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Purpose of This Handbook 
This handbook provides useful information related to Pennsylvania’s recently passed land bank en-
abling legislation, including a brief introduction to land banks in general and the issues that brought 
about their establishment to address vacant, blighted and tax delinquent properties. While these prop-
erty issues have existed in many older communities for years, the recent mortgage foreclosure crisis, 
while less severe in Pennsylvania than in many other states, left many municipalities with a spike in 
vacant and tax delinquent properties as local tax revenues were declining and state and federal com-
munity development and housing funding was being reduced, meaning resources to address this issue 
were dwindling as the problem was growing. 

Land banks, particularly as evolved recently in Michigan and Ohio, are quasi-public entities well suit-
ed to more adeptly move vacant, blighted and tax delinquent properties into productive, tax generating 
redevelopment, or into long term conservatorship or public use. This handbook explains specifically 
the Pennsylvania legislation including analysis and recommendations useful as Pennsylvania counties 
and municipalities review their local property and market conditions, and evaluate if and how a land 
bank would benefit them in addressing vacancy, blight and property tax delinquency. 

This handbook is primarily written for county and local municipal officials and to learn about Pennsyl-
vania’s new land bank law and the context in which it was passed in the State legislature, with broad 
bi-partisan support, so they can proceed to use this effective new tool to address problem properties 
in their communities. This handbook will also be useful for local community organizations, non-profit 
and for-profit developers who regularly deal with the negative impact of blighted properties, and for 
taxing authorities, including school boards, who are affected by the loss of revenue from tax delinquent 
properties.

About Right-Sized Homes/Right-Sized Places
Right-Sized Homes, LLC. is a sustainable redevelopment company working in older urban neighbor-
hoods addressing neighborhood preservation and revitalization, affordable housing, vacant land and 
housing policy, and the quality of life in the places we live, work, shop and play. The company brings 
over two decades of experience with redevelopment of blighted and vacant land to writing this guide, 
along with having worked closely with many parties bringing the land bank legislation to passage in 
Pennsylvania. 

Right-Sized Homes is the property development arm of the company, directly building sustainable 
homes in existing neighborhoods and providing project management services to municipal, non-profit 
and private real estate developers.  Right-Sized Places works at the neighborhood, city and state level 
advocating for and developing policy and programs supporting affordable housing and neighborhood 
improvement.

David W Feldman, President of Right-Sized Homes, has been working towards Pennsylvania’s land 
bank legislation for several years, at the state level as a member of the Housing Alliance of Pennsyl-
vania, and locally, meeting with local and state officials as vacancy, blight and tax delinquency issues 
were reviewed in relation to the tools land banks would bring. He has been consulting to the City of 
Flint/Genesee County Land Bank on affordable housing they are developing on land acquired and 
prepared for redevelopment by the land bank.

Front Cover Photos (clockwise from top left):
1. Vacant former industrial buidling on North 5th Street, Philadelphia.  2. A scene of blighted rowhomes in North 
Philadelphia, photo by Jacob Hellman.  3. An abandoned and boarded up house in Flint, Michigan.  4. Completion 
of new construction affordable housing on formerly vacant land in Philadelphia.
Back Cover Photos:
Genesee County Land Bank managed rehabilitation of vacant historic houses in Carriagetown neighborhood of 
Flint, Michigan.
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Introduction &
Executive Summary

of deferred maintenance issues, and the resulting 
cost to improve properties makes it harder to sell 
these properties through tax lien sales, creating 
a disincentive for counties to undertake the time 
and expense of pursuing tax lien on many prob-
lem properties.

Vacant properties are often catalysts for 
increased criminal activity.  Without a full time 
occupant, houses can quickly become overtaken 
by drug activity, vandalism, and theft.  Criminal 
activity will increase degradation of the property 
and the ability of the city to return the property 
to productive use.

Pennsylvania is facing a series of demo-
graphic challenges that threaten the common-
wealth’s ability to address housing vacancy. The 
population is aging, a greater number of residents 
are living on a fixed income, and young people 
have been moving away from older towns. First 
ring suburbs are beginning to face similar issues 
of poverty and decline experienced in urban 
core areas as a result of outdated housing and 
the increasing suburbanization of poverty. Older 
commercial spaces, including first ring suburb 
strip malls, are struggling to compete with larger 
commercial centers in newer suburbs and present 
a new problem of vacancy and tax delinquency. 

At the opposite end of the spectrum, the 
boom in shale gas exploration and drilling has 
created new development pressures. The cost of 
housing in new drilling communities is rapidly 
increasing and many small towns cannot adjust 
quick enough to meet housing demands. Land 
banks provide a vehicle for developing much 
needed affordable housing in these areas.

Each land bank will bear responsibil-
ity for defining the footprint of their authority, 
for designing the size and membership of its 
oversight board, for deciding how it will staff 
day-to-day operations, and for bringing on board 
all the taxing authorities within its boundar-
ies.  This locally driven organizational structure 
presents challenges and opportunities for the 
leaders of these new land banks.  Broad coopera-

In January 2013, Pennsylvania enacted 
land bank enabling legislation, allowing local 
governments in the Commonwealth to estab-
lish land banks as a new tool to address vacant, 
blighted and tax delinquent properties.  Building 
upon earlier models in other states, Pennsylvania 
put in place one of the most thoughtful formats 
for local land banks to act with goals and admin-
istrative structures that specifically address the 
scope and causes of blight in their communities.

Land banks are a relatively new plan-
ning and land administration tool, enacted by 
only a handful of other states to date, although 
several individual cities and counties across the 
country have set up land banks crafted to work 
within existing property and governmental laws 
where no statewide land bank enabling legislation 
exists.  Pennsylvania’s law allows quasi-govern-
mental bodies to be established to address blight 
and tax delinquency and to plan for long-term 
productive reuse of problem properties.

The first land banks were established in 
the late 1970’s in rust belt cities including Cleve-
land and St. Louis as a response to increasing 
property vacancy. These “first generation” land 
banks were limited in scope and ability, but rep-
resented an important step towards current land 
banks. The “second generation” emerged after tax 
reforms were passed in Ohio and Michigan, en-
abling cities in those states to reorganize their ap-
proach towards addressing vacant, blighted, and 
tax delinquent properties. The “third generation” 
is still emerging as states including Pennsylvania, 
New York, and Nebraska pass statewide enabling 
legislation in response to the recent foreclosure 
crisis. The federal Neighborhood Stabilization 
Program spurred interest in land banks, having 
allowed land banks to be recipients of properties 
and funds to fight rising foreclosure and vacancy.

Vacant, blighted, and tax delinquent 
properties create a myriad of problems for local 
municipalities. Vacant properties decline in value 
and tax assessment, and decrease the value of 
nearby properties.  This often leads to an increase 
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tion and agreement is needed, and an education 
process is necessary to inform stakeholders of the 
scope of the problem of vacant, blighted and tax 
delinquent properties, and how a land bank can 
address the issues in new ways than have been 
available under pre-existing state legislation.

Community involvement in land bank 
proceedings is written into the structure of the 
oversight board. Each board will require at least 
one community representative member, and the 
land bank must follow state “Sunshine Laws”.
 Different funding schemes will be 
necessary for the initial establishment of a land 
bank and for regular operation. At the point of 
creation, there is no dedicated funding source for 
land banks. Acquiring the necessary funding to 
begin operations presents a challenge. However, 
once the land bank has reached a state of normal 
operation, reoccurring revenue can come from 
property tax revenue sharing agreements with 
municipalities, sale or lease of properties, and 
many other sources. It should be noted that prop-
erties held by the land bank are tax free, except 
when they have been leased at market rate for five 
consecutive years. Property tax revenue sharing 
provides a potent method of raising funds for 
operation, as land banks may receive 50% of tax 
revenue for five years on properties disposed by 
the land bank

The legislation is written to enable local 
government to manage these new tools efficient-
ly, providing for the land bank to contract with 
existing government agencies or organizations to 
manage day to day operations, or to provide these 
services, for fee, to municipalities and counties 
within their jurisdiction.  This could help reduce 
operating budgets of existing governmental units, 
or provide a level of expertise that smaller bor-
oughs and townships cannot afford to maintain 
on staff.

This new legislation provides local 
taxing authorities with flexible and targeted 
methods for acquiring tax delinquent properties 
in a proactive way, with the ability to take groups 
of properties through tax lien sale for redevelop-
ment, instead of processing each property indi-
vidually, in a competitive bidding process.  These 
new tools help communities limit the ability of 
speculators and irresponsible landlords from 
acquiring properties and leaving them in blighted 
condition or to continuing to avoid tax payments. 

Land banks are specifically prohibited 
from using eminent domain, or from having 
redevelopment authorities use eminent domain 
to acquire new properties for the land bank. This 
restriction is common across most land banks 
because of the contentious and costly nature of 
utilizing eminent domain.

While holding property, land banks 
are afforded the ability to do anything a pri-
vate firm could with the property. Demolition, 
rehabilitation, or redevelopment are all options 
on the table, as well as being able to partner with 
other public or private entities to carry out these 
actions. Property is tax exempt while being held 
by the land bank, but is still held to municipality 
license and inspection standards.

The ultimate goal of land banks is to 
dispose of property for redevelopment or for land 
conservation or open space.  Land banks can sell 
properties at full market value, or may sell at re-
duced or nominal value for projects where a pub-
lic purpose, e.g. affordable housing or recreation, 
justifies the reduced sales price.   The land bank 
must maintain a publicly available inventory of 
the property it holds, and must establish a hier-
archy for its preferred reuse of property that will 
guide its disposition procedures, and is required 
to take existing land use plans into consideration 
in its disposition decisions.

Description of Handbook Sections
There are four main sections in this 

handbook; the first three provide an introduc-
tion to land banks generally and the issues they 
address, and provide a brief summary of the spe-
cifics of Pennsylvania’s land bank law.  The fourth 
section goes into more detail on Pennsylvania’s 
law, describing how various aspects of the law 
apply to local conditions, pointing out challenges 
that may exist in the process of setting up and 
administering a local land bank, and the oppor-
tunities provided by the new management tools 
in the legislation.   This section also points out 
the challenges and opportunities presented by 
the mandated cooperation among various taxing 
authorities and community members, with sug-
gestions on navigating through the various steps 
where these items arise.  Additional Pennsylva-
nia specific and generally applicable land bank 
resources are included as Appendix 1; the full 
transcript of the Pennsylvania land bank enabling 
legislation is included as Appendix 2. 
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What Is A Land
Bank?1

land trust, land banks are primarily interested in 
managing vacant, abandoned, and tax delinquent 
properties for a short period of time until the 
land and buildings can be productively redevel-
oped or transferred to adjacent responsible prop-
erty owners, not to maintain ownership for con-
servation actions.  While a land bank can act to 
preserve open space, create parkland, recreational 
land or agricultural acreage, they would typically 
then transfer that land to a long-term steward, 
including a land trust.   A land bank could also 
act to remediate an environmentally endangered 
site, taking advantage of its quasi-public status to 
access brownfields funding, and prepare the land 
to be attractive for private redevelopment free 
of environmental risks.  However, the full range 
of potential options for repurposing property is 
much wider than simply conserving land and 
gives a land bank more options in communities 
where land conservation is not an appropriate 
response to a vacant land problem.

Land banks are relatively new and effec-
tive organizations that address vacant, blighted, 
and tax-delinquent properties in a variety of 
communities across the country.   The earliest 
land banks were established in the 1970s, howev-
er the organizational structure and powers wield-
ed by these public entities has changed consider-
ably over the years, making them more effective 
for enacting lasting positive changes in the com-
munities where they operate.  Land banks started 
as heavily restricted municipal departments in a 
handful of cities.  Today, many states have passed 
land bank enabling legislation and a number of 
other cities have set up land banks within the 
constraints of existing state property laws.  From 
New York to Nebraska, a renewed interest in land 
banks has been spreading following a period 
of stagnation after the “first generation” of land 
banks.   Since the establishment of the Genesee 
County Land Bank in 2002 and in response to 
the foreclosure crisis starting in 2007, more states 
are looking to land banks as a potential solution 
to current vacancy issues.

A land bank is an autonomous qua-
si-governmental body, dedicated to managing 
and repurposing vacant, abandoned, and tax 
delinquent property for a use that better serves 
the community.  Land banks are generally es-
tablished by state or local government after state 
enabling legislation has been passed.  They have 
set jurisdictional boundaries that can comprise 
an individual county or municipality or work 
across a larger metropolitan region.  Land banks 
also require independent oversight boards that 
make decisions and monitor the actions taken by 
the land bank.  The requirements and structure 
of oversight and administration vary from state 
to state based on the requirements of each state’s 
enabling legislation.

Though they have powers and can 
function similarly to redevelopment authorities 
and land trusts, land banks are fundamentally 
different because of the unique powers afforded 
to them.  Like a redevelopment authority, land 
banks can acquire and redevelop properties.  
However, land banks often have the power to su-
persede the sheriff sale bidding process to acquire 
foreclosed properties and legal standing in court 
to file for a quiet title for release of other, non-tax 
liens.  This allows land banks to better control 
the process of properties reentering the mar-
ket after foreclosure in a way that is not usually 
available to redevelopment authorities and helps 
municipalities avoid selling foreclosed properties 
to speculators who do not improve the blighted 

First generation land banks operated as 
programs within existing city departments.

conditions and often do not pay property taxes 
while holding the property for later resale.

Similarly, a land bank is different from 
a land trust because of its acquisition powers and 
the range of redevelopment options.  Unlike a 
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 Through the 1980’s and 1990’s, the 
CDC movement grew, with over 3,000 CDC’s in 
operation across the United States.  By the start of 
the twenty-first century, however, cities that had 
experienced extreme depopulation and disin-
vestment, notably Detroit, Flint, and Cleveland 
saw a rapid expansion of vacant, blighted and tax 
delinquent property at the same time the CDC’s 
were losing funding, and the federal government 
was sharply reducing funding needed to address 
neighborhood blight and vacancy and to create 
needed affordable homes.  Many CDC’s closed, 
merged, or were simply left financially unable to 
address the scope of vacancy, abandonment and 
blight.  
 It was in response to this shift that 
Michigan and Ohio in particular looked to land 
banks to create new tools to address the rising 
housing vacancy and abandonment, and the 
accompanying increase in property tax delin-
quency, especially in markets where plunging 
property values made sheriff sales an ineffective 
tool to recapture tax revenue or to have proper-
ties occupied and rehabilitated.

Evolution of Land Banks

The First Generation
Since the first land bank was created in 

St. Louis in 1971, the policy and legal ability of 
land banks have evolved significantly.  Originally 
land banks were created to empower specific 
communities to address site-specific abandoned 
and tax delinquent properties and then transition 
those properties to productive reuse.  They were 
implemented on a citywide basis and often times 
simply worked with the inventory of tax-fore-
closed buildings and properties that remained 
unsold after tax sale.  Other land banks besides 
St. Louis counted among this “first generation” 
were located in Atlanta, Georgia, Cleveland, 
Ohio, and Louisville, Kentucky.

While these early iterations of land 
banks did transfer some buildings to a more 
productive use, many were overwhelmed by the 
sheer inventory of properties they received each 
year.  Often these land banks would receive all 
of the properties that were not sold at tax sale, 
including properties that the land bank did not 
plan for and didn’t have time to work with on a 
limited budget.  Early enabling legislation also 
did not give the land banks any significant power 
over existing governments to acquire properties 
that they were looking to obtain for redevelop-
ment.

These early land banks operated as city 
programs rather than separate entities.  They did 
not have dedicated funding sources; instead first 
generation land banks were allocated funds in 
the annual city budget.  These early land bank 
adopting cities often had limited funds to allocate 
for land bank operations for the same reasons 
that the they were created: vacancy and associat-
ed declining property values that increased the 
number of blighted properties while reducing 
city property tax revenues available to address 
blight.  Limited funding reduced the effectiveness 
of the land banks and stalled vacant property 
redevelopment.  These early land banks were cre-
ated after the period when federal funding flowed 
to cities for large scale urban renewal projects, 
and just as neighborhood based community 
development corporations (CDC’s) were spring-
ing up, transferring much of the activity related 
to scattered site blighted property remediation 
from centralized federal and city directives to 
neighborhood based initiatives funded through 
applications for portions of block grant funding.  

Second generation land banks operate
as quasi-government entities, separate 

from city government.

The Second Generation
The “second generation” of land banks 

was largely defined by an era of property tax 
reform.  After a two decade long period without 
progress, a series of reform policies reignited 
interest in land banking as a blight fighting tool.  
Land banks that were created in the early 2000s 
were enabled by reforms to more quickly and 
more aggressively approach acquisition and rede-
velopment of vacant, blighted, and tax delinquent 
properties.

In Flint, Michigan, housing abandon-
ment was rapidly destroying the fabric of the 
community.  By the late 1990s and early 2000s, 
Michigan had responded by passing far-reaching 
reforms to the state’s property tax foreclosure 
laws, creating a variety of mechanisms to ease the 
process for local governments to acquire proper-
ties.  With these reforms, the foreclosure process 
was reduced from an average four to six years 
long to less than two years, tax liens could now 
be eliminated rather than sold to third parties, 
and municipalities could gain clear title judgment 
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in court.  To take advantage of the new reforms, 
the City of Flint, Flint Township and Genesee 
County set up the state’s first land bank in 2002.  
Since its inception, the Genesee County Land 
Bank has acquired over 9,000 properties and 
removes about 100-200 blighted homes through 
demolition each year.  The land bank was recently 
awarded Federal funding to complete an addi-
tional 1,500 demolitions over the next two years. 
Following the success of the Genesee County 
Land Bank, Michigan passed enabling legislation 
in 2004 allowing counties across the state to set 
up their own land banks.

A similar process occurred in Ohio 
during the second half of the decade, with the 
state reforming the tax foreclosure process that 
had reduced the effectiveness of the Cuyahoga 
Land Bank.  Ohio has also recently passed state-
wide legislation that has changed the nature of 
land banks in the state from passive (receiving 
properties and holding them for future use) to 
active land banks with new powers to acquire 
properties, new methods of funding, and the 
ability to operate separately from a local gov-
ernment.  There are now many countywide land 
banks operating across Ohio, encompassing each 
major city in the state.

