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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Background:  Years of disinvestment has resulted in numerous vacant and abandoned buildings 

within the West Hill and West End neighborhoods.  The growth of these vacant/abandoned 

buildings contributes to blight and potential dangers for residents.  If the continued cycle of 

vacant/abandoned buildings is left unaddressed and allowed to continue unabated, such 

structures will continue to have a depressing effect on the neighborhood.  Demographic change 

and the steady impoverishment and depopulation of the area are one contributing factor to the 

cycle of abandonment.  Reversing the abandonment trend will result in positive changes housing 

market, increasing property values, and ultimately contribute to the economic growth of West Hill 

and West End.  

Analyzing West Hill and West End: Both neighborhoods are predominantly low-income with more 

renter occupied than owner occupied housing.  Since 2000, the number of vacant homes has 

increased at an alarming rate.   The benefits of revitalization offer West Hill and West End the 

chance to improve infrastructure and foster economic development. 

Strategies to Combat the Cycle of Abandonment and the Benefits of Deconstruction: Analyzing 

Albany with regulations and incentives other cities have adopted to deal with vacant/abandoned 

buildings is an important way to identify successful policies changes.  The foreclosure process, 

existing and new regulations proposals, tax incentives, and the creation of empowerment zones 

are addressed as ways to combat the cycle of vacant/abandoned properties in West Hill and West 

End.  The potential benefits of deconstruction, as an alternative to demolition, are also addressed. 

Federal and State Housing and Community Development Grants/Case Studies: There exist 

numerous Federal and State grants designed to combat the cycle of vacant/abandoned housing 

has on neighborhood communities.  The grants are designed to help create economic 

development and finance the costly efforts of demolishing or revitalizing abandoned buildings.   

Case Studies: Analysis of successful revitalization efforts in Youngstown Ohio, Portland Oregon, 

San Diego California and Richmond Virginia 

Key Recommendations: 

• Adjust city regulations for owners of abandoned properties to end the cycle of 

abandonment; consider the benefits of deconstruction over demolition 

• Lobby state government to create tax-incentives and empowerment zones for abandoned 

building revitalization Apply for housing and community development grants 

• Create a Real Property Information System 

• Reuse vacant properties and utilize Albany’s Vacant Lot Stabilization Program. Preserve the 

Historic District/Organize Community Programs to help rehabilitate abandoned buildings 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Vacant and abandoned housing pose a severe problem to communities beyond aesthetic blight. 

Sustained neglect due to lack of maintenance often leads to unstable structures and the debris 

could cause injuries. Such neglect inhibits prospects for future renovation. Buildings that are 

vacant or abandoned also attract crime and lower overall property values within a community. 

The first section analyzes the current demographics and changes in the housing occupancy 

rates over previous decades.  The utility of the revitalization process in relation to its benefits 

for West Hill and West End is also detailed.  In order to address the problem of the 

vacant/abandoned housing located within the neighborhood, this section includes an analysis 

of Albany’s current housing policies and studies for similarly affected communities.  By 

analyzing successes elsewhere, West Hill and West End will be in a better position to implement 

changes and substantially alter the current vacant/abandoned housing within the 

neighborhood. 

Following the comparative section, an analysis of the de
i
construction process and its 

application to the vacant/abandoned housing situation in West Hill and West End is addressed. 

 This section introduces methods and processes and then details how deconstruction could be 

turned into a benefit for the community.  A few government grants and policy 

recommendations regarding deconstruction are shown to be applicable. The third section takes 

a substantive look at the numerous Federal and State level grant opportunities available when 

dealing with vacant and abandoned housing.  The final section details code enforcement 

strategies in relation to case studies of similar neighborhoods.  Final recommendations 

conclude the paper. 

 

II. ANALYZING WEST HILL AND WEST END  

Stable housing is fundamental for good education, employment and access to social services. 

To encourage more investment in neighborhoods and improve the housing market, 

neighborhood development must be a key priority. Occupancy and vacancy rates are the key 

to understanding the housing characteristics in any given community.  

Vacant and abandoned properties have a significantly negative impact on property values, 

quality of life, and sense of community. Accordingly, the National Vacant Properties Campaign 

views vacant properties as a burden to the public in two ways: subject to additional neglect by 

property owners and as a threat to public safety. According to the Broken-Window Theory, 

there is a direct relationship between the number of vacant properties in an area and the 

amount of crime, vandalism, and drug trafficking in a neighborhood. These substantial reasons 
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make it necessary to evaluate vacant properties in communities-especially those in distressed 

neighborhoods.
1
 

 

AN EXAMINATION OF VACANCY TRENDS 

West Hill, a low-income neighborhood in Albany, has a great deal of dilapidation and high 

vacancy rates. According to the 2010 Census, 24% of the neighborhood’s housing stock is 

vacant. Additionally, only 23% of housing tenure is owner occupied. This data illustrates that 

vacancy is a prevalent issue within the West Hill Neighborhood. The following is a table showing 

occupancy rates and vacancy rates followed by a pie chart showing the renter and owner 

occupancy rates. 

