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Introduction

On February 28, 2014, the Committee on Housing and Buildings, chaired by Council Member Jumaane D. Williams, will conduct an oversight hearing entitled “Vacant Properties in New York City: How many are there and what is the City doing about them?” Those invited to testify include the Deputy Mayor for Housing and Economic Development, the Director of the Mayor’s Office of Operations, the Commissioners of the Department of Housing Preservation and Development (“HPD”) and the Department of Citywide Administrative Services (“DCAS”), Community Boards, housing advocates, legal service providers, representatives of the real estate industry, and other interested members of the public. 
Vacant properties can pose a variety of costly problems for municipalities: they can decrease neighborhood property values and quality of life; they can fall into disrepair, collapse, or be a source of fires; they can attract criminal activity; and they can drain a municipality’s budget, as well as the resources of its police, firefighters, and building inspectors. In New York City specifically, there have been several press reports of problems with vacant properties, including:

· In TriBeCa, the Department of Health reported a “severe rat infestation” at a vacant lot.

· In Morrisania, residents have complained that a vacant lot has become an illegal junkyard.
 
· In Jamaica, residents have for several years complained about the condition of a vacant hospital, which has many broken windows, squatters, and debris strewn around the site.
 Separately, police have reported that foreclosed, boarded-up homes are “becoming a magnet for criminal activity.”
    
· In Staten Island, a vacant, two-story building was torched in an act of arson
 and, in another instance, two homeless people triggered an explosion while attempting to remove gas piping from a vacant apartment building.
 
· In Queens, police arrested someone for writing “anti-gay epithets” on the wall of a vacant home.
 
· On the upper West Side, community leaders complained that an owner of a vacant townhouse was allowing it fall into “decrepit” conditions.
 
· In Ozone Park, prosecutors claimed that a vacant three-family home was the site of a violent sex crime.

But vacant properties also represent an opportunity: for example, they can be transformed into much needed affordable housing,
 businesses, or community spaces. At this hearing, the Committee will hear from the City and from community stakeholders on how to identify vacant properties, guard against the risks they pose, and ultimately restore them to valuable use.
Number of Vacant Properties in New York City
The Department of City Planning’s (“DCP”) Primary Land Use Tax Lot Output (“PLUTO”)
 data files indicate that of the 859,373 tax lots in the City, 28,625 (3.3%) are vacant (as of October 2013).
 In Manhattan, 1,308 of 43,315 tax lots are vacant (3.0%); in Brooklyn, 7,396 of 277,882 tax lots are vacant (2.7%); in the Bronx, 4,185 of 89,974 tax lots are vacant (4.7%); in Queens, 8,445 of 324,533 tax lots are vacant (2.6%); and in Staten Island, 7,291 of 123,669 tax lots are vacant (5.9%).
 A breakdown of the ownership of these lots is contained in the following table:
Ownership of Vacant Tax Lots
	
	MN
	BK
	BX
	QN
	SI

	Total vacant lots
	1,308
	7,396
	4,185
	8,445
	7,291

	City-owned lots (% of total)
	358 

(27.4%)
	1,468
(19.8%)
	569
(13.6%)
	1,482
(17.5%)
	1,294
(17.7%)

	Privately owned lots

(% of total)
	832

(63.6%)
	5,746

(77.7%)
	3,482

(83.2%)
	6,742

(79.6%)
	5,712

(78.3%)

	Other

(% of total)
	118

(9.0%)
	182

(2.5%)
	134

(3.2%)
	221

(2.6%)
	285

(3.9%)


Source: DCP PLUTO
The total number of vacant buildings is more difficult to assess. The City, through its Integrated Property Information System, maintains a database of City-owned vacant buildings. This database indicates that there are approximately 101 City-owned (or City-leased) vacant buildings.
 But it does not appear that the City maintains a database of privately-owned vacant buildings. Limited information regarding the number of privately-owned vacant buildings can be gleaned from data maintained by various City agencies. For example, according to the Department of Buildings’ complaint records, from January 2013 through the present, violations concerning open or unguarded vacant buildings were issued against 401 buildings and full vacate orders were issued (and not yet rescinded) against 62 buildings.
 And according to Fire Department data, 17 buildings are currently vacated for being unsafe.