The land banks created in the second 

generation were in direct response to widespread 
vacancy in rust belt municipalities.  Even before 
the housing crash in 2008, these areas were 
facing extensive inventories of vacant properties.  
Although the second generation of land banks 
benefited from the reform of delinquency regula-
tions and the removal of barriers to quick prop-
erty acquisition, they have often been limited by 
restrictive and proscriptive legislation.

The Third Generation
 After the housing crash in 2008, wide-
spread vacancy began to affect areas of the Unit-
ed States outside the shrinking cities of the rust 
belt.  The effects of the crash forced cities across 
the country to look for new ways to address the 
growing number of foreclosed and vacant prop-
erties, expanding the consciousness of land banks 
as a potential response.  Building on the knowl-
edge and experience of the prior 30 years, this 
third generation of emerging land banks has been 
refined to make them more effective and more 
flexible in addressing a variety of land use issues.
 As part of the Recovery Act, the Neigh-
borhood Stabilization Program (NSP) funded 
$3.92 billion towards addressing the crisis of 
foreclosed property.  The funds were targeted 

The Genesee County Land Bank Authority (GCLBA)

Established in 2002, the Genesee County Land Bank 
operates multiple programs related to improving 
the residential neighborhoods of the city, including: 
Foreclosure Prevention, Building Demolition, Property 
Sales, Side Lot Property Transfer, Housing Renova-
tion & Rental, Emergency Property Maintenance, 
Cleaning & Greening Vacant Lots, Organization 
Adopt-A-Lot, Brownfield Redevelopment, Mixed-use & 
Multifamily Development. The land bank has aquired 
over 9,000 properties in eleven years of operation.

At Right:  Signature GCLBA redevelopment project 
comprising land bank headquarters, loft apartments, 
and adaptive historic rehabilitation in Flint, Michigan
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by Congress to acquire and improve foreclosed 
properties, to benefit low to moderate-income 
homeowners and renters, and to stabilize neigh-
borhoods at risk of decline due to the impact of 
foreclosed properties on adjacent home values 
and on the quality of life in these neighborhoods.
 NSP inadvertently had two actions that 
increased awareness of the impacts of vacant 
property on surrounding properties and of the 
ability of land banks to address this problem.  By 
defining what properties could be acquired-- 
generally foreclosed properties in stable but “at 
risk” neighborhoods--NSP demonstrated that 
vacant, blighted and tax delinquent properties are 
not just an tax revenue problem, but that they ex-
ert a blighting impact on surrounding properties.  
During this period, independent studies were un-
dertaken that measured the effect on crime rates 
and surrounding property values related to these 
problem properties. Additionally, NSP specifi-
cally defined “land banking” of properties as an 
allowed long term designated use for properties 
acquired through NSP, introducing the concept 
of land banks to communities nationwide, spur-
ring those who were already considering estab-
lishment of local land banks to study them more 
closely, and engaging others in reviewing the use 
of land banks to address not only tax delinquent 
property, but vacant land already publicly or even 
privately held contributing to blight or blocking 
redevelopment.
 Compared to prior land bank legis-
lation, the enabling acts used in Pennsylvania, 
New York and in other states have given land 
banks new tools and benefits to make it easier 
to redevelop properties.  For example, in both 
Pennsylvania and New York, land banks may 
hold properties tax-free and actively pursue rede-
velopment in partnership with any other private 
or public entity, reducing the costs of maintain-
ing a portfolio of properties and expanding the 
opportunities for redevelopment.  The operating 
structures of land banks established within the 
third generation are also more variable.  This is a 
result of enabling legislation that defers to local 

Endnotes:
History information referenced in this section was compiled using the following sources:
“Land Banks and Land Banking” by Frank Alexander, publiched by the Center for Community Progress
“Neighborhood Stablization Program Land Bank Fact Sheet” published by the US Department of Housing and 
Urban Development
The “Delinquent Property Tax Foreclosure Act of 1999,” passed by the Michigan state legislature

municipalities when determining what kind of 
controlling board will work best in their commu-
nity.
 The third generation of land banks is 
currently evolving as more states look to ratify 
land bank enabling legislation.  Texas has begun 
pilot land bank style programs through city 
housing departments in some of the larger cities 
including Dallas and Houston.  In states that have 
recently passed enabling legislation, the first local 
land banks are just being organized.

First Generation

St. Louis, Missouri        1971
Cuyahoga County, Ohio      1976
Louisville, Kentucky       1989
Atlanta, Georgia        1991

Second Generation

Genesee County (Flint, MI)      2002
Michigan (Statewide)       2003
Indianapolis, Indiana       2007
Ohio (Statewide Reform)      2010

Third Generation

Georgia (Statewide)       2011
Missouri (Statewide)       2012
New York (Statewide)       2012
Pennsylvania (Statewide)      2012
Nebraska (Statewide)       2013
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Vacant & Blighted
Property Issues2

bank owned properties has increased.  In many 
cases the bank has initiated foreclosure, but has 
not taken legal possession. Sometimes banks will 
avoid taking legal possession for years leaving the 
property in a state of limbo, where the foreclosed 
owner has stopped paying property taxes or 
maintaining the building.

Occasionally, the property may have 
been willed to an heir who is not financially able 
to maintain the property or pay the property tax.  
This is another case where the owner may have 
simply walked away from a property, allowing it 
to deteriorate.  Sometimes an heir will lack a will 
or lack probate for a family property.  Missing a 
defined heir leaves ownership in question and 
the county with no way to collect taxes on the 
property, though an heir may still be occupying 
the property.  In all of these situations it can be 
very difficult to determine who is the legal owner 
of a property and who should be notified of the 
delinquent status.

More common than missing owners are 
owners with multiple delinquent properties.  This 
is especially true with speculative purchasers, 
where a developer will purchase multiple proper-
ties with no intention of making improvements 
until values in the area increase or with land 
speculators who purchase land and hold it with-
out paying taxes until the property can be sold 
for a higher price.  Although this is commonly 
considered a symptom of hot real estate markets, 
speculative buying occurs in many different kinds 
of communities across the state.  In fact, the least 
reputable speculators will buy numerous proper-
ties cheaply during slow periods in the real estate 
market.

After a property goes into foreclosure 
for unpaid taxes, the municipality still faces 
another major obstacle for redevelopment: selling 
the property to a third party through a Sheriff 
Sale.  The purpose of the Sheriff Sale is to try to 
recoup the delinquent taxes owed and to transfer 
the property to a new private owner.  However, 
other liens placed on a tax delinquent property 

There are a variety of issues that reduce 
the efficiency of a municipality or redevelopment 
authority to address vacant, blighted, and tax 
delinquent properties.  Some of these issues are 
structural, and are a result of current government 
processes and powers.  Others are a result of 
demographic changes within the United States 
and more specifically, Pennsylvania. 

Foreclosure & Tax Lien Sales
Properties that have been tax delinquent 

for a minimum period of time may be foreclosed 
upon by the municipal taxing authority.  The 
standard legal requirements for foreclosure no-
tification and processing can be lengthy, at times 
up to three years from first pursuing foreclosure 
to the acquisition of the delinquent property.  If 
the tax foreclosure process takes about two to 
three years, there is the potential for a property to 
sit vacant and abandoned for almost four years to 
account for possible redemption periods, before 
anything can legally be done to remediate blight.

Prior to foreclosure, the municipality 
must make a legitimate effort to notify the owner.  
However, it can be difficult to find the owner 
of the property to be notified, complicating the 
process.  Many tax delinquent properties have 
absentee owners who no longer live there and 
have no intention of maintaining the property.  
Since the 2008 housing crash, the prevalence of 

The greatest new tool in Pennsylvania’s 
land bank legislation is very likely the 

ability to acquire tax delinquent property 
through sheriff sale and judicial process 

without exposing the property to an 
open bidding process, coupled with the 
ability to aggregate properties through 

this process for a single aquisition.
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often will have a combined value greater than the 
market value of the property.  This removes the 
ability to make a profit for the buyer and essen-
tially eliminates the house or land from consid-
eration by private developers.  At this point, the 
only remedy is clearing the title of liens through 
either payment or negotiation by the controlling 
municipality.

Property Value Decline
It is commonly known that vacancy 

reduces property values not only for the vacant 
property, but those around it.  However, until re-
cently, it was difficult to quantify the full effect of 
a vacant property.  A Temple University study of 
Philadelphia found that houses within 150 feet of 
a vacant property lose more than $7,600 in value 
even after taking into consideration other issues 
like an increase in crime.1  Simply the presence of 
a vacant house can significantly reduce the value 
of those around it.

When property values start to decline, it 
can develop into a vicious cycle that significantly 
decreases property tax revenues and simultane-
ously increases municipal costs. 

Demographic Impact
Pennsylvania has additional demo-

graphic changes that are affecting value loss and 
foreclosure of vacant, blighted, and tax delin-
quent properties, including an uneven distribu-
tion of population growth, an aging population, 
concentrated pockets of poverty and elderly 
populations, suburban sprawl, an older housing 
stock, and industrial and commercial vacancy.

When looking at the entire state, Penn-
sylvania has seen steady population growth over 
the past couple decades.  However, growth has 
not been distributed evenly across the Com-
monwealth, leading to booming populations in 
certain areas and large-scale vacancy and aban-
donment in others.

Areas of York, Pike, and Monroe coun-
ties are increasingly home to “mega-commuters” 
who travel over 90 minutes and 50 miles to their 
workplace.  York County is now considered 
within the commutershed of Baltimore, MD 
and Pike and Monroe counties part of the New 
York City commutershed.  All three counties are 
among the fastest growing in Pennsylvania since 
2000.  Many other areas are still shrinking in 
population. Since 1950, Pittsburgh has lost over 
half of the city’s population.  Between 2000 and 
2010, another 29,000 residents left the city.  It was 

the fifth decade of population decline for the city.  
Pittsburgh’s story of decline is not unlike many 
other cities across the Commonwealth.  The dis-
mantling of the US coal and steel industries and 
of industrial activity in general has significantly 
affected many cities in Pennsylvania.  The migra-
tion away from small rural communities has also 
continued over the past couple decades, leading 
to building maintenance problems in many com-
munities without the resources to address them.

Across the state, regardless of wheth-
er an area is growing or not, most of the new 
construction has been in suburban and increas-
ingly in exurban areas that encourage sprawl 
and require additional infrastructure.  Older 
structures in the inner urban areas have difficulty 
competing against new construction, especially 
considering other issues that are associated with 
an older building stock, such as obsolescence or 
deferred maintenance

Pennsylvania has the fifth oldest hous-
ing stock in the United States.  The median house 
age in the US is 38 years, while in Pennsylvania 
it is 53 years.2  Older homes often lack amenities 
that are standard in new suburban development 
including central air conditioning, garages, 
larger number of bathrooms and more spacious 
kitchens.  These properties are obsolete for the 
modern homeowner and much less desirable to 
many than new homes in sprawling suburbs.  It 

“Houses within 150 feet of an abandoned 
house [in Philadelphia] experienced a

net loss of value of $7,627”
- Temple University Study

is much more difficult to sell these homes even 
without the additional burden of liens that have 
been placed on the property.   Increasing occu-
pancy in neighborhoods with a high percentage 
of old housing can be a major challenge when a 
majority of buyers are not looking to purchase 
that type of house.

Pennsylvania’s population is aging si-
multaneously in many small communities across 
the Commonwealth.  The state’s median age is 
just below 40 years old, making it the sixth oldest 
in the US.3  Many inner ring suburbs and small 
towns have a growing percentage of retired and 
elderly residents.  Many of these elderly residents 
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Pennsylvania Statewide Housing Vacancy Rates
in 2010

Pennsylvania

Philadelphia

Pittsburgh

Allentown

Erie

Reading

Rest of PA

Total Housing 
Units

5,567,315

670,171

156,165

46,921

44,079

34,208

4,615,060

Vacant
Units

548,411

70,435

19,948

4,117

3,877

4,229

445,805

Percent 
Vacant

9.9%

10.5%

12.8%

8.8%

8.7%

12.4%

9.7%

Figure 1. Pennsylvania Housing Vacancy in 2010, US 
Census Bureau, 2010 Decennial Census, SF-1

are living on a fixed income through retirement, 
deferring costly maintenance on their proper-
ty.  The next generation who would presumably 
inherit their aging parent’s home have in many 
cases moved away and have no interest in owning 
or going through the sale procedure for a prop-
erty that has little value and suffers from the lack 
of amenities common in older houses.  When 
these heirs do not come forward to claim a house 
that they see simply as a liability, the property 
sits vacant with no ongoing maintenance and no 
further tax payments

Industrial & Commercial
Vacancy

Vacancy and blight are not exclusive to 
residential neighborhoods.  Many old industrial 
districts are experiencing the same ills.  Their 
location and the design of aging factories are not 
conducive to modern manufacturing.  Compa-
nies are looking to locate manufacturing outside 
of cities, where land is cheap enough to build 
large single story facilities, and where they have 
easy access to highways for truck and container 
shipping.  The multi-story brick factories located 
in cities across Pennsylvania are rarely situated 
well for shipping products.  They are too small 
and not viable for manufacturing.  Those that ha-

ven’t been converted to offices or apartments are 
frequently vacant.  In addition, older industrial 
sites may be interspersed in residential or com-
mercial districts and are no longer compatible 
with the surrounding uses.  In those situations re-
development or adaptive reuse can be better than 
finding a replacement manufacturing tenant.

Many former industrial sites are also 
brownfields, or contaminated sites.  Development 
becomes much more complex and more expen-
sive when sites require environmental remedia-
tion.  For these reasons, contamination can be a 
major deterrent for redevelopment.

Beyond abandoned industrial sites, 
commercial vacancy has also become a growing 
problem in numerous places.  Early suburban 
strip malls are failing to attract new customers 
and tenants.  Today, companies prefer to build 
their own structures on company managed sites 
rather than rent from a property owner, leaving 
many strip malls and big box stores empty with 
no viable replacement commercial tenant.

Property Vacancy in
Pennsylvania
 Vacancy is a major issue across the state 
of Pennsylvania.  Increased vacancy rates are no 
longer just a symptom of the largest cities in the 
Commonwealth.  Over 75% of the vacant resi-
dential properties in the state are located outside 
the five largest cities (Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, 
Erie, Allentown, and Reading) and since 1980 
vacancy rates have continued to rise.  Although 
significant efforts have been made to reduce 
vacancy over the past decades, consistent reduc-
tions in vacancy rates are still elusive.
 The current statewide vacancy rate in 
Pennsylvania is 9.9%, comprised of over 548,000 
properties.4 The census defines vacancy as prop-
erties that could be occupied year round, but are 
not, so this number includes vacation homes, 
which can skew the vacancy rate for small resort 
towns with many second homes that are not lived 
in year round, and captures dormitory units if the 
student listed a home address on the census form.  
This means the effective vacancy rate of problem 
properties is a lower percentage than the census 
designates, but the distribution of vacancy across 
the Commonwealth is consistent with this data, 
apart from resort and college campus areas.
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Development Pressures
While some areas of the state are dealing 

with widespread vacancy, other areas are facing 
significant pressures for redevelopment.  Unlike 
vacancy and abandonment, development pres-
sure is often seen as a positive aspect of a growing 
region, but it can present significant challenges 
for municipalities as well.  The potential for 
gentrification in hot markets is always a concern.  
Gentrification is the influx of new investment 
and higher income residents to a lesser value 
neighborhood and the subsequent displacement 
of existing residents who cannot afford higher 
property taxes or higher rents.

Land banks are commonly seen as sim-
ply organizations dedicated to blight removal, but 
they can also be utilized to balance the process of 
gentrification in areas experiencing new develop-
ment pressure.  Land banks can acquire proper-
ties in these neighborhoods with the expressed 
intent of preserving affordable workforce housing 
in the area.

Aside from gentrification in “hot” urban 
neighborhoods, the areas in Pennsylvania that 
are experiencing the greatest housing pressures 
are in the Marcellus Shale drilling region.  Arrival 
of gas drilling personnel in small towns has creat-
ed a housing strain.  Many of these rural com-
munities cannot easily absorb a large increase 
in population, leading to increased pressure for 
new development to accommodate the quickly 
growing communities and driving up prices of 
existing housing.  By preemptively acquiring 
properties in drilling prone areas, land banks can 
act to maintain affordable housing and develop 
new affordable housing options.

Endnotes:
1. Temple University Center for Public Policy. “Blight 
Free Philadelphia: A Public-Private Strategy to Create 
and Enhance Neighborhood Value.” Philadelphia, 
2001.
2. US Census Bureau, 2010 Decennial Census, SF-1
3. US Census Bureau, 2011 American Community 
Survey, 5-year estimate
4. US Census Bureau, 2010 Decennial Census, SF-1

Percent of Housing Units Vacant in Pennsylvaniaʼs 
25 Largest Municipalities

Municipality

Philadelphia
 

Pittsburgh
 

Allentown
 

Erie
 

Reading
 

Scranton
 

Bethlehem
 

Lancaster
 

Harrisburg
 

Altoona
 

York
 

State College
 

Wilkes-Barre
 

Norristown
 

Chester
 

Bethel Park
 

Williamsport
 

Monroeville
 

Plum
 

Easton
 

Lebanon
 

Hazelton
 

New Castle
 

Pottstown
 

Johnstown

1980

9.6%
 

7.3%
 

5.5%
 

6.8%
 

6.5%
 

7.3%
 

4.4%
 

5.9%
 

15.3%
 

5.9%
 

7.4%
 

3.0%
6.3%
6.7%
10.8%
3.0%
8.3%
3.8%
4.6%
7.1%
5.7%
6.1%
5.6%
5.9%
6.2%

1990

10.6%
 

9.8%
 

6.3%
 

7.2%
 

8.4%
 

7.7%
 

4.3%
 

5.7%
 

12.5%
 

8.9%
 

8.3%
 

5.9%
 

6.3%
 

6.8%
 

12.0%
 

2.3%
 

5.5%
 

6.5%
 

2.4%
 

8.8%
 

4.8%
6.8%
8.7%
6.3%
14.5%

2000

10.9%
 

12.0%
 

8.5%
 

9.0%
 

12.2%
 

11.4%
 

5.1%
 

9.1%
 

15.4%
 

7.5%
 

12.9%
 

3.7%
 

11.5%
 

11.1%
 

14.4%
 

3.7%
 

9.6%
 

6.0%
 

3.3%
 

9.5%
 

8.5%
 

11.0%
 

8.4%
 

8.3%
 

13.0%

2010

10.5%
 

12.8%
 

8.8%
 

8.7%
 

12.4%
 

11.2%
 

5.9%
 

6.8%
 

15.1%
 

8.9%
 

12.1%
 

3.1%
 

13.9%
 

10.9%
 

15.2%
 

4.6%
 

9.5%
 

6.6%
 

5.3%
 

10.1%
 

8.2%
 

14.1%
 

13.6%
 

9.7%
 

17.2%

Change

0.5%
 

5.5%
 

3.3%
 

1.9%
 

5.9%
 

3.9%
 

1.5%
 

0.9%
 

- 0.2%
 

3.0%
 

4.7%
 

0.1%
 

7.6%
 

4.2%
 

4.4%
 

1.6%
 

1.2%
 

2.8%
 

0.7%
 

3.0%
 

2.5%
 

8.0%
 

8.0%
 

3.8%
 

11.0%

Figure 2. Percent of Housing Units Vacant in Pennsyl-
vania’s 25 Largest Municipalities, US Census Bureau, 
2010 Decennial Census, SF-1

Data Comment: The US Census Bureau’s definition 
of a vacant unit differs from that of the real estate 
industry in general. Rather than using qualitative 
measures based on use and maintenance, the Cen-
sus simply determines whether a unit is occupied full 
time or not. This leads to the inclusion of seasonal 
and vacation homes as vacant although they would 
not be conventionally considered as such. The US 
Census also counts the number of units vacant rather 
than number of structures vacant.
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3
Passed in late 2012 and signed into law 

January 2013, the Pennsylvania act enabling the 
creation of local land banks outlines a very flex-
ible and simplified method of setting up a land 
bank.  By including revisions to the state code to 
allow land banks in a single legislative document 
also eases the interpretation of land bank powers 
compared with earlier legislation in other states.

