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espite the recent success and growth around Graduate Hospital,
Northern Liberties and North Broad Street, blighted corridors still
restrain Philadelphia's development potential. North American Street is
one of these underperforming zones, though it is located between some of the
fastest expanding neighborhoods in the city. A growing population is helping to
support the positive environment in Philadelphia, with a great concentration of
millennials in the greater South Kensington area. Here lies an opportunity to
both capitalize on the growth surrounding American Street and a challenge to
retain the next greatest population wave since the Baby Boomers to make a
notable impact on Philadelphia’s revenue streams.1
The key problem is this: How to best catalyze growth for North American
Street? The diversity of stakeholders, each with unique needs, has complicated
development for decades. For this area of study, there is a conflict among the
Highest and Best Use, Most Fitting Use, and Most Probable Use – stalling what
could be the next renaissance neighborhood in the city.
This paper examines strategies that would spur growth around North American
Street specifically from Girard Avenue through Berks Street, approximately 0.70
miles in length and just 0.30 miles parallel to the Market Frankford Line.
Following a review of recent changes in the area, this paper summarizes key
causes for the lack of development and provides recommendations to address
these challenges.

Stakeholders

Needs

City

Jobs, Tax Revenue, Health and Safety of
Citizens

Residents

Jobs, Retention of Community Identity and
Character, Digestible Growth

Landowners

Increase in Property Value

Developers/Investors

Return on Investment

Businesses

Location Benefits: Proximity to Markets and
Talent, Operations
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Workshop of the World: Past and Present

Source:
Underlay from Phila.gov/map

The neighborhood of Kensington dates back to 1664. It
grew and flourished through the Industrial Era of the 19 th
Century.2 Once several key rail lines were built, factories
were developed along these paths for quick movement of
goods. Manufacturing was very different then from what
we know today. Production was accomplished in a topdown fashion through multi-story lofts in a process known
as “gravity-flow” production.3 Raw goods started at the
top and traveled down floor to floor as goods were refined
and were then loaded onto vehicles for transport. In those
days, the workforce typically walked to work from the
surrounding neighborhoods.
Over time, as technology improved, workers could afford
cars, and land became more affordable in the suburbs.
Manufacturing began to move away from rail to trucks and
the manufacturing process became more horizontal in
nature. With the combination of industry moving outside
of the city, and more manufacturing pushed overseas,
Philadelphia - like many rust belt cities - saw much of its
industry disappear.4
Today there remains hope that the industrial business will return in spite of
decades of vacancy and disrepair. Industrial and manufacturing jobs have done
well for Philadelphia. As of 2010, the industrial sector made up the greatest
concentration of employment for the city with 20% of the jobs and 15% of the
City’s annual tax revenue.5 For the Lower North District, which encompasses our
site, the Philadelphia City Planning Commission (PCPC) noted employment as the
key focus in their District Plan issued in March 2014. 6 Following years of decline
compounded by the Great Recession, the residents in this area are in dire need of
the low-skill jobs that industrial Philadelphia once provided.

Surrounding Growth
In contrast to the vacancy seen throughout the North American Street corridor,
adjacent neighborhoods have been experiencing a rebirth. North American Street
is surrounded by tremendous residential and commercial growth in Fishtown to
© 2015 Philadelphia Real Estate Council
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the
East,
Northern
Liberties to the South,
and Temple University to
the West. Fueled by the
development
of
the
Piazza at Schmidt’s (left)
and improvements to
Girard and Frankford
Avenues, median local
property
values
in
Fishtown have increased
as much as 130% over
the past decade.7

Piazza at Schmidt’s
Source:
www.msaudcolumbia.org

Today, vacant lots are being in-filled at an astonishing rate after years of stalled
development since 2009. We can see from the most recent census that some of
Temple University’s tracts saw population increases up to 72%. 8 With the
combination of Visualize Temple, an initiative defining the university’s master
development plan,9 and the recent award of a $30MM Choice Neighborhoods
Implementation Grant by HUD for neighborhood revitalization, the area to the
west of American Street is growing strong. These developments are happening
just blocks away, increasing future potential for development.

