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Executive   Summary
The report that follows, known as the Strategic Community Investment (SCI) report, contains an 
extensive inventory and analysis of Atlanta, Georgia’s residential real estate.  The SCI report is based 
on “windshield” survey field data specifically collected for this report, as well as supplemental economic 
and demographic indicators from a variety of public and third-party sources.  The SCI report documents 
the conditions of Atlanta’s residential properties, in order to highlight the strengths and weaknesses 
of the city’s housing market on the neighborhood level, and to generate strategies for the purpose of 
attracting investment and development in areas where such change can have the greatest positive 
impact.

In recent years, the city of Atlanta has seen decidely uneven growth and development.  Some parts of 
the city have flourished, while others have declined.  Powerful macroeconomic forces and a tumultuous 
real estate market have brought instability to many once-growing communities.  This report was 
designed to assist the City of Atlanta decision makers in their efforts to formulate plans for equitable 
growth and development across Atlanta.  The authors of the following report believe that a key strategy 
for initiating equitable growth and development is to work towards the stabilization of neighborhoods 
that are currently struggling.  More specifically, a main objective of this report is to identify “tipping point 
neighborhoods”—areas where small changes might dramatically alter the state of a neighborhood for 
good or ill.  In accordance with the City’s Comprehensive Development Plan, the precise documentation 
of Atlanta’s 258 residential neighborhoods can help target intervention or stabilization efforts into specific 
areas.  To this end, the SCI Study will support the Mayor’s vision to target communities for investment 
in order to spur interest from the private development community, and create a model for neighborhood 
stabilization and revitalization across the city.  The recommendations contained within the SCI report 
reflect the broad desires and goals of the City of Atlanta, but remain grounded within existing economic 
and political realities.

Outlining  the   study

This report is broken into several sections.  First, an executive summary will broadly describe the 
contours of the report and its findings.  Secondly, the necessary context for the report is provided 
in the form of a broad overview of Atlanta, its neighborhoods, the strengths and weaknesses of the 
city’s housing market, and pertinent issues surrounding residential investment and neighborhood 
revitalization.  Next, a guide on using the report outlines the tools that are contained within it and a 
series of recommended actions for interested parties to take.  Then a description of the methods used 
to determine and gather necessary data will precede an overview and analysis of the study’s findings.  
This will include the classification of neighborhoods for the purpose of targeting investment, and a 
series of related planning and policy recommendations for the City’s consideration.
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Atlanta   At   A   Glance

The city of Atlanta is the commercial and transportation hub of the Southeast, and the urban center of an 
area of nearly 6 million people, with a strong corporate, governmental, and entrepreneurial presence.  
It possesses a uniquely green and tree-lined urban setting, a temperate climate, and a relatively low 
population density.  Atlanta is also a city of neighborhoods, and a patchwork of vibrant and diverse 
communities that are constantly developing, changing, and affecting one another.

Home prices in the Atlanta metropolitan area are significantly lower today than in the year 2000, making 
it only one of four major metro areas where prices are below 2000 figures (CoreLogic RealQuest, 2012).  
The effects of the collapse of the U.S. housing bubble and the recession of the late-2000s have left 
many Atlanta neighborhoods full of foreclosed and vacant residential properties.  The significant decline 
in home values along with an increased pool of renters caused by the foreclosure crisis has made 
Atlanta a prime target for investors.  Banks and investors are keeping the vast majority of foreclosed 
and vacant properties off the market for now, posing a major constraint against goals of stabilizing 
struggling neighborhoods.

Residents, policy makers, investors, employers, lenders, realtors, developers, visitors, and other 
parties invariably have very different perspectives on any given neighborhood.  In Atlanta, there is 
only limited coordination between these parties in directing and establishing investments, programs, 
and initiatives.  As strategies and tactics are developed and evaluated to stabilize and grow Atlanta’s 
struggling neighborhoods, it is essential to encourage collaboration between these parties, and to try 
to generate understanding and empathy for the perspectives of many diverse stakeholders in these 
communities. 

Demographics,   Economics,   and   Housing

According to the United States Census Bureau, Atlanta’s estimated 2011 population was 432,427, with 
a density of 3,188 persons per square mile (United States Census Bureau, 2013).  Atlanta’s population 
grew by 0.8% from 2000 to 2010.  In 2010, the city’s racial makeup was 54% Black, 38.4% White, 
3.1% Asian, 0.2% Native American, 2.2% some other race and those from two or more races made up 
2.0% of the population.  Hispanics of any race made up 5.2% of the city’s population.  Atlanta’s median 
household income from 2007 to 2011 was $45,171, with a per capita figure of $35,453.  22.6% of the 
city’s population was living below the poverty line in 2011.  From 2007 to 2011, 7.6% of Atlanta residents 
were foreign born, and 10.5% spoke a primary language other than English in their homes.  The median 
value of an owner occupied home in Atlanta from 2007 to 2011 was $228,000, and the homeownership 
rate was 47% in the city, with 53.9% of total housing units located in multi-unit structures.  From 2007 to 
2011, 87.3% of Atlanta residents had at least a high school degree, and 46.1% had a bachelor’s degree 
or higher.
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Summary    of    Findings 

As part of the SCI report, multiple data sources were referenced to gather information on Atlanta’s 
neighborhoods.  These sources included new information generated by the “windshield” survey identifying 
the existing conditions of Atlanta’s residential real estate.   As a supplement to the “windshield” survey, 
information was collected from the U. S. Census Bureau, CoreLogic Real Quest, Fulton and DeKalb 
Tax Digest, Atlanta Police Department, Georgia Department of Education, Neilson-Caritas, Atlanta’s 
Department of Parks Recreation and Cultural Affairs, and Metrostudy.  The following summarizes some 
of the most significant citywide findings: 

Source: APD Solutions Field Evaluation

Existing Conditions of Housing
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Housing   and   Neighborhood   Economics

Our research reveals the median mortgage payment in the Atlanta was $1,853 per month (CoreLogic 
RealQuest, 2012). The analysis of property valuation from July 2011 to June 2012 indicated that the 
average neighborhood saw a 19% appreciation in residential properties. The analysis also revealed vast 
differences in residential appreciation across neighborhoods. On the neighborhood level, a 45% overall 
loss of value was observed for residential properties over that time period. Housing starts on the other 
hand are on an overall upswing, with a 22% increase over the same time period. Distressed assets in 
the city were significant in number with the average Atlanta neighborhood having 9% of its residential 
properties either in the foreclosure process or advertised for sale by a bank or lender at a depressed 
price, with some neighborhoods as high as 34% (CoreLogic RealQuest, 2012). The positive side of the 
equation reveals the average residential real estate transaction value by neighborhood from July 2011 
to August 2012 was $225,483, with averages ranging as low as $86,630 and as high as $1,810,330.
Residential ownership in the city averaged a rate of 52% on the neighborhood level with some 
neighborhoods seeing highs of 90% and lows of 0%.

Within the city of Atlanta’s 143,888 residential parcels, there are 125,022 residential structures, of which 
approximately 6.4% appear to be vacant or abandoned (APD Solutions, 2011-2012).  Of the 12.3%  
total residential parcels (structures and lots) in the city that are vacant, large numbers are concentrated 
in a few neighborhoods, with many of these comprising a loose “band” that stretches from Northwest 
to Southeast Atlanta.  1-4 unit structures comprise 99.2% of residential structures in the city, with 
structures having 5 or more residential units making up the remaining 0.8%.  However, the structures 
within the remaining 0.8% contain 52,243 total housing units averaging 53.3 units per structure. 

Atlanta’s housing stock has a mean age of 44 years (DeKalb County Tax Assessor's Office, 2011) 
(Fulton County Tax Assessor's Office, 2011).  The average percentage of blight observed among 
residential parcels in a neighborhood is 2% and the average percentage of residential properties with 
code issues is 3%.  According to the “windshield” survey, 69% of the city’s residential lots and structures 
were defined for the purposes of this study to have “curb appeal,” meaning that they appear to be in fair 
or good condition when viewed from the sidewalk or “curb.” 
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The extent of “community commerce” production in Atlanta was measured to average $24 million by 
neighborhood (Nielsen Claritas, 2012), meaning that there are 24 million dollars in retail sales on an 
annual basis in the mean Atlanta neighborhood.  The average number of retail/commercial businesses in 
an Atlanta neighborhood is 21, indicating average annual sales of $1,142,857 per business.  Our analysis 
shows that the majority of this revenue is concentrated in the north and east of the city, leaving many 
neighborhoods in the South and West underserved by retail, and their residents forced to travel beyond 
the locality to meet much of their demand for goods and services.  There were 91 building permits 
issued in the average Atlanta neighborhood over a recent five year period (city of Atlanta Planning 
Department, 2012).

Quality   of   Life

When comparing the average commute time between Atlanta’s communities, 37% of neighborhoods 
contain residents that face daily commute times of 30 minutes or more (CoreLogic RealQuest, 
2012).  Atlanta’s green spaces are numerous, as seen by the fact that 87% of residential parcels 
enjoy a half mile or less proximity to parks or walking trails (City of Atlanta Parks and Recreation 
Department, 2012).  Pedestrians in the city can access sidewalks for only 40% of parcels frontages 
(APD Solutions, 2011-2012). While the proximity of green space to residential properties in the 
city is encouraging, the lack of  safe pedestrian infrastructure is worrisome, as is the fact that 34% 
of Atlanta neighborhoods are only accessible by one or two modes of transportation. The average 
Atlanta neighborhood sees 310 instances of violent or property crime per year (City of Atlanta 
Police Department, 2012). 

USING    THIS    Report   synopsis

The anticipated result of the SCI report is two-fold, first to inform stakeholders and investors about the
current conditions of the city’s housing stock, and second to help move them from a place of inaction to
one of directed and strategic activity. Investors are individuals or entities that bring resources to bear
and put them at risk in an effort to enhance a community, while stakeholders are interested parties that
affect or can be affected by the circumstances in the community. Because the report contains a vast
amount of information about the city’s neighborhoods, it can be used by these parties in many different
ways. 

Neighborhoods exist on a continuum of investment quality or “health” that is a reflection of the investment 
decisions that people make there. Every neighborhood is built to fulfill a vision or need, but over time, 
investment and disinvestment can move any place up or down the continuum. Disinvestment occurs when 
risk-averse investors and stakeholders avoid places that are seen as having poor investment quality. 
“Community Investment” describes the asset or value based contributions made by public and private 
entities, along with community coalitions, to coordinate and target resources to improve a community. As 
a community moves down the continuum, a mix of public/private investment and local activism becomes 
critical, and the public sector must be strategic in where it targets its limited resources. 			 
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The result of the research and analysis conducted by the APDS team is a series of tools for stakeholders 
and investors to use: maps, graphs, tables and recommendations. These tools are intended to help these 
parties understand conditions in different parts of the city, identify the factors that make a difference in 
a neighborhood, and determine how their decisions and investments can impact these factors. These 
tools include:
	 a)  Neighborhood Wave Tool - provides insight into the neighborhood factors that most
                 effectively influence the investment quality of a neighborhood.

	 b)  Neighborhood Typology Heat Map - shows the current conditions of each neighborhood
                 along a continuum.

	 c)  Tables and Maps – indicates the Target Areas of Opportunity/TAOs and the Tipping Point
                 Neighborhoods that are recommended for investment and activism.
	
	 d)  Neighborhood Factor/Recommendation Tactic Matrix - recommends specific tactics for
                 improving different neighborhood factors.

With these tools, an interested investor or stakeholder can use the data and findings of the SCI report in
a number of ways. Our recommended process begins with the identification of a desired neighborhood
for evaluation. After a neighborhood is identified, the user can identify the factors affecting investment
quality that are most important to them, and then examine the community’s location on the continuum
and the assessment of its current conditions along their chosen factors. Next, the user can compare the
investment strength of the neighborhood with other areas to determine which specific factors are 
important in shifting the neighborhood’s investment quality. Finally, the stakeholder/investor can use 
those factors to identify recommendations and related best practices in order to create initiatives for 
neighborhood improvement. It is ultimately hoped that the tools and processes contained within the SCI
report will facilitate activity that positively transforms targeted neighborhoods for the benefit of the entire 
city.

Method   of   Approach   Synopsis

A key desired outcome of the SCI report is the direction of strategic investment into neighborhoods 
where small changes can potentially have a major positive impact.  To lay the groundwork for this 
strategy, so-called tipping point neighborhoods had first to be identified.  The process leading to this 
determination began with the selection of criteria for evaluating and ranking neighborhoods.  This was 
followed by the collection and analysis of data on the existing conditions of Atlanta’s residential real 
estate, the selection of specific neighborhoods to be targeted for investment and growth based on a 
number of criteria, and the creation of relevant policy and planning recommendations.

In order to provide a clear and accurate picture of both positive and negative trends affecting the 
city of Atlanta’s housing stock, APD Solutions (APDS) collected comprehensive and objective data on 
every accessible residential parcel within the city limits in a process that began in December 2011 and 
ended in August 2012.  The next step was to break this information down to the neighborhood level, 
examining the current state of housing in each of Atlanta’s communities.  The research involved a total 
of 258 neighborhood areas.  Some of those areas were assessed to be largely industrial or vacant and 
therefore not all of the 258 neighborhoods ended up as part of the final neighborhood typology 
ranking - to be discussed later on in the report.  This exhaustive, detailed description of the conditions 
of the city’s housing stock should be valuable in helping the city of Atlanta optimize its policy and 
planning priorities, and in turn build a better Atlanta for all of its residents.  Organizing this data by 
neighborhood also serves to satisfy demand among various local and regional parties for detailed and 
granular comparative information on Atlanta’s housing conditions.
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In order to determine what information needed to be gathered through a citywide field survey and 
additional data collection, APDS held focus groups representative of many different stakeholders to 
determine what neighborhood “factors” should be used to evaluate neighborhood quality.  The 25 
factors that were ultimately chosen were derived from an initial list of 100.

Neighborhood   Data    Collection

Central to putting together the information for these 25 factors was APDS’ visual or “windshield” field 
survey of ever accessible residential parcel in the city of Atlanta, which was conducted based on the 
observations of a team of approximately 50 individual surveyors.  This information includes property 
tenure, lot and structure condition, the presence of sidewalks, identification of code issues, and other 
criteria deemed relevant for the evaluation of existing conditions.  The surveyors collected all of the 
aforementioned information in the field using a proprietary application that was installed on mobile 
Apple devices.

In addition to the “windshield” survey, additional information on neighborhood and property-level 
factors was collected from a wide variety of public and third-party sources, including the U.S. Census 
Bureau, CoreLogic RealQuest, Fulton/DeKalb County Tax Digest, Atlanta Police Department, 
Georgia Department of Education, Nielson-Claritas, Atlanta Parks Department, Metrostudy, and 
others.  Together, the “windshield” survey and additional sources of information yielded a 
total of 41 data points for every parcel and 84 data points for each city neighborhood.

The assembled city, neighborhood and parcel-level findings were converted into two sections, or 
phases, of information.  Phase I contains information from the “windshield” survey, concerning the 
economic challenges and opportunities related to the physical conditions of structures and lots 
throughout the city, while Phase II contains information and attributes concerning neighborhood 
quality of life, condition, amenities, investment, and demographics.
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Investment   Area   Indicators

Atlanta’s citywide metrics are helpful in providing context for neighborhood-level findings. The SCI report 
focuses on relevant data that is aggregated at the neighborhood level. This prospective provides a 
platform for the purposes of evaluating neighborhoods utilizing 25 factors compiled from the “windshield” 
survey and supplemental data collections. These factors were grouped into the following five assessment 
categories: Quality of Life, Condition, Amenities, Investment, and Demographics. The factors were 
combined to create a rating for each Atlanta neighborhood and were compiled according to the following 
categories:

	 A) Quality of Life
		  A1:  Crime Incidences
		  A2:  Average Commute
		  A3:  Housing Expenses
		  A4:  Community Commerce
		  A5:  Community Identity

	 B) Condition
		  B1:  Curb Appeal
		  B2:  Age of Housing Stock
		  B3:  Vacancy
		  B4:  Code Issues
		  B5:  Blight

	 C) Amenities
		  C1:  Number of Retail/Commercial Businesses
		  C2:  Quality of Public Education
		  C3:  Transportation Options
		  C4:  Access to Green Space
		  C5:  Presence of Sidewalks

	 D) Return on Investment
		  D1:  Property Appreciation/Depreciation
		  D2:  Public Subsidies
		  D3:  Permit Issuance
		  D4:  Level of Distressed Assets
		  D5:  Average Real Estate Transaction Value
	
	 E) Demographics/Diversity
		  E1:  Population Growth
		  E2:  Owner-Occupancy
		  E3:  Presence of Diversity
		  E4:  Educational Attainment
		  E5:  Income



Scores   and   Rankings 

Every neighborhood was given a positive or negative score for each of the 25 factors, ranging from -5 to 
+5. These factors were then weighted based on the findings of a survey given to real estate professionals, 
builders, property owners, homeowners, renters, lenders, and civil servants.  The sum of these weighted 
scores generated a final score for each neighborhood, with the final results placed along the following 
scale of neighborhood typologies: 

• Exceptional Investment Area (+39 to +50)
• Strong Investment Area (+26 to +38)
• Stable Investment Area (+13 to +25)
• Trending Investment Area (0 to +12)
• Transitional Investment Area (0 to -12)
• Vulnerable Investment Area (-13 to -25)
• Declining Investment Area (-26 to -38)
• Fragile Investment Area (-39 to -50)

Since these eight typologies were formulated using 25 different factors, it is difficult to describe any of 
them in overly broad terms. However, certain characteristics emerge that are common to the majority of 
neighborhoods within the different typologies. 

With generally high scores across the board, neighborhoods in an Exceptional Investment Area tend to 
stand out particularly for their strong community identities and extremely low incidences of vacancy and code 
issues, as exemplified by areas like Poncey-Highland.  These investment areas tend to be clustered 
roughly around Piedmont Park, with the Cabbagetown neighborhood as a notable outlier to the south.  
Strong Investment Area neighborhoods tend to lie adjacent to the Exceptional ones and they also 
stretch northwest along I-75 to Underwood Hills and north along Highway 400 towards North Buckhead.  
Stable Investment Area neighborhoods vary tremendously in their characteristics.  They do tend to 
have much greater recent building permit activity and presence of sidewalks than those in typologies 
ranked below them, as represented by neighborhoods such as South Tuxedo Park, and are spread out 
throughout much of the northern and eastern areas of the city. 

