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Through Demolition…

Cleveland
Rebuilds Value

Why we need to 
clear distress swiftly.
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Can	knocking	down	vacant,	worthless	houses	create	anything	worthwhile?	
Removing	them	costs	money.	Why	bother? 

And Cleveland is pockmarked with the disease of disinvestment.  
Is finding ways to tear down structures, long dead, as useless as trying  
to revive them would be?
 
Hardly. 

It turns out that    clearing a condemned house 
                              pays for itself — many times over. 

It costs much less to remove a distressed house than to leave it on the lot. Why?  
Because it pulls down the values of neighboring homes, erodes the tax base,  
drives up violent crime and shuts down legitimate private-sector investment.

In addition,   removing a distressed house 
                                   creates significant value. 
 
Just getting rid of a distressed house — especially if it’s been foreclosed  
and has back taxes due — injects equity into nearby homes. In turn,  
that produces new tax revenue. And it entices new investment.
 
The facts prove, undeniably, that demolishing houses too dangerous and  
damaged to ever be reclaimed is prudent, cost effective and generates value  
that spreads far beyond the lots being bulldozed. 

Like warmth from the sun or energy from the wind, however,  
the power generated is hard to gauge unless the effects of removing  
distressed houses are measured and explained. It hasn’t been obvious,  
or even visible. 

                                                                                                                   Until now… 



to demolish (one time only).

COSTS $10,000 TOTAL

•  COMMUNITY GARDENS
•  SMALL PARKS
•  YARD EXPANSION 

CREATES SPACES

THAT PEOPLE ENJOY:

CREATES $6,235 INCREASE
in surrounding property values.

by demolishing 1,600 foreclosed houses with 
delinquent taxes from 2006–2011.

TOTALS  $10 MILLION IN VALUE

ONE DEMOLISHED H
O

USE

than just tearing the building down. 

to keep one foreclosed, abandoned, dangerous house 
boarded and free from vandalism, trash and high grass.

COSTS $27,000 ANNUALLY

EXPENSES ARE 3X HIGHER

LEADS TO MANY OTHER 

DESTABILIZING COSTS:

   developers or businesses

Blight costs Cleveland. 
Clearing it 
creates value.
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Clearing it 
Creates Value.

Why Cleveland 
Cannot Delay 
Demolition

Each year that a distressed, 
condemned house menaces its 
neighbors and block, it costs 
about $27,000. That might sound 
high. But it’s like a patient who 
can’t afford medical insurance 

or regular medical care, and 
then, when gravely ill, goes by 
ambulance to the ER. It’s always 
less effective and much more 
expensive. 

We all shoulder the cost 
because it results in higher 
charges across the health-system 
— sometimes invisibly.   

So it is with abandoned, 
dangerous structures in 
Cleveland.  
 
We can “afford,” with  
earmarked funds, to demolish 
fewer than 600 houses each  
year. That’s a small fraction of  
the distressed houses marked  
for demolition. 
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COST: $135 MILLION

OR ABOUT $340 FOR EVERY
MAN, WOMAN AND CHILD

COST: $85 MILLION

LESS THAN 
$6 MILLION IS EARMARKED 
EACH YEAR FOR DEMOLITION

8,500  HOUSES
need to be torn down.

13,500  HOUSES 
will need to be torn down within �ve years.

RIGHT NOW

IN 5 YEARS
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Every day, 8 houses get marked for 
demolition. Fewer 
than 2 get razed.

+60%

Yet, for the sake of public safety, 
triage work continues: dealing 
with stolen copper pipes and 
smashed windows, propping 
porches from falling onto 
sidewalks, combating roofs that 
cave in and cutting down dead 
trees. Until a house gets razed, 
those tasks must be repeated 
as vandals and harsh Cleveland 
weather undermine efforts  
to stall the rot.

Limitations on 
Rehabilitation
 
The City of Cleveland, community 
groups, the Cuyahoga County 
Land Bank and Cleveland’s 
Housing Court strongly advocate 
for restoring houses that can be 
rehabilitated. Once rehabbed, 
those properties can be rented or 
resold in real estate transactions 
that add value. 

