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HOW PHILLY WORKS 

The Land Bank Finally Lands  
 

A proposal that has been decades in the making is finally moving forward.   
 
Barring some unforeseen roadblock, City Council will give final approval next Thursday to what 
will be known as the Philadelphia Land Bank. Its purpose is to expedite the process for turning 
over 40,000 abandoned properties (10,000 of which are publicly-owned) to responsible tax-
paying owners. As usual in Philly, the road to the Land Bank has been bumpy. And the final 
outcome – achieved after more-public-than-usual disagreements in City Council – leaves no one 
completely happy.   
 
This edition of HOW PHILLY WORKS explains what to expect from Philly’s about-to-be new Land 
Bank.  
 
--December 6, 2013  
 

 
Disagreements in Council? Tell me about it.  
The disputes in City Council may be the juiciest nugget of the Land Bank story, but you kinda 
need to know more about what the Land Bank is all about to fully appreciate them. Here’s the 
headline: it has to do with the extent of City Council’s power.  
 
City Council seems to be more vocal these days. Let me guess: Council will have more power.  
Yes and no. More power than some thought they should have. Less than others wanted. Keep 
reading.  
 
40,000 vacant properties? That’s astounding. Where are they? 
The largest concentration is in North and West Philly, but a map created by Philly Landworks 
(which we’ll explain in a bit) shows vacant properties all over the city. 
 
What will a Land Bank accomplish?    
In broad terms, the Philadelphia Land Bank is intended to bring greater speed and efficiency to 
the process for acquiring, holding, maintaining and selling publicly-owned properties (that are 
now in the hands of several agencies). The Land Bank will bring the properties under one 
umbrella: one owner, one inventory and one system to buy and sell property. The Land Bank 
would also be able to acquire thousands of vacant tax-delinquent privately-owned properties. 
(According to a 2010 Econsult Solutions, Inc. report, about 17,000 of the 30,000 privately-
owned properties are tax delinquent.)     
 
 

http://secure.phila.gov/PAPLPublicWeb/MapView.aspx
http://www.econsult.com/projectreports/VacantLandFullReportForWeb.pdf
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Why is it called a “Bank”?  
Because it virtually holds onto land until a buyer comes along to “withdraw” it – just like a bank 
hangs onto your money until you decide to take it out. 
 
Who is in charge of publicly-owned property right now?  
At the moment, most publicly-owned properties have three different masters: the city’s 
Department of Public Property, the Philadelphia Redevelopment Authority, a state-authorized 
agency that currently implements the city’s vacant land policy; and the Philadelphia Housing 
Development Corporation, a non-profit 501 (c)(3) organization that provides housing programs 
for low- and moderate-income city residents. Potential buyers not only have difficulty finding 
information about who owns properties and how much they might cost, but also have to 
endure an approval process that typically requires many different steps that can take years, 
depending on the agency involved. 
 
Didn’t Mayor Nutter try to solve this problem before?  
The mayor launched the Philly Landworks database, which lists information about publicly-
owned properties in one place. But that hasn’t necessarily made the purchasing process any 
easier. Many properties are listed without prices or references to the Council district in which 
they are located (this is important for reasons we’ll get to). Potential buyers can “express 
interest” in properties, but then must wait for the agency who owns the property to respond.    
 
Will the new Land Bank let me buy the property it owns as easily as I would a private 
property?    
No, though the Land Bank will (ideally) make purchasing property easier than the current 
process. 
 
I thought the whole point of the Land Bank was greater speed and efficiency.  
Those are goals, but remember this is government we’re talking about. The wheels always 
move more slowly than in the private sector. Potential buyers of properties held by the Land 
Bank will need approval from City Council (or, more narrowly, the district Council member 
where the property is located), the Land Bank’s Board of Directors and something called a 
Vacant Property Review Committee (VPRC).  
 
That’s a lot of steps. What is the Land Bank’s Board? 
After interim appointees, there will be 11 members on the Board: five appointed by the mayor, 
five appointed by a majority of City Council members and one appointed by these first 10 
members. All must have some expertise in areas related to the Land Bank’s business, e.g., 
planning, real estate development, open space or architecture. And at least four members (two 
of the mayor’s and Council’s appointees) must represent non-profit or advocacy organizations 
working in the field of housing or community development or civic associations in low- or 
moderate-income areas.  

http://www.phila.gov/pra/buyingProperty.html
http://www.philly.com/philly/blogs/heardinthehall/Land-bank-bill-is-amended-includes-initial-board.html
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Can I get on that Board?   
It depends on whether you meet the qualifications we just talked about. You also can’t be an 
elected public official. And you must live or have a primary office in Philadelphia.  
 
And the Vacant Property Review Committee?  
Unlike the Land Bank Board, the VPRC is not new. It’s comprised of several city department 
heads, representatives of organizations that deal with issues related to housing and 
development, the Chair of Council’s Committee on Public Property and Public Works (now the 
Sixth District’s Bobby Henon) and the Council President (or their designees).  VPRC’s president 
is chosen by the Council President. You can see the proposed makeup of the VPRC here. 
 
What does the VPRC do?  
According to the Philadelphia Code, it’s an advisory committee that determines whether or not 
to recommend or certify the sale of vacant properties. The new Land Bank bill adds some new 
provisions: the VPRC must give 10 days notice of a public hearing on proposed transfers of 
properties owned by the Land Bank by posting notices on City Council’s and the Land Bank’s 
websites. The websites must also list all regularly scheduled meetings and the transcripts of 
completed hearings. 
 