The remaining investment area typologies can be found throughout all areas of the west and south 
of the city, with a sprinkling of Trending and Transitional Investment Area neighborhoods in Northern
Atlanta. The Trending area neighborhoods tend to fall close to the middle of the grouping of neighborhood 
factors, with the Boulevard Heights neighborhood being exemplary to this rule.  Transitional Investment 
Area neighborhoods also hold a median position in many categories. Though slightly below Trending 
a reason an overall basis, the Cascade Heights neighborhood proved to be representative of this 
typology. Among the most discernible differences are between Trending and Transitional Investment 
Area neighborhoods. Trending neighborhoods tend to have noticeably shorter commute times, higher 
housing costs, higher projected incomes and educational attainment levels among residents.

With respect to public education, neighborhoods in Vulnerable Investment Areas tend to have the 
lowest rankings of the group of typologies as well as reasonably low rates of vacancy and code issues
despite poor rankings in many other areas. The Boulder Park neighborhood typifies a Vulnerable 
Investment Area neighborhood. Declining and Fragile Investment Area neighborhoods are fairly similar
in many ways, in that they both represent communities experiencing the worst overall position rankings 
among the 25 factors. The advantages that Declining areas tend to have over Fragile ones are that, 
they include stronger neighborhood identities, have better access to green space, and present lower 
incidences of vacancy and blight. The Adamsville neighborhood represents an example of a community
within a Declining Investment Area, while Almond Park is representative of a Fragile Investment Area 
neighborhood, though it has unusually high access to green space for its typology.

12
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Neighborhood   typology   heat   map

too few in numeric proportion to be represented by a typology, however these properties were included 
within the overall city-wide statistical measurement of existing conditions.

Source: APDS Field Evaluation Data
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Neighborhood Typology Rankings & Scores
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Many of these tipping point Investment Areas are contained within a clearly discernible swath of the 
city, reaching from Northwest to Southeast Atlanta.  Current trends of investment, population growth, 
and new building permits show development pressure steadily moving south and west, but there are 
also significant barriers forestalling much of this potential development.  The interstate highways 
that cut through the heart of the city, and the Westside industrial corridor that still separates much of 
the north and east of the city from the south and westside.  These constructs of the built environment 
form the two most significant barriers cutting many of these tipping point communities off from areas 
that are observed to have higher levels of investment and development.  Significant numbers of 
vacant, blighted, and foreclosed residential properties exist in and around these tipping point areas, 
symptomatic of disinvestment, threatening further decline in these promising neighborhoods and 
undermine the potential for investment and growth. 

Many of these Trending and Transitional Investment Areas are adjacent to or in close proximity to 
thriving areas.  One prominent example is Vine City/English Avenue’s adjacency to Downtown.  The 
pronounced differences between areas can be explained to a significant degree by the barriers and 
lack of strong linkages between them.  Eliminating these barriers and strengthening linkages between 
more economically robust neighborhoods and tipping point communities are keys to moving them in 
a positive direction.  Ultimately, 47 neighborhoods were selected as Targeted Areas of Opportunity 
(TAO) for the city.  Of the 47 targeted areas, the Trending and Transitional Investment Areas would 
be recommended as a starting point in the prioritization of efforts designed to direct investment and 
revitalization.
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Recommendations  

Based on the SCI report’s data collection and analysis, and subsequent selection of TAOs, a number 
of recommendations to the City can be made.  These recommendations include four overarching 
strategies and fourteen specific tactics within these four strategies.  Also, comparable examples of 
best practices similar to the tactics described have been identified.   These best practices can be 
referenced and investigated when considering implementation and planning.  In many cases, these 
recommendations should be interpreted as ways to enhance existing programs and policies rather 
than reinventing the wheel. 

Strategies   and    Tactics    –     Policies,    Places,    People    and    Partnerships

Policy Strategy:  The City should work towards the enactment of ordinances and legislation at both the 
local and state levels that promote and ensure the improvement of housing conditions throughout the city.  
These policies should reflect specific local contexts, and create conditions that encourage various stake-
holders to affect investment and development in targeted neighborhoods.
Policy Strategy Tactics:

1. Maintain an effective Vacant Property Registration System and Database
2. Concentrate Housing Dollars and Code Enforcement in Priority Areas
3. Establish a Vacant Property Receivership/Conservatorship Program
4. Promote a Neighborhood Agenda at the State Legislature

Place Strategy:  Addressing the physical and aesthetic condition of residential properties must be 
central to any program that targets Atlanta neighborhoods.  The problems of vacant, abandoned, and 
physically distressed properties and insufficient physical infrastructure are at crisis levels in parts of 
the city, discouraging investment and the demand for housing, depressing property values, harming 
service provision and devastating neighborhood commerce.
Place Strategy Tactics:

1. Promote Purchase-Rehab Lending
2. Implement the Use of a Smart Rehab Code
3. Enhance Neighborhood Gateways
4. Improve Pedestrian Mobility

People Strategy:  The City should work towards the attraction or retention of various groups in targeted 
neighborhoods in the hope of bringing commitment and resources to those areas. This can be done 
through the development of initiatives focused on making these neighborhoods places where existing 
residents want to stay and new residents want to live.
People Strategy Tactics:

1. Establish a Targeted Workforce or Employer-Assisted Housing Initiative
2. Encourage Linkages Through Community Engagement
3. Create a Collaborative Culture between Non-profit and For-Profit Developers

Partnership Strategy: Working cross-sectoral partnerships between public, private, and non-profit 
groups must be established as part of coherent long-term housing strategies that reflect a shared 
vision for housing and community development in the city of Atlanta. Without proper coordination and 
consensus building, different entities too often make decisions that conflict with or offset one another, 
not supporting any larger goal or strategy for the city.
Partnership Strategy Tactics:

1. Facilitate Stronger Collaboration between Community Development & Economic 
    Development Initiatives
2. Train Industry Professionals on New Strategies, Incentives and Marketing Approaches
3. Collaboration with Public and Private Utility Provider

 16
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The    Consultant   Team

APD Solutions (APDS) is a for-profit national neighborhood revitalization firm providing services and 
strategies that impact community development.  Headquartered in Atlanta, Georgia, the firm enjoys a 
stellar reputation and a long history of creative success in communities.  As a small minority-owned 
business enterprise, the company’s mission is to design strategies and assemble partners that influence 
socially responsible housing activities and investment in the communities it serves.  APDS’ team has an 
extensive track record of working in neighborhoods that have experienced blight and neglect.  The team’s 
experience includes neighborhood and urban planning, project management, real estate development 
of in-town and inner-city neighborhood properties, property management, asset management and REO 
property disposition, strategic planning/marketing/sales of REO for numerous hedge funds and asset 
managers, and the implementation of more than a dozen Neighborhood Stabilization Programs for local 
government clients.  APDS currently manages neighborhood-based development projects nationwide.  For 
this project, the APDS team is comprised of internal staff and a chosen subcontractor, The Collaborative 
Firm (TCF).  The Collaborative Firm played a vital role as part of the team and provided assistance in the 
data collection and analysis process, which was influential in the project analysis.  Based in East Point, 
Georgia, TCF offers a unique blend of expertise in land use planning, program management, real estate 
development, and public involvement, which was influential in the project analysis.



18

iNTRODUCTION

Creating   Linkages    and    Eliminating    Barriers

The   Strategic   Community   Investment   (SCI)    Report



19

Introduction

From    Past   To   Present

From Past - In 1970, the City of Atlanta completed its’ first detailed structure-level study of the entire city.  
At that time, it was found that Atlanta had 107,871 structures, of which 96,021 had residential uses and 
11,850 did not (H. Bartholemew and Associates).  Of the residential structures, 69% were deemed to be in 
sound condition, while 22% had signs of minor deterioration, and 9% were considered dilapidated.  Single-
family residential land use was the dominant housing type, comprising 90.1% of residential structures.  
At the time, this preponderance of single family homes was uniquely high for an American city of its size 
and was regarded as a “great municipal asset”.   In 1970, Atlanta’s population was 502,326 and the city 
projected an increase to 670,000 by 1983.

To Present - In the year 2012 (at the time of the study), Atlanta had 160,207 parcels of land, with 143,888 
of those designated for residential land use, and a remaining 16,319 not designated for residential use 
(DeKalb County Tax Assessor’s Office, 2011) (Fulton County Tax Assessor’s Office, 2011).  Of the 125,022 
total residential structures in the city, 78% were judged to be in good condition, 18% possessed minor 
deterioration, and 4% were in poor or deteriorated condition (APD Solutions, 2011-2012).  The city is still 
dominated by housing types with few residential units, with 98.6% of residential structures having 1-2 
units, 0.6% having 3-4 units, and 5+ unit multi-family housing structures making up just 981 parcels for the 
remaining 0.8%.  In 2010, the U.S. Census Bureau estimated the city’s population to be 432,427, showing 
that the city’s expected population growth never materialized, with population actually peaking in 1970, 
and massive growth occurring in suburbs outside the city of Atlanta over the past four decades.  After a 
decline from 1970 to 1990, when the population fell to 394,017, there has been modest growth in the city 
of Atlanta’s population over the past two decades (United States Census Bureau, 2013).

The   Current   Market

The past decade has brought economic 
changes to the city of Atlanta that has resulted in 
significantly reduced home prices as compared to 
2002.  Atlanta is one of four major American urban 
areas where current home prices are below 2000 
values (Case-Shiller Home Price Index, 2012).  
This significant decline in real estate prices has 
made the Atlanta market desirable to investors, 
who are enjoying greater returns on investment 
than in most other areas of the country. 

For decades, the Atlanta area brought in scads 
of prospective homebuyers from all over the 
country, attracted by a robust job market and low housing and living costs.  However, this influx has 
recently dwindled significantly.  The recent collapse of the housing bubble has left many of Atlanta’s 
neighborhoods plagued with an overabundance of foreclosed and vacant residential properties. Adding to 
this challenge is the fact that numerous submarkets of Atlanta have been inundated by mortgage fraud, 
and many recently built residential properties have yet to be occupied or even completed.  In an effort to 
manage the effects of the current economic crisis, banks and investors are restricting the retail supply 
of a vast majority of foreclosed and vacant properties, placing constraints against the goal of stabilizing 
struggling neighborhoods.

The recent collapse of the housing 
bubble has left many of Atlanta’s 
neighborhoods plagued with an 
overabundance of foreclosed and 
vacant residential properties.  
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Atlanta has suffered not only from a reduced number of in-migrating households and individuals, but 
also from a shrinking pool of eligible purchasers. The number of people moving from within the United 
States to metropolitan Atlanta peaked at 100,000 in 2006 and plunged to just 17,000 by 2009 (Rich, 
2012). A large proportion of home transactions in Atlanta over the last decade have been purchases 
by individuals and households relocating from outside the State of Georgia, which may be why the 
city’s vacancy rate is not more severe.

According to the Georgia Multiple Listing Service, a total of 8,615 homes were listed for sale during 
the 12 months that ended in July 2012, a 56.9% decline from the high of 2008.  Figure 1 shows newly 
listed homes for sale, by month, for the years 2007-2012:

The number of people moving from within 
the United States to metropolitan Atlanta 
peaked at 100,000 in 2006 and plunged 
to just 17,000 by 2009

City   of   Atlanta   Newly   Listed    Homes   by   Month 

Source:  Georgia Multiple Listing Service

The total closings of new homes in the 
city of Atlanta increased from August 
2011 to July 2012, but the percentage 
increase was less pronounced than in 
the twelve months preceding March 
2012, which indicates the market may 
be leveling out.

Figure 1
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Distressed   Market   Transactions 

Distressed home sales include foreclosures, short sales, deeds in lieu of foreclosure, “cash for keys” 
agreements, and unapproved tenancies. The large volume of these distressed transactions are putting 
downward pressure on the prices of traditional home transactions.  Because home appraisal policies 
are increasingly more focused on the sale prices of nearby comparable properties than other methods 
of valuation, appraised values are declining significantly in neighborhoods with large numbers of 
distressed home sales, making it difficult for values to stabilize.  Today, significant numbers of listed 
homes are either foreclosed or potential short sale properties.  Atlanta’s sellers are forced to compete 
with bank and investor homeowners who can dilute losses through large property portfolios and lower 
home prices significantly until viable transactions occur (APD Solutions Real Estate Group, 2012).
 
Although more than 50% of real estate transactions are now some type of distressed sale, the number 
of these troubled properties being placed on the market is declining dramatically as many owners 
are choosing to simply not place their assets for sale (Metrostudy, 2012).  As a result, thousands of 
vacant homes remain empty for months or years without any opportunity to become occupied.  Figure 
2 shows that in the city of Atlanta, there were 1,500 foreclosures listed for sale during the last year, 
and July 2012 saw only 97 foreclosures listed for sale.  These numbers are miniscule when compared 
to the number of foreclosure filings in Atlanta over the same periods of time.  This slow-down of 
residential inventory is a major constraint to neighborhood stabilization because homes are being left 
unoccupied, and the distressed properties tend to be heavily clustered in specific areas.

City   of   Atlanta   Foreclosures   on   the   Market   by   Month    

Because of a severely limited residential inventory, homes on the market are receiving many offers.  
Many of the owner-occupied properties being put on the market are short sales, meaning that the 
sale prices are lower than the combined face value of mortgage debt and other liens secured by the 
property.  The majority of these transactions have not been approved by the mortgage lenders or 
servicers, causing major delays and obstacles towards the closing of these transactions.  In many of 
these cases, the homeowner simply loses patience and moves to another property.

Source:  Georgia Multiple Listing Service

Figure 2
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Real estate owned (REO) and distressed properties currently make up the majority of Atlanta’s 
real estate inventory.  Many of these properties are in need of repairs and renovation, and over 
35% of today’s buyers will be using government-backed Federal Housing Administration (FHA) 
or Department of Veteran’s Affairs (VA) loan products to finance their home purchases (Mortgage 
Bankers Association, 2012).  The return of government-backed purchases and rehab loan products 
is a major key to generating more eligible buyers of distressed and physically deteriorated properties.  
The lending market has tightened its underwriting standards tremendously since the housing crisis 
and late-2000s recession, as credit scoring requirements have become more demanding not only 
for conventional mortgages, but for FHA and VA borrowers as well.  The combination of increasingly 
restrictive underwriting requirements and the falling credit scores of many Americans have caused the 
pool of potential purchasers to thin considerably (APD Solutions Real Estate Group, 2012).

Single-family residential is not the only housing sector dramatically affected by the new realities of the 
real estate market.  The Georgia Multiple Listing Service data indicates that multi-family sales prices 
have also decreased, and to an even more significant degree.  Because of depressed prices and 
regional population growth, there is an abundance of investment activity in the multi-family market 
(APD Solutions Real Estate Group, 2012).  The average per-unit price of a multi-family property has 
fallen to $34,289 today, a 55% drop compared to a 2008 high of $76,549 (Metrostudy, 2012). 

Using   This   Report

The anticipated result of the SCI report is two-fold, first to inform stakeholders and investors about the 
current conditions of the city’s housing stock, and second to help move them from a place of inaction 
to one of directed and strategic activity.  The research and analysis conducted by the APDS team has 
generated a large amount of information on Atlanta’s neighborhoods.  As a result, a set of tools:  maps, 
graphs, tables and recommendations were developed to provide stakeholders and investors with a 
great deal of insight into the impact of neighborhood investment and disinvestment in the city. In the 
context of this report, stakeholders and investors are similar and overlapping groups with many and 
varied perspectives on a neighborhood. Investors are individuals or entities that bring resources to 
bear and put them at risk in an effort to enhance a community. Stakeholders are interested parties that 
affect or can be affected by the circumstances in a community.  A neighborhood’s stakeholders and 
investors can include residents, policy makers, institutional investors, employers, lenders, realtors, 
developers, visitors, and more. For example, a business owner is an investor and a stakeholder.  A 
convention attendee who visits a neighborhood and patronizes businesses is a stakeholder but not 
necessarily an investor.

Today, these interested parties face significant challenges in accurately measuring and understanding 
what is happening in different areas of the city. Because resources such as capital and time are 
limited, most stakeholders and investors are cautious and conservative in their actions. This report 
will not only help determine what locations to target, but the activities that will be most effective in 
a particular investment area. With the creation of 25 assessment factors for each neighborhood, 
it is easy to observe and compare how particular factors perform in different locations throughout 
the city, as well as, how these factors can impact a neighborhood’s investment quality.  With this in 
mind, the recommended tactics will bolster the reader’s interest in establishing a strategic community 
investment approach.  In return, strengthening community coalitions and transforming them into 
powerful change agents.  Moving these parties to action fulfills the document’s central goal of creating 
a positive environment to improve the investment quality in targeted neighborhoods.  
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Indicators of Investment Quality 

The investment quality of a community can be described as the strengths, amenities, and protections 
from risk that it has, or the fundamental “health” of that neighborhood. A neighborhood’s health is 
reflected in the investment decisions that people make there, whether they decide to live, grow a 
business, or raise a family in a particular location. Neighborhoods are not static, but instead exist 
on a continuum. Every neighborhood was once built to fulfill a vision and serve a purpose, but over 
time the level of investment or disinvestment can move a neighborhood in either direction along 
this continuum. As a neighborhood moves up or down the continuum, changes to a neighborhood’s 
conditions, identity, and reputation can become significant. These fluctuations represent changes in 
the overall investment quality of a neighborhood. 
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Investment in a neighborhood is not limited to the actions of private individuals and firms. The concept 
of “Community Investment” describes how public and private entities coordinate and target their 
resources to improve or enhance a community as a whole. Given a community’s strengths, private 
resources are often sufficient to maintain a neighborhood’s quality and build upon those strengths. 
However, as a neighborhood moves down the continuum, the right mix of public and private investment 
becomes critical. With limited resources, the public sector must be strategic in where it chooses to 
target its resources and capital. The tipping point neighborhoods and TAOs represent some of the best 
opportunities for public investment to effectively leverage private capital. Such targeted investment is 
likely to spur positive change and further investment in neighborhoods higher/lower on the continuum 
as well. 

Key to the investment quality of a neighborhood is the stakeholder/investor’s need to avoid risk. Risk 
can come in many forms: financial risks, safety risks, opportunity costs borne by lengthy commutes, 
natural/environmental risks, and more. All stakeholders and investors want to steer clear of risk unless 
they are satisfactorily compensated for accepting it. If two investment opportunities have the same 
perceived level of benefit, the one with the lowest risk or threat will almost always be favored. When 
an individual or entity makes a decision to purchase a home, start a business, provide a loan or accept 
a job, they are making a risk-averse decision that both impacts and reflects the investment strength of 
a location to some degree. A riskier investment must have a higher expected return in order to provide 
motivation for choosing it. 

