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Abandoned Historic Hospital to Senior Housing: A Changing 

Community Rebuilds 
 

“I had to visit somebody here and…it had the most gorgeous wood floors.  It was 
just a very nice facility. Then it closed down and the site became a nuisance for our 
neighborhood.  We had overgrowth, we had vagrants; we had everything that you 
could attach to a blighted area. It was just awful. We did numerous phone calls, we 
did marches, we did complaints, and we even went to city council as a neighborhood 
association trying to acquire this property.”  
 
Carrol Marshall, President, VM Ybor Neighborhood Organization           
                      

Centro Place Apartment Homes takes up a full city block in the East Tampa neighborhood of 
VM Ybor, its three stories rising high above the community’s many single family bungalows. The 
property that was long a source of frustration and an ugly blot on the neighborhood landscape 
has been cleaned up and redeveloped under Florida’s Brownfields program. It now serves as a 
community center and home to seniors.  
 

 
 
 
 
In 2001 Bank of America’s Community Development Corporation became interested in 
partnering with the Home Association, a neighboring long term care facility, to redevelop the 
abandoned 144-bed Centro Asturiano Hospital, which had served the Ybor neighborhood since 
1928. Susan Leisner, Home Association board member, described the condition of the hospital: 
“[It] was vacant for a long time. Then the city bulldozed the newest part of the hospital into the 
ground and it became a haven for drug dealers. We would find guns on the front porch of the 
Home Association”.   
 
When Bank of America took on the role of brownfield redeveloper, neighbors had long 
been pleading with the city to clean up what one community member described as “…an 
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eyesore [where] everybody in the city of Tampa felt they could come and dump their trash.  
Steal cars, leave them abandoned, set them on fire exploding in the middle of the night 
when you’re sleeping.” In addition to addressing the challenge of cleaning up the site, the 
developer and the city of Tampa had to rebuild trust with the community. Neighbors, 
frustrated by years of neglect and false starts, and facing a changing neighborhood 
composition, were wary of participating in yet another effort to revitalize the area. 
 

VM Ybor and the Historic Centro Asturiano Hospital 
 
The East Tampa neighborhood of VM Ybor is a 
densely populated community bounded on two 
sides by interstate highways 4 and 275. It is home 
to approximately 7200 persons per square mile in 
contrast to the city of Tampa as a whole in which 
1700 citizens live on each square mile. The 
neighborhood is poorer than the rest of the city, 
with 42% of residents living below the poverty 
level. The neighborhood supports a larger 
population of Latino or Hispanic residents than 
does the city as a whole, with 42%, compared to 
19% for the city. Early residents of the 
neighborhood were Afro-Cuban and Spanish 
immigrants who came to work in the nearby  cigar 
factories of the Ybor City neighborhood.  
 
 
For almost 75 years neighborhood residents were cared for in the Centro Asturiano Hospital, 
shown here in 1930. One neighbor living directly across the street from the former hospital site 
describes her connection to the hospital and the neighborhood: “I was born in this hospital and 
my family’s lived on that [street]...So I was born there and I lived [there] all my life and when I 

got married I built there also. I bought a property from 
my aunt and I built my house there and I’m still in 
it…I’ve been in the same house now 46 years.” 
 
The hospital went bankrupt in 1991. Five years later 
its buildings were partially demolished and the site 
was fenced by the city of Tampa. As the 7-acre site 
languished for over a decade while city officials and 
others considered how to tackle it, illegal dumpers 
deposited waste on the former hospital grounds. 
Clean up posed environmental challenges. In 
addition to the waste, the old buildings were 
insulated with asbestos and several underground  

              storage tanks dotted the landscape. Medical waste  
              and a leaking transformer were also present.  
 