These public-sector and 
nonprofit partners also run 
programs that help owner-
occupiers correct housing  
code violations and get 
counseling that lets them  
avoid foreclosure. So they  
remain in their homes,  
owning and maintaining  
them. Other efforts educate 
landlords about keeping up  
their rental properties.  
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Unfortunately, many foreclosed 
and tax delinquent houses in 
Cleveland aren’t candidates for 
rehab. About one in four becomes 
so distressed it must be demolished.
 
Other houses aren’t suitable 
for rehab because no one 
wants them. Generations ago, 

laborers who settled in  
Cleveland to toil in the city’s  
steel mills needed cheap 
shelter. Neighborhoods  
sprang up with hastily 
constructed cottages,  
sometimes jammed two to  
a lot. Those don’t appeal  
to modern homebuyers. 

The cost of rehabbing houses 
that lack basic amenities 
common in a modern house, 
such as a first-floor bathroom,  
is just too high in a city where 
housing prices have dropped 
about one-third in the past  
five years. 
 

* From 2002–2005 Copyright ©2012 Paul Biedermann, re:DESIGN

Similar in many respects to the situation in Cleveland,

FLINT, MICHIGAN 
   DID THE FOLLOWING…

SPENT $3.5 MILLION
on demolition.*

 GAINED $110 MILLION
  in tangible bene�ts.

INCLUDES:INCLUDES: PLUS DROPS IN:

Dividends from demolition provide 
huge returns.
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Demolition is the  
Way To Go
 
In Cleveland, once a house 
that’s not a candidate for 
restoration falls into distress, 
demolition is really the only  
way forward. Removing a  
rotting house catalyzes  
rebirth and redevelopment.  
Once a lot is clear, it can  
attract private development 
that wouldn’t otherwise be 
economically viable. 

The number of houses that  
must come down is growing.  
The money for demolition is not.
In fall, 2012, Cleveland received
 $8 million from a settlement  
state Attorneys General reached 
with companies that process 
mortgage payments.  
Accused of massive fraud  
that rushed homeowners  
into foreclosure proceedings,  
the companies settled.
 

While welcome, that money 
won’t demolish even one in  
ten of the structures waiting to 
be razed. Foreclosures continue. 
And the number of demolitions 
needed will swell, too.
 
While the City of Cleveland has 
spent $47 million in the past 
seven years, no additional money 
is slated to come to Cleveland to 
pay for demolition. 

The backlog is staggering.  
Unless the city gets more  
money for demolition,  
Cleveland won’t catch up for 
more than 22 years, under the 
most optimistic predictions.  
And we know that will waste 
billions of dollars and untold 
economic opportunities.

ReImagining 
Cleveland
 
Demolition is a catalyst for 
private development, new 
business and more residents. 
Once lots are cleared, rebirth  
can begin.

With a clear lot, neighbors  
can take advantage of a  
program administered by the  
city and nonprofit partners  
called ReImagining Cleveland, 
which helps communities  
create parks, playgrounds, 
gardens or other healthy,  
vibrant urban spaces.

Neighbors next door to a  
cleared lot can also apply to 
take it over for a very small fee. 
This side-lot program not only 
transfers vacant land to an owner 
but also adds real estate back 
onto the tax rolls. 

ReImagining, however, can only 
happen on lots where blight has 
been cleared.
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Cleveland community groups and residents established the Union Community Garden in 
2009. The garden replaced four adjacent foreclosed homes, cleared so it could take root. 
Sadly, this case of arson and other condemned structures remain nearby.  



$27,000
AFTER 1 YEAR

for each house

$540,000
AFTER 

20 YEARS
for each house

$270,000
AFTER 

10 YEARS
for each house

At current pace and no new funding, it would take more than 

22 YEARS AND $4.5 BILLION
to clear all the houses that must be razed in Cleveland.*

*  Includes only the economic costs of keeping houses boarded, locked, mowed, free from vandalism, trash, etc. 

