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Executive Summary

Blighted and abandoned
properties undermine the
fabric of communities, impose
significant costs on local
government, erode property
values, and deter investment.

The challenges that blighted and City Investment in Blight Mitigation and
abandoned properties present have Neighborhood Revitalization
been with us for decades but resist easy

solutions. Over the past decade, the

City of Reading has made progress in SN Home Repair and

addressing blight through more proactive m /R\’e".t?l Rehab $95°looo
code enforcement, targeted demolition, ssistance

and HUD funded programming through

the Community Development Block " N Sidewalk

Grant (CDBG) and the HOME Investment &  improvements $440,000

Partnership (HOME) programs. However,

a more strategic and comprehensive
approach is needed to systematically
eliminate blighted properties and ‘H] % rra??g\?ements $7°,°00
transform them into community assets P

like new and rehabbed housing, green

spaces and other uses that add value to
neighborhoods. \0

ﬁ Demolition $1_2 million
Through this Housing and Blight Strategy

(Strategy), the City proposes to build
on existing programs by incorporating

Seali
housing conditions, eliminate blighted eating
properties, and spur community

reinvestment.
Technical

new tools and best practices to improve @ Boarding and $100,000
—tin
©
t]. Assistance $36,000

The City has allocated and is investing
$2.8 million to support blight mitigation,

neighborhood revitalization and the

implementation of this Strategy. This Data M .
investment includes City general funds, .@ adaBl.aE?geme“
federal funding through CDBG and the and Blight survey $18!4°°

HOME programs, and state funding
through the Pennsylvania Department of
Community and Economic Development.
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The Strategy includes 1 Data Findings: Understanding the Scope of Blight
the following five parts: 2 Reviewing Current Programs

3 Outlining a New Approach

4 Recommended Action Steps and Strategies

5 Implementing a Schedule and Securing Funding

Data Findings: Understanding the Scope of
Blight

Understanding the scope of the problem is the first step in identifying solutions.
The City has created an initial inventory of more than 300 certified blighted and
other properties that are vacant, abandoned, tax delinquent and in serious need of
repair (collectively “problem properties”). Part 1 reviews relevant data about these
problem properties, as well as housing characteristics and property conditions data,
to better understand the nature and extent of blight.

Reviewing Current Programs

The City of Reading already has in place a number of programs

to improve housing, prevent and eliminate blight, and attract
investment. Understanding those programs and assessing their
effectiveness helps inform the need for new tools and program
adjustments. Part 2 provides an overview of existing City programs.

Outlining A New Approach

The City's Strategy outlines a new approach to addressing blight
(data-driven, equitable and collaborative) and recommends
action steps and strategies designed to prevent and remediate
blighted properties and redevelop them in ways that improve
health and safety and revitalize neighborhoods. Part 3 explains
this new approach.
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Recommended Action Steps and Strategies

The recommended actions in this Strategy are intended to build on the strengths
of the City's existing programs and policies to address blight. Part 4 discusses

the recommended action steps and strategies. These action steps fall into three
categories: Prevention, Remediation and Redevelopment. The following six action
steps are prioritized for 2019 (Phase |);

Implement
Facade
Improvement
Program

Provide residential and
commercial property
owners with grants

to improve building
facades

Create a Problem
Property Inventory
Create an initial
inventory of 334

blighted and tax-
foreclosed properties

Implement Sidewalk
Improvement
Program

Provide financial
assistance to owner-
occupants to repair their
sidewalks

Prioritize Properties

for Intervention
Prioritize 30 properties
and create plans for
returning each one to
productive use

Disqualify Negligent
Property Owners from
County Tax Sales

Collaborate with the Berks
County Tax Claim Bureau to
disqualify ineligible bidders
from judicial tax sales

Increase the
Foreclosed Property

Registration Fee
Work with the
Administration and City
Council to raise the fee
paid by lenders for
foreclosed property
registration from $100 to
$200, thereby raising an
additional $100,000 that
could be dedicated to
blight mitigation

Most of the remaining recommended action steps are expected to be initiated
in late 2019/early 2020 (Phase ).

An infographic of the recommended action steps and strategies is shown on

the following page.

Implementing a Schedule and Securing Funding

Part 5 sets forth a preliminary implementation schedule and discusses possible
additional funding sources. The City has secured and allocated more than $2.8
million in City Housing funds, HUD Community Development Block Grant (CDBG)
and Home Investment Partnership (HOME) funding, and DCED technical assistance
funding to support blight remediation and implementation of this Strategy. To
systematically address more than 300 problem properties and return them to
productive use, a multi-year plan and budget is needed. The City administration
will work with City Council, DCED and other partners to secure funding to support a

multi-year Strategy.
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The City offers this Strategy as a starting point in a
community conversation about blight elimination.
Tackling blight is a community effort and requires
broad participation and support to be successful.
Community Development Staff will present this
Strategy to City Council following a series of
discussions with boards and commissions, non-profit
and community organizations, residents, and other
stakeholders. Through this community engagement
process, the City will gather input and further refine
this Strategy.

With grant funding provided by DCED through

the Act 47* program, the City received technical
assistance from the Housing Alliance of Pennsylvania
in developing this Housing and Blight Strategy.
Technical assistance was provided by Winnie Branton
of Branton Strategies LLC.

Prior plans that were reviewed and considered in
preparing this Strategy:

City of Reading 2019 Action Plan and 2019-2023
Consolidated Action Plan (HUD)

City of Reading 2017 Consolidated Annual
Performance and Evaluation Report (CAPER)

Act 47 Amended Recovery Plan (2014)
City of Reading Market Value Analysis (2012)

City of Reading Housing Strategy. Act 47 Recovery
Plan (2011)

City of Reading Economic Development Strategy,
Act 47 Recovery Plan (2011)

* Municipalities Financial Recovery Act (Act 47 of 1987, as amended). The City
entered Act 47 oversight in 2009.
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Implement Facade Improvement Program

Recommended
Strategies and
Actions Implement Sidewalk Improvement Program
Disqualify Negligent Property Owners
from County Tax Sales
Expand Home Repair Program and Include Rental
PREVENTION Rehab Assistance

Consider Presale Inspections

Enforce Codes Strategically

Create a Problem Property Inventory

Prioritize Properties for Intervention

REMEDIATION

Increase Foreclosed Property Registration Fee

Convey Vacant Lots

Strengthen Incentives to Attract Investment

REDEVELOPMENT

Explore Methods for Acquisition
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DATA
FINDINGS:
Understanding
the Scope of
Blight

A comprehensive strategy to address

substandard housing conditions and
eliminate blight must be based on
data, not anecdotes.