Tools   You   Can   Use

The SCI report offers a number of tools, containing the means to help stakeholders/investors understand 
the conditions of different parts of the city, evaluate the factors that are important in improving the 
quality of neighborhoods, and determine how their investment decisions can best achieve these 
desired changes and outcomes. Some of the main tools in the SCI report are as follows:
The Neighborhood Wave tool is designed to help the stakeholder understand which neighborhood 
factors most effectively influence the level of investment quality of a neighborhood. This tool is available 
to assist users of this report in grouping their chosen investment area with similarly performing areas.   
Neighborhood Waves are available for each neighborhood and for each of the eight typologies.  
The thematic colors for the eight typologies or waves range from  green hues representing  high  
performance and low risk,  yellow hues reflecting  performance at or near the city-wide average, and 
red hues to symbolize  fragile investment performance with higher levels of  risk. The raw scores 
representing the 25 neighborhood factors are also available for each neighborhood in the appendix 
of this report.

Another tool contained in the SCI report is the Neighborhood Typology Heat Map (See Findings 
section). The Heat Map illustrates the current conditions of each neighborhood on the continuum by 
displaying the associated typology color for each neighborhood. The condition of a neighborhood is 
not only defined by what occurs within its boundaries, but what happens around it, and the linkages 
and barriers between various neighborhoods/regions. The importance of the Heat Map is to provide 
the context of the neighborhood/investment area performance and to create awareness of the impact 
of adjacent investment areas.

Some additional tools contained in the SCI report are tables and maps that indicate the Tipping 
Point Neighborhoods and the Targeted Areas of Opportunity/TAOs (See Findings section). Tipping 
Point Neighborhoods have been determined, based on the evaluation of their 25 factors, as places 
where small changes might potentially have major impacts, and where an area’s problems and assets 
might be less entrenched than in places above or below them on the typology spectrum. TAOs are 
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neighborhoods that are specifically recommended by the report as starting points in the prioritization 
of efforts designed to direct investment and revitalization in the city. These maps and tables should 
assist stakeholders and investors in targeting investment, directing activism towards the goal of 
improving the city as a whole, and illuminating the best strategic opportunities towards doing so.

One other tool contained in the SCI report is the Neighborhood Factor/Recommendation Tactic Matrix. 
The final section of the report presents recommendations in narrative form that are accompanied by 
a matrix (See Conclusions and Next Steps section) that identifies which of the 25 factors each tactic 
best relates to. This matrix provides a useful guide for a stakeholder or investor who wants to improve 
the investment quality of a neighborhood. Stakeholders/investors can use this matrix by identifying the 
factors to improve in that neighborhood, and locating the “x” in the boxes below the tactics which are 
most likely to positively influence those factors. The fourteen recommendations are accompanied by 
examples of best practices from municipalities across the country where those identified tactics have 
been successfully implemented.

With these tools in hand, the data and findings of this report can be used in various ways.  An 
interested stakeholder/investor should begin by following these 5 steps to compare the strengths and 
weaknesses present in any part of the city and with any other neighborhood investment area. These 
steps are: 
	 1.  Select the desired neighborhood investment area for evaluation. 

	 2.  Examine the investment area score and the contributing 25 assessment factors included in 
	      this report for that investment area and decide which one(s) are most revealing.

	 3.  Review the investment area’s Neighborhood Wave or raw factor data table that shows the 
 	      performance measures (See Attachments/Appendices section).

	 4.  Using the Neighborhood Wave or raw factor data, compare the investment strength of the 
	      area with other areas or typologies along with any of the 25 dimensions of neighborhood 
	      quality (See Findings section). Based on this comparison, identify specific factors that are 
	      important in shifting the neighborhood’s quality of life in a desired fashion.

	 5.  Use the report’s recommendations as a guide to create initiatives that enhance the chosen 
	      neighborhoods/investment areas (see Recommendations section).

The tools and steps described above should prove useful in strengthening strategic direction and 
policies, encouraging long-term thinking, communicating aspirations and visions, and building dialogue 
and consensus in Atlanta’s communities. The resulting investment and revitalization should help to 
positively transform Atlanta’s neighborhoods for the benefit of all the city’s residents. 

THE    ROLE   OF   INVESTMENT   EMPATHY   IN    EMPOWERING    NEIGHBORHOOD    CHANGE

A major objective of the SCI report is to help establish a best in class public-private investment 
environment in Atlanta.  In order to catalyze positive neighborhood change, it is recommended that 
the City develop specific initiatives to enhance coordination among the varying stakeholder and 
investor groups.  As strategies and tactics are developed and evaluated to stabilize and grow Atlanta’s 
struggling neighborhoods, it is essential to encourage collaboration between these parties, and to 
generate understanding and empathy for the many perspectives present in these communities. 
An empathetic party understands that a degree of introspection is necessary when planning investment 
or development in a neighborhood. A cocooned, self-driven perspective often leads to a distorted 
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sense of reality. Too often, private investors, community and non-profit organizations, and governmental 
entities assume that other parties share similar understandings, goals, language and viewpoints. 
This insularity often manifests itself in the belief that one possesses an eminently sensible approach 
and pure motives, making it difficult to empathize with others. It is important that those engaged in 
investment and development in the city’s neighborhoods make an effort to a) be affected by and aware 
of circumstances surrounding the decision making processes of other stakeholders, b) fully grasp the 
reasons for the other party’s choices, and c) identify with the perspectives of other stakeholders. There 
are many involved parties with differing perspectives of the same place. Understanding or empathizing 
with the various viewpoints enhances the potential for the improvement of the investment area and 
empowerment of the involved stakeholders.

The “Investment Empathy” concept challenges localities to work towards understanding the sentiments 
and viewpoints of these varied stakeholders, and to make decisions in ways that minimize negative 
impacts to neighborhoods. The graphic above illustrates that an area’s stakeholders and investors can 
have varied, complex, and overlapping perspectives on the same place. Even within one neighborhood, 
each type of stakeholder or investor can contain within its ranks many different viewpoints and 
concerns. Recognizing the value of the competing viewpoints may be difficult but essential in creating 
an environment that generates investment in the most at risk neighborhoods, where public investment 
is often the lead in stimulating activity.  Public resources should be invested in ways that can best 
leverage private capital and produce the greatest possible economic benefit for all residents of the city. 
This will ultimately drive neighborhood investment areas to become self-sustaining and stable without 
the need for artificial intervention.  Beyond the SCI report is the need to re-examine how neighborhoods 
are comprehended, approach development and attract investment in the city of Atlanta.

In recent years, due to the state of Atlanta’s current real estate market, three unpredicted groups of 
stakeholders have emerged as particularly important players.  They are Institutional Investors/Private 
Equity, Non-profit Stakeholders, and Foreign Investors.
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Institutional   Investors   and    Private    Equity

In recent years, institutional investors and private equity have become increasingly active in the 
Atlanta real estate market.  Institutional investors, such as hedge funds, can undertake a wider range 
of investment and trading activities than other investment funds.  Private equity consists of investors 
and funds that invest directly into private companies or other vehicles with funds raised from retail and 
institutional conduits.

These funds typically employ a wide range of strategies and are highly opportunistic, investing where 
the most potential profit is seen.  Some of these players primarily invest in real estate, while others take 
advantage of occasional real estate opportunities as they present themselves.  Many cities around 
the country have seen a high volume of home “flipping” as investors purchase foreclosures and short 
sales and resell them to buyers eager to take advantage of historically low mortgage rates.  Phoenix, 
Arizona was hit particularly hard by foreclosures and vacant properties following the housing crisis, 
leads the nation with nearly 10,000 flipped properties during the first half of 2012, according to Realty 
Trac.  Also noted, Las Vegas, Los Angeles, Miami and Atlanta are all generating similarly high interest 
by investor groups.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

According to a September 2012 report by the investment banking firm Keefe, Bruyette & Woods Inc., 
private equity firms have raised $8 billion dollars to buy 80,000 single-family assets in the Atlanta area 
(Gopal & Gittelsohn, 2012).  Market rents make it highly profitable for private equity firms to buy and 
lease properties to tenants, many of whom don’t have the necessary credit scores or down payments 
to get approved for a mortgage.  These firms’ intentions are to hold onto houses for several more 
years, slowly selling their stock back as home prices increase.

Hedge funds and private equity have inherent advantages over owner-occupant, government and 
non-profit homebuyers.  Their offers are made entirely with cash, with short closing times and few 
contingencies.  They are well-equipped to handle repair costs if necessary and do not ask sellers 
for concessions.  Distressed market sellers are more inclined to accept these transactions because 
they’re much more likely to close, and they don’t need to be concerned with the strict and unpredictable 
mortgage underwriting process. 
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Non-profit    Stakeholders

Atlanta Community Development Corporations (CDCs) have played an enduring and innovative role 
in the improvement of distressed neighborhoods across Atlanta for the past three decades.  These 
organizations are well attuned to the views of local residents in the communities they serve, and 
serve as a linchpin towards accessing special set asides from Federal Housing funds.  However, in 
recent years, many of these developers have become severely fiscally strained.  Even small numbers 
of cash-draining properties can result in existential crises for CDCs, and the high risk nature of non-
profit and affordable housing development and unpredictable market conditions have posed major 
challenges for the viability of many such groups.  Additionally, many organizations faltered when they 
tried to grow or expand into new roles.

Further examples of challenges facing the non-profit developers include the following:

• Adding programs or business lines too quickly without proper staffing or expertise.
• Pushing the growth of the development business.
• Relying on a development partner, third-party property manager, and/or the syndicator’s asset 
  management department without building internal capacity to take over these responsibilities.
• Underwriting a new department at a cash loss with the expectation that other business lines or 
  grants would subsidize the losses indefinitely, and without a plan for self-sufficiency.
• Expanding into a new product, service or geographic area that does not complement the 
  organization’s core competencies or represents “mission drift.”

A lack of revenue-stream diversity seems to affect small and mid-sized non-profit organizations the 
most.  As their development pipelines slow, fees are no longer earned, impacting the organization’s 
ability to continue to operate.  In some cases, additional capacity and access to resources such as 
private capital could significantly expand their direct market impact.

Foreign    Investors

Many foreign investors look to diversify their investments or shield income and wealth from onerous 
local policies by investing in real estate in the United States.  The limited number of barriers and 
restrictions and strong property rights for foreign owners make investment in America real estate 
attractive to many.  A scarcity of available and attractive properties in coastal cities, continued high 
economic uncertainty in Europe, and low housing costs have made the Atlanta metro area an appealing 
market. 

From the perspective of metropolitan Atlanta, there are positive and negative aspects to foreign 
real estate investment.  On the positive side of the ledger, it creates liquidity in the local market 
and generates revenue for local real estate professionals such as brokers and contractors.  On the 
negative side, value is being extracted from a fixed, local asset and exported to a foreign location, 
rather than circulated back into the local economy.
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MethoD   of   Approach

Determining   Neighborhood   Factors

In order to determine what information needed to be gathered on Atlanta’s neighborhoods and 
residential properties, APDS held focus groups representative of many different types of stakeholders 
to ascertain what neighborhood “factors” should be used to evaluate the quality of each Atlanta 
neighborhood. The 25 final factors that were chosen derived from an original list of 100.

To obtain the data necessary for the 25 factors that would make up the detailed neighborhood profiles, 
multiple methods of data collection were necessary. The most labor-intensive portion was APDS’ 
visual or “windshield” survey of every accessible residential parcel in the city of Atlanta based on the 
observations of a team of approximately 50 individual surveyors.  This study effort was conducted from 
the time period spanning December 2011 through August 2012, and the information that was collected 
includes property tenure, lot and structure condition, the presence of sidewalks, identification of code 
issues, and other criteria deemed relevant for the evaluation of housing conditions.  The surveyors 
collected all of the aforementioned information in the field using a proprietary application that was 
installed on mobile Apple devices.  Surveyors were given comprehensive training on their duties and 
methods before entering the field, and APDS’ collaborated with the City of Atlanta in devising and 
conducting the training process.

In addition to the visual “windshield” survey, additional information on 17 neighborhood and property-
level factors was collected from a wide variety of public and third-party sources, including the U.S. 
Census Bureau, CoreLogic RealQuest, Fulton/DeKalb County Tax Digest, Atlanta Police Department, 
Georgia Department of Education, Nielson-Claritas, Atlanta Parks Department, Metrostudy, and 
others. Together, the “windshield” survey and additional sources of information yielded a total of 41 
data points for every parcel and 84 data points for each city neighborhood.

Phase    I :   The   Windshield   Survey

A “Windshield” Survey is a systematic visual assessment of a predetermined set of locations and 
record of these observations. This type of survey relies entirely on observations for data collection 
rather than questions directed towards survey participants. Systematic visual surveys are known as 
“windshield” surveys when they can be primarily conducted by a person seated behind the windshield 
of a car. Primary questions addressed in the APDS’ “windshield” survey included the following: 

• What is the condition of the housing structures? Are they in a state of disrepair?
• Are there noticeable signs of decay, such as large quantities of trash, abandoned structures, or 
  junked vehicles?
• Are lots and structures accessible by sidewalks? 

Approximately 50 field surveyors were assembled to collect information on every observable residential 
parcel in the city of Atlanta.  This was the first time ever that such a comprehensive survey of Atlanta 
real estate was conducted using mobile, digital technology.  APDS created a proprietary application 
compatible with all Apple devices for the purposes of the “windshield” survey.  Unlike a traditional 
“windshield” survey, where data is collected with pen and paper and transferred to a database later, this 
modern approach allowed the field surveyors to quickly assess every accessible residential parcel in 
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the city of Atlanta at their fingertips and greatly reduced time-consuming follow up work, enhancing the 
survey’s accuracy and efficiency.  In addition to recording surveyor’s observations for each property, 
this method allowed surveyors to quickly take photos of each residential parcel, in accordance with 
the study’s requirements.  These photos were saved on the mobile devices and instantly linked with 
a relevant property address. 

As information was recorded onto mobile devices, it was automatically uploaded to an APDS database.  
As a result, the APDS team was able to track the number of parcels surveyed, information collected, 
and the productivity of the surveying team in real time.

The    Parcel    Map

The field evaluation was guided 
by parcel data provided by 
the City of Atlanta’s Office of 
Planning.  The city was split into 
four quadrants for the purposes 
of assigning surveyors, and 
each quadrant was appointed 
a field marshal responsible for 
overseeing data collection and 
assessment in that area.  While 
evaluating the parcels during the 
surveyor assignment phase, a 
large number of parcels without 
corresponding street addresses 
were identified.  Rather than 
relying solely on addresses to 
identify parcels, surveyors were 
provided with neighborhood 
maps inclusive of a Parcel 
Identification Number (PIN) to 
assist them in locating their 
assigned surveillance areas.

Evaluation    Criteria

The evaluation criteria collected 
as part of the “windshield” survey 
were developed and customized 
to best meet the goals and 
objectives of the SCI report as 
outlined in the scope of work.  These criteria included property tenure, lot condition, structure condition, 
the presence of sidewalks, and identification of city code issues.  Table 1 provides an outline of the 
data fields used to conduct the “windshield” survey.
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Source:  APDS Solutions Field Evaluation

Field surveyors captured data on the aesthetic condition of structures using the following descriptive 
categories: Good, Fair, Poor, and Deteriorated. In order to ensure consistency and the highest 
possible level of objectivity across the entire survey, surveyors were provided with explanatory photos 
of structures that fell into each category to aid in their classification. In instances where structures 
were not clearly visible, surveyors used the description “Not Visible.”

*Definitions of all “windshield” survey evaluation criteria are available in the Glossary of Key Terms.

Source:  APD Solutions Field Evaluation

TABLE 1

Field Evaluation of Structural Condition 

Definitions of Windsheild conditions
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Field surveyors captured the aesthetic condition of lots using the following descriptive categories:  
Good, Fair, and Poor.  In order to ensure consistency and the highest possible level of objectivity 
across the entire survey, surveyors were provided with explanatory photos of structures that fell into 
each category to aid in their classification.  In instances where lots were not clearly visible, surveyors 
used the description “Not Visible.”

Field    Evaluation   of   Tenure

For the purposes of this study, the term vacancy is used to describe both vacant lots and unoccupied 
structures. In order to determine property tenure by parcel during field evaluation, surveyors were 
instructed to look for telltale signs of vacancy and abandonment, to include the following:

		  • Overgrown landscaping.
		  • Full or overflowing mailboxes.
		  • Boarded doors and/or windows.
		  • Broken windows.
		  • Vacancy notices posted on doors and/or windows. 

Source:  APD Solutions Field Evaluation

Field Evaluation of Lot Condition 
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Challenges:    Unsurveyable    Parcels

Of the 143,888 total residential parcels, 9,202 or 6.4% were deemed to be unsurveyable during the 
“windshield” survey process.  Several scenarios necessitated the use of the term “unsurveyable” by 
field crews.  Table 2 provides an outline of each reason code and corresponding definitions.

TABLE 2

Source:  APDS Solutions Field Evaluation

Unsurveyable Parcel Reason Codes (9,202 parcels)
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Challenges:    Land   Use   Codes

While analyzing the data collected in the “windshield” survey, it became apparent that the structure 
of the city’s land use code has distinct limitations.  Atlanta’s boundaries lie within both DeKalb and 
Fulton Counties, leading to some conflicting information when parcels were cross referenced against 
the Fulton and DeKalb County tax digests and the zoning designations provided by the City of Atlanta.  
Because of these data conflicts, land use designations were cross referenced from all three sources 
and recoded into a combined “SCI Land Use Codes” set of designations.  The final set of land use 
designations was as follows:  Residential, Commercial, Industrial, Exempt, Office Institutional, Other 
Residential, Utility, and Vacant.

Challenges:    Data   Association

After data was recorded as part of the “windshield” survey, it was imported into a Geographic Information 
Systems (GIS) database where each parcel could be associated with a neighborhood.  The error rate 
of the association of parcel shapes with neighborhood shapes is estimated to be 5%.  This means 
that it can be expected that a parcel was associated with the correct neighborhood 95% of the time.

