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U.S.

Brick by Brick, Baltimore’s Blighted Houses Get a New Life
Discarded materials from row houses are reused elsewhere in construction projects

BALTIMORE—Five decrepit row houses that have stood for more than a century in West
Baltimore will soon be gone—but not quite forgotten.

As part of the city’s effort to fight blight, it is paying a nonprofit that deconstructs buildings in
some neighborhoods and then salvages and ships old bricks and lumber across the U.S. and to
the Caribbean. Instead of ending up in landfills or being pulverized, the materials become floors
in a Southampton, N.Y., pool house, walls in high-end Washington, D.C., condos and the ceiling
of an outdoor-recreation store in Philadelphia.

Baltimore’s program is being trumpeted as a model and officials from other cities have come to
look at how it works.

On a recent morning, workers in hard hats carried pine floorboards out from what was once a
living room. Others wielded electric saws to dislodge thick joists that supported the weight of
generations before the two-story brick house with arched windows and a decorative cornice
slipped into ruin.

Through
deconstruction,
these five houses
are leaving behind
piles of sturdy
lumber that can be
fashioned into
tables, cabinets,
cladding or flooring
and at least 15,000
bricks that might
become tile or
adorn facades. Less
than 5% of the

materials will end up at the dump.

The cost to the city’s government for this job: $76,460, compared with about $64,270 for a
conventional demolition. But, officials say, beyond helping reduce blight and landfill waste, the
labor-intensive process yields six to eight times as many jobs as demolition does, often for
people with criminal records.

“We want a double bottom line,” Housing Commissioner Michael Braverman said. “It’s not just
locations, but can we create jobs with the dollars?”

Though people have been taking houses apart in this way since the Stone Age, the practice has
grown more common around the U.S. in recent years, said Joe Connell, executive director of the
Building Materials Reuse Association, a trade group.

“They’ve done amazing work in Baltimore. They’re definitely a national model, and to my
knowledge one of the most successful public deconstruction programs,” said Martin Brown
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Glenn Ford with Details Deconstruction removes floor joists inside a vacant row house in Baltimore.
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of the Delta Institute, a Chicago nonprofit that advises cities on similar efforts.

Since 2014, about 400 houses in Baltimore have been taken down like this and 200 more are in
the pipeline this year, thanks to an infusion of state funds. The city says nearly $6 million of the
roughly $36 million it has spent on demolition since 2015—not counting state money—has gone
to deconstruction.

St. Louis Mayor Lyda Krewson recently led a delegation to Baltimore for a firsthand look.
“That’s been a great example of how to really get people to understand the value of approaching
this demolition and blight removal in a slightly different way,” said Laura Ginn, a project
manager in St. Louis, which plans a pilot program in June.

Ms. Ginn said St. Louis demolition firms are already adept at preserving material—like deep-
red bricks—because the city lets them sell it. Still, she said deconstruction is promising, given
the right training and preparation.

Baltimore’s deconstruction
effort required major front-
end investment, said Jeff
Carroll, who run Details
Deconstruction, an arm of
the nonprofit Humanim,
which has contracted with
the city since 2014.
Humanim and local
philanthropies split the
cost, he said, adding,
“We’re just now at this
place where it’s financially
turning a margin [and]

covering all of our overhead.”

The city pays Details Deconstruction 69 cents a cubic foot based on the volume of each vacant
house it takes down. Sales of bricks and wood help the nonprofit offset its costs. In recent years,
it says it has sold 1.4 million bricks and nearly a million feet of lumber.

In some cities on the West Coast, hot real-estate markets are prompting some owners to tear
down existing houses to make way for bigger ones. Since late 2016, Portland, Ore., has required
deconstruction for houses built before 1917, a year chosen to capture a third of total
demolitions. Officials say they want to preserve more of the old-growth Douglas fir that was
common in homes in the Pacific Northwest.

Since Portland’s law took effect, deconstructions there have risen to 100 a year from about 25,
out of 300 annual demolitions, said Shawn Wood, a city construction waste specialist. Three of
the companies doing much of the deconstruction work sell the reclaimed material through their
own retail operation.

“That’s how they’re able to remain competitive,” Mr. Wood said. The city doesn’t specify
how much material must be saved because there is a built-in incentive. “The more you

salvage, the more money you make,” he said.

Some cities have stumbled in their efforts to step-up material salvage. In December, officials in
Milwaukee shelved an ordinance that required deconstruction for pre-1930 buildings, after
finding that few contractors were available for the work. High cost estimates and severe
dilapidation added to the challenges, officials said.

At the West Baltimore site, Details Deconstruction foreman Damon Toogood, 40 years old,
oversees a five-person crew. He said he joined the organization in 2014 after finishing a second
prison stint for dealing drugs. Determined to turn his life around, he worked in fast food until a
cousin mentioned the deconstruction outfit, he said. He now makes $19 an hour plus benefits.

Crews have come across reminders of people who once lived in these vacant houses—diaries,
recipe books and poetry collections. But Mr. Toogood said neighbors thank him for taking down
structures that are dangerous for children and attract crime and drug use.

Warehouse foreman David Brown stacks reclaimed boards at Brick + Board in Baltimore.
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“At the end of the day, it’s a plus for the neighborhood,” he said.

Write to Scott Calvert at scott.calvert@wsj.com

Crushed brick salvaged from vacant homes in Baltimore is stored at the Franklintown brick processing yard before being sorted.
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