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Vacant vs. Blighted

Abandoned



•Access

•Ease

•Public/Private Partnerships
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Acquisition Strategies
• Tax Sale 
• Land Banks
• Conservatorship
• REO Properties
• Community Land Trusts



Tax Sale

A Public Auction, run by the municipal 
body, to recover delinquent taxes



Considerations
Pricing
• Upset Price
• Sales Price

o Use
• Side Yards
• Private Individuals
• Community Groups
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Timing
• 18+ months

Cost 
• ~$2,000-$4,000 indirect
• Recoverable 3rd party 

costs



Pros and Cons
Pros Cons
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• Relatively Inexpensive
• Some costs are 

recoverable
• Free & Clear, Insurable 

Title

• Takes Time
• Complicated
• Not guaranteed



Land Bank



What is it?
A public authority created to efficiently 

acquire, hold, manage, and develop vacant, 
abandoned, and/or foreclosed properties. 

-----
Unites the collection of delinquent property 
taxes, land recycling and homeownership 

preservation into one aligned system
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Source: planphilly.org, March 2015



Act 153 of 2012
• Enables municipalities of 10,000 or more persons to 

create land banks as distinct public entities
• Considered start of 3rd generation of US land banking, 

most flexible, powerful state enabling legislation to-date
• Gives newly-created land banks the power to discharge 

and extinguish tax liens and claims (Section 2117)
• Sets guidelines for number of board members, 

transparency, acquisition, maintenance and disposition
• Requirement to address how the newly-created land 

bank will handle occupied tax-delinquent properties 
• Gives eligible jurisdictions a new tool to recycle tax-

delinquent land and put it back on the tax rolls
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Who Can Do It
Role of Municipality Role of Community

• Facilitate Tax 
Foreclosure and Clear 
Title

• Target
• Maintain / Manage
• Dispose

• Ongoing Input
• Steward Community 

Plan
• Watchdog



How Long Does it Take?
• Acquisition

o State Tax Foreclosure Process – 12-18 months
o Clear Title 4-5 months

• Hold/Maintain
o Indefinite

• Disposition
o 3 Months
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Conservatorship



What is it?
The Abandoned and Blighted Property Conservatorship Act 
Act No. 135 of 2008
Effective Date:  February 26, 2009 / Amended December 2014
Purpose: 
• To provide for court-appointed conservators to bring residential, 

commercial and industrial buildings into municipal code compliance 
(to avoid demolition)

• To protect the citizens of this Commonwealth who live or own 
property in proximity to substandard buildings

• To protect Pennsylvanian's older communities
• To eliminate the public safety threat, diminishing property values and 

nuisance caused by blight
• To decrease the costs to the Commonwealth, municipality and 

taxpayers to secure and ultimately demolish deteriorating structures



Who Can Do It
Petitioner Conservator

• Municipal Entity
• Nonprofit Community 

Development 
Organization

• Land owner within 
2,000ft

• Anyone

How Long Does it Take?
Initial Petition Conservator Closing

• 4-6 months • >90 days
• Indefinite

• 3 months



Local Examples
• Dormont

o Municipality – Rehab for resale

• Sheraden
o Private - Demolition to community garden
o Private - Rehab for resale

• Manchester
o Private - Rehab for rental
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REO Properties
(Real Estate Owned)
First Look Programs



What is it?
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Property Acquisition Programs (First Look)
Timing Considerations: 

Designed to be implemented on a flow basis, prior to property being listed 
via typical means, with negligible impact to current operations

Day 1:
24 hours to
Confirm

Days 2 – 5:
Continued Due Diligence

& Ability To Request Pricing 

Pricing Received:
24 hours To
Respond

Seller to 
complete 
foreclosure, 

redemption and 
eviction process

Seller to 
secure the 
property

Seller 
performs 
property 
inspection

Seller 
determines 
“Market 
Value” and 
disposition 

plan

Seller 
proceeds to 
market the 
property

Seller incurs 
holding costs, 
market risk, 
etc. until sold

Property Sold

Seller to make 
property 

available for 
inspection

Buyer 
confirms 
interest to 
inspect

Buyer 
performs 
property 
inspection/ 
obtains BPO

Seller 
provides 
Adjusted 
Sales Price

Buyer 
responds: 
Accept
Decline
Counter

Buyer 
Timeline

Seller 
Timeline

Source: National Community Stabilization Trust, June 2014



Who Can Do It?
• Municipality

• Community Group
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What Is It?
• Property Acquisition
• Donation / Discount

How Long Does it Take?
• 2-3 months

How Much Does it Cost?
• Each property is 

different



Community Land Trusts
nonprofit corporation that develops and 

stewards affordable 
housing, community gardens, civic buildings, 

commercial spaces and 
other community assets on behalf of a 

community.



How does it work?
Separates the ownership of land from the 
improvements on the land with a 99-year 

deed restriction

CLT retains ownership of the Land

Homeowner buys and owns home

CLT leases Land to homeowner
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Who Can Do It?



Blight Boot Camp
For Residents
• Planning Your Vacant Lot Project
• Resident-Led Advocacy
• Who You Gonna Call? 