Get back to the Council disagreement. What was that about?  
Seventh District Councilwoman Maria Quiñones-Sánchez, who along with At-Large Councilman 
Bill Green introduced the Land Bank bill back in February 2012, favored getting rid of requiring 
review by the VPRC and the approval of the District Council member on whose turf the 
property sits. (This approval power, known as “councilmanic prerogative,” is an unwritten 
practice that allows each of Council’s 10 district members to have final say whether projects in 
his or her district go forward, are stalled, or rejected altogether. You can read more about 
“councilmanic prerogative” in two earlier How Philly Works installments here and here).  
 
Who opposed Maria Quiñones-Sánchez?   
Probably the last person she wanted on the other side: Council President Darrell Clarke, who 
represents the Fifth District. He thought the Quiñones-Sánchez plan would give far too much 
power to the Land Bank’s Board. He supported requiring VPRC review and “councilmanic 
prerogative” before properties were sold. Clarke also wanted Council to have the authority to 
determine which properties would be acquired by the Land Bank.  
 
I understand the “councilmanic prerogative” part. But why is the VPRC review so important 
to Clarke? 
Clarke claims the property disposition process requires more oversight to make sure it is fair 
and effective. And remember that the Council President appoints the VPRC’s chair.  
 

http://www.phila.gov/philacode/html/_DATA/TITLE16/CHAPTER_16_400_VACANT_AND_SURP/16_404_The_Vacant_Property_Rev.html
http://www.seventy.org/OurViews_Councilmanic_Prerogative.aspx
http://www.seventy.org/OurViews_How_Philly_Works_Now_Youre_Asking_Us_What_is_Councilmanic_Prerogative.aspx
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Who won the dispute?  
Neither. The Land Bank bill keeps intact the role of the VPRC (although with more 
transparencies about its proceedings we just mentioned) and “councilmanic prerogative.” But 
Clarke didn’t prevail on giving Council the “first” word on which properties are acquired. 
 
Come on. Someone had to win. 
On balance: Clarke. Getting the last word has more impact than getting the first word.  
 
How can the city afford another agency?  
Creating an entirely new agency is not likely to happen given the limits of the city’s budget. As it 
stands now, the Philadelphia Housing and Development Corporation (PHDC) is the proposed 
home of the land bank. 
 
I’ll be more direct: How much will this cost taxpayers? 
According to testimony presented in October at Council’s Public Property and Public Works 
Committee, there will be a one-time $1.5 million cost to move properties from the three 
agencies that now own publicly-owned properties into the Land Bank and to build systems 
within PHDC to track them. Employees who work on the acquisition and sale of publicly-owned 
properties will be transferred to the new Land Bank.  Subject to details still to be worked out 
with the employees’ union, there should be no change in salaries or retirement benefits. The 
annual operations costs are anticipated to be in the $4 million range (which is what the three 
agencies collectively spend now). 
 
So where will the $4 million come from?  
If all goes according to plan, revenue from the sale of properties will offset the cost of running 
the Land Bank. But it may take some time for proceeds to catch up, because many of the vacant 
properties are not particularly desired by the private market.  
 
Do other cities have Land Banks?  
Land Banks have been adopted by more than 75 local governments, including Cleveland, 
Louisville, Atlanta, and Genesee County, Michigan, but Philly would be the largest city to form 
one. The Land Bank run by Genesee County (home of the city of Flint) automatically starts to 
foreclose on properties that are 25 months delinquent in unpaid taxes. Since its creation in 
2004, the Land Bank has sold about 3,000 properties and demolished 1,300 rundown houses. It 
now holds over 10,000 properties. Land Banks work better in some cities than others. The devil 
is in the details. 
 
How will we know if the Land Bank is working?    
One year after it is created, and then annually, the Land Bank’s Board is required to develop a 
Strategic Plan to guide the acquisition, maintenance and disposition of property. Public 
hearings will be held in City Council prior to Council’s required approval of annual strategic 
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plans. The Board is also obligated to produce and post online annual performance reports with 
information about the properties bought and sold and the Land Bank’s progress in meeting 
annual goals. 
 
What does Seventy think about the Land Bank? 
Seventy strongly supports the creation of a Land Bank. But we have been outspoken about our 
concerns about the unfettered exercise of “councilmanic prerogative.” We testified about those 
concerns in relation to the Land Bank proposal before a City Council Committee in October, 
which you can read here. 
 
Now what happens?   
Next Thursday is Council’s last scheduled session day before their holiday break. We expect the 
Land Bank proposal to pass. Then it moves to Mayor Nutter for his approval. Our best guess is 
that the mayor will sign on. He already named five interim Land Bank Board appointees.   
 
Then it’s smooth sailing for the Land Bank?    
Again, remember that this is government. City Council has to put current publicly-owned 
properties into the Land Bank through an ordinance (which means some properties could be 
held back). And the interim Land Bank Board members have many, many key decisions to make. 
This will be a continuing story.  
 

********** 
 
If you enjoy this series, please help us continue it by donating today or contributing via the 
United Way Choice option (#1786)! We are a non-partisan non-profit that does not accept 
government money – your support is truly appreciated! 
 
As always, if you have any questions or ideas for future HOW PHILLY WORKS, please send your 
ideas to futureofthecity@seventy.org.  Join the conversation - “Like” us on facebook and 
“Follow” us on Twitter! 

http://www.seventy.org/Downloads/Land_Bank_Testimony_10-28-2013.pdf
http://www.seventy.org/TakeAction_Make_a_Donation.aspx
mailto:futureofthecity@seventy.org.
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Committee-of-Seventy/57843647345
https://twitter.com/Committeeof70

