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COMPREHENSIVE BLIGHT STRATEGY PLAN
CITY OF JOHNSTOWN BLIGHT TASK FORCE
Executive Summary
In its continuing effort to fight blight and promote community investment, the City of
Johnstown assembled a Blight Task Force in 2018 to develop a comprehensive plan for
implementing effective strategies to address blight in Johnstown. The Blight Task Force includes
representatives from City government, residents, businesses, institutions, and nonprofit
organizations. Over the course of several months, the Blight Task Force examined data on the
nature and extent of blight in Johnstown, reviewed a range of blight tools and strategies, and
reached consensus on blight strategies to prioritize for implementation. This report sets forth
the work of the Blight Task Force and includes recommendations for implementation.
Priority Strategies Recommended by the Blight Task Force
Prioritize and Demolish Unsafe Structures and Prepare for Reinvestment
Attach Owners Other Assets to Remediate Blighted Property (Act 90)
Deny Permits to Owners with Tax Delinquency or Code Violations (Act 90)
Encourage the Cambria County District Attorney to Charge Repeat, Serious Code
Violators with Criminal Misdemeanor (Act 90)
5. Create a Land Bank to Acquire, Manage and Market Properties
1.
2.
3.
4.

The Task Force recognized the need to systematically identify, prioritize, and remove blighted, vacant
properties as a critical first step to revitalization (priority 1). When demolition is complete, those
vacant lots need to be managed, marketed, and transferred in order to return them to productive use
as housing, green space, business sites, and other locally-driven land uses. A land bank is a tool that
can manage these vacant lots and other problem properties and facilitate their transfer to new
owners for redevelopment (priority 5).
The Task Force also prioritized the need to hold property owners accountable for the maintenance of
their properties (priorities 2, 3 and 4). Act 90 of 2010 is a state law titled the Neighborhood Blight
Reclamation and Revitalization Act. It empowers local governments to seek certain civil remedies
and criminal penalties against property owners who repeatedly fail to comply with codes and laws
pertaining to their properties. While the City has occasionally relied on Act 90 to deny permits, it has
not adopted an ordinance implementing Act 90. Best practice is to adopt an ordinance and develop
written policies that set forth procedures for using the Act 90 tools.
The priority strategies recommended by the Task Force will be implemented by a Blight Action Team
to be appointed by City Council and led by the City’s Community and Economic Development
Director. This Plan will be presented to City Council for adoption in April.
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Figure 1. Map of Johnstown, PA
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Introduction
In December 2018, a Blight Task Force was convened by the
City of Johnstown to develop a plan for addressing blighted
properties. Like most post-industrial Pennsylvania cities,
Johnstown has long suffered from blighted properties and
disinvestment due to loss of population and jobs, as well as
changing market conditions. In response, the City has
implemented some strategies to prevent and remediate
blighted properties, but further action is needed to
systematically and strategically return these properties to
productive use. Through this planning process, the Task
Force explored additional blight strategies, resulting in
recommendations on strategies that should be prioritized as
part of a comprehensive blight strategy plan.
The process used to develop this Comprehensive Blight Plan
is detailed in the publication, We Can Do This: A Five-Step,
Fast Track Blight Plan, published by the Housing Alliance of Pennsylvania in 2016.
The five steps in the Blight Plan process include:

Step 1 - Gain Consensus for Developing a Blight Plan
Through the community initiative, Vision 2025, the City of Johnstown is working with civic and
community leaders, residents, businesses, and other stakeholders to revitalize Johnstown.1

1

Vision 2025 is a community-based effort that has created a vision around bettering the Johnstown community
through a strategic focus around three core areas: a vibrant local economy, life-sustaining landscapes, and a
strong sense of community, all guided by an inclusive good governance model. Vision 2025: A Resilience
Framework, Carnegie Mellon University, Remaking Cities Institute, October 2015.
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Blight was identified as a liability in the Vision 2025: A Resilience Framework report2 and
fighting blight was given a high priority in community workshops.3
Approved in September 2017, the City’s Seventh Amended Act 474 Recovery Plan recognized
the Vision 2025 vision of city-wide blight elimination and recommended the development of a
Blight and Vacant Property Strategy.5
Based on community-wide consensus regarding the need to address blight, in 2017, the City
made application to the Pennsylvania Department of Community and Economic Development
(DCED) for a Blight Training and Technical Assistance Grant. This grant was subsequently
approved by DCED and the City entered into a contract with the Housing Alliance of
Pennsylvania in January 2018 for consulting services to facilitate the development of a
community-driven blight action plan. These services are being provided to the City by Winnie
Branton of Branton Strategies LLC and Diana J. Kerr of Community Development Consulting.
Johnstown has undertaken certain initiatives and programs, on its own and through
partnerships, to eliminate blight and promote redevelopment. Understanding those programs
and assessing their effectiveness helps inform the need for new tools and program
adjustments.
Municipal Efforts – Legal Framework
The City has adopted several ordinances that are intended to prevent and remediate blighted
properties and maintain safe and healthy housing and neighborhoods, including:
•
•
•
•
•

Ordinances adopting various international building and safety codes, including the
International Property Maintenance Code 2009 (IPMC 2009)6
Vacant Structures Ordinance7
Administrative Ticketing Program8
Rental Property Licensing and Inspection Ordinance9
Health & Sanitation Code – prohibitions against high weeds, litter and dumping10

Vision 2025: A Resilience Framework, Carnegie Mellon University, Remaking Cities Institute, October 2015, p. 7.
Ibid., Appendix at XIV.
4
Municipalities Financial Recovery Act (Act 47 of 1987, as amended). The City entered Act 47 oversight in 1992.
5
Seventh Amended Act 47 Recovery Plan, September 2017, pp. 20, 171-172. http://cityofjohnstownpa.net/wpcontent/uploads/2017/10/FINAL-7th-Amended-Recovery-Plan-.pdf.
2
3

Codified Ordinances of the City of Johnstown, § 1428.01.
Ibid., Chapter 1430. This ordinance is currently under review for possible amendments and restructuring.
8
Ibid., § 1484.99.
9
Ibid., Chapter 1484. The City is currently considering the necessary steps to take to reactivate the enforcement of
its Rental Property Registration and Inspection Ordinance.
6
7

10

Ibid., Part 18.
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•
•
•

Junked/Abandoned Vehicles Ordinance11
Fire Insurance Escrow Ordinance12
Vacant Property Review Committee13

The City has three code enforcement positions, one of which is currently vacant. The City is
divided into three areas, with one code enforcement officer assigned to monitor his area for
code violations and respond to complaints of improper property maintenance.
The International Property Maintenance Code (IPMC 2009), as adopted, establishes minimum
standards for the maintenance of existing residential and nonresidential structures in
Johnstown. A 2016 Code Enforcement Department Peer Review performed by the Act 47
Coordinator noted that the IPMC had been revised several times since the 2009 edition and
recommended that the City consider amending its ordinance to adopt the most current edition
of the IPMC.
The IPMC sets forth the necessary conditions and process for the City to condemn a structure
and order its demolition.
Municipal Efforts – Focus on Blight Removal
Extreme population decline has left the City of Johnstown with an oversupply of vacant,
blighted residential and commercial structures. The City works in collaboration with the
Johnstown Redevelopment Authority (JRA) and the Cambria County Redevelopment Authority
(CCRA) to remove blighted structures and prepare them for redevelopment. In addition, the
City and JRA have an intergovernmental agreement in place to eliminate blight throughout the
JRA sanitary sewer upgrade project.
During 2018 and 2019, 138 structures were demolished in Johnstown.
Figure 2: Structures Demolished, Johnstown, 2018-2019
Demolition
Structures Demolished

Total
138

Ibid., Chapter 438.
City of Johnstown Ordinance Nos. 4710 and 4711, codified at Chapter 244 of the City’s Administrative Code.
13
Ibid., Chapter 278. Although this ordinance remains on the books, Johnstown’s Vacant Property Review
Committee is defunct. Using this tool was considered by the Blight Task Force but only received 2 votes.
11

12
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The City spent about $627,000 on demolitions over 2018 and 2019, with plans to spend at least
$221,000 in 2020.
Figure 3: Demolition Funding
City Demolition Funds
CDBG14
UDAG15

2018
$168,559
$102,414

2019
$232,674
$123,427

Figure 4: Before and After Photos of Demolition Along Menoher Boulevard

Source: City of Johnstown, Department of Community & Economic Development
For 2018-2019, public funding of demolitions was supplemented by $363,000 in private funding
secured by JRA from the Community Foundation for the Alleghenies and the 1889 Foundation.
Contributions from the Johnstown Paper Company also funded two demolitions.
Just this month, the Community Foundation for the Alleghenies awarded an additional grant of
$657,000 to JRA for the demolition of at least 50 residential structures in Johnstown. The project
also includes the development of a fruit orchard following demolition of the “box houses” along
William Penn Avenue in the Prospect neighborhood.
Municipal Efforts – Vacant Structures Survey
In 2017, the City Planning Commission conducted a city-wide vacant structures survey and
identified 875 vacant structures across the City. A map of the properties with vacant structures
is shown in Figure 5 on the next page. This map was created by Tetra Tech under the EPA
Brownfields Assessment Grant.

The Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) program is a federal program that provides annual grants to
entitled communities for community development including blight removal.
15
Johnstown’s Urban Development Action Grant (UDAG) fund has served primarily as a revolving loan fund for
businesses, with some funding being allocated for emergency demolitions. In 2019, City Council voted to allocate
$250,000 of UDAG funds for blight remediation.
14
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Figure 5: Vacant Structures Map, Johnstown, 2017
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In December 2018 and January 2019, City Code Enforcement officers returned to the vacant
structures identified in 2017 and evaluated them for certain criteria, including whether the
property was vacant, blighted, marked as unsafe to enter by the Fire Department, or scheduled
for demolition. Results of surveys like this one are snapshots that reflect conditions at the time
of the survey.
Close to 100 of the vacant structures were determined by the Fire Department as too unsafe to
enter. As of July 1, 2019, 65 of the vacant structures identified had been demolished.
Additional demolitions have taken place since then and are included within the total number
for 2018 and 2019 reported in Figure 2 above (138).
Figure 6: Vacant Structures, Property Condition, January 2019
Property Condition
Vacant properties surveyed
JFD Do Not Enter
Residential/Row House Fire
Residential Building Very Bad
Residential Building Bad
Residential House Bad
Commercial Building Very Bad
Commercial Bldg/Apt Bldg Bad

# of Properties
871
93
3
40
28
14
1
3

The list of vacant structures was further refined to include information on ownership and
vacant property registration compliance.
Figure 7: Vacant Structures, Ownership, January 2019
Ownership
Johnstown
Within 30 miles Johnstown
PA but > 30 miles
Outside PA
Outside USA
Total Known Vacant Structures
Other Ownership Details
Corporate Owned
Deceased
In Prison

# of Properties
544
74
74
172
7
871
# of Properties
186
12
2
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Figure 7 above shows that the overwhelming majority of vacant structures in Johnstown are
owned by Johnstown residents (692 of 871; 79%). The residence of a property owner impacts
the City’s ability to bring an enforcement action against the owner. Owners who live out of
state must be extradited in order to be prosecuted, making it more challenging and expensive
to pursue those owners. If a property is owned by a corporation or a limited liability company,
it is often difficult to locate an address and track down individual representatives of the
company upon whom to serve the violation notices or other legal process. The City is working
to ensure that it has all necessary contact information for owners of vacant structures.
Municipal Efforts – Targeted Redevelopment
Johnstown Redevelopment Authority
The mission of the Johnstown Redevelopment
Authority (JRA) is to undertake urban renewal and
the continued revitalization of the City of
Johnstown, using unified public and private
partnerships while engaging citizens in a
community vision for growth.16 In addition to
managing sewer services, JRA is engaged in a
broad range of vital projects to eliminate blight
and spur community investment and economic
development. JRA has been intentional and
targeted in its redevelopment projects, focusing
on the downtown, major corridors and gateways,
and existing community assets. JRA has been very
successful in obtaining both public and private
funding for its projects.
As noted above, in the past two years, JRA has
secured $1 million in grant funding for blight
elimination to support revitalization of the
Franklin Street Corridor, the Fairfield Avenue/
Strayer Street Gateway, and residential
neighborhoods including Prospect, Kernville, and
Hornerstown.

16

Figure 8: Map of Franklin Street Corridor

https://johnstown-redevelopment.org/about-us/.

City of Johnstown Comprehensive Blight Strategy Plan

9

LERTA – Moxham and Roxbury
In 2019, City Council adopted an ordinance creating a tax abatement program under the Local
Economic Revitalization Tax Assistance Act (LERTA) (Act 76 of 1977, 72 P.S. § 4722 et seq.) for
certain deteriorated industrial, commercial, and other business properties within Moxham and
Roxbury.17 Under LERTA, owners of commercial, industrial and business properties are eligible
for a partial tax abatement for up to ten years on property tax increases resulting from
substantial improvements made to their properties, including new housing construction and
housing rehabilitation. The LERTA ordinance provides for the abatement of tax assessment
increases resulting from qualified improvements made to the properties. For commercial
properties, the abatement term is 10 years. For residential properties (limited to rental), the
abatement term is 5 years.
The purpose of the LERTA Ordinance is to direct revitalization activities to certain designated
areas in the Moxham and Roxbury neighborhoods as shown below in Figure 9. The LERTA
program only works to abate taxes where the improvements made result in an increased tax
assessment on the property.
Figure 9: LERTA District for Moxham and Roxbury

Ordinance No. 5273, adopted August 14, 2019, http://cityofjohnstownpa.net/wpcontent/uploads/2019/10/5272-to-5274.pdf (accessed 2/25/20).
17
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Keystone Opportunity Zone
The Keystone Opportunity Zone (KOZ) program incentivizes the redevelopment of a community’s
abandoned, unused, underutilized land and buildings into business districts and residential areas by
providing certain tax abatements, credits and other advantages.17 The City currently has a KOZ at
the Rosedale site, now part of the Johnstown Urban Industrial Park. Act 13 of 2019 reserved
another KOZ for Cambria County including Johnstown. Subject to DCED’s approval, the City of
Johnstown may designate individual parcels and/or larger areas as being within the KOZ. Qualified
businesses locating or expanding into a KOZ are eligible for state and local tax abatements and
credits for a period of ten years. Parcels within the KOZ would be exempted from real estate taxes,
among others, for a period up to 12 years. The City is currently planning KOZs throughout the City.
Future KOZs will be established by January 1, 2021.
Federal Opportunity Zones
The 2017 federal Tax Cuts and Jobs Act created a new program to encourage capital investment
in struggling communities designated as Qualified Opportunity Zones. All but a very small area
of Johnstown is within a Qualified Opportunity Zone (OZ).
Opportunity Zones are designed to boost economic development in distressed communities by
providing tax incentives to investors. While this new program has the potential to bring longterm investment in housing, businesses and properties located in an OZ, active marketing of
shovel ready projects to investors is needed, especially in smaller cities like Johnstown.
Figure 10: Map of Qualified Opportunity Zones in Johnstown

Source: PA DCED (2019)

17

https://dced.pa.gov/business-assistance/keystone-opportunity-zones/#KOZLocations.
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Municipal Efforts – Brownfields Redevelopment
In 2016, the City of Johnstown received an EPA Brownfields Assessment Grant in the amount of
$400,000 for the assessment of priority sites for hazardous substances and petroleum. Assessment
grants provide funding for brownfield inventories, planning, environmental assessments, and
community outreach. 18 With grant funds, properties are being identified and assessed for
contamination and possible cleanup in the Downtown, and along the Franklin Street Corridor and
the Fairfield Avenue/Strayer Street Gateway. As noted above, vacant structures across Johnstown
have been mapped as part of the grant work (see Figure 5 above). The City has applied for
additional funding through this federal program.
Step 2-Assess the Nature and Extent of Blight
Johnstown’s history is steeped in the production and fabrication of iron and steel. Founded in
1852, the Cambria Iron Company was one of the leading producers of iron and steel rail in the
United States in the nineteenth century. Cambria Iron pioneered innovations to iron and steel
technology which were widely copied by other iron and steel companies. Bethlehem Steel
acquired the Cambria Iron Works in the 1920’s, expanding and modernizing the plant and its
operations. Johnstown’s role as a dominant steel maker and fabricator peaked in the years
immediately following World War II, providing more than 13,000 full time jobs paying good
wages. However, over the years, increased competition and stringent federal environmental
regulations took their toll on Bethlehem Steel and Johnstown’s steel industry. By the early
1990’s, Bethlehem Steel had closed the plant and most steel production in Johnstown had
ceased.
The collapse of the steel industry was a major blow to Johnstown, resulting in lost jobs,
businesses, and population, as well as increased poverty and severe disinvestment. Johnstown
now has a large surplus of vacant residential properties and a population without the income to
maintain the occupied properties, resulting in many blighted and deteriorated properties in the
City. Old industrial sites also pose challenges for the City, but some of these sites are being
creatively redeveloped and remade to attract new businesses and investment, foster
entrepreneurship, and celebrate Johnstown’s storied history. As evidenced by the Iron to Arts
Corridor project and other ongoing revitalization projects, Johnstown is a resilient community
with many residents, business and civic leaders, and elected officials committed to improving
the quality of life and economic prosperity in the City.

18

https://www.epa.gov/brownfields/types-brownfields-grant-funding.
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The Iron to Arts Corridor – Connecting the Past with the Future
The Iron to Arts Corridor is an expansive project that encompasses infrastructure
improvements, landscape architecture, streetscape beautification, facade enhancements,
health and safety improvements, and trail connectivity through 25% of the wards of the City
of Johnstown. It connects the City’s history to the modern renaissance of art in the
Johnstown community.
The Iron to Arts Corridor is a public-private partnership which includes the Pennsylvania Rail
Road, the Johnstown Redevelopment Authority, the Discover Downtown Johnstown
Partnership, Gautier Specialty Metals, and Bottle Works.
Once the Lower Works of the Bethlehem Steel Corporation, Iron Street has become a hub of
industrial site reuse, with companies from Ohio, New York, and Michigan relocating or
opening new businesses in these formerly abandoned mills.
http://irontoarts.org/.