Reviewing relevant data on blighted, vacant,
abandoned and tax delinquent properties
helps to assess the nature and extent

of blight and inform the choice of blight
strategies. Housing characteristics data,
neighborhood and market conditions data,
and market value analysis should also be
considered.
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1. Big Picture:
Total Parcels and Total Housing Units

2 Berks County Tax Assessment Office.
3US Census Bureau, American Community Survey 2012 -2016 Five Year Estimates
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2. Certified “Blighted™

In 2006, the City established

a Blighted Property Review
Committee (BPRC) for the
purpose of identifying blighted
properties and taking action to
ensure that they are brought
into compliance with health and
safety codes.4 The BPRC, with
assistance from the Property
Maintenance Division (PMD),
compiles a list of properties
that might meet the definition
of "blighted property” under the
City Code and state law.® The
owners of those properties are
contacted and encouraged

to take action to bring their
properties into compliance.
Where an owner has failed to
take adequate steps to address
violations, the BPRC conducts

a public review process to
determine whether the property
is "blighted” and should be
certified to the Redevelopment
Authority for acquisition by
eminent domain.® A property
must meet at least one of
twelve criteria to be deemed
“blighted.”” To be certified to the
Redevelopment Authority for
acquisition, a property must also
be vacant.

The current number of certified
blighted properties is 241.
Almost all of these properties
are residential or mixed use.

WHAT IS BLIGHT?

“Blighted Property” Defined - A property
meeting one of the following twelve criteria may
be deemed "blighted™ by the BPRC.

1.

10.
11.
12,

3. Designated “Neglected™

The Reading Fire Department has designated 32 properties as

ON OO0 A~ WN

Public nuisance

Attractive nuisance to children

Accumulation of trash and debris or haven for vermin
Unfit for human habitation

Fire hazard

Lack of water, gas, or other utilities

Tax delinquent for two years and vacant

Vacant and not code compliant within a year of receiving notice of
violations

Abandoned property where:
a. municipal lien for cost of demolition remains unpaid for 6 months
b. municipal liens exceed 150% of its value or
c. declared abandoned by owner
Defective or unusual condition of title
Environmentally hazardous conditions or contamination
A property having three or more of the following characteristics:
a. unsafe conditions that do not meet use, occupancy, fire codes
b. unsafe external and internal access ways

c. violates property maintenance code and is an immediate threat
to public safety

d. vacant
e. located in a redevelopment area as specified

Designated “Neglected
Properties™ by Fire Dept.
(as of 3/01/19)

3

“Neglected Properties” due to unsafe conditions that would put first
responders at risk if they entered.® Almost all of those properties are

commercial or industrial.

4 Blighted Property Review Committee Ordinance, City of Reading Code of Ordinances, §§ 23-901 to 23-908.

5 City of Reading Code of Ordinances, § 23-904; Pennsylvania Urban Redevelopment Law, 35 PS. § 1712.1.

5 For a fuller discussion of the BPRC process, see “Blighted Property Review Process” slideshow on the City's website, https://www.readingpa.gov/content/blighted-property.

7 City of Reading Code of Ordinances, § 23-904 (definition of "Blighted Property").

8 See Sections 110 and 311 of the International Fire Code (2009), adopted by the City of Reading and incorporated into its Code of Ordinances, Part 14 of Chapter 180 Building Codes.
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4. Tax Foreclosed Properties

The Cycle of Tax Delinquency

Tax delinquent
properties

Judicial Tax Sale
Tax delinquent properties
are sold to highest bidder

Unsold properties Some buyers do

are placed on the not improve the
Repository List. property.
Cycle ;Jf tax
delinquency
continues
i
Property further
deteriorates, taxes
go unpaid and blight
continues.

There are 61 properties in the City that are
on the Repository List.

Almost all of these properties are
valued at less than $10,000.

9 Email communication from S. Phile, Berks County Tax Claim Bureau Director, March 11, 2019.
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Tax delinquency is a predictor of blight
and vacancy. If a property owner is not
paying taxes, there is a good chance

that same owner is nhot maintaining the
property. Judicial tax sales, also known

as “free and clear” sales, offer properties
for sale at bargain-basement prices to the
highest bidder. Tax delinquent properties
are often poorly maintained, deteriorating
properties in need of significant rehabilitation
or demolition. Unfortunately, not all tax-
sale buyers have the skills and the funds
necessary to improve the property or
remove the structure. In those instances,
the property further deteriorates, taxes go
unpaid, and the cycle of tax delinquency,
abandonment, and blight continues.

In 2018, 65 tax delinquent properties located
in Reading were sold at the judicial tax sale.
Properties that are not sold at the judicial
tax sale are placed on the Repository List
of unsold properties maintained by the
Berks County Tax Claim Bureau (TCB).

The Repository List includes 61 properties
located in the City.? Repository properties
may be purchased for a minimum bid of
$500 subject to approval by the taxing
bodies.



5. 2014 Vacant Property Survey

In 2014, the City performed a city-wide survey to
identify vacant structures and rank their condition.
More than one thousand vacant structures were
identified. Structures were ranked from 0 to 5, with 0
indicating minimal issues and 5 indicating demolition
needed.

2014 Vacant Property Condition Survey

# OF
RANKING PROPERTIES

pomeliten 5 11

1 309
Minmal o 326

|
1,063

Vacant
Structures
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6. American Community Survey Estimates

According to the US Census Bureau's American
Community Survey estimates, almost 15% of
the City’s housing units are vacant. Units that
remain vacant for considerable periods of time
are prone to deterioration and more likely to
become blighted.

Housing Occupancy Rates

Reading  Berks County

Total Housing Units 33,926 164,853
Occupied Housing Units 85.5% 92.5%
Vacant Housing Units 14.5% 7.5%

Source: US Census Bureau, American Community Survey 2012 -2016 Five Year Estimates

More than half of the City's 34,000 housing

units were built more than 75 years ago.
Approximately 82% of the units were built before
1970. The older housing stock coupled with a
high rate of vacant properties poses significant
challenges for the City. Older properties tend to
require more maintenance or have an expensive
backlog of deferred maintenance. Property
owners do not always have the resources
needed to maintain older homes, resulting in
lower rates of code compliance.

Age of Housing Reading Berks County

82%

B Built before 1970

_ _ 54% 54%
# Built 1939 or earlier

28%

Source: US Census Bureau,
American Community Survey 2012
-2016 Five Year Estimates

Housing costs can also impact property
maintenance. Households spending 30% or
more of their income on housing are considered
cost burdened.’® Cost burdened homeowners
have fewer dollars left over to maintain their
properties which can lead to deterioration and
blighted conditions. According to American
Community Survey estimates, almost 40% of
owner-occupied households with mortgages in
Reading are cost-burdened.*

There is also a correlation between housing
tenure and property maintenance. Owner-
occupied housing is often better maintained
than renter-occupied. The adjacent table
shows that approximately 41% of the City's
housing units are owner-occupied and 59% are
renter-occupied.

Housing Tenure

Occupied Housing Units

Reading Berks County
29,019 —— 152,451

72%
59%

B Owner Occupied

41%
28%

I Renter Occupied I

Source: US Census Bureau, American Community Survey 2012 -2016 Five Year Estimates

10 https://www.hud.gov/program_offices/comm_planning/affordablehousing/.
" Source: US Census Bureau American Community Survey 2012 -2016 Five Year Estimates.
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The table at right shows the owner occupancy

rates from 2012 to 2016. When compared Owner Occupancy Housing Units, 2016 ACS 5-Yr Estimates
with other third-class cities, Reading's owner- o

occupancy rate (41%) falls fairly close to the Allentown |G 457% .

median (44%). However, Reading's owner- Bethlehem NN 51%

occupancy rate is considerably lower than that of Faston EEEEEEEEE 46%

Berks County (78%) and Pennsylvania (69%).

