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Terra Incognita: Vacant Land and Urban Strategies
Ann O’M Bowman and Michael A Pagano
Georgetown University Press, 2004.

A substantial portion of the land within any urban center’s boundaries
is devoted to public parks, and general open spaces; in many cities, a por-
tion of the land mass is dotted with abandoned buildings, or contami-
nated areas seemingly unfit for development. The authors of Terra Incog-
nita: Vacant Land and Urban Strategies group both of these sorts of land
together under the category of ‘vacant land.’ The study of this vacant
land, and how city officials make strategic decisions about its use, is a
topic of great interest to urban planners and academics alike. Given the
lack of usable data, both with respect to the supply of vacant land, and
the strategic decisions made by municipalities in using this vacant land,
the authors amassed a data set which allows for an informed discussion
of vacant land in U.S. urban centers. 

Data was collected from municipalities whose populations exceeded
50,000 by way of two different surveys. These were submitted to city offi-
cials (a planning director, where possible). The first survey sought to shed
light on the supply of vacant land in urban centers, and the policies which
were in place in cities to deal with this vacant land. The second survey,
which targeted only select cities, asked officials to disaggregate vacant land
by ownership (public or private) and location (fringe or city core); many
cities were unable to answer this second survey completely, as their records
on vacant land was insufficiently detailed.  Results from these surveys are
reported in the book’s appendices. Fieldwork was also undertaken in three
metropolitan areas, those of Philadelphia, Phoenix, and Seattle. 

The first chapter of the book gives us the lay of the land, so to speak.
Vacant land is given a broad definition, which includes unused land, aban-
doned land, and can even be extended to include underutilized land. Of
importance, the authors emphasize that vacant land, regardless of its
nature, should not always be thought of as a ‘bad.’ Rather, vacant land
presents an opportunity for urban expansion and improvement. Cau-
ses of vacant land are also presented, as reported by survey respondents;
variables such as disinvestment and suburbanization are perceived by
municipalities to cause an increase in the supply of vacant land, while
variables such as economic growth and in-migration top the list of fac-
tors perceived to bring about a decline in vacant land.
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In the second chapter, the data is further explored, and a model is
presented which is meant to guide our thinking about how cities deve-
lop strategies to maximize the benefits associated with the use of vacant
land. The sample median for vacant land, as a portion of total land mass,
is reported to be 12.7%. It is emphasized that cities make land use deci-
sions so as to maximize the collective and individual well being of their
citizens.  Three imperatives govern land use decisions made by city plan-
ners; these are termed the fiscal, social, and development imperatives
by the authors. These three imperatives become the focus of the book,
and chapters 3 through 5 cover each imperative individually.

The chapter on the fiscal imperative points out that American muni-
cipalities typically have access to one, or several, of three possible tax
bases from which to derive revenue. The first, and most common, is the
property tax base –each state in the U.S. allows its municipalities access
to this base. Some states also allow their municipalities to enact mini-
mal sales taxes, while other states allow income taxes to be utilized at
the municipal level. Clearly then, it will be to the advantage of a muni-
cipality to develop vacant land so as to maximize revenue, subject to its
tax structure. For example, if a municipality’s principle revenue gene-
ration tool is a retail sales tax, it will be to their advantage to encoura-
ge development of retail shopping centers. A very basic series of spatial
diagrams is provided by the authors to illustrate how cities would like
to encourage land development in the face of each of the three possible
tax sources. For example, cities who rely heavily on retail sales taxes would
like to encourage development of retail shopping centers near borders
with neighboring cities, so as to maximize the potential consumer base,
and to export tax burden to neighboring citizens. For each of the three
possible tax structures, a brief case study is examined. Since no city in
America relies solely on one of the three tax sources for all of its reve-
nue, and since the data collected by way of the surveys lacks any sort of
spatial dimension, the model presented by the authors cannot be sup-
ported empirically, except very weakly by certain specific case studies.

