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Founded in 2010, the Center for Community Progress is the only national 501(c)(3) nonprofit
organization solely dedicated to building a future in which entrenched, systemic blight no longer exists
in American communities. The mission of Community Progress is to ensure that communities have the
vision, knowledge, and systems to transform blighted, vacant, and other problem properties into assets
supporting neighborhood vitality. As a national leader on solutions for blight and vacancy, Community
Progress serves as the leading resource for local, state, and federal policies and best practices that
address the full cycle of property revitalization. Major support for Community Progress is generously
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l.  INTRODUCTION

In September 2015, the Center for Community Progress (Community Progress) selected the
Land Reutilization Authority (LRA), also referred to as the Land Bank, of the City of St. Louis
as one of three successful applicants for the Technical Assistance Scholarship Program (TASP).
TASP is a competitive merit scholarship program for communities that are ready to engage in a
forward-thinking technical assistance process to assess, reform, develop, and/or implement
systems to address large-scale vacancy and abandonment in their communities.! As the nation’s
oldest land bank established in 1971, the LRA requested support in evaluating the policies and
systems impacting their inventory of properties, which has remained steady in size over the past
four decades with approximately 11,000 properties, although the physical and marketable
quality of the inventory has continued to decline.

During an initial two-day site visit, the Community Progress team met with the LRA, the City
of St. Louis (City), and community stakeholders® to better understand the unique challenges
presented by vacancy and abandonment® in the city. Community Progress also reviewed various
state and local statutes and policies related to delinquent tax enforcement, housing and building
code enforcement, and land banking. As a result of this first visit and research, a few

observations surfaced that influenced the final scope of work:

1. Vision: There is no unified City vision regarding the elimination of vacancy and
abandonment.

2. Leadership: There is no executive-level point person responsible for ensuring
consistency in communication and collaboration within and outside of City Hall
regarding vacant and abandoned properties.

3. Capacity: There are capable and committed individuals within the LRA, City,
community, and nonprofit sectors who care about the issue of vacancy and
abandonment and have a deep understanding of why this needs to be a priority of
the City.

4. Coordination: Different stakeholders are managing a multitude of vacant and
abandoned property-related initiatives and data points, but these efforts are not

being coordinated.

" For more information on Community Progress and TASP, please visit our website at: http://www.communityprogress.net/technical-assistance-scholarship-program-
-tasp--pages-494.php

2 Afull list of LRA, City, and community stakeholders can be found in Appendix A.

3 For the purpose of this report, “vacancy” is defined as “real property which is not lawfully occupied and not lawfully subject to occupancy.” “Abandoned” is defined
as "vacant property which has multiple years of property tax delinquency, unresolved code violations, and/or delinquent water, sewer or utility charges.”
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5. Nature of Problem: The inventory of the LRA has held steady at 11,000 properties
due to a variety of factors, some of which include challenging market conditions,
deteriorating physical state of properties, and lack of marketable and insurable title
for potential transferees.

6. Legal and Policy Barriers: Most properties acquired by the LRA through tax
enforcement proceedings have been tax-delinquent and abandoned for up to seven
or more years and have not received constitutionally adequate notice of enforcement
proceedings. Therefore, they do not have a marketable and insurable title for

potential transferees.

Based on the above observations, the local leadership team and Community Progress decided to

focus the technical assistance on the following:

1. Developing a general vision as well as prioritizing strategies to address vacancy and
abandonment; and

2. Assessing the property acquisition (intake) systems of the LRA.

The following sections of this report will provide additional background and context regarding
the City of St. Louis’ opportunities and challenges, as well as the process and outcomes of
developing a vision and strategies with City, LRA, and community stakeholders. In addition,
the report will highlight one strategy that expedites and modifies the delinquent property tax
and housing and building code lien foreclosure proceedings to result in a more efficient transfer
of new ownership as well as marketable and insurable title, thus helping to address the LRA

inventory.

This report is written for both local stakeholders in St. Louis as well as other communities
across the country who are interested in creating a bold vision, implementing strategies and
tactics to tackle vacancy and abandonment, and developing a framework by which City and
community leaders can sit at the same table, collaborate, and share ownership of the process.
One goal of TASP and our other technical assistance engagements is to effect positive change in
the lives of people living in communities most impacted by vacancy and abandonment. This
can only happen if trust, communication, and coordination occur across the various
governmental systems that hold the most leverage to eliminate these liabilities. To that end, our
time on the ground in St. Louis, as well as the hours spent providing remote support, we hope,

have helped to increase the levels of comfort and coordination between LRA and City

leadership, for the ultimate benefit of St. Louis residents.




. BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

The City of St. Louis has experienced setbacks similar to those of other Rust Belt cities across
the country: job loss, population loss, and deteriorating housing stock, to name a few. For
certain sections of the city, particularly north of Delmar Boulevard, these setbacks, along with
historically unjust, racist public policies, have resulted in concentrated poverty, racial
segregation, crime, vacancy, and abandonment.* It is primarily within these areas north of
Delmar Boulevard, as well as pockets south of Delmar Boulevard, that the majority of the LRA
inventory is located.

With these challenges also come great opportunities. As the nation’s oldest land bank, there is a
real opportunity for the LRA and partners to reflect on the lessons learned from its four decades
of existence and develop a strategy that reflects the great responsibility of being one of the
largest landowners in the most challenged areas of the city.

Another opportunity worthy of highlighting is the willingness of the City and LRA leadership
to embrace honest dialogue about perceived entrenched, sensitive challenges. For example,
many public leaders across the country are reticent about discussing issues such as racism and
poverty and their relationship to vacancy and abandonment. Since March 2015, when
Community Progress first met a delegation of St. Louis stakeholders at the Community
Progress Leadership Institute (CPLI),’ and throughout this engagement, we have witnessed
critically important conversations among City and LRA stakeholders. These conversations have
acknowledged that “City Hall” may not have all of the answers related to the problems of and
solutions for vacant and abandoned properties and that it is okay, and even beneficial, to admit
this to partners outside of City Hall in order to develop a path to move forward together.

* For a comprehensive review of the various federal, state, and local policies that have contributed to racial segregation and disadvantage in the City of St. Louis and
its suburbs, please take a few moments to read Richard Rothstein’s report entitied “The Making of Ferguson: Public Policies at the Root of its Troubles” available on
the Economic Policy Institute’s website at: http://www.epi.org/publication/making-ferguson/.

° CPLIis a four-day convening at Harvard that provides local leaders with in-depth technical knowledge on the systems impacting vacancy and abandonment as well
as a forum to coalesce with other local leaders to take action once they return to their community.
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lll. DEVELOPING A SHARED VISION AND
STRATEGIES TO ADDRESS VACANCY
AND ABANDONMENT

During our second site visit in January 2016, Community Progress facilitated a series of
meetings with three goals in mind: 1) develop a shared vision and prioritize strategies to address
the inventory of vacant and abandoned properties; 2) support and build off of existing
initiatives; and 3) improve communication among the LRA, City, and community stakeholders.
In an effort to promote honest and candid dialogue, the decision was made to facilitate two
separate meetings, one with City and LRA leadership and then the second with community
stakeholders.® The visit concluded with a combined meeting with both groups to reach
consensus on a vision statement and prioritize strategies. Participants from the LRA and City
were identified based on their departmental role and whether they had a direct impact on the
identification, prevention, acquisition, and productive use of vacant and abandoned properties.
Community stakeholders were identified based on their involvement with and connection to
the neighborhoods that are most impacted by vacancy and abandonment, including those

b