Harrisburg N 367
Lancaster |MEEEGEG— 427

Scranton |G 517
York 40%

=
Berks County | 78%
PA I 597

Source: US Census Bureau, American Community Survey 2012 -2016 Five Year Estimates
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CODE ENFORCEMENT

The City aggressively enforces the property
maintenance code, and employs many of the
available legal tools and strategies for combating
blight including:

Complaint inspections and sweeps

Rental property registration and inspection
Health and safety inspections

Certificates of Transfer

Quality of Life ticketing

Foreclosed property registration”

Snapshot of 2018 Activity

6,781 complaint inspections conducted
5,776 rental properties inspected

967 certificates of transfer issued

539 foreclosed properties registered
31 blighted properties certified

44 blighted properties de-certified

“For more information on these programs, see the Legal Framework for
Fighting Blight in the Appendix.

BLIGHTED
PROPERTY
REVIEW
COMMITTEE

In 2018, the BPRC certified 31 properties as blighted and
de-certified 44 properties, bringing the total number of
certified blighted properties to 241.

The purpose of the Blighted Property Review process is
to compel the owner to rehabilitate the blighted property
and bring it up to code. About fifty properties each year
are identified as potentially blighted and reviewed by
the BPRC. Properties are identified by code inspectors,
City officials, and residents. The Property Maintenance
Division (PMD) evaluates the identified properties to
determine whether they meet the definition of "blighted
property” under the City's ordinance and state law.»
Properties determined by the PMD to meet the blight
criteria and warrant further action are scheduled for

a Determination Hearing before the BPRC. Owners

are notified of the hearing and offered an opportunity

to contest the blight determination. If the property is
determined to be blighted by the BPRC following the
hearing, an order is issued granting the owner 60 days
to rehabilitate the property and setting the date for the
Certification Hearing. If the owner fails to comply with the
order (or appeal it), the BPRC may certify the property to
the Redevelopment Authority for acquisition by eminent
domain or otherwise.

In 2018, fewer than 25% of property owners appeared

at BPRC hearings to address or challenge the blight
determination. For those who do appear or reach out, the
PMD tries to work with them on a plan and schedule to fix
the property and remove the blighting conditions. Most
owners simply ignore the process and do nothing.

2 City of Reading Code of Ordinances, § 23-904; Pennsylvania Urban Redevelopment Law, 35 PS.
§17121
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PUBLIC
OUTREACH
AND
EDUCATION

To ensure public awareness of
property maintenance standards
and promote safe and healthy
housing, City staff willingly

accept invitations to speak to
community groups and other
organizations. A welcome packet
is sent to each new property
owner containing information on
housing registration, health and
safety inspections, and property
maintenance requirements.

The City's website includes all
necessary forms and useful, easy-
to-read information and guidance
for property owners. Another
resource for property maintenance
and code enforcement information
is the Citizens Services Center
located on the first floor of City
Hall.

HOME
REPAIR

The City partners with nonprofit
agencies to offer grants and loans to
eligible owner-occupants for major
system repairs and rehabilitation
with funding provided through the
federal Community Development
Block Grant (CDBG) and the federal
HOME Investment Partnership
Program (HOME). In addition, using
HOME funds, the City works with

its nonprofit housing partners to
acquire, rehabilitate, and re-sell
existing homes to eligible low-to-
moderate-income homebuyers.

DOWNTOWN

REVITALIZATION
PUBLIC PRIVATE

PARTNERSHIP

Established in the summer of
2018, the Downtown Revitalization
Public Private Partnership is a
partnership between the City and
the Greater Reading Chamber
Alliance to revitalize Reading's
downtown. A vibrant downtown
supports strong neighborhoods
and attracts people, businesses,
and investment. The mission of
the Partnership closely aligns with
the objectives of this Strategy and
specifically includes filling vacant
buildings with new businesses,
exploring new housing options,
and repairing deteriorated
buildings and public spaces.

\
@7 ) DEMOLITION

The City budgets money each

year for the emergency demolition
of structures. The 2019 budget
includes $400,000 for emergency
demolitions. CDBG funds are

also used for demolition. CDBG
funding for 2019 includes $450,000
earmarked for demolitions.

16 The City of Reading Housing and Blight Action Plan | 2019



INVESTMENT
INCENTIVES

The City offers a number of incentives to drive
investment in new housing construction and the
rehabilitation of existing housing including:

Local Economic Revitalization Tax Assistance (LERTA)
Owners of commerecial, industrial, and business property
are eligible for a temporary partial tax abatement on
property tax increases which are a result of substantial
improvements made to their property, including new
housing construction and housing rehabilitation.

Real Estate Tax Abatement Program (ReTAP)

Owners of residential property are eligible for a
temporary partial tax abatement on property tax
increases which are a result of substantial improvements
made to their property.

Keystone Opportunity Zone (KOZ)

Properties on 30 streets across the City have been
designated as Keystone Opportunity Zone properties.
Through credits, waivers, and broad-based tax
abatements, total taxes on economic activity in a KOZ
are significantly reduced.

Opportunity Zones

The Tax Cuts and Jobs Act created a new federal
program to encourage capital investment in Qualified
Opportunity Zones. As shown on the map, five census
tracts (1, 4, 9, 13, 25) within the City have been designated
as Qualified Opportunity Zones. Opportunity Zones
are designed to spur economic development and

job creation in distressed communities by providing
tax benefits to investors.®®* This new program has the
potential to bring long-term investment in housing,
businesses and properties located in the Opportunity
Zones in the City.

3 https:// www.irs.gov/newsroom/opportunity-zones-frequently-asked-questions.

City of Reading Qualified Opportunity Zones

The City of Reading Housing and Blight Action Plan | 2019
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OUTLINING
A NEW
APPROACH

The City's approach to
addressing blight through this
Strategy is (1) data-driven and
systems-based, (2) equitable,
and (3) collaborative.




TN

Data-Driven, Systems-Based

The City will use data and information systems

to catalog, understand, and monitor vacant

and blighted properties. As an initial step, a
preliminary inventory of 334 vacant, abandoned

and tax foreclosed properties have been identified
(includes 241 certified blighted by BPRC, 32
designated neglected by the Fire Department and 61
repository list properties). The City's objective is to
systematically reduce this number through property
rehabilitation, demolition and facilitating the transfer
of properties to new owners.

To gain a better understanding of the nature and
extent of blight, the City will perform a parcel-by-
parcel property conditions survey for all properties
in the City and scale them from 1 to 5 based on
external conditions (“Blight Survey”). Expected to be
complete by July 1, 2019, the Blight Survey will help
the City to prioritize properties for intervention.

