Response to the materials from the Mayor’s Abandoned Housing Taskforce that was reviewed and discussed during the meeting on April 16th at the Boner Center.  The meeting was convened by Tyson Domer staff at Indy-east Asset Development. 

To:
Mayor’s Abandoned Housing Taskforce

From:
???NESCO A & V Committee; Arsenal heights Neighborhood Association, SEND; ICND; IACED; LISC; CDLC???
Re:
Neighborhood Solutions for combating abandoned and vacant property

Date:
April 28, 2008 

We are grateful for the opportunity to review Abandoned Housing Taskforce documents shared by Tyson Domer of Indy-east Asset Development Corporation.  Mr. Domer explained that the Taskforce had met twice and the documents were presented during those forums.  We discussed these documents at a meeting with Mr. Domer on April 16th where he requested comments on the processes that affected abandoned housing in the City.  Given the topic’s far-reaching scope and the group’s desire to provide a substantive response, the group agreed to provide the Taskforce with a written response containing observations and suggestions for impacting this enormous threat to the stability of our City.  We hope to be able to engage with the Abandoned Housing Taskforce in developing and implementing effective strategies that will immediately benefit our City.  

To that end, we offer the following suggestions for the review and consideration by the Task Force.  We offer these observations and suggestions with great respect for our public servants—staff at City and County agencies, which have struggled with these challenges for many years.  We are mindful of Mayor Ballard’s guiding principles and major initiatives and provide our thoughts within this context.  Finally, all that follows is offered against the backdrop of the short and long-term financial challenges that face Indianapolis.  We are cognizant of public budgetary constraints and wish to support Mayor Ballard in utilizing scarce public resources in the most cost-effective manner possible.

We want to assure the Taskforce that community and economic development organizations are committed to establishing a productive working relationship with this administration and look forward to providing technical assistance and expertise to improve the quality of life in our City’s neighborhoods.  Citizens, community development corporations, neighborhood associations, philanthropic entities, businesses and utilities are all working together to address blight and community deterioration.  We welcome the opportunity to share many years of experience in the creation of affordable housing, preservation of housing for low-income homeowners and neighborhood stabilization through home repair and urban development.  We hope that the Taskforce will consider broadening its membership to include greater representation from these organizations and entities. 

Code enforcement is one of the most stressful topics that raise the ire of many neighborhood residents.  There are legions of stories of neighborhood residents filing repeated complaints on the same properties for long periods of time—years in fact—and never seeing any rehabilitation or improvement in the property’s condition or appearance.   The procedures described in the flow charts do not correspond with the experiences of residents that pursue enforcement measures.  Because the public’s frustration is so widespread, it would be more productive to approach particular aspects of the code enforcement procedures described in the in the flow charts in face-to-face meetings with resident organizations and explore some of the solutions crafted by neighborhood residents.   

One example is NESCO’s grassroots effort to mobilize neighborhood residents to keep a watchful eye on the conditions of property located near their own homes.  A copy of their pamphlet, “How You can address Abandoned Houses and Problem Properties”, is included for your review.  A second example is the work of members of the Arsenal Heights Neighborhood Association.  They walk through the neighborhood once each month to record and report problem properties to MCHD.  Citizens that are educated about the process of reporting unsafe buildings, neglected property or illegal conduct can boost both law and code enforcement efforts.  We suggest establishing a citizens’ advisory group to work closely with the staff of the Health and Hospital Corporation of Marion County staff to develop a fast track for handling complaints that will result in the timely remediation of problem property.  Neighborhood groups meet regularly and can devote portions of those gatherings to educational presentations that focus on enforcement of law and ordinances related to unsafe buildings and property.  To ensure that the accuracy of the informational content and to establish fruitful relationships among citizens and government, these presentations could be prepared and conducted by City-County agency personnel from MCHD and/or DMD and pro bono public interest attorneys.

