Problem Assessment

Cincinnati is an older Midwestern city with 52 distinct neighborhoods.  A number of neighborhoods have areas or “hot spots” of high crime, open-air drug markets, boarded up and vacated buildings, unkempt vacant lots, illegal dumping in alleys, and businesses and community leadership that felt abandoned by the City.  The City realized that it did not have the resources to effectively fix everything in every neighborhood all at once and that the give-every-neighborhood-a dollar approach, regardless of need, was not working.  

Program Implementation and Costs 

In order to address these problems, the City initiated the Neighborhood Enhancement Program (NEP), an innovative three-pronged approach of enhancement, enforcement, and sustainability in a 90-day collaboration between the City, community, and corporate partners.  This is a concentrated effort to improve the quality of life in a focused area of a specific neighborhood by reallocating existing City services. These areas are determined through careful data analysis and are a statistically driven versus a politically driven process. Also, the community must have private economic development activities, must be highly participatory, and have ongoing volunteer/community involvement. City services were integrated to include personnel costs and resources that were reallocated within existing approved departmental budgets.   The program also welcomed financial support through grants from local banking institutions and in-kind donations from community organizations. City services were integrated in order to maximize service delivery and community partners were sought out to develop physical, social, economic, and crime prevention strategies.  The commitment of these community partners to work in cooperation with City departments, public agencies, and neighborhood leaders as a cohesive team became vital to the success of this effort.

In 2007 and 2008, the NEP began strategically deploying public resources and leveraging private investment.  The initiative was designed to jumpstart long-term neighborhood revitalization and reinvestment, and to build on the community initiatives already in place in a particular neighborhood. Through focused, integrated city service delivery and concentrated community redevelopment efforts, partners (City departments, residents, and community organizations) sought to create a physical and economic “ripple effect” in the neighborhoods surrounding the focus area to build and sustain investor confidence; affect real and visible physical improvements of the area; reduce the number of vacated buildings and increase homeownership; reduce crime; increase property values; strengthen neighborhood business districts; and increase residents’ community pride and self sufficiency. The targeted area was identified through an analysis of building code violations, vacant buildings, disorder and drug calls for police service and drug arrests, as well as incidence of graffiti, junk autos, litter and weeds.  

The City wanted to proactively engage neighborhoods with strong community stakeholders.  As such, the City sought out the neighborhoods’ leaders and held stakeholder sessions to discuss community priorities and arrived at shared expectations specific to each neighborhood.  The priorities were turned into action items to be completed during the 90-day focus period. Each 90-day blitz is always kicked off with a stakeholders media event.  City staff and community organizers met regularly throughout the 90-day period, with monthly stakeholder meetings and weekly staff meetings.  Residents were also encouraged to call the City’s 24-hour City Customer Service Hotline for city service delivery, which provided citizens direct access to City services.  

Tangible Results and Outcomes

The NEP has achieved positive results through the 90-day focus period and beyond.  Working closely with various community groups, the City leveraged resources from public, private, and social service sectors.  Some of the accomplishments of the NEP included increased police presence, applied concentrated code enforcement, strategic façade improvements, and increased community investment.   Through the NEP, the thoughtful, strategic placement of limited resources was critical for maximum impact to improve safety, eliminate blight, and enhance livability for the city, one neighborhood at a time.  
The program succeeded in identifying and “cooling down” crime hot spots; cleaning up streets, sidewalks, and vacant lots; beautifying landscapes, streetscapes, and public right of way; and engaging property owners and residents to create and sustain a more livable neighborhood during and after the first 90 days.  The NEP also resulted in improved quality of life by maximizing public resources, leveraging private investment, improving safety, and reducing blight. The primary measurable outcomes of the program included a decrease in litter and crime within the neighborhood focus area.

Prior to the official start of the 90-day focused effort, Keep Cincinnati Beautiful (KCB), a program supported by the City of Cincinnati, coordinated and conducted a Blight Index of the NEP focus area. The Blight Index allowed communities to visually assess their neighborhoods and to measure change in litter and cleanliness over time. Based on Keep America Beautiful’s Litter Index, KCB used the assessment tool to determine the amount of litter in the focus neighborhoods. It is used to analyze the effectiveness of litter removal programs in problem areas and what types of blight affects a particular neighborhood. Because the Blight Index measured change over time, it served as a valuable tool to measure neighborhood improvement progress.  Results were shared among community stakeholders and City agencies to provide baseline data to evaluate the NEP efforts, 90 days and beyond. For example, when conducted in the neighborhood of Northside, the post-90 day Blight Index showed a 16.7% decrease in blight. 

The Police Department played a major role in the NEP focus areas and a year after implementation, the Northside focus area maintained a 13% decrease in aggravated assaults and a 12% decrease in burglaries. Police district activities were divided between walking, patrolling, and business contacts, including implementation of a portion of the “Take Back Our Streets” program. During the NEP, the community policing strategies utilized help to increase police presence and confidence by the community.  Results of the Northside NEP were still being felt after the 90 days as a joint law enforcement effort which included the Cincinnati Police Department, Hamilton County Sheriff’s Office, the Ohio State Attorney’s office, and several other federal agencies, took down the “Northside Taliband” gang that was terrorizing the Northside neighborhood and adjacent communities.  The joint local, state, and federal effort continued the blitz on crime that initially occurred through the Northside NEP 90-day period.


Other outcomes of the Northside NEP included: decreases in baseline “litter blight index” and crime statistics, integration of City services, concentrated code enforcement, implementation of beautification projects, and increased public participation, all serving as an overall catalyst for community rebuilding.    

Lessons Learned

Through the NEP, the City of Cincinnati sought an innovative, hands-on solution to address quality of life issues while maximizing city service delivery.  Among the lessons learned, the program showed the need for a strategic program by a core City team to enhance the quality of life of neighborhoods through a multi-tiered approach of enhancement, enforcement, and sustainability. It was also apparent that private contributions and volunteer participation were vital to augment the City’s reallocation of resources and personnel.  The program used City agencies to proactively work with neighborhood residents and community groups when implementing crime and building code enforcement activities.  Neighborhood cleanup and beautification events (i.e. art murals, flowerbed cleanup, replanting, etc.) were sponsored to show visible progress with the neighborhood and resulted in physical improvements.  These efforts brought the community together and fostered strong, long-lasting activities to build on the program’s momentum throughout the 90-day period and beyond.  Other lessons learned included:

· Autonomy of community leaders to identify project priorities 

· Involve most participatory neighborhoods that embrace City support

· Effective partnership and engagement with community stakeholders

· Educate citizens/business owners of the NEP process and available resources

· Easily replicated in other jurisdictions with little to no additional resources

· Weekly City departmental team meetings and monthly stakeholder meetings 

· High performing, professional City team with increased morale, opened lines of communication, and increased accountability

· Measuring progress through tools to show results

· Identify private investments while leveraging additional contributions
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