The City recently launched a specialized software
application called BuildingBlocks, which brings
together data from across City departments on tax
delinquency, code violations, vacancies, crimes,
foreclosures, and other blight indicators and runs
powerful analysis to identify non-compliant or at-risk
properties. Through this kind of analysis, City officials
can pinpoint where property distress is occurring
and take action before the property deteriorates
beyond repair. The BuildingBlocks system can

layer data block-by-block and analyze conditions

on a neighborhood scale. By looking at all of the
property and neighborhood conditions data through
one dashboard, the City will be better able to direct
resources for the greatest impact. In addition,
BuildingBlocks will allow the City to measure and
track blight remediation activities.

The Market Value Analysis (MVA) performed by The
Reinvestment Fund in 2012 is another data-based
tool that can help the City consider neighborhood-
level conditions and housing markets in choosing the
most effective blight strategy.*

4 For more information on the MVA, see https.//www.readingpa.gov/content/market-
value-analysis-mva-november-2012.

Equitable

Most homeowners take pride in their properties and
properly maintain them. But unfortunately, some
homeowners simply can't afford to maintain their
properties. One of the primary goals of this Strategy is
to provide financial assistance to property owners for
needed maintenance and repairs. By making grants
and loans available, the City can help low-income
homeowners become code-compliant, improve their
housing conditions, and be good neighbors.

For all actions taken by the City under this Strategy.
consideration will be given to whether a property is
vacant or occupied. Certifying properties as blighted
and other tools like conservatorship only apply to vacant
properties and cannot be used for occupied properties.

Collaborative

Tackling blight is a community effort. Through this
Strategy, the City will work collaboratively with City
Council, the BPRC, the Planning Commission, County
government, property owners, residents, businesses,
non-profit organizations, the Reading Redevelopment
Authority, the Reading Housing Authority, and local
institutions to remediate blighted properties and
improve housing across the City. Without the sustained
support and engagement of all of the City's partners,
efforts to prevent and eliminate blight and promote
redevelopment will not succeed. Using all available
and existing resources will maximize the impact of
the Strategy and empower residents, neighborhood
organizations, and other stakeholders to help prioritize
blighted property interventions, develop long-term
solutions, and promote the City of Reading as a great
place to live, work and visit.
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Implement Facade Improvement Program®

Recommended
Strategies and
Actions Implement Sidewalk Improvement Program”
Disqualify Negligent Property Owners
from County Tax Sales”
Expand Home Repair Program and Include Rental
PREVENTION Rehab Assistance

Consider Presale Inspections

Enforce Codes Strategically

Create a Problem Property Inventory”

Prioritize Properties for Intervention®

REMEDIATION

Increase Foreclosed Property Registration Fee®

Convey Vacant Lots

Strengthen Incentives to Attract Investment
REDEVELOPMENT

Explore Methods for Acquisition

" 2019 PRIORITY ACTIONS (PHASE )
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N
k?) ACTION

Implement Fagcade Improvement Program

Nonprofit agencies offer financial assistance programs
that can be used for facade improvements for residential
and commercial buildings. The City will supplement
existing programs by offering facade grants to qualifying
owner-occupied residential properties and commercial
properties located in the historic areas targeted in the
blight field study currently underway (Blight Survey).

The Facade Improvement Program will provide grants

up to $5,000 for qualifying owner-occupied properties
(10% match required) and low-interest loans for up to
$25,000 for qualifying commercial properties (20% match
required).

FUNDING
CDBG funds for Residential: $20,000 |
Commercial: $50,000 |

The City estimates that facade improvements

will be made to 4 residential properties and

5 commercial properties with this funding. “
These grants may be directed to a particular ‘ ; ? U
neighborhood, residential street, or commercial

corridor as part of a pilot project to assess Properties located in
effectiveness and potentially increase impact. eligible historic areas

“ 5 commercial
properties

==1 EXPECTED 4 residential

properties

._\/ IMPACT

More attractive
streetscape

Exteriors properly
maintained
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N
Kﬂ‘) ACTION

Implement Sidewalk
Improvement Program

The City will offer financial assistance to
home owners to repair their sidewalks.
Well-maintained sidewalks support safe
and attractive communities and help to
create a climate for private investment.
Offering low-interest loans to home owners
can help them access the funds needed to
repair and maintain their sidewalks..

o EXPECTED
FUNDING - V IMPACT

City funds: $440,000

Increased investment in
housing

Neighborhoods
revitalized
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kﬂl.) ACTION

Disqualify Negligent Property Owners
from County Tax Sales

The Berks County Tax Claim Bureau holds tax sales to
recover taxes owed on properties located in the County.
The tax delinquent properties are sold at public auction
to the highest bidder. The Tax Claim Bureau requires
those who want to bid at the Judicial Tax Sale (also known
as a “free and clear” sale) to register in advance. The
registration period opens thirty days prior to the sale date,
and in-person registration is required. Beginning with

the Judicial Tax Sale in June 2019, the Tax Claim Bureau
will close registration seven days prior to the sale, and
will share the list of registered bidders with the City of
Reading when registration closes.*s

State law allows the Tax Claim Bureau to disqualify a
bidder if the bidder (1) is tax delinquent, (2) owns property
with serious code violations, or (3) is a landlord whose
rental license has been revoked.** This new seven-day
review period will give the City the opportunity to screen
the list of bidders before the sale, identify those who
should be disqualified, and notify the Tax Claim Bureau.
By collaborating with the Tax Claim Bureau to disqualify
ineligible bidders, the City can limit potential new
owners to those who are able and willing to care for their
properties.

A process to screen bidders prior to
Judicial Tax Sale
Interested buyers must

register with the Tax
Claim Bureau

REGISTRATION
Registration closes 7 days WITHTCB @

before sale

Registrant information is i,
shared with the City and ]]]1
reviewed to see if any on Q |
the list:
|
I I I
are tax own have a
delinquent  property revoked
with code rental
violations license

City notifies TCB of bidders who
should be disqualified.

TCB disqualifies those bidders.

— EXPECTED

- ‘/ IMPACT

Bad actors kept out

Properties improved and
maintained

5 The Berks County Tax Claim Bureau has a long history of sharing information on registered bidders and tax sale
properties with the City. Now, that information will be shared in advance of the sale giving more time for City staff to

review and take action to disqualify bidders.
16 Real Estate Tax Sale Law (RETSL), 72 PS. §§ 5860.601(d) and 5860.619.
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Expand Home Repair Program and
Include Rental Rehab Assistance

Older housing stock requires more maintenance. Paying
for property maintenance poses an economic challenge
for many households and landlords. The City currently
partners with agencies to assist in providing grants and
loans to homeowners who lack the resources to keep
their properties code compliant. The City has designed a
new initiative, the City's Housing Improvement Program
(CHIP), which will expand financial assistance for repairing
and rehabbing owner-occupied and rental housing units
occupied by income-eligible families. Through CHIP, the
City will fund repairs needed to resolve code violations
as well as minor improvements and major systems
replacement. Grants up to $24,999 will be available.