Soko Lofts rendering
Source: Canus Corporation,
Baron Partners

Not all development has gone smoothly. The controversial development of
SugarHouse Casino in 2010 put neighborhoods on the defense. Local residents
are now aware that if they are not careful and engaged, the character of their
environment will transform. The change in use for the SugarHouse site from
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industrial to commercial has signaled to owners of industrially zoned properties
that they might be able to capture a greater sale price for their land if they wait
for use changes. Thus, while there is plenty of available industrial land, it is not
clear that land owners would be willing to sell.
Closer to North American Street, the recent Soko Lofts project has illustrated the
array of development challenges this area poses. Since 2006, the Canus Group
has pushed for a 160-unit condominium complex on the former Absco Steel
property, now a Superfund site.10 The 2.6-acre site is located between Master and
Thompson Streets on American Street, just a few blocks from the Piazza, bars, art
galleries and coffee shops of the area. The local residents have made clear their
opposition to projects that are not in line with the character of the neighborhood.
The Canus Group worked with the Kensington South Neighborhood Advisory
Council to achieve a desired consensus. After the zoning designation was
changed from industrial to mixed-use, the Canus Group acquired financing to
remediate the site to residential standards.11

“The local
residents have
made clear their
opposition to
projects that are
not in line with the
character of the
neighborhood.”

Future Plans and Current Initiatives
Parallel to cases such as Soko, we are seeing tremendous efforts by the City to
improve conditions around vacancy and to attract businesses. The Philadelphia
Land Bank will be fully running by the end of 2015, helping to streamline the
process of acquiring abandoned properties and assembling parcels for sale and
development. In 2011, the Department of Licenses and Inspections developed an
initiative to crack down on vacant property maintenance and tax violations
throughout the city. This focus has led to a greater enforcement of the “doors and
windows” ordinance which requires owners to frame building openings with
functional doors and windows or receive a fine of $300 per day per opening. 13
Such programs are helping to improve the city by holding negligent property
owners accountable for their holdings.
The U.S. federal government has contributed to Philadelphia’s efforts to create
and retain jobs through the Philadelphia Empowerment Zone program. This
effort focused on tax incentives for businesses which ended after 2009 but has
inherited the structure for a $26 million endowment for grants called the
Neighborhood Funding Stream.14 The American Street Empowerment Zone
includes a broad area from Lehigh to Girard Avenues and from Frankford Avenue
to 7th Street (shown on p.6). The program has offered services to support the
neighborhood including:
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“While these
incentive programs
have helped retain
and attract some
business in the
area, they have not
been very
successful in
isolation.”






Free tax preparation for residents
Gap financing for developers
Streetscape improvements
Murals and other physical improvements

While these incentive programs have helped retain and attract some business in
the area, they have not been very successful in isolation. City Controller Alan
Butkovitz recently summarized the results of the Keystone Opportunity Zone

Job Attraction Incentive Zones
Source: PCPC Lower North
District Plan, 2014

Program (KOZ) from 1999 to 2012 in a report. His team estimated that the KOZ
Program created 3,700 new jobs at an investment of $104,000 per job in tax
credits with an average wage of $50,000 and a 52-year projected period for the
program’s results to cover the investment.15 The data (that is available) suggest
that the types of businesses that were attracted to such tax incentive programs
are those that are on the margins and do not create great impacts for the city
and its investments. Butkovitz concludes the report reflecting on development
strategies:
The literature on development suggests that the surest path to
local economic growth is by facilitating the development of
economic clusters, building upon local strengths and trends; the
indiscriminate approach represented by zone-type programs is
anathema to a more intentional, strategic approach. Thus the
regional impact of any relocation is limited as the firms establish
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here for superficial reasons and not to develop a vibrant local
economy; their attachment to place is very thin, so to speak. In the
long run, the local economy cedes control to the whim of firms who
want tax credits along with the flexibility of participating in the
market.16
The Philadelphia Industrial Development Corporation (PIDC) echoed this line of
thought as it made recommendations for Phila2035’s district plans in their
report, “An Industrial Land and Market Strategy for the City of Philadelphia.”
Unfortunately, there is a disconnect between these recommendations and the
current zoning, which was updated and released in 2012. Both reports, PIDC
(2010) and PCPC’s District Plan (May 2014), recommend Residential Mixed Use
just north of Girard, followed by Commercial Mixed Use which transitions to
Light Industrial to the northern portion of American Street.17 18 This suggestion is
most in line with what has been going on in the area and with the line of thinking
from the local community groups including the Kensington South Neighborhood
Advisory Council. The following are the PCPC District Plan recommendations and
the current zoning map, which still reflects an effort to retain space for industrial
use that continues north through Allegheny Avenue.19
Current American
Street Zoning:
Predominantly I-2,
Medium Industrial
Source: Phila.gov/maps
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Philadelphia Lower
North District Plan:
Focus Area: American
Street—General
Recommendations
Source: Lower North District
Plan 2014, PCPC