Even in an era of increased partisanship, 
this bill enjoyed support from both sides of the 
aisle in the Pennsylvania House and Senate.  The 
bill passed with an overwhelming majority in the 
House, garnering 186 votes in favor and only 5 
nay votes.  In the Senate, it passed unanimously.

broadly or very narrowly depending on the com-
munity’s desire.  Local leaders will have a better 
understanding of local, issues, problems, needs, 
and potential opportunities for a land bank, 
making it appropriate that they are the ones orga-
nizing and defining the new authority rather than 
state defined directions.
 When setting up a land bank, all of the 
taxing authorities within the proposed jurisdic-
tional boundaries must be consulted, as they will 
need to approve of the discharge of tax liens from 
delinquent properties obtained by the land bank.  
In most cases the land bank should have a plan to 
ultimately return the property to the tax rolls or 
dedicate it for public use.  Land banks will need 
to negotiate agreements with the taxing author-
ities to clear tax liens for properties acquired 
in order to make conveyance to a future owner 
easier.  This can be a complex process and is dis-
cussed further in Part 4: Setting Up A Land Bank.
 In addition, countywide land banks may 
not have overlapping jurisdictions with other 
land banks that have been established in a lower 
municipality.  Therefore, a county establishing a 
land bank would not be allowed to include any 
cities within its boundaries that have already 
established their own land bank authorities.  Al-
ternatively, if a city establishes its own land bank 
while a countywide land bank already exists, the 
city will no longer be within the jurisdiction of 
the county land bank.

The Board of Directors
Land Banks require a volunteer board 

of directors to represent different interests and 
ensure that decisions made by the land bank are 
in accordance with the desires of the community.  
The Pennsylvania land bank enabling legislation 
requires a board of directors that is at least five 
members, but no more than 11 members. At least 
one board member must be actively involved in 
a community serving organization.  The other 
board members have no restrictions and can 
elected officials or government employees.   The 

Summary of PA Land 
Bank Legislation

Who Can Establish A Land Bank?
The legislation in Pennsylvania allows 

a variety of municipalities to set up a land bank.  
Any municipality with greater than 10,000 
residents or any county can set up a land bank.  
A land bank can also be established through the 
collaboration of multiple municipalities.

There is great flexibility written into the 
legislation regarding the structure necessary for 
oversight of the land bank.  This was an inten-
tional decision to allow local municipalities to 
design a structure that will work best for them 
and allows the land bank to be defined very 

“In the end, the bill had bipartisan
support from state politicians.”

-Center for Community Progress1
  

   Yeas Nays Other
 House 186 5 12
 Senate 50 0 0
Figure 3. Act 153, HB 1682  PN 4185 voting records, 
Pennsylvania State Senate and House of Representa-
tives
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board cannot be an even number of members.  
Beyond these requirements, the board structure 
is entirely determined at the local level. 

The mandated community representa-
tive is included to encourage involvement from 
local stakeholders and the community in the 
process.  Directly including the community in 
the oversight of the land bank reduces potential 
backlash from residents resistant to land bank 
decisions and keeps the board from being all 
elected officials or government staff.
 The board of directors is also required 
to hold open public meetings in accordance with 
Pennsylvania Sunshine Act regulations.  As a 
public authority, notice of upcoming meeting 
schedule must be posted annually and minutes 
of each meeting must be kept.  Any deliberation 
by the board must occur at these public meetings 
and recorded.

What Can the Land Bank Do?
The land bank enabling legislation in 

Pennsylvania gives communities new powerful 
and flexible tools for redeveloping vacant, blight-
ed, and tax delinquent properties.  Land banks 
may acquire properties by:

Gift
Transfer
Exchange
Foreclosure
Purchase
Donation
From Municipalities
From Tax Claim Bureaus

It is important to mention that unlike redevel-
opment authorities, land banks cannot obtain 
properties through eminent domain.  Eminent 
domain has become a very contentious process 
for property acquisition and although state leg-
islators granted new powers to land banks, they 
also acted to restrict their strength in this way. 
Once properties are obtained, the land bank is 
required to maintain a publicly available invento-
ry of the properties they own.

Land banks hold properties tax-free 
unless they lease the property to a private third 
party, in which case the property loses its tax-free 
status after five consecutive years of leasing.  This 
does not apply if the property is being leased to 
a non-profit or governmental agency at substan-
tially less than market value.  The land bank may 
also enter into a partnership with other public or 
private entities to share ownership of property 
after it is acquired.

While controlling the property, a 
land bank has the power to improve properties 
through:

Designing
Developing/Redeveloping
New Construction
Demolition
Rehabilitation
Renovation

This variety of available actions allows the land 
bank to approach each property differently, 
adjusting to what is appropriate for that site.  A 
land bank could set aside properties for a park in 
a neighborhood lacking open space, or could de-
velop new affordable housing in a rapidly gentri-
fying neighborhood.  Whether it is rehabilitation 
redevelopment, new construction, or demolition, 
the land bank can work with the community to 
identify the best use for acquired properties, and 
is directed and sets disposition goals in accor-
dance with existing land use plans.

Eventual conveyance of the property to 
a third party for long term ownership is the end 
goal of a land bank and the new legislation helps 
get over the many hurdles that can delay and 
complicate a property ready to be sold and trans-
fer to a new owner.  Many times vacant, blighted, 
and tax delinquent properties have missing own-
ers or it is difficult to determine who is the owner 
as a result of a foreclosure.  Land banks have 
been designated as having sufficient interest and 
the ability to file for a quiet title to a property in 
court as a way to remedy the difficulties that of-
ten arise with unclear titles.  This allows the land 
bank to speed up the process of transferring and 
redeveloping properties.  Land banks also have 
flexibility in the method of dispossession of a 
property to a new owner.  Land banks can trans-
fer a property that they have acquired through:

Conveyance
Sale
Exchange
Transfer
Lease
Grant
Or Mortgage

Once again, the land bank can partner with a 
municipality or other public or private entities to 
transfer properties.

Land banks cannot obtain title to a
property using eminent domain.
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Financing A Land Bank
Land banks in Pennsylvania are allowed 

to finance operations in a variety of ways.  They 
can petition for grants or take out loans from 
public entities, any level of government, or any 
other private sources.  Revenue from sold proper-
ties or leased properties owned by the land bank 
may also be used to fund operations.  Land banks 
can issue tax-exempt revenue bonds.

The most potent method of reoccurring 
income for a land bank is possible through tax 
recapture agreements with local municipalities 
or school districts.  Utilizing a tax recapture 
agreement, the land bank may receive up to 50% 
of real property taxes collected on land bank 
rehabilitated properties for up to five years, 
depending on what percent of the taxes the local 
entities are willing to forgo.

Although there are a variety of options 
afforded to a land bank, the legislation does not 
prescribe a preferred method of fundraising, nor 
does it provide for any dedicated state funding 
to be allocated for establishing land banks.  The 
methods employed for financing a land bank will 
vary greatly between securing initial funding of 
a newly established land bank compared with re-
occurring funds for a land bank that has reached 
regular operation.

Relationship with Taxing
Authorities
 When acquiring a property, the land 
bank has the ability to file for a quiet title and to 
clear past tax liens.  In order to take advantage 
of that ability, the land bank must come to an 
agreement on how the liens will be cleared with 
all of the taxing authorities within its jurisdiction, 
including any municipalities, any special proper-
ty tax districts, as well as school districts.  School 
districts generally are not involved in community 
planning or land use issues, but in this instance 
play a key role.

School districts generally receive the 
largest percentage of assessed property taxes 
in Pennsylvania.  Therefore, the school district 
would be waving the largest percentage of the 
tax lien owed.  For this reason, agreements over 
tax lien discharge approvals with school districts 
may prove to be more difficult than with munic-
ipalities because they will be relinquishing larger 
amounts of unpaid taxes.

Current Status of Land Bank
Ordinances
 Dauphin County, including the city of 
Harrisburg, enacted the first land bank in the 
state.  The county commissioners voted unan-
imously to establish a land bank with a sev-
en-member board of directors, of which two will 
be appointed by the county commissioners and 
five from the county Redevelopment Authori-
ty board.  After the board land bank becomes 
active, it is expected to receive a quarter million 
dollars in start up funding from the Dauphin 
County Gaming Advisory Board.  Municipalities 
and school districts within the county will have 
to approve each property the land bank wants to 
acquire in order for the land bank to forgo paying 
back taxes on the property and receive 50% of 
the property taxes for the first five years that the 
property is back on the tax rolls.
 Both Philadelphia and Pittsburgh are 
also pursuing the creation of their own land 
banks. In Philadelphia, a land bank establishing 
ordinance has been introduced in City Council, 
but has not been released from committee for a 
vote.  City Council has been preoccupied with 
issues surrounding the Actual Value Initiative 
(AVI) property value reassessment, public school 
closings, and balancing the city budget.  The 
current version of the ordinance calls for a sev-
en-member board of directors to be appointed by 

As of August 2013, only Dauphin County 
has enacted a land bank in Pennsylvania, 
though Philadelphia, Allegheny, & Berks  

Counties are also considering establishing 
land banks

Management of A Land Bank
 Land banks in Pennsylvania are allowed 
to hire administrative staff to carry out day-to-
day business.  Hiring a full time staff for a small 
or a newly established land bank may not be 
feasible.  The land bank staff may also provide 
services to other governmental entities. In these 
instances, a land bank may be sharing staff with 
another public entity or municipality, such as a 
county redevelopment authority, planning de-
partment, or economic development corporation.  
The extent of staff hired is up to the discretion 
of the land bank, as is the decisions surrounding 
hiring and compensation.
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the mayor and ratified by City Council.  At least 
three of the board members must be working for 
a non-profit organization in housing, community 
development, or civic associations in low-income 
neighborhoods.  The land bank will be able to 
discharge any public liens on properties acquired, 
though the new authority will be required to 
report to councilmembers on the properties that 
it has acquired within their district.  The estab-
lishing ordinance may be put up to a vote once 
council resumes sessions after the summer recess.
 Pittsburgh is currently working with 
Allegheny County authorities and the other 
municipalities within the county to develop a 
land bank that is amenable to all parties involved.  
Allegheny County is not as far along as Phila-
delphia, with the structure of the land bank still 
up for debate.   Each taxing authority within the 
county will need to approve a procedure for dis-
charging liens.  Achieving agreement among the 
many municipalities and school districts within 
the county has been difficult and time consum-
ing.
 The City of Reading and Berks County 
are also looking into the potential benefits of a 
land bank.  The Reading Redevelopment Au-
thority is currently exploring the potential for a 
land bank authority for the city.  It is estimated 
that the new land bank authority would require a 
dedicated staff, separate from the redevelopment 
authority.
 The Erie Redevelopment Authority has 
also stated it is interested in establishing a land 
bank in northwest Pennsylvania.  There is no 
indication yet on whether officials are aiming to 
establish a citywide or countywide land bank.
 The Pennsylvania Housing Alliance is 
currently hosting conferences and training ses-
sions on implementing land banks all across the 
Commonwealth.  Since the land bank enabling 
legislation was signed into law, the Housing 
Alliance has held trainings in Erie, State College, 
and Reading, drawing several hundred attendees 
to learn about the new legislation and basics of 
setting up a land bank in their communities. At-
tendees included local municipal leaders, county 
officials, developers, and other interested parties. 

Endnotes:
1. Community Progress. “The road to passing the Pennsylvania Land Bank Act.” Center for Community Progress, 
May 21, 2013.
For full legislation text, please reference Appendix 2.
For further explanation of specific legislation clauses, please read the Summary of Land Banks Legislation pub-
lished by the Housing Alliance of Pennsylvania, included in the Appendix 1.

Selected Pennsylvania County Tax Delinquency 
Rates

County

Philadelphia

Beaver

Lycoming

York

Westmoreland

Erie

Northampton

Allegheny

Montgomery

Lancaster

Cumberland

Chester

Butler

Centre

Bucks

2006

6.6%

9.7%

8.3%

3.6%

4.6%

5.5%

3.0%

3.6%

4.0%

3.4%

2.8%

3.5%

3.5%

2.5%

2.1%

2009

7.5%

9.6%

8.6%

7.5%

5.0%

5.6%

4.6%

7.7%

n/a

3.8%

3.0%

3.3%

3.7%

2.9%

2.2%

2011

9.0%

8.9%

8.7%

7.7%

5.4%

5.0%

4.6%

4.4%

4.1%

3.4%

3.2%

3.0%

3.0%

2.3%

2.1%

Figure 4. Table recreated from Pew Charitable 
Trusts, “Delinquent Property Tax in Philadelphia”
Compared to the 36 cities studied by Pew, many 
Pennsylvania counties fall into a middle range of tax 
delinquency for cities across the United States.
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The Pennsylvania land bank enabling 
legislation was specifically designed to allow 
local areas to set up a land bank suited expressly 
to meet their needs. This deference to the local 
government presents a great opportunity to 
communities across the Commonwealth to foster 
collaboration by creating and operating a land 
bank that addresses blight and vacancy issues 
unique to the communities that it serves.
 This section will outline the important 
aspects of land bank organization from establish-
ment and operation through property acquisi-
tion, management, redevelopment and disposi-
tion. Each will include sections on the structural 
aspects of different parts of the legislation, the 
challenges that may arise, and the opportunities 
that communities can benefit from through the 
process of establishing a land bank. 
 The expectation is that most land banks 
established in Pennsylvania will be countywide 
land banks, set up cooperatively with all munici-
palities and school districts in the county.  Some 
other forms of land bank may evolve in specific 
larger cities, or regionally across county lines.  
The aspects outlined below apply to all these 
forms of local land banks that might be enacted 
in the Commonwealth.
 The overarching opportunity presented 
by Pennsylvania’s land bank enabling legislation 
is that the actual structure and operation of any 
land bank established in the Commonwealth is 

set up by the local jurisdiction where the land 
bank is located.  The process of designing each 
local land bank presents an opportunity for coun-
ties and municipalities to bring together parties 
involved in tax collection, land management, 
property development and neighborhood stabi-
lization to identify and quantify the extent of the 
problem, the causes and solutions, desired reuse 
of vacant, blighted and tax delinquent properties, 
and their impact on surrounding properties.  

Establishing A Land Bank

Setting Geographic Boundaries & 
Jurisdiction
Structure
 The county or municipalities that will 
comprise a land bank determine the jurisdic-
tional limits prior to the official establishment of 
the land bank.  Any county, combination of mu-
nicipalities, or single municipality with greater 
than 10,000 residents, can establish a land bank 
under the new Pennsylvania enabling legislation.  
Discussion among all of the taxing jurisdictions 
within the proposed boundaries of a new land 
bank is crucial in the process of establishment.  
Each taxing jurisdiction within a land bank’s 
proposed boundaries must sign off on a plan to 

Setting Up A Land
Bank4

Dauphin County Land Bank Authority Board of Directors

Seven directors are appointed to the board.
Each of the five directors of the Dauphin County Redevelopment Authority 
serve as land bank directors concurrently for the length of their team at the 
Revelopment Authority. Two At large directors are appointed by the Dauphin 
County Commissioners and serve staggered terms.
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allow the land bank to dismiss old tax liens on 
acquired properties and on any shared tax reve-
nue provisions in the disposition policies of the 
new land bank.  A land bank can be established 
prior to these agreements being in place, but as 
these need to be in place prior to being able to 
waive tax liens on acquired properties, it would 
be preferable to establish these procedures at the 
time of enacting the land bank.

Jurisdiction of a future land bank de-
termines the variety of different types of vacant, 
blighted, and tax delinquent properties that the 
land bank will eventually address.  For example, 
as first ring suburbs age, they often have vacant 
property issues that are much more similar to the 
core city’s issues than to real estate conditions 
in newer or wealthier suburbs.  Rural areas may 
have abandoned, tax delinquent commercial, 
industrial and non-productive agricultural prop-
erties and more larger individual parcels than in 
dense urban neighborhoods. 

Commonalities in blighted property 
issues may be a factor in determining the bound-
aries of a land bank, which may even span across 
county boundaries. 

Taxing jurisdictions will also play an im-
portant role in determining the boundaries of a 
land bank.  While there are over 2,000 municipal-
ities in Pennsylvania, there are about 500 school 
districts, and school taxes are generally a larger 
share of a tax bill than are local and county taxes, 
so the boundaries of local school districts must 
be considered when analyzing potential land 
bank boundaries, given the desire to have school 
tax lien waivers approved as part of establishing 
the procedures of the local land bank.  If other 
taxing authorities exist, e.g. utility authorities, 
their boundaries also must be considered when 
proposing the land bank’s footprint.