FUNDING
City general funds: $500,000
HOME funds: $450,000

The City estimates that 18 owner-occupied housing units
and 18 rental housing units will be improved through
CHIP. These grants and loans may be directed to a

particular neighborhood, residential street, or commercial

corridor as part of a pilot project to assess effectiveness
and potentially increase impact.

18 owner-
occupied
housing units
improved

Improved housing
conditions for those
needing financial
assistance

Better quality rental and
sales housing
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Who's Using This Tool?
Philadelphia

Restore, Repair, Renew is

a new initiative of the City

of Philadelphia and the

Philadelphia Redevelopment

Authority (PRA) to help

Philadelphia homeowners

access low-interest loans to invest in their
properties Lenders participating in the
program are offering 10-year, 3% interest
loans that range from $2,500 to $24.999

to eligible homeowners. Loans can fund a
range of home repairs that focus on health,
safety, weatherization, accessibility, and
quality of life. The goal of the programis to
help Philadelphians improve their homes
and strengthen their communities. Nonprofit
organizations are serving as program
intermediaries to assist with outreach and
implementation® The PRA is planning to roll
out a similar type of financing program for
landlords with small rental portfolios.

18 rental
housing units
improved

7 https://philadelphiaredevelopmentauthority.org/financing/ (accessed 1/12/19).
8 https://clarifi.org/rrr (accessed 1/12/19).



Consider Presale Inspections

Mandatory presale inspections represent a proactive,
preventive approach to stabilize and repair older
buildings. Presale inspections are an opportunity to
document property maintenance violations on a property
and obtain a commitment before settlement from the
buyer, seller, or both to resolve them. Other features
include verifying allowable use and compliance with
zoning before sale and protecting potential purchasers
from buying a house they cannot afford to repair.

The City will work with City Council and stakeholders to
consider a presale inspection program.

Who's Using This Tool?

Allentown

In Allentown, anyone who offers a property for

sale must have the property inspected for code
compliance® Seller requests an inspection within 5
days of putting a property up for sale and pays a fee
of $100 (up to 3 units). A code official performs the
inspection and prepares a Buyer's Notification Report
outlining any code or zoning violations. The Report
is good for one year. If no violations are found, a
Certificate of Compliance

is issued. If violations

are found, the seller has

two options - correct

the violations prior to

the transfer of title OR

have the buyer commit

to correct the violations

within six months of the

transfer.

Seller lists
property for
sale

City inspects
property

for code
violations

Buyer and
Seller address
violations
before
settlement

Code violations
corrected

*9 City of Allentown Code, ARTICLE 1760 BUYER NOTIFICATION INSPECTION OF RESIDENTIAL PROPERTIES AND UNITS

FOR SALE

Informed
purchasers
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k?) ACTION

Enforce Codes Strategically

Refocus QOL program to
A strong code enforcement program is critical to encourage voluntary compliance
preventing and mitigating blight and returning blighted
properties to productive use. Over the last ten years, the
City has adopted many of the new legal tools authorized
under state law to strengthen municipalities” ability to TICKET
regulate property maintenance, hold property owners
accountable and act where they refuse to do so. By
using those tools more strategically, the City will be
able to more effectively, efficiently and equitably hold
owners accountable and improve housing and property

Inspector
issues ticket

conditions.

. " Inspector If compliance is still not
Strategic code enforcement allows communities to returns met, City abates the
deploy their policy tools and legal remedies in a more 15 days later violation and liens property

proactive, effective, efficient way—targeting the right

response to the right place at the right time.2° As first

steps in adopting a more strategic approach to code LIEN
enforcement, the City will begin by reviewing the quality

of life (QOL) ticketing and rental property registration and

inspection programs.

Quality of Life Ticketing

The goal of a QOL ticketing program is the resolution
of minor code violations in the most efficient and cost-
effective way possible ® The City adopted a QOL ticketing ==
ordinance in 2010, and amended it in 2012. Code
enforcement officers issue tickets and fines for immediate
payment - similar to a parking ticket - when any of the

23 QOL violations are found on a property. QOL violations
include trash and litter on the property, junk cars, high

EXPECTED

L 4 IMPACT

weeds, and other unsightly conditions on exteriors of Increased Enforcement
properties. Under the ordinance, the property owner has voluntary code directed at

3 days to correct the violation and 15 days to pay the $25 compliance serious violators
ticket. Tickets may also be appealed, but only if the fine is

paid.

Quality of life ticketing is considered a best practice for LIEN

dealing with minor code violations. Allentown, Lancaster
and many other municipalities in Pennsylvania are
successfully using QOL ticketing to prevent blight and
correct minor violations swiftly. For example, in the City of
Lancaster, an inspector issues a QOL ticket, returns to the

20 VPRN Policy Brief: Kermit Lind and Joseph Schilling. 2018. Strategic Code Enforcement: A New Model for Reclaiming Vacant Properties and Stabilizing Neighborhoods, VPRN Research &
Policy Brief No. Six. Available here: https://vacantpropertyresearch.com/translation-briefs/code-enforcement/.

21 From Blight to Bright: A Comprehensive Toolkit for Pennsylvania, Housing Alliance of Pennsylvania (2014, revised 2018). Available here: http://www.pablightlibrary.com.
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property fifteen (15) days later to determine compliance.
Where compliance is not achieved, the City abates the
violation and liens the property. The City of Lancaster
reports 90% voluntary compliance through its QOL
program.

Whether Reading's QOL ticketing program is achieving

a high level of voluntary compliance is not known.
Inspectors do not routinely return to the ticketed
properties to see if the violation has been corrected within
the time provided or take action to abate the violations.
Many tickets also go unpaid and unappealed. A
complete review of the QOL program and how it is being
implemented is recommended.

Housing Registration and Inspection Program

Under the Housing Registration and Inspection
program, all registered rental units are inspected
about every three years. No consideration is given to
the landlord’s history of compliance or the property’'s
condition. Some communities use compliance
history to rate landlords and properties, and impose
lower fees and require less frequent inspections for
those with good ratings. For example, the City of
Brooklyn Center, in Minnesota, uses a four-tier rating
system going from Type 1 (best) to Type 4 (worst).
Each individual property receives a rating at the end
of the year based on the number of code violations
and disorderly conduct calls.?? Inspection frequency
ranges from every 6 months for Type 4 to every 3
years for Type 1.2

Considering compliance history in regulating rental
properties allows more attention and resources to

be directed to problem properties and landlords.

It also rewards good landlords and encourages
property maintenance. The City will evaluate
modifying its rental property registration program to
consider compliance history. In addition, the City will
review other possible incentives to offer responsible
landlords who meet high standards with respect to
leasing and operations.

While taking a more strategic approach can help
with fighting blight, it is important to remember that
code enforcement can only accomplish so much.
The ability to gain compliance is more a function of
the economics of the property and the neighborhood
as of the effectiveness of the code enforcement
program.? Owners of low-value properties in weak
housing markets are likely to resist making repairs

or improvements to their properties where there is
little likelihood of any return on investment. Directing
enforcement actions and levying fines and penalties
on low value properties can be counterproductive. A
better and more equitable approach is making grants

22 Brooklyn Center Rental License Category Criteria Policy (2018), available here http://www.cityofbrooklyncenter.org/DocumentCenter/Home/View/118.