“It is clear that this
area of the city is
not empty from
neglect but rather
from a culmination
of complicated
circumstances,
interests and
timing.”

Causes of Stagnant Growth
It is clear that this area of the city is not empty from neglect but rather from a
culmination of complicated circumstances, interests and timing. Before exploring
potential solutions that could revive this silent corridor, we will discuss some of
the main causes including the changing nature of industry, a prohibitive
development environment and American Street’s location challenges.
8
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Changes in Industrial Development
Starting with demand for industrial space, it is a difficult sell for industrial
business owners, both physically and economically, to locate downtown unless
they need the proximity to Center City (for example, an Amazon Fulfillment
center would benefit from such a location as they move to one-hour delivery in
cities). Space in this area is more expensive than rural and suburban alternatives
and the constrained space does not allow much room for larger facilities or
employee parking. The PIDC report also points out that the fragmented nature of
land parcels makes it difficult for acquisition and expansion. Furthermore, with
so many residences nearby, it is difficult to acquire approval for noise and traffic
laden uses.20 There is a possibility for industrial work to return to the U.S. and
Philadelphia as wages increase for Chinese workers utilized for offshoring, but
that is a distant hope. For all of these reasons, there is not a strong demand for
industrial space in this location.

“...the fragmented
nature of land
parcels makes it
difficult for
acquisition and
expansion.”

Prohibitive Development Environment
Looking to the development environment, we see a variety of factors that make
this a difficult area to build in. As mentioned, the parcel assembly needed for
larger developments is a hurdle for any type of use in this area. When breaking
down different potential use groups, it is difficult to find an obvious fit. The noise
and traffic inherent in industrial uses would be problematic for the growing
adjacent residential neighborhoods. With height and density restrictions, it is
difficult for developers to make a positive return on a residential development.
For commercial development, the lack of residential units points to the lack of
customers in the immediate area.
While zoning has proven to be flexible to allow more mixed-use projects, this has
created a challenge for prospective buyers. From the perspective of the land
owners, property values are worth much more if they can be sold with a
commercial designation rather than industrial. With so many variances in the
area, including the infamous SugarHouse Casino, there are incentives for
landowners to hold on to their property as demand for other uses rises.
Taxes have long been a controversial issue for businesses in the city. While there
have been several incentive programs over the years, as mentioned in Butkovitz’s
report, they have not helped enough to overcome the challenges of business
development in the area.21 Taxes aside, businesses are slowly relocating to
Philadelphia, but not to American Street.
© 2015 Philadelphia Real Estate Council
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Physical Context

“A performancebased zoning
approach involves
establishing a set
of goals, rather
than strict limits,
for a given area of
development.”

Finally, the location of the American Street Corridor poses some challenges. From
a commercial and pedestrian safety perspective, the strip lacks a connecting
anchor to pull vehicular and foot traffic to the north. The Piazza has helped to
draw people south, but in isolation, it is not enough to build the necessary linkage
patterns to enliven the corridor for new commercial and residential uses.

