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RECLAIMING VACANCIES:
A Community Revitalization and Resilience Strategy

PROJECT TYPE: Community Planning I  Urban Regeneration I Green Infrastructure  

PROJECT DESCRIPTION: 
Socially vulnerable populations are often concentrated in flood vulnerable urban areas, resulting in 
multiple cultural, economic, and ecological issues. 

Sunnyside, a 4096 acre historically African-American community in Houston. Texas faces issues 
regarding flooding hazards, high percentage of vacant lands, and low quality of life.

Through four months of public engagement, this research-design study incorporates citizen-driven 
decision making within the planning process. 

After having identified the existing issues and future goals from multiple community meetings, the 
study develops a toolbox to reclaim existing vacant lands, depending on each lot’s type, size, 
location, and flood vulnerability. 

ISSUE: 

SITE AND TIMELINE: Sunnyside, Houston, TX, USA I 2016-17
 
MEDIA: Interactive Workshop with community I ArcGIS I Photoshop I Illustrator I InDesign 
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6558 (325 acres)

Total Parcel:
9405 (2461 acres)

Active Parcel:
7308 (2000 acres)

Vacant Parcel:
2097 (461 acres)

Active Structure:
6182 (319.5 acres)
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376 (5.5 acres)
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Through four months of public engagement, this evidence-based design incorporated citizen-driven decision making for identifying existing issues and 
future goals. In Fall 2016, PLAN 662 Master of Urban Planning (MUP) class of Texas A&M University, with collaboration with Texas Target Communities, 
initiated the participatory engagement five times. During the meetings, a great interest was placed in reclaiming the vacancies in the neighborhood in 
Sunnyside as well as in other distressed neighborhoods in Houston with similar conditions.

Through the four planning goals, the local economy is boosted by
redeveloping and reactivating vacant spaces with new employment, 
affordable housing, healthcare and community facilities, and compact 
development. Transit connectivity and walkability in the neighborhood 
were achieved by introducing new bus routes, an ecoboulevard, and an 
interconnected pedestrian trail system. 

Active and healthy living among the residents was encouraged by the 
network of open spaces, community spaces and recreational facilities.
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PLANNING PROCESS: PLANNING GOALS:

“

”

Revitalize neighborhood and increase flood resilience 
through Green Infrastructure network in underutilized 
vacant parcels. 
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Strengthen flood 
resilience
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The existing vacant lands were operationalized as a transformative opportunity for strategic 
spatial planning by creating a network of green infrastructure and spatial functions to act as 
stormwater attenuation areas as well as potential places for economic development and social 
interaction. 

However, transforming large numbers of vacant parcels can be challenging, so the study 
developed a toolbox for reclaiming vacancies. The toolbox was applied to prioritize parcels for 
targeted community improvement and strategic infill for different design programs. The 
toolbox alters the design program suggested depending if the parcel is vacant land or an 
abandoned structure, single or a cluster of multiple parcels, situated in a flood- free or 
potential area, or located on a site either near a corridor, intersection, church, school, bus stop 
or bayou. 

Conditional on where on the matrix a vacant lot falls under, the neighborhood can decide on 
the spatial function it can have, tied back to the broad planning goals identified previously. The 
flood potential of the parcels is essential to determine the type of proposed function and the 
proximity to church and school is important for potential partnership with these entities.

For example, if there is a cluster of multiple undeveloped vacant lands in the neighborhood in 
a flood potential zone and located near a church; following the matrix, it can either be a nature 
park, equestrian park, trail, small detention pond, infiltration park, bioswale, rain garden, or 
plantation.

TOOLBOX FOR RECLAIMING VACANCIES:
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The idea is to create a Green Infrastructure (GI) network in the neighborhood 
that would protect the natural hydrology of the site by capturing and filtering 
stormwater volume through the use of engineered systems that mimic natural
hydrological systems. Instead of acquiring new lands, the existing vacant parcels 
in the neighborhood are a great resource for developing the GI system.

Through land suitability analysis in ArcGIS, the study identifies the most suitable 
vacant parcels in the neighborhood for GI. Four parameters are chosen in the 
suitability analysis: a) Elevation (40% weight), b) Slope (40% weight), c) Existing 
Vegetation (10% weight), and d) 150’ buffer distance (10% weight) from the 
existing building footprint. In the next step, the four parameter layers were
converted into raster and masked by the layer of vacant parcels to identify the 
vacant parcels suitable for GI network development. 

To serve as a model for future development within the neighborhood, a 202-
acre site in the southeast portion of the neighborhood was selected as the 
design-research study area. The selection of this area was based on four criteria, 

a) Major concentration of vacant parcels in one area, 
b) Affected by flooding and ponding issues, 
c) Lack of public amenities, and 
d) High to medium high need for green infrastructure. 