Johnstown’s history helps inform some of the root causes of blight in the City. Understanding
the economics and demographics in Johnstown today helps us assess the nature and extent of
blighted properties and identify strategies to return those properties to productive use.
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Economic Conditions
The City is in the Commonwealth’s Act 47 Financial Distress program. This program provides
technical assistance, certain taxing authority, and grant preference to communities in the
Commonwealth that are struggling to have cash solvency, budget solvency, long-run solvency,
and service-level solvency. The City is operating under its Act 47 2018 Exit Plan which includes
strategies for ensuring a satisfactory exit from the Act 47 program no later than October 28,
2021.19
Addressing blighted properties and returning them to productive use has been a priority
recommendation to the City throughout the Act 47 process. The strategies set forth in the
City’s Act 47 2018 Exit Plan, adopted by Council on November 1, 2018, include developing a
Comprehensive Plan, based on the Resiliency Framework of Vision 2025, which includes this
Comprehensive Blight Strategy Plan and other ongoing land use and economic development
initiatives.20
By 2003, U.S. Census data reported that Johnstown was the least likely city in the United States
to attract newcomers. However, more recently, the local manufacturing and service economies
have been attracting companies like Gamesa Corporación Tecnológica, a Spanish wind energy
company, and ITSI Biosciences, a leading developer of ready-to-use kits for biomedical research.
Recent construction in the surrounding region, the downtown, and adjacent Kernville
neighborhood—including a new 100,000-square-foot Regional Technology Complex that will
house a division of Northrop Grumman, among other tenants—signal the increasing
dependence of Johnstown's economy on the U.S. government's defense budget. The high-tech
defense industry is now the main nonhealthcare staple of the Johnstown economy, with the
region pulling in well over $100 million annually in federal government contracts.21
Johnstown remains a regional medical, educational, cultural, and communications center. The
Act 47 Recovery Plan recommends that the City focus on the job sectors showing strength in
the region including health, social services, manufacturing, administration and support, and
transportation and warehousing.22

Grass, Deborah. “2018 City of Johnstown Exit Plan.” 1 Nov 2018, https://cityofjohnstownpa.net/wpcontent/uploads/2018/11/FINAL-Act-47-Exit-Plan.pdf.
20
Ibid.
21
Grass, Deborah. “City of Johnstown 7th Amended Recovery Plan.” 28 Aug 2017,
https://cityofjohnstownpa.net/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/FINAL-7th-Amended-Recovery-Plan-.pdf.
22
Ibid.
19
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Continued Population Loss
Johnstown has suffered a significant decrease in population from the city’s peak population of
almost 70,000 in the 1920’s to just under 20,000 in 2018.23
Figure 11: Johnstown Population
YEAR

POPULATION

TOTAL +/-

% +/-

2018
2010

19,447

-228

-1.16%

20,960

-2,946

-1.31%

2000

23,906

-4,228

-1.62%

1990

28,134

-7,362

-2.30%

1980

35,496

-6,980

-1.78%

1970

42,476

-11,473

-2.36%

1960

53,949

-9,283

-1.58%

1950

63,232

-3,436

-0.53%

1940

66,668

-325

-0.05%

1930

66,993

-334

-0.05%

1920

67,327

11,845

1.95%

1910

55,482

19,546

4.44%

1900

35,936

14,131

5.12%

1890

21,805

13,425

10.04%

1880

8,380

2,352

3.35%

1870

6,028

Source: Tetra Tech
Johnstown continues to lose population, which increases the challenge of dealing with existing
vacant properties as more properties are expected to become vacant if population loss
continues. Cambria County is also losing population at about the same rate. This presents an
additional challenge to Johnstown to reverse its population loss when the county is also having
difficulty retaining and attracting residents.
Figure 12: Population Estimates, Johnstown, 2010, 2019
Population
Population estimates, July 1, 2018
Population estimates base, April 1,
2010
Population, percent change

Johnstown
19,477
20,978
-7%

Cambria
County Pennsylvania
131,730
12,807,060
143,681
-8%

12,702,873
1%

Source: U.S. Census, Population estimates, 2010, 2018

23

U.S. Census, Population estimates, 2018.
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Fewer residents require less housing, leading to an oversupply. Low demand and a soft real
estate market dampen investment in housing and over time lead to deterioration, vacancy and
abandonment. Johnstown has a vacancy rate of 21 percent. Of those vacant properties, the
U.S. Census classifies 71 percent of them as “other vacant.” Many of the housing units within
“other vacant” includes homes that are in foreclosure, in legal proceedings, personal/family
reasons, preparing to rent/sell, needing repairs, currently being repaired/renovated, held for
storage of household furniture, specific use housing, extended absence, and
abandoned/possibly to be demolished/possibly condemned.24 The proportion of other vacant
to total vacant is an indicator of potential blight and the scale of potential blight, especially
when analyzed with other local data including repository properties.
Figure 13: Housing Occupancy and Vacancy, Johnstown, 2017
Housing Occupancy/Vacancy
Total
Total Housing Units
12,098
Total Occupied
9,582
Vacancy
2,516
Vacancy Rate
20.8%
Other Vacant
1,783
Other Vacant Proportion of all Vacancies
71%
Source: U.S. Census, American Community Survey, 2013-2017, Five Year Estimates

Units that remain vacant for considerable periods of time are prone to deterioration and more
likely to be abandoned.

24

U.S. Census, American Housing Survey, Definitions. https://www.census.gov/housing/hvs/definitions.pdf.
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Housing Market
Johnstown is a distressed real estate market.25

Napolean Street
Source: Alleghenies Ahead

Photo: W. Branton (2019)

The median value of owner-occupied units in Johnstown is less than half of the median value of
similar units across the County. Since 2000, the median value for Johnstown homes has
declined significantly, especially when compared to most other municipalities in the County.
With low housing values and weak demand, property owners are less likely to make
investments in improving their properties.26
Figure 14: Owner-Occupied Housing Information, 2017
Housing
Owner-occupied housing rate
Median value owner-occupied units

Johnstown
47%
$41,500

Cambria
County
74%
$88,900

Pennsylvania
69%
$170,500

Source: U.S. Census, American Community Survey, 2013-2017, Five Year Estimates

Southern Alleghenies Planning and Development Commission. “Alleghenies Ahead.” 2018.
https://allegheniesahead.com/.
26
Ibid.

25
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Figure 15: Change in Median Value, Cambria County, 2000-2016

As shown in Figure 14 on the previous page, less than half of the City’s housing units are owneroccupied. In comparison, almost two-thirds of housing units in the County are owner-occupied.
An aging housing stock contributes to a weak market. The housing supply in Johnstown is old
and outdated, requiring high levels of maintenance and upkeep. Almost half of the occupied
housing units in Johnstown were built in 1939 or earlier. Only 24 units of new housing were
built between 2010 and 2017.
Figure 16: Year Housing Built, Johnstown, 2017
Year Built
Total housing units
Built 2014 or later
Built 2010 to 2013
Built 2000 to 2009
Built 1990 to 1999
Built 1980 to 1989
Built 1970 to 1979
Built 1960 to 1969
Built 1950 to 1959
Built 1940 to 1949
Built 1939 or earlier

Number
11,889
12
12
145
117
295
932
1,039
1,710
1,818
5,809

Percent
0.1%
0.1%
1.2%
1.0%
2.5%
7.8%
8.7%
14.4%
15.3%
48.9%

Source: U.S. Census, American Community Survey, 2013-2017, Five Year Estimates

City of Johnstown Comprehensive Blight Strategy Plan

18

Zillow also reports data indicating weak market conditions in Johnstown:
Homes with negative equity 36.1% (8.2% US Avg)
Delinquent on mortgage 2.8% (1.1% US Avg).27
Rents in Johnstown are very low. Zillow’s rent index for Johnstown is $600, which is about $180
less than the region’s rate and nearly $1000 less than the U.S. rate. American Community
Survey estimates median gross rent at $500.28 With a glut of low-cost rentals, occupied by
mostly low-income households, the economics often do not support maintaining and improving
rental properties.
Figure 17: Johnstown Rent Index, 2011-2019

Source: Zillow (2020)

Poverty
The median household income in Johnstown is just over half of the median household income
in Cambria County, with both lagging considerably behind median household income for the
Commonwealth. The poverty rate in Johnstown is triple that of the Commonwealth and more
than double that of the County. Given the high poverty rate, most people in Johnstown do not
have the incomes or the ability to access home equity to maintain their homes. In addition,
the population does not have the means to make their own investments in blighted properties,
whether through self-financing or obtaining bank loans, and return them to productive use.