With regard to criminal conduct, neighborhoods already have established crime watch groups.  We suggest that these groups receive attention quickly when they complain of persistent criminal activity such as soliciting, prostitution and narcotics trafficking.  Neighborhood organizations already have established relationships with law enforcement.  However, these relationships need to be stronger so that IMPD and residents work collaboratively in an atmosphere of mutual trust.  We suggest that the Prosecutor’s Office should have sufficient staff to pursue forfeiture of properties that have a history of ongoing narcotics trafficking.  Properties forfeited to the City might then be made available to community development corporations that can rehabilitate them for affordable housing.

In addition to dealing with problem properties, we need to assist homeowners in keeping their homes.  Similar to the grassroots approach taken by NESCO and Arsenal Heights, the Southeast Neighborhood Development Corporation is planning to reach out to residents through a community forum.  SEND will host the forum and collaborate with lenders that are keen to avoid foreclosures.  Residents can learn about modifying loans that are in arrears and working out new terms that are affordable.  Another suggestion concerns the Mortgage Fraud and Foreclosure Taskforce.  If City-County staff is not already working with this group, it may be advantageous to engage in discussions about innovative remedial programs that may stem the tide of foreclosures in our City. 

We suggest that the Taskforce consider strategies employed in other cities that suffer from similar problems with blighted property, especially strategies that can be self-supporting through assessed fees and fines.  One such measure was recently adopted by the City of Boston in response to a flood of neglected, vacant and foreclosed properties.  The City Council passed an ordinance that compels annual mandatory registration and inspection of all such properties.  Boston’s ordinance also provides for monetary fines for failure to register, inspect and maintain property—all payable to the City’s Commissioner of Inspection Services.  Properties must registered each year and registration must include the $100 fee.  To avoid legal uncertainties concerning a property’s ownership, the Boston ordinance defines the term “owner” broadly to include service companies, property managers, and real estate brokers, in addition to parties that are traditionally understood to have ownership interests.   For your convenience, a copy of this ordinance is included for your review.

The City’s budget shortfalls require prudent management of available revenue and reduction of expenses.  Fortunately, the City can shift some of the costs related to abandoned and neglected property onto owners of those properties by aggressively recovering fines and costs from violators of the Marion County Health and Hospital Code.  In essence, we suggest that the City increase the cost of doing business for speculators and scofflaws by imposing monetary penalties with all due haste.  That is not to say that due process receives short shrift--merely that owners of problem properties who unreasonably delay the mandated remediation suffer monetary consequences for their failure to observe community standards.   

City-County legal staff can count on assistance from their colleagues in nonprofit legal services to enforce the statutory provisions applicable unsafe buildings and property and landlords and tenants.  Under the Unsafe Building Law, community organizations have standing to bring legal actions against property owners that violate the housing quality standards.  These groups can be represented by nonprofit legal service providers, thereby alleviating the workload of City-County staff attorneys and paralegals.  It would be productive to establish close working relationships among all of these attorneys.  The Unsafe Building Law contains provisions for awarding attorneys’ fees and costs to the prevailing party.  Assuming that public interest attorneys achieve some success in these early actions, members of the private bar may also be drawn to this work because of its fee-generating potential. 

We suggest that the City develop a close working relationship with the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) to develop and implement strategies and programs that address conveyance of HUD-owned property to the City for free or a substantially reduced cost.  The City could focus on acquiring HUD property with contiguous boundaries and also property located within areas where substantial resources have been committed for development, such as the Greater Indianapolis Neighborhood Initiative (GINI).  The City could then transfer ownership of these properties to community development corporations that can make them available for affordable housing.   

In closing, we want to emphasize the need for greater community representation on the Taskforce.  We thank you for the opportunity to comment on these matters that are critical to the future of neighborhoods in Indianapolis. 

Respectfully submitted,

Arsenal Heights Neighborhood Association

Englewood Community Development Corporation

Indiana Association of Community Economic Development

Indianapolis Community and Neighborhood Development

Local Initiative Support Corporation

Near Eastside Community Organization

Riley Area Development Corporation

Shepherd Community Development Corporation

Southeast Neighborhood Development Corporation
Community Development Law Center
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