Phase II:    Desktop   Data   Collection

In addition to the “windshield” survey, additional information on 17 neighborhood and property-level 
factors were collected from a wide variety of public and third-party sources, including the U.S. Census 
Bureau, CoreLogic RealQuest, Fulton/DeKalb County Tax Digest, Atlanta Police Department, Georgia 
Department of Education, Nielson-Claritas, Atlanta Parks Department, Metrostudy, and others.  This 
information, combined with the data from the “windshield” survey, allowed the team to create a data-
rich profile of every neighborhood of Atlanta.
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Table 3 provides an outline of both “windshield” and desktop data factors, including definitions of each 
factor, the source of the data, level of geography, and the measurement used for analysis purposes.

TABLE 3

Neighborhood wave factor data matrix
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As shown in the diagram below, the SCI project involved four main phases: data collection, data 
development, data analysis, and policy recommendations.

sci   project   phases  
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Findings
The assembled city, neighborhood and parcel-level findings are categorized into two phases.  
Phase I:  Existing Housing Conditions contains information concerning the economic challenges 
and opportunities related to the physical conditions of structures and lots throughout the city. 
Phase II:  Neighborhood Wave Assessment Model contains information and attributes concerning 
neighborhood quality of life, existing housing conditions, amenities, investment, and demographics.

Phase   I :    Existing   Housing   Conditions 

 A   Citywide   Perspective

The citywide existing housing conditions data provides a snapshot of Atlanta’s residential properties.  
Table 4 shows the city of Atlanta’s residential parcel composition and overall conditions across a 
variety of factors.

Source:  APDS Solutions Field Evaluation

TABLE 4
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City- wide Residential Structure Occupancy

City-wide Residential Structure Conditions

City-wide Lot Conditions

TABLE 4 (cont’d)

Source:  APDS Solutions Field Evaluation
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Structural   Conditions

As outlined in Table 4, the city of Atlanta is comprised of 160,207 parcels, of which 16,319 are non-
residential, and 143,888 are residential.  Within those residential parcels, there are 125,022 residential 
structures, of which approximately 6.3% appear to be vacant or abandoned (APD Solutions, 2011-
2012).  Housing types with fewer units dominate the residential stock in Atlanta, with 98.6% of 
residential structures having 1-2 units, 0.6% having 3-4 units, and 5+ unit structures making up just 
981 parcels for the remaining 0.8%.  The structures within the remaining 0.8% contain 52,243 total 
housing units averaging 53.3 units per structure.  Of the 125,022 total structures in the city, 78% 
were judged to be in good condition, 18% possessed minor deterioration, and 4% were in poor or 
deteriorated condition.

Lot   Conditions

Across the city, surveyors identified 9,664 vacant lots designated for residential use (APD Solutions, 
2011-2012).  Of these vacant lots, 13% were determined to be in good condition, 64% were determined 
to be in fair condition, and 14% were determined to be in poor condition.
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Vacancy map
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PROPERTY    tENURE

When accounting for both structures and lots, the city of Atlanta has 17,638 total vacant parcels.  Of 
the 12.3% parcels in the city that are vacant, large numbers are concentrated in a few neighborhoods, 
with many of these comprising a loose “band” that stretches from Northwest to Southeast Atlanta, and 
particularly focused towards the city’s southern boundaries (APD Solutions, 2011-2012). 

a   neighborhood     perspective

Central to the SCI report is neighborhood-level data aggregation and analysis of the city’s residential 
properties, as well as relevant economic and demographic figures for each neighborhood.  The 
neighborhood table, Attachment B, includes information on the existing conditions of residential 
properties within each neighborhood.

For the purposes of the SCI report, “curb appeal” is defined as a measurement of the general 
attractiveness of lots and structures in fair and good condition when viewed from the sidewalk.  In 
the above table, a more demanding threshold is applied, with neighborhoods ranked only by parcels 
deemed to be in good condition.  Based on the aesthetic findings of the “windshield” survey, the 
majority of Atlanta’s neighborhoods have very little or no blight and the city is dominated by structures 
in good or fair condition. 

Source:  APDS Solutions Field Evaluation

TABLE 5

lot   and   structural conditions

Curb Appeal
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For the purposes of the SCI report, 
“blight” is defined as lots and/or 
structures that represent a general state 
of neglect or disrepair in a neighborhood, 
represented here by parcels that were 
categorized by field surveyors as poor or 
deteriorated.  These blighted properties 
tend to be heavily concentrated in certain 
neighborhoods.  Illustrating this extreme 
geographic concentration of troubled 
properties, the ten neighborhoods in 
the table above, 4% of the city’s total 
neighborhoods, contain over 40% of the total city’s parcels that were observed to be in poor or 
deteriorated condition (APD Solutions, 2011-2012).  There are many neighborhoods with an elevated 
presence of visual blight throughout central and southern areas of the city. Neighborhoods facing 
severe blight are particularly plentiful in the areas directly west and south of Downtown.

Source:  APDS Solutions Field Evaluation

TABLE 6

Neighborhoods facing severe blight 
are particularly plentiful in the areas 
directly west and south of Downtown.

Blight
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The presence of vacant lots in a community is often indicative of commercial disinvestment and/or stalled 
real estate development.  In the aftermath of the housing bubble and late-2000s recession, the presence 
of some vacant lots in an area is not entirely unusual, even in thriving communities.  Highly concentrated 
areas of vacancy, however, can demonstrate a severe lack of commercial investment.  They can also signal 
declining demand for goods and services from residents in and around specific neighborhoods.  Vacant lots 
are also generally more susceptible to creeping disrepair and neglect over time, such as plant overgrowth 
or excess debris, lending to an increasing overall perception of visual blight or decay in an area.

Source:  APDS Solutions Field Evaluation

TABLE 7
pROPERTY   TENURE

Source:  APDS Solutions Field Evaluation

TABLE 8

Vacant Lot Count

Vacant Structures (Total: 9,664)
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Source:  APDS Solutions Field Evaluation

TABLE 9

As seen in Table 8, the neighborhoods with the very highest structural vacancy rates are located 
south of I-20 or west of I-75.  Because vacant structures are highly susceptible to loitering and crime, 
managing the issue on a neighborhood level is important to goals of encouraging future investment 
and development, and to the welfare of a neighborhood’s residents.

Property   code   issues

Field surveyors documented 3,788 residential properties with four or more code issues, equal to 3.0% 
of total residential parcels in the city (APD Solutions, 2011-2012).

These code issues include instances of weed overgrowth, dumping, dilapidated porches, water damage, 
dumpster overflow, improper storage issues, inoperable vehicles, non-conforming commercial activity 
at residential addresses and vehicles parked in yards.  For the purposes of the SCI report, code 
issue information was not divided along different dimensions, such as structural, environmental, or 
aesthetic issues.

Extreme dilapidation was observed in 1,352 parcels.  Parcels in this category include structures 
determined by field surveyors to likely require more investment to successfully rehabilitate than to 
demolish.  These properties are often characterized by missing roofs, doors, windows and/or walls, 
and sometimes are already partially demolished.

property Code Issues
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CODE   ISSUES
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Phase   II :    Neighborhood   Wave   Assessment   Model 

Twenty-five neighborhood factors compiled from the “windshield” survey and supplemental data 
collection were grouped into five assessment categories:  Quality of Life, Condition, Amenities, 
Investment, and Demographics.  These factors were combined to create a typology and rating 
for each Atlanta neighborhood.  Every neighborhood was given a positive or negative score for 
each of the 25 quantitative factors, ranging from -5 to +5, with 0 representing the average city 
neighborhood for each factor.  The goals of this Neighborhood Wave Assessment Model were to 
provide tools to assist in the goal of identifying neighborhoods that should be targeted for investment 
and development, and that can be used more generally for purposes of market and neighborhood 
analysis.  The “neighborhood wave” includes 25 factors segmented into 5 assessment areas:

• Quality of Life - Factors tied to sense of security and ability to receive enjoyment.
• Condition – Factors tied to the physical conditions of residential real estate.
• Amenities – Factors that reveal the impact of access to businesses, quality education, 
  effective multi-modal transportation options and infrastructure, open spaces and parks, etc. 
  to a neighborhood’s shared sense of value.
• Investment – Factors that show the current activity and impacts that investment and 
  development incentives are having in a neighborhood.
• Demographics – The socioeconomic characteristics of each neighborhood that influence 
  perceptions in ways that attract or repel investment and development.

A complete overview of the factors can be found on page 37 in Table 3.  The following section 
will detail findings and relevant analysis, including an explanation of the neighborhood typology 
and ratings.  The following section will include a section about each typology, including average 
characteristics, general findings, and one profile of a representative neighborhood for each group.

In addition to the information found in this report, the consultant team assembled an appendix 
as a companion tool, in hopes that making the information gathered for the SCI report widely 
available can help lead to positive action, growth, and development for Atlanta’s neighborhoods. 
The appendix will provide users a wealth of detail on the neighborhoods based upon the 25 factors. 
It will allow users to: 
	 • See wave factors and ratings for each neighborhood. 
	 • Identify the factors having the most negative impact on a neighborhood. 
	 • Compare a chosen neighborhood data to the eight typologies or any 
	   other Atlanta neighborhood. 
	 • Access raw data that will allow users to conduct their own analyses.
	 • View additional citywide maps and conditions maps of each neighborhood.

In order to make the information contained within the report as accessible as possible to as many 
parties as possible, the following appendix serves as a companion to this written report. The 
appendix includes the following: 
	 • A glossary of technical terms used in this report.
	 • A look-up table of windshield survey parcel findings for each neighborhood.
	 • The wave factors and ratings for each neighborhood broken down by assessment areas. 
	 • Additional citywide maps. 
	 • A booklet of conditions maps of each neighborhood.

The availability of this multi-faceted information on Atlanta’s neighborhoods, all in one place, should 
empower individuals and organizations to collaborate with each other and the City towards the goal 
of improving the quality of life for all residents. 
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Investment   Area   Indicators

Based on the sum of ratings for each of the 25 neighborhood factors, each neighborhood received an 
overall score.  In theory, an unweighted neighborhood score could be as high as +125 or as low as 
-125, but in reality, the highest unweighted score found was +47.8, while the lowest was -52.1. 

Weighting factors for each of the 25 neighborhood factors were then created based on feedback from 
the City of Atlanta.  The specific numeric weights were ultimately generated by a survey of real estate 
professionals, builders, property owners, homeowners, renters, lenders, and civil servants regarding 
the importance of each factor on neighborhood quality.  Survey participants were given the option of 
selecting from three levels of importance for each factor.  After aggregating these results, the following 
weights were generated for each category:

*Figures above are rounded.
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After evaluating the weighted methodology against the unweighted one, it was determined that the 
weighted approach was most appropriate for use in the SCI report.  Neighborhood rankings were then 
recalculated based on the weighting factors, and organized into the following categories or typologies:
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Neighborhood   typology   heat   map

Residential properties that were surveyed in these areas not identified by a neighborhood name were 
too few in numeric proportion to be represented by a typology, however these properties were included 
within the overall city-wide statistical measurement of existing conditions.

Source: APDS Field Evaluation Data
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Neighborhood Typology Rankings & Scores
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1.    Exceptional    Investment    Area

Exceptional Investment Areas represent peak neighborhood conditions 
in the city.  Here, residents mostly work in professional occupations, with 
the majority having earned at least a four year college degree.  These 
neighborhoods tend to be lacking in racial and income diversity, partly as 
a result of multi-generational residency.  These neighborhoods tend to 
have strong community identities, and high owner-occupancy and resident 
stability rates.  They tend to have predominantly older, single-family housing 
stock that has been well maintained and preserved over time, as well as 
very low vacancy rates.

Strengths:  Average Real Estate Transaction Value, Access to Green 
Space, Vacancy, Code Issues, Percentage of Blighted Properties

Weaknesses:  Public Subsidy and Incentives, Property Appreciation/
Depreciation, Population Growth

Exceptional    Investment    Area   Wave
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FINDINGS:    Exceptional   Investment   Area    Neighborhoods

1.  63% of Exceptional Atlanta neighborhoods had a higher number of crime incidences 
     in the last three years than the citywide average of 310 crime incidences.

2. 63% of Exceptional Atlanta neighborhoods have a higher level of community commerce than 
    the citywide average of 24.2 million dollars.
3. 100% of Exceptional Atlanta neighborhoods have fewer code issues than the citywide average.
4. 100% of Exceptional Atlanta neighborhoods have no blighted properties.
5. 100% of Exceptional Atlanta neighborhoods have a greater level of community identity than the 
    citywide average.
6. 88% of Exceptional Atlanta neighborhoods have greater curb appeal than the citywide average.

Source: Data extracted from COA Atlanta PD Crime Data by APD Solutions for the city of Atlanta, Strategic 
Community Investment Study, 2012.

Crime    Incidences    in    the    Last    Three    Years
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7.  100% of Exceptional Atlanta neighborhoods have higher forecasted median incomes than the 
      citywide average of $61,493.

Source: APDS Field Evaluation data.

8.  63% of Exceptional Atlanta neighborhoods have a greater number of retail/commercial 
     businesses than the citywide average of 21 retail/commercial businesses.

Source: Data extracted from Census Bureau American Communities Survey 
by APD Solutions for the city of Atlanta, Strategic Community Investment Project, 2012.

CURB   APPEAL

2012   Forecasted   Median   Income

91.1%	
   90.4%	
  
84.5%	
   80.9%	
   76.9%	
   73.3%	
   69.6%	
   68.6%	
  

46.9%	
  

0.0%	
  
10.0%	
  
20.0%	
  
30.0%	
  
40.0%	
  
50.0%	
  
60.0%	
  
70.0%	
  
80.0%	
  
90.0%	
  

100.0%	
  

Midt
ow

n	
  

Ridg
ed

ale
	
  Pa

rk	
  

Ca
bb

ag
eto

wn	
  

Pie
dm

on
t	
  H

eig
hts

	
  

Po
nc

ey
-­‐H

igh
lan

d	
  

Drui
d	
  H

ills
	
  

Virg
ini

a	
  H
igh

lan
d	
  

Cit
yw

ide
	
  Ave

rag
e	
  

Morn
ing

sid
e/L

en
ox

	
  Pa
rk	
  

Cu
rb
	
  A
pp

ea
l	
  

$61,493

$71,727

$79,850

$79,850

$79,850

$91,498

$91,498

$91,498

$103,535

$0 $20,000 $40,000 $60,000 $80,000 $100,000 $120,000

Citywide Average

Midtown

Druid Hills

Poncey-Highland

Cabbagetown

Piedmont Heights

Morningside/Lenox Park

Virginia Highland

Ridgedale Park

Median Income

N
ei

gh
bo

rh
oo

ds

2012   Forecasted   Median   Income



61

QUALITY    OF    PUBLIC   EDUCATION
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History

An old industrial settlement dating from the late 19th 
century, Cabbagetown is one of Georgia’s most 
historic neighborhoods, and is featured in the U.S. 
National Register of Historic Places.  Once defined 
by the Fulton Bag and Cotton Mill, the neighborhood 
struggled to find an identity after the closing of the 
mill in 1978 and the steep neighborhood decline that 
followed.

In the early 1980s, the community was reinvigorated 
by an influx of artists.  Over the last three decades, 
significant redevelopment, much of it spurred by federal 
development incentives, has greatly transformed the 
community, with the most famous example being the 
Fulton Cotton Mill Lofts located on Carroll Street, as the largest residential loft community in the country.  
Today, Cabbagetown is home to many families and young professionals, and hosts numerous events 
and festivals, with the Chomp and Stomp bluegrass and chili festival being the most popular.

Strengths / Weaknesses

With an attractive, older housing stock and high owner-occupancy rate, Cabbagetown is a desirable 
location for those who want access to intown amenities and a stable, distinct neighborhood feel.  Though 
a considerable amount of the older structures have been redeveloped, the neighborhood maintains a 
unique architectural aesthetic.  Much of the neighborhood is highly walkable, with close access to green 
space and a high volume of foot traffic because of limited parking.  While housing costs are only slightly 
above the citywide average at $1,575, costs are rising as the neighborhood becomes more fashionable 
(CoreLogic RealQuest, 2012).  The quality of public education in the area is only slightly above average.

Current   Market   Conditions

Residential property values in Cabbagetown have depreciated 10% since 2009, with the average real 
estate transaction value at $190,733 between July 2011 and August 2012 (MetroStudy, 2012).  A high 
owner occupancy rate of 60% (CoreLogic RealQuest, 2012) and low vacancy rate of 2% (APD Solutions, 
2011-2012) reflect the neighborhood’s residential stability.

Exceptional   Neighborhood   Spotlight:    

cABBAGETOWN
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10.  100% of Exceptional Atlanta neighborhoods have more access to green space than the 
       citywide average.
11.  88% of Exceptional Atlanta neighborhoods have been issued a higher number of permits 
       over the last five years than the citywide average of 91 permits.
12.  88% of Exceptional Atlanta neighborhoods had a higher average real estate transaction 
       value from July 2011 to August 2012 than the citywide average of $225,482 over that time 
       period.
13.  88% of Exceptional Atlanta neighborhoods have a higher level of educational attainment 
       than the citywide average.
14.  63% of Exceptional Atlanta neighborhoods had more population growth than the citywide 
       average population growth of 7.6%.
15.  50% of Exceptional Atlanta neighborhoods have fewer owner-occupants than the citywide 
       average of 52%.

Permit   Issuance   in   the   Last   Five   Years

Source: Data extracted from the city of Atlanta Planning Department by APD Solutions for the city of Atlanta
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9.   100% of Exceptional Atlanta neighborhoods have a higher quality of public education than 
       the citywide average.

Findings:      Exceptional   investment   area    Neighborhoods   (cont'd)
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2.    strong   investment area

Strong Investment Areas are generally desirable neighborhoods for 
households and individuals who desire an urban environment with access to 
amenities.  Residents in these communities tend to be young professionals 
with four year college degrees and middle-to-high incomes, many of whom 
value proximity to multiple modes of transportation.  These neighborhoods 
tend to have attractive residential real estate, very few blighted properties 
and a sense of stability. 

Strong neighborhoods often have a mix of residential and commercial land 
uses, and in many cases have seen heavy recent development.  There is 
high demand among residents for recreational amenities, and there tend 
to be numerous shopping and entertainment facilities that can satisfy much 
of the locals’ demands.