27
28

https://www.zillow.com/johnstown-pa/home-values/ (accessed 2/20/20).
Source: U.S. Census, American Community Survey, 2013-2017, Five Year Estimates.
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Also, with a lower income population, there is little ability to support local businesses, resulting
in commercial vacancy and blight.
Figure 18: Income and Poverty, 2017
Income and Poverty
Median household
income
Poverty Rate

Johnstown
$23,636
38%

Cambria
County Pennsylvania
$44,943
16%

$56,951
13%

Source: U.S. Census, American Community Survey, 2013-2017, Five Year Estimates

Even with the low rents and low sale prices for homes in Johnstown, housing costs still eat up a
large portion of income for Johnstown residents, especially renters. More than a third of
Johnstown homeowners with a mortgage are housing cost burdened, meaning they spend
more than 30 percent of their income on housing costs. Over half of renters are housing cost
burdened in Johnstown.
Figure 19: Proportion of Income Spent on Housing Costs, Johnstown, 2017
Proportion of Income
Spent on Housing
Costs
<20%
20-24.9%
25-29.9%
30-35%
>35%

Owner with
mortgage
49%
15%
8%
5%
28%

Owner
without
mortgage
71%
10%
8%
4%
13%

Renter
22%
11%
15%
11%
40%

Source: U.S. Census, American Community Survey, 2013-2017, Five Year Estimates

Tax Delinquent Properties
Tax delinquency is a leading predictor of vacancy and blight. If a property owner is not paying
taxes, there is a good chance that same owner is not maintaining the property. When tax
delinquency exceeds the value of a property, owners often abandon the property, leading to
further deterioration.
According to the Exit Plan, the collection rate for real estate taxes in Johnstown is extremely
low, at 83 percent in 2017 and below 85 percent every year since 2010.
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To recover delinquent taxes, the Cambria County Tax Claim Bureau (TCB) offers the tax
delinquent properties for sale in accordance with the Real Estate Tax Sale Law.29 If a property is
tax delinquent for at least two years, the TCB can offer the property for sale to the highest
bidder at an Upset Sale. All properties not sold at the Upset Sale may be sold through what are
called Private Sale and Judicial Sale public auctions, sometimes for a purchase price as little as
$200. After a property is exposed to Judicial Sale but remains unsold, the property is placed on
the Repository List of unsold properties.30
There are 1,253 Johnstown properties that were unsold at previous Upset Sales, and which
have not been requested for Private or Judicial Sale.
There are 29 properties located in Johnstown that are on the Cambria County Repository List.31
The owners of these 1200+ properties have paid NO real estate taxes on the properties for at
least the last three years.
Real estate taxes are the most significant portion of the City’s revenue base, at 39 percent of
the overall general fund revenue. According to the Exit Plan, timely collection of real estate
taxes is a problem in Johnstown, exacerbated by the length of time it takes for the sale of tax
delinquent properties as prescribed by state law.32
Facilitating the sale of these 1200+ properties to new owners who are able to return them to
productive use and pay the real estate taxes is critical to growing the tax base.
Extent of Blight
A majority of the blighted properties in Johnstown are residential, stemming from the
significant population loss resulting from the demise of the iron and steel industry. Vacant,
abandoned, and tax delinquent properties can be found in every neighborhood in Johnstown,
with the Codes Department reporting higher concentrations of problem properties in Kernville,
Hornerstown, and Moxham. As noted above, the City and JRA are concentrating their blight
elimination efforts in those neighborhoods as well as gateways, commercial corridors and the
Downtown.
Within the larger economic reasons for blight in Johnstown, individual properties often become
blighted as a result of:
•

Homeowner not knowing how to maintain the home

72 P.S. § 5860.101 et seq.
For a more complete discussion of the tax sale process, visit the County Tax Claim Bureau’s website,
https://www.cambriacountypa.gov/tax-claim.aspx
31
Data reported here was provided by Cambria County Tax Claim Bureau Director Jo Anne Ranck.
32
Under the Real Estate Tax Sale Law (RETSL), which governs delinquent property tax enforcement in Cambria
County, it can take several years to get a property to tax sale. For example, a Johnstown property that did not pay
its 2019 real estate taxes cannot be exposed to the first tax sale, the Upset Sale, until September 2021 (at least 20
months later by statute). The sale can be further delayed if the owner can’t be located or served with notice of the
sale. 72 P.S. § 5860.601 (Date of Sale).
29

30
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•
•
•
•
•
•

Homeowner unable to keep up with maintenance costs
Property owner/landlord choosing not to maintain the property
Inability to enforce against absentee property owner (live outside of the area)
Deceased property owner and property not being maintained by the heirs
Abandonment due to tax or mortgage foreclosure
Fire damage

The Task Force examined data on the nature and extent of blight in Johnstown and learned
about the ongoing revitalization work of the City’s Community and Economic Development
Department, the City Planning Commission, Johnstown Redevelopment Authority, Cambria
County Planning Department, Cambria County Redevelopment Authority, Vision 2025, and
other partners. Two revitalization and planning initiatives were especially useful to the work of
the Task Force and the development of this Plan.

Alleghenies Ahead Comprehensive Plan
Under the direction of the Southern Alleghenies Planning and Development Commission, six
counties (Bedford, Blair, Cambria, Fulton, Huntingdon and Somerset) worked collaboratively to
develop a regional comprehensive plan, Alleghenies Ahead – Shared Strategies for a Stronger
Region (2018). The plan was developed through an extensive public outreach campaign that
included surveys, neighborhood and stakeholder meetings, planning charrettes, and focus
groups, to obtain input from residents, business owners, organizations and other stakeholders.
Action Plans for each county were developed.
Alleghenies Ahead identified “Housing and Blight” as a critical issue facing the Southern
Alleghenies:
Blighted and chronically vacant properties are a drag on the market and limit the levels
of investment in new or existing housing stock.
The Alleghenies Ahead Cambria County Action Plan included two action items to address
“Housing and Blight.” The first recommended action item is a stepped-up demolition pace of
80 to 100 properties in the County per year.
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Demolition at a scale that will begin to stabilize the severe imbalance of
supply and demand is an investment in a healthy and functional housing
market. If the pace is sustained over time and targets properties that do
the most damage to investor and homeowner confidence, it can help
rebuild eroding tax bases and expand the financial capacity of local
governments.33
The second recommended action item is the development of a financial model to incentivize
new market rate sale and rental housing.
Market rate housing is risky in a weak housing market where the rents
and prices that the market will bear are less than what
developers/investors need to make a project feasible. This results in an
increasingly outdated supply that makes the county less competitive for
new households or businesses that need to attract outside talent.
Market-rate housing products that support local development and
redevelopment goals, including downtown revitalization.34

Vision 2025: A Resiliency Framework
Vision 2025 is a grassroots-based community and economic development program focused on
creating urban resiliency in Johnstown around three core areas: a vibrant local economy, lifesustaining landscapes, and a strong sense of community. Within the three core areas are
“capture teams” who work on specific goals. Capture awards are used to support community
projects and civic engagement.
Blight was identified as a liability in the Vision 2025: A Resilience Framework report35 and
fighting blight was given a high priority in community workshops.36 Blight remediation is within
the life-sustaining landscapes core area of the framework.
In 2019, Vision 2025 unveiled a redevelopment strategy through an initiative entitled Vision
Together 2025 – The Johnstown Strategy. Vision Together 2025 is a comprehensive approach to
the renewal of Johnstown. The strategy is organized to achieve nine priority goals over a fiveyear period.

Alleghenies Ahead, p. 93. https://allegheniesahead.com/related-reports-plans.
Ibid.
35
Vision 2025: A Resilience Framework, Carnegie Mellon University, Remaking Cities Institute, October 2015, p. 7.
36
Ibid., Appendix at XIV.
33
34
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Priority 5 - Remediate Blight, Redevelop Properties, and Address Housing Demand:
Blighted properties detract from the community’s quality of life.
Accelerated blight remediation and reuse sends a powerful visual
message about Johnstown’s commitment to renewal. Johnstown also
has a unique opportunity to strategically address its housing stock to
meet varied and changing needs.37
Strategic Objectives for Priority 5 closely connected to blight remediation and
redevelopment include:
•
•
•
•

Stabilize structures before blight sets in
Remove excess supply of unused residential and commercial structures
Leverage brownfields assessment funding to further redevelopment of high priority
properties
Right-size the housing mix to ensure availability according to varied needs

Projects and initiatives to advance the strategic objectives are set forth in the report. One of
the identified projects is the removal or rehabilitation of 1,000 blighted structures.
Step 3-Convene a Blight Task Force
First Meeting
The first meeting of the Blight Task Force
occurred on December 4, 2018. During the
meeting, the City’s current efforts to address
blighted properties were reviewed and data
and information regarding blighted properties
was discussed. Task Force members provided
observations on the nature and extent of
blight, its impact on the community, and their
desired outcomes resulting from developing
and implementing a comprehensive blight
plan.

37

Blighted Property

Continued
Disinvestment

Inability to attract
new residents
and businesses

The
Downward
Spiral of
Blight

Visually
unattractive,
safety and crime
concern

Decreased
neighboring
property values

Loss of
businesses, jobs,
and residents

Vision Together 2025, p. 18.
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Key aspects and components of the City’s current efforts to address blighted properties were
discussed:
•

The City gathers data about blighted properties from resident complaints, the vacant
property registry and field surveys, and the Johnstown Redevelopment Authority
sewer project.

•

Community and Economic Development Department, Code Enforcement, and Fire
Department staff all share some responsibility for identifying, addressing and
remediating vacant, abandoned and tax delinquent properties.

•

As noted above, the City has an aggressive demolition program and collaborates
with the JRA and the CCRA to demolish dangerous and obsolete structures and
prepare properties for redevelopment.

•

The City is demolishing thirty (30) to forty (40) structures per year using federal
Community Development Block Grant funds.

