, neighbors experienced mixed feelings about the vacant
lots that remained. All neighbors identified that both vacant lots and abandoned properties could
be a nuisance in the community, though most conceded that abandoned properties were worse.
A few residents claimed that neither was preferable over the other, citing that empty lots created
more space for drug dealing, squatters, and waste disposal.

Decorative Board-up as an Intermediate Solution – “First and foremost, we’ve got to deal
with the quality of life.” – Jonathan Latko, Cooper-Grant resident
Whatever the case, residents also believed that Decorative Board Up was a helpful strategy in
buying properties more time for rehabilitation. “I don’t think [Decorative Board Up is useful] just
in that extreme time, I think it’s needed now, because you don’t know the pace of acceleration –
because people aren’t lining up to buy houses here yet,” says Jonathan Latko. “All of the focus
is on commercial. But we need to prepare for it if people working on this waterfront are willing to
drive through the communities and are willing to buy this house and rehab rather than renting it.
That boarded up building with the nice picture on it is one less place where people can go in
and deal drugs or shoot up, or deal with health issues like addiction.”
Decorative Board Up, as described almost universally by residents, as a temporary solution, or
“band-aid, but a necessary band-aid nonetheless. Most residents attest that its purpose could
serve to preserve properties until they are eventually rehabilitated. But for some like Latko, while
salvaging properties is preferred, certain actions – even demolishing – may be for the benefit of
the community.
Other stakeholders, however, like Mr. Wilbert Mitchell, are always in favor of renovation rather
than demolition. With organizations such as Rutgers University and Cooper University Hospital
playing a prominent role in Camden city’s development, Mitchell sees an opportunity to develop
properties for incoming residents. Mr. Mitchell is not fond of the Decorative Board Up itself, he
does see benefits in buying time to preserve homes from being demolished. But with some
disadvantages to be mindful of.
“Hopefully a lot of the corporations and businesses will be able to hire residents,” he said. “Not
as many people are moving out. We have a lot of investors and developments coming in buying
lots and vacant properties. On the negative side, it may displace a lot of long-term residents.”
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Defining Neighborhood Pride: Most residents defined neighborhood pride not by giving it an
actual definition, but by describing how you know a neighborhood has it. For example, things
the neighbors do, like sweep in front of their homes or look out for each other. For some, this
was the definition – it means caring enough about your block and the people in it to do the little
things that keep it clean and safe. Occasionally, going beyond the “small things” and taking
brave steps such as confronting drug dealers and squatters on the block. One definition that
was different and stood out was by Maria, of North Camden, who described it as a sense of
belonging (put the quote here). Only one respondent said that she didn’t think there was pride in
her neighborhood.

Decorative Board Ups are appreciated as art in their own right
Although one prominent neighborhood resident and non-profit representative was opposed to
the sometimes “stand out” art of the Decorative Board Up program (preferring entirely gray or
black boards), all other residents noted that they liked the more decorative properties, ones that
included a potted plant or drapes, or other more artistic elements.
Decorative Board Up was a noticeable, aesthetic improvement for stakeholders and residents.
Most took notice of the difference in quality of board-up materials from the previously used
plywood. They also expressed their praise for designs that made the street feel like home.
These changes were so prominent that some were under the impression that the homes were
occupied.One Camden resident, who requested anonymity, an 18 year old African-American
female and Respond, Inc. member, viewed art as a form of much needed expression.“Art is how
a lot of people speak,” the interviewee said. “If you don’t have words, you don’t have hope”