Although most land banks will be estab-
lished at the county level, the legislation specifies 
that if another land bank is established within the 
county, including a multi-municipal land bank 
that spans more than one county, the county 
land bank may not acquire properties within the 
jurisdiction of that separate land bank.

Challenges
 Achieving agreement among an assort-
ment of taxing jurisdictions can be difficult, espe-
cially in highly fragmented counties with many 
small municipalities and school districts. Often 
a number of taxing authorities will be resistant 
to the establishment of a land bank because they 
only see the loss of tax lien repayment regardless 

of how likely it is that the outstanding amount, or 
any amount, will ever be received for a specif-
ic property.  However, clearing the liens and 
transferring a tax delinquent property to a new 
private owner will pay more to the municipality 
and school district over time and is often more 
beneficial to the municipality than waiting for a 
new buyer who will pay the back liens in order 
to acquire the property, or waiting for a property 
to go through tax lien sale and hoping that the 
bid price meets the outstanding tax liens. In cases 
where the liens exceed the value of the property 
it may never be purchased in the private market 
until the title is cleared of past tax liens. The more 
the liens add up on a property the less likely it 
will be purchased and generate tax revenue again.  
This is one of the reasons why the Pew Charitable 
Trusts concluded, in a report on Philadelphia’s 
outstanding property tax liens issued in June 
2013, that the city will only be able to collect 
about one third of all the current delinquent 
taxes owed.

Opportunities
The flexibility in the legislation allows 

a wide range of possibilities when determining 
land bank jurisdiction.  By setting the require-
ment of population greater than 10,000 or a joint 
agreement between two or more municipalities, 
any community that wants to pursue operation of 
a land bank can set one up, even if a countywide 
land bank does not exist. Land banks set up at 
the county level can also provide new opportuni-
ties for communities to cooperate on important 
issues, as the municipalities and school districts 
will have to come together to discuss how they 
will deal with delinquent tax waivers, providing 
a forum for the county to take the lead in having 
these bodies address other areas of cooperation.
 The interaction necessary for the es-
tablishment of a land bank is an opportunity for 
different levels of local government to collaborate 
in ways that rarely happen. Working together 
through a land bank can spur other partnerships 
among nearby municipalities and encourage 

Allegheny County Taxing Authorities
 
Municipalities - 130
School Districts - 43
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cooperation on other issues than span munici-
palities, such as traffic analysis and management, 
open space management and economic develop-
ment.

Board of Directors
Structure
 In Pennsylvania, a land bank must have 
an oversight board of directors with five to eleven 
members. At least one of the members must be 
a representative from a community organization 
but community representation is not limited to 
one member, and a land bank board could be set 
up to be comprised of all community representa-
tives, although that is highly unlikely to occur.
 Public officials and public employees are 
allowed to be members of the board.  If a land 
bank is established covering a single city, it is 
likely that some of the board positions would be 
designated for representatives of specific depart-
ments or agencies, e.g. redevelopment authority, 
industrial or commercial development agency, 
city council or city solicitor. Similarly at the 
county level, some board seats may be designated 
for specific county offices or agencies, e.g. county 
treasurer or executive, and for specific munici-
palities where higher concentrations of vacant, 
blighted or tax delinquent properties are located.

Challenges
 The land bank enabling legislation has 
few requirements for the structure of board, 
leaving decisions on who should be represented 
up to the local municipalities with a wide range 
of potential interpretations. Board members can 
be elected, appointed, or assigned by designated 
non-land bank positions. The board could be 
half community representatives or have only 
one community representative. Establishing 
who is included on the board of directors of a 
new land bank can quickly become a conten-
tious process. Determining which breakdown 
of representation for your area will be crucial to 
getting buy-in from each municipality. If there is 
a divide between the dense boroughs and more 
sparsely populated townships in a county, it may 
be worthwhile to consider designating represen-
tatives on the board be equally distributed from 
large and small communities or from different 
parts of the county.
 Municipalities might also balk at coop-
erating with a land bank being set up by a county 
government with a board of directors comprised 
entirely of county level officials. Representation 

on the board may require municipality level rep-
resentative members and at least one representa-
tive of a school board.

Political divides among urban, sub-
urban and rural areas of a county may make it 
difficult to get agreement on the size, structure, 
representation and appointment process for 
board members.   For a county with several 
dozen municipalities, the board size limited to 
eleven members may pose a challenge in being 
able to appease all parties who want direct repre-
sentation on the board.

Opportunities
While the board structure can be a 

divisive process, the controlling structure is left 
to the local community, rather than proscribed 
by state legislation, giving locals the ability to de-
velop a board that best reflects their interests and 
vacant and blighted property issues while repre-
senting groups important within the land bank 
jurisdiction.  In the process of identifying who 
would best advise on addressing problem prop-
erties, it will be necessary to discuss where the 
properties are concentrated and what ways they 
will be addressed to be returned to productive, 
tax producing use.  So, the process of defining 
the board makeup can be a catalyst to expanding 
the circle of who is engaged in the discussion 
around addressing blighted properties.

The flexibility of the board structure 
allows the board of directors to be composed 
in a way that addresses local sensitivities of 
underrepresented communities. Counties and 
local municipalities are aware of constituencies 
that will be vocal around land issues in areas of 
concentrated blight and abandonment, so this is 
an opportunity to proactively bring those voices 
to the table, and reduce the “us versus them” 
mentality common when it is solely govern-
ment officials who are making decisions around 
redevelopment of land and collection of unpaid 
tax obligations.

Community and Stakeholder 
Engagement
Structure

Community involvement is necessary 
for land banks under the Pennsylvania legisla-
tion. While this is a required aspect of operating 
a land bank, considering public opinion and 
including the public in proceedings will also 
help make the land bank more successful over 
time. By requiring a community member on 
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the board of directors, people feel enfranchised 
and land bank officials can cite support from the 
community. 

By requiring that the small board of no 
more than eleven members include at least one 
community representative, the legislature sent 
a clear message that the land banks must work 
in conjunction with communities, and not just 
function as a governmental agency.  

The range of stakeholders is much wider 
than for a redevelopment authority, land trust 
or other typical public land management entity.  
Because of the link with tax waiver and revenue 
sharing, land banks will have school boards as 
significant stakeholders, something that is rare 
with other land management entities.  The best 

land banks also will engage local developers and 
the real estate community, as the acquisition, re-
development and disposition actions of the land 
bank will need to be informed by local real estate 
markets and market demand, and will influence 
those markets.
 
Challenges
 With a small board, and many commu-
nity organizations within their boundaries, land 
banks will have a deep challenge determining 
how the community representative on the board 
is designated.  This board member, or members, 
will have a great responsibility to reach out to 
other community organizations to speak for 
broad community representation.   

Lehigh Valley Case Study

Number of Vacant Housing Units

<5
0

50
-10
0

10
1-1
50

15
1-2
00

>2
00

Allentown Bethlehem

Easton

Lehigh and Northampton County have experienced long term vacancy in their core cities and in outlying areas after 
years of industrial decline.  Areas within these two counties are currently experiencing a boom in neighborhood 
redevelopment as new residents move into the area. New commercial and industrial investment is being made in 
Neighborhood Improvement Zones (NIZ).

The core cities of Allentown, Bethlehem, and Easton span both counties with the county line running through the 
center of Bethlehem.  This presents a complex land bank jurisdictional question of whether to group communities 
by county, by urban vs. rural land use, or in alignment with other existing regional economic development entitites.
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 Countywide land banks will have a 
diverse and often geographically dispersed set of 
stakeholders, and varying conditions of vacancy 
and blight to be addressed.  Tensions between 
more urbanized and rural areas, with their differ-
ent property issues, will have to be addressed in 
establishing acquisition and disposition proce-
dures and in ongoing operations and manage-
ment of the land bank.
 The most contentious issues likely to 
arise in enacting local land bank ordinances, 
once net positive tax revenue impacts are clearly 
understood, are designation of board member-
ship, the process for determining which proper-
ties are acquired and how, and how property is 
disposed, including the process for determining 
who can acquire property from the land bank 
and when discount pricing will be applied.   

Opportunities
 Land banks will be addressing a prob-
lem area for municipalities that carry much less 
partisan emotion than many other political issues 
in these divided times, compared with education, 
tax rates and Medicaid, to name a few.  Address-
ing blighted and tax delinquent properties and 
improving the quality of life in communities 
should be a topic that can be used to bring dis-
parate parties together.  The process of each local 
community identifying properties they would 
like addressed will show that this is a problem 
shared, to varying degrees, in all communities 
across counties and towns.
 Once a land bank is operational and 
revenue from property sales begins, there is the 
opportunity to engage local communities in 
vacant land maintenance.  Genesee County pays 
local community organizations a small annual fee 
to cut grass, pick up trash, and rake leaves on va-
cant lots owned by the land bank.  These groups 
use the community clean up days as organizing 
events for their neighbors, and they receive unre-
stricted funds, that although a small amount for 
the land bank, are significant for barely funded 
civic groups.
 Bringing together stakeholders to 
discuss acquisition and disposition of blight-
ed and tax delinquent properties will aid local 
planners in getting feedback on larger, longer 
term planning efforts, and help provide a context 
for those community discussions, identifying 
problem areas, their impact and what community 
members would like to see as these properties are 
redeveloped.

Securing Initial Funding
Structure
 The enabling legislation in Pennsylva-
nia leaves the methods for funding a land bank 
without any guidance for local municipalities. 
This can be the single most difficult aspect of 
setting up a new land bank in this era of reduced 
public funding.  Without a dedicated funding 
source at the state level, local leaders will need to 
find a method to fund the initial establishment of 
the land bank.  Operating funding, once the land 
bank controls real property assets, would most 
likely be easier to identify, but at inception some 
form of public or private funding will need to be 
dedicated to the establishment of the land bank 
operations. 

Challenges
Each new land bank will need to 

identify funding for initial staff, board meetings, 
printing, website, outreach, communication, and 
other expenses prior to receiving any revenue 
from sales or taxes on properties acquired and 
sold by the land bank.  Often a community foun-
dation may fund the initial period of establishing 
a land bank, or provide funds matched by local 
government. 

There are a few methods of providing 
local government funding for the startup period 
without a dedicated budget line item.  These 
could be an advance on future tax revenue from 
currently delinquent properties, or assigning 
existing staff, e.g. at a redevelopment authority or 
county tax office, to staff the startup period and 
provide web design and hosting and commu-
nications.  The land bank administration could 
also be contracted out to a private non-profit that 
currently receives CDBG funding.

Each county or municipality must deter-
mine the most viable method for raising funds 
considering their situation. There may not be a 
clear initial funding model to follow, especially 
for land banks in different areas of the Common-
wealth. One potential method for a land bank to 
obtain funds without the addition of a municipal 
line item cost is a sheriff ’s sale revenue sharing 
agreement. When properties go up for auction 
at sheriff ’s sale, the municipality would share 
a portion of the revenues from the auctioned 
properties. Depending on the average sale price 
of properties and the number of properties that 
go up for auction, this style of a agreement could 
net a land bank a small sum or a windfall.

Keeping costs low during the initial 
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Public support for funding other land 
management initiatives has been surprisingly 
strong, even in this anti-government funding 
atmosphere, although these other efforts have 
been much quieter and localized than the land 
bank movement.   Dedicated taxes and bonds 
have been approved by voters for dozens of land 
open space programs, to purchase properties 
or restrictive use easements and covenants to pre-
serve and manage open space in mainly suburban 
and rural areas.  The Delaware Valley Regional 
Planning Commission identified over 100 such 
programs in place in 2012 across its nine county 
PA/NJ service area.  

This comparison with existing land 
management programs supported by voters 
bodes well for getting initial funding approved 
coupled with an education process to inform 
voters of the benefits a land bank would bring to 
addressing vacant, blighted and underused prop-
erty, and bringing tax delinquent properties back 
onto the tax rolls, providing local revenue and 
improving the value of adjacent properties.

operation of the land bank is another crucial 
financial consideration.  At first, it may be easiest 
to have county or municipal employees assigned 
to the land bank, until operating revenue is being 
generated.  Early acquisitions could also target 
properties easily resold and needing little or no 
investment prior to disposition.  By sharing ad-
ministrative duties and addressing the most cost 
effective properties, a land bank can overcome 
the difficulty of early funding.

Opportunities 
Without a prescribed process, land 

banks are also not limited in their potential 
ability to raise funds. Rather than each land bank 
receiving a fixed state grant, the ability for a land 
bank to raise funds is only limited by the efforts 
of those undertaking the initial fundraising.  A 
wide variety of options for early funding include 
leveraging local, state or federal grant funding, 
borrowing the necessary funds, and developing 
revenue sharing agreements with municipalities 
within the land bank jurisdictional boundaries.
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Figure 6. Locally funded open space programs in the eight county Philadelphia metro region, Dela-
ware Valley Regional Planning Comission, illustrating the willingness for residents to tax themselves 
in order to preserve open space within their community.
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 To the first point, there may be an exist-
ing agency, e.g. a redevelopment authority, that 
has had CDBG administrative funding reduced 
over the past several years, that would welcome 
a new source of funding for existing staff, and 
perhaps a small number of additional staff, to 
support the increased workload of the land bank. 
 To the second point, if a separate staff is 
set up for the land bank, they may be able to pro-
vide some of the functions currently paid for out 
of general operating funds, including functions 
related to pursuing delinquent property taxes, or 
preparing for tax lien sales of delinquent vacant 
properties, reducing operating costs for existing 
local government units.  

Board Oversight
Structure
 The state legislation gives very little 
specifics about the operations of the board, but 
lays out a few key provisions on voting and open 
meetings.  The meetings of the land bank board 
must be open, consistent with “Sunshine Laws”.  
Board members must be present to vote and 
cannot vote by proxy.
 An interesting protection built into the 
legislation is the requirement for the majority of 
the entire board--not just the majority of a quo-
rum present at a meeting—to approve important 
actions, including adoption of rules and by-laws, 
hiring and firing of employees (although this 
may be delegated within certain parameters), 
incurring debt, adoption or amendment of the 
annual budget and sale, lease or encumbrance of 
property in excess of $50,000.
 
Challenges
 Having a quorum is not sufficient for the 
approval of many of the core financial functions 
of the land bank.  With a small board of no more 
than eleven, but possibly as few as five, it will be 
important to have all or most of the board mem-
bers attend every board meeting.   For example, if 
the bare majority of the board is present to form 
a quorum at a meeting, it will require unanimous 
approval to pass any motions regarding the listed 
items.  
 Two of the restricted items, incur-
ring debt, and the sale, lease and encumbrance 
of property require majority board approval 
essentially all the time; incurring any debt 
requires this, and with a threshold of $50,000 on 
the second restriction, this will almost always 
require a majority board approval.  The challenge 

Administration of a Land Bank

Staffing
Structure
 The process for staffing a land bank will 
depend upon the existing human and organi-
zational resources of the jurisdiction and the 
goals of the land bank and existing agencies 
and organizations involved in land acquisition, 
management, development, and disposition.  
A Land Bank can assign administration to an 
existing agency, e.g. a county or city redevelop-
ment authority or a county finance or planning 
department, or set up its own staff, contract with 
a non-governmental organization, e.g. a county-
wide community development corporation, or 
have internal staff that, in addition to land bank 
responsibilities, also manages land and develop-
ment for other government agencies.  
 Just as it’s the person who writes the 
minutes for a meeting who gets to set the tone 
for reporting out on a meeting’s content, the 
staff that undertakes the day to day manage-
ment of the land bank will have great influence 
on priorities, work flow, and ease of acquiring, 
managing and disposing of property.  Therefore it 
is important to decide where the skills lie locally 
to manage day to day operations in an open, 
efficient, and fair manner, with clear knowledge 
of the inventory and a clear understanding of the 
board’s priorities and goals.

Challenges
 There are often strong feelings about 
what entity controls the acquisition and dispo-
sition of property, and often concerns about the 
possibilities of “inside deals” and preferential 
treatment for those acquiring or developing 
public property.  Each taxing authority in the 
land bank has to be confident that the staff of the 
land bank is working to maximize revenue from 
property.  At the same time, local community 
members will be concerned that the property 
coming through the land bank will be designated 
for new use that is compatible with the use of 
surrounding properties.

Opportunities
 This newly defined set of tasks provides 
an opportunity to leverage the cost of existing 
public staffing, or to transfer the cost of some 
existing government funding to a new, quasi-gov-
ernmental organization.
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the infrastructure and grow a property portfo-
lio that either generates operating revenue or is 
substantial enough to back bonds or mortgage 
borrowing.
 There is also tension in the disposition 
process between generating maximum revenue 
from sales, and offering discounted pricing in 
return for control of the redevelopment process 
and directing redevelopment to projects “in the 
public good” with nominal disposition cost.  
 Similarly, there is potential conflict 
between selling tax delinquent properties in open 
bidding to the highest bidder and bringing them 
into the land bank inventory for control of their 
redevelopment uses and ownership.  The former 
brings immediate payment, although perhaps 
less than outstanding liens, and with no control 
over future use, or even if the new owner will be 
timely in future tax payments, especially when 
the property is distressed and is purchased for 
speculation, not redevelopment.  

Opportunities
 Rather than relying on grant funding 
or revenue sharing agreements that can vary 
with the housing stock being put up for auction 
at a sheriff ’s sale, leveraging land bank owned 
assets by floating revenue bonds can be a low cost 
method for raising funds. Using revenue bonds is 
a standard method for local governments to raise 
funds for projects when they reasonably expect to 
make enough revenue to pay back the bond with 
interest.  The revenue from the bonds can be used 
to pay for existing government staff or for reduc-
ing the operating cost to general funds budgets 
for a portion of staff costs. 
 The shared revenue provisions, where 
land banks can receive up to half the tax revenue 
for five years from properties they sell, provides 
a source of revenue for the land bank in a format 
that encourages other tax revenue recipients, 
particularly school boards, to cooperate in 
moving property into and through the land bank 
to productive reuse and tax generation, building 
partnerships around blight issues.
 Bonds may be backed by county or 
municipal guarantees-although this is not re-
quired-creating greater incentive for those local 
governments to move redevelopment approvals 
through in a timely manner to ensure that the 
land bank is able to pay their bond obligations, 
and not revert to the guarantees to bondholders.

is the balance in setting the frequency of board 
meetings.  With a volunteer board, the meetings 
need to be far enough apart to enable a major-
ity, ideally all, to attend each meeting, but with 
board approval needed for basic transactions, the 
meetings need to be frequent enough to maintain 
timely operations, without undue delays to obtain 
approvals.