23 http://www.cityofbrooklyncenter.org/index.aspx?NID-237, accessed 1/10/19.

24 Center for Community Progress Practice Brief: Alan Mallach. 2015. Raising the Bar: Linking Landlord Incentives and Regulation through Licensing - A Short Guide for Local Officials. Available

here: http://bit.ly/RaisingTheBarCP.
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and loans available to owners who lack the resources The goal for strategic code

to maintain their properties while reserving the most enforcement is to change the
aggressive enforcement for owners of severely owner's stance

blighted properties that threaten health and safety.2®
/_9 2
from How much

As part of this review, the City may consider additional
strategies including enforcing the rental license
requirement, imposing a neighborhood mitigation
penalty, and using other enforcement tools to

motivate compliance and recover City costs to abate time do | have
blight. I'm going to to get my
ighore you. property into

compliance?

25 Building American Cities Toolkit, Center for Community Progress, Strategic Code Enforcement discussion, https://www.communityprogress.net/read-more---strategic-code-enforcement-
pages-265.php.
26 From Blight to Bright: A Comprehensive Toolkit for Pennsylvania, Housing Alliance of Pennsylvania (2014, revised 2018). Available here: http.//www.pablightlibrary.com.
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Create a Problem Property Inventory

The City will create a Problem Property Inventory (PPI) of
blighted, vacant, abandoned and tax foreclosed properties.
The PPI will initially include 334 properties - 241 blighted
properties certified by the BPRC, 32 properties deemed
neglected by the Fire Department, and the 61 repository
list properties. The City is conducting a citywide property
conditions survey to collect information on the number
and location of vacant properties, blighted properties, and
vacant lots (Blight Survey).. Problem properties identified in
the Blight Survey will be added to the inventory. Properties
with multiple serious code violations that pose a threat to
public health and safety will be identified and added to the
inventory. The PPI will be posted on the City's website and
updated quarterly.

Counting and tracking problem properties is critical to
understanding the scope, nature and extent of blight in the
City. It also establishes a baseline for measuring progress
in reducing blight and vacancy.

City of Reading Problem Property Inventory
241 32

Certified Repository List Designated
Blighted Properties “Neglected
Properties (as of 3/01/19) Properties™ by
(as of 3/01/19) Fire Dept.

(as of 3/01/19)
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Problem Property
inventory is maintained
and updated

Published online on
City's website

Scope of blight defined

Data-based allocation
of resources

Blight Survey

Currently, the City is conducting
a parcel by parcel survey of
properties to determine exterior
condition, vacancy, number of
units, and other conditions to
further inform this Strategy.
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k?) ACTION

Prioritize Properties for Intervention

As noted above, there are 334 properties in the Problem
Property Inventory. Given the City's limited resources, these
properties need to be assessed, prioritized for intervention,
and marketed for redevelopment.

Problem properties in the inventory will be evaluated in
order to establish priorities for intervention. Factors to
be considered include but are not limited to: severity of
dangerous or hazardous conditions; property condition;
number of nearby blighted properties; impact on street/
block; redevelopment potential; local market conditions;
gateway street property; assessed value.

Initially, the City will create a priority list of 30 specific
properties. For each priority property, the City will develop
a plan of action and a project budget that reflects probable
funding sources. The City may choose to cluster priority
properties in a pilot area or targeted neighborhood for
stronger impact.

The PPI will be regularly screened for properties that can still
be salvaged and have the potential for redevelopment. For
those properties, the City will work with community leaders
and nonprofit housing partners to develop a strategy for
getting the property rehabilitated and returned to productive
use.

Properties in

the inventory

evaluated 2
to establish

priorities for

intervention

7N

Prioritize 30 Potential Factors to
properties Consider:
severity of
dangerous

conditions
&" property condition

number of nearby
v blighted

impact on street/

v block

redevelopment
v potential

local market
‘, conditions

DDDDDD
DDDDDD
DDDDDD
DDDDDD
DDDDDD

gateway street
v property
4" assessedvalue

= EXPECTED
- \/ IMPACT

Owners motivated to
take responsibility

Dangerous, blighted
structures eliminated

Housing preserved and
rehabbed
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Increase the Foreclosed Property
Registration Fee from $200 to $400.

The City requires lenders to register properties when
a notice of default is issued and the foreclosure
process is initiated. Registration is annual and the
fee is $200. The lender must provide a contact
person to address any safety and aesthetic
concerns on the property. The registry is managed
by ProChamps. Under the agreement between
ProChamps and Reading, the City receives $100

of the registration fee and ProChamps retains

the remaining $100. ProChamps has advised the
City that higher fees ranging from $300 to $500
have become the norm for foreclosed property
registrations. Regardless of the fee charged the
lender, ProChamps only retains $100 so any increase
in the fee would be remitted to the City. About 500
properties were registered in 2018, bringing $50,000
in revenue to the City. If the fee was increased to
$400 with the same number of registered properties,
revenue to the City from this program would triple to
$150,000. These fees could be dedicated to blight
mitigation and be used to implement this Strategy.
Increasing the fee would require action by City
Council. Other ideas suggested by ProChamps that
could result in even more revenue include requiring
semi-annual registration and pursuing lenders who
refuse to register.

34 The City of Reading Housing and Blight Strategy | 2019

Who's Using This Tool?

Lower Alsace Township

Lower Alsace Township uses ProChamps for its
Foreclosed Property Registry. The Township
requires semi-annual registrations and charges a
registration fee of $300.
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Convey Vacant Lots to
Neighbors

Side lot programs are a commonly used
best practice for returning vacant lots to
the tax rolls. The City will work with the
Berks County Tax Claim Bureau to convey
repository list properties and vacant lots
to interested neighbors. In addition, the
City will explore the feasibility of a side lot
program for low value vacant lots owned
by the City and the Redevelopment
Authority.

Implement a
side lot program

FOR SALE

= EXPECTED

e WV IMPACT

City maintenance costs
reduced

Properties returned to
the tax rolls
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Strengthen Incentives to
Attract Investment

The City offers real estate tax abatements
for new construction and improvements
to residential, commercial and industrial
properties through ReTAP and LERTA.
Under ReTAP and LERTA, property owners
can receive partial tax abatements for any
increased property tax assessment due to
improvements made to the property. But
very few property owners have applied for
these abatements, with only 8 applications
having been made in the last 3 years.

The City will review its LERTA and ReTAP
ordinances, consider similar programs
offered in other municipalities, and work
with the School District and the County
to develop clear and effective incentives
to attract private investment. The City
will seek input from local real estate
investors and developers, the Greater
Reading Chamber Alliance, DCED, and
other sources regarding the type, duration
and size of incentives that would make
purchasing and improving properties in
Reading more attractive.