Options and Considerations
These challenges - shifts in industry, the prohibitive development environment,
and the physical contextual challenges of American Street - have created the
blight we see today. Fortunately, actions can be taken to help spur growth. Next,
we will explore approaches ranging from zoning classifications to creative
alternatives such as performance-based zoning to help direct future private
development. In addition, we will examine what a more involved action could
look like with a neighborhood/business improvement district aligned with a
cluster strategy. Finally, we will discuss investment programs aimed at
improving physical connections by building on current efforts from Berks Street.
Zoning
To start, aligning the Zoning Code with Philadelphia2035’s vision for the corridor
would send a clear signal to residents, businesses and developers. The piecemeal
variances and ordinances are keeping owners and investors from bringing their
dollars to this corridor which has so much potential. With the PCPC, PIDC, and
the Kensington South Neighborhood Advisory Council in agreement for the
direction of mixed-use development for the portion of American Street just North
of Girard, clear legal delineation of these changes should be made.
In an effort to meet the City’s goals for job creation and to mitigate complete
gentrification, a performance-based zoning approach should also be considered.
While the concept of performance-based zoning is decades old, recently more
municipalities have been piloting sites around the country. A performance-based
zoning approach involves establishing a set of goals, rather than strict limits, for a
given area of development. In Fremont, California for example, the city council
developed requirements for a 900-acre parcel located near a future BART
subway station which included “a certain number of jobs, a certain number of
homes including affordable homes, and critically, strict standards for a low
carbon footprint.”22
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Developing use and performance requirements for American Street could help to
free up developers to come up with creative mixed-use and financing solutions
while bringing jobs and a rich fabric more appropriate to the neighborhood. It
appears that this approach would work best as a private-public partnership with
plenty of community involvement. This new tactic could be difficult to find vested
partners given the ambiguity of return but it resolves many of the issues found in
the traditional method of separating uses.
Improvement Districts with a Cluster Focus
A similar complimentary approach could involve building a business or
neighborhood improvement district program with a specific cluster focus. Alan
Butkovitz concluded in his recent report, “Firm behavior seems to be guided
much more by factors such as proximity to markets and talent, transportation
infrastructure, reduction of externalities, and cluster effects than tax publicity.” 23
This sentiment is echoed in the research driven by Harvard, MIT and Temple
with the U.S. Cluster Mapping Project. This joint initiative between the U.S.
Department of Commerce, Economic Development Administration and Harvard’s
Institute for Strategy and Competitiveness aims to take a regional view of
economic development to support evidence-based decision making. This team
which included Michael Porter found that the following clusters have created
many jobs from 2006 to 2011 in Philadelphia and represent potential areas for
future growth:
Business Services
Education and Knowledge Creation
Aerospace Vehicles and Defense
IT and Analytical Instruments

(Cluster Composition shown on following page).
From these two reports, we can gather that any incentive program for this
corridor (and others within Philadelphia) should be highly focused in order to
spur activity that would attract meaningful lasting change. While it is important
to attract new business to the city, the benefits of agglomeration cannot be
underestimated.

© 2015 Philadelphia Real Estate Council
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Traded Cluster
Composition of
Philadelphia Metro, 20062011
Source: Porter, Delgado, Bryden;
Philadelphia Competitiveness
Profile

Change in Philadelphia Share of National Employment, 2006 to 2011
Corridor Connection
Finally, the lack of activity through this corridor poses another opportunity to
spur growth. While ‘retail follows rooftops,’ this corridor lacks both. Pedestrian
and vehicular traffic are needed to keep retail businesses alive and increase
safety in urban neighborhoods. As mentioned, the Piazza at Schmidt’s to the
south has created immense activity that was almost unimaginable 15 years ago.
Residents in Kensington and Fishtown have a reason to travel south, but the
same cannot be said for the north. Thus, there is an opportunity to build on
investments along Berks Street to improve the American Street corridor.
To the west, Temple University has expanded immensely and is still growing
guided by their Vision Temple Plan. The peripheral area around the campus will
see further improvements thanks to the Choice Neighborhood Grant which, as
mentioned, will bring $30MM in neighborhood improvements. This initiative
supports:

12
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...affordable housing and economic development to transform
neighborhoods of extreme poverty into functioning, sustainable, mixedincome communities. The program is focused on using the rebuilding of
distressed public housing as a catalyst for neighborhood-wide
revitalization.24
Berks Street runs through the middle of Vision Temple and the Choice
Neighborhood sites. In addition, the street received improvements including a

Choice Neighborhoods
Site Boundaries and
Proximity to American
Street
dedicated bike lane a few years ago. This bike lane connects Fishtown and
Kensington (Berks Market Frankford Station) to the Temple University Regional
Rail station at 9th Street, providing residents with great transportation access to
the rest of the city. Therefore, some promise can be seen in developing American
Street from this direction to help activate this corridor for private investment.

