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Preface  
 
Dear Friends, 
 
The crisis of blight in Memphis and Shelby County affects thousands of families every year. 
Vacant and nuisance properties attract crime while depressing property values, driving up 
taxes, and repelling vital private investment. The resulting downward spir al of dereliction 
smothers the economic prosperity of our entire metropolitan area.  
 
This situation has many causes and contributing factors, and will require an equal number of 
innovative and dedicated solutions. We owe tremendous gratitude for the heroic work of 
numerous nonprofit organizations, faith institutions, civic groups, businesses, government 
agencies, and individuals who have been working for years to fight the problem of blight on 
the ground. Unfortunately, without some larger coordinating fra mework to guide and inform 
these actions, we end up treating the symptoms without addressing the deeper sources of the 
illness. As a result, blight spreads and our community grows sicker by the year. 
 
The Memphis Neighborhood Blight Elimination Charter int ends to serve as that coordinating 
framework. It contains a set of principles and values that our community holds regarding 
blighted and nuisance properties, and offers a new vision for safe, beautiful, and vibrant 
Memphis neighborhoods free from blightôs effects. The charter lays the groundwork for a 
sustained, coordinated action plan that will address blight from long -term policy and market 
perspectives while intensifying immediate abatement efforts.  
 
Simply put, we know that doing more of the same will only produce the same unacceptable 
outcomes we have endured for decades. Focusing on what works, developing new strategies, 
and above all, working together as we move forward will produce the blight-free future for 
Memphis that we seek. 
 
Our sincere thanks to the many members of the Steering Committee who took part in the 
development of this plan, to Joe Schilling and Kermit Lind for their strategic guidance 
throughout this process, and to Steve Barlow and Neighborhood Preservation, Inc. for their 
ongoing leadership in this critical sector of community development.  
 
The economic health of our entire region requires us to find lasting solutions to the blight 
crisis. The people of Memphis and Shelby County deserve these solutions. 
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Introduction  
 
Blighted properties are a persistent problem for many Memphis neighborhoods.  
Some of the most visible signs of blight are litter, graffiti, unkempt lots, along with 
vacant and/or foreclosed homes and abandoned buildings.  Based on the latest 
research, we now understand that blighted properties are often associated with a 
multitude o f community challenges related to declining economic and housing 
markets, crime, poverty, and poor public health. 1  
 
The cumulative effect of blighted properties can deter even diligent homeowners from 
maintaining their properties, drain municipal budgets,  and pose serious threats to 
local fiscal stability.  At worst blighted properties can dissuade homeowners and 
landlords from maintaining their properties up to code and discourage private 
investors and developers from working in core city neighborhoods where they are 
needed the most.  These aggregate impacts impede the cityôs and the regionôs 
economic vitality and long-term sustainability. They have a social impact that ripples 
throughout Memphisô schools, businesses, homes and neighborhoods.2   
 
Memphis now confronts a blight epidemic, despite the best efforts of city and county 
government, nonprofit organizations, community based groups, institutions, and 
businesses. For the past decade these entities and individual residents have been 
working tirelessly to prevent its spread through the abatement and re-purposing of 
blighted properties.  Unfortunately, these disparate and sometimes fragmented 
efforts have proven inadequate against the steady increase of blighted properties and 
their negative impacts on neighborhoods and overall quality of life. Without new 
strategies, tactics, and systems, blighted properties will continue to spread like a virus 
throughout the Greater Memphis region.   
 
The complexity of blight -- from the myriad factors that create it to the political and 
economic conditions that  perpetuate it -- demands more comprehensive, 
coordinated, and collaborative solutions.    
 
  

                                                 
1 See Vacant Property Research Networkôs 2016 Translation Briefðthe Basics of Blight, by Joe Schilling and Jimena Pinzonðavailable at 
http://vacantpropertyresearch.com/translation -briefs/blight/   
2 According to Feb 2016 Distressed Cities Index Memphis ranks number 9 among several socio-economic indicators, incl uding vacant properties; see 
http://eig.org/dci/interactive -maps/cities   
 

http://vacantpropertyresearch.com/translation-briefs/blight/
http://eig.org/dci/interactive-maps/cities
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Developing a coordinated  community response  
to the blight crisis  
 
Starting in October 2015, a dedicated and diverse group of government, civic, and 
community leaders came together to chart a new, collaborative course for addressing 
blighted properties in Memphis.  Many of these individuals manage programs, 
government departments, civic groups, and community -based nonprofit 
organizations that are actively engaged in preventing, abating, and reusing blighted, 
vacant, and abandoned properties. Under the leadership of its co-founder Steve 
Barlow, Neighborhood Preservation Inc ., a new public interest revitalization 
intermediary convened this diverse group.  
 
As outlined in the Charterôs acknowledgement, the Steering Committee included 
officials from City of Memphis, Shelby County, leaders of local nonprofit and 
community -based organizations, and civic sector representatives.3 They were guided 
in this process by national experts, Joe Schilling, from the Urban Institute in 
Washington, D.C., and Cleveland State University Clinical Professor of Law Emeritus 
Kermit Lind, along with c ontributions from NPI board members and staff.    
 