OPPORTUNITY ZONES: City of Erie
Investment Prospectus

The City of Erie is aggressively marketing
its eight Opportunity Zones to investors
with a beautifully designed and carefully
crafted Investment Prospectus? The
Prospectus lays out five compelling
reasons why investors should choose
Erie, features examples of shovel ready
projects, and offers concierge service

to help investors navigate the process
and connect with opportunities. Reading
should follow Erie's example and work
with the Greater Reading Chamber
Alliance, Berks County, DCED, and

other civic and government agencies to
capitalize on the Opportunity Zones to
attract investment to the City.

The right incentives to acquire and improve blighted and
abandoned properties create economic development
opportunities, stabilize housing and job markets, and
promote community cohesion.

A —f

Thoughtful review of incentives like LERTA and

ReTAP, with input from local real estate investors and
developers, the Greater Reading Chamber Alliance, DCED
and others.

a1l g

— EXPECTED
—

- J IMPACT

Increased investment in

housing

Neighborhoods
revitalized

27The City of Erie Investment Prospectus, https://erie.pa.us/Portals/0/Content/News/ City%200f%20Erie%20Investment%20Prospectus.pdf, accessed 1/11/19.
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Explore Methods of Acquisition

Where a property is vacant and seriously
deteriorated and the owner can't be found or
refuses to do anything, sometimes it is necessary
to acquire the property in order to turn it around. In
most instances, the goal is to acquire the property
and transfer it to a new owner who will redevelop
the property in accordance with local plans and
priorities.

Properties certified as blighted by the BPRC may
be acquired by the Reading Redevelopment
Authority using eminent domain or otherwise.
Other tools to be explored include land banks and
conservatorship.

Land banks

A land bank is a governmental entity with powers
designed to return vacant, abandoned, and tax
delinquent properties to productive use.

Under the Pennsylvania Land Bank Law, the City
has the option to create a land bank or designate
the Redevelopment Authority to act as its land
bank.2® A land bank acquires and maintains
problem properties that have been rejected by the
open market and left to deteriorate and destabilize
neighborhoods and communities. These properties
typically have more liens than market value,
clouded title, and other obstacles to title transfer.
A land bank can discharge the liens and clear

title, making the properties ready for transfer to
responsible new owners who will get them back
into productive uses that generate taxes. With
input from the community, a land bank decides
who those new owners will be and ensures that
the properties are developed according to local
goals, priorities, and plans. A land bank provides

a uniform, predictable and transparent system

for acquiring problem properties and transferring
them to new owners.

2868 PS. § 2104

Land bank
acquires
problem
properties

LAND BANK

i,
a— 0l

Land bank discharges liens, clears title
and gets property ready for transfer to
responsible new owner A

=l — LI

Land bank, with community input,
decides who new owners will be and
how property will be developed to
align with community vision

| = I EXPECTED
IMPACT
™ «

Problem properties acquired and transferred

to new owners for redevelopment
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Conservatorship

Conservatorship allows a third party appointed

by the court to enter an owner's property and
make repairs to bring it up to code. Under Act
135, the Abandoned and Blighted Property Act,

a municipality, redevelopment authority, school
district, nonprofit organization or neighbor may
petition the court to appoint a responsible party
(conservator) to take possession of a neglected
property and bring it into compliance with code
standards.2® An owner can step in at any time to
terminate the conservatorship, but the owner must
reimburse the conservator for all costs incurred
before regaining control of the property. Once the
property has been rehabilitated or demolished, if
the owner has not approached the court to regain
possession after paying all costs, the conservator
may seek permission to sell the property.

Conservatorship is a useful tool for dealing with an
individual blighted property whose owner refuses
to address serious code violations. The City will take
a closer look at using the Redevelopment Authority,
land banks, and conservatorship as methods to
acquire problem properties when acquisition is
advisable.

Who's Using Conservatorship?

The City of Bethlehem used conservatorship to address serious
code violations and dangerous conditions at the Goodman

Building in the Southside Business District.

2968 PS. §§ 1101-1111

Who's Using a Land Bank?
The City of Erie

The Erie Land Bank was established by the City of
Erie in 2016. With $400,000 in funding from Erie
County for 2019, the Erie Land Bank is working with
the Erie Redevelopment Authority (ERA) to acquire
19 properties that have been certified as blighted.
Some will be demolished. Others considered
salvageable will be marketed to developers and
potential owner-occupants. Vacant lots resulting
from the demolitions will be marketed to adjoining
property owners for use as side lots.

The Erie Land Bank is a new partner for the ERA
and the City's Blighted Property Review Committee
(BPRQ). As authorized under the Pennsylvania
Urban Redevelopment Law, the ERA 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.

https.//www.goerie.com/news/20190117/erie-
fights-blight.
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IMPLEMENTING
A SCHEDULE
AND SECURING
FUNDING



The City proposes assembling

a Blight Action Team to

implement the Strategy. O O
The Team will be led by the QoM
Community Development a

Division and include members

from the Mayor's Office, City

Council, Buildings and Trade,

Community Development, Property Maintenance, Fire
Department, and Law Department. The Team will meet
on a monthly basis (or more frequently, if deemed
necessary) to monitor and report progress, assess the
impact of the Strategy as it is being implemented, and
consider related actions that could be taken to support
the Strategy.

Many of the actions recommended in this Strategy are
already underway and others are set to begin this year.
Implementation responsibilities, timeframes, funding
and measures of success associated with each action
item are shown in the table on the following page.
\W¥hile all of the recommended actions are expected to
be initiated in 2019, full implementation of the Strategy
will require a phased approach over several years and
a longer term plan for returning the more than 300
problem properties to productive use. The Blight Action
Team will develop a multi-year schedule with annual
goals and a funding plan for restoring those properties
to productive use.

Collaboration among the City, Berks County, DCED and
other organizations will be needed to bring together
the necessary resources to implement the Strategy.
The City will evaluate and consider applying for state
grants including those available through the Keystone
Communities Program3® and the Pennsylvania Housing
Affordability and Rehabilitation Enhancement (PHARE)
Realty Transfer Tax (RTT) fund.3* The Neighborhood
Assistance Program will also be investigated as a
possible source to fund blight remediation.