Recently however, stakeholders have attempted to estimate the total number of vacant buildings in different parts of the City. For example, in 2010, a coalition of advocacy groups and the Furman Center for Real Estate and Urban Policy at New York University “canvassed 245 census tracts in 9 community districts to identify vacant condominiums that were completely constructed and completely vacant, completely constructed and partially vacant, or under construction and completely vacant.”
 Of the fully constructed buildings, the survey found that 74 were completely vacant and 190 were partially vacant.
 
In 2012, the organization Picture the Homeless worked with others to survey properties in 20 of the City’s 59 Community districts.
 The survey identified 3,551 vacant buildings and 2,489 vacant lots citywide, finding 987 vacant buildings and 257 vacant lots in Manhattan; 1,623 vacant buildings and 1,412 vacant lots in Brooklyn; 368 vacant buildings and 186 vacant lots in the Bronx; 211 vacant buildings and 384 vacant lots in Queens; and 362 vacant buildings and 250 vacant lots in Staten Island.

City Efforts to Address Vacant Properties


HPD has in the past administered several programs aimed at encouraging development and rehabilitation of vacant properties. These programs include:
· 421(a) Tax Incentive Program. This program provides a partial property tax exemption for new construction of multiple dwellings on certain lots, including lots that were vacant or mostly vacant before the start of construction.

· HomeWorks Homeownership Program. Under this program, HPD conveyed small, vacant City-owned buildings to builders who completely rehabilitate them to create one- to four- family homes for sale to individual homebuyers at market prices. 
· Housing Asset Renewal Program (“HARP”). This program finances completed or partially constructed vacant residential buildings where construction has stalled.
· Neighborhood Entrepreneurs Program (“NEP”). This program allows neighborhood-based private entrepreneurs, working with local not-for-profit organizations, to own and manage clusters of City-owned buildings, including vacant City-owned buildings. 
· Neighborhood Redevelopment Program (“NRP”). Under this program, clusters of City-owned buildings, including vacant buildings, are conveyed to community-based not-for-profit organizations for rehabilitation and operation as rental housing. Rehabilitation of the properties is financed by HPD using a combination of City and Federal funds.
· Neighborhood Stabilization Program (“NSP”). This is a Federal program, administered by HPD, in which funding is provided to purchase and rehabilitate certain properties, including vacant properties.
· New York City Housing Authority (“NYCHA”). HPD works with NYCHA to construct low- and moderate-income housing on vacant NYCHA property.

· Restored Homes. Restored Homes is a not-for-profit organization that coordinates with HPD to purchase, rehabilitate, and sell vacant one- to four-family homes in neighborhoods affected by the mortgage foreclosure crisis.

· StoreWorks Homeownership Program. Under this program, HPD conveyed small, vacant mixed-use buildings to private owners for rehabilitation and use as affordable housing and commercial/retail establishments.
The City has also enacted laws to guard against some of the hazards posed by vacant properties. For example, the City requires owners to secure vacant buildings, to maintain fire protection (e.g. sprinklers, adequate exits) within such buildings, and to remove combustible or hazardous materials from the premises.
 The City also requires that owners surround vacant lots with fencing.
 In cases where owners fail to discharge their obligations regarding vacant properties, the City may do so itself and charge the costs to the owner.

Approaches in Other Jurisdictions

Many of the City’s programs have focused on financing the redevelopment of vacant properties and have typically focused on City-owned vacant properties. It is, however, worth noting some of the different approaches taken by other municipalities in tackling issues arising from vacant properties. Some examples include:
· Buffalo, NY. Buffalo, which has one of the highest number of vacant properties in the country, has created a task force to investigate and deter the practice of “house-flipping,” which can lead to vacant properties. Buffalo also acquires and sells vacant properties to private buyers and requires that such buyers agree not to resell the property for more than 120% of the purchase price for 6 months.