For Community Groups
• Increase Capacity through 

Collaboration
• Stabilizing Vacant Properties
• Data Driven Decision Making

For Everyone
• Creative (and Crowd) Funding
• Community Art to Fight Blight
• Green Space Solutions



Who Can Do It?
Municipal/Community

Partnership
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What Is It?
Education / Training

How Long Does it Take?
4 months to plan

How Much Does it Cost?
Variable



Thank you

Bethany Davidson
Neighborhood Policy Director

bdavidson@pcrg.org
412.391.6732 x201



Vacant Lot Toolkit
October  2015



Overview

o Background
o Goals
o Policy
o Resources
o Program



Vacant Lots in Pittsburgh



Existing Vacant Lot Programs in Pittsburgh
o Side Yard Sale Program
o Vacant Land Sale
o Garden Waiver/License – (Replaced by the Adopt-A-Lot Program)



Vacant Lots in Pittsburgh
o Open Space Plan 
o Public process

o Policy
o Access
o Process

o City
o Cost of maintenance
o Compromising quality of life for residents 
o Reducing property values
o Weakening the City’s tax base
o Opportunities for suitable uses



Vacant Lot Toolkit (VLTK)

o Why?
o Reduce blight
o Promoting access to fresh food
o Increasing neighborhood cohesiveness
o Promote sustainability goals of the City
o Permits green infrastructure



VLTK - Implementation

o Open Space Plan (adopted 2013)

o Implementation Items:
o Vacant Land Coordinator (hired as Open Space Specialist [OSS]  - (2014)

o Goals
o Point person for all vacant lot reuse request
o Track projects

o Vacant Lot Toolkit 
o Goals

o Prioritize re-use strategies
o Clarify roles and responsibilities
o Streamline process – predictability

o Documents
o Policy Guide
o Resource Guide
o Adopt-A-Lot Ordinance



Setting expectations…
o Short vs. long term
o Implementation
o Pilot
o Feedback 



VLTK Policy Guide

o Short-term 
o Set a vision
o Clarify + Develop the Process
o Conduct Legal Reviews of reuse types
o Public Art
o Create Process for Commercial Reuses



VLTK Policy Guide -Vision

o Inter-departmental coordination
o Commitment to work with non-

profit partners
o Transparent process
o Key performance metrics

o Outcomes
o Monthly meetings
o Companion pieces to VLTK (Lots to Love)
o Tracking projects



VLTK Policy Guide – Types of Reuses

o Types
o Edible
o Flower
o Rain

o Considerations
o Unions
o Public Trust Doctrine



VLTK Policy Guide - Process

o Open Space Specialist
o VLTK Resources/Programs/Forms
o Edible/Flower/Rain
o Finding a Lot
o Ownership
o Timeline

o Considerations
o Coordination
o Liability
o Predictability





VLTK Policy Guide – Public Art
o Art Division of City Planning

o Art Commission

o Considerations
o Defining “Art”
o Precedents
o Temporary



VLTK Policy Guide – Commercial Uses

o Updated Urban Agriculture Code (2015)

o Considerations
o Business Plan
o Disposition of land
o Experience
o Lease cost structure



VLTK Policy Guide

o Long-term
o Create suitability analysis
o Create standards + process for 

Longer Term Uses + Purchase
o Define + Clarify Community

Opportunities



VLTK Policy Guide - Suitability Analysis

o Redevelopment priority areas
o Dangerous area (environmental)
o Green infrastructure development areas
o Community Plans
o Food deserts
o Proximity to neighborhood resources
o Relationship to existing legislated open 

space

o Considerations
o Longer-term uses
o Ownership vs. license/leasing



VLTK Policy Guide-
Create standards + process for Longer Term 

Uses + Purchase
o Standards for Community Plans
o Longer term leases
o Options for purchase

o Considerations
o Land-use planning
o Capacity
o Lease to own
o First right to refusal
o Assessed value



VLTK Resource Guide: A How-to Guide for Residents

o Process/Procedures
o Guidelines
o Resources



Process

o Transparent Process
o Predictability



Program Types 



Planning + Design: Components

o Narrative
o Site Plan
o Community Process
o Insurance
o Maintenance Plan



Resources

o Partners + Organization
o Fundraising
o Volunteers + Training



Adopt-A-Lot Ordinance

o Who?
o Grants City Planning Director power to administer and enter into 

agreements with residents/groups for edible, flower, and rain garden uses



Adopt-A-Lot Ordinance

o What? 
o Adopt-A-Lot Program

o Process
o Establishes clear roles/responsibilities

o Policy
o Reuse types
o Sale of goods
o Liability

o Access
o Licenses/leases to use City-owned land for edible, flower, rain garden purposes



Adopt-A-Lot Program

o Where?



Adopt-A-Lot Program

o How?
o Online, interactive PDF Document –VLTK Resource Guide
o Print copies 
o Online applications/forms
o Coordination with non-profit partners



Lessons Learned

o Challenges
o Many components
o Legal
o Liability
o Financial

o Wins
o Financial
o Coordination
o Communication



Thank you!

Q&A


