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CHAPTER 15 | LESSONS LEARNED (SO FAR)

A.	 Good Data Generates Support 
for a Land Bank
Data is persuasive. Land bank advocates are using 
data to generate support.

As discussed in Chapter 2, the Tri-COG 
Collaborative in the Mon Valley retained a 
consultant to analyze the financial impact of blight 
on its 41 member municipalities.143 The Tri-COG 
Collaborative used the results of the 2013 study 
(cost-of-blight study) to develop consensus among 
various stakeholders about the magnitude of the 
impact of blight and to support the development of 
new strategies to address blight and abandonment, 

including creating a regional land bank. According 
to An Lewis, Executive Director of the Steel Rivers 
Council of Governments, “Every dime spent on 
the cost-of-blight study has been worth it.” 144 As a 
next step, the Tri-COG Collaborative prepared the 
Tri-COG Collaborative Land Bank Business Plan.145 
The Tri-COG Collaborative leadership is using the 
cost-of-blight study and the land bank business plan 
to demonstrate the cost of doing nothing and to 
build support among the public, private, and civic 
sectors for a regional land bank that can serve as an 
effective tool for repurposing problem properties.

 

143	Financial Impact of Blight on the Tri-COG Communities (September 2013), http://www.housingalliancepa.org/sites/default/files/resources/Financial-
ImpactofBlightonTriCG_FullReport.pdf#overlay-context=node/1574. 

144	 Remarks by An Lewis, executive director of the Steel Rivers Council of Governments, Land Bank Leaders Roundtable, Housing Alliance, Homes 
Within Reach Conference, November 16, 2015.

145	Tri-COG Collaborative Land Bank Business Plan (July 2014), http://tcvcog.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/LandBankBusinessPlan.pdf. 

"Overall, the economic 
impacts of blight and vacant 

properties results in a total 
impact to the COG Communities 
of $19.3 million in direct costs, 
with an estimated loss in property 
value of between $218 and $247 
million resulting in additional 
tax revenue loss of at least $8.5 
million annually. Repurposed sites 
would generate an additional $11.8 
million in one-time construction 
fiscal impacts and $8.2 million in 
recurring financial impacts."

http://tcvcog.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/LandBankBusinessPlan.pdf
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The Philadelphia Land Bank developed a data-
driven strategic plan to guide its operations.146 
To understand existing vacancies and to identify 
opportunities for reuse, the strategic plan 
analyzed and mapped multiple data sets from 
public, private, and nonprofit sources on vacancy, 
tax delinquency, zoning, flood plains, property 
assessments, code violations, and community 
gardens. The Philadelphia Land Bank coupled 
the data analysis with community input, meeting 
with more than 100 stakeholders representing 
more than 80 organizations.147 The strategic 
plan establishes clear goals, identifies priority 
areas, and sets targets for property acquisition 
and disposition for its first five years. The 
strategic plan was approved by city council and 
has enjoyed widespread public support.148 

B.	 Bring All Partners and Stakeholders 
Together as Early as Possible
Land banks are meant to be partnerships 
with county and local governments, school 
districts, policymakers, developers, community 
groups, and residents. Any planning for a land 
bank requires a significant level of interaction 
between representatives of municipal and county 
governments, some of whom may not have worked 
together or communicated about the challenges 
of blighted properties. Buy-in is needed from 
many agencies and organizations, including 
taxing authorities, the tax claim bureau, and the 
redevelopment and housing authorities.

In Westmoreland County, the redevelopment 
authority convened a diverse group of stakeholders 
early in its assessment of land banking.149 In Mercer 
County, State Representative Mark Longietti and 
the Housing Alliance hosted a workshop to allow 
local officials to learn about new means to address 
blight and to start discussions about the possibility 

of establishing a land bank in Mercer County.150 
The workshop was geared toward local elected 
officials, zoning officers, and code enforcement 
officials, and was open to the public.

In Philadelphia, city council and the city 
administration collaborated with the Philly 
Land Bank Alliance on legislation creating the 
Philadelphia Land Bank.151 The Philly Land Bank 
Alliance is a broad and diverse coalition of nonprofit 
and for-profit stakeholders who advocated for the 
creation of a land bank.152 The Philly Land Bank 
Alliance and its members remain actively engaged in 
land bank operations in Philadelphia.

C.	 Use Already-Available Resources
In locations where an existing county or municipal 
public authority or development agency is already 
engaged in the acquisition and disposition of vacant 
properties, that agency is likely to be recognized 
as the one best positioned to staff early land bank 
operations.

The City of Harrisburg Land Bank operates 
within and is funded by the city government.153 
The Director of Community and Economic 
Development for the city serves as the chair of the 
land bank board, and the executive director of the 
redevelopment authority serves as the executive 
director of the land bank. Harrisburg is integrating 
the land bank into its existing set of tools for 
managing vacant, abandoned, and tax-delinquent 
properties. The North East Pennsylvania Land Bank 
Authority was formed by a group of municipalities 
in Luzerne County. The City of Pittston led the 
effort to establish the land bank. The executive 
director of the Pittston Redevelopment Authority 
serves as the executive director of the land  
bank authority.

