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An Urban, Suburban, and Rural Problem
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What is a “Blighted Property”?
General Legal Criteria
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Public nuisance Attractive nuisance 
to children

Accumulation of 
trash, debris, haven 

for vermin
Unfit for human 

habitation 

Fire hazard or safety 
risks

Lack of water, gas or 
other utilities 

Tax delinquent for 2 
years and vacant

Vacant and not code 
compliant within one 

year of receiving 
notice of violations 

Abandoned property 
with municipal liens 
exceeding 150% of 

value

Defective or unusual 
condition of title

Environmentally 
hazardous conditions 

or contamination



Quantify the Blight:  
City of Sharon
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Use what you have – resident volunteers
http://www.sharonforward.com/mapping-initiative-results-summary/

http://www.sharonforward.com/mapping-initiative-results-summary/
http://www.sharonforward.com/mapping-initiative-results-summary/


Big Picture

Crucial Strategies to Eliminate Blight
1. Establish an Enforceable Legal Framework

2. Target Limited Resources and Collaborate with Key Partners

3. Change the Culture to Improve Compliance

4. Transfer Worst Properties to Responsible New Owners
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Big Picture

Tools to Prevent and 
Eliminate Blight and 
Keep Properties up to 
Code

Tools to Address Long 
Term Vacant and 
Abandoned Blighted 
Properties
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Tools to Prevent and Eliminate Blight 
and Keep Properties Up to Code
• IPMC or similar ordinances to hold property owners to clear 

standards
• Quality of Life ticketing for common code violations
• Rental, vacant, and foreclosed registries to better monitor property 

conditions
• Presale inspections to identify deficiencies for correction
• Tax Sale bidder disqualification to prevent bad owners from acquiring 

more properties
• Home repair and rental assistance programs to help homeowners and 

small landlords who lack resources
• For severely blighted properties – fines, permit denials, and criminal 

charges to encourage repair and maintenance

7



Tools to Address Long Term Vacant and 
Abandoned Blighted Properties

• Demolition to remove unsafe structures and prepare for 
reinvestment, plus Act 152 demolition fund

• Conservatorship to bring properties up to code 
• Condemnation/Eminent Domain to acquire properties and 

transfer them to new owners, plus Blighted Property Review 
Committee

• Land Banks to acquire, manage and market vacant, abandoned 
and tax delinquent properties for transfer to new owners
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Making the Case for 
Funding Code 
Enforcement and 
Blight Mitigation

Budgetary Approach
• Cost of blight and doing nothing
• Loss of tax revenues, loss of other tax 

revenues from loss of/inability to attract 
residents and business

Economic Approach
• Impacts on businesses and jobs
• Impact on household wealth

Humanistic Approach
• Stories of residents and business owners 

living with blighted properties

Tell a story that highlights 
what comes AFTER the blight
Opportunities for new and 
higher quality housing, open 
space, more attractive 
community
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Educate 
Decision-Makers 
and 
Constituencies

Components for  
Education Campaigns

10

Clearly define the problem 
and show how the proposed 
strategy can help

Focus on the cost of doing 
nothing

Share success stories from 
other communities using the 
strategy



Clearly define the 
problem and 
show how the 
proposed strategy 
can help

Altoona
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SOLUTIONS:  Home Repair Grant and Loan Program
Community Volunteer Program for Property Maintenance 



Focus on the cost 
of doing nothing
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“Blight is enormously expensive.”

Financial Impact of Blight on the Tri-COG Communities, 2014



Share success 
stories from other 
communities 
using the strategy

Example: 
 Fairly large-scale demolition 

program underway
 Weak real estate market
 After demolition, how will the 

newly vacant lots be managed, 
reused, redeveloped?

VACANT LOT PROGRAM 
NEEDED
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Land Banks and KPB: Creating Lots of Love

Keep PA Beautiful, the state affiliate of Keep America 
Beautiful, awarded a $2,000 grant to the Seeds of 
Change project, a collaboration between the 
Westmoreland County Land Bank, the City of 
Jeannette, and private citizens to clear a vacant lot at 
Clay Avenue and Seventh Street and develop it as a 
community garden. Photo credits: Westmoreland County Land Bank



Land Banks and KPB: Creating Lots of Love

Photo credits: Westmoreland County Land Bank



Positive Messaging 
Focus on what comes after the blight is removed - OPPORTUNITY 
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After the Blight



Communications Strategies

 Avoid technical language and acronyms
 Combine data with personal stories
 Use visual aids and graphics, less text
 Know your audience – What matters to them? Focus 

there
 Manage expectations with integrity and vulnerability
 Pause and take stock of your efforts and successes 
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Act 152 
Demolition Fund -
Delaware County
For 2021, Delaware County 
reported collecting $774,000 
in revenue for its Demolition 
Fund.
6 structures were demolished 
at a cost of $199,000. 14 
additional structures were 
approved for demolition, 
pending completion. 
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20https://greensburgblightinventory-wcpagis.hub.arcgis.com/

https://greensburgblightinventory-wcpagis.hub.arcgis.com/


Pre-Sale 
Inspections:  
Canonsburg 
Borough

Real Estate Transfer 
Packet

Landlord -Tenant 
Reporting Form
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Real Estate Transfer Packet
Certificate of Inspection –inspection 

checklist attached - $75 fee/unit
Certificate of Zoning Approval - $75 fee
Dye Test Certification - $75 fee
Municipal Lien Letter - $35 fee

Landlord-Tenant Reporting Form
 Requires landlords to provide tenant 

names and phone numbers to the 
Borough

n

http://www.canonsburgboro.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/May-2020-newest-real-estate-transfer-packet.pdf
http://www.canonsburgboro.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Scan.pdf


Dauphin County Land Bank

• Rehab in Steelton 
Borough

• Two residential units
• Borough deeded property 

to Land Bank for $1
• County gaming grant for 

materials
• Sweat equity for labor

Image source:  Habitat for Humanity of the Greater Harrisburg Area



PROPERTY ACQUISITIONS

THE FIRST USE OF THE PRIORITY OR TRUMP BID WAS ON OCTOBER 7, 2019. 
ACQUIRED 11 PROPERTIES ACROSS 4 MUNICIPALITIES



Eminent Domain:
City of Erie

A BPRC is established by 
ordinance with committee 
members appointed by the local 
governing body.
It holds hearings to determine 
whether property is blighted.  
The owner has an opportunity 
to participate in the hearing.  
Any property certified as 
blighted may be acquired by the 
RA using eminent domain. 
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Condemn Properties Using a Blighted 
Property Review Committee

As authorized under the Pennsylvania 
Urban Redevelopment Law, the Erie 
Redevelopment Authority uses 
eminent domain to acquire properties 
certified as blighted by the BPRC. 

In 2018, the ERA initiated the 
eminent domain process to acquire 28 
blighted properties.



Misdemeanor Criminal Charges
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Failure to Comply with a Code Requirement
• Persons with at least two convictions for the 

same code violation where the violation 
remains unabated, threatens health, safety, 
property, and no reasonable attempt to abate 
may be charged with a 2nd degree 
misdemeanor (1st degree for three or more 
convictions).

• City of Altoona worked out an arrangement 
with Blair County DA to have its Solicitor 
appointed Assistant District Attorney in order 
to pursue criminal misdemeanor charges related 
to code enforcement.



Contact information

Phyllis Chamberlain
Executive Director
Housing Alliance of PA 
phyllis@housingalliancepa.org
Mobile: 267-422-2074
Office: 215-576-7044

Winnie Branton
President
Branton Strategies LLC
wbranton@brantonstrategies.com
267-788-1651
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