Decorative Board Ups are more effective in clusters:
Residents told us Decorative Board Up has an effect on the neighborhood: “because when we
see that they don’t have one decorated we say ‘when are they going to decorate that one, now
it’s making the rest of the block look bad.’” If one property is boarded up but the one next to it is
not, then it will seriously compromise the positive effects of the first. Likewise, blocks that had
received multiple decorative board interventions in a row were interpreted to be more successful
than blocks with a mixture of decorative and non-decorative boards. In essence: something is
better than nothing, but everything is much better than something.
There’s a stacking effect with other aesthetic programs:
Residents did not differentiate between a crew coming out separately to a Decorative Board Up
and a second crew from another program that does, for example, routine landscaping
maintenance (in one case, we verified it was the cleanup crew for CLHI’s Block Supporter
Initiative). They not only saw these programs as part of the same effort, but cited the good
maintenance of the landscape as an important of why the property looked so much better. The
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effects of a Decorative Board Up alone – though still valuable – are limited without block- and
neighborhood-scale improvements.
The effect of Decorative Board Up between different kinds of housing
We spoke with three residents who informed us that they originally came from East Camden, a
part of the city which is more suburban in nature. Most homes in that neighborhood are
separated and set back further, are separated from neighboring houses, and even the few
rowhome-style homes have small front yards. Two of the residents we spoke to said that this
made it less noticeable when homes there were abandoned, while the third said that vacancies
were just as obvious in East Camden as in North Camden. A larger sample of individuals from
East Camden may have helped to shed light on this point, but for now the difference in effect of
Decorative Board Up between housing types remains inconclusive.

Photo: Decorative Board Up in North Camden. Provided by CLHI
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Improving Decorative Board Up
Boarding-up Properties in Front and Back
The Decorative Board Up initiative is not without its flaws or ways to improve. During the
findings, many residents expressed concerns over what the board-ups neglected to address.
One common complaint was that the board-ups only secured the front of abandoned properties,
experiencing issues with pests and squatters due to this matter. Additionally, residents also
complained of overgrown plants and trees – in front of properties, and often growing within
them.

Encourage Community Participation and Broaden Outreach
Residents frequently spoke about the need for broadening outreach to encourage community
participation. One apparent truth for many individuals was the lack of connection between
Camden residents and local government. Residents expressed how Camden city’s problems in
the community are great, especially issues surrounding redevelopment.
“If you stick around long enough, no one’s going to tell you to not help out,” said one resident
who requested anonymity. “But if you stick around long enough you could influence this place
as much as anybody. If you really want the street to be cleaned, lead by example, be out there
pushing with a broom. Or if the street sweeper doesn’t come, be the first person to call.”
But while this resident was willing to take on the mantle of this responsibility themselves,
another challenge is organizing community-wide participation. These feelings were echoed by
fellow community non-profit advocates.
“It’s a problem getting people to participate,” said Wilbert Mitchell on Respond, Inc. “It could be
the school system, PTA or community groups. It could be the timing, whether it’s in the evening
and they’re with kids, and they don’t want to come out. People feel as though plans have been
made anyway.”
And for community advocates like Jonathan Latko, the burden that is placed on non-profit
leaders to organize are great as well.
“I think we struggle with it [communication],” said Latko. “It’s the biggest thing that I harp on. To
maintain a website is tough. To maintain a Facebook page is tough. It’s a full-time job. I’ve got
my own full-time job. My family is my full-time job. And I teach and have other entrepreneurial
needs.”
Residents and stakeholders saw benefits in the Decorative Board Up program being small and
produces immediate, tangible change. In addition, simplifying the ways in which residents can
participate in the program – i.e. board-up days, street and property clean up or paintings – is a
more accessible opportunity for engagement.

Prioritizing homes with a fighting chance
Some residents described the Decorative Board Up program as not helpful in addressing the
properties near them, because the property was so completely dilapidated that anything that
helped it to be seen as less of a problem was preventing the right thing (demolition) from
happening. Ultimately, residents feel that it is imperative to prioritize homes on key
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thoroughfares, or homes that have the greatest chance of being rehabbed. Determination of
these properties will be aided by increased communication with nearby homeowners. City
representatives claim that this has been, and remains to be, Camden City’s strategy.

Creating a better brand and social media presence
While the ultimate goal of CLHI and other community organizations is to improve the quality of
life for residents, rather than to receive credit or praise for its actions, it is critical that residents
have some idea of the programs and organizations active in their neighborhood. Without this
knowledge, residents will not know who to contact with concerns, ideas for program
improvement, or other comments. Building a better brand and an increased social media
presence would allow CLHI to keep in closer contact with community members and enhance
their mission through citizen inclusion and promote completed Decorative Board Ups.