•

Demolition of structures downtown was delayed by the Pennsylvania State Historic
Preservation Office (SHPO), which imposed a moratorium on demolitions until the
completion of historic structures surveys of Johnstown’s neighborhoods and historic
districts.

•

The City has adopted the International Property Maintenance Code.

•

The City has a rental property registration and inspection ordinance, but it is not
being enforced due to reported legal challenges to these programs.

Observations of Task Force members on the nature and extent of blight included:
•

All present acknowledged that blight is a continuing problem for the City and is the
result of disinvestment due to loss of population and jobs as well as changing market
conditions.

•

Preliminary estimates of the number of blighted properties ranged from 850 to
1100.

•

Deceased owners and out of town owners make code enforcement more difficult.

•

Complaints received by the City about blighted properties are dispersed across the
City with higher numbers in Kernville, Hornerstown and Moxham.

•

The Fire Department and Code Enforcement work together to address properties
determined to be unsafe to enter; discretion is exercised on whether to mark the
property with an “X”.

City of Johnstown Comprehensive Blight Strategy Plan

25

•

Fires often lead to property abandonment. Lack of fire insurance is common and
presents another barrier to dealing with blighted properties.

•

Magisterial District Judges are reluctant to convict and fine owners for property
maintenance violations.

•

The City loses business because of blight. Economic development and attracting
new residents are needed to revitalize the City.

•

Blight makes it more difficult for employers to attract and retain employees.

•

Vacant and abandoned properties are both residential and commercial, occupied
and unoccupied.

•

Tax delinquent properties contribute to blight and disinvestment.

Desired outcomes as expressed by members of the Task Force:
•

One unified plan for addressing blighted properties and returning them to
productive use.

•

Property owners are held accountable for the maintenance of their properties.

•

City employees have effective tools to impact blight and are using those tools to
prevent and remediate blight and redevelop properties.

•

The City is an engaged and valued partner in community efforts to address blighted
properties and return them to productive use.

•

Decisions regarding which properties to demolish are made strategically and
transparently, and not based solely on who complains the loudest.

•

Historic preservation is considered when making decisions to demolish or
rehabilitate deteriorating structures.

•

Property owners, especially older residents, have access to resources to maintain
and repair their homes.

•

City residents have renewed pride and feel connected to and invested in their
neighborhoods.

Second Meeting
Between the first and second meetings, Task Force members were asked to read From Blight to
Bright – A Comprehensive Toolkit for Pennsylvania published by the Housing Alliance of
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Pennsylvania.38 The publication is a compendium of tools available to address blighted
properties in Pennsylvania. The consultant reviewed each tool at the second meeting of the
Task Force which was held on January 30, 2019. The tools were grouped into three categories:
prevention, remediation and redevelopment.
After questions from the Task Force were answered, Task Force members were each given
seven “sticky notes” to cast their votes for the tools or strategies they felt would be the most
effective for addressing blight in the City.39 They were asked to consider the following when
placing their votes:
•
•
•
•

Will it motivate voluntary compliance?
Do we have or can we get the resources needed to implement the strategy?
Is it a good fit for the community?
Does the strategy address an identified problem with blighted properties?

A list of all of the blight tools voted on and the number of votes received for each is included in
the Appendix.
Top Tier Strategies
Five top tier strategies emerged from the Task Force voting. These tools received ten (10)
votes or more:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Prioritize and Demolish Unsafe Structures and Prepare for Reinvestment (16 votes)
Attach Owner’s Other Assets to Remediate Blighted Property (Act 90) (13 votes)
Deny Permits to Owners with Tax Delinquency or Code Violations (Act 90) (10 votes)
Encourage the Cambria County District Attorney to Charge Repeat, Serious Code
Violators with Criminal Misdemeanor (Act 90) (10 votes)
5. Create a Land Bank to Acquire, Manage and Market Properties (10 votes)

A discussion of the top tier strategies follows.
1. Prioritize and Demolish Unsafe Structures and Prepare for Reinvestment
Given the extraordinary need and the scarce resources, decisions regarding which properties to
demolish should be made strategically. Of course, whenever practical and feasible, the City
should hold the property owner accountable to demolish or pay for the demolition of a
property that has been condemned and determined to be beyond repair.

From Blight to Bright – A Comprehensive Toolkit for Pennsylvania is available for download at
http://www.pablightlibrary.com.
39
As described in the Five-Step, Fast Track publication, all of the strategies to address blighted properties are listed
under one of the three categories on a large blank wall and members of the Task Force “vote” by placing sticky
notes on the strategies that they feel would be most effective.
38
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For publicly funded demolitions, the focus should be on: (1) properties with unsafe and
dangerous structures that threaten public health and safety; and (2) properties that do the
most damage to investor and homeowner confidence.
Some communities have developed formal ranking systems with weighted criteria to prioritize
properties for demolition and other interventions. In addition to the two criteria stated in the
previous paragraph, a ranking system may consider some of the following factors as well:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Reputable buyer has expressed interest in purchasing and redeveloping property
Needed for a redevelopment project being pursued by the City
Close proximity to community asset
Location in or along key corridor
Located on an otherwise stable block/neighborhood and removal would be high impact
Ease with which the City can acquire the property or gain site control
On the repository list or eligible for judicial sale

By identifying vacant structures, evaluating their exterior conditions, and investigating their
ownership, the City has laid the groundwork for intervention. The next step is to further assess
each property to determine if demolition is warranted. With that data in hand, the City will
have a baseline number of properties that need to be demolished. Counting and tracking
problem properties is critical to a more strategic and data-based allocation of resources.
The City should establish a standing committee or working group that meets regularly to
discuss proposed demolitions. For even greater impact, the City should consider targeting
demolitions in one of the areas where revitalization is ongoing or being encouraged, such as the
Moxham/Roxbury LERTA area. Continued cooperation with the JRA, CCRA and other partners
will further enhance the success of the demolition program.
Keep in mind that, before demolition can occur, certain procedures need to be followed to
protect the rights of property owners. Most of the properties that need to be demolished are
privately owned. The City has adopted the International Property Maintenance Code (IPMC)
which sets forth procedures and standards for condemning an unsafe structure and ordering its
owner to repair or demolish the structure. 40 Only after the owner fails to comply or grants
permission may the City proceed with demolition. The IPMC also authorizes the City to place a
lien on the property to recover the costs of demolition. Cost recovery is often difficult because
the cost of demolition often exceeds the value of the property. Liening properties should be
done judiciously. Additional funding may be needed to cover the costs of condemning
properties.

40

Codified Ordinances of the City of Johnstown, Chapter 1428.
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2. Attach Owner’s Other Assets to Remediate Blighted Property (Act 90)
Act 90 of 2010, titled the Neighborhood Blight Reclamation and Revitalization Act, empowers
municipalities to attach personal and real estate assets of negligent property owners under
certain conditions.41
Act 90 allows a municipality to place a lien against an owner’s real property and personal assets
as well as against the property in question. The lien helps municipalities recoup the costs of
code enforcement, blight remediation, and demolition from owners who have sufficient assets
to cover the costs. In addition, the filing of an action to attach an owner’s personal home,
wages, or other assets may motivate a property owner to appear in court to defend his or her
valued assets.
Asset attachment is a legal process for seizing real or personal property to satisfy a court
judgment. As this is a legal process, the municipal solicitor will be a key player in using this
blight remediation tool.
Asset attachment is most effective when an owner has multiple blighted properties but also has
real estate in Pennsylvania and wages sufficient to cover penalties and costs that the
government has incurred in remediating the properties.
To use this tool and the other Act 90 tools discussed below, the City should enact an ordinance
that explicitly gives the City the right to attach assets as authorized by Act 90.
3. Deny Permits to Owners with Tax Delinquency or Code Violations (Act 90)
Act 90 also authorizes municipalities to deny municipal permits42 to any property owner who
has an unappealable delinquent real estate tax or municipal claim or a “serious code violation”
anywhere in the Commonwealth. The municipality may withhold the permit until the property
owner provides confirmation that he or she has paid taxes or remedied the code violations. For
municipalities to deny the permit on the grounds of a “serious violation,”43 the owner must
have failed to take “substantial steps”44 to correct the violation within six months after
receiving notice of the imposition of a fine, penalty, or judgment by the court.
Permit denial gives negligent owners who have multiple properties an incentive to pay their
taxes and maintain their properties if they wish to expand their property holdings in
Pennsylvania.
Act of Oct. 27, 2010, P.L. 875, No. 90, codified at 53 Pa.C.S. §§ 6101-6145.
“Municipal permits” are defined broadly as privileges relating to real property granted by a municipality. 53
Pa.C.S. § 6103.
43
“Serious violation” is defined as a “violation of a State law or a code that poses an imminent threat to the health
and safety of a dwelling occupant, occupants in surrounding structures or passersby.” 53 Pa.C.S. § 6103.
44
“Substantial step” is defined as an affirmative action, as determined by a property code official or officer of the
court, on the part of a property owner to remedy the serious violation. 53 Pa.C.S. § 6103.
41