· Chicago, IL. Chicago requires that vacant properties be registered, maintained, and insured. The city charges a fee for registration and requires registration renewal (with an additional fee) every six months.

· Cincinnati, OH. Cincinnati requires that vacant properties be enrolled in a special maintenance program and charges a fee for enrollment. The amount of the fee is based on the length of time the property has been vacant with properties that have been vacant longer paying substantially higher fees.

· Cleveland, OH. Cleveland uses a land bank to acquire vacant land and market it to responsible developers for redevelopment.

· Columbus, OH. Columbus takes a multi-prong approach to dealing with vacant properties: (1) it uses a land bank to acquire and transfer properties, including vacant properties, for redevelopment; (2) it provides funding to help neighborhoods and developers rehabilitate vacant properties; (3) it enlists neighborhood groups to help with taking care of vacant lots; (4) it uses a “Mow to Own Sideyard Program” that involves transferring city-owned, vacant parcels to adjacent property owners; and (5) it publishes a list of owners of troubled vacant properties to “raise public awareness” about such conditions.

· Dallas, TX. Dallas uses a land bank to acquire and re-sell vacant lots to private owners to build affordable single-family homes.

· Detroit, MI. Detroit is conducting a survey of each of its 380,217 parcels of land in order to assess the condition of each and determine which lots and buildings are vacant. Seventy-five teams of three people have been taking pictures of each lot and building in the city. The survey has cost “$1.5 million in foundation and private funds” so far.

· Hackensack, NJ. Hackensack enacted an ordinance that allows the city to file lawsuits demanding access to vacant properties for the purpose of rehabilitating them. The city reports that, in most cases, the threat of a lawsuit is sufficient to encourage owners to take remedial action.

· Hollywood, FL. Hollywood requires registration of vacant and abandoned properties by owners.
 The city then inventories the properties and provides needed maintenance should the properties fall into disrepair.

· Louisville, KY. Louisville has established a land bank to acquire and re-sell vacant properties to buyers who will develop affordable housing. Louisville has also set a higher property tax rate for vacant properties.

· Minneapolis, MN. Minneapolis employs a multi-prong approach to vacant properties:
(1) the Minneapolis Advantage homeownership program offers homebuyers a five-year, forgivable $10,000 loan that they can apply toward purchase of a home located on a block that contains at least one vacant (or foreclosed) property; (2) the city funds the Greater Metropolitan Housing Corporation, which can purchase troubled assets, including vacant properties, rehabilitate them, and return them to the market more quickly than the city itself can; and (3) Minneapolis imposes a high “registration fee” before allowing properties to be vacant and boarded up.

· New Haven, CT. New Haven registers vacant properties and then works in partnership with community groups to demolish, rebuild, and maintain those properties. After rebuilding, New Haven’s police department coordinates with community groups, state agencies, and other city departments to address quality of life issues in affected neighborhoods. 

· North Olmsted, OH. The North Olmsted police and fire departments maintain a list of vacant properties and update it monthly. Police monitor the properties to prevent criminal activity (e.g. theft of copper piping), and the fire department watches for issues with frozen pipes and arson attempts.

· Philadelphia, PA. Philadelphia uses a land bank to acquire tax-delinquent properties, including vacant properties, and transfer them to private owners for redevelopment.
 
· St. Louis, MO. St. Louis has established a “Problem Property Court” that focuses on “the worst of the worst” vacant properties and requires owners of such properties to restore or sell them.

· San Francisco, CA. San Francisco requires that owners register vacant buildings annually or face substantial penalties.

Council Concerns


Stakeholders and elected officials have for several years pointed to the dangers – and the opportunities – posed by vacant properties in New York City. At this hearing, the Committee will explore how the new Administration intends to avoid these dangers and capitalize on these opportunities. The Committee will also, by way of this hearing, provide a forum for stakeholders to propose solutions to the issues raised by vacant properties.
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