Opportunities
 Having some core functions included in 
the mandate to obtain approval of a majority of 
the board assures that the board will be engaged 
in, and hopefully current on, the operations 
of the land bank and well informed about the 
portfolio of properties acquired, managed and 
disposed of by the land bank.
 It is anticipated that the board will be 
comprised of individuals who represent a range 
of stakeholders, so the level of engagement re-
quired will enable staff to have frequent, ongoing 
involvement from stakeholders, and by extension, 
be able to reaffirm by-in on the policies and pro-
cedures of the day to day operations on a regular 
basis.

Operational Funding
Structure
 Once a land bank is set up and running, 
several methods of operational funding become 
possible.  The clearest source of revenue is the 
sale of acquired property, and the five year shared 
tax revenue from sale of property.
 Once a land bank has a portfolio of 
properties, it has collateral and projected future 
revenue to be able to issue a bond or mortgage 
property, two options that are not practical for 
initial funding of the land bank.  Bonds issued by 
the land bank are tax exempt, similar to munici-
pal bonds.
 The land bank is also able to receive fees 
for services provided, including to governmental 
agencies and private users of land bank services.  
As described above, land bank staff could under-
take activities typically staffed by public officials, 
and receive revenue from the branch that uses 
those activities, including finance departments 
that manage sheriff sales, or planning depart-
ments that gather vacant property information.

Challenges
 There is a bit of a “chicken or egg” 
process in getting the land bank to an operational 
stage unless there is sufficient investment to build 
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program and policy goals as well.
Understanding the local real estate 

market is crucial to making informed decisions 
on acquisition and disposition of properties. 
Research into the current status of the market can 
inform the strategies employed by a land bank 
when acquiring different types of properties, 
whether they are residential or commercial, well 
maintained or blighted, etc. The same applies for 
disposition. Ground rules must be established to 
avoid the appearance of impropriety and ensure 
proper disposition from the land bank to the 
subsequent owner, such that the new owner must 
uphold their stated obligations.

Challenges
 The obvious, largest challenge in setting 
the goals for management and reuse of land is 
bringing together everyone involved in the land 
bank organization to define common goals and 
priorities.  There will be different priorities geo-
graphically and among different interest groups 
as to which properties to address first and even to 
a greater extent, on the proposed disposition and 
reuse of properties acquired by the land bank.
 The most impactful moves need to be 
identified; often it most critical to address the 
areas in transition first, the “tipping point” neigh-
borhoods that are currently stable but at risk of 
decline, or to obtain the vacant and tax delin-
quent properties in areas of impending gentrifi-
cation to preserve the opportunity for continued 
development of affordable housing.  There can be 
disagreement, however, on which areas represent 
the most impactful opportunities for acquisition 
by the land bank.
 The other side of these acquisition goals 
is projecting the disposition goals.  Funding 
and staff capacity will have an impact on align-
ing community preferences and ability to meet 
those stated preferences.   A balance needs to be 
struck between how much property is sold to the 
highest bidder and to maximize future tax rev-
enue, and how much is dedicated to disposition 
at discounted pricing and possibly lower future 
revenue, for uses such as affordable housing or 
public recreation.
 These acquisition and disposition goals, 
defining where and how blight will be addressed 
and what future uses will be promoted can 
provoke hot debate among the various partners 
brought together through the land bank, as they 
will have different missions and goals, and there-
fore advocate for different priorities.
 Internally to the land bank operations, 

Land Management &
Redevelopment

Setting Blight Remediation Goals
Structure

In a paper issued in 2008, Alan Mallach 
and the Federal Reserve Bank of Philadelphia 
identified a series of principles that would be 
beneficial for the use of Neighborhood Stabiliza-
tion Program (NSP) funds that became available 
as part of the Federal Housing and Economic 
Recovery Act of 2008. The NSP program was 
created to stabilize housing markets significantly 
affected by subprime lending and foreclosure. 
The principles identified by the Federal Reserve 
are aimed at improving the strategic management 
of properties from acquisition through rehabilita-
tion using NSP funds, but many of the principles 
are also directly applicable to a range of land 
bank property management and funding issues. 
For example, when looking to design a program 
of intervention, targeting property acquisition is 
important in order to maximize neighborhood 
impact while reflecting realistic resource and 
capacity constraints.  This principle is as true for 
land bank management as it is for NSP funds to 
avoid overstretching the organization’s budget 
and for targeting investment to have the maxi-
mum positive effect in a neighborhood.

Some of the other principles identified 
in the Federal Reserve report fit into four gener-
ally applicable categories for land banks: fostering 
partnerships, property acquisition, property 
management, and property disposition.
 By building partnerships, land banks 
can work with local governments, neighborhood 
based organizations and private developers to 
coordinate intervention. Through these part-
nerships the land bank can maximize return on 
resources invested in properties. Coordinating 
acquisition with plans for reuse upon disposition 
is another method of using partnerships to effect 
change on a larger scale than by acting alone on 
acquisition of problem properties without coor-
dinating reuse plans.

Prior to property acquisition, land 
banks should develop a set of rules to evaluate 
properties and determine when it is appropriate 
to renovate and when it is necessary to demolish. 
Land banks should also design financing strate-
gies and ensure the organization has the capacity 
to maintain the housing portfolio it has acquired. 
These financing strategies should reflect realistic 
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it may be difficult to predict the future capacity 
of the land bank to undertake acquisitions and to 
prepare property for disposition.  Ongoing oper-
ational functioning will be dependent upon cash 
flows from property sales, shared tax revenue, 
and other sources of funding that may be hard to 
project, especially as the land bank is first getting 
established.  Where a land bank will be hiring its 
own internal staff, the expertise will be unknown 
initially.  This may be a less difficult challenge 
where the land bank is utilizing existing staff 
capacity, e.g. hiring an existing redevelopment 
authority to manage the operations of the land 
bank.
 Finally, predicting future markets is 
impossible to do with any degree of certainty.   
The time lag from identifying property to acquire 
for targeted end use, going through acquisition, 
property management, remediation, and disposi-
tion could take many months or even longer than 
a year, and neighborhood or regional property 
markets could change, as happened so quickly in 
a negative way in 2007-2008, or in a rapidly ap-

preciating way as happened earlier in the decade, 
affecting pricing of property, ongoing viability of 
projected reuse, and ability to obtain financing 
for redevelopment.

Opportunities
 Setting goals and priorities is a process 
that requires a level of analysis and explicitly 
stating a vision for neighborhoods that is too 
often neglected or avoided, defaulting to letting 
the markets run their course, with community 
members speaking out when they disapprove of 
a direction they didn’t anticipate.  The process of 
stating the goals for property acquisition and dis-
position, and defining acceptable and unaccept-
able property condition requires analysis and an 
open process of laying out goals for the land bank 
that provides a clear forum for community mem-
bers and other stakeholders to share their vision, 
their goals, and define where they can work with 
the land bank to support a desired future state of 
their neighborhoods, including affirming if they 
want to maintain current conditions.

Figure 5.  This chart tracks population changes in small cities in Pennsylvania and New Jersey as pub-
lished in “In Philadelphia’s Shadow: Small Cities in the Third Federal Reserve District,” by Alan Mal-
lach and released by the Federal Reserve Bank of Philadelphia. Although all cities except Allentown 
are still below their peak population, six cities have seen population increases between 2000 and 
2010, indicating changes in development pressures and potential for reuse of abandond properties.
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 Articulating local neighborhood goals 
can identify shared interests on a regional level, 
especially if a land bank is countywide, bringing 
together like minded groups from around the 
county who might not have been aware of each 
other’s work previously.  Best practices could also 
be shared, e.g. around revitalizing neighborhood 
shopping districts, or identifying locations for 
senior’s housing convenient to transportation 
and shopping.
 Knowing the goals around target 
acquisition can make it easier for municipalities 
to identify local properties that the land bank 
would prioritize, and could even aid in identi-
fying strategies for which properties to spend 
more effort on delinquency collection versus 
acquisition, or blight remediation with existing 
owners versus acquisition.  Knowing preferred 
redevelopment that would be supported by the 
land bank also empowers local municipalities to 
actively recruit appropriate developers for sites 
where they know approvals will gain greater 
support.  For affordable housing development, 
having a larger plan in place identifying where 
this is a priority will help those housing sponsors 
obtain outside funding by being able to demon-
strate the housing is being developed in coordi-
nation with a long term plan.
 Having a long term plan in place will 
help address two other common problems 
related to property redevelopment, reactions 
from neighbors and from lenders.  By defining 
target types of acquisition and reuse and target 
areas as part of the public process in setting the 
goals of the land bank, community members will 

know, and participate in, the design of the goals 
of the land bank’s procedures.  This will reduce 
the surprise element that often brings out a loud 
reaction to redevelopment proposals, and hope-
fully will mean that proposals will be in line with 
the communities stated goals.  On the lender 
side, proposals that are in line with a publicly 
approved plan and stated goals should make it 
easier to obtain financing approvals.

Property Acquisition
Structure
 Pennsylvania permits land banks to ac-
quire properties in a variety of ways. The range of 
options makes acquisition easier for land banks 
and subsequently opens up more possibilities to 
directly address blighted properties in neighbor-
hoods and propose redevelopment. A land bank 
may receive a property via donation, transfer, or 
foreclosure, may purchase the property directly, 
or may partner with another entity to acquire the 
parcel. 
 Land banks were specifically not given 
the power of eminent domain, distinguishing 
them from other public entities. This is the only 
major restriction preventing a land bank from 
acquiring property. 

Since the Kelo v. New London Supreme 
Court decision, eminent domain has become 
a much more contentious method of property 
acquisition. Many states, including Pennsylva-
nia have taken steps to restrict use of eminent 
domain and it is not surprising that land banks 
were restricted from using it as an acquisition 
tool.  This restriction is further emphasized 
by not allowing the land bank to acquire any 
properties acquired by other agencies through 
eminent domain, if the eminent domain action 
occurred after the date of passage of the enabling 
legislation.
 While eminent domain is a common 
tool specifically withheld from land banks, they 
were given a unique, new and powerful tool 
to specifically acquire blighted tax delinquent 
properties, with a more flexible process for 
using Sheriff sale procedures.   A land bank may 
bring a group of properties through the tax lien 
sale process as a single package, rather than on 
an individual property by property basis, then 
acquire the package directly without having to 
present them to a public bidding process.  Unless 
there is agreement among all the taxing author-
ities, the land bank would still be liable to pay 
all outstanding liens, but it is expected that each 

Figure 7. Building demolition in Flint, Michigan. Part of 
the land bank’s “Clean and Green” program.
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authority, including school boards, would agree 
up front to waive repayment of tax liens for prop-
erties acquired by the land bank.
 The enabling legislation further provides 
for a land bank to be able to take these acquired 
properties through a judicial sale process, wiping 
the properties clean of all other liens, enabling 
the land bank to provide title free and clear to 
subsequent owners.
 A county land bank may not acquire 
properties within the boundaries of a local land 
bank established within the county.  This will 
apply when a county has a land bank, but a 
municipality (or group of municipalities) within 
the county has its own land bank, restricting 
the county land bank from acquiring properties 
within the boundaries of that local land bank.  

Challenges
 One of the bigger challenges land banks 
will face is the perception that clearing past tax 
liens is giving up revenue owed. In reality, most 
tax delinquent properties with multiple year’s 
back taxes owed are unlikely to ever result in 
tax repayment.  The recent Pew Center study of 
delinquent property taxes in Philadelphia cited 
above determined that 70% of the outstanding 
taxes owed were highly unlikely to ever be col-
lectible, especially those on long term delinquent 
properties. Getting past the preference for collec-
tion can be especially difficult for school districts 
that receive a larger portion of property taxes 
and do not directly deal with the neighborhood 
effects of vacant properties.

Early acquisitions after a land bank is 
established can be difficult and will be dependent 
on the land bank’s ability to raise funds. Efforts to 
acquire properties at the inception of a land bank 
must be tempered to avoid over acquisition of 
properties. A land bank is only as effective as the 
organization’s ability to manage its portfolio and 
effect change in areas of high vacancy. 

Opportunities
 While land banks can simply be land 
acquiring authorities that prepare land for sale to 
private developers, the variety of methods for ac-
quisition allow for more creative collaborations. 
A land bank can work directly with a developer 
to aggregate and assemble both privately held 
and publicly held parcels to move development 
forward. Instead of having the private devel-
oper acquire a few tax delinquent properties to 
complete a larger site, the land bank can assist 
in acquisition and title clearance. In many cases 

the land bank can directly partner with a private 
entity on a redevelopment project, giving the 
municipality more control over the final product. 
 Having greater flexibility in the use 
of tax lien sale process puts the land bank in a 
stronger position than municipalities currently 
occupy to pressure negligent property owners 
to address blighted conditions at their lots and 
buildings.  The current slow, costly and un-
predictable process discourages municipalities 
from taking problem properties, emboldening 
delinquent property owners to not address blight 
or tax non-payment. This may help address 
violations, and reduce blight even when the land 
bank initiates acquisition without ever actually 
acquiring a property, giving a new tool for code 
violation departments to use in consort with land 
banks.

Property Management,
Maintenance, & Remediation
Structure

Land banks have a wide variety of 
potential programs for developing, remediating, 
and maintaining land once it is acquired.  There 
is no set timeline for a land bank to turn over 
properties it controls.  Ideally, the land bank does 
not want to hold properties indefinitely, but there 
are some situations where holding a property 
long term may be necessary for remediation or to 
increase the potential for future redevelopment.

Once a property is acquired, the land 
bank assumes responsibility for maintenance 
and is required to keep the property up to code 
standards.  Some of the acquired properties may 
be vacant, yet still in good physical condition or 
of high value, historic or otherwise.  These are 
prime candidates for rehabilitation and reuse.  
Other properties acquired through tax foreclo-
sure may not be vacant, instead inhabited by ten-
ants of the landlord who did not pay the property 
taxes. In these cases, standard maintenance may 
be the best option in order to avoid displacing 
current residents.  The legislation also requires 
the land bank to work with properties occupied 
by low-income tax delinquent homeowners to es-
tablish a manageable tax repayment plan in order 
to remain in their homes.

Of course, not every property should 
be reused.  There are many reasons demolition 
may be the best option for an abandoned, vacant 
building.  In areas of extreme depopulation and 
little reinvestment, demolition is often the only 
viable solution for an acquired property.  In Ohio 
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and responsibly managed by the administration 
of the land bank.
 Adding these skills is particularly 
challenging in the early days of a new land bank, 
when staff is small and procedures are just being 
established, and when the scope of need for each 
of these task is unknown.  Remediation can most 
likely be delayed, unless an affected property is 
being transferred from the land bank to a new 
owner.  However, contaminated properties may 
need to be secured or isolated.
 Where the land bank acquires tenant 
occupied property, it is highly likely that such 
properties will have extensive deferred mainte-
nance issues, code violations and some condi-
tions needing immediate attention for health and 
safety reasons.  Vacant buildings with historic 
elements or materials that have high salvage 
value, like copper piping, need to be secured to 
avoid theft and vandalism, as well to reduce risk 
of arson.  
 Vacant land presents much fewer 
challenges than occupied or vacant buildings, 
but even lots acquired by the land bank have 
immediate issues to be addressed, including 
existing trash and preventing short dumping, 
weed growth, undesirable activity and illegal 
parking.  Once a land bank acquires a lot, there 
is the public expectation that it will be quickly 
addressed to not be an eyesore, and that it will be 
properly maintained and add to an appearance of 
neighborhood stability and pride of ownership.

Opportunities
With a solid management and main-

tenance plan in place, a land bank can act as a 
responsible landlord, holding properties in the 
short term while working with the community 
on long term improvement or redevelopment 
plans.  The ability to manage inventory removes 
pressure to quickly dispose of as much property 
as possible, and can provide an additional source 
of operational funding while a thoughtful pro-
cess for disposition is undertaken, free from the 
pressure of pushing every property to resale.

Holding scattered nearby lots gives a 
land bank time to identify owners of adjacent 
lots and either work with them to develop a plan 
to transfer land bank properties for a unified 
redevelopment, or to assemble all the properties 
on a block for the land bank to redevelop within 
the neighborhood land use plan.

The land bank also has the opportunity 
to implement a “clean and green” style program, 
where the land bank partners with community 

and Michigan, demolition is the most common 
reason for acquisition by a land bank. Large-
scale demolition will not be appropriate for every 
community.  Sometimes the building is simply 
too structurally unsound to be rehabilitated 
or the original use is no longer suitable for the 
area.  Demolition can also open up a property 
for new uses, e.g. an old commercial strip can be 
revived through demolition and reconstruction 
as a mixed-use development.  In each of these 
cases pursuing demolition will be better than 
attempting to do basic upkeep maintenance on 
the building.

Commonly, land banks end up acquir-
ing many parcels of vacant land.  In neighbor-
hoods of long term abandonment, these lots may 
be interspersed with privately owned lots, or with 
land owned by other public entities.  It is usually 
practical to treat multiple adjacent vacant parcels 
as a single large open space, and to maintain 
these vacant lots as a unit, including fencing and 
planting as a single lot.  This will help the overall 
appearance of the block, and reduce vagrancy 
and short dumping.

Properties acquired by the land bank 
may also require environmental remediation.  
The aging industrial properties often acquired 
by land banks can be heavily contaminated from 
years of manufacturing use.  Often the contam-
ination, which is expensive to remediate and 
involves complicated regulatory processes, deters 
potential redevelopers. The property sits fallow 
as a result, eventually leading to intervention by a 
land bank or government entity.  These environ-
mentally affected properties need to be secured 
properly until remediation can occur.  This is the 
most basic level of maintenance necessary for a 
land bank to undertake after acquisition. Land 
banks may pursue remediation for properties 
to prepare them for in-house redevelopment, 
for sale to a private developer, to transfer to a 
land trust or city parks department, or a variety 
of other disposition.  The land bank can also 
partner with another entity to jointly remediate 
an acquired property.