Strengths: Average Commute, Access to Green Space, Vacancy, Code 
Issues, Percentage of Blighted Properties

Weaknesses: Public Subsidy and Incentives, Property Appreciation/
Depreciation, Housing Costs, Community Commerce, Number of Retail/
Commercial Businesses

Strong   Investment   Area   Wave
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FINDINGS:   Strong   investment   area    Neighborhoods

1.  100% of Strong Atlanta neighborhoods have fewer code issues than the citywide average.
2.  100% of Strong Atlanta neighborhoods have less vacancy than the citywide average.
3.  73% of Strong Atlanta neighborhoods have greater curb appeal than the citywide average.

Curb   appeal

4.  97% of Strong Atlanta neighborhoods have a higher quality of public education than the 
     citywide average.

Source: APDS Field Evaluation Data
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5.  79% of Strong Atlanta neighborhoods have more access to green space than citywide average.
6.  97% of Strong Atlanta neighborhoods have higher median monthly mortgage payments than the 
     citywide average of $1,853.
7.  79% of Strong Atlanta neighborhoods have issued a higher number of permits over the last five 
     years than the citywide average of 91.

QUALITY   OF   PUBLIC    EDUCATION

Source: Data extracted from the Georgia Department of Education by APD Solutions for the city of Atlanta
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  8.  93% of Strong Atlanta neighborhoods have a higher level of educational attainment than the 
       citywide average.
  9.  79% of Strong Atlanta neighborhoods had a higher average real estate transaction value from 
       July 2011 to August 2012 than the citywide average of $225,482.
10.  79% of Strong Atlanta neighborhoods have a greater level of community identity than the 
       citywide average.
11.  90% of Strong Atlanta neighborhoods have higher forecasted median incomes than the 
       citywide average of $61,493.

Permit   Issuance   In   the   Last   Five   Years

Source: Data extracted from the city of Atlanta Planning Department by APD Solutions for the city of Atlanta
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Strengths/Weaknesses

Ansley Park is one of the most picturesque neighborhoods in the city of Atlanta.  Its’ residential 
properties, many of which are historic homes in a variety of architectural styles, are also attractive, 
with curb appeal of 92%, no blight whatsoever, and heavy presence of sidewalks (APD Solutions, 
2011-2012).  The neighborhood has access to outstanding public education and many lush, green 
parks.  Housing is very expensive in the area, with median monthly mortgage payments of $4,000 
(CoreLogic RealQuest, 2012).

Current Market Conditions

With a vacancy rate of only 4% (APD Solutions, 2011-2012), an average residential real estate 
transaction value of $492,139 between July 2011 and August 2012 (Metrostudy, 2012), and 62% 
owner occupancy (CoreLogic RealQuest, 2012), Ansley Park is an affluent and stable residential 
area.  While values have declined 15% since 2009, they are still quite high, and only 5% of residential 
properties are distressed (Metrostudy, 2012).  279 permits issued over the past five years shows that 
the market is very active, with significant new residential development and rehabilitation occurring.  

History

Ansley Park was Atlanta’s first neighborhood 
specifically developed for automobiles, 
with broad, winding roads, rather than the 
grid patterns found in older streetcar-based 
Atlanta suburbs of the time (Squires, 2002).  
The neighborhood was developed initially 
starting in 1905 by the rail and real estate 
magnet Edwin Ansley, and was marketed as 
an alternative to Inman Park, which was then 
the city’s most fashionable neighborhood.  
It was home to the Georgia Governor’s 
Mansion for many years and to the famed 
Atlanta author Margaret Mitchell for much of 
her life.

Strong   Neighborhood   Spotlight:     

aNSLEY   PARK
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3.    stable    Investment   Area   

Stable Investment Areas tend to be well-established neighborhoods that are 
predominantly residential.  They often have limited employment, retail and 
services within their boundaries, with residents tending to commute outside 
their neighborhoods for work, shopping, and entertainment.  Residents are 
employed in an array of professional occupations, and forecasted household 
incomes are generally slightly above average for the city.

These communities boast a generally modest, older single-family housing 
stock. High levels of owner-occupancy and curb appeal, low crime rates, and 
little blight all lend stability to these neighborhoods.  These neighborhoods tend 
to have high housing costs, slow population growth, and low levels of public 
investment.

Strengths: Access to Green Space, Crime Incidences, Vacancy, Code Issues, 
Percentage of Blighted Properties

Weaknesses: Community Commerce, Number of Retail and Commercial 
Businesses, Public Subsidy and Incentives, Property Appreciation/Depreciation, 
Population Growth

Stable   Investment   Area   Wave

Fragile
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FINDINGS:   Stable   Investment   Area   Neighborhoods

1.  97% of Stable Atlanta neighborhoods have lower vacancy than the citywide average.
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2.  95% of Stable Atlanta neighborhoods have fewer code issues than the citywide average.
3.  85% of Stable Atlanta neighborhoods have a higher level of educational attainment 
     than the citywide average.
4.  74% of Stable Atlanta neighborhoods have a better quality of public education than 
     the citywide average.
5.  69% of Stable Atlanta neighborhoods have fewer commutes exceeding 30 minutes 
     than the citywide average.
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6.  67% of Stable Atlanta neighborhoods have higher median monthly mortgage 
     payments than the citywide average of $1,853.
7.  64% of Stable Atlanta neighborhoods have higher forecasted median incomes than 
     the citywide average of $61,493.
8.  74% of Stable Atlanta neighborhoods have more access to green space than the citywide average.

2012   Forecasted   Median   Income

Source: Data extracted from Census Bureau American Community Survey by APD Solutions for the city of Atlanta
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Stable   Neighborhood   Spotlight:    

East    Atlanta
History

One of the few Atlanta neighborhoods located 
entirely in DeKalb County, East Atlanta began as 
a small, unincorporated town bordering the city.  
In 1915, East Atlanta chose to be annexed into 
the city of Atlanta in order to take advantage of 
public services.  The current urban center of the 
neighborhood around the intersection of Glenwood 
Avenue and Flat Shoals Avenue was subdivided and 
developed after World War II.  Racial tensions in the 
1980s led to a period of residential and commercial 
disinvestment in East Atlanta.

Today, East  Atlanta is a shopping and social hub with 
many unique and popular small local businesses.  
Over time, the neighborhood’ identity has been 
preserved through a strong dedication from residents and community leaders.

Strengths/Weaknesses

The vibrancy of the small businesses in this neighborhood are reflected in the approximately $59 
million in annual retail sales (Nielsen Claritas, 2012).  East Atlanta’s robust community identity is 
evident in the aesthetic condition of the neighborhood, with a “curb appeal” rating of 86% (APD 
Solutions, 2011-2012).  Low vacancy and a high owner occupancy rate of 76% all lend to the 
quaint, stable feel of the area (CoreLogic RealQuest, 2012).

East Atlanta still struggles in regard to several neighborhood factors.  Housing is becoming 
increasingly unaffordable in the area and the majority of housing stock is more than 60 years old, 
leading to increased maintenance costs and exacerbating affordability issues (DeKalb County 
Tax Assessor’s Office, 2011).  Additionally, crime rates in the neighborhood are higher than the 
citywide average (City of Atlanta Police Department, 2012).

Current Market Conditions

In comparison to the city as a whole, East Atlanta has been largely unharmed by distressed 
properties (Metrostudy, 2012). Property values have declined 4% over the past four years. 
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aCCESS   TO   GREEN  SPACE

  9.  59% of Stable Atlanta neighborhoods have greater levels of community identity than the 
       citywide average.
10.  72% of Stable Atlanta neighborhoods have no blighted properties.
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4.    Trendin g    Investment   Area   

Trending Investment Areas tend to be neighborhoods that have experienced 
economic or social turbulence in the past, with some modest improvement 
in recent times.  

These neighborhoods typically have limited retail and commercial activity, 
close proximity to green space and little blight.  They tend to be located 
midway between downtown Atlanta and the city limits, with low-to-middle 
income residents.  They have faced significant depreciation in property 
values since the collapse of the housing market.

Strengths: Vacancy, Access to Green Space, Code Issues, Percentage of 
Blighted Properties

Weaknesses: Community Commerce, Number of Retail and Commercial 
Businesses, Permit Issuance, Property Appreciation/Depreciation, Racial 
Diversity, Crime Incidences

Trending   Investment   Area   WAVE
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Findings:    Trending   Investment   Area   Neighborhoods

1.  79% of Trending Atlanta neighborhoods have greater curb appeal than the citywide average.

Source: APDS Field Evaluation Data
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2.  79% of Trending Atlanta neighborhoods have lower vacancy than the citywide average.
3.  74% of Trending Atlanta neighborhoods have a lower level of community commerce than the citywide 
     average of 24.2 million dollars.

4.  92% of Trending Atlanta neighborhoods have fewer blighted properties than the citywide average.

5.  74% of Trending Atlanta neighborhoods had a lower average real estate transaction value from July 2011 to 
     August 2012 than the citywide average of $225,482.

6. 61% of Trending Atlanta neighborhoods have a higher level of educational attainment than the citywide 
     average.

vacancy
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Source: Data extracted from the Census Bureau American Communities Survey by APD Solutions for the city of Atlanta

7. 69% of Trending Atlanta neighborhoods have more access to green space than the citywide average.

8. 82% of Trending Atlanta neighborhoods have fewer code issues than the citywide average.

educational    attainment
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9. 76% of Trending Atlanta neighborhoods have fewer numbers of retail/commercial businesses than the 
    citywide average of 21 retail/commercial businesses.

code    issues
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Trending   Neighborhood   Spotlight:    
Sylvan Hills

History

The Sylvan Hills neighborhood, named for its many 
poplar, oak, and hickory trees, emerged in two major 
phases of initial development, after World Wars I and II 
respectively.  The growth of the neighborhood marked 
some of the earliest development southwest of the city’s 
core, matching a growing need to house employees of 
the new industrial sites in the area.   Today, Sylvan Hills 
is a diverse and growing area, and is home to Atlanta 
Technical College and Atlanta Metropolitan College.  
An active neighborhood association, the Sylvan Hills 
Neighborhood Association, was founded in 2009, and it 
has been engaged in many active efforts to effect positive 
change in the community.

Strengths/Weaknesses

Housing in this area remains affordable, with a median monthly mortgage payment of $1,135 (CoreLogic 
RealQuest, 2012), and there are few distressed properties (MetroStudy, 2012).  Proximity to public 
transportation options and close access to the airport make this neighborhood a desirable location for 
young professionals.  A strong community identity, moderate commute times, and access to green space 
are all strengths of the Sylvan Hills neighborhood.

Elevated crime rates and poorly performing public schools are some of the notable weaknesses of this 
neighborhood. Additionally, there are aesthetic issues in this community, with only 36% of parcels showing 
“curb appeal” (APD Solutions, 2011-2012) and an aging housing stock that was primarily built before 1950 
(Fulton County Tax Assessor’s Office, 2011).

Current   Market   Conditions

This area has seen property values decline approximately 20% over the last three years (MetroStudy, 
2012).  However, this depreciation and low average real estate transaction values, paired with many other 
indications of strength, make the area appear prime for potential investment.
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5.     Transitional   Investment   Area

Transitional Investment Areas tend to be neighborhoods that are 
experiencing significant economic and social turbulence, yet show great 
potential for a number of different reasons.  Many of these areas are currently 
experiencing drastic population and demographic changes, or are expected 
to in the near future.  These communities require significant support and 
investment to mitigate their current challenges and reinforce their inherent 
assets.

These neighborhoods frequently struggle with high crime and lack of strong 
community identities, but have many inherent strengths and assets that 
make them prime targets for investment and development.  They typically 
have high vacancy rates in their residential real estate and limited retail and 
commerce.

Strengths: Access to Green Space, Housing Costs, Code Issues, Percentage 
of Blighted Properties, Crime Incidences

Weaknesses: Crime Incidences, Community Commerce, Number of Retail 
and Commercial Businesses, Permit Issuance, Racial Diversity, Average 
Real Estate Transaction Value

  Transitional   Investment   area   Wave
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Findings:    Transitional   Investment   Area   Neighborhoods

1.  74% of Transitional Atlanta neighborhoods have fewer code issues than the citywide average.

Source: APDS Field Evaluation Data
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2.  86% of Transitional Atlanta neighborhoods have issued a lower number of permits over the last five years 
     than the citywide average of 91 permits.

Source: Data extracted from the city of Atlanta Planning Department by APD Solutions for the city of Atlanta

permits   issued
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3.  95% of Transitional Atlanta neighborhoods had a lower average real estate transaction value over the 
     last year than the citywide average of $225,482.

Source: Data extracted from Georgia MLS and Metro Study by APD Solutions for the city of Atlanta
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Transitional   Neighborhood   Spotlight:    

Vine   City/English   Avenue
History

The area south of Simpson Road (Joseph E. Boone Blvd. 
today), known as Vine City, emerged in the late 1800s as 
a social and racially diverse area.  In the early decades 
of its existence, the neighborhood was predominantly 
African American, with some pockets of white residents.  
The English Avenue neighborhood, north of Simpson 
Road and Vine City, was initially developed in the 1890s 
by James W. English Jr., son of former Mayor James W. 
English, in response to increased demand for working 
class housing in Atlanta.  Though the Simpson Road 
corridor initially tended to divide the area racially, with 
whites living to the north and blacks to the south, African 
Americans began to move into English Avenue in the 
early 1930s.

Strengths/Weaknesses

Homes remain relatively affordable in these neighborhoods, with a median monthly mortgage payment of 
$838 in English Avenue and $1,644 in Vine City (CoreLogic RealQuest, 2012).  These neighborhoods are 
in close proximity to the Downtown and Midtown neighborhoods, as well as Interstates 75 and 85.  These 
areas are plagued with issues of disinvestment and abandonment, along with high crime rates and low 
curb appeal.

Current Market Conditions

Real estate transaction values are very low in the two neighborhoods, at approximately $25,879 
(MetroStudy, 2012).  Combined with these low property values, the neighborhood has inherent geographic 
and situational strengths that give it high investment potential.
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  4.  79% of Transitional Atlanta neighborhoods had fewer crime incidences in the last three years than the
       citywide average of 310 crime incidences per neighborhood.

  5.  81% of Transitional Atlanta neighborhoods have more commutes exceeding 30 minutes than the citywide 
       average.

  6.  58% of Transitional Atlanta neighborhoods have more access to green space than the citywide average.

  7.  88% of Transitional Atlanta neighborhoods have fewer numbers of retail/commercial businesses than the 
       citywide average of 21 retail/commercial businesses.

  8.  84% of Transitional Atlanta neighborhoods have a lower level of racial diversity than the citywide average.

  9.  88% of Transitional Atlanta neighborhoods have lower median monthly mortgage payments than the         
       citywide average of $1,853.

10.  93% of Transitional Atlanta neighborhoods have a lower level of community commerce than the citywide 
       average.

11.  88% of Transitional Atlanta neighborhoods have fewer blighted properties than the citywide average.

Findings:   Transitional    Investment    Area    Neighborhoods    (cont'd)
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6.     Vulnerable   Investment   Area

Vulnerable Investment Areas typically possess a number of negative 
factors that threaten the vitality of the communities and their residents.  
Many of these neighborhoods are in close proximity to Downtown 
Atlanta and have a variety of public transportation options and short 
commute times.  Residents in the area tend to have lower incomes 
and many are employed in service or sales occupations.  There is a 
significant lack of racial and income diversity in these neighborhoods.

While many of these neighborhoods have strong community identities 
tied to their long histories, high crime and climbing vacancy rates, 
among numerous other factors, make them highly unstable.  These 
areas tend to be victim to underinvestment in public infrastructure, and 
they typically have poor “curb appeal” and declining property values.  
These neighborhoods have frequently seen many businesses over the 
years, and they are home to only limited commercial and retail activity.

Strengths: Vacancy, Access to Green Space, Code Issues, Crime 
Incidences, Percentage of Blighted Properties

Weaknesses: Crime, Community Commerce, Average Real Estate 
Transaction Value, Number of Retail and Commercial Businesses, 
Permit Issuance, Racial Diversity

Vulnerable   Investment   Area   Wave

Fragile
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FINDINGS:   Vulnerable   Investment   Area   Neighborhoods

1.  67% of Vulnerable Atlanta neighborhoods had a lower number of crime incidences in the last three years than 
     the citywide average of 310 crime incidences.

Source: Data extracted from COA Atlanta PD Crime Data by APD Solutions for the city of Atlanta
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2.  96% of Vulnerable Atlanta neighborhoods have lower median monthly mortgage payments than the citywide 
     average of $1,853.

3.  80% of Vulnerable Atlanta neighborhoods have been issued a lower number of permits in the last five years 
     than the citywide average of 91 permits.

Source: Data extracted from the city of Atlanta Planning Department by APD Solutions for the city of Atlanta

Permit   Issuance   in   the   Last   Five   Years
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4. 100% of Vulnerable Atlanta neighborhoods have a lower average real estate transaction value than the 
    citywide average of $225,483.

Source: Data extracted from Georgia MLS and Metro Study by APD Solutions for the city of Atlanta

real    estate     transaction    Values
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  5.  98% of Vulnerable Atlanta neighborhoods have a lower quality of public education than the citywide 
       average.

  6.  100% of Vulnerable Atlanta neighborhoods have a lower level of community commerce than the citywide 
       average.

  7.  91% of Vulnerable Atlanta neighborhoods have fewer numbers of retail/commercial businesses than the 
       citywide average of 21 retail/commercial businesses.

  8.  89% of Vulnerable Atlanta neighborhoods have a lower level of racial diversity than the citywide average.

  9.  76% of Vulnerable Atlanta neighborhoods have more transportation options than the citywide average.

10.  82% of Vulnerable Atlanta neighborhoods have a lower percent change in appreciation/depreciation 
       values than the citywide average.

11.  80% of Vulnerable Atlanta neighborhoods have more commutes exceeding 30 minutes than the 
       citywide average.
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Vulnerable    Neighborhood   Spotlight:    

Pittsburgh
History

Pittsburgh was established by African Americans in 
1883 and is recognized as one of Atlanta’s oldest 
neighborhoods.  The neighborhood, which occupies 
554 acres southwest of Downtown Atlanta, thrived 
in the aftermath of the Civil War as a segregated 
community.  In the late 1800s, Atlanta’s economy 
was dependent upon three major rail lines which 
merged near Five Points, and the railroad played 
a defining role in the neighborhood’s development.  
Pittsburgh experienced considerable growth during 
the early part of the 20th century.  Starting in the 
1950s, the neighborhood began to experience 
several decades of decline (Pittsburgh Community 
Improvement Association, Inc., 2013).