VACANT PARCELS SUITABILITY FOR GREEN INFRASTRUCTURE
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SITE INVENTORY AND ANALYSIS
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A detailed site inventory/analysis of the sub-site 
revealed that only 18% of the area is 
accessible to bus stops within a quarter mile 
radius. There are no existing sidewalks and the 
open ditches along the streets makes them a 
health and sanitary hazard. No restaurants or 
grocery stores are located in the site making it 
a food desert. Around 9% is considered 
underutilized scrub space with no community 
use. Existing tree canopy covers 36% of the site, 
but there is no park facility located in the site. 
Ninety percent of the site is impervious and 
50% of the parcels are vacant or abandoned.

In the next phase, four design schematics are
developed. 

a) The green infrastructure network is a 
connected set of open spaces for urban 
stormwater management. 

b) Sunbeam St, acting an eco-boulevard, 
traverses the middle of the site connecting the 
area to the main arterial roads to the west and 
east. 

c) Pedestrian trails are interwoven through the 
green infrastructure network, increasing 
pedestrian access to adjacent land uses and 
facilities. 

d) The designed land use arrangement caters to 
urban regeneration and community 
revitalization. A large portion of existing 
vacant parcels are converted to parks, open 
space, and green infrastructure. Along the 
proposed eco-boulevard are neighborhood 
offices, neighborhood mixed-use, and increased 
housing density. To the north of the site, 
proposed private institutional land uses include 
a medical campus and healthcare facilities. 
Public institutional and civic clubs are scattered 
throughout the site as community anchor 
points. Clusters of commercial land uses are 
also dispersed to provide access to essential 
amenities within walking distance and 
increase jobs per acre. The remaining land uses 
are a mixture of existing and infill residential.
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PHASING STRATEGIES FOR MASTER PLAN IMPLEMENTATION

PHASE I: (1-5 years) ECOLOGICAL LANDSCAPE AND ACTIVE LIVING

Floodable Riparian Park

Community Center

Eco-Boulevard with Mixed-Use 

PHASE II: (5-10 years) HOUSING AND COMMUNITY SUPPORT FACILITIES

PHASE III: (10-20 years) EMPLOYMENT GENERATION 



99

1933

6048

Phase I Phase II Phase III

The plan is to be implemented in three phases. The first phase focuses 
on the development of a green infrastructure skeleton to help 
alleviate the flooding and ponding issues. The infrastructure not only 
mitigates flooding issues but also provide open public spaces for the 
residents. As the flow paths and ponding areas were mostly located 
along the streets, streetscape improvements and new stormwater 
mitigation facilities along the existing open ditches will help attenuate 
the impacts of proposed development. The floodable riparian park 
along the Sims bayou acts as a recreational community space for the 
neighborhood as well as for nearby residents.

Phase two aims at targeted development of housing options and 
community facilities. Various housing typologies including single family 
housing, multi-stories housing, duplex, and affordable housing cater to 
the needs of different ages and economic groups. By creating 
community support services as anchor points, phase two will set the 
stage for future economic development. 

Phase three builds on the previous phases to spur development and 
attract new employment opportunities. The two largest employers 
are the hospital and medical campus currently located on large vacant 
lands reserved for private institutions. These employment generators
can employ local persons as many residents in the neighborhood have 
specialized skills in the healthcare industry.

Within the span of 20 years, the proposed design programs will 
create 6,048 new jobs in three phases in the project area. This 
translates into 30 new jobs/acre compared to the existing 1.3
jobs/acre. The existing 50% of vacant/abandoned properties will be 
reduced to only 6%; simultaneously, green space will increase from 9% 
to 26%. The developed area will also increase from 33% to 58%.

Vacant lands and abandoned structures are excellent opportunity to 
increase resilience among hazard vulnerable populations. While the 
process for regenerating vacant lots can be complex, the community 
building process that occurs from a desire to build on these lots is 
part of the benefits. 

This project should be considered as a starting point to for regener-
ating underutilized lots and increasing flood 
resilience in the community. The toolbox generated can help trans-
form assist in future transformation and programming for vacant lots 
outside of the sub-site.

DESIGN IMPACT PROJECTIONS

CONCLUSION
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Edible Garden
65

Flower Garden
34

Sub Total
99

Sub Total
1,834

Sub Total
4,114 TOTAL JOBS 6,048

Book Club
49

Senior Club
33

Farmer’s Market
100

Community Center
65

Library
43

Office
1119

Medical
1020

Mixed Use
1544

Campus
1215

Restaurant
165

Retail
542

Grocery
53
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SITE

UNDERUTILIZED
SPACE

DEVELOPED 
AREA

POTENTIAL WATER
FILTRATION/YEAR

GREEN
SPACE

PHASE I PHASE II PHASE III

50% 36% 17% 6%

100% 202 acre

ROAD BUILDING

49.7 inches of rainfall
per year in Houston

27 million gallons
of water per year

27 million gallons
of water per year

35 million gallons
of water per year

9% 20% 20% 26%

8% 33% ROAD BUILDING10% 33% ROAD BUILDING10% 51% ROAD BUILDING10% 58%

JOBS PRODUCED