42
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4. Encourage the Cambria County District Attorney to Charge Repeat, Serious Code
Violators with Criminal Misdemeanor (Act 90)
For those owners who are chronic violators and refuse to maintain their properties, harsher
penalties are needed to get their attention and protect public health and safety. The goal of
criminalizing repeated and severe code violations is to wield a penalty sufficient to give owners
an incentive to bring their properties up to code. Targeting chronic violators with criminal
misdemeanor sanctions also demonstrates to other would-be violators that non-compliance
has significant and costly consequences.
Act 90 includes a criminal offense for failure to comply with a code requirement.45 A property
owner is guilty of a second degree misdemeanor if (1) the owner has been convicted two or
more times of a serious violation of the same provision of the building, housing or property
maintenance code for the same property, and (2) the owner has made no reasonable attempt
to address the violation. The violation must be serious enough to threaten public health, safety
or property or be a public nuisance. If convicted, along with fines, jail time may be imposed.46
Where an owner has been convicted three or more times for the same violation, the offense
escalates to a first-degree misdemeanor.
Collaboration and cooperation with the County District Attorney is needed to pursue criminal
sanctions against chronic code violators. The District Attorney or his designee would be
responsible for prosecuting any criminal charges for failure to comply with a code requirement.
Getting a criminal conviction for code violations can be difficult, lengthy and expensive - court
costs, staff time and other costs. For all of these reasons, criminal sanctions should be reserved
for the most serious and chronic violators.
The City should request a meeting with the District Attorney to discuss how they might work
together to criminally prosecute owners of blighted and dangerous buildings who are serious
and chronic violators of Johnstown’s codes. Discussion during the meeting should include,
among other things:
• Process for requesting criminal prosecution;
• Threshold factual requirements for elevating from civil enforcement to criminal
prosecution
The City should consider requesting a special appointment for the City Solicitor to bring
misdemeanor cases on behalf of the District Attorney’s Office. The City of Altoona has taken
that approach with the Blair County District Attorney’s Office. Johnstown reportedly already
has an agreement with the District Attorney’s Office to prosecute appeals to Common Pleas
Court from summary convictions before the Magisterial District Judge.47 Perhaps that
agreement could be expanded to cover filing and prosecuting misdemeanor charges.
53 P.S. § 6115.
Second degree misdemeanor convictions carry fines up to $5,000 and imprisonment for not more than two
years. 18 Pa.C.S. §§ 1101, 1104.
47
Codified Ordinances of Johnstown, § 1428.99
45

46
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Criminal sanctions should be considered as a last resort, only after other less harsh remedies
have been tried but failed to achieve the goal of compliance. Successful prosecutions should be
widely publicized to scare other chronic violators into bringing their properties into code
compliance.

Who’s Using this Tool?
City of Altoona
Given the expertise of the City Solicitor in handling code enforcement
matters, and the City’s desire to hold repeat code violators accountable,
the Mayor and the Solicitor met with the District Attorney for Blair
County and proposed appointing the Solicitor as an Assistant DA to
handle misdemeanor code cases. The DA agreed. The Solicitor is
working with the DA and the County to finalize his appointment. This
new and innovative arrangement will give the City greater control and
discretion over bringing criminal charges against negligent and
irresponsible property owners.

5. Create a Land Bank to Acquire, Manage and Market Properties
A land bank is one tool to address long term
vacant, abandoned and tax delinquent properties
by conveying them to new owners. Many of these
properties are rejected by the market and can’t be
sold due to clouded titles, tax liens and other
liabilities. A land bank is created with the single
purpose of returning these problem properties to
productive use. By recycling vacant and taxdelinquent properties to new responsible owners,
land banks create economic development
opportunities, stabilize the housing and job
markets, and promote community cohesion.
A land bank may hold property tax-exempt and
without amassing any additional liens which
makes land banks a valuable partner for
community and economic development projects.
Laws that restrict how municipalities may dispose
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of real property do not apply to Pennsylvania land banks. A land bank may sell, transfer, lease,
or mortgage real property for any amount and/or form of consideration – as well as for any
future use – that it determines to be appropriate.
Land banks have a decided advantage in acquiring tax-foreclosed properties at the judicial tax
sale stage, with the cooperation of the County Tax Claim Bureau. A land bank may enter into
an agreement with the County Tax Claim Bureau which allows the land bank to be the sole
bidder for selected properties at the judicial sale. This power is sometimes referred to as a
priority bid. Ordinarily, judicial sale properties are sold to the highest bidder at a public auction
without regard to whether the buyer has any intention or capacity to develop the property.
With its priority bid power, a land bank can work with the County Tax Claim Bureau to acquire
properties to manage, hold or sell.
Establishing and operating a land bank requires significant human and financial resources.
Most Pennsylvania land banks are administered by an existing government department or
public agency such as a redevelopment authority which has experience in real estate
transactions, blight mitigation, property development and related areas. Using already
available resources simplifies startup and avoids unnecessary costs. Land bank operations may
be funded through a variety of ways including grants and loans, contributions from
municipalities, proceeds from sales and leases, and shared real estate taxes. Taxing authorities
may share a portion of the taxes on properties that the land bank returns to the tax rolls.
Specifically, a land bank may recapture up to 50 percent of the taxes on properties returned to
the tax rolls for up to 5 years, but only if the taxing authorities agree.
A land bank works best when it is part of a comprehensive anti-blight strategy. It is not a “silver
bullet,” but rather one element of a comprehensive strategy that should include strategic code
enforcement, delinquent property tax enforcement, and redevelopment.
Both the City of Johnstown and Cambria County are authorized to establish a land bank or
designate their redevelopment authorities to act as their land banks.48 Preliminary discussions
between the City, JRA, and the Cambria County Redevelopment Authority have occurred.
Legislative action by the City Council and/or the County Commissioners would be needed to
implement this strategy.

48

68 Pa.C.S. § 2104.
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Middle Tier Strategies
The following middle tier strategies garnered between five and nine votes from Task Force
members:
6. Offer Home Repair and Rental Rehabilitation Assistance (9 votes)
7. Disqualify Negligent Property Owners from County Tax Sales (9 votes)
8. Enforce Rental Property Registration and Inspection Ordinance (5 votes)
A short discussion of the middle tier strategies follows.

6. Offer Home Repair and Rental Rehabilitation Assistance
Home repair and rental assistance programs can provide owners with the resources they need
to bring their properties up to code. When homeowners are cited for substantial violations,
they should be given an opportunity to prove that they are unable to fund needed repairs and,
where possible, should be offered financial assistance to help them do so. By making grants and
loans available to homeowners and small “mom and pop” landlords who lack the money to
keep their properties up to code, municipalities can improve the housing stock condition,
eliminate blight, and revitalize neighborhoods.
Unlike some of the other tools which are directed at bad actors, home repair and rental
rehabilitation assistance programs are tools focusing on good owners who lack the resources to
maintain their properties. By combining “carrots” and “sticks,” local governments can have the
most success improving their properties, reducing abandonment, and eliminating blight.
With available federal funding, the City of Johnstown currently offers:
•

•
•

Owner Occupied Housing Rehabilitation Program: a deferred loan to income eligible
homeowners to address code violations, weatherization improvements and lead-based
paint hazards (up to $24,000);
Emergency Loan Repair Program: a deferred loan to income eligible homeowners for
emergency system repairs (up to $5,000); and
First Time Home Buyers Program: includes a deferred loan to income eligible applicants
to address code violations (up to $20,000).
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Given the weak rental market and the need for quality rental properties in the City, Johnstown
should consider expanding its loan program to include rental properties. In addition, the City
should explore creating a home repair loan program for moderate to middle income
households.

Who’s Using This Tool?
Philadelphia
Restore, Repair, Renew is a new initiative of the City of Philadelphia and the
Philadelphia Redevelopment Authority (PRA) to help Philadelphia homeowners
access low-interest loans to invest in their properties. Lenders participating in the
program are offering 10-year, 3% interest loans that range from $2,500 to $24,999
to eligible homeowners. Loans can fund a range of home repairs that focus on
health, safety, weatherization, accessibility, and quality of life. The goal of the
program is to help Philadelphians improve their homes and strengthen their
communities. Nonprofit organizations are serving as program intermediaries to
assist with outreach and implementation. The PRA is planning to roll out a similar
type of financing program for landlords with small rental portfolios.

7.