Challenges
 Property management, maintenance 
and environmental remediation all require 
different skill sets from one another and from the 
skills related to property acquisition and disposi-
tion, requiring the land bank to have access to a 
wide range of skills.  These tasks can be done in 
house or contracted out, but even when they are 
contracted out, they need to be knowledgeably 
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groups to ensure maintenance and upkeep of 
vacant lots by community groups in that area.  
This type of program is designed especially for 
properties without a built structure to maintain.  
A “clean and green” program can reduce the 
amount of vacant lots that are eyesores and prop-
erty value drains within a land bank jurisdiction, 
while engaging members of the community to 
participate in the upkeep of their neighborhood.  
“Clean and green” programs not only ensure that 
the land bank is meeting its obligations by main-
taining the properties that it controls, but also 
support the local neighborhood through stipends 
to those who work to maintain the properties.

There are two advantages to a land bank 
undertaking environmental remediation over 
waiting for a private owner to address lingering 
environmental issues.  The first advantage is 
that as a quasi-public body, a land bank may be 
able to access state and federal cleanup funds 
not available to private property owners.  The 
second benefit is that the public—and subse-
quent property owners---can be reassured that 

if the land bank oversaw the remediation, it was 
done in compliance with all applicable laws and 
that there won’t be risk of future environmental 
hazards when the property is purchased and 
redeveloped.

Property Redevelopment
Structure

Redevelopment of land bank property 
can take shape in multiple ways. The land bank 
can solicit development proposals from private 
developers by issuing a request for proposals 
rather than outright sale of a property in order to 
have control over the development. By utilizing 
an RFP, final design decisions and land use can 
be determined by the land bank, allowing highly 
controlled and coordinated development.

Alternatively, land banks can enter into 
partnerships with other public or private entities 
in order to develop a property. Instead of issuing 
an RFP, a partnership allows the land bank to 
work collaboratively with a local municipality to 
redevelop a property to meet municipality needs.

Figure 8 (left): Vacant residential and commerical properties in Flint, MI, adapted from Imagine-
Flint--the new city master plan.  Figure 9. Buildings demolished by the Genesee County Land Bank 
Authority (GCLBA) in Flint, adapted from the GCLBA annual report
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Disposition of Property
Structure

Once the property has been remediated, 
redeveloped, demolished, had the title cleared, 
etc., the land bank can then transfer the property 
to a new owner.  Some properties, particularly 
vacant land in residential areas, can be trans-
ferred “as is”, where environmental contamina-
tion is unlikely.  This is very useful where “side 
yard” programs are in place, conveying a vacant 
lot to the adjoining homeowner for them to use 
as an expanded side yard or for secure parking.

The biggest question that often arises 
for land banks is determining who can acquire 
land bank properties and setting a sale price.  
The legislation encourages land banks to estab-
lish priorities for disposition, e.g. setting reuse 
for affordable housing development above pri-
vate market rate sale.  The land bank also needs 
to have agreement among all taxing authorities 
regarding below market sales.  Offering discount-
ed or nominal pricing is a common technique for 
encouraging desired redevelopment, especially 
for affordable housing and residential side lots, 
where the reuse will not generate revenue to 
cover the cost of a market rate acquisition.

Challenges
 A common challenge that land banks 
face during the disposition process is the ap-
pearance of transparency and lack of favoritism.  
This is a problem faced by any public body that 
sells real property.  As a public authority, gaining 
public trust will require consistent application 
of rules to build a reputation of impartiality. 
Creating a set of evaluation measurements will 
be necessary for determining how developers are 
qualified to purchase property, or to prevent the 
land bank from being used for political reasons.  
 Evaluating the developers that prop-
erties are transferred to is also crucial to ensure 
that the property is developed as agreed upon 
before the transfer. Land banks provide local 
municipalities more control over how a property 
will be developed, but exercising this control can 
be difficult once a property has been transferred 
without a clear plan that the developer will re-
spect.  One safeguard is to mandate that purchas-
ers of land bank properties be current on their 
property taxes on all other real estate they own, 
that they not have any active code violations, 
and even that they not have had any egregious 
delinquencies or violations in a prior number 
of years.  Researching and enforcing this places 

The land bank can even act as a devel-
oper, directly redeveloping acquired property 
itself. This allows the land bank to have complete 
control over the final product, but also comes 
with added risk. Each property acquired by a 
land bank may require a slightly different ap-
proach in order for it to be returned to produc-
tive use and there are situations where each of 
these redevelopment options may be applicable.

Challenges
 If the land bank is actively trying to 
redevelop properties, then the land bank is also 
taking on all the challenges and risks that a 
private developer would.  Funds invested in one 
redevelopment project must pay back decent div-
idends in order for the land bank to continue on 
to the next project.  The redevelopment project 
must be able to compete in the market that it is 
targeting. In order to determine if a certain proj-
ect will be viable, the land bank must invest in 
market research and project management.  All of 
these expenses are incurred before any revenue is 
generated by the project.
 Redevelopment also demands staff 
time for project management, with a different 
set of skills than those required for property 
acquisition and disposition.  Even if a land bank 
outsources project management through an RFP 
process, staff time is necessary to closely monitor 
property redevelopment to assure good quality 
design and construction and responsible finan-
cial management.

Opportunities
 Although independently approaching 
redevelopment represents a higher risk, the 
opportunities to effect change are very high.  
Land banks can target specific neighborhoods, 
accumulate tax delinquent vacant properties and 
redevelop those sites to prevent those areas from 
sliding further into disrepair. The land bank can 
easily receive other publicly owned properties to 
assemble a redevelopment site, and its mandate 
to work within locally enacted land use plans 
meet a key requirement for several types of com-
monly used redevelopment funding.  

A land bank can effectively set the tone 
for future redevelopment in a neighborhood and 
act as an ally with city hall to achieve larger goals 
of revitalization of entire neighborhoods. These 
are all options for land banks because of the 
wide-ranging powers given to land banks by the 
Pennsylvania legislature.



33
Right-Sized Places

an additional burden on staff time, and can slow 
down the transfer process, as well as reducing the 
potential sales price of land bank properties as 
buyers factor in this added step.
 Although land banks have been award-
ed powers of disposition that are more flexible 
than a redevelopment authority, and approxi-
mate to those of private owners, as public bodies 
there will always be close scrutiny by various, 
often conflicting, community organizations 
when property is transferred from the land bank 
to redevelopers. This is especially true if there 
is disagreement over the planned development, 
or if the land was sold below full market value.   
Hopefully, the procedures put in place, and the 
participation of community membership on the 
board, which must approve property transfers, 
will minimize this challenge.

Opportunities
Just as with acquisition and manage-

ment, the variety of disposition options afforded 
land banks enable them to take a leading role in 
carrying out local land use plans.  The land bank 
is not driven only by obtaining top dollar when 
transferring property, but can balance revenue 
with public good, and can use the ability to 
transfer property at reduced or nominal value 
to aid in promoting non-profit and public uses, 
including affordable housing creation and pres-
ervation, open space and recreational uses.

Having property transferred through 
a board directed land bank can help reduce the 
appearance of undue political pressure in land 
use decisions, by removing the approval of land 
transfer from direct city council or county com-
missioner control, while being consistent with 
land use plans approved by these government 
bodies.

Land banks have the ability to hold 
properties while redevelopers work to put 
together plans and financing, waiting to transfer 
the property itself until approvals and financing 
are in place and the project is ready to begin.  
This allows the land bank to maintain control, 
eliminating the situation where land is trans-
ferred, plans or financing fall apart, leaving 
properties to languish, privately held, without the 
ability to move the property to a new developer.

The ability to reduce sales price for pub-
lic good is a strong incentive to attract desired 
redevelopment, and often critical in enabling 
projects to move forward, where land costs are a 
determining factor in project affordability.  Like 
business tax credits, the ability to offer low cost 

or free development sites can be a strong factor 
in attracting new commercial or industrial devel-
opment, and the new jobs it will bring, to an area 
that is sorely in need of new economic develop-
ment in its community.  

The offer of low cost land can also be 
used to offset the difficulty of including com-
mercial space in mixed use development, as 
financing is harder to obtain for the commercial 
area of a new development than it is for the 
residential component.   Sales price of land can 
also be used by the land bank as a bargaining 
tool in shaping other aspects of a project, such as 
getting commitments for certain height, density 
or parking concessions.  The land bank may even 
act as mortgagee, providing preferential rates for 
the purchaser to acquire property from the land 
bank and to pay the land bank for the property 
over time when the development is in operation.

In Summation
As land banks have evolved over the 

past decades, they have moved from simple 
repositories of unsold, tax delinquent properties 
to entities that take a complete and active role 
in the acquisition, maintenance, management 
and disposition of real property.  The Pennsylva-
nia legislation represents a best practice of this 
evolution, granting flexibility to local communi-
ties to set up land banks within jurisdictions and 
with oversight structure that is logical to their 
needs, while setting in place strong protections 
to maintain openness and fairness as well as 
efficiency in the operation of land banks.

At core, the business of land banks 
is the acquisition of vacant, blighted and tax 
delinquent properties to improve these problem 
properties that have a negative influence on the 
value of adjacent properties, and on the safety 
and health of communities.  Pennsylvania’s land 
bank law requires that decisions on acquisition 
and especially on disposition be made in accor-
dance with locally enacted land use plans, and 
encourages establishing procedures and priori-
ties up front to guide disposition with regard to 
proposed reuse of properties.

Hopefully, this handbook will be useful 
for local officials and other stakeholders as they 
evaluate local conditions and needs leading to 
establishing land banks.  The structures, chal-
lenges and opportunities highlighted here are a 
starting point to understand the workings of a 
land bank and to aid in planning the by-laws and 
structure for new land banks as they are put in 
place around the Commonwealth.
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Appendix 1:
Resources5
Pennsylvania Resources

Housing Alliance of Pennsylvania
www.housingalliancepa.org
A statewide coalition that advocates for access to safe and affordable housing for all, acts as central 
clearinghouse for vacant property information, and conducts statewide land bank training in Pennsyl-
vania.
Related Publications:
Untapped Potential of Land Bank/Land Trust Partnerships – by John Emmeus Davis
http://www.housingalliancepa.org/sites/default/files/resources/Land_Bank-Land_Trust.pdf
Summary of Pennsylvania Land Banks Legislation
http://www.housingalliancepa.org/sites/default/files/resources/PALandBankLawAct153summary.pdf
New Tools to Address Blight and Abandonment http://www.housingalliancepa.org/sites/default/files/
resources/New%20Tools%20Quick%20Guide%20FINAL%20Feb%202011.pdf

Current Land Bank Ordinances
Dauphin County (Approved):
http://www.dauphincounty.org/government/Community-Economic-Development/Land-Bank-Author-
ity/Documents/Land-Bank-Ordinance.pdf
Philadelphia County Proposed Ordinance (most recent version, March 7, 2013):
http://phila.legistar.com/View.ashx?M=F&ID=2377394&GUID=3714138A-F0A5-4436-B163-
72D8D6EA9CE9
Reading County Proposed Ordinance (draft version, February 26, 2013):
http://www.housingalliancepa.org/sites/default/files/Draft_Land%20Bank-%20Reading%20Ordinance.
pdf

Dauphin County Land Bank Authority
www.dauphincounty.org/government/Community-Economic-Development/Land-Bank-Authority/
Pages/default.aspx
First land bank enacted in Pennsylvania

Philly Land Bank (Land Bank Advocacy)
www.phillylandbank.org
A partnership established by a consortium of organizations working towards creation a land bank in 
Philadelphia.
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General Resources

Center for Community Progress
www.communityprogress.net
A national organization with expertise on solutions for vacant and abandoned properties, including the 
establishment of land banks.
Related Publications:
Land Banks and Land Banking – by Frank Alexander
http://www.communityprogress.net/filebin/pdf/new_resrcs/LB_Book_2011_F.pdf
Vacant Land Now and Tomorrow: Building Enduring Values with Natural Assets
http://www.communityprogress.net/filebin/pdf/new_resrcs/Vacant_Property_Now_Tomorrow.pdf
Community Involvement Program Guidelines for Land Banks (written for US Dept. of Housing and 
Urban Development)
https://www.onecpd.info/resources/documents/CommunityInvolveLBProgramGuidelines.pdf
Potential Land Bank Revenue Sources (written for Cook County, IL)
http://www.communityprogress.net/filebin/pdf/new_resrcs/LPI_Genesee.pdf
Neighborhood Stabilization and Land Banking – Frank Alexander
http://www.communityprogress.net/filebin/pdf/nvpc_trnsfr/Alexander_stabilization_landbanking.pdf
Economic Impacts of Residential Property Abandonment and the Genesee County Land Bank in Flint, 
Michigan
http://www.communityprogress.net/filebin/pdf/new_resrcs/LPI_Genesee.pdf
Cuyahoga County Land Reutilization Corporation: The Beginning, the Present, and Beyond
http://www.communityprogress.net/filebin/pdf/CCLRC_Beginning_Present_Beyond.pdf

Genesee County Land Bank (Flint, Michigan)
www.thelandbank.org
The land bank for Flint, Michigan, established in 2002.
Related Publications:
Econmic Impact of Residential Property Abandonment and the Genesee County Land Bank in Flint
http://www.communityprogress.net/filebin/pdf/new_resrcs/LPI_Genesee.pdf

Cuyahoga County Land Reutilization Corp. (Cleveland, Ohio)
www.cuyahogalandbank.org
The current land bank for Cleveland, Ohio, established in 2010.
Related Publications:
Best Practices in Land Bank Operation
http://www.hud.gov/offices/cpd/about/conplan/foreclosure/pdf/bplbopsbest.pdf

US Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD)
A department of the Federal government tasked with developing and executing policies on housing 
issues.
Related Publications:
Revitalizing Foreclosed Properties with Land Banks
http://www.huduser.org/portal/publications/affhsg/landbanks.html
Land Bank Authorities – by Frank Alexander
http://www.hud.gov/offices/cpd/about/conplan/foreclosure/pdf/lbauthguide.pdf
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Appendix 2:
PA Land Bank Act6

REAL AND PERSONAL PROPERTY (68 PA.C.S.) - CREATION OF LAND BANKS FOR THE 
CONVERSION OF VACANT OR TAX-DELINQUENT PROPERTIES INTO PRODUCTIVE USE

Act of Oct. 24, 2012, P.L. 1239, No. 153

Session of 2012
No. 2012-153

HB 1682

AN ACT
 
Amending Title 68 (Real and Personal Property) of the Pennsylvania Consolidated Statutes, providing 

for the creation of land banks for the conversion of vacant or tax-delinquent properties into 
productive use.

 
The General Assembly of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania hereby enacts as follows:

 
Section 1.  Part II of Title 68 of the Pennsylvania Consolidated Statutes is amended by adding a 

subpart to read:
SUBPART A

PRELIMINARY PROVISIONS
Chapter

21.  Land Banks

CHAPTER 21
LAND BANKS

Sec.
2101.  Scope of chapter.
2102.  Legislative findings and purpose.
2103.  Definitions.
2104.  Creation and existence.
2105.  Board.
2106.  Staff.
2107.  Powers.
2108.  Eminent domain.
2109.  Acquisition of property.
2110.  Disposition of property.
2111.  Financing of land bank operations.
2112.  Borrowing and issuance of bonds.
2113.  Public records and public access.
2114.  Dissolution of land bank.
2115.  Conflicts of interest.
2116.  Construction, intent and scope.
2117.  Delinquent property tax enforcement.
2118.  Expedited quiet title proceedings.
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2119.  Annual audit and report.
2120.  Determination on procedural revision.

§ 2101.  Scope of chapter.
This chapter relates to land banks.

§ 2102.  Legislative findings and purpose.
The General Assembly finds and declares that:

(1)  Strong communities are important to the social and economic vitality of this 
Commonwealth. Whether urban, suburban or rural, many communities are struggling to 
cope with vacant, abandoned and tax-delinquent properties.

(2)  Citizens of this Commonwealth are affected adversely by vacant, abandoned 
and tax-delinquent properties, including properties which have been vacated or abandoned 
due to mortgage foreclosure.

(3)  Vacant, abandoned and tax-delinquent properties impose significant costs on 
neighborhoods, communities and municipalities by lowering property values, increasing fire 
and police protection costs, decreasing tax revenues and undermining community cohesion.

(4)  There is an overriding public need to confront the problems caused by vacant, 
abandoned and tax-delinquent properties through the creation of new tools to enable mu-
nicipalities to turn vacant, abandoned and tax-delinquent spaces into vibrant places.

(5)  Land banks are one of the tools that municipalities may use to facilitate the 
return of vacant, abandoned and tax-delinquent properties to productive use.

§ 2103.  Definitions.
The following words and phrases when used in this chapter shall have the meanings given to 

them in this section unless the context clearly indicates otherwise:
“Board.”  The board of directors of a land bank.
“Department.”  The Department of Community and Economic Development of the Com-

monwealth.
“Financial institution.”  A bank, savings association, operating subsidiary of a bank or sav-

ings association, credit union, association licensed to originate mortgage loans or an assignee of a 
mortgage or note originated by such an institution.

“Land bank.”  A public body and a body corporate and politic established under this chapter.
“Land bank jurisdiction.”

(1)  a county, a city, a borough, a township and an incorporated town with a popu-
lation of more than 10,000; or

(2)  two or more municipalities with populations less than 10,000 that enter into an 
intergovernmental cooperation agreement to establish and maintain a land bank.
“Low income.”  A household with total income at or below 80% of the area median income, 

adjusted for household size, as defined annually by the United States Department of Housing and 
Urban Development.

“Municipality.”  A county, city, borough, incorporated town, township or home rule munici-
pality.

“Owner-occupant.”  A natural person with a legal or equitable ownership interest in proper-
ty which was the primary residence of the person for at least three consecutive months at any point 
in the year preceding the date of initial delinquency.

“Real property.”  Land and all structures and fixtures thereon and all estates and interests in 
land, including easements, covenants and leaseholders.

“School district.”  Any of the classifications of school districts specified in section 202 of the 
act of March 10, 1949 (P.L.30, No.14), known as the Public School Code of 1949. The term includes, 
as to any real property acquired, owned or conveyed by a land bank, the school district within 
whose geographical jurisdiction the real property is located.
§ 2104.  Creation and existence.