Does not include the additional costs of higher crime, lower property values, 
lower tax revenue, lost investment, �ghting arson and so on. 
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If demolition gets delayed…

Enormous costs mount in Cleveland, 
year after year.

OR $11,500 FOR EVERY MAN, WOMAN & CHILD

OR JUST 

$10,000 TO DEMOLISH 
each house
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Documents

Vacant, Tax-Delinquent and 
Foreclosed Property on Sales Prices of 
Neighboring Homes

What Sells When: Analyzing Price and 
Patterns of Property Sales

Cuyahoga Land Bank Budget Resolution 

Economic Impacts of Residential Property 
Abandonment in Flint, Michigan

Cleveland Population Statistics

Websites

Western Land Conservancy 

Cuyahoga Land Bank

Social, Economic Data on  
Northeast Ohio 

ReImagining Cleveland

Property, Tax Data for Cleveland 

Cleveland City Council

City of Cleveland Ohio

Other Documents 

Working Draft for Calculating Demolition 
Cost, 2012-2017, City of Cleveland,  
Demolition Working Group, Vacant and  
Abandoned Property Action Council, 
April 2012

Recommendations

1. 
Businesses dumping blighted 
properties must be compelled  
to pay to demolish them.
 
Some lenders that foreclosed 
on, and repossessed, houses 
in Cleveland seek to dump 
them instead of keeping them 
secure and free from trash and 
vandalism. They’re trying to stick 
taxpayers with their due bill.
 
Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, 
which own millions of homes 
nationwide, have been selling  
foreclosed properties in 
Cleveland at distressed prices, 
indiscriminately, to buyers who 
are not vetted, as are those who 
buy from the County Land Bank. 
 
Transfers of blighted property  
in Cleveland could be contingent 
on the owners paying, upfront, 
for demolition. That would prevent 
the damage and cost from blight 
mounting, year after year.

  

 

2.
Broad-based advocacy must 
press Cleveland’s case that 
timely demolition rebuilds value.
 
Local public officials and 
advocates can use existing  
data to persuade partners of  
the importance of tapping  
funds, quickly. That way, 
demolition can become the  
most effective catalyst for  
growth possible. 

The Federal government, 
especially the U.S. Department  
of Housing and Urban 
Development, should be urged  
to underwrite demolition  
in Cleveland. 

Potential funders should  
receive evidence of demolition’s 
impact to spark growth and 
investment. Philanthropies 
focused on urban renewal and 
economic development should 
also receive this compelling data.

Swift demolition  
will yield dividends. 
 
It will: 
•	 increase	home	equity,		
 property values and   
 tax revenue.  
•	 lure	residents,	heal		 	
	 neighborhoods,	invite		
 new business and   
 spark development.
 
Dividends from demolition 
could eventually enrich 
the entire region. But first, 
resources sufficient for 
their redemption must  
be committed —

                  urgently. 

Cleveland 
can’t afford 
to delay 
demolition.

Sourcing

Project Manager:

Commissioned by 
Cleveland City Council

http://www.clevelandfed.org/research/workpaper/2011/wp1123r.pdf
http://www.enterprisecommunity.com/servlet/servlet.FileDownload?file=00P3000000DTJDTEA5
http://www.cuyahogalandbank.org/board_meetings/20101215/cclrc_2010-14_adopted.pdf
http://www.communityprogress.net/filebin/pdf/new_resrcs/LPI_Genesee.pdf
http://www.cleveland.com/datacentral/index.ssf/2011/03/2010_census_figures_for_ohio_s.html
http://www.wrlandconservancy.org/index.html
http://www.cuyahogalandbank.org/
http://neocando.case.edu/cando/index.jsp
http://reimaginingcleveland.org/about/
http://fiscalofficer.cuyahogacounty.us/
www.clevelandcitycouncil.org
www.city.cleveland.oh.us

