
11/8/12 A remarkable grassroots revitalization matures and thrives in Boston | Kaid Benfield's Blog | Switchboa…

1/5switchboard.nrdc.org/blogs/kbenfield/a_remarkable_grassroots_revita.html

Share | | 2 |

Kaid Benfield’s Blog

A remarkable grassroots revitalization matures and thrives in Boston

Posted March 26, 2012 in Environmental Justice, Green Enterprise, Living Sustainably

  

About a decade ago, three NRDC colleagues – Jutka Terris, Nancy Vorsanger and myself – published a book of early examples of smart

growth that had sprung up across the country and were beginning to serve as models for how America could simultaneously become more

beautiful, more livable, and more environmentally sound.  We called our book Solving Sprawl, and it detailed projects and initiatives in cities,

suburbs, and in rural conservation.

If I had to pick a single story from the 35 that we profiled in depth as the most compelling of them all, it would be that of the Dudley Street

neighborhood, about two miles south of Boston's downtown and one of the city's poorest.  While our book celebrated a number of newer and

more upscale neighborhoods with smart, green features, we thought Dudley Street was a great model precisely because it was not new or

affluent:

“The characteristics that make a city neighborhood great are by no means restricted to upscale developments.  Indeed, sometimes

older, low- or moderate-income neighborhoods exhibit greater continuity and stronger bonds – a stronger sense of what we call

‘community’ – than do those with higher incomes.  As a result, they can sometimes be the source of extraordinary achievement in urban

revitalization.  There may be no more inspiring example of this than the neighborhood surrounding Boston’s Dudley Street, an avenue

that runs through the city’s Roxbury district.”

I forget which one of us wrote that opening paragraph – I recall that Jutka found the story – but the Dudley community’s continuing

achievements have only confirmed our instincts about it.
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Amazingly, this distressed neighborhood began organizing to save, restore, and improve its community fabric back in the 1980s, long before

“revitalization” or “smart growth” had become part of the everyday lexicon of planners and environmentalists such as yours truly.  Plagued by

severe disinvestment, illegal dumping of all sorts of waste, and with more than a third of its lots vacant, the Dudley residents over a period of

several years got rid of the trash, stopped the dumping, gained control of the vacant properties, and undertook long-term planning based on

the community’s own vision of an “urban village.” 

We noted that, over time, the citizens – operating as the Dudley Street Neighborhood Initiative – formed a community development structure

that had built both new and rehabbed affordable housing, created a community "town common" (actually two of them) and play spaces,

spawned a popular farmers’ market, and successfully lobbied for the reopening of a formerly closed commuter rail station.  All sorts of

participants deserve credit for the neighborhood's renaissance but special mention must be made of the Boston-based Riley Foundation,

which had become interested in investing in the district and was persuaded to cede oversight of its efforts to a board led by the area’s

residents.  That was the key first step.

  

I’ll get into more detail as I update the neighborhood’s many accomplishments, but any reporting of the Dudley story would be incomplete

without first mentioning two remarkable legal circumstances that have greatly facilitated the Initiative’s success:  First, the community formed a

Land Trust – a kind of entity best known at the time for assembling and holding rural conservation lands, not city properties – to acquire and

manage vacant property in the neighborhood.  The Trust, called Dudley Neighbors, Inc., assures the continuity of affordable housing in the

community by retaining ownership of its acquired parcels, which it makes available to buyers under 99-year leases.  And second, Dudley

Neighbors sought and obtained the right to be considered a municipal authority able to use eminent domain to acquire abandoned lots from

absentee owners.  Its status was challenged but upheld after four years of litigation.  

The website of the Dudley Street Neighborhood Initiative notes that the community is "a trilingual neighborhood of 5,197 African-American,

Latin American, Cape Verdean, and White families speaking English, Spanish and Cape Verdean Creole.  It is a remarkable reservoir of

multi-generational resident leadership, talent, spirit and determination."  The Initiative “has grown into a collaborative effort of over 3,000

residents, businesses, non-profits and religious institutions committed to revitalizing this culturally diverse neighborhood . . . and maintaining

its character and affordability.”

http://www.flickr.com/photos/mapei/6866568746/
http://www.dsni.org/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/mapei/6866700324/
http://www.dsni.org/history


11/8/12 A remarkable grassroots revitalization matures and thrives in Boston | Kaid Benfield's Blog | Switchboa…

3/5switchboard.nrdc.org/blogs/kbenfield/a_remarkable_grassroots_revita.html

          

The site describes the remarkable community-driven comprehensive revitalization plan (“prioritizing development without displacement”) that

was adopted in 1987 (!) and updated in 1996 after a collective urban village visioning process.  Central to both the neighborhood and its

evolution is a 60-acre parcel (marked in purple on the satellite images below) within which the neighborhood has eminent domain authority. 

Among the accomplishments:

“Today, the dramatic rebuilding of human, social and physical infrastructure has signaled that this is a neighborhood on its way back.

DSNI focuses on three strategic areas: community economic development, leadership development and collaboration, and youth

opportunities and development. Talented young adults return to the community in large numbers to play their role in sustaining change.

“To date more than half of the 1,300 abandoned parcels have been permanently transformed into over 400 new high quality affordable

houses, community centers, new schools, Dudley Town Common, community greenhouse, parks, playgrounds, gardens, an

orchard and other public spaces. Dudley residents are proud of their neighborhood and committed to the continuation of the

revitalization effort.”
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Particularly noteworthy is a major new community center, New England’s largest, opened last year in the neighborhood.  It was built (under

guidelines for hiring residents, minorities, and women) with an $85 million gift from the Ray and Joan Kroc Foundation and owned and

operated by the Salvation Army.