(a)  Authority.--Subject, in a city of the first class, to the home rule charter, a land bank ju-
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risdiction may elect to create a land bank by the adoption of an ordinance to create a binding legal 
obligation. The ordinance must specify the following:

(1)  The name of the land bank.
(2)  The number of members of the board.
(3)  The names of individuals to serve as initial members of the board and the 

length of terms which they will serve.
(4)  The qualifications, manner of selection or appointment and terms of office of 

members of the board.
(5)  The manner by which residents will be provided an opportunity to have input 

into the land bank decision-making process.
(6)  Policies regarding former owner-occupants who are occupying homes acquired 

by the land bank. These policies shall show a preference for keeping the former owner-occu-
pants in their homes, whenever feasible.

(7)  Additional terms and conditions the land bank jurisdiction deems reasonable 
and necessary for operation of the land bank.
(b)  Filing.--The governing body of the land bank jurisdiction which creates a land bank 

shall file a copy of the ordinance with the department and with the Department of State. After 
receipt of the ordinance, the Secretary of the Commonwealth shall issue a certificate of incorpora-
tion.

(c)  Combinations.--
(1)  The authority under subsection (a) may be exercised in combination pursuant 

to an intergovernmental cooperation agreement by:
(i)  more than one land bank jurisdiction; or
(ii)  a land bank jurisdiction and one or more municipalities.

(2)  If a land bank is established under paragraph (1), the intergovernmental coop-
eration agreement must specify matters identified in subsection (a).
(d)  Limitation.--Except as set forth in subsection (c), if a county establishes a land bank, the 

land bank shall have the power to acquire real property only in those portions of the county located 
outside of the geographical boundaries of any other land bank established by another land bank 
jurisdiction located partially or entirely within the county.

(e)  Participation by school district.--A school district may participate in a land bank pursu-
ant to an intergovernmental cooperation agreement. The agreement must specify the membership, 
if any, of the school district on the board of the land bank and the actions of the land bank which 
are subject to approval by the school district.

(f)  Legal status of land bank.--A land bank shall:
(1)  be a public body corporate and politic; and
(2)  have duration until terminated and dissolved under section 2114 (relating to 

dissolution of land bank).
(g)  Collaboration.--A land bank, a political subdivision and another municipal entity may 

enter into an intergovernmental cooperation agreement relative to the operations of a land bank.
§ 2105.  Board.

(a)  Membership.--A board shall consist of an odd number of members and be not less than 
five members nor more than 11 members. Unless restricted by the actions or agreements specified 
in section 2104 (relating to creation and existence) and subject to the limits stated in this section, 
the size of the board may be adjusted in accordance with bylaws of the land bank.

(b)  Eligibility to serve on board.--
(1)  Notwithstanding any law to the contrary, a public officer shall be eligible to 

serve as a board member, and the acceptance of the appointment shall neither terminate nor 
impair that public office.

(2)  A municipal employee shall be eligible to serve as a board member.
(3)  An established land bank board shall include at least one voting member who:

(i)  is a resident of the land bank jurisdiction;
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(ii)  is not a public official or municipal employee; and
(iii)  maintains membership with a recognized civic organization within 

the land bank jurisdiction.
(4)  A member removed under subsection (d)(3) shall be ineligible for reappoint-

ment to the board unless the reappointment is confirmed unanimously by the board.
(5)  As used in this subsection, the term “public officer” means an individual who is 

elected to a municipal office.
(c)  Officers.--The members of the board shall select annually from among their members a 

chair, vice chair, secretary, treasurer and other officers as the board determines.
(d)  Rules.--The board shall establish rules on all of the following:

(1)  Duties of officers under subsection (c).
(2)  Attendance and participation of members in its regular and special meetings.
(3)  A procedure to remove a member by a majority vote of the other members for 

failure to comply with a rule.
(4)  Other matters necessary to govern the conduct of a land bank.

(e)  Vacancies.--A vacancy on the board shall be filled in the same manner as the original 
appointment. Upon removal under subsection (d)(3), the position shall become vacant.

(f)  Compensation.--Board members shall serve without compensation. The board may 
reimburse a member for expenses actually incurred in the performance of duties on behalf of the 
land bank.

(g)  Meetings.--
(1)  The board shall meet as follows:

(i)  In regular session according to a schedule adopted by the board.
(ii)  In special session:

(A)  as convened by the chair; or
(B)  upon written notice signed by a majority of the members.

(2)  A majority of the board, excluding vacancies, constitutes a quorum. Physical 
presence is required under this paragraph.
(h)  Voting.--

(1)  Except as set forth in paragraph (2) or (3), action of the board must be ap-
proved by the affirmative vote of a majority of the board present and voting.

(2)  Action of the board on the following matters must be approved by a majority of 
the entire board membership:

(i)  Adoption of bylaws.
(ii)  Adoption of rules under subsection (d).
(iii)  Hiring or firing of an employee or contractor of the land bank. This 

function may, by majority vote of the entire board membership, be delegated by the 
board to a specified officer or committee of the land bank.

(iv)  Incurring of debt.
(v)  Adoption or amendment of the annual budget.
(vi)  Sale, lease, encumbrance or alienation of real property or personal 

property with a value of more than $50,000.
(3)  A resolution under section 2114 (relating to dissolution of land bank) must be 

approved by two-thirds of the entire board membership.
(4)  A member of the board may not vote by proxy.
(5)  A member may request a recorded vote on any resolution or action of the land 

bank.
(i)  Immunity.--A land bank jurisdiction which establishes a land bank and a municipality 

and a school district which are parties to an intergovernmental cooperation agreement establishing 
a land bank shall not be liable personally on the bonds or other obligations of the land bank. Rights 
of creditors of a land bank shall be solely against the land bank.
§ 2106.  Staff.



40
Land Banks in Pennsylvania

(a)  Employees.--A land bank may employ or enter into a contract for an executive director, 
counsel and legal staff, technical experts and other individuals and may determine the qualifica-
tions and fix the compensation and benefits of those employees.

(b)  Contracts.--A land bank may enter into a contract with a municipality for:
(1)  the municipality to provide staffing services to the land bank; or
(2)  the land bank to provide staffing services to the municipality.

§ 2107.  Powers.
A land bank constitutes a public body, corporate and politic, exercising public powers of the 

Commonwealth necessary or appropriate to carry out this chapter, including the following powers:
(1)  To adopt, amend and repeal bylaws for the regulation of its affairs and the 

conduct of its business.
(2)  To sue and be sued in its own name and be a party in a civil action. This para-

graph includes an action to clear title to property of the land bank.
(3)  To adopt a seal and to alter the same at pleasure.
(4)  To borrow from Federal Government funds, from the Commonwealth, from 

private lenders or from municipalities, as necessary, for the operation and work of the land 
bank.

(5)  To issue negotiable revenue bonds and notes according to the provisions of this 
chapter.

(6)  To procure insurance or guarantees from the Federal Government or the 
Commonwealth of the payment of debt incurred by the land bank and to pay premiums in 
connection with the insurance or guarantee.

(7)  To enter into contracts and other instruments necessary, incidental or conve-
nient to the performance of its duties and the exercise of its powers. This paragraph includes 
intergovernmental cooperation agreements under 53 Pa.C.S. Ch. 23 Subch. A (relating to 
intergovernmental cooperation) for the joint exercise of powers under this chapter.

(8)  To enter into contracts and intergovernmental cooperation agreements with 
municipalities for the performance of functions by municipalities on behalf of the land bank 
or by the land bank on behalf of municipalities.

(9)  To make and execute contracts and other instruments necessary or convenient 
to the exercise of the powers of the land bank. Any contract or instrument signed shall be 
executed by and for the land bank if the contract or instrument is signed, including an au-
thorized facsimile signature, by:

(i)  the chair or vice chair of the land bank; and
(ii)  either:

(A)  the secretary or assistant secretary of the land bank; or
(B)  the treasurer or assistant treasurer of the land bank.

(10)  To procure insurance against losses in connection with the real property, 
assets or activities of the land bank.

(11)  To invest money of the land bank at the discretion of the board in instru-
ments, obligations, securities or property determined proper by the board and to name and 
use depositories for its money.

(12)  To enter into contracts for the management of, the collection of rent from or 
the sale of real property of the land bank.

(13)  To design, develop, construct, demolish, reconstruct, rehabilitate, renovate, 
relocate and otherwise improve real property or rights or interests in real property.

(14)  To fix, charge and collect rents, fees and charges for the use of real property of 
the land bank and for services provided by the land bank.

(15)  To grant or acquire licenses, easements, leases or options with respect to real 
property of the land bank.

(16)  To enter into partnerships, joint ventures and other collaborative relation-
ships with municipalities and other public and private entities for the ownership, manage-
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ment, development and disposition of real property.
(17)  To organize and reorganize the executive, administrative, clerical and other 

departments of the land bank and to fix the duties, powers and compensation of employees, 
agents and consultants of the land bank.

(18)  To do all other things necessary or convenient to achieve the objectives and 
purposes of the land bank or other law related to the purposes and responsibility of the land 
bank.

§ 2108.  Eminent domain.
A land bank does not possess the power of eminent domain.

§ 2109.  Acquisition of property.
(a)  Title to be held in its name.--A land bank shall hold in its own name all real property it 

acquires.
(b)  Tax exemption.--

(1)  Except as set forth in paragraph (2), the real property of a land bank and its 
income and operations are exempt from State and local tax.

(2)  Paragraph (1) does not apply to real property of a land bank after the fifth 
consecutive year in which the real property is continuously leased to a private third party. 
However, real property shall continue to be exempt from State and local taxes if it is leased 
to a nonprofit or governmental agency at substantially less than fair market value.
(c)  Methods of acquisition.--A land bank may acquire real property or interests in real prop-

erty by any means on terms and conditions and in a manner the land bank considers proper.
(d)  Acquisitions from municipalities.--

(1)  A land bank may acquire real property by purchase contracts, lease purchase 
agreements, installment sales contracts and land contracts and may accept transfers from 
municipalities upon terms and conditions as agreed to by the land bank and the municipal-
ity.

(2)  A municipality may transfer to a land bank real property and interests in real 
property of the municipality on terms and conditions and according to procedures deter-
mined by the municipality as long as the real property is located within the jurisdiction of 
the land bank.

(3)  A redevelopment authority located within a land bank jurisdiction established 
under this chapter may, with the consent of the local governing body and without a redevel-
opment contract, convey property which it acquired before the effective date of this para-
graph to the land bank. A conveyance under this paragraph shall be with fee simple title, 
free of all liens and encumbrances.
(e)  Maintenance.--A land bank shall maintain all of its real property in accordance with the 

statutes and ordinances of the jurisdiction in which the real property is located.
(f)  Prohibition.--

(1)  Subject to the provisions of paragraph (2), a land bank may not own or hold 
real property located outside the jurisdictional boundaries of the entities which created the 
land bank under section 2104(c) (relating to creation and existence).

(2)  A land bank may be granted authority pursuant to an intergovernmental coop-
eration agreement with a municipality to manage and maintain real property located within 
the jurisdiction of the municipality.
(g)  Tax claim bureaus.--A tax claim bureau may transfer to a land bank real property of the 

county held by the tax claim bureau, as trustee for the county, in a repository for unsold property 
under section 626 of the act of July 7, 1947 (P.L.1368, No.542), known as the Real Estate Tax Sale 
Law.

(h)  Acquisition of tax delinquent properties.--If authorized by the land bank jurisdiction 
which created a land bank or otherwise by intergovernmental cooperation agreement, a land bank 
may accept donations of real property and extinguish delinquent claims for taxes as to the property 
under section 5.1 of the act of May 16, 1923 (P.L.207, No.153), referred to as the Municipal Claim 
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and Tax Lien Law, or section 303 of the Real Estate Tax Sale Law. For the purposes of this subsec-
tion, the land bank shall have all rights and obligations of the municipality provided for in section 
5.1 of the Municipal Claim and Tax Lien Law and of a local taxing authority provided for in section 
303 of the Real Estate Tax Sale Law.
§ 2110.  Disposition of property.

(a)  Public access to inventory.--A land bank shall maintain and make available for public 
review and inspection an inventory of real property held by the land bank.

(b)  Power.--A land bank may convey, exchange, sell, transfer, lease, grant or mortgage inter-
ests in real property of the land bank in the form and by the method determined to be in the best 
interests of the land bank.

(c)  Consideration.--
(1)  A land bank shall determine the amount and form of consideration necessary 

to convey, exchange, sell, transfer, lease as lessor, grant or mortgage interests in real proper-
ty.

(2)  Consideration may take the form of monetary payments and secured financial 
obligations, covenants and conditions related to the present and future use of the property, 
contractual commitments of the transferee and other forms of consideration as determined 
by the board to be in the best interest of the land bank.
(d)  Policies and procedures.--

(1)  A board shall determine and state in the land bank policies and procedures the 
general terms and conditions for consideration to be received by the land bank for the trans-
fer of real property and interests in real property.

(2)  Requirements which may be applicable to the disposition of real property and 
interests in real property by municipalities shall not be applicable to the disposition of real 
property and interests in real property by a land bank.
(e)  Ranking of priorities.--

(1)  A land bank jurisdiction may establish a hierarchical ranking of priorities for 
the use of real property conveyed by a land bank, including use for:

(i)  Purely public spaces and places.
(ii)  Affordable housing.
(iii)  Retail, commercial and industrial activities.
(iv)  Conservation areas.

(2)  The priorities established may be for the entire land bank jurisdiction or may 
be set according to the needs of different neighborhoods, municipalities or other locations 
within the land bank jurisdiction, or according to the nature of the real property.
(f)  Land use plans.--A land bank shall consider all duly adopted land use plans and make 

reasonable efforts to coordinate the disposition of land bank real property with such land use plans.
(g)  Specific voting and approval requirements.--

(1)  A land bank jurisdiction may, in its ordinance creating a land bank or in the 
case of multiple land bank jurisdictions and municipalities creating a single land bank in 
the applicable intergovernmental cooperation agreement, require that a particular form of 
disposition of real property or a disposition of real property located within specified juris-
dictions be subject to specified voting and approval requirements of the board.

(2)  Except as restricted or constrained under paragraph (1), the board may dele-
gate to officers and employees the authority to enter into and execute agreements, instru-
ments of conveyance and other related documents pertaining to the conveyance of real 
property by the land bank.

§ 2111.  Financing of land bank operations.
(a)  General rule.--A land bank may, receive funding through grants and loans from:

(1)  the Federal Government;
(2)  the Commonwealth;
(3)  a municipality;
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(4)  the land bank jurisdiction which created the land bank; and
(5)  private sources.

(b)  Funding.--A land bank may receive and retain payments for services rendered, for rents 
and leasehold payments received, for consideration for disposition of real and personal property, 
for proceeds of insurance coverage for losses incurred, for income from investments and for an 
asset and activity lawfully permitted to a land bank under this chapter.

(c)  Allocated real property taxes.--
(1)  A taxing jurisdiction may authorize the remittance or dedication of a portion 

of real property taxes collected pursuant to the laws of this Commonwealth to a land bank 
on real property conveyed by a land bank.

(2)  Allocation of property tax revenues in accordance with this subsection, if 
authorized by the taxing jurisdiction, shall commence with the first taxable year following 
the date of conveyance and continue for a period of up to five years and may not exceed a 
maximum of 50% of the aggregate property tax revenues generated by the property.

(3)  Remittance or dedication of real property taxes shall include the real property 
taxes of a school district only if the school district enters into an agreement with the land 
bank for the remittance or dedication.

§ 2112.  Borrowing and issuance of bonds.
(a)  Authority.--

(1)  A land bank may issue a bond for any of its corporate purposes.
(2)  The principal and interest of a bond shall be payable from the land bank’s gen-

eral revenue.
(3)  The bond may be secured by any of the following:

(i)  A pledge of revenue. This subparagraph includes a grant or contribu-
tion from:

(A)  The Federal Government or a Federal agency or instrumen-
tality.

(B)  The Commonwealth, a Commonwealth agency or an instru-
mentality of the Commonwealth.
(ii)  A mortgage of property of the land bank.

(b)  Nature.--The bond must meet the requirements of 13 Pa.C.S. § 3104 (relating to negotia-
ble instrument).

(c)  Tax exempt.--A bond and the income from the bond is exempt from taxation by:
(1)  the Commonwealth; or
(2)  a political subdivision.

(d)  Procedure.--
(1)  A bond must be authorized by resolution of the board and shall be a limited 

obligation of the land bank.
(2)  The principal and interest, costs of issuance and other costs incidental to the 

bond shall be payable solely from the income and revenue derived from the sale, lease or 
other disposition of the assets of the land bank. The land bank may secure the bond by a 
mortgage or other security device covering all or part of the project from which the pledged 
revenues may be derived.

(3)  A refunding bond issued under this section:
(i)  shall be payable from:

(A)  a source described in this chapter; or
(B)  the investment of the proceeds of the refunding bonds; and

(ii)  shall not constitute an indebtedness or pledge of the general credit of 
a political subdivision within the meaning of a constitutional or statutory limita-
tion of indebtedness and shall contain a recital to that effect.
(4)  A bond must comply with the authorizing resolution as to:

(i)  form;
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(ii)  denomination;
(iii)  interest rate;
(iv)  maturity; and
(v)  execution.

(5)  A bond may be subject to redemption at the option of and in the manner deter-
mined by the board in the authorizing resolution.
(e)  Powers of municipalities.--A municipality may elect to guarantee, insure or otherwise 

become primarily or secondarily obligated on the indebtedness of a land bank, subject, however, to 
all other provisions of law of this Commonwealth applicable to municipal indebtedness.

(f)  Sale.--
(1)  A bond shall be issued, sold and delivered in accordance with the terms and 

provisions of the authorizing resolution. The board, to effectuate its best interest, may deter-
mine the manner of sale, public or private, and the price of the bond.

(2)  The resolution issuing a bond must be published in a newspaper of general 
circulation within the jurisdiction in which the land bank is located.
(g)  Liability.--

(1)  Neither the members of a land bank nor a person executing the bond shall be 
liable personally on the bonds by reason of the issuance of the bond.

(2)  The bond or other obligation of a land bank related to a bond shall not be a 
debt of a municipality or of the Commonwealth. A statement to this effect shall appear on 
the face of the bond or obligation.

(3)  On the bond or other obligation of a land bank related to a bond, all of the 
following apply:

(i)  The Commonwealth has no liability. This subparagraph applies to the 
revenue and property of the Commonwealth.

(ii)  A municipality has no liability. This subparagraph applies to the reve-
nue and property of a municipality.