146	 http://www.philadelphialandbank.org/about/strategic-plan/. 
147	Philadelphia Land Bank 2015 Progress Report & Strategic Plan Update (October 2015) at 2. http://www.philadelphialandbank.org/wordpress/

wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Land-Bank-Progress-Report-2015.pdf. 
148	 Ibid.
149	 Discussion with April Kopas, executive director of the Westmoreland County Land Bank, August 24, 2015.
150	 http://www.pahouse.com/Longietti/InTheNews/NewsRelease/?id=54191. 
151	 http://www.housingalliancepa.org/node/1536. 
152	 http://www.phillylandbank.org/about#sthash.HraLGNyf.dpuf. 
153	 Discussion with Jackie Parker, chair of the City of Harrisburg Land Bank, City of Harrisburg, September 29, 2015.

http://www.philadelphialandbank.org/about/strategic-plan/
http://www.philadelphialandbank.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Land-Bank-Progress-Report-2015.pdf
http://www.philadelphialandbank.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Land-Bank-Progress-Report-2015.pdf
http://www.pahouse.com/Longietti/InTheNews/NewsRelease/?id=54191
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Kim Graziani

“Land banking is like dating 
.    in that it takes time  

and trust to build the  
necessary relationships with 
critical stakeholders.”

Shared staffing and services allow land banks 
to build on the capacity and expertise of other 
public entities, thereby minimizing costs and 
maximizing efficiencies. Dauphin County is a 
good example. The Office of Community and 
Economic Development includes the redevelopment 
authority, the industrial development authority, the 
economic development corporation, and now the 
land bank.154 A land bank is best regarded as a new 
resource—not necessarily as a new organization or 
agency—that can support the implementation of 
existing local and county policies and community 
plans and that can add value to the activities of 
existing planning and development agencies.

D.	 Be Patient (But Not Too Patient)
“Land banking is like dating in that it takes time 
and trust to build the necessary relationships with 
critical stakeholders,” according to Kim Graziani, 
Vice President and Director of National Technical 
Assistance, Center for Community Progress. It 
needs a courtship of the various land bank partners 
and the political leadership who have the power 
to create and fund a land bank. Land bank leaders 
report the need for many detailed conversations and 
meetings over time to educate political leadership, 
government officials, and stakeholder groups about 
land banks and their powers to more effectively 
and efficiently return vacant properties to the tax 
rolls.155 Progress is generally measured in baby 
steps, not giant leaps, frustrating those who see the 
urgent need to reclaim vacant properties for their 
communities. The slow pace often continues even 

after the land bank is created and up and running. 
Patience and persistence are critical virtues for those 
assessing, planning, and operating land banks.

E.	 Leadership Matters
In any location, the timing and effectiveness of 
land bank planning depends largely on whether 
a recognized “champion” emerges as the catalyst 
for bringing land bank planning to successful 
completion. Some Pennsylvania communities with 
established land banks have greatly benefited from 
a local champion(s) who has spent countless hours 
as a convener, researcher, cheerleader, educator, and 
lobbyist for land banking. The leader has a vision 
of what the community might look like and feel 
like if abandoned and distressed properties were 
transformed from eyesores and neighborhood 
nuisances to things like new and rehabbed houses 
and businesses, parks, and public gathering spaces. 
The leader’s vision inspires others to join the effort 
in advocating for, planning, and organizing a  
land bank.

154	 http://www.dauphincounty.org/government/Community-Economic-Development/Pages/default.aspx. 
155	 Panelist comments during Land Bank Leaders Roundtable, Housing Alliance, Homes Within Reach Conference, November 16, 2015.

http://www.dauphincounty.org/government/Community-Economic-Development/Pages/default.aspx


57The PA Land Bank Resource Gude

 SECTION 5  | Chapter  16

CHAPTER 16 | CASE STUDIES

A.	Westmoreland County Land Bank

Year Established 2013

Land Bank Jurisdiction County, with local municipalities opting in

2014 Start-up Budget $390,950*

2014 Revised Budget $590,950*

2015 Budget $924,878*

Number of Board Members 7

Department or  
Agency Administrator

Redevelopment Authority of Westmoreland  
County (RACW)

Executive Director April Kopas (also exec. dir. of RACW)

Staff Size 4 staff (in-kind from RACW)

Inventory Size (12/31/15) 22 parcels

Properties Acquired in 2014 12

Properties Sold in 2014 0

Properties Acquired in 2015 19

Properties Sold in 2015 17

Properties Targeted for  
Acquisition in 2016 30

1.	 Creation and Initial Operations
In 2013, the Redevelopment Authority of 
Westmoreland County (RACW) took the lead 
role in establishing a land bank in the county to 
address the problem of blighted and abandoned 
properties, many of which are tax delinquent 
or otherwise encumbered, or in the process of 
mortgage foreclosure.156 The county commissioners 
adopted an ordinance creating the Westmoreland 
County Land Bank in late 2013, and the land bank 
began acquiring properties in 2014. For its first 
year of operation, the land bank decided to limit 
participation to 10 municipalities. The land bank 
established the following criteria for municipalities 
to participate:

·· The municipality must be willing to make a 
financial contribution of $5,000 and waive tax 
liens and municipal liens on properties the land 
bank acquires.