Collect information from residents before moving ahead with board ups
Although we did not consistently ask whether residents were familiar with CLHI, anecdotally, a
large number of residents interviewed for this study were not familiar with CLHI or its mission.
Those residents who were familiar with CLHI expressed concern that they infrequently, perhaps
never, heard from CLHI about its initiatives or plans for development in the community. In order
to fulfill CLHI’s mission – to work with residents rather than for residents – communication is
critical. This improved communication is especially valuable in the Decorative Board Up
program, because residents have detailed information about vacant homes that no centralized
organization possibly could. For example, if access to the rear yard of an abandoned property is
restricted, a nearby homeowner, contacted in advance, may be able to coordinate with a
Decorative Board Up crew to grant them access (this was specifically a recommendation of
Vincent, a North Camden resident whose mother lives on Vine Street). Additionally, speaking
with neighbors will shed light on how valuable a Decorative Board Up would be for them; if the
property has issues with water damage or pest infestation, installing additional boards will do
little; CLHI and other community organizations would provide greater impact for these
advocates by facilitating additional action on the part of the city.

Pair Decorative Board Up with Code Enforcement Efforts
On this point, one interviewee from a community organization (who asked to remain
anonymous) was particularly adamant: without code enforcement, the issues Camden faces
with vacant properties (and even occupied, yet troublesome properties) cannot possibly be
addressed. If CLHI were able to find some way of collaborating with the city government to pair
aesthetic improvements with code enforcement in a combined sweep, the collective impact on
the neighborhood could be profound.

Consider offering incentives to encourage neighbors who help maintain abandoned and
vacant properties
The lot-cleaning element of Decorative Board Up is surely a key part of the program’s overall
effectiveness. However, cleaning a yard just once in a long summer growing season does little
to keep a property pristine throughout the year. North Camden resident Vincent (mentioned in
another recommendation above), informed us that he would upkeep properties on his block if he
were compensated for it. Ideally, community members work collectively to upkeep property that

28

could contaminate the entire block. However, in the short term, or where there the scale of the
problem outweighs individual neighbors’ abilities to self-maintain the block, such a diffuse
method of cleaning Decorative Board Up and other properties should be considered.

MORE INFORMATION:
For additional information about Decorative Board Up in North Camden, please visit clhi.org or
Facebook.com/CLHInc.
For more information about The Neighborhood Foundation, please contact Chris Toepfer at
ctoepfer@tnfamerica.com.
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Appendix: Sample Questionnaire
Due to this study’s semi-structured methodology, interviews did not always include the same set
of questions, and instead, interviewees were allowed some freedom to elaborate on points
specifically important to them, just as interviewers occasionally improved questions in order to
probe deeper on critical points. The following list of questions was the guide interviewers carried
with them, and is largely representative of the questions asked of interviewees.
For Residents:
● How long have you lived at this residence? In Camden?
● What makes you feel a sense of neighborhood pride?
● For better or worse, in your opinion, what changes have happened in your community
over the past several years that have affected you the most?
● How comfortable are you walking in your own neighborhood? How often do you do it?
○ What would make it more comfortable?
● Do you feel the safety of your neighborhood has changed recently?
○ (If they say it has changed) What do you think have been the main driving factors
behind the change?
○ What has been the effect of the shift to metro police?
○ Do you think decorative board up could be contributing? How much?
● Have you noticed changes in development in the neighborhood recently?
○ Are more houses being sold or bought? more or less people renting than
before? more or less abandoned houses or vacancies?
○ Do you think decorative board up could be contributing? How much?
● How does seeing vacant and abandoned properties make you feel about your
neighborhood?
○ Do abandoned and vacant properties affect how safe you feel in the
neighborhood?
● Have you noticed the decorative board ups around your home and the neighborhood?
○ Describe what you feel when you see a vacant property that’s been painted over.
○ Do you like them? What do you think could be done to improve these board ups?
○ Is there a particular piece of art that catches your eye? If yes, what and why?
○ Does decorative board up make these vacant properties feel less disruptive to
the neighborhood?
● Does decorative board up keep your neighborhood clean? If not, why? If so, how?
● What changes do you see happening in your community in the next three years? How
do you think that decorative board-up housing can have an impact on these changes? If
not, why?
● In your opinion, what type of message is decorative board-up trying to say about your
community? What does it say about Camden?
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