Source: North Central
Philadelphia Choice
Neighborhoods Transformation
Plan, 2014

To encourage such development in this direction, the city must signal support via
street infrastructure improvements and perhaps seek out partners to develop
anchor uses near the intersection of Berks and American Streets that would help
attract residents from the neighborhoods of the university, Fishtown, and

© 2015 Philadelphia Real Estate Council
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“The constant
changing of uses
and incentives has
left property
owners, land
developers,
businesses and
residents gun shy.”

Kensington alike. For example, in Port Richmond, the Community/City Supported
Agriculture (CSA) Greensgrow Farms has helped connect the surrounding
community while providing easy access to produce. Such organizations that help
to support city goals while attracting residents of various income levels would be
ideal. There are some challenges with property vacancy north of Berks Street. It
will be interesting to see if the Philadelphia Land Bank will package lots in a way
that would be attractive for investors or facilitate development for other city
organizations such as the Philadelphia Housing Authority.

Conclusion
There are strong benefits in the potential directions the City, local developers and
local organizations could take to help spur development. Zoning adjustments that
respond to and align with the numerous studies mentioned would help remove
costs and time for developers weary of the variance approvals process. The
performance-based zoning approach may offer the flexibility needed to
appropriately blend uses at this intersection of commercial, residential and
industrial zones.
Other strategies discussed such as an improvement district, with a specific
industry focus, would be ideal if there were motivated partners. This strategy
would contribute to the greater picture of attracting jobs for specific clusters in
which Philadelphia is already strong. With the creative, bohemian-natured
residents in the area, and the growing support for technology and innovation in
the city, groupings of co-working facilities with anchor companies, for example,
could be a direction that would complement the growing IT and Analytical
Instruments sector.
A top-down strategy, aiming to build more of an anchor area from the north at
Berks Street would be a slow approach, but it would help eliminate the ‘wild
west’ feeling American Street exudes as one travels north. With a cap, or a new
node of activity, the space between Berks and Girard would become ripe for infill.
In considering all of these options, the future for American Street will ideally be
made up of some combination of these actions. In-line with the most probable
direction, the one that would involve the least amount of risk for the city, we
recommend that the city focus on correcting the state of zoning and clear a path
to ensure a timely development process. Of most importance is how the City
communicates its intended direction through investments. The constant
changing of uses and incentives has left property owners, land developers,
businesses and residents gun shy.
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In order to help limit the risk for investors and to strengthen the return on
infrastructure investments, an action plan should be developed, heavily
marketed, and paired with corresponding zoning adjustments. Given the
complicated context, design guidelines should be developed with South
Kensington neighborhood groups to facilitate community engagement and
reduce the approval process time, shortening the overall development project life
cycle.
This recommendation revolves around communication and signaling
commitment. Several uses would work in this location which is generally a good
thing—except when you want property owners and developers to take on risk
and invest in the area. Therefore, the key to spurring growth will be concrete
action that communicates a less fluid development environment. We recommend
the following next steps:

“North American
Street is a unique
situation, but these
insights are very
much applicable to
other
neighborhoods in
Philadelphia.”

Align zoning with PIDC and PCPC’s recommendations
Begin infrastructure improvements to signal municipal support

such as street repair, dedicated bike lanes, and remediation
projects with the Philadelphia Land Bank
Develop community based design guidelines to facilitate approval

timelines
Heavily communicate the changes and partnership opportunities

through a marketing campaign
North American Street is a unique situation, but these insights are very much
applicable to other neighborhoods in Philadelphia. We are in an interesting time
as the effects of the recession are lifting and population is increasing. It is up to
residents, developers, and City leadership to come together and build on the
positive momentum for the next defining chapter in Philadelphia’s history.
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View of North American Street & Crane Arts Building. Source: Google Maps.
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