The authors proceed with an intelligent discussion of the ‘social
value of vacant land’ in their fourth chapter. The idea that vacant land
can provide a buffer between different social groups/income classes is
presented and discussed in this section. Vacant land can also serve to
preserve or enhance property values, depending on its nature and loca-
tion. Further, vacant land needn’t be managed by the city to provide a
valuable social contribution –open space can be left undeveloped the-
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reby giving a city (and its citizens) a sense of reduced clutter. It can also
be argued that vacant land, left undeveloped, may be of greater value
than the next best development alternative. Community groups can
also play a role in maximizing the social benefit of vacant land by set-
ting up initiatives such as public gardens. Once again, case studies are
presented from the three fieldwork cities which offer some anecdotal
evidence on the ability of vacant land development (or lack thereof) to
serve a social purpose.  

The fifth chapter of Terra Incognita provides a discussion on the sco-
pe of the city’s role in influencing economic development. Through
their control over the supply, and quality, of vacant land available for
development, cities play a crucial role in shaping the location, quality,
and nature of development projects.  The authors classify government
vacant land policies as belonging to three categories: capturing land to
expand the reach of the city, recycling existing land, and regulating
vacant land. Each of these is explored in turn.  

First, annexation is widely used by cities which have both permissi-
ve laws governing this activity, and a need to expand their borders
quickly, often in the face of ‘horizontal’ competition from neighboring
cities. Eying vacant land as a resource, the cities of Phoenix and Peoria,
Arizona, are shown to have engaged in aggressive annexation during the
1990s.  The need for retail sales tax revenues is argued to have been para-
mount in the strategic annexation decisions of both of these cities. 

Where annexation is not possible (either for geographical, or legal
reasons) cities may need to place additional emphasis on existing land
to generate potential development projects. Underutilized, or abando-
ned land parcels may need to be redeveloped by the city before new pro-
jects can be encouraged.  The authors argue that cities, in general, should
focus their intervention efforts on improving lower quality vacant land
parcels, as higher quality vacant parcels are likely to be recycled by the
private sector. Further caution is given by the authors, noting that exces-
sively high costs (or minimal potential benefits) may prohibit any
government intervention in redeveloping vacant land.

Regulation of development projects for vacant land may be important
in cities where growth is rapid, and ecological concerns are prevalent.
Regional organizations are identified by the authors as important in sha-
ping the government’s decisions with respect to its land development
policies. Zoning is the primary tool available to municipalities when it
comes to regulating vacant land development.
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The sixth and final chapter of this book seeks to sum up the argu-
ments presented in the preceding chapters; the authors also present a
three dimensional spectrum which is meant to illustrate the various pos-
sible values for vacant land. The types of value assigned to the three axes
of the spectrum correspond to the three imperatives covered earlier in
the book: revenue value, social value, and development value. Truly, not
all vacant land is equal. The strategy employed by the municipal govern-
ment to develop a given vacant land package should depend on the posi-
tion of this package on the spectrum. Land which exhibits low value in
all categories may not ever be developed, while land which rates highly
in a given category (social value, for example) is likely to be developed
accordingly (perhaps, in this case, as a park or buffer zone). Similarly,
land with a high revenue value is likely to be developed with tax reve-
nue generation in mind –exactly what sort of development project is encou-
raged will depend, as explored earlier, on the tax structure in a given city.  

Having established that vacant land is not all the same, and as such
government strategies for each parcel will be different, the authors
attempt to demonstrate, by way of a basic multivariable regression, the
causes of vacant land. Their conclusion is that only an elasticity varia-
ble (an index measuring the ability of a municipality to expand its own
borders) has any significant explanatory power –that is, such factors as
suburbanization, disinvestment, and economic growth, which were indi-
cated by survey respondents to be of importance in determining vacant
land supplies, play no actual role in its determination. The elasticity varia-
ble employed by the authors in their regression bears a positive sign, indi-
cating that municipalities who are able to annex land at a greater rate
will see their supply of vacant land increase. The implication is that muni-
cipalities annex land, even if they don’t plan to develop it immediately.  