·· The school district in that municipality must be 
willing to waive tax liens.

·· After a property is redeveloped, the municipality 
and the school district must be willing to share 
50% of future tax revenue with the land bank for 
five years.

·· The municipality must be willing to maintain 
properties acquired until the properties  
are repurposed.157

*Staff costs are in-kind from RACW; assumptions and projections part of budget figures

156	Westmoreland County Land Bank Operating Plan, Phase I Report: Strategic Directions (October 2013). http://www.pablightlibrary.com/s/Westmore-
land-County-Land-Bank-Operating-Plan-Phase-I-Report.pdf. 

157	 See Westmoreland County Land Bank Operating Plan, Part II Report: Policies, Procedures and Budget (January 2014). http://www.pablightlibrary.
com/s/Westmoreland-County-Land-Bank-Operating-Plan-Phase-II-Report.pdf. 

http://www.pablightlibrary.com/s/Westmoreland-County-Land-Bank-Operating-Plan-Phase-I-Report.pdf
http://www.pablightlibrary.com/s/Westmoreland-County-Land-Bank-Operating-Plan-Phase-I-Report.pdf
http://www.pablightlibrary.com/s/Westmoreland-County-Land-Bank-Operating-Plan-Phase-II-Report.pdf
http://www.pablightlibrary.com/s/Westmoreland-County-Land-Bank-Operating-Plan-Phase-II-Report.pdf
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The Land Bank entered into intergovernmental 
cooperation agreements with the participating 
municipalities and their school districts, 
incorporating those and other terms. The land bank 
now has 16 participating municipalities, with more 
in the queue to join. 

The land bank is administered and operated by the 
Redevelopment Authority of Westmoreland County 
(RACW). In January 2014, the land bank board 
of directors approved and adopted policies and 
procedures to guide operations.158 The board has 
seven members, five of whom are also members of 
the board of the RACW. Land bank board members 
are appointed by the county commissioners. 

2.	 Funding
The land bank’s board approves an administrative 
budget annually.159 The land bank relies on 
member contributions and grants to fund its core 
operations.160 In 2014, member contributions 
totaled $55,000.161 Also in 2014, the land bank 
received foundation and private grants totaling 
$32,000.162 For 2015, the land bank was awarded 
PHARE and Act 137 funding of $310,000.163

3.	 Inventory and Transactions
The land bank maintains an inventory of its 
properties on the county website, at http://www.
co.westmoreland.pa.us/index.aspx?NID=2149. The 
land bank acquires properties at the request of the 
participating municipalities. During 2014 and 2015, 
it acquired 31 parcels, many of which were acquired 
at judicial tax sales. The land bank has sold 17 of 
those parcels.164

The properties acquired are fairly well dispersed 
across the participating municipalities. Five parcels 
located in the City of Jeannette make up the site 
of the former Monsour Medical Center, whose 

acquisition and redevelopment is the land bank’s 
most notable project to date. After the hospital 
closed in 2006, the owners abandoned the parcels 
and left them to deteriorate. The land bank acquired 
the 6.4-acre property for $15,172 at a judicial tax 
sale in October 2014. The land bank eliminated 
or addressed approximately $30 million of federal, 
state, local, and private liens that entangled and 
prevented redevelopment.165 The City of Jeannette 
prioritized the property for acquisition by the 
land bank because of the dangerous conditions of 
the buildings and the property’s redevelopment 
potential given its prime location along Route 30. 

The land bank is partnering with the city and 
with the Westmoreland County Industrial 
Development Agency to demolish the on-site 
structures, remediate the property, and prepare 
it for redevelopment at an estimated cost of $2 
million. The land bank and its partners have 
received funding for the project from a variety of 
sources, including grants from the Commonwealth 
of Pennsylvania’s Redevelopment Assistance Capital 
Program ($591,000), the U.S. Department of 

Former Monsour Hospital 
Photo credit: Bob Donaldson/Post-Gazette

158	 http://www.co.westmoreland.pa.us/DocumentCenter/View/3478. 
159	Westmoreland County Land Bank Audit Report year ended December 31, 2014, Management’s Discussion and Analysis at p. 7. http://www.