§ 2113.  Public records and public access.
(a)  Public records.--A board shall keep minutes and a record of its proceedings.
(b)  Public access.--A land bank is subject to:

(1)  65 Pa.C.S. Ch. 7 (relating to open meetings); and
(2)  the act of February 14, 2008 (P.L.6, No.3), known as the Right-to-Know Law.

§ 2114.  Dissolution of land bank.
(a)  General rule.--A land bank may be dissolved as a public body corporate and politic upon 

compliance with all of the following:
(1)  Sixty calendar days’ advance written notice of consideration of a resolution to 

request dissolution must:
(i)  be given to the land bank jurisdiction which created the land bank;
(ii)  be published in a local newspaper of general circulation; and
(iii)  be sent by certified mail to the trustees of outstanding bonds of the 

land bank.
(2)  A resolution requesting dissolution must be approved under section 2105(h)(3) 

(relating to board).
(b)  Authority.--Upon receipt of a proper resolution described in subsection (a)(1), the land 

bank jurisdiction which created the land bank may dissolve the land bank by adoption of an ordi-
nance subject to the approval of the mayor in a city or the county executive in a home rule county. 
If approved, the governing body of the land bank jurisdiction which created the land bank shall file 
a certified copy of the ordinance with the Department of State, and the Secretary of the Common-
wealth shall cause the termination of the existence of the land bank to be noted on the record of 
incorporation. Upon such filing, the land bank shall cease to function. The Secretary of the Com-
monwealth shall also notify the department of the dissolution of the land bank.

(c)  Transfer of assets.--Upon dissolution of the land bank, real property, personal property 
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and other assets of the land bank shall become the assets of the municipality in which the property 
is located. The following shall apply:

(1)  Personal property, including financial assets, of the land bank shall be divided 
among participating land bank jurisdictions in proportion to the population of each juris-
diction.

(2)  The municipality in which real property is located shall approve the transfer of 
title to the municipality.
(d)  Multiple jurisdictions.--If multiple land bank jurisdictions create a land bank under 

section 2104(c) (relating to creation and existence), the withdrawal of one or more land bank juris-
dictions shall not require dissolution of the land bank unless:

(1)  the intergovernmental cooperation agreement provides for dissolution in this 
event; and

(2)  there is no land bank jurisdiction which desires to continue the existence of the 
land bank.

§ 2115.  Conflicts of interest.
(a)  State Adverse Interest Act.--The acts and decisions of members of a board and of em-

ployees of a land bank shall be subject to the act of July 19, 1957 (P.L.1017, No.451), known as the 
State Adverse Interest Act.

(b)  Ethical standards.--Board members and land bank employees are subject to 65 Pa.C.S. 
Ch. 11 (relating to ethics standards and financial disclosure).

(c)  Supplemental rules and guidelines.--The board may adopt:
(1)  supplemental rules addressing potential conflicts of interest; and
(2)  ethical guidelines for members of the board and land bank employees.

§ 2116.  Construction, intent and scope.
This chapter shall be construed liberally to effectuate the legislative intent and the purposes 

as complete and independent authorization for the implementation of this chapter, and all powers 
granted shall be broadly interpreted to effectuate the intent and purposes and not as a limitation of 
powers.
§ 2117.  Delinquent property tax enforcement.

(a)  Power to discharge liens and claims.--
(1)  Except as set forth in paragraph (2), a land bank may, by resolution of the 

board, discharge a lien or claim to its real property for tax owed to the members of the land 
bank.

(2)  For a land bank to discharge a lien or claim to its real property under para-
graph (1) for tax owed to a school district, the governing body of the school district must 
approve the discharge.

(3)  The land bank must file evidence of the extinguishment and dissolution of liens 
or claims with the county tax claim bureau, including copies of the resolution by the board, 
the intergovernmental agreement, receipt of payment and other necessary and appropriate 
documentation. This requirement must be satisfied no later than the earlier of:

(i)  ten days prior to the conveyance of the property; or
(ii)  within 30 days after the discharge.

(b)  Remittance of payments.--To the extent that a land bank receives payments attributable 
to a lien or claim for real property taxes owed to a municipality or school district on property ac-
quired by the land bank, the land bank shall remit the full amount of the payments to the munici-
pality or school district.

(c)  Procedure relating to Real Estate Tax Sale Law.--For a land bank located in a municipal-
ity which follows the act of July 7, 1947 (P.L.1368, No.542), known as the Real Estate Tax Sale Law, 
all of the following apply:

(1)  Depending upon the time of filing, the following apply:
(i)  For a tax claim filed under the Real Estate Tax Sale Law, the municipal-

ity:
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(A)  may direct the county tax claim bureau to assign the claim 
or lien to the land bank under terms mutually acceptable to the munici-
pality and land bank; and

(B)  shall otherwise confer upon the land bank the rights, privi-
leges and remedies of an assignee under section 316 of the Real Estate Tax 
Sale Law.
(ii)  For a tax claim to be filed under the Real Estate Tax Sale Law, a mu-

nicipality which has complied with section 26 of the act of May 25, 1945 (P.L.1050, 
No.394), known as the Local Tax Collection Law, and section 306 of the Real Estate 
Tax Sale Law:

(A)  may assign and transfer the claim to the land bank upon 
terms and conditions mutually acceptable to the municipality and the 
land bank; and

(B)  shall otherwise confer upon the land bank the rights, privi-
leges and remedies of an assignee under section 316 of the Real Estate Tax 
Sale Law.
(iii)  For tax liens assigned to the land bank under subparagraph (i) or (ii), 

the land bank shall adopt policies providing for plans and agreements by which 
low-income, owner-occupant households may pay their delinquent taxes. Such 
plans and agreements shall take into account the household’s ability to pay and 
shall be designed to promote the continued occupancy by that household whenever 
feasible.
(2)  All of the following apply to upset sales:

(i)  The land bank and the plaintiff in the claim may enter into an agree-
ment for the land bank to purchase the property at the minimum amount de-
scribed in section 605 of the Real Estate Tax Sale Law in the event there is no bid 
tendered for a higher amount than the minimum amount.

(ii)  If there is an agreement under subparagraph (i) and no one bids a 
higher price than the minimum amount described in section 605 of the Real Estate 
Tax Sale Law, the property shall be sold to the land bank upon payment by the land 
bank for the upset sale costs and all liens, claims and subordinate encumbrances 
shall be discharged by the sale.
(3)  All of the following apply to judicial sales:

(i)  Notwithstanding section 612 of the Real Estate Tax Sale Law, the form, 
substance and timing of the land bank’s payment of the sales price may be accord-
ing to the agreement as is mutually acceptable to the plaintiff and the land bank if 
all of the following apply:

(A)  A judicial sale is ordered pursuant to a judgment on a tax 
claim.

(B)  The purchaser of the property is the land bank.
(C)  The sales price is an amount agreed to by the land bank and 

the plaintiff in the claim.
(ii)  The obligation of the land bank to perform in accordance with the 

agreement under subparagraph (i) shall be deemed to be in full satisfaction of the 
tax claim which was the basis for the judgment.

(iii)  The land bank, as purchaser at the sale, shall have an absolute title to 
the property sold, free and discharged of tax and municipal claims, liens, mortgag-
es, ground rents, charges and estates.
(4)  The notice and return under sections 602 and 607(a) of the Real Estate Tax Sale 

Law must contain reference to a potential bid by the land bank.
(5)  The deed to the land bank under sections 608 and 615 of the Real Estate Tax 

Sale Law shall be delivered and acknowledged and recorded within 30 days of the date of 
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confirmation.
(6)  All of the following apply to judicial sales for multiple tracts:

(i)  In a petition for a judicial sale, the municipality or the land bank, if 
it is the holder of municipal tax liens, may combine in a single petition multiple 
tracts of real property if the petition and accompanying affidavits provide all of the 
following:

(A)  Identification of each tract of real property.
(B)  The identities of each party having an interest in a tract of 

real property.
(C)  The amount of the tax liens then due and owing, together 

with associated interest, costs and fees.
(D)  The nature of the notice of the proposed sale provided to the 

interested parties.
(ii)  The court may authorize in a single final judgment that all or part of 

the real properties identified in the petition be sold free and clear of tax and mu-
nicipal claims, mortgages, liens, charges and estates and ground rents.

(d)  Procedure relating to Municipal Claim and Tax Lien Law.--For a land bank located in a 
municipality which follows the act of May 16, 1923 (P.L.207, No.153), referred to as the Municipal 
Claim and Tax Lien Law, all of the following apply:

(1)  Regardless of the time of filing, the municipality:
(i)  may assign and transfer a tax or municipal claim to the land bank 

upon terms and conditions mutually acceptable to the municipality and land bank;
(ii)  shall otherwise confer upon the land bank the rights, privileges and 

remedies of an assignee as stated in section 33 of the Municipal Claim and Tax Lien 
Law; and

(iii)  for tax liens assigned to the land bank under this section, the land 
bank shall adopt policies providing for plans and agreements by which low-income, 
owner-occupant households may pay their delinquent taxes. Such plans and agree-
ments shall take into account the household’s ability to pay and shall be designed to 
promote the continued occupancy by that household whenever feasible.
(2)  All of the following apply to upset sales:

(i)  The land bank and the plaintiff in the claim may enter into an agree-
ment for the land bank to purchase the property at the minimum amount de-
scribed in section 29 of the Municipal Claim and Tax Lien Law in the event there is 
no bid tendered for a higher amount than the minimum amount.

(ii)  If there is an agreement under subparagraph (i) and no one bids a 
higher price than the minimum amount described in section 29 of the Municipal 
Claim and Tax Lien Law, the property shall be sold to the land bank upon payment 
by the land bank for the upset sale costs and liens, and claims and subordinate 
encumbrances shall be discharged by the sale.
(3)  All of the following apply to judicial sales:

(i)  Notwithstanding section 31 of the Municipal Claim and Tax Lien Law, 
the form, substance and timing of the land bank’s payment of the sales price may be 
according to the agreement mutually acceptable to the plaintiff and the land bank if 
all of the following apply:

(A)  A judicial sale is ordered pursuant to a judgment on a tax or 
municipal claim.

(B)  The purchaser of the property is the land bank.
(C)  The sales price is an amount agreed to by the land bank and 

the plaintiff.
(ii)  The obligation of the land bank to perform in accordance with the 

agreement under subparagraph (i) shall be deemed to be in full satisfaction of the 
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municipal claim which was the basis for the judgment.
(iii)  The land bank, as purchaser at the sale, shall have an absolute title to 

the property sold, free and discharged of tax and municipal claims, liens, mortgag-
es, ground rents, charges and estates.
(4)  Notwithstanding sections 31.1 and 31.2 of the Municipal Claim and Tax Lien 

Law and sections 4 and 6 of the act of March 1, 1956 (1955 P.L.1196, No.372), entitled “An 
act authorizing the sale of vacant land located in areas certified as conservation areas in 
counties of the first class, under a judgment obtained on a tax claim, by the sheriff of the 
county; providing for the discharge of all liens, mortgages, ground rents, estates and claims 
against the property by sale; and limiting the right of redemption,” all of the following apply:

(i)  The land bank may tender a bid at the sale in an amount equal to the 
total amount of all municipal claims and liens which were the basis for the judg-
ment. Upon tender under this subparagraph, the property shall be deemed sold to 
the land bank regardless of bids by other parties.

(ii)  The bid of the land bank shall be paid as to its form, substance and 
timing according to an agreement that is mutually acceptable to the plaintiff and 
the land bank. The obligation of the land bank to perform in accordance with the 
agreement shall be deemed to be in full satisfaction of the tax or municipal claim 
which was the basis for the judgment.

(iii)  The land bank, as purchaser at the sale, shall have an absolute title to 
the property sold, free and discharged of tax and municipal claims, liens, mortgag-
es, ground rents, charges and estates.

(iv)  The deed to the land bank shall be executed, acknowledged and deliv-
ered within 30 days of the sale.
(5)  All of the following apply to judicial sales for multiple tracts:

(i)  In a petition for a judicial sale, a municipality or a land bank, if it is 
the holder of municipal tax liens, may combine in a petition multiple tracts of real 
property if the petition and accompanying affidavits provide all of the following:

(A)  Identification of each tract of real property.
(B)  The identities of each party having an interest in a tract of 

real property.
(C)  The amount of the taxes then due and owing.
(D)  The nature of the notice of the proposed sale provided to the 

interested parties.
(ii)  The court may authorize in a single final judgment that all or part of 

the real properties identified in the petition be sold free and clear of tax and mu-
nicipal claims, mortgages, liens, ground rents, charges and estates.

(e)  Procedure relating to Second Class City Treasurer’s Sale and Collection Act.--For a land 
bank located in a municipality which follows the act of October 11, 1984 (P.L.876, No.171), known 
as the Second Class City Treasurer’s Sale and Collection Act, all of the following apply:

(1)  Regardless of the time of filing, a municipality:
(i)  may assign and transfer a tax or municipal claim to the land bank 

under the Second Class City Treasurer’s Sale and Collection Act upon terms and 
conditions mutually acceptable to the municipality and the land bank; and

(ii)  shall otherwise confer upon the land bank the rights, privileges and 
remedies of the municipality under the Second Class City Treasurer’s Sale and 
Collection Act.

(iii)  For tax liens assigned to the land bank under this section, the land 
bank shall adopt policies providing for plans and agreements by which low-income, 
owner-occupant households may pay their delinquent taxes. Such plans and agree-
ments shall take into account the household’s ability to pay and shall be designed to 
promote the continued occupancy by that household whenever feasible.
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(2)  All of the following apply to upset sales:
(i)  The land bank and the plaintiff in the claim may enter into an agree-

ment for the land bank to purchase the property for the minimum amount of the 
upset sale price described in section 301 of the Second Class City Treasurer’s Sale 
and Collection Act in the event there is no bid tendered for a higher amount than 
the minimum amount.

(ii)  The land bank may tender a bid for the mutually agreed upset sale 
price.

(iii)  Notwithstanding section 301 of the Second Class City Treasurer’s 
Sale and Collection Act, the bid of the land bank shall be paid as to its form, sub-
stance and timing according to an agreement between the municipality and land 
bank. The obligation of the land bank to perform in accordance with the agreement 
shall be deemed to be in full satisfaction of the tax or claim which was the basis for 
the sale.
(3)  The notice and advertisement under sections 203 and 204 of the Second Class 

City Treasurer’s Sale and Collection Act must contain reference to a potential bid by the land 
bank.

(4)  Subject to redemption under section 304 of the Second Class City Treasurer’s 
Sale and Collection Act and confirmation under section 305 of the Second Class City Trea-
surer’s Sale and Collection Act, the land bank, as purchaser at the sale, shall have an absolute 
title to the property sold, free and discharged of tax and municipal claims, liens, mortgages, 
ground rents, charges and estates.

(5)  The deed to the land bank under section 307 of the Second Class City Treasur-
er’s Sale and Collection Act shall be delivered, acknowledged and recorded within 30 days of 
the date of confirmation.
(e.1)  Land bank.--Notwithstanding subsections (d) and (e), in counties of the second class 

containing a city of the second class, a land bank may not engage in any of the following absent 
an agreement with a county, city, borough, incorporated town, township, school district or body 
politic and corporate created as a municipal authority pursuant to law whose claims comprise the 
upset sales price:

(1)  Purchase property for less than the upset sales price described in section 29 of 
the Municipal Claim and Tax Lien Law or section 301 of the Second Class City Treasurer’s 
Sale and Collection Act.

(2)  Alter the form, substance or timing of the payment of the sales price by the 
land bank.
(f)  Involuntary transfers.--A land bank which acquires real property under this section 

shall be deemed to have acquired the real property as an involuntary transfer within the meaning of 
section 701(b)(1)(vi)(B) of the act of October 18, 1988 (P.L.756, No.108), known as the Hazardous 
Sites Cleanup Act.

(g)  Expiration.--This section shall expire upon publication of the notice under section 2120 
(relating to determination on procedural revision).
§ 2118.  Expedited quiet title proceedings.

(a)  Authorization.--
(1)  A land bank may file an action to quiet title to real property in which the land 

bank has an interest.
(2)  A land bank may join in a single complaint to quiet title to one or more parcels 

of real property.
(3)  For purposes of an action under this section, the land bank shall be deemed to 

be the holder of sufficient legal and equitable interests and possessory rights so as to qualify 
the land bank as an adequate complainant in the action.
(b)  Procedural requirements.--

(1)  Prior to the filing of an action to quiet title, the land bank must conduct an 
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examination of title to determine the identity of any person possessing a claim or interest in 
or to the real property.

(2)  Service of the complaint to quiet title shall be provided to interested parties as 
follows:

(i)  By first class mail to the identity and address reasonably ascertainable 
by an inspection of public records.

(ii)  In the case of occupied real property, by first class mail, addressed to 
“Occupant.”

(iii)  By posting a copy of the notice on the real property.
(iv)  By publication.
(v)  As ordered by the court.

(3)  As part of the complaint to quiet title, the land bank must file an affidavit iden-
tifying:

(i)  persons discovered under paragraph (1); and
(ii)  the form of service under paragraph (2).

(c)  Hearing.--
(1)  The court shall schedule a hearing on the complaint within 90 days following 

filing of the complaint and as to all matters upon which an answer was not filed by an inter-
ested party.

(2)  The court shall issue its final judgment within 120 days of the filing of the com-
plaint.

§ 2119.  Annual audit and report.
The following shall apply:

(1)  The land bank shall annually, within 120 days after the end of the fiscal year, 
submit an audit of income and expenditures, together with a report of its activities for the 
preceding year, to the department.

(2)  A duplicate of the audit and the report shall be filed with the governing body 
of:

(i)  the land bank jurisdiction which created the land bank; and
(ii)  each political subdivision which opted to participate in the land bank 

pursuant to an intergovernmental agreement.
§ 2120.  Determination on procedural revision.

If the department determines that comprehensive reform legislation on property-tax fore-
closure has been enacted revising procedure under the statutory provisions referred to in section 
2117 (relating to delinquent property tax enforcement), the department shall transmit notice of the 
determination to the Legislative Reference Bureau for publication in the Pennsylvania Bulletin.

Section 2.  This act shall take effect in 60 days.
 
APPROVED--The 24th day of October, A.D. 2012.

Signed--TOM CORBETT
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