In the early 2000s, Pittsburgh began to attract middle and upper income people interested in transitional 
urban neighborhoods, with many of them relocating from Atlanta’s suburban areas.  The area is located 
within close proximity to three major interstate highways (I-20, I-75 and I-85), Downtown Atlanta, and 
Hartsfield –Jackson International Airport are easily accessible from the area.

Strengths/Weaknesses

Pittsburgh’s prime location provides an opportunity for affordable intown living, with median monthly 
mortgage payments at $1,289 (CoreLogic RealQuest, 2012).  Pittsburgh has an exceedingly strong 
community identity, a rich history and many families that have remained there for decades.  The 
neighborhood had other distinct strengths, such as the presence of many sidewalks. The neighborhood 
has many weaknesses as well, including high vacancy rates, and a high number of distressed and 
blighted properties.

Current Market Conditions

With a low average real estate transaction value of $30,999 (MetroStudy, 2012), there are opportunities 
for growth and positive change in this neighborhood with appropriate investment and intervention.
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7.     Declining    Investment   Area     

Declining Investment Areas are often marked by multiple signs of 
disinvestment, including severely limited or nonexistent retail options, 
a lack of public events, and an overall decrease in outside patronage.  
Residents in these neighborhoods are low-income and many are in 
poverty, including large numbers of children and senior citizens.  Many 
residents in these communities have earned a high school diploma or 
less and there are high rates of unemployment and underemployment.

These neighborhoods tend to have high residential vacancy rates and 
large numbers of industrial parcels.  There tend to be large areas of 
developable land in these neighborhoods, but a lack of investment and 
development.  Some of these neighborhoods have declined steeply, 
and were once far more stable than they are today.

Strengths: Average Age of Housing Stock, Transportation Options, 
Public Subsidy & Incentives, Access to Green Space, Housing Costs

Weaknesses: Average Real Estate Transaction Value, Community 
Commerce, Number of Retail and Commercial Businesses, Permit 
Issuance, Racial Diversity
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FINDINGS:    Declining    Investment   Area   Neighborhoods

1.  94% of Declining Atlanta neighborhoods have less curb appeal than the citywide average.

Source: APDS Field Evaluation Data
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2.  77% of Declining Atlanta neighborhoods have older average ages of housing stock than the citywide 
     housing stock average of 44 years old.

3.  87% of Declining Atlanta neighborhoods have less owner occupancy than the citywide average of 52%.

Source: Data extracted from CoreLogic RealQuest by APD Solutions for the city of Atlanta
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4.  100% of Declining Atlanta neighborhoods have a lower average real estate transaction value than the citywide 
     average of $225,483.

Source: Data extracted from Georgia MLS and Metro Study by APD Solutions for the city of Atlanta
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declining   Neighborhood   Spotlight:    

Carver Hills
History

Carver Hills is a quaint community located between 
Scotts Crossing and West Highlands in Northwest 
Atlanta.  This neighborhood is home to rolling 
topography, winding streets, and mid-century ranch 
homes, and is in close proximity to industrial sites 
such as the Norfolk Southern Inman Rail Yard.

Strengths/Weaknesses

The Carver Hills neighborhood has ample access to 
green space and a relatively stable community feel. 
The community is close to many amenities around 
South Cobb Drive, northwest of the neighborhoods. 
However, the area’s meandering roads limit the 
connections between Carver Hills and adjacent locations.  A lack of retail amenities, along with 
circuitous street connections, has led to a sense of isolation and stagnancy in Carver Hills.  With 
an average residential structure age of 49 years, homes showing signs of significant deterioration, 
and a scarcity of new construction or development in the area, there is a risk of further decline. 

Current Market Conditions

This neighborhood has an owner-occupancy rate of 39% (CoreLogic RealQuest, 2012) and an 
average real estate transaction value of only $9,717 (Metrostudy, 2012).  The values in Carver 
Hills have depreciated by 45.4%, population growth is stagnant, and average forecasted incomes 
are approximately $22,717 (U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis).  There is some public subsidy 
available for economic stimulus and few distressed assets in the neighborhood. 
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  5.  100% of Declining Atlanta neighborhoods have lower median monthly mortgage payments than the 
       citywide average of $1,853.

  6.  97% of Declining Atlanta neighborhoods have lower forecasted median incomes than the citywide average 
       of $61,493.

  7.  100% of Declining Atlanta neighborhoods have a lower quality of public education than the citywide 
       average.

  8.  94% of Declining Atlanta neighborhoods have fewer numbers of retail/commercial businesses than the 
       citywide average of 21 retail/commercial businesses.

  9.  94% of Declining Atlanta neighborhoods have a lower level of community commerce than the citywide 
       average of 24.2 million dollars.

10.  97% of Declining Atlanta neighborhoods have issued a lower number of permits in the last five years than 
       the citywide average of 91 permits.

11.  94% of Declining Atlanta neighborhoods have more commutes exceeding 30 minutes than the citywide 
       average.

12.  84% of Declining Atlanta neighborhoods have less racial diversity than the citywide average.

13.  94% of Declining Atlanta neighborhoods have a lower level of educational attainment than the citywide 
       average.

14.  81% of Declining Atlanta neighborhoods have more access to green space than the citywide average.

15.  90% of Declining Atlanta neighborhoods offer more public subsidies and incentives than the citywide 
       average.

16.  58% of Declining Atlanta neighborhoods had a fewer number of crime incidences in the last three years 
       than the citywide average of 310 crime incidences.

17.  74% of Declining Atlanta neighborhoods have more blighted properties than the citywide average.

Findings:   Declining   Investment   Area   Neighborhoods  (cont'd)



107

8.     Fragile   Investment   Areas

Fragile Investment Areas have faced many of the same issues encountered 
by Declining Investment Areas, and are now in disrepair due to a lack of 
investment.  Visible crime and disorder, large numbers of blighted properties 
and infrastructural deterioration have led to almost no presence of retail or 
commerce. Residents typically have low levels of educational attainment, 
with many not completing high school and living in poverty.

These areas are marked by low owner-occupancy and a growing population 
of homeless individuals and the mentally ill. Much of the housing stock in 
these communities has been rendered nearly obsolete due to severe physical 
deterioration. acant commercial and industrial parcels comprise a large 
portion of these neighborhoods, which often lack proximity to green space 
and transportation options.  Though these areas may be targeted for one or 
more public subsidies, investment has failed to make significant changes to 
neighborhood demographics.

Strengths: Housing Costs, Access to Green Space, Public Subsidy and 
Incentives, Transportation Options, Average Age of Housing Stock

Weaknesses: Community Commerce, Number of Retail/Commercial 
Establishments, Permit Issuance, Average Real Estate Transaction Value, 
Racial Diversity

Fragile   Investment   Area   Wave
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FINDINGS:   fragile  investment   area   Neighborhoods

1. 100% of Fragile Atlanta neighborhoods have lower median monthly mortgage payments than the citywide 
    average of $1,853.

Source: Data extracted from CoreLogic RealQuest by APD Solutions for the city of Atlanta
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2. 100% of Fragile Atlanta neighborhoods have more commutes exceeding 30 minutes than the citywide 
    average.

3. 100% of Fragile Atlanta neighborhoods have a lower level of community commerce than the citywide 
    average of 24.2 million dollars.

4. 100% of Fragile Atlanta neighborhoods have a lower level of community identity than the citywide average.

5. 100% of Fragile Atlanta neighborhoods have more blighted properties than the citywide average.

6. 100% of Fragile Atlanta neighborhoods have higher vacancy than the citywide average.

Source: APDS Field Evaluation Data
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7.  80% of Fragile Atlanta neighborhoods have less curb appeal than the citywide average.

8.  100% of Fragile Atlanta neighborhoods have fewer numbers of retail/commercial businesses than the 
     citywide average of 21 retail/commercial/businesses.

9.  100% of Fragile Atlanta neighborhoods have less owner occupancy than the citywide average of 52%.

Source: APDS Field Evaluation Data

Source: Data extracted from CoreLogic RealQuest by APD Solutions for the city of Atlanta
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10.  100% of Fragile Atlanta neighborhoods have older average ages of housing stock than the citywide 
       average of 44 years old.

11.  100% of Fragile Atlanta neighborhoods have issued a lower number of permits in the last five years than 
       the citywide average of 91 permits.

12. 100% of Fragile Atlanta neighborhoods have a lower quality of public education than the citywide average.

13. 100% of Fragile Atlanta neighborhoods have less racial diversity than the citywide average.

14. 100% of Fragile Atlanta neighborhoods have fewer sidewalks present than the citywide average.

15.  89% of Fragile Atlanta neighborhoods have a lower percent change in appreciation/depreciation values 
       than the citywide average.

16.  100% of Fragile Atlanta neighborhoods have a lower average real estate transaction value than the 
       citywide average of $225,483.

17.  100% of Fragile Atlanta neighborhoods have more code issues than the citywide average.

18.  80% of Fragile Atlanta neighborhoods have a lower level of educational attainment than the citywide 
       average.

19.  80% of Fragile Atlanta neighborhoods have lower median incomes than the citywide average of $61,493.

Source: Data extracted from CoreLogic RealQuest by APD Solutions for the city of Atlanta
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fragile  Neighborhood   Spotlight:    

Carey Park
History

Host to a streetcar stop on Atlanta’s “River Line” 
along Hollywood Road until 1949, Carey Park is 
named for John Carey, a Montreal-born Confederate 
army veteran who settled in Atlanta in 1880. The 
land that was eventually subdivided into the Carey 
Park neighborhood was originally owned by him, 
with a large number of parcels sold in 1913 for 200 
to 400 dollars each (Garrett, 2011).

Strengths/Weaknesses

Carey Park is in close proximity to multiple parks, 
including the one that it takes its name from.  It also 
has very low cost housing, with a median mortgage 
payment of $808 (CoreLogic RealQuest, 2012).  It 
is deeply troubled in terms of its physical housing stock and residential tenure characteristics, 
however, only 24% of residential parcels were determined to be in fair or good aesthetic condition, 
and highly elevated levels of vacancy and blight, at 49% and 8% respectively (APD Solutions, 
2011-2012). 

Current Market Conditions

The average real estate transaction value in Carey Park was $14,122 between July 2011 and 
August 2012 (MetroStudy, 2012), and the projected median resident income is $22,717 (U.S. 
Bureau of Economic Analysis).  Residential property values have depreciated 27% since 2009 
(MetroStudy, 2012), while population has grown 12% in the neighborhood (CoreLogic RealQuest, 
2012).
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Tipping   Point   Neighborhoods

Neighborhoods exist along a continuum and their character is dynamic, not static.  Seemingly minor 
changes can dramatically alter a neighborhood’s fortune over time.  Based on the neighborhood 
typology outlined in this report, communities with scores close to zero are viewed to be closest to a 
theoretical tipping point, where a small change might dramatically affect them for the better or worse.  
Accordingly, neighborhoods within the Trending and Transitional Investment Areas are the tipping 
point neighborhoods.  The respective problems and assets of these communities are thought to be 
less entrenched than in those which are further along the positive or negative tails of the spectrum.

While some of the 81 neighborhoods in the Trending and Transitional Investment Areas are 
geographically scattered, a significant number of them are located within a discernible geographic 
swath of the city, reaching from Northwest to Southeast Atlanta.  Because it is infeasible to target the 
finite resources of local government towards 81 different neighborhoods, observing the geographic 
clustering of these communities and their connections to one another can greatly assist in the creation 
of strategies toward optimizing public intervention and the leveraging of private investment.
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Atlanta's Tipping Point Neighborhoods
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Atlanta's Tipping Point Neighborhoods
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The   Targeted   Areas   of   Opportunity   (TAO)

Current trends of investment, population growth, and new building permits show development 
pressure steadily moving south and west.  Some of the most significant findings in regards to 
development pressure include the following:

		  •  City of Atlanta building permit data shows that over the past five years, 
  		      almost 57% of all residential permits issued were in just 30 neighborhoods.

		  •  Those 30 neighborhoods averaged 412 residential building permits. 
		      Downtown had the most permits issued over that time period of any 
		      neighborhood, with 1,434.

		  •  The majority of these 30 neighborhoods are just north and east of Downtown. 	
		      Several of these form a distinct diagonal line moving from northwest to
		      southeast, from Brookwood and Atlantic Station all the way to Grant Park,
                            East Atlanta, and Kirkwood.

		  •  The remaining 208 neighborhoods averaged only 41 permits per neighborhood 
		      over the same five year period. 

These trends reinforce the neighborhood typology findings with heavy investment and development 
pressure continuing into the Tax Allocation District (TAD) areas, many of which are arrayed 
similarly in a band from the northwest to the southeast, which would stimulate further investment.  
However, there are significant barriers forestalling much of this potential investment and 
development, particularly in regards to housing.  Linkages must be created between tipping point 

Linkages must be created between 
tipping point neighborhoods and nearby 
areas that are currently seeing robust 
investment and growth. 

neighborhoods and nearby areas that are 
currently seeing robust investment and 
growth.  These linkages can include both 
physical linkages such as transportation 
and infrastructure, and linkages between 
institutions, organizations, and people.
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neighborhood   building   permit   issurance
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Area    development    pressure
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The housing crisis has left many neighborhoods full of foreclosed, vacant and abandoned properties, 
and 9% of the recent real estate transactions in the city have been distressed sales (MetroStudy, 
2012).  Without intervention, these housing problems can spread quickly from neighborhood to 
neighborhood, leading to the destabilization of communities and neighborhood disinvestment.  In 
many cases, local commercial disinvestment follows residential distress, creating a vicious circle of 
disinvestment and blight.  The fact that many of the neighborhoods plagued by a distressed housing 
stock are concentrated spatially is a silver lining, as it allows certain areas of the city to be targeted in 
a more efficient, strategic manner.

Multi-family    property    tenure

Source: APDS Field Evaluation Data, Fulton County Tax Digestand Georgia MLS Courthouse Retrieval Systems
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vacant    properties
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It is necessary to devise strategies to stem this process of decline in targeted areas.  These strategies 
should be focused around increasing occupancy and helping to preserve the existing housing stock.  
A cursory look at a map of vacancies and distressed properties in Atlanta shows that vacancies are 
concentrated in a band that is moving from northwest to southeast, overlapping closely with many of 
the Trending and Transitional neighborhoods.  This band appears superficially similar to that of the 
neighborhoods that are seeing the most growth and investment, but is located further to the west and 
to the south.

The incidence of weak linkages between certain areas is evidenced by the fact that many of Atlanta’s 
most thriving and dynamic neighborhoods are located almost adjacent to its most at-risk ones. The 
physical and socio-economic barriers that divide neighborhoods have isolated some communities 
from a natural pattern of investment and growth that would likely have occurred given the absence of 
such impeding factors.  It is necessary to do everything possible to create linkages and lower barriers 
between these disparate areas, creating conditions for investment to move south and west and move 
the tipping point neighborhoods in a positive direction.

The interstate highway that cut through the heart of the city and the Westside industrial corridor 
are the two most significant barriers cutting these tipping point communities off from areas that are 
observed to have higher levels of investment and development. 

Atlantic Steel: Industrial Barrier to the West
Source: Atlanta Journal Constitution
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Atlanta’s Westside industrial corridor, including the old Atlantic Steel Company, the Miller Union Stock 
Yards, the Atlanta Plow Company, and the Inman Rail Yards, has served as a major barrier to investment 
and development for many decades, keeping significant investment to the north and east.  Many of the 
Westside neighborhoods were developed as housing for the working class individuals who worked in these 
industrial sites.  As much of this industrial employment disappeared towards the end of the 20th century, 
the neighborhoods also began to decline, due to both job losses and their isolation from much of the city.

Atlanta has already seen powerful examples of how creating linkages and eliminating barriers can result 
in tremendous investment and development.  The redevelopment of the old Atlantic Steel site into Atlantic 
Station created a destination that was the catalyst for revitalization and growth in West Midtown and 
change all over the Westside.  New or expanded bridges on 5th, 10th, 14th and 17th Streets across I-75/85 
created gateways from thriving Midtown to the Westside.  While government intervention helped create the 
conditions that allowed investment to jump west, much of the development and investment activity in West 
Midtown today is now occurring entirely based on private economic activity.  Today, development continues 
to travel along Northside Drive and Marietta Street, which no longer face the physical isolation and a lack 
of sufficient physical connections to Midtown proper that they once did.

Westside: Marietta Street Industry and Rail
Source: www.artery.org

There is already evidence of increased 
real estate activity in the northern part 
of the English Avenue neighborhood.  
According to Metrostudy, the average 
real estate transaction value for the 
year ending June 2012 was $496,728, 
compared to only $23,732 the previous 
year. English Avenue still faces many 
challenges, but its adjacency to the 
quickly growing Marietta Street and 
North Avenue corridors and West 
Midtown will make the area increasingly 
attractive to investment. 

The Atlanta Beltline is an example 
of a project that has potential to 
create strong linkages that can spur 
investment.

The use of a former rail corridor to 
create trails and linear parks creates 
both physical linkages and destinations, 
creating connections between 
many different neighborhoods and 
individuals from all over the city.  Much 
like The High Line in New York City, 
it has the potential to not only serve 
as a physical link, but to transform 
neighborhoods through increased 
investment and wealth circulating into 
the neighborhoods around it.
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targeted   areas   of  Opportunity

Ultimately, the following 12 
characteristics were used to identify 
the TAOs:

1)  Investment Areas in need of 
     support and stabilization.

2)  Investment Areas negatively 
     impacted historically by some 
     barrier to development.

3)  Investment Areas that represent 
      the best opportunities for strategic 
     investment.

4)  Investment Areas where tactical 
       intervention through public policies 
     and private development can 
     reinforce existing neighborhood 
     assets.

5)  Investment Areas with the ability 
     to access public resources or 
     incentives.

6)  Investment Areas where housing 
     stock and location make good 
     candidates for convergence.

7)  Investment Areas impacted by 
     predatory lending, foreclosures, 
     and vacant/abandoned homes.

8)  Investment Areas with low current   
     housing values that represent 
     prime opportunities for
     reinvestment.

  9)  Investment Areas with moderate to high growth rates.

10)  Investment Areas that were previously stable or even preferred destinations, but fell victim to disinvestment.

11)  Investment Areas affected negatively by actual physical barriers that are isolating them and preventing 
       development.