pablightlibrary.com/s/Westmoreland-County-Audit-2014.pdf. 
160	 Ibid. at p. 5.
161	 Ibid. at p. 7.
162	 Ibid. 
163	 Ibid. at p. 8.
164	 Emails from April Kopas, executive director, January 8, 2016, and January 22, 2016.
165	 http://www.co.westmoreland.pa.us/CivicAlerts.aspx?AID=2053. 

http://www.co.westmoreland.pa.us/index.aspx?NID=2149
http://www.co.westmoreland.pa.us/index.aspx?NID=2149
http://www.co.westmoreland.pa.us/DocumentCenter/View/3478
http://www.pablightlibrary.com/s/Westmoreland-County-Audit-2014.pdf
http://www.pablightlibrary.com/s/Westmoreland-County-Audit-2014.pdf
http://www.co.westmoreland.pa.us/CivicAlerts.aspx?AID=2053
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Housing and Urban Development Community 
Development Block Grant ($500,000), and the 
Appalachian Regional Commission ($200,000).

The Westmoreland County Land Bank has the 
honor of being the first in Pennsylvania to sell a 
property. In February 2015, the land bank sold two 
vacant lots to an adjacent church for parking and 
green space. The land bank demolished dilapidated 
structures and then sold the lots to the church. As 
part of the agreement of sale, the church agreed to 
pay real estate taxes on the two lots.166

Speaking at the groundbreaking ceremony for 
the demolition of the hospital building, County 
Commissioner Ted Kopas asked the audience to 
make one promise:

“This will be the official last time we call this the 
‘Monsour problem,’” he said. “I’d like you to refer to 
it as what it is, the Jeannette redevelopment project 
that is going to make a very big difference right here 
in the heart of Westmoreland County.”167

4.	 Community Partnerships
Another first for the land bank is its partnership 
with Keep Pennsylvania Beautiful (KPB). The 
purpose is to green vacant lots in the county 
through KPB’s Strategic Community Greening 
Partnership Pilot Program.168 KPB will partner 
with the land bank to fund green reuse projects 

on sites available for purchase or lease through the 
land bank. The first project to be funded is “Seeds 
of Change” in the City of Jeannette. The project 
includes a community garden, a greenhouse, and 
a new rain-harvesting bus shelter. KPB awarded a 
$2,000 grant to the land bank for site preparation, 
materials for the garden, and signage. In addition, 
the Community Foundation of Westmoreland 
awarded the land bank $10,000 toward a 
greenhouse and the rain-harvesting bus shelter.

KPB, the Community Foundation, the 
Westmoreland County Conservation District, the 
City of Jeannette, the Westmoreland County Transit 
Authority, Westmoreland Community Action, and 
volunteer gardeners are all working with the land 
bank to bring the “Seeds of Change” project to life 
and transform a neglected and overgrown lot into a 
beautiful and welcoming community space.

“Communities like Jeannette are mobilizing local 
community groups to take back their towns,” said 
April Kopas, Executive Director of the Westmoreland 
County Land Bank. “The land bank makes it possible 
for volunteers and local leaders to come together as 
neighbors to create a better community image—both 
physically and socially—on a once-blighted property. 
We are so appreciative of the funding from KPB 
toward this community garden.”

5.	 Insights

“A major element of our initial success, and 
our continued growth, is the partnerships 

we’ve formed with local governments. The 
local leaders, code enforcement officers, 
and community residents often know the 
back stories to these properties, and that 
really accelerates our efforts to fix them. 
Revitalizing a neighborhood takes the whole 
neighborhood, and more. The quicker a 
land bank can engage the foundations, 
banks and other nonprofits, the better to 
identify needs, priorities and challenges.”

Photo credit: Nate Guidry/Post-Gazette

166	 Discussion with April Kopas, executive director, August 24, 2015.
167	 http://www.post-gazette.com/local/east/2015/10/09/New-beginning-for-Jeannette-s-Monsour-Medical-Center/stories/201510090033. 
168	 http://www.keeppabeautiful.org/Newsroom/PressReleases/tabid/75/prID/184/Default.aspx.

Executive Director April Kopas

http://www.post-gazette.com/local/east/2015/10/09/New-beginning-for-Jeannette-s-Monsour-Medical-Center/stories/201510090033
http://www.keeppabeautiful.org/Newsroom/PressReleases/tabid/75/prID/184/Default.aspx
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B.	Dauphin County Land Bank Authority

Year Established 2013

Land Bank Jurisdiction County, with local municipalities opting in

Funding $250,000 grant plus county in-kind contributions 
and project construction loans