Disqualify Negligent Property Owners from County Tax Sales

The Cambria County Tax Claim Bureau holds tax sales to recover taxes owed on properties
located in the County. The tax delinquent properties are sold at public auction to the highest
bidder. Tax sales provide opportunities to purchase properties for far less than their assessed
values. But these properties are often poorly maintained and in need of significant repairs or
demolition. To avoid having these properties suffer further decline and deterioration, bidders
with tax delinquencies and histories of code violations are not permitted to purchase properties
at tax sale.
State law allows the Cambria County Tax Claim Bureau to disqualify a tax sale bidder if the
bidder (1) is tax delinquent, (2) owns property with serious code violations, or (3) is a landlord
whose rental license has been revoked.49 The Tax Claim Bureau relies on information provided
by municipalities to disqualify bidders. In advance of any tax sales, the City of Johnstown may
notify the Tax Claim Bureau of property owners who meet the criteria for disqualification. The
Tax Claim Bureau has indicated a willingness to work with the City to prevent negligent and
ineligible property owners from bidding at tax sales. Fully implementing this strategy will

49

Real Estate Tax Sale Law (RETSL), 72 P.S. §§ 5860.601(d), 5860.619
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require further discussion, collaboration, and cooperation between the City and the Tax Claim
Bureau.
8. Enforce Rental Property Registration and Inspection Ordinance
In 2011, the City of Johnstown adopted a rental property registration and inspection
ordinance.50 Generally, the ordinance requires an annual registration of all residential rental
units and inspections every three years. In 2015, the City stopped enforcing the ordinance due
to fear of a legal challenge.
By requiring the registration of rental properties, municipalities can better monitor conditions
and finance proactive efforts to ensure that properties remain up to code. The goal of rental
registration ordinances is to preemptively address the burdens that problematic rental
properties place on local governments. A rental property registration provides the municipality
with essential information about the property and the property owner, including emergency
contact information. Requiring regular inspections ensures that rental units meet minimum
housing code standards. Fees may be charged for registrations and inspections but only in such
amounts that cover the costs of administering the program. They must be revenue neutral.
Large and small municipalities in Pennsylvania are regulating rental housing through
registration and inspection programs. Big cities like Allentown51 and smaller cities like
Shamokin52 have adopted these ordinances.
Rental property registration law has become more settled since 2015, however legal challenges
continue regarding the appropriateness of fees and access for inspections. Before restarting its
rental registration and inspection program, the City should have its Solicitor review the
ordinance and fee structure to confirm that they comply with the law. At the same time, the
City should reach out to local landlords and the Greater Johnstown Landlord Association for
further discussion and feedback before a relaunch of the program.
Third Meeting
The third meeting of the Task Force was held on August 13, 2019. Prior to the meeting, a draft
of the comprehensive blight strategy plan was prepared by the consultant and provided to Task
Force members for their review. At the meeting, Task Force members discussed the strategies
selected and offered feedback on the draft plan. The table below summarizes the top and
middle tier strategies selected by the Task Force.

Codified Ordinances of the City of Johnstown, Chapter 1484.
https://www.allentownpa.gov/Portals/0/files/BuildingStandards/buyernotificationprogram/Article1759.pdf.
52
http://www.shamokincity.org/Landlord%20Tenant%20Ord.pdf.
50
51
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Blight Task Force Top and Middle Tier Strategies
Prevention
Offer Home Repair and Rental Rehabilitation Assistance
Enforce Rental Property Registration and Inspection Ordinance
Disqualify Negligent Property Owners from County Tax Sales
Remediation
Deny Permits to Owners with Tax Delinquency or Code Violations (Act 90)
Attach Owners Other Assets to Remediate Blighted Property (Act 90)
Charge Repeat Offenders with Misdemeanor Crimes (Act 90)
Redevelopment
Prioritize and Demolish Unsafe Structures and Prepare for Reinvestment
Create a Land Bank to Acquire, Manage and Market Properties
On prevention – A strong code enforcement program is the cornerstone of blight prevention.
The primary goal of code enforcement is voluntary compliance. Over the last decade, the City
has adopted many of the new legal tools that strengthen a municipality’s ability to regulate
property maintenance, hold property owners accountable and act where they refuse to do so.
However, implementation of those tools has been challenging due, in part, to staff turnover,
limited resources, and perceived risk of legal challenges.
Older housing stock like Johnstown’s requires more maintenance. Paying for property
maintenance poses an economic challenge for many households and landlords. By offering
financial assistance to owners who lack the money to bring their properties up to code, the City
can help residents improve their homes, making them safer and healthier. The quality of
housing for renters can also be improved where smaller landlords in weak rental markets have
access to funding for maintenance and repairs. Home repair programs for owner-occupants and
landlords do more than just improve conditions for those living in the housing. They preserve
affordable housing, prevent blight, and strengthen communities.
Reinstating the existing rental property registration and inspection program (or a modified
program) will allow the City to more closely monitor the condition of the housing stock, protect
the health and safety of tenants, and encourage investment to prevent properties from
becoming blighted. In implementing the program, the City and the Code Enforcement officers
should be mindful of the weak rental market and seek feedback from landlords in town,
especially those with a track record of compliance who provide quality housing.
Preventing irresponsible owners from acquiring more properties at tax sales further helps to
prevent blight. Working collaboratively with the Cambria County Tax Claim Bureau, the City can
use the legal processes provided under the Real Estate Tax Sale Law to disqualify negligent and
tax delinquent owners from bidding at tax sales and buying repository list properties.
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The blight prevention strategies chosen by the Task Force align with goals and priorities set
forth in Alleghenies Ahead and Vision Together 2025. Specifically, goals set forth in the
Alleghenies Ahead Cambria County Action Plan include attracting and retaining households by
improving sales and rental housing and creating attractive, healthy and thriving neighborhoods.
Vision Together 2025 Priorities include:
• Priority 3: Improve Health and Wellness
• Priority 5: Remediate Blight, Redevelop Properties, and Address Housing Needs
• Priority 8: Promote Johnstown as a Desirable Place to Live, Work and Visit
By implementing the blight prevention strategies chosen, the City will advance goals and
priorities set forth in these related plans.
On remediation – The remediation strategies selected by the Task Force are designed to hold
owners accountable. Using strategies such as permit revocation, asset attachment, and
criminal charges can motivate owners with resources to invest in their properties. By using
these more aggressive strategies, the City will send a clear message that dangerous, eyesore
properties won’t be tolerated. This should motivate compliance by other property owners.
Heightened criminal sanctions should be reserved for the most severe and chronic violators.
Clear policies setting forth the criteria for permit revocation and asset attachment will need to
be developed, along with an ordinance implementing Act 90.
Collaboration with the District Attorney’s Office is needed for filing criminal charges beyond a
summary offense. A meeting with the District Attorney’s Office to explore this strategy is
recommended. In preparation for meeting, the City should:
• Review available records to determine whether there are any chronic violators – i.e.
owners who have two or more convictions for the same serious code violation at the
same property, and the violations remain uncorrected; and
• Assess whether additional and harsher criminal charges are likely to compel the
identified chronic violator(s) to correct the violations and avoid future violations.
On redevelopment – Johnstown has an excess supply of residential and commercial structures,
many of which are severely deteriorated and need to be demolished. The two redevelopment
strategies selected by the Task Force are designed to help move properties to new owners for
transformation into new housing, businesses, green space, and other priority land uses.
As noted above, the demolition of unsafe and excess structures is critical to redevelopment.
The City, the JRA, and the CCRA have a history of working collaboratively to demolish blighted
and unsafe structures. Over 2018-2019, the City spent more than $600,000 on demolition and
138 structures were demolished. Among the 800 vacant structures identified, many of those
will need to be demolished. As one of its Catalyst Projects, Vision Together 2025 proposes to
rehabilitate or remove 1,000 blighted structures. For demolition, the City, the Vision Together
2025 Leadership Team, the JRA and the CCRA should work together to develop agreed-upon
criteria for selecting and prioritizing structures for demolition and rehabilitation or, at the very
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least, they should share information about their planned demolitions to allow for better
coordination and leveraging of resources. Properties that do the most damage to investor and
homeowner confidence should be targeted. Directing demolitions to a targeted neighborhood
or pilot area for greater impact should also be considered.
Acquisition of the properties may also be necessary for the demolition program. A land bank
could assist the City in acquiring properties for demolition and redevelopment. A land bank can
acquire properties through tax sales, donations, municipal transfers, and other means. Judicial
sale and repository list properties are common sources for property acquisitions for land banks.
A land bank can also discharge liens and clear title on properties making them more attractive
to private investment. Cost and capacity concerns should be addressed before moving forward.
Cooperation and collaboration with the County and the School District will be essential to the
formation and operation of a land bank.
In addition to reviewing and recapping the priority strategies selected, the Task Force members
discussed ways to engage municipal officials and the broader community to support the
implementation of the comprehensive blight strategy plan. Key takeaways from that discussion
are included below.
This plan and the work of the Task Force was scheduled to be shared with the public at the
fourth meeting of the Task Force on March 24, 2020. This meeting was cancelled as a result
of the COVID-19 virus state of emergency.
Step 4: Engage Municipal Officials/ Step 5: Identify Priority Action Steps and Implement!
The overarching goal of this effort is to mobilize the City to more aggressively and strategically
address the problem of blighted properties using the priority strategies chosen by the Task
Force. There are three key actions needed to make this happen:
• Coordinate the City’s efforts with those of Vision Together 2025 and others to
maximize impact and create a unified approach to repurposing blighted properties
• Effectively deploy existing and future financial and community resources
• Clearly identify action steps and an action team to implement the Plan