Over the course of the past six months Steering Committee members volunteered 
their time to answer important questions about the current blight crisis in the Greater 
Memphis area -- as well as discuss what additional information they would like to 
know, what they would like to accomplish, and how Memphis can improve and 
expand existing efforts to fight blighted properties. They also reflected on the rich 
history of Memphisô neighborhoods and the potential for what those neighborhood 
could become if all blighted properties were permanently removed.  
 
The Committeeôs first step was to inventory many of the existing initiatives, policies, 
programs, and projects that Memphis has used or is using to cope with blighted 
properties.  Organizations, such as municipal code enforcement departments and the 
Shelby County Environmental Court, have been working the front lines of blight for 
years.  Others, such as the City of Memphisô Opportunity Property Team, the 
Memphis Property HUB, the University of Memphis Law School Neighborhood 
Preservation Clinic and NPI, are relative newcomers to the blight fight.  Still other 
organizations, such as the Greater Memphis Chamber, Memphis City Beautiful, Keep 
Tennessee Beautiful, the Community Development Council of Greater Memphis, 
along with neighborhood groups, engage local residents in the cleanup, 
rehabilitation, and reuse of blighted properties.  
 
 
 

                                                 
3 Note that Steering Committee members participated as individuals and did not represent their organizations or institutions.  
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Their second step was to understand existing data about the scale, scope, and nature 
of blighted properties in Memphis.  Local leaders possess extensive knowledge about 
the potential number of blighted properties thanks in part to preliminary work of the 
Mayorôs Innovation Delivery Team in developing the Memphis Property HUB and the 
recent ñBluff City Snapshotò parcel survey project by the Cityôs Code Enforcement 
Department. The Steering Committee recognized, however, that Memphis needs 
more and better data about blighted properties, including their specific conditions, 
locations, and ownership, as well as whatever unseen forces and factors may be 
causing and perpetuating blight.  Accurate, current data concerning the costs and 
benefits of reclaiming blighted properties is essential to the proper development and 
evaluation of any new policies, programs, and tactics that may be deployed.    The 
Memphis Property HUB has great potential to fill many of these information  gaps, 
but will require ongoing support and development in order to provide local leaders 
with more consistent, reliable, and relevant data. 
 
After supplying the ideas and intellectual capital for the Charterôs vision and 
principles, the Steering Committee approved the concept of a Blight Elimination 
Coordinating Team (ñTeamò) that will continue this work in a collaborative way. No 
doubt many Steering Committee members will participate on the Team in some 
capacity after its launch in Spring 2016. The Steering Committee has developed a set 
of preliminary goals and action items for the Team to consider for inclusion in its first 
order of business -- the adoption of a 2016 Action Plan.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
Photo by Brandon Dill  
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What is the Charter and how to use it?  
 

The Charter is certainly not a legally binding document.  Rather, it is  a strategic 
framework that can align and initiate a coordinated array of actions and resources 
that government, community and civic organizations, and businesses may deploy for 
abating and reusing blighted properties.  With the Charter, policymakers and 
practitioners will have for the first time a cohesive vision, ten core principles, and a 
series of critical implementation goals that will lead to more effective policy decisions 
and program actions.   
 
The Charter is a living document that everyone can use to measure and recalibrate a 
range of existing and potential policies and program actions.  As new challenges and 
opportunities arise, members of the Team will respond as the Charterôs primary 
stewards by regularly reviewing, revising, and promoting the Charterôs goal of a 
coordinated community -wide campaign.  
 
In essence, the Memphis Neighborhood Blight Elimination Charter seeks to move all 
of Memphis and Shelby Countyôs neighborhoods toward a safer, healthier, and more 
sustainable future, free from the toxic effects of blighted properties. The Charter not 
only captures the specific ideas and insights of the Steering Committee and its 
supporters, it conveys the deep commitment and passion that all Memphians have for 
their neighborhoods, community and region.  
 

 
 
Definition of B light  
 
Blight can have multiple meanings not only as a special legal and policy term but also 
the stigma that can become unfairly attached to certain places and even to the people 
who live there.  For purposes of this Charter blight means ñvacant or derelict 
structures/buildings and unmaintained real property, often in such conditions that 
cause public nuisances, violations of relevant state laws and local ordinances and 
usually characterized by litter, dumping, and abandoned personal property.ò   Where 
practical, the phrase ñblighted propertyò is used as the preferred language. 
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Vision Statement  
 
Throughout the Charter planning process, members of the Steering Committee 
engaged in a series of discussions to share their insights about the impacts of 
blighted properties and ideas about strategies to address them.  These discussions 
serve as the nucleus for the following vision statement and supporting principles. 
This forward -looking vision offers several aspirational outcomes  drawing from the 
communitiesô shared beliefs and values while the principles describe the necessary 
ingredients of success.  
 
 
 

Every neighborhood in Memphis and in Shelby County has the 
right to be free from the negative impacts and influences 
caused by vacant, abandoned, and blighted properties.  
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