Number of Board Members 7

Department or  
Agency Administrator

Dauphin County Office of Community and Economic 
Development

Executive Director August “Skip” Memmi

Staff Size 5 shared staff

Inventory Size 5

Properties Acquired in 2014 1

Properties Sold IN 2014 0

Properties Acquired in 2015 4 

Properties Sold IN 2015 1

Properties Targeted for 
Acquisition in 2016 As opportunities arise

1.	 Creation and Initial Operations
In May 2013, the Dauphin County Commissioners 
adopted an ordinance establishing Pennsylvania’s 
first land bank—the Dauphin County Land Bank 
Authority.169 The land bank created a pilot program 
to include a limited number of municipalities. At 
the outset, the land bank targeted 12 of the county’s 
smaller municipalities; 7 agreed to participate: 
Millersburg Borough, Highspire Borough, Steelton 
Borough, Hummelstown Borough, Middletown 
Borough, Lykens Borough, and Susquehanna 
Township.170 As of December 31, 2015, 12 
municipalities were participating in the land bank 
which is now open to all municipalities.171

To participate, municipalities and their respective 
school districts are required to sign a memorandum 

of understanding (MOU) with the land bank. The 
MOU provides that—

·· The land bank may acquire property in the 
municipality as agreed to by the municipality.

·· The municipality agrees to waive tax liens and 
municipal liens on properties the land bank 
acquires.

·· The school district agrees to waive tax liens on 
properties the land bank acquires.

·· After a property is redeveloped, the municipality 
and the school district agree to share 50% of future 
tax revenue with the land bank for five years.

·· The municipality agrees to maintain properties 
acquired by the land bank until the properties 
are repurposed.172

169	 Dauphin County Ordinance No. 2013-4, http://www.dauphincounty.org/government/Community-Economic-Development/Land-Bank-Authori-
ty/Documents/Ordinance.pdf 

170	 Presentation by Skip Memmi  at the Housing Alliance of Pennsylvania’s Second Land Bank Summit, June 2014, http://www.pablightlibrary.com/s/
Dauphin-County-Land-Bank-Review-6-14.pdf.  

171	 Discussion with Skip Memmi, executive director, January 12, 2016.
172	 See the Dauphin County Land Bank Sample MOU Form, http://www.dauphincounty.org/government/Community-Economic-Development/

Land-Bank-Authority/Documents/MOU.pdf. 

http://www.dauphincounty.org/government/Community-Economic-Development/Land-Bank-Authority/Documents/Ordinance.pdf
http://www.dauphincounty.org/government/Community-Economic-Development/Land-Bank-Authority/Documents/Ordinance.pdf
http://www.pablightlibrary.com/s/Dauphin-County-Land-Bank-Review-6-14.pdf
http://www.pablightlibrary.com/s/Dauphin-County-Land-Bank-Review-6-14.pdf
http://www.dauphincounty.org/government/Community-Economic-Development/Land-Bank-Authority/Documents/MOU.pdf
http://www.dauphincounty.org/government/Community-Economic-Development/Land-Bank-Authority/Documents/MOU.pdf
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As of December 31, 2015, the land bank had 
entered into MOUs with 12 municipalities and 5 
school districts.173 

The land bank is staffed by the Dauphin County 
Office of Community and Economic Development. 
The land bank board of directors has adopted 
policies and procedures to guide operations.174 
The board has seven members, five of whom 
are also members of the board of the Dauphin 
County Redevelopment Authority. Land bank 
board members are appointed by the county 
commissioners. Minutes of meetings that took place 
in 2015 are posted on the land bank’s website.175 

2.	 Funding
In 2013, the land bank received a gaming local 
share municipal grant176 of $250,000, which has 
been used to fund the program startup.177 The 
county provides all staffing. Ongoing funding is 
expected to come from property sales, from public 
agreements with the county and with participating 
municipalities and school districts, and from  
public and private grants and loans. Half of the 
post-sale property taxes will go to the land bank for 
five years.178

3.	 Inventory and Transactions
The land bank acquires properties at the request of 
the participating municipalities. As of December 31, 
2015, the land bank had acquired five parcels and 
sold one.179 

The land bank acquired its first property in 2014, 
a mortgage-foreclosed and deteriorated property 
in Susquehanna Township, for $78,500.180 It 
rehabilitated the property using Dauphin County 
Prison inmates, who provided more than 2,000 
hours of labor through the prison’s Project TRADE 
training program.181 The property was sold to a 
homebuyer for $120,000 in early 2015.182

For its second project, the land bank is partnering 
with a real estate developer to demolish four trash-
filled, vacant, and dilapidated duplexes and to 
construct five new three-bedroom homes.183 The 
four properties, located on Tuscarora Street in 
Susquehanna Township, had been involved in a fire 
and were left vacant and deteriorating for several 
years. The owners abandoned the properties, which 
were eventually subjected to tax sales and placed on 
the county’s repository of unsold properties.184 The 
land bank obtained $600,000 in financing for the 
project.185 The land bank expects to sell the new 
homes for $122,000 to $129,000 each.186 “The 
land bank provides the money to tackle problem 
properties that municipalities would not be able 
to afford to improve on their own,’’ said County 
Commissioner Mike Pries at the groundbreaking 
ceremony. “Not only does the Land Bank help keep 
neighborhoods intact, these projects help everyone 
by returning these properties to the tax rolls.’’187 