12)  Investment Areas that can be linked with destinations or developed into a destination themselves.
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Forty-six neighborhoods were selected as Targeted Areas of Opportunity (TAO) for the city.  Many, but 
not all, of these neighborhoods fell into the Trending and Transitional Investment Areas:

Target areas of opportunity



126

Source: APDS Field Evaluation Data

Atlanta’s neighborhoods must be 
the backbone of a strong, vibrant 
and resilient city with housing 
that serves the needs of all its 
residents, now and in the future.

The challenge facing the city of 
Atlanta is address the housing needs 
of the future while continuing to 
maintain and preserve the current 
assets of each neighborhood.  This 
challenge must be met as a collective 
effort, with the city creating the 
space and conditions that will bring 
other parties in to affect positive 
change and create a virtuous cycle.  
Atlanta’s neighborhoods must be the 
backbone of a strong, vibrant and 
resilient city with housing that serves 
the needs of all its residents, now 
and in the future.

With strategic focus on these neighborhoods, and particularly emphasis on neighborhoods that fall into 
Trending and Transitional Investment Areas, linkages can be created in order to encourage investment and 
development in them.  These neighborhoods are all located in close proximity to the interstate highways of 
I-75/85 and I-20.  While the negative effects that interstate highways have had on America’s urban cores 
by creating physical barriers between neighborhoods have been well documented, it is the belief of this 
report that they can actually serve as an asset and important connective tissue for linking investment and 
wealth to and between the TAOs.  Additionally, the expansion of the Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta Airport may 
play a major role in the transformation of these TAOs, with potential development for supportive airport 
uses and housing for airport employees in the southernmost of the 46 neighborhoods.



127

NEIGHBORHOOD    POPULATION    GROWTH
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RECOMMEnDATIONS

Creating   Linkages    and    Eliminating    Barriers

The   Strategic   Community   Investment   (SCI)    Report
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Recommendations
Based upon the report’s findings, a series of recommendations and action-oriented strategies to drive 
investment in targeted neighborhoods have been developed.  These strategies each contain a series 
of tactics that are designed to stimulate participation from a variety of potential stakeholders, and 
should be targeted  at the TAO’s, and especially at those that fall within the Trending and Transitional 
Investment Areas, as they are the neighborhoods determined to be on a tipping point.  These 
recommendations all have the possibility to create linkages and eliminate barriers that can set these 
tipping point neighborhoods on the right track. 

Some examples of best practices from other U.S. Municipalities are described below.  These practices 
can be referenced and investigated when considering implementation and planning.  In many cases, 
the following recommendations might be best interpreted as ways to enhance existing programs and 
policies than to create entirely new ones.  The four overarching strategies are as follows:

   

Through this four-pronged strategic approach, public intervention and investment can leverage private 
intervention and investment in the TAOs.  Based upon the report’s findings, the following 14 tactics 
are recommended:

  Tactic 1:  Maintain an effective Vacant Property Registration System and Database
  Tactic 2:  Concentrate Housing Dollars and Code Enforcement to Priority Areas
  Tactic 3:  Establish a Vacant Property Receivership/Conservatorship Program 
  Tactic 4:  Promote a Neighborhood Agenda at the State Legislature
  Tactic 5:  Promote Purchase Rehab Lending
  Tactic 6:  Implement the Use of a Smart Rehab Code
  Tactic 7:  Enhance Neighborhood Gateways
  Tactic 8:  Improve Pedestrian Mobility
  Tactic 9:  Establish a Targeted Workforce Housing Initiative
Tactic 10:  Encourage Linkages through Community Engagement
Tactic 11:  Develop a Collaborative Culture between For-profit and Non-profit Developers
Tactic 12:  Strengthen Collaboration between Community Development & Economic Development
Tactic 13:  Enlist and Train industry professionals for Redevelopment Duty
Tactic 14:  Collaborate with Public and Private Utilities

• Policy Strategy: Local ordinances, practices or legislation that incentivize or deter certain 
  behaviors related to the improvement of Atlanta neighborhoods.

• Place Strategy: Asset development approaches that concentrate on the improvement of the 
  physical structures and overall curb appeal in neighborhoods.

• People Strategy: Approaches based around the attraction or retention of specific groups that 
  can bring vibrancy to neighborhoods.

• Partnership Strategy: Establishing working partnerships that are designed to educate, train 
  and engage key groups that can influence the actual or perceived value of neighborhoods.



130

SCI   Strategy   One:   Policy 

A   Diversified   Approach

Housing needs and policy priorities differ across communities and change quickly due to shifting 
market conditions and political environments.  Accordingly, housing strategies and policies should 
be tailored to many differing contexts.  The City of Atlanta should develop a tool box of model 
policies practiced at both local and state levels that promote and ensure the improvement of housing 
conditions in Atlanta’s neighborhoods.  Creating encouragement and incentives for stakeholders to 
affect investment and development in targeted neighborhoods should be central to such policies.

Policy   Strategy   Tactics:

1.  Enhance the Vacant Property Registration System and Database

The City of Atlanta has generated a 
registrations system and database that 
can be enhanced with vacant property 
registration policies.  A registration 
ordinance requires owners of properties 
that have become vacant or abandoned for 
a predetermined length of time to register 
formally with the City.  This policy would 
provide the City with a point of contact 
in the event that a property becomes a 
public annoyance or negatively impacts 
a neighborhood.  It also allows the City 
to encourage the property owner to 
create an action plan aligned with the 
neighborhood’s interests.  Such a policy can also serve as a revenue source for the City as it includes 
registration fees.  These fees increase the longer that a property remains vacant, and are reduced 
when a property owner makes a good faith effort towards actions that benefit the neighborhood.  
This policy can also include inspection requirements for vacant properties, local representation 
requirements for out-of-state owners, minimum insurance requirements, and maintenance standards.  
A frequently updated city-maintained vacant property database, containing ownership and contact 
information, condition descriptions, and more, would also be a part of this tactic. 

This tactic could have a major positive impact on tipping point neighborhoods and TAOs.  The 
enforcement aspects of the policy would require careful observation, and a careful review six months 

Housing needs and policy priorities 
differ across communities and change 
quickly due to shifting market conditions 
and political environments.  

The   Oakland   Example:
In 2010, the Oakland, California City Council implemented a program that requires banks to register homes in 
a Blight Database after property owners are notified that they are in default.  After homes are registered in this 
database, banks must visit properties on a monthly basis and conduct visual inspections to determine their 
occupancy status.  As homes remain vacant, banks pay the city a $568 annual registration fee, and must hire 
a local property manager, securing the premises and performing property maintenance.  Banks are charged 
every day for each property that does not comply with these standards.  Revenue generated from this policy 
is invested into local foreclosure prevention organizations.  In Oakland, this program has generated 1.6 million 
dollars in revenue since its inception.
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after implementation would likely be necessary.  After a full year of operation a thorough audit and 
evaluation should occur, including an analysis of the potential need for additional related legislation.

2.  Concentrate Housing Dollars and Code Enforcement in Priority Areas 

The City of Atlanta should design and implement a comprehensive code enforcement and program 
investment strategy based around targeted neighborhoods.  With finite and shrinking funding for 
housing-related policies and investments, many municipalities have shifted away from spreading 
out their resources towards concentrating them in very specific locations and program areas.  It 
is recommended that the City of Atlanta redirect the bulk of code enforcement resources towards 
selected improvement areas, such as the TAOs, while maintaining the ability to respond to enforcement 
complaints.  Such a targeted program investment strategy might include a vacant properties action 
plan.

A targeted comprehensive code enforcement strategy could include the mobilization of local 
neighborhood residents as Code Enforcement Marshals, responsible for monitoring recording the 
condition of neighborhood properties, documenting code violations, taking relevant photos, identifying 
safety hazards, etc.  This could be done with mobile devices, allowing for real time updating of a 
database of property information. 

Targeted   Deployment   Best   Practices:

Baltimore, Maryland has an initiative called Targeted Enforcement Toward Visible Outcomes (TEVO).  
TEVO focuses the Baltimore Housing Department’s code enforcement resources towards 6,000 
substandard, vacant, and boarded-up properties within transitional neighborhoods that have market 
potential, much like Atlanta’s TAOs.  Through TEVO, the city aggressively pursues the owners of 
these properties through an assortment of enforcement actions.

Tucson, Arizona established the Slum Abatement and Blight Enforcement Response (SABER) Team 
for the purpose of focusing code enforcement and nuisance abatement in target areas within the city, 
and to align these activities with existing city strategies.  Nine city departments collectively share 
responsibility for the program, and they collectively pool their resources to carry out its goals.  By 
doing this, SABER facilitates a more effective response to vacant and unsecured buildings than could 
otherwise be achieved.

The Dallas Neighborhood Investment Program (NIP) is a public investment program that focuses on 
distressed areas, especially those with many vacant lots, aging homes, and large numbers of code 
issues.  Dallas is concentrating 60% to 80% of affordable housing funds and Community Development 
Block Grant Public Improvement funds in these selected areas.  The NIP emphasizes leveraging 
private development, facilitating sustainable neighborhood redevelopment through stakeholder/
community partnerships, and targeting city resources and initiatives in the following areas:

• Housing Rehabilitation/Reconstruction/New Construction
• Economic Development
• Public Improvements/Neighborhood Beautification
• Enhanced Code Enforcement and Community Prosecution Programs
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3. Establish a Vacant Property Receivership/Conservatorship Program

Given the severity of property abandonment and blight in some parts of the country, there has been 
increased discussion about restrictions on property owners who do not pro-actively address the 
physical conditions of these properties.  Eminent domain towards an end of wholesale disposition has 
been increasingly discussed as a tool for dealing with non-responsive owners.

The Vacant Property Receivership is one tool that has been effectively used in states like Maryland, 
Pennsylvania, Indiana and New Jersey.  Receivership gives a municipality the authority to temporarily 
seize the rights of a property’s owner under a court-appointed directive.  The owner is required to 
complete specific duties and reimburse costs incurred during receivership, and only after these 
completions and reimbursements can the owner regain his or her rights to the property. 

The city of Baltimore, Maryland has reported success with the use of a Vacant Property Receivership 
program to promote neighborhood revitalization and community empowerment.  This tool is most 
effective when a particular property is desired for future use or historic preservation.  It is sometimes 
known as possession or conservatorship.  A careful review of state property laws is necessary for any 
municipality pursuing a program along these lines.

The   Pennsylvania   Example:
In Pennsylvania, the Blighted and Abandon Property Conservatorship Law (68 P.S. §1101, Act 135 
of 2008) allows a municipality, non-profit organization, development authority, neighbor or business 
owner to initiate a court action which appoints a third party “conservator” to improve a property when 
the owner refuses or is absent.  This law has seen widespread and highly successful application in the 
cities of Philadelphia and Pittsburgh. 

After giving due process notice to the property’s owner and any lien holders, a conservator may be 
appointed.  The conservator is given the right to take possession of the building to bring it up to code 
and carry out a rehabilitation plan approved by the court, or if rehabilitation is not feasible, to demolish 
the property.

If financing is necessary to carry out the court-approved conservator’s plan, the court can approve a 
new first mortgage with priority over any other liens against the property, except governmental liens.  
The owner may then only regain possession after reimbursing the conservator for costs.  If the owner 
does not redeem the property from conservatorship, the court may approve the sale of the property 
free and clear of any debt.

4.  Promote a Neighborhood Agenda at the State Legislature

There are many good examples of local governments working collaboratively with their respective 
states to advance policies or programs for the purpose of targeting specific urban neighborhoods for 
investment and development.  It is recommended that the City of Atlanta collaborate with legislative 
delegations at all levels to introduce measures that support these goals.  The following are three 
strong examples of such efforts:

		  • Extradition of Out-of-State Owners
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In order for someone to be prosecuted for code violations, that individual must be present in the 
state where the crime was committed, or he or she must be extradited.  There has been significant 
confusion regarding municipalities’ rights to seek the extradition of property owners not present in the 
state.  Pennsylvania’s Neighborhood Blight Reclamation and Revitalization Act clarify municipalities’ 
rights to extradite those property owners.

		  • Permit and License Denial for Owners of Nuisance Property

In Pennsylvania, the Neighborhood Blight Reclamation & Revitalization Act allows municipalities to 
deny applications for permits and licenses if said applicants are delinquent on taxes or other municipal 
charges, or if any property owned by the applicants are in serious violation of code and no substantial 
action has been taken to remedy this.  This is the case even if said properties are in other municipalities.

		  • Tax Exemption for Improvement of Deteriorating Real Property

A local taxing authority may exempt the assessed valuation of improvements to deteriorated properties 
in a designated “deteriorated neighborhood” from real property taxes.  In a Pennsylvania example, the 
law’s amendments allow for graduated ten-year abatement and permit a taxing body to devise its own 
schedule for abatement, which must be ten years or less.

SCI   Strategy   Two:      Place 

A   Call   for   Action

For numerous reasons, addressing the condition of vacant and abandoned parcels must be central to 
any program that targets specific neighborhoods in Atlanta.  The problem of vacant and abandoned 
properties is at a crisis level in certain areas of the city, exacerbating spatial inequity by discouraging 
investment and demand, and depressing property values in these areas, while other areas thrive and 
absorb pent-up investment and demand.

Municipal service provision is also harmed because property tax revenues are starved through both 
lowered assessed values and tax delinquency.  These distressed residential properties also harm 
nearby businesses, having destimulating effects on the local neighborhood economy. 

pLACE   Strategy   Tactics:

1. Promote Purchase-Rehab Lending

With vacant properties, an aging housing stock, and limited government resources all creating a strain 
on the housing market, the preservation and renovation of existing housing stock should be a citywide 
priority.  Many developers have limited single-family experience at the scale needed to deal with the 
problem, and there are high risks and costs to investing in properties that may sit idle for a very long 
time. 

Renovation mortgages allow borrowers to secure permanent financing to repair or rehabilitate a site-
built home, either as a purchase or a refinance transaction.  This usually takes place with one loan 
and a single closing.  These loan products allow new capital or investment to come into an area 
without taxing the borrowing capacity of local developers as these mortgages replace the interim 
construction financing that is typically used. 
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This type of financing can help increase the number of eligible and willing buyers for properties needing 
repair or renovation.  Current renovation loan product offerings are often inadequate for three reasons:  
1) the contingent liability (recourse) that lenders are required to hold during the period between loan 
origination and construction completion; 2) many lenders lack the degree of in-house construction 
monitoring capacity that large scale rehabilitation requires; and 3) after renovation property values may 
be difficult to ascertain.  The City of Atlanta could leverage its relationship with the lending community to 
advocate for more renovation mortgage products like those described above.

2. Implement the Use of a Smart Rehab Code

The City of Atlanta could enhance interest in the renovation of vacant homes by adopting a “smart 
building code”.  Construction costs have increased over time, and building codes have also changed in 
ways to attempt to offset those increases.  However, they have not been entirely successful, and many 
potential development projects have never gotten off the ground because of prohibitive increases in 
construction costs.  A smarter, more nimble building code would make it easier and cheaper to renovate 
vacant and abandoned structures. 

A smart rehab code employs three distinct categories: rehabilitation, change of use, and additions.  
Rehabilitation is further divided into four categories, which relate to the extent of work that is to be 
undertaken:  Repair, Renovation, Alteration, and Reconstruction.  Smart rehab codes include provisions 
for buildings that meet the standards for historic buildings under State and Federal agencies, and provide 
flexible standards that best fit the extent of the planned rehabilitation.

3. Enhance Neighborhood Gateways

Neighborhood gateways are views from major public 
right of ways that contribute to the aesthetics and 
identity of a community.  They are often perceived key 
entrances or “front doors” to a neighborhood, which 
draw observers in and give them a sense of the area’s 
character.  Debris, disorder, vacancy and neglect along 
major neighborhood gateways can have undue negative 
influence on the choices of households, individuals, and 
investors, potentially repelling them.  Retail stores and 
activities are often major components of the appearance 
of “gateways,” and indicators of perceived neighborhood quality.  Vacant storefronts and underutilized 

Philadelphia   and   New   Jersey's   smart   Code   Success
In order to encourage neighborhood rehabilitation, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania uses an Existing 
Structures Code (35 P.S. §7210.101 et seq.).  Since 2003, the International Existing Building Code 
(IEBC) has been part of Pennsylvania’s Uniform Construction Code (UCC).  The IEBC recognizes the 
difference between new construction and work on existing buildings, and is designed to facilitate the 
rehabilitation of existing structures in a safe and economical manner.  This eliminates the application of 
construction codes to building rehabilitation projects.

This approach is also used effectively in the State of New Jersey, where many homes are subject to 
renovation and repair.  New Jersey’s Rehabilitation sub-code, adopted in 1998, has become a national 
model for the rehabilitation of older structures, and the revitalization of distressed neighborhoods.  New 
Jersey’s code excludes the application of building codes for renovation and rehabilitation projects.  
After New Jersey initially adopted this sub-code, construction work performed on existing structures in 
the state’s five largest cities immediately increased by 60% in comparison to the prior year.

A smarter, more nimble building code 
would make it easier and cheaper to 
renovate vacant and abandoned structures.



135

buildings in visually prominent locations can exacerbate problems of disinvestment because of the 
perceptions they engender, as can the presence of industrial sites.

Establishing or improving a neighborhood’s identity through the improvement of target neighborhood 
“gateways” can help in neighborhood revitalization.  An improved physical appearance leads to an 
improved perception of safety, and to visitors and investors who are more likely to show interest in 
a community.  Neighborhood assets displayed prominently, such as preserved historic structures, 
signage, public art, and community gardens, can help to improve a neighborhood’s perception and 
have a positive impact on its economic fortunes.

4.  Improve Pedestrian Mobility

Efforts to improve pedestrian mobility can be low cost ways to reduce or eliminate physical barriers to
development. The presence of a system of sidewalks in a neighborhood represents an important
infrastructure of interconnections that bind neighborhoods and residents together. In its simplest form,
the sidewalk is a platform that is shared by all, representing a place where each resident has 
equal rights and access. The presence of sidewalks in a neighborhood presents an opportunity for 
residents to interface, engage and organize across all age groups, encouraging increased community 
connectivity and cohesion.

According to the APDS “windshield” survey, fewer than 40% of the city’s residential parcels have 
sidewalks, with the majority found in neighborhoods classified by the report’s typology as Exceptional, 
Strong, or Stable.  The dearth of sidewalks in Atlanta stifles various neighborhood linkages, and leads 
to relative physical and social isolation.  Poorly maintained sidewalks, steep slopes, difficult-to-cross 
road barriers, and overgrown vegetation can also impede pedestrian traffic in the city.  The presence 
of sidewalks increases property values and represents a desired amenity that contributes to a sense 
of order in a neighborhood.