 

 

Figure 1: Housing Occupancy in West Hill 

 

 
Figure 2: Occupancy Types in West Hill 

                                                 

1
 James Q. Wilson and George L. Kelling. "Broken Windows: The police and neighborhood safety" 

http://www.manhattan-institute.org/pdf/_atlantic_monthly-broken_windows.pdf 
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Housing in the West Hill is a concern for three reasons: 

 

 

• Condition of the housing stock is substandard 

 

• Vacancy rates are high 

 

• Home ownership rates are low 

 

 

The following table is based on the 2010 Census and shows the housing characteristics 

of West Hill and approximately West End. The number of occupied units in tract seven had 

declined 10% since the year 2000, yet it still has the most number of vacant buildings in 

comparison to the other tracts. The number of occupied units in tract six and eight has a 5.5% 

and 4.6% growth rate, respectively. Statistics show a considerable increase in vacant units 

throughout all tracts.   

 

 

 

 Tract 7 Tract 8 Tract 6 

Total Housing Units in 

2010 

1,896 1,302 1,708 

Change since 2000 -1.6% +4.1% +7.4% 

Occupied Units in 2010 1,413 1,015 1,409 

    

Change since 2000 -10.3% +4.6% +5.5% 

Vacant units in 2010 483 287 299 

Change Since 2000 +37.6% +2.1% +17.3% 
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Figure 3: Change in occupancy since 2000. (Source: Census Data  2010) 

 

 
Figure 4: Change in Vacant Housing units since 2000. (Source: 

http://projects.nytimes.com/census/2010/map)  
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Figure 5: Vacant Housing Units in 2010. (Source: 

http://projects.nytimes.com/census/2010/map) 

 

Based on the data, vacant properties need attention and the appropriate policies to become 

revitalized or reused. The question of “why revitalize vacant properties” must be answered. 

Next, appropriate policies can be adopted to improve vacant properties in the neighborhood. 

An explanation of several successful projects and policies on reusing and revitalizing vacant 

properties will be discussed. 

 

THE IMPORTANCE OF REVITALIZING VACANT BUILDINGS 

Vacant properties are the new raw materials for cities to move new growth forward within the 

community not out of it. According to Leaders at the Core of Better Communities, the most 

significant benefits of vacant property revitalization is using the available land as an opportunity 

for infill development and as infrastructure within the city. Rapid population growth in some 

cities has led to shortage in affordable housing. This gives a chance for vacant lots and 

abandoned properties to be reused and revitalized to fill the affordable housing need especially 

with help of Community Development Corporations (CDCs). The vacant property revitalization 

cycle has been an important process that many cities have used. This model includes four 

stages: 

Stage One: Stabilization: Attracting private investment is the main objective of stabilization. 

This could be accomplished through abatement, investigation, owner profiling, and 

neighborhood property inventories.  

Stage Two: Rehabilitation Resources: In this step, the city usually provides a variety of 

resources for owners to revitalize their vacant properties. They consist of financial resources, 

such as Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) funds, rehabilitation loans, tax credits, 

tax abatement, and technical assistance. 

Stage Three: Property transfer or demolition: A city may force the transfer of the vacant 

property or pursue deconstruction or demolition of its structures. 

Stage Four: Long-term revitalization policies and prevention programs: Cities should integrate 

vacant property initiatives with relevant community-wide revitalization efforts. The city 

rehabilitation programs should have sufficient flexibility to respond to changing market 

conditions and community dynamics.  
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Figure 6: The Vacant Property Revitalization Cycle (Source: ICMA Report by J.M. Schilling) 

 

III. STRATEGIES TO COMBAT THE CYCLE OF ABANDONMENT 

Albany County foreclosures and takes possession of a property after if the owner fails to pay 

property taxes after a period of three years. As part of the auction process there are stringent 

regulations concerning the sale of vacant and abandoned buildings. This regulation is meant to 

ensure that the individual buying the property is able to properly finance it and does not have a 

history of buying and subsequently abandoning buildings.  Albany County further regulates the 

bidding process by requiring escrow funds to ensure repairs are made if the property condition 

is poor.  After the building is brought up to regulation, the funds are then released back to the 

owner.  Guidelines on the county’s website inform bidders that they are responsible for 

reversing the decay of abandoned buildings and urges bidders to “look for projects that foster 

the development, redevelopment or rehabilitation of property.”
2
 Bidders that can demonstrate 

plans that will benefit the community are rated higher.  By requiring bidders to front some 

costs and to create a rehabilitation plan, Albany County goes above and beyond what is 

required by law to ensure bidders are qualified.    