3% For more information on this program, see https://dced.pa.gov/programs/keystone-communities-program-kcp/

3! PHARE program funding assists with the creation, rehabilitation and support of affordable housing throughout the Commonwealth, including blight elimination. https.//www.phfa.org/
legislation/act105.aspx.
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IMPLEMENTATION

PREVENTION

REMEDIATION

REDEVELOPMENT

RECOMMENDED ACTION

Implement Facade

Improvement Program

Implement Sidewalk

Improvement Program

Disqualify Ne%ligent Property
Owners from

Expand Home Repair

Program and Include Rental

Rehab Assistance

Consider Presale Inspections
(ordinance required)

Enforce Codes Strategically

Create a Problem Property

Inventory

Prioritize Properties for

Intervention

Convey Vacant Lots to

Neighbors

Strengthen Incentives

Explore Methods of

Acquisition
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ax Sale

LEAD ORGANIZATION(S)

Community
Development Division
(CDD)

CDD

PMD
Tax Claim Bureau

CDD

Council

Law Department
Community
Development
Department

PMD

CDD
PMD
Fire Department

CDD
PMD
Fire Department
Law Department

CDD
Law Department

CDD
Greater Reading
Chamber Alliance

CDD
Law Department

ESTIMATED SCHEDULE

September 2019

September 2019

June 2019

January 2020

Initiate late 2019/2020

TBD

May 2019

July 2019

Initiate late 2019/2020

Initiate late 2019/2020

Initiate late 2019/2020



RESOURCES

CDBG
$20,000 residential
$50,000 commercial

$440,000 City

$500,000 City
$450,000 HOME

DCED grant for
technical assistance

Demolition
$800,000 City
$450,000 CDBG

Stabilization
$100,000 City

TBD

DCED grant for
technical assistance

MEASUREMENTS OF SUCCESS

- # of residential facades improved
- # of commercial facades improved

- # of property owners assisted
- # of linear feet of sidewalk repaired

+ Procedures in place as agreed to by County

Tax Claim Bureau

- Ineligible bidders disqualified from sales

- # of owner-occupied homes repaired
- # of rental units repaired

- Ordinance passed
+ Procedures in place
- # of inspections performed

- Code enforcement best practices employed

- Properties identified
- Inventory online

+ Properties ranked

- # of properties demolished

- # of properties rehabbed

- # of properties with new owners

- # of vacant lots conveyed
- Side lot program established

+ Incentives developed and any necessary

ordinances passed

-+ Acquisition methods explored and better

understood

PHASE |
2019 Priority Actions

Implement Facade
Improvement Program
Provide residential and commercial

property owners with grants to
improve building facades.

Implement Sidewalk
Improvement Program

Provide financial assistance to owner-
occupants to repair their sidewalks.

Disqualify Negligent Property
Owners from County Tax Sales

Collaborate with the Berks County Tax
Claim Bureau to disqualify ineligible
bidders from judicial tax sales.

Create a Problem Property
Inventory

Create an initial inventory of 334
blighted and tax-foreclosed
properties.

Prioritize Properties for

Intervention

Prioritize 30 properties and create
plans for returning each one to
productive use.

Increase the Foreclosed

Property Registration Fee

Work with the Administration and

City Council to raise the fee paid

by lenders for foreclosed property
registration from $100 to $200,
thereby raising an additional $100,000
that could be dedicated to blight

mitigation.
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The City administration will work with City Council

to develop a performance reporting process and
deliver progress reports to Council on a periodic but
consistent basis. Information regarding the Strategy.
its implementation, and progress reports will be made
available on the City's website. The public, community
leaders, and key stakeholders and partners are
encouraged to engage with the Blight Action Team and
share feedback.
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APPENDIX

Legal Framework for Fighting Blight

Below is an outline of Reading's key laws adopted to support housing preservation,

prevent blight, and protect public health and safety.

1. International Property Maintenance Code (Part 13 of
Chapter 180 Building Codes)

+ Imposes minimum standards governing the condition and
maintenance of all property, buildings and structures

+ Applies to all residential and non-residential structures and
premises

Violation: Summary offense

Penalties: First violation $75. up to $1,000 for third and
subsequent violations, plus costs and restitution; default of
payment, up to 9o days imprisonment

Neighborhood Mitigation Penalty: additional $50 penalty
upon conviction of any violation; remitted to City to fund blight
mitigation efforts

2. Housing Registration (Part 1 of Chapter 308 Housing)

- Requires owners of residential and mixed-use parcels,
excluding single-family owner-occupied, to apply for and
renew annually a housing registration with the Property
Maintenance Division

Registration Fees: Registration - $100 per parcel annually;
renewal form and fee payment due April 1; renewal late
surcharge $150 per parcel

Violation: Summary offense
Registration Penalties:

- Failure to apply - $100 per unit plus $250 per unit per month
for continued failure

- Denial of application and revocation of registration authorized
where owner currently has unresolved codes violations,
delinquent property maintenance fees, or has any tax
delinquencies

3. Housing Inspection (Part 1 of Chapter 308 Housing)

« Places all properties subject to housing registration into a
routine inspection cycle to determine code compliance -not
less than every 2 years nor more than every 5 years

Inspection Fees: Initial and re-inspection from $140 for single
family one-unit to $315 + $10 per unit for properties with 16 or
more units;

Violation: Summary offense

Noncompliance Penalties: First violation $350, up to $2,000
for third violation, additional $1,000 for each subsequent
violation

Failure to Appear or Gain Access Penalties:

« First violation $150, up to $450 for third violation for properties
with 1-15 units; 16-49 units = base penalty + $200; 50 or more
units = base penalty + $300

4. International Fire Code (Part 14 of Chapter 180
Construction Codes)

- Regulates minimum fire safety requirements for new and
existing buildings, facilities, storage and processes

+ Authorizes boarding and securing, and abatement of unsafe
conditions in abandoned buildings by the fire marshal

Violation: Summary offense

Penalties: Not more than $500 to $1,000 and/or 9o days
imprisonment

5. Abandoned Real Property Registration (Part 3 of Chapter
308 Housing)

- Requires lenders to register properties once they are in
default, pay an annual fee, and identify a contact person to
oversee security and maintenance of foreclosed properties

Registration Fees: $200 annually
Violation: Summary offense

Penalties: Failure to comply = violation but penalties
unspecified
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6. Quality of Life Ticketing (Part 12 of Chapter 180
Construction Codes)

- Authorizes the issuance of tickets and fines for immediate
payment - like a parking ticket — when any of 23 quality of life
violations are found on a property

Ticket Fines: First violation $25, third and subsequent up to
$100

Penalties: $10 to $50 for failure to pay or appeal within 30
days

Citation Fines: Upon conviction, not less than $100, not more
than $1,000 on each offense or imprisoned no more than 9o
days, or both

7. Certificate of Transfer (Part 2 of Chapter 431 Property
Sales)

- Requires the receipt of a Certificate of Transfer from the City
and a post-settlement inspection to determine compliance
with minimum public health and safety standards and the
current allowed use

- Applies to all residential, non-residential, and mixed-use
properties

Inspection Fee: $150; $75 for vacant lot

Administrative Fee for Failure to Appear for Inspection:

First violation $150, up to $400 for third and subsequent
violations

8.Blighted Property Review Committee (Part g of Chapter 23
Boards, Commissions)

- Authorizes the City to establish a Blighted Property Review
Committee to certify to the Redevelopment Authority
properties that are deemed to be “blighted”

- Certification limited to vacant and unoccupied properties

+ The Blighted Property Review Committee (BPRC) is made up
of 7 members appointed by the Mayor with Council approval

9. Business Privilege License (Part 2 of Chapter 339 Licenses
and Permits

+ Requires those engaging in business to obtain a business
privilege license annually

Fee: $55

Penalties for no license: Fine not less than $600 but no
more than $1,000 plus costs; nonpayment, then up to 30 days
imprisonment.

Other Remedies: Revocation and Cease Orders
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