Coordinate the City’s efforts with those of Vision Together 2025 and others to maximize impact
and create a unified approach to repurposing blighted properties
City officials and staff in Johnstown are engaged in multiple efforts to remediate blighted
properties. Other city and county agencies, community partners and foundations, and civic and
religious groups are also working to fight blight and improve housing in Johnstown. The
strategies selected by the Task Force will complement and advance the work that the City and
its partners are currently doing to prevent, remediate and redevelop blighted properties. To
amplify and maximize the impact of these efforts, greater coordination is needed. Better
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coordination and collaboration will result in a more unified approach to repurposing blighted
and vacant properties.
Effectively Deploy Existing and Future Financial and Community Resources
Financial Resources
An aggressive and large-scale demolition program is essential to strengthening the housing
market and encouraging investment in Johnstown. Given the currently known inventory of
vacant properties that need to be demolished, millions of dollars will be needed. There are a
handful of state and county grant programs that should be investigated.
The Keystone Communities program has provided funding to communities for blight
remediation and demolition. A 50 percent match is required, but the match is sometimes
waived for Act 47 communities.
The Cambria County demolition fund is another possible funding source. To date, eight
properties in Johnstown have been demolished under this county program. As authorized by
state law,53 the County opted to impose an additional fee of $15.00 for recording deeds and
mortgages to create a fund to be used solely for the demolition of blighted structures. Act 152
Demolition Fund dollars could be leveraged as matching funds for other state grant programs
such as Keystone Communities. Another potential source for funding is the Pennsylvania
Housing Affordability and Rehabilitation Enhancement (PHARE) Realty Transfer Tax (RTT)
fund.54
Another source of state funding is the Neighborhood Assistance Program (NAP) which provides
up to a seventy-five percent (75%) tax credit for business donations to projects dealing with
blighted properties. Major businesses could be solicited for contributions which would make
them eligible for certain tax credits. Grant funds through NAP must flow through a non-profit
organization.
Beyond demolition, additional funding will be needed to implement Act 90, establish a land
bank, and implement the other strategies recommended in this Plan. All available public and
private funding opportunities should be explored and pursued.
Community Resources
Tackling blight is a community effort. It cannot be accomplished by government alone.
Collaboration is critical. As noted in the Vision 2025 Resiliency Framework and evidenced by
the Task Force, there is an abundance of local and regional institutions, organizations and
individuals that have resources (monetary and non-monetary) that can be leveraged to help
transform the City. They are essential partners for implementing the strategies in this plan to
Act of November 4, 2016, P.L. 1170, No. 152 (Act 152 of 2016). This law amended the Recorder of Deeds Fee
Law, authorizing an additional fee of up to $15 to be imposed and used for demolition.
54
PHARE program funding assists with the creation, rehabilitation and support of affordable housing throughout
the Commonwealth. It is also known as the State Housing Trust Fund.
53
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resolve and repurpose blighted properties. In addition, law enforcement leaders such as the
Police Chief, the Fire Chief, the Solicitor and the District Attorney, play critical roles in the City’s
effort to fight blight and they should be actively involved in implementing this plan. The City
should engage City and County staff and officials, residents, neighborhood and nonprofit
organizations, landlords, businesses, and institutions to implement this plan.
Clearly Identify Action Steps and an Action Team to Implement the Plan
The Task Force’s development of this comprehensive blight strategy plan is a first - not the final
- step to more effectively address blighted properties in Johnstown. The priority strategies
selected by the Task Force must be implemented in order to make an impact.
To ensure implementation, an action team should be formed. The team should include
individuals and representatives of organizations that will have a role in putting the
comprehensive blight plan into action. The job of the Action Team is to develop a detailed
action plan for each top tier strategy recommended. The Action Plan should include:
•
•
•
•
•

Tasks necessary to implement the strategy
Time frame for completing tasks
Lead organization
Resources needed
Measurements of success

A sample Action Plan is included in the Appendix.
The Action Team should be led by the Community and Economic Development Director and
include representatives of the City, including City Council, the Fire Department and Code
Enforcement, as well as representatives of other organizations actively involved in blight
mitigation and redevelopment as determined by the Director. City Council is expected to
appoint the Action Team in April 2020.
It is recommended that the Action Team meet quarterly to assess progress, address
implementation issues, and update the plan as needed.
There are a number of state bills pending that relate to blighted properties that may impact the
City’s implementation of this Plan and other strategies. A summary of those bills is included in
the Appendix.
For more information on this Comprehensive Blight Strategy Plan and its implementation,
please contact:
John K. Dubnansky
City of Johnstown
Community and Economic Development
Director
Office: 814-536-8616
Cell: 814-288-9181
jdubnansky@cojtwn.com

Winnie M. Branton, Esquire
Branton Strategies LLC
Consultant for the Housing Alliance of PA
267-788-1651
wbranton@brantonstrategies.com
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APPENDIX
1. List of Blight Strategies with Task Force Votes
2. Sample Action Plan
3. Active Blight Related State Legislation

LIST OF BLIGHT STRATEGIES WITH TASK FORCE VOTES
PREVENTION
Offer Home Repair and Rental Rehabilitation Assistance

9

Enact a Quality of Life Ticketing Ordinance

4

Enforce Rental Property Registration and Inspection Ordinance

5

Enact a Presale Inspection Ordinance

3

Disqualify Negligent Property Owners from County Tax Sales

9

REMEDIATION
Deny Permits to Owners with Tax Delinquency or Code Violations (Act 90)

10

Attach Owners Other Assets to Remediate Blighted Property (Act 90)

13

Encourage the Cambria County District Attorney to charge repeat,
serious code violators with criminal misdemeanor (Act 90)

10

Use Hall of Shame to Publicize and Shame Irresponsible, Non-compliant Owners

0

REDEVELOPMENT
Prioritize and Demolish Unsafe Structures and Prepare for Reinvestment

16

Open Estates of Deceased Property Owners to Transfer Blighted Properties

1

Appointment of a Conservator to Make Improvements to Properties

2

Create a Land Bank to Acquire, Manage and Market Properties

10

Condemn Properties Using Vacant Property Review Committee

2

Incentivize Private Development using Programs Authorized under State Law

4

Sample Blight Strategy Action Plan

ACTION PLAN FOR CITY OF ALTOONA LAND BANK

Action Team Members Assigned: Mayor Pacifico, Steve McKnight, Randy Feathers, Jim Hudack
Strategy and Tasks

Strategy 1. Establish a Land Bank

Lead
Organization

Time Frame for
Accomplishment

$
Resources
Required

Measurements of
Success
Land Bank ordinance
adopted in Altoona and ICA
with taxing bodies
executed.

Mayor and City

Task a. Meet with County to discuss Land
Bank planning and begin discussions on
ICA

May 1

none

Task b. Prepare a preliminary budget for
years 1-3 of Land Bank operations

May 15

none

Task c. Apply for grants for seed money
for the Land Bank

June 1

none

Task d. Draft Land Bank formation
documents and acquisition and disposition
policies and procedures

June 15

none

Task e. Outreach and briefings for County,
School District, Council, key stakeholders,
and public

Ongoing June 15 to
Sept 1

none

Task f. Prepare a Business Plan and
Budget for the Land Bank

July 15

none

Task g. Reach agreement with County and
School District on terms of ICA

Aug 1

none

Task h. Present Land Bank ordinance to
Council for consideration and approval

Sept 1

none

ACTIVE BLIGHT RELATED STATE LEGISLATION
Improving Reporting at Tax Sales (HB 1559 and SB 775)
These bills will require a pre-registration process for all potential bidders prior to a tax sale.
Applicants will have to sign an affidavit stating they have no outstanding tax or municipal utility
bills anywhere in the Commonwealth. Tax Claim Bureaus will also be required to provide a list
of registered bidders to all municipalities prior to the sale.
Tax Abatement for Blighted Properties (SB 352)
This bill authorizes local taxing authorities to provide for a ten-year tax exemption incentive for
new construction in deteriorated areas of communities and improvements to certain
deteriorated industrial, commercial, business and residential property. The tax exemption
would be on the assessed valuation of the improvements to blighted properties and the
assessed valuation of new construction within a deteriorated area. The proportion of taxes
abated declines over the ten years as specified in the bill.
Supporting Land Banks and Affordable Housing (HB 896 and HB 897)
Both HB 896 and HB 897 make resources available to Land Banks to help them better partner
with communities to create more affordable housing and bring properties back into productive
use. HB 896 and 897 will:
• Expand the power of existing land banks to enter into partnerships with organizations in
the private sector to create local solutions to address the lack of housing for the
homeless population within their communities and will exempt all land bank
transactions from both state and local realty transfer taxes.
• Expand the eligibility criteria of the Neighborhood Assistance Program to include
locations within land bank jurisdictions
County Demolition and Rehabilitation Fund from Real Estate Transactions (SB 438)
A county may impose a fee not to exceed two hundred fifty dollars ($250) for the sale of any
property being sold in accordance with this act or the sale of a property for delinquent taxes or
mortgage foreclosure. With approval of the county commissioners or other governing body, the
fund may be used by a not-for-profit or for-profit corporation that has a contract with the
county or a taxing district, redevelopment authority, land bank or other government entity, for
the demolition or rehabilitation of blighted property located in the county.

1

Granting Land Banks Protections from Liability to Redevelop Brownfields (HB 1737)
This legislation would grant the same protections to land banks that are presently given to
redevelopment authorities when they are dealing with brownfields. There are numerous
former industrial or commercial sites such as gas stations, dry cleaners, junkyards and landfills
throughout the state where the future use is clouded by environmental concerns. This change
in law would allow land banks to own these properties and develop a re-use plan for them
without worrying that it would have to take on the liability of enforcement action from the
Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection.
Plans for Redevelopment after Tax Sale (SB 174)
This bill requires tax sale purchasers of blighted propertied to enter into redevelopment
agreements with the local municipality or redevelopment authority so that the properties can
be put back into productive use to benefit the community rather than be a drain on it.

2