In closing, the authors emphasize the need for urban centers to keep
better track of data on vacant land. Vacant land should be viewed as an
asset, and where this is obviously not the case, owing to contamination,
dilapidated structures, etc., steps can be taken to make it so.

On whole, Terra Incognita makes a valuable contribution to the
study of strategic decision making in the urban development of vacant
land. The authors provide a discussion of the issues surrounding vacant
land, and development strategies, which is accessible and enlightening;
the book is of interest to academics, city planners, and casual readers
with an interest in geography or urban planning, alike. However, the work
has some limitations which are worthy of mention. It seems, at times,
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that the authors, while having mastered the Latin phrase ‘Terra Incog-
nita,’ have completely missed the Latin phrase ‘ceteris paribus.’ 

As a reader with training in economics, I cannot help but question
most of the authors’ discussion of the ‘causes’ of vacant land. The sur-
vey, on which this book is predicated, asked city officials to list the cau-
ses which contributed to increases or decreases in the supply of vacant
land in their city. This is problematic, as the factors at play in influen-
cing the supply of vacant land are not entirely measurable by city offi-
cials; the answers provided by these would almost certainly have reflec-
ted ‘best guesses’ which were likely arrived at by mere correlations
between changes in vacant land, and changes in other variables such as
economic growth and suburbanization. This is not sufficient to demons-
trate causation.  Further, the authors’ attempt at regression analysis of
this same question (in their 6th chapter), though an improvement over
the survey attempt at answering this question, lacks precision.  Impor-
tant control variables such as municipal tax rates and tax structures, as
well as others pertaining to the health of the local economy, have been
omitted.  

Next, while most of the elements of the authors’ model of optimal
vacant land utilization cannot be tested, either because of their relian-
ce on such intangible concepts as social value, or because of limitations
in the available data (as noted, most survey respondents were unable to
provide any meaningful spatial data on vacant land), some basic regres-
sion analysis seems to be feasible. For example, testing whether cities
with greater reliance on retail sales tax revenues do, in general, encou-
rage commercial development of vacant land presents itself as an impor-
tant exercise, from which the authors shy away.  

It seems probable that there are factors beyond those listed by the aut-
hors at play in determining how, and where, vacant land is utilized by
a city. To list but one such probable determining factor, the current sta-
te of development in a city would undoubtedly influence future deve-
lopment of vacant land in two vital ways; firstly, if a city is dependent
on retail sales tax revenue, but already has a vibrant retail sector, it may
be unable to encourage further development of this sector –as a result,
this city would likely pursue another sort of development strategy for
its vacant land. Secondly, if the core of a city lacks sufficient vacant land,
and this city wishes to encourage development of a shopping mall (let
us presume that it, too, is dependent on retail sales tax revenue) then
it would be forced to utilize vacant land on the periphery of the city. So,
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the development of a retail sector on the periphery of a city (which is
identified by the authors as representing optimal behavior by city offi-
cials, in some instances) might represent nothing more than a respon-
se to the location of available vacant land in the city. In essence, more
econometric analysis is required to allow for a better understanding of
the factors at play in determining the strategies employed by cities when
developing their vacant land. 

The authors rely heavily on their three fieldwork areas when presen-
ting and examining their model for vacant land usage. While this serves
the purpose of illustrating their arguments, this sort of analysis does not
allow the authors to draw firm conclusions as to the adequacy of their
model.  Anecdotal evidence from three metropolitan areas cannot uphold
the conclusions of the authors for the general case of all municipalities.
Given the fairly substantial nature of their data set, the authors could
likely have presented more widespread evidence in support of their argu-
ments.  This would go a long way towards strengthening their conten-
tions about how municipalities make strategic land use decisions.

Finally, the authors claim to have presented a spatial model of vacant
land usage and development. In practice, though, the model which is
developed relies on the assumption that vacant land is homogenously
distributed. No effort is made to demonstrate how municipalities make
their decisions when faced with heterogeneously distributed vacant
land parcels. Thus, there remains a need to explicitly capture space as a
determining factor in the strategic decisions of municipalities when dea-
ling with vacant land. 

— Pat Blagrave
Mount Allison University

  