From Frank Lynch, president of the Susquehanna 
Township Board of Commissioners and land bank 
board member: “But for the Land Bank, four long-
abandoned clapboard row houses on Tuscarora 

173	 Discussion with Skip Memmi, executive director, January 12, 2016. 
174	 http://www.dauphincounty.org/government/Community-Economic-Development/Land-Bank-Authority/Documents/Exhibit%20A.pdf. 
175	 http://www.dauphincounty.org/government/Community-Economic-Development/Land-Bank-Authority/Pages/LBA-Board-Info.aspx. 
176	The Dauphin County Board of Commissioners awards grants for municipal and county projects using its local share of revenues generated by 

gaming operations in the county in accordance with the Pennsylvania Race Horse Development and Gaming Act.  Criteria for the county’s gaming 
local share municipal grants are set forth at http://www.dauphincounty.org/government/Community-Economic-Development/Gaming-Adviso-
ry-Board/Documents/Local%20Share%20Municipal%20Grant%20Criteria.pdf.  

177	 Discussion with Skip Memmi, executive director, September 23, 2015.
178	 Dauphin County Press Release, August 20, 2015, http://www.dauphincounty.org/government/about-the-county/Pages/News.aspx?NewsID=507. 
179	 Discussion with Skip Memmi, executive director, January 12, 2016.
180	 Discussion with Skip Memmi, executive director, September 23, 2015.
181	 Ibid.
182	 Ibid.
183	 Dauphin County Press Release, August 20, 2015, http://www.dauphincounty.org/government/about-the-county/Pages/News.aspx?NewsID=507. 
184	 Discussion with Skip Memmi, executive director, September 23, 2015.
185	 Dauphin County Land Bank Authority, Meeting Minutes, November 2015, http://www.dauphincounty.org/government/Community-Econom-

ic-Development/Land-Bank-Authority/Documents/LBA_11.10.15_Minutes.pdf. 
186	 Dauphin County Press Release, August 20, 2015, http://www.dauphincounty.org/government/about-the-county/Pages/News.aspx?NewsID=507. 
187	 Ibid.

http://www.dauphincounty.org/government/Community-Economic-Development/Land-Bank-Authority/Documents/Exhibit%20A.pdf
http://www.dauphincounty.org/government/Community-Economic-Development/Land-Bank-Authority/Pages/LBA-Board-Info.aspx
http://www.dauphincounty.org/government/Community-Economic-Development/Gaming-Advisory-Board/Documents/Local%20Share%20Municipal%20Grant%20Criteria.pdf
http://www.dauphincounty.org/government/Community-Economic-Development/Gaming-Advisory-Board/Documents/Local%20Share%20Municipal%20Grant%20Criteria.pdf
http://www.dauphincounty.org/government/about-the-county/Pages/News.aspx?NewsID=507
http://www.dauphincounty.org/government/about-the-county/Pages/News.aspx?NewsID=507
http://www.dauphincounty.org/government/Community-Economic-Development/Land-Bank-Authority/Documents/LBA_11.10.15_Minutes.pdf
http://www.dauphincounty.org/government/Community-Economic-Development/Land-Bank-Authority/Documents/LBA_11.10.15_Minutes.pdf
http://www.dauphincounty.org/government/about-the-county/Pages/News.aspx?NewsID=507
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Street would have continued to erode as a safety 
hazard and an illegal dump site, sapping property 
values and the pride of home ownership just across 
the street. These houses have been razed through 
the Land Bank, and five new homes with back-
deck views of the beautiful Susquehanna River will 
replace them and contribute to a stronger, much 
more desirable neighborhood.”188

4.	 Community Partnerships
As noted above, the land bank partnered with 
Dauphin County Prison and Project TRADE on 
its first rehab project. Inmates who worked on 
the project earned a pre-apprentice certificate in 
construction from the Home Builders Institute. 

Project TRADE is a vocational and work training 
program developed by Dauphin County Prison 
in partnership with the Home Builders Institute 
in an effort to provide inmates with a marketable 
skill.189 Participants are offered training in carpentry, 
plumbing, landscaping, building and facilities 
maintenance, brick masonry, HVAC, and electrical 
wiring.190 Along with training in the trades, inmates 
are taught job search strategies and are given job 
placement services.191  

5.	 Insights

“Start small, and go slow. For county-
based land banks, don’t include all 

municipalities at first. Start with the smaller 
municipalities that have few staff and really 
need help to deal with problem properties.”

“A willing municipal partner is a key 
ingredient for a successful project. 

Susquehanna Township is a great example. It 
has been a fully committed partner with the 
Land Bank on both of our projects.” 