Chicago's   Gateway   Program

Chicago Gateway Green, founded in 1986, is a non-profit organization dedicated to greening and
beautifying Chicago’s expressways, gateways and neighborhoods, based on the idea that beauty and
sustainability go hand in hand. Since its founding, Chicago Gateway Green and its partners have 
worked to better the environment and the quality of life of Chicagoland residents and visitors by 
improving the gateways that lead into public spaces and communities. Chicago Gateway Green is a 
501(c)3 non-profit which improves Chicago neighborhoods through three main programs:

	 1)  The Expressway Partnership, transforming city roadways into landscaped parkways.
	 2)  The International Sculpture Program, beautifying gateways through the installation of 
 	       public, international art on expressways and at neighborhood entrances.
	 3)  The Tree Partnership Program, a large-scale tree planting initiative that transforms 		
	       vacant land into tree-filled green spaces.

In addition to the State roads that are transformed through The Expressway Partnership, many of the
gateways to communities are also located along State roads. The Illinois Department of Transportation
and the Chicago Department of Transportation play central roles in all of Chicago Gateway Green’s 
road initiatives. These roles include site monitoring, landscape design, and the provision of material 
and logistic support.
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			                     Presence   of   Sidewalks   by   Neighborhood   Type

The ultimate measure of walkability is whether pedestrians actively seek out a walking environment,
ignore it as they pass through it, or actively avoid it because it is perceived as being unsafe or not 
walkable.  When truly walkable communities are made available, they help to encourage walking as 
a primary means of transportation, support transit and bike mobility options, and can also improve the 
beginning and end of vehicular trips when drivers become pedestrians and vice-versa.  Sidewalks 
contribute to and expand residents’ transportation options, and provide alternatives to vehicular transit.  
The success of transit is highly dependent upon walkable and pedestrian-friendly environments, and 
sidewalks encourage residents to experience and enjoy green space pleasurable and interesting 
routes to their destinations.
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SCI   Strategy   Three:    People   

The City should work towards the attraction or retention of various groups in targeted neighborhoods, 
in hopes of bringing commitment and resources to those areas.  In neighborhoods with an oversupply 
of housing and weak demand, it is necessary to find ways to generate new demand and slow resident 
attrition, or see these neighborhoods sink into further decline.  With potential homebuyers and renters 
under financial constraints, there is general downward pressure on home values that results in declining 
interest towards homes in distressed areas. Properties with declining values become increasingly 
physically distressed as owners see little benefit to maintaining or rehabilitating them, and developers 
have no incentive to target these neighborhoods because they cannot anticipate a reasonable return 
on investment or acquire necessary debt financing.  With people tending to leave these neighborhoods 
in large numbers, and residents often increasingly temporary or transient, the social connections of 
communities often decay. Initiatives focused on making targeted neighborhoods places where existing 
residents want to stay and new residents want to live are needed to ensure that they move in the right 
direction.
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People   Strategy   Tactics:

1.  Establish a Targeted Workforce or Employer Assisted Housing Initiative

The suggested TAOs are in direct proximity to three of metro Atlanta’s major employment centers: Hartsfield-
Jackson International Airport, Downtown, and the Fulton Industrial area. Strengthening those nearby 
neighborhoods must include the creation of linkages to these job centers.  Employer Assisted Housing 
(EAH) is a cost-effective initiative that can simultaneously help employers and neighborhoods. Through 
EAH programs, targeted employers promote affordable housing solutions for their workers.  By helping 
employees find housing close to work or transit, employers reduce lengthy commutes that contribute to 
employee stress and fatigue, traffic congestion, and 
air pollution.  They also help to reduce employees 
housing and transportation costs, the largest two 
expenses for Atlanta’s working families which combine 
to make up close to 57% of household income. The 
benefits of these programs typically include homebuyer 
assistance, purchase incentives, rental assistance,
education, and counseling. EAH programs make a 
great addition to local economic development plans for 
all of the reasons listed above.  

The City of Atlanta should champion an EAH program 
that helps workers gain access to housing in new 
developments and vacant properties located in target 
neighborhoods near major employment
centers. Increasing the population of responsible, 
involved homeowners and renters in these communities 
can help to make them more vibrant and engaged, 
and allow them to more easily support and attract local 
businesses. EAH programs can also help improve 
residents’ work-life balance, help employers to attract 
and retain quality employees, and increase employee 
productivity and morale.These impacts would all help 
to make the City more attractive as a place to live and 
do business.  

We recommend three prime targets for beginning such an initiative: the employees of Hartsfield Jackson 
Airport/Aerotropolis, employees of in town universities and city/state government employees.  According 
to a 2009 Airport Economic Impact Study, there are over 58,000 people who work at the City-owned and 
operated Hartsfiled-Jackson International Airport, while less than 5,000 of these employees actually live 
in Atlanta.  The majority of Airport employees live in the south suburbs, with many facing much longer 
commutes than they would in nearby Southside Atlanta neighborhoods. An emphasis on connecting more 
employees to housing opportunities within the City could have a major positive impact on the TAOs.

Source: Economic Development Research Group and CH2M Hill, July 2010
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University   Case   Study -  Johns   Hopkins   University  
Since 1997, Baltimore, Maryland’s Johns Hopkins University has operated an EAH program in 
partnership with the City of Baltimore.  Johns Hopkins provides eligible employees with a 1,000 dollar 
grant to purchase a home within a designated area, which is then matched by a 1,000 dollar grant from 
the city.  If an employee chooses to buy a home in the target area — one of the neighborhoods close 
to the university’s main campus — he or she receives a 500 dollar bonus grant from the University.  To 
date, more than 350 University employees have taken advantage of the program.  Johns Hopkins also 
has initiated conversations with other local institutions, such as the University of Baltimore and the 
Maryland Institute College of Art (MICA), about the possibility of creating a joint homebuyer assistance 
program and a shared-appreciation mortgage product for EAH program participants. 

Local Government Case Study - Seattle, Washington
Since 1994, the City of Seattle has offered its employees an EAH benefit that provides reduced loan 
fees and closing costs.  As of fall 2007, the EAH program had helped more than 720 city employees 
purchase homes.  In 2003, the City broadened the program to pilot an initiative that encourages and 
enables Seattle public school teachers to live in the city.  To select a third-party partner to serve as the 
administrator of the program, the City distributed a request for proposals (RFP) to local non-profit and 
private sector organizations, ultimately selecting the Seattle Teachers Credit Union.  Looking forward, 
the City plans to pursue a more collaborative strategy with other employers to increase the pool of 
resources available for workforce housing.  To further help encourage this private-sector participation, 
the City is currently pursuing a tax incentive for employers involved in workforce housing.

Statewide   EAH    Leadership  -  Illinois
The Illinois Affordable Housing Tax Credit Program provides tax credits on state income tax liability 
for money invested in EAHs.  Programs include assistance with down payments, reduced interest 
mortgages, development accounts for individuals, and subsidies to help employees locate and pay 
for rental housing close to their employers.  Tax credits are also available to defray costs related to 
homebuyer counseling and EAH program administration.  Eligible EAH programs must have “live-
near-work” requirements, and the employee’s household incomes must be less than 120% of Area 
Median Income (AMI). 

2. Encourage Linkages Through Community Engagement

The City should sponsor activities that promote a cross-functional, collaborative neighborhood culture 
in which neighborhood resources are collectively shared and enhanced.  This should include the 
organization of neighborhood-based conferences that provide technical training and networking 
opportunities for community leaders, residents, investors and other stakeholders, which can serve 
to enhance working relationships and build mutual trust between various stakeholders in targeted 
neighborhoods.  At these events, the City should publicize relevant programs and strategies and 
introduce trusted partners to neighborhood groups and representatives. 
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Charlotte   Promotes   Neighborhoods

Charlotte’s Neighborhood Matching Grants Program has been helping local citizens improve their 
neighborhoods since 1993.  The program awards funds of up to $25,000 to eligible neighborhood- based 
organizations for projects that make neighborhoods better places to live, work, play, and shop.  The 
program helps to strengthen neighborhood organizations, while encouraging increased neighborhood 
participation and partnerships with the city and others.  Organizations are required to match the funds 
requested.  The match must be directly related to the proposed project, and may be in the form of cash, 
volunteer labor, or in-kind donations (equipment, supplies, professional services, etc.).  Neighborhoods 
in targeted areas with median household income of less than $57,489 are eligible.

New York   State   Neighborhood   Revitalization   Conference

New York State hosts a Neighborhood Revitalization Conference where neighborhood activists, 
educators, business people, and elected officials can share successes and develop strategies to 
maintain healthy and vibrant neighborhoods throughout Upstate New York.  Jointly organized by resident 
groups and local businesspeople, the conference includes national and local speakers, authors and 
politicians.  Subjects such as land use, foreclosure prevention, crime, education and other urban affairs 
topics are highlighted. 

3.  Create a Collaborative Culture between Non-profit and For Profit Developers

There is great opportunity in Atlanta for both visionary non-profit and for-profit developers, and their 
activities are essential to the creation of successful neighborhoods. Unfortunately, the two sectors 
ignore each other far more often than they collaborate.  Non-profit and for-profit developers each have 
their own strengths and weaknesses.  For-profit developers typically have specific technical expertise, 
better ability to cover land acquisition and up-front development costs, and are able to move through the 
development process more quickly and efficiently.  Non-profit developers tend to be more familiar with 

specific neighborhoods, their local 
market conditions, and the institutions 
in and around them.  They also tend 
to have valuable relationships with 
individuals and organizations in these 
neighborhoods.

The City should promote collaboration 
and joint work on future projects 
between for-profit and non-profit 
developers, in which both sector’s 
strengths can be best utilized in 
tandem.  More broadly, the City 
should work towards the creation of a 
general environment of collaboration, 
mutual respect and trust between the 
two groups.

There is great opportunity in Atlanta for 
both visionary non-profit and for-profit 
developers, and their activities are 
essential to the creation of successful 
neighborhoods. 
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SCI   Strategy   Four:    Partnership 

Housing issues transcend organizational, industrial and governmental boundaries.  Working cross-
sectorial partnerships between public, private, and non-profit groups must be established towards 
an overarching goal of generating positive change in targeted neighborhoods.  These partnerships 
should be part of coherent long-term housing strategies that reflect a shared vision for housing and 
community development in the City of Atlanta, building connections between the organizations and 
agencies in areas of housing and community development, economic development, finance and 
banking, and more.  Without proper coordination and consensus building, different entities often make 
decisions that conflict with or offset one another, not supporting any larger goal or strategy for the city.  
This lack of coordination reduces many potential positive impacts, even when each party is making 
decisions that seem efficacious when viewed on their own.

Partnership   Strategy   tactics:

1.  Stronger Collaboration between Community Development & 
     Economic Development Initiatives

Working ties between community development and economic development agencies and practitioners 
in the Atlanta area need strengthening at the municipal, county, and state levels.  Community 
development is the process of improving the quality of life in a community, generally fostered by the 
leadership of actors in the public and non-profit sectors.  Economic development focuses around the 
creation of wealth and jobs in a region, often driven by the interests and needs of various businesses.  
Both practices perform important roles, but tend to have blind spots, making integrated and empathetic 
collaboration between the two immensely valuable.  When community development and economic 
development professionals work together collaboratively, they can ensure that the actions they 
are taking to grow the local economy and improve quality of life do not have negative unintended 
consequences or undermine each other’s goals.  When viewed as a non-zero sum activity, this 
collaboration can allow the parties to leverage the numerous resources, skills, and competencies at 
their disposal across business, government, and community groups to positively impact the goals of 
either party, and to find approaches that synergistically align and reinforce their respective strategies 
and desired outcomes.

The two practices can successfully borrow tools and strategies from one another.  In Atlanta, one of 
the most powerful economic development tools is the Community Improvement District (CID), often 
known as Business Improvement Districts (BID) in other cities.  Along these lines, the City of Atlanta 
should consider establishing Neighborhood Improvement Districts (NID), entities that have been 
established in many other cities as community development tools in areas starting to see distress.  
These NIDs would function similarly to CIDs.  A NID is established in an area where desired public 
improvements are to be paid for by special tax assessments from primarily residential property owners 
(as opposed to CIDs in which the assessments are typically paid by retail and commercial properties) 
in the area in which the improvements are made.  These public improvements must confer a tangible 
benefit on the properties within the NID as well as to the public.  In other cities, NID funds have been 
used for property acquisition, street and sidewalk improvements, landscaping, streetlights, property 
maintenance, security, drainage systems, and much more. 
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The   Missouri   Example:
The Missouri Department of Economic Development (DED) has several neighborhood-centered 
programs.  DED works with local municipalities by overseeing their NID program, along with several tax 
credit initiatives.  Missouri’s Neighborhood Preservation Act provides an incentive for the rehabilitation 
or construction of owner-occupied homes in areas of the state designated as “distressed communities” 
and with median household incomes at or below 70% of AMI. The credits range from 15 to 35 percent 
of eligible rehabilitation or construction costs, and can be applied to income, corporate, or various other 
tax liabilities. 

Under the DED, the State of Missouri also offers the Rebuilding Communities Business Incentive, 
intended to stimulate business activity in targeted neighborhoods.  The tax credit incentive applies to 
businesses that locate, relocate or expand their business in “distressed communities”.  The businesses 
are eligible for 25 to 40 percent tax relief on relocation costs, new equipment, maintenance, wiring, or 
software development, as well as 1.5% of the gross salary of each employee at the location

2.  Train Industry Professionals on New Strategies, Incentives and Marketing Approaches

Changing and challenging the public perceptions of troubled neighborhoods is a long-term goal of the 
City.  Reshaping the image of a neighborhood is a necessary step towards creating the conditions 
that can bring independent private actors to invest in a community.  Too often, local governments and 
community organizations give short shrift to the importance of improving a neighborhood’s image at 
the expense of other agendas.

Real estate professionals, including agents, developers and builders, are important players, as they 
make many of their decisions and investments based on the popular images and perceptions of specific 

neighborhoods.  Lingering image problems 
in a community deter activity and investment 
there.  Many real estate professionals learn 
about plans and projects through publications 
or hearsay, with many promising investments 
going unmade because of a lack of awareness 
of an opportunity, advantage, or unmet need 
that would require local, specific knowledge to 
uncover.

A partnership between the city and these professionals would include regular engagement of trade 
groups, and elicitation of their support in the focused marketing of targeted areas.  There are often 
individuals and households who would find superior location, proximity to jobs, historic character, and 
other assets in a given neighborhood, but are discouraged by images or perceptions that may be out of 
date or inaccurate.  Real estate professionals who are specifically trained to market certain properties 
and areas can generate increased demand for Trending and Transitional Investment Areas with largely 
unmet market potential.

Market segmentation and advanced third-party data should be used to market and brand various 
neighborhoods to maximize residential absorption.  Messages can be carefully tailored based on the 
characteristics of neighborhoods and the consumer preferences of various demographic segments of 
the population.

Lingering image problems in a community 
deter activity and investment there.
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The City should organize a real estate roundtable with realtors, developers, and builders that address 
issues and strategies surrounding the targeted neighborhoods.  They should also organize training 
sessions about housing programs, incentives, and strategies, explaining how they can be navigated 
and harnessed in manners beneficial to both the real estate community and the targeted communities.
 

3.  Collaboration with Public and Private Utility Providers

Utility companies are rarely involved in attempts to track vacant properties and neighborhood changes.  
However, they possess detailed information that allows them to understand vacancy trends better 
than almost anyone, as they monitor the usage of their services at specific addresses.  In 2003, 
Southern Company made a major investment in GIS enhancements that allowed the sharing of data 
across 153 of Georgia’s 159 Counties.  Georgia Power also uses GIS to assist the state and local 
Development Authorities with Economic Development site selection.  The City of Atlanta Watershed 
Department has made significant investments in tracking systems, such as on-line tools that track and 
report work performed by their field crews.

The City should establish a neighborhood vacancy tracking initiative with Georgia Power and The 
Watershed Department that will allow for the sharing of information on utility uses.  Cross referencing 
data from these two utilities could serve as additional confirmation to visual field assessments as 
to the occupancy status of a property.  Additionally, data collection on the utility use patterns of 
residential properties would allow the City to stay ahead of vacancy and abandonment problems.  This 
augmentation of the “windshield” survey field data would also allow the City to have better information 
on vacancies inside specific units of multi-family apartments and condominiums, as well as single-
family homes.  Utility companies could also enlist their field workers to report on the visual conditions 
of specific properties as they perform their day-to-day duties.
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Conclusion   and   Next   Steps
This is the first time that such a comprehensive study of Atlanta’s residential properties has been 
undertaken using modern computer technology, and aggregated in detail at the neighborhood level.  
Access to this data should have profound impacts on the City’s efforts to revitalize and stabilize 
struggling communities over both the short and long term. 

The information available in this report has already helped in the identification of tipping point 
neighborhoods-- those that are most in need of positive investment and intervention.  The report will 
hopefully serve as a catalyst for the eventual positive transformation of these communities through 
concrete actions as well.  The SCI report has already begun to assist in the creation of long term 
strategies towards stabilizing neighborhoods to the benefit of the entire city and its residents, and this 
will continue. 

It will be important to tailor these responses to targeted neighborhoods and areas based on their 
specific characteristics and contexts, rather than provide “one-size-fits-all” responses.  Different 
neighborhoods in the city, even those close to one another or which exist within the same “typology,” 
often face very different obstacles towards creating an environment for future investment.  It will also 
be essential going forward that different types of stakeholders begin to better coordinate and work 
together in the planning and execution of investments, programs, and initiatives towards improving 
targeted neighborhoods.

The information in this report provides a comprehensive and objective assessment of both the positive
and negative trends affecting the city’s neighborhoods, allowing for an accurate view of this snapshot 
in time. This insight should help to mobilize stakeholders by identifying the potential areas of focus for
continued growth and improvement. The Neighborhood Factor/Recommendation Tactic Matrix 
provides a useful guide for a stakeholder or investor who wants to improve the investment quality of a
neighborhood. Stakeholders/investors can use this matrix by identifying the factors to improve in that
neighborhood, and locating the “x” in the boxes below the tactics which are most likely to positively
influence those factors. The fourteen recommendations are accompanied by examples of best 
practices from municipalities across the country where those identified tactics have been successfully
implemented.
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Neighborhood     Factor    checklist    matrix
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