In addition, the Dudley neighborhood also now sports a 10,000-square-foot community greenhouse; a number of community garden areas;

and a small orchard growing apples and pears.  There is a “Real Food Hub” to promote a healthy food culture in the community. 

But wait, there's more:  There is a youth jobs collaborative and youth leadership program.  In conjunction with the Boston Promise Initiative,

DSNI is beginning a process to improve academic and developmental outcomes for 1,858 youth in the Dudley Village Campus, a 1.3 square

mile area with four schools (including a new charter school on Dudley Street, pending approval).  And the community, led by DSNI, is

participating in planning for the larger Fairmount Commuter Rail Corridor.

  

The remarkable progress of Dudley Street has been a precursor to successful community-driven revitalization efforts that have followed, such

as the great story of Melrose Commons in the South Bronx (certified LEED-ND gold) and the award-winning restoration of Old North Saint

Louis. 

Fully realizing the dream of a diverse, prosperous Dudley Street community will continue to be a work in progress.  For now, this remains a

distressed neighborhood.  But there is no denying its remarkable progress or the admirable journey of self-determination that is creating it. 

This story is filled with inspiration and promise, and I am just as pleased to report it today as we were a decade ago.

For an excellent, complete timeline of Dudley Street's history, go here; and for a very good video - produced in the late 1990s, before

construction began on the community center - that captures the flavor of the community's story, go here.

Move your cursor over the images for credit information.

Kaid Benfield writes (almost) daily about community, development, and the environment.  For more posts, see his blog's home page.  Please

also visit NRDC’s Sustainable Communities Video Channel.

Comments

Ken Firestone  — Mar 26 2012 05:06 PM

Kaid,

Thanks for posting this. The Dudley Street story was one of the most important things I learned while getting my planning degree.

Last spring I had a chance to visit the neighborhood briefly, and it was impressive. First, I think it is a great example of "new" urbanism. Second I felt that
the people of the neighborhood had ownership of the place. For instance, I noticed very little graffiti.

And near the new community center, was some new, and very nice multistory housing.

I hope to get back some time soon so I can spend more time exploring the neighborhood.

Leo Quigley — Mar 26 2012 08:20 PM

This a remarkably uncritical feel-good account of 30+ years of public investment and community activism. The modern era demands facts and figures,
performance assessment, hard data to support the claim that time and money were well spent. Celebrations of small successes no longer cut it, in my
view.

Kaid @ NRDC — Mar 27 2012 11:24 AM

Leo, thanks for weighing in. I would love to find funding sufficient to support a more critical, in-depth look at efforts like this. I certainly agree that it would

be a valuable addition to what is currently reported.
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be a valuable addition to what is currently reported.

Bob Van Meter — Mar 27 2012 03:19 PM

I think the story is very complicated and Kaid's brief post is not long enough to capture the complexity of what has occured in the Dudley Street
neighborhood but a lot of good things have happened and DSNI can claim credit for a great many of them.

The work that DSNI is doing as part of the Promise Neighborhoods grant may go some distance to answering Leo's call for hard data.

As Kaid noted, recently DSNI led a campaign to assure that jobs for the new community center built by the Salvation Army went to local residents.
Although the land trust and the power of eminent domain were DSNI's calling cards for many years I'm not sure how much of the positive things that have
occured can be credited to those legal strategies. I would perhaps give more credit to the good community organizing work that DSNI has done over a
number of years which has increased the collective efficacy of the neighorhood. I would also give a lot of credit to DSNI's partners Nuestra Comunidad and
the Dorchester Bay Economic Development Corp for their work over decades to create both affordable housing and economic development in the
community.

Kaid @ NRDC — Mar 27 2012 04:10 PM

Excellent points, Bob. I think the legal actions were critical to the overall story and success, but from everything I know the success never would have
occurred - and especially its future would not be as optimistic - without the people actions that you rightfully acknowledge.

Don Chen — Mar 28 2012 10:42 PM

Great column Kaid. I want to note a really important part of the Dudley Street story that you haven't highlighted yet (perhaps in a future blogpost): the
neighborhood's success in averting foreclosures because of its pioneering use of community land trusts (different from land trusts for open space) and
shared equity homeownership. See this Boston Globe article from 2008: http://www.homesthatlast.org/boston-globe-a-foreclosure-free-option/

Per Leo's comment, this is one area where the homeownership stability data are quite comprehensive and impressive. The Gaining Ground documentary
will highlight some of these storylines when it gets released. It is indeed a wonderful model.

Kaid @ NRDC — Apr 18 2012 11:06 AM

John Dalzell, an official with the Boston Redevelopment Agency, shared his perspective with me in an email, and it's a good one. With his permission, I
am now sharing it with readers:

Thank you for shining a bright light on this remarkable transformation. As a newly hired architect for the City of Boston’s Department of Neighborhood
Development, I had the privilege of work ing with DSNI and the community on the very first DSNI housing development as well as several of the
subsequent projects. 

As you have pointed out, the local community and the leadership at DSNI were and are amazing and without them the transformation of this community
would not have happened. So without tak ing an ounce of credit away from all those in the community and at DSNI who made this vision a reality, I want
to herald leadership at the City of Boston, the Boston Redevelopment Authority, and the Department of Neighborhood Development, and recognize the
work  of the City staff. Each department and the authority played a major role and contributed critical support to the effort. The City staff involved were
equally visionary, and personally committed and hardwork ing. In our hearts we all know this was a remarkable and important moment.

I think  the Dudley Triangle and DSNI story is also one of community / City partnership and of learning to trust one and other. It was on that foundation of
trust and commitment that many of the critical actions that you noted, including eminent domain and creating the DNI Land Trust, were exercised, and
that enabled City, State and Federal resources to flow into area projects. And through that partnership, the community, DSNI, and the City were able to
work  together and did so with great care and pride.

Comments are closed for this post.
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