“Give yourself plenty of time to educate 
and persuade school districts about the 

power and potential of land banks to increase 
school district tax revenues. We’ve found it 
useful to team up with elected officials from 
the municipality when we present at school 
board meetings.”

188	 Email from Frank Lynch, January 17, 2016.
189	 http://www.pacounties.org/ProgramsServices/Documents/DauphinPartnerProjectTrade2015.pdf. 
190	 Ibid.
191	 Ibid.

Executive Director Skip Memmi

http://www.pacounties.org/ProgramsServices/Documents/DauphinPartnerProjectTrade2015.pdf
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C.	 Philadelphia Land Bank

Year Established 2014

Land Bank Jurisdiction City (which is also its own county)

First-Year Budget, FY 2015 $4.1 million (midyear adjustment: $3.1 million)

FY 2016 Budget $4.3 million

Number of Board Members 11

Department or  
Agency Administrator Philadelphia Housing Development Corp.

Executive Director Nicholas Scafidi, Esq. (Interim)

Staff Size 11

Inventory Size (as of 12/31/15) ≈ 500

Properties Acquired in 2014 0

Properties Sold in 2014 0

Properties Acquired in 2015 ≈ 500

Properties Sold in 2015 0

Properties Targeted for  
Acquisition in 2016 2,250

1.	 Creation and Initial Operations
In December 2013, the City Council of 
Philadelphia passed a bill, signed by Mayor 
Michael Nutter, creating the Philadelphia Land 
Bank.192 With a population of about 1.5 million, 
Philadelphia is the largest American city to adopt a 
land bank ordinance. The Philadelphia Land Bank 
was incorporated in 2014, in accordance with the 
state enabling legislation.

The land bank ordinance was passed to fix 
Philadelphia’s broken vacant land management 
system and to create a new, uniform, and 
transparent process for returning vacant 
and underused properties to productive use. 
Philadelphia has a large inventory of surplus 
properties owned by the city, the redevelopment 
authority and the Philadelphia Housing 
Development Corporation. Acquiring those 
properties is a challenge for potential buyers, 

because each agency has its own disposition process 
and criteria. One of the reasons for creating the 
land bank was to streamline the process for private 
individuals and organizations to acquire publicly 
owned vacant properties by consolidating ownership 
of the properties in the land bank. Another purpose 
is to acquire privately owned tax-delinquent 
properties through tax foreclosure, and then 
extinguish old liens and clear title on the properties, 
making them ready for transfer to new owners. 
Consolidating the ownership of vacant publicly 
owned properties and tax-foreclosed privately 
owned properties in the land bank should make it 
easier to assemble larger sites that are better suited 
for redevelopment.

Unlike most other Pennsylvania land banks, the 
Philadelphia Land Bank was directed by ordinance 
to develop a strategic plan to guide its acquisition, 
maintenance, and disposition of properties.193 The 

192	 Philadelphia Code § 16-700. 
193	 Ibid. § 16-709(3).
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land bank drafted the strategic plan, solicited and 
incorporated public comment, and presented the 
final plan to city council in December 2014, when 
it was approved. The strategic plan identified 
approximately 32,000 properties eligible for land 
bank ownership: about 8,000 publicly owned 
parcels and 24,000 parcels that are privately owned 
and tax delinquent.194 The plan established goals, 
identified priority areas, and set overall acquisition 
and disposition targets for each of the first five years.

Besides the strategic plan, the land bank board of 
directors has adopted other policies and procedures 
to guide operations.195 The board has adopted a 
disposition policy and is working on an acquisition 
policy. The board has 11 members. Five are 
appointed by city council, 5 are appointed by the 

mayor, and the 11th is selected by the 10 appointed 
members. Board members serve terms concurrent 
with their respective appointing authorities, and 
they continue to serve until their successors are 
appointed. Minutes of board meetings and related 
documents are posted on the land bank’s website.196 
Individuals may also subscribe to receive land bank 
updates via email. 

In 2015, the land bank focused its attention 
on preparing for the acquisition of publicly 
owned properties. To that end, the land bank 
researched and corrected the legal descriptions 
in the deeds for more than 8,000 publicly 
owned properties.197 The work was essential to 
the land bank’s being able to transfer properties 
with clear, insurable title to new owners.

194	Philadelphia Land Bank Strategic Plan 2015, Executive Summary at 3. http://www.philadelphialandbank.org/wordpress/wp-content/up-
loads/2015/01/LandBankStrategicPlan_ExecutiveSummary_022315.pdf. 

