
Filling Empty Buildings and Lots

Photo by neilerwinlaw.com



Storage, hoarders, taxes, no money

Photo by v2osk on Unsplash

https://unsplash.com/@v2osk?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/collections/1512832/hoarding?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText


Solutions to Owner Challenges



Absentee Owners
"Empty Building"byMidnight Believeris licensed underCC PDM 1.0

Talk to them

https://www.flickr.com/photos/144957155@N06/39202672995
https://www.flickr.com/photos/144957155@N06
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/PDM/1.0/?ref=ccsearch&atype=rich


Rents Too High

Photo CC by Billy Hathorn on Wikimedia

Negotiate



Vacant Building Ordinance

Photo from unsplash

And fire department inspections



Property Maintenance Codes

Photo by Hamiltoncountywelcomehome.com



Historic and Adaptive Reuse Codes

Photo by https://www.tucsonaz.gov/pdsd/AdaptiveReuse

reduce barriers to retrofitting historic 
buildings



Incentives

Photo by Becky McCray

consider incentives 
to address the 
specific costs of 
compliance





Showcase Those Empty Buildings



Many people helped
Realtors, Chamber Champions, Historian, 
Coffee Club, Businesses and more



Not asking for permission



Not everyone plays



12 Buildings toured

10 filled!!
A new plumbing company
A new health related business
A Hispanic church
Two new clothing stores
A new Mexican grocery store 
A vintage store
A tattoo shop
And two new projects came out of the tour



Why did it work? 





You start with your big goal for your community, one 
that excites people and makes them feel like they can play 
a role in it. 

You use that goal to Gather Your Crowd and 
become a movement that people can get behind.
. 

You turn your crowd into a powerful network by 
Building Connections.

And you and your newly-powerful network accomplish that 
goal together by lots of you Taking Small Steps. 



Incubator Project



Save the Theater



Open Call



Help from many
Photo by Daily Freeman Journal



Economic 
Development

Bought it, fixed it, added equipment and 
hired people 



Natchez, MS
Jewell, Iowa

Fairpoint Harbor, OH
Charleville, AU

Hondo, TX
Henderson, KY

Oglesby, IL

Flyer from 
the tour



Photo from the tour



Vacancy Tour-Vineland, NJ

Photo by 
https://www.nj.com/opinion/2016/03/towns_can_learn_from_vinelands_vacancy_tour_editor.h
tml



Single Best Strategy 
for filling large buildings 

Photo by 
www.coppescommons.com



Divide and Share

Photo by Cathy Lloyd



Try it out

Photos by Cathy Lloyd



Split by time



Old 
Geezers 
Club



Small steps

Photo from ArtVee.com

Photo from ArtVee



Walking tours 

Photo by Quality First Antiques, Bennettsville SC



Pop Ups
Try your idea



Use the empty space



Farmers Market

USDA Crow Creek Fresh Food Initiative employee Wyatt Fleury hands Kevin Yellow Bird Steele a 
bag at Farmers Market, Ft. Thompson, SD



Art helps



2nd story art



Is it real? 

Photo via Betty Motley in Hollis, OK



Columbiana, 
OH





Empty Lots

Photo by Becky 
McCray



Which ones are not real?

Photo by Becky McCray



Porterdale

Photos via Teri Haler



Same place!

Photo by Terri Haler



Public bathroom

Photo by Cara Carson in Tishomingo, OK



Outdoor museum

Photo (CC) by John shebalso



Fore! 

Photo by Chad Banks, Rock 
Springs, CO



Create businesses



Beer Garden in 
Paris

Photo by Cheri Bedford



Texas that is

Photo by Cheri Bedford



What’s this?

Photos via CFRA



Photo by Cosmic Films and CFRA

Lyons, NE



Neighbors in the Twin Cities

Photo from yesmagazine.org



22 Local investors

Adrian, Michigan

Photo by Dwight Burdette

Adrian, Michigan



Photo by Rowan Rose

Tionesta, PA



Tiny Market Village
Photo by Rowan Rose

Tionesta 
Market 
Village



Tiny houses

Anchor Square, Pascagoula MS Photo by Rebecca Broyles 8



Anchor Square

Anchor Square, Pascagoula MS Photo by Rebecca Broyles 8



What do you already have? 

Photo by Tony Ernst Flickr

#smalltowncool



Public Art

Grand 
Marais, 
MN



Shopping 
experiences

Watertown, MN



Lights can save an 
empty space

CEDA Annual Meeting



Host a potter in 
an empty 
building



Look for spaces

Cold Spring, 
MN



Let ‘em loose



Work to make your small town a better place, not because it will 
attract some magical solution or people from outside, but because 
you will be improving your own lives and opportunities.



Thank you!



Links shared• St. Paul Vacant Buildings
• City Codes Can Be Changed
• St. Joseph Economic Incentives
• Innovative Downtown Businesses
• Bakers and Brewers
• Brownfield booklet with before and afters
• Smart Growth
• Adaptive Reuse from Tucson
• Fight Blight
• UMVRDC Survey Results
• HUD Funded MN DEED SCDP Program
• Swift County Demolition Case Study
• Prairie Waters Site Selector
• Main Street Economic Development Programs

https://www.stpaul.gov/departments/safety-inspections/rent-buy-sell-property/vacant-buildings/vacant-building-program
https://buildingpossibility.com/articles/city-codes-can-be-changed/
https://www.cityofstjoseph.com/136/Economic-Incentives
https://fyi.uwex.edu/innovativedowntownbusinesses/
http://www.yesmagazine.org/new-economy/neighbors-got-together-buy-vacant-buildings-renting-bike-shop-brewer
https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2019-06/documents/bf_booklet.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/smartgrowth/smart-growth-brownfields-and-infill-development
https://www.tucsonaz.gov/pdsd/AdaptiveReuse
https://neilerwinlaw.com/assets/uploads/2020/05/Fight-the-Blight-2020-00018503xD3B6F.pdf
https://umvrdc.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/3a-Survey-Results-2021.pdf
https://mn.gov/deed/government/financial-assistance/community-funding/small-cities.jsp
https://umvrdc.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Swift-County-Demolition-Program-case-study-UPDATE.pdf
https://prairiewaters.com/site-selector/
https://mn.gov/deed/business/financing-business/deed-programs/emergency-programs/economic-revitalization/