To address these issues, the site was designated a brownfield by the city of Tampa in the fall of 
2003. A Brownfield Site Rehabilitation Agreement (BSRA) was subsequently signed by Bank of 
America and brownfields program overseer Florida DEP. These legal processes enabled the 
bank and Home Association to take advantage of tax incentives to clean up and redevelop the 
property. They also signaled the beginning of a more formal relationship between developer, 
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city, state and community members focused on 
cleaning up and revitalizing the area. Dan Fahey, 
City of Tampa’s brownfield coordinator, describes the 
residents’ initial reaction to the brownfield process: 
“When it was going through the brownfield process 
and there was a posting I did get some calls from 
neighbors that were interested in coming in. They 
wanted to volunteer to start cleaning up the property 
right away.”  

 
 

 
Working Together…Cautiously 

 
In this diverse, changing and economically challenged community plagued for over a decade by 
an eyesore and a haven for unwanted behaviors, neighbors were both hesitant to take seriously 
the overtures of the developer and at the same time excited about the prospect of renewal. And 
while participation in the city and state’s brownfield program offered crucial financial and 
technical assistance to the developer, it also served to lengthen an already long process of 
rebuilding, which increased neighbors’ stress. To relieve this frustration, Bank of America 
stepped in to actively guide the public participation process. As is generally the case, the city of 
Tampa took on the role of brownfield procedural administrator and Florida DEP’s designated 
brownfield site manager stood by to offer environmental technical assistance as needed. 
 
City requirements for public hearings and notice were fulfilled, with little response from the 
community. Roxanne Amoroso, Vice President for Community Development Banking, described 
the situation, “…the people that come to those meetings are just the tip of the iceberg of who 
you need to be reaching out to, because largely the people that you want to hear from, they 

don’t go to those kind[s] of meetings.” Ms. Amoroso went beyond 
the formal meetings. She walked the neighborhood; she knocked 
on doors and sat with people in their living rooms. She worked 
closely with neighborhood leaders, some of whom went along 
willingly and some of whom were initially angry, defensive and 
distrustful.  
 
Martha Benitez, who was born in the hospital, described her own 
posture, “I went in ready to butt heads because we had been run 
over so many times. I went in ready to butt heads! And then she 
was the first person, Roxanne Amoroso, that as far as the banks 
were concerned or anybody that had to do with the property, that 

    came through and said ‘Martha, this is what we’re looking at. I’m  
    not going to tell you anything that’s not the truth and this is what 
               we’re going to do.’” 
 
In addition to the informal discussions, many regularly scheduled meetings were held. By 
adhering to a strict deadline and being honest with neighbors about clean up efforts, Ms. 
Amoroso eventually earned their trust. Trust was crucial as the developer guided the process to 
its desired final outcome, which while in keeping with residents’ desires for elderly housing, 
exhibited some controversial attributes, such as a three-story profile and an entrance on a quiet 
residential street. 
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Lessons Learned 
 
To create Centro Place Apartments, the developer became a champion for active public 
involvement, in order to rebuild public trust and show that an outsider could have the 
community’s best interest at heart. By partnering with the Home Association, a well-known 
neighborhood institution, the developer early on signaled that its intentions met the needs of the 
community by building senior housing on the brownfield site. At the outset, neighbors wanted to 
support the project, but expressed concern that their issues be heard: “We said we would 
support them because whatever would come in would be better than what was there, but we 
wanted to have an input on what goes here as a neighborhood and since it impacts us we 
wanted to be involved in some kind of planning.”  
 
A trusting relationship grew through meetings and informal get-togethers with diverse 
community leaders and residents, both long-time and newly arrived, during the cleanup and 
redevelopment process. With ten years to imagine a perfect outcome, neighbors came to 
discussions both burdened by mistrust and possessing a guarded optimism. Once the 
relationship was built, neighbors were open to a process of give and take on issues such as 
final building height and location of entrance and exits. While seemingly minor, a confrontation 
on these details could have disrupted progress significantly. In the end, however, persistence 
and compromise reigned, which strengthened the community. David Foster, a Tampa architect 
involved with the site, described the experience best:  

 
“… the longer it began to proceed and people could see the drawings, and the 
participation, and taking in their concerns, then it began to become better accepted 
because the people begin to know what was going on and this wasn’t a dream, 
…and I think that whole process was a good community building exercise”.   

 
 

 

New Amenities and Stronger Relationships   