195	 http://www.philadelphialandbank.org/category/land-bank-policy/. 
196	 http://www.philadelphialandbank.org/. 
197	Philadelphia Land Bank 2015 Progress Report & Strategic Plan Update at 3-4. http://www.philadelphialandbank.org/wordpress/wp-content/up-

loads/2015/11/Land-Bank-Progress-Report-2015.pdf. 

http://www.philadelphialandbank.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/LandBankStrategicPlan_ExecutiveSummary_022315.pdf
http://www.philadelphialandbank.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/LandBankStrategicPlan_ExecutiveSummary_022315.pdf
http://www.philadelphialandbank.org/category/land-bank-policy/
http://www.philadelphialandbank.org/
http://www.philadelphialandbank.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Land-Bank-Progress-Report-2015.pdf
http://www.philadelphialandbank.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Land-Bank-Progress-Report-2015.pdf
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8th and Berks, before and after
Credit: Pennsylvania Horticultural Society

2.	 Funding
The land bank is funded by the redevelopment 
authority and the city’s general fund. For fiscal year 
2016, the budget is $4.3 million, of which $3.8 
million comes from the redevelopment authority 
and $500,000 from the city’s general fund.198

3.	 Inventory and Transactions
In December 2015, the land bank acquired its first 
properties when it acquired approximately 500 
publicly owned properties. Also in December 2015, 
city council authorized the transfer of an additional 
800 publicly owned parcels.199 “I am very excited 

about this significant step in creating the largest 
Land Bank in the country and our ability to use this 
tool to transform blight in our neighborhoods,” said 
Councilwoman Maria Quiñones Sánchez, prime 
sponsor of the legislation that authorized the land 
bank. Nicholas J. Scafidi, the land bank’s interim 
executive director, described council’s action as 

“another step forward in turning vacant land into 
homes, businesses, community gardens and open 
space.” 

In its 2015 progress report, the land bank set the 
following acquisition and disposition goals for the 
next four years:200

198	Philadelphia Land Bank Fiscal 2016 Operating Budget. See June 2015 Land Bank Board Information Package for a copy of the budget, http://www.
philadelphialandbank.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/Land-Bank-board-information-package-June-11-2015.pdf. 

199	 http://phlcouncil.com/council-news/city-council-moves-to-transfer-properties-to-philadelphia-land-bank/. 
200	Philadelphia Land Bank 2015 Progress Report & Strategic Plan Update at 9. http://www.philadelphialandbank.org/wordpress/wp-content/up-

loads/2015/11/Land-Bank-Progress-Report-2015.pdf. 

Five-Year Production Goals

2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Acquisition

Intra-agency transfers 0 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,500

Tax foreclosed 0 250 500 750 1,000

Total 0 2,250 2,500 2,750 3,500

Disposition

Existing inventory 250 250 350 450 600

Recently tax-foreclosed inventory 0 0 250 500 750

Total 250 250 600 950 1,350

After carefully reviewing more than 600 privately owned 
tax-delinquent properties through a pilot program, the 
land bank expects to acquire 250 such properties in 
2016 and to increase that number each year.

4.	 Community Partnerships
The land bank has contracted with the Pennsylvania 
Horticultural Society (PHS) to provide 
maintenance services for the initial group of 
vacant lots being transferred into the Land Bank 
from the Philadelphia Housing Development 

Corporation. Under the contract, the PHS 
LandCare program is providing services that 
include lot cleaning, stabilization, beautification, 
and regular maintenance on several hundred 
vacant, neglected, and overgrown lots being 

http://www.philadelphialandbank.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/Land-Bank-board-information-package-June-11-2015.pdf
http://www.philadelphialandbank.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/Land-Bank-board-information-package-June-11-2015.pdf
http://phlcouncil.com/council-news/city-council-moves-to-transfer-properties-to-philadelphia-land-bank/
http://www.philadelphialandbank.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Land-Bank-Progress-Report-2015.pdf
http://www.philadelphialandbank.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Land-Bank-Progress-Report-2015.pdf
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Philadelphia Land Bank Staff 202

Stormwater Management Site

Before-and-after photos   Credit: Pennsylvania Horticultural Society

7th and Germantown

transferred to the land bank. The LandCare 
program is a national model for landscape treatment 
and urban revitalization. The City of Philadelphia 

has contracted with PHS for “clean and green” 
services through the LandCare program for more 
than 10 years.201

201	 http://phsonline.org/programs/landcare-program/landcare-faqs. 
202	Email from John Carpenter, Philadelphia Land Bank Deputy Executive Director, January 21, 2016.

“H

5.	 Insights

lways remember that, at its core,  
a land bank is a tool for the  

strategic acquisition and disposition  
of real property.” 

ave a plan to reuse a property as 
soon as possible after its acquisition.”

ppreciate the frustration and impatience of those 
neighbors and community members who have 

suffered and are continuing to suffer from the impacts 
of dilapidated and abandoned properties around 
them. Be impatient yourself and work diligently and 
strategically to return problem properties to life as 
rehabbed and new housing and businesses, community 
gardens, public parks and side yards.” 

http://phsonline.org/programs/landcare-program/landcare-faqs
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