In order to deal with foreclosures on abandoned buildings, the creation of land banks are one 

option for counties and municipalities to manage vacant properties. Land banking is a process 

where municipal authorities create entities to legally maintain long abandoned buildings. 

                                                 
2Albany County “Real Property Auction” Accessed December 5 2013. 
http://www.albanycounty.com/Government/Departments/DepartmentofManagementandBudget/
FinanceDivision/RealPropertyAuction.aspx 
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 Under the land bank, buildings can be effectively managed and developed for future sale and 

rehabilitation. 

The New York State Land Bank Program, signed into law by Governor Andrew Cuomo in 2011, 

authorizes municipalities to apply for and create land banks in their communities.
3
  As of 

October 29, 2013, Albany County has yet to join the other Capital Region cities of Amsterdam 

and Schenectady in applying to be part of the land bank corporation.  As a result, Albany lost 

out on the majority of land bank funding in 2013, only managing to acquire $150000 in funds 

for administration expenses.
4
  Given the current funding situation, alternatives to land banks 

that address the problem of vacant/abandoned buildings are detailed in the following section. 

 

REVISE TAX FORECLOSURE TIMELINE 

Currently, Albany County, not the City, is responsible for the enforcement of tax liens and the 

eventual foreclosure in the City of Albany. According to New York State Real Property Tax Law, 

following a period of 21 months after the tax lien date, counties are able to proceed with 

foreclosure.
5
  As of this date, Albany County does not proceed with foreclosures until after a 

period of three years.  This three-year window that the city delays before foreclosing on 

properties which have unpaid property taxes is too long.  The length is partly responsible for 

the state of some of the buildings within West Hill.   Whereas the waiting period is designed to 

allow people who fall on hard times and are unable to afford property tax payments to have an 

adequate amount of time to recover, this period essentially gives real estate speculators the 

ability to sit on properties while waiting for prospective buyers or up-trends in the market 

without having to pay property taxes.  During this time the buildings continue to fall into a state 

of disrepair and deteriorate until they are seized by the city in a tax foreclosure process.  The 

policy essentially amounts to a public subsidy of speculators while the community obtains little 

(if any) benefit.   

 

 

                                                 
3"NYS Land Bank Program (NYSLBP)." NYS Land Bank Program (NYSLBP). 
http://esd.ny.gov/BusinessPrograms/NYSLBP.html (accessed December 12, 2013). 
4Carleo-Evangelist, Jordan. "Token Award For Landbank." Times Union (Albany), October 29, 2013. 
http://www.timesunion.com/local/article/Token-award-for-land-bank-4937519.php (accessed 
December 4, 2013). 
5 Real New York State Property Tax Law § 1123. Petition of Foreclosure (accessed December 5, 
2013) http://www.tax.ny.gov/research/property/legal/rules_index.htm 
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Timing is crucial as the longer a building sits vacant and neglected, the more structural and 

general maintenance problems can occur.  Neighboring Saratoga County forecloses on 

delinquent properties after two years.6  Reducing the tax foreclosure window will have a 

substantial impact by streamlining the process of finding suitable bidders, and lessen the time 

that buildings are able to sit and decay. 

 

INSURANCE AND STATE BOND MANDATES 

On a much larger scale, Detroit, Michigan is similarly blighted with thousands of abandoned 

residential houses and industrial structures following decades of de-industrialization. Current 

policy allows the owners of abandoned buildings to essentially walk away from the property 

leaving it in the hands of the public sector.  Private owners are not legally liable for property 

once it has been tax foreclosed.  Rex Lemore and Michelle LeBlanc of Michigan State University, 

in an analysis of the planning policies and regulations concerning abandoned factories, 

recommend that cities secure funding from developers should the structures become vacant in 

the future.  One policy change recommended by the authors is to require private developers to 

buy demolition insurance policies that would finance the destruction of buildings if they fall into 

disrepair and outlive their practical use.7  The required insurance policy effectively removes 

local governments of the buildings’ burden by forwarding claims to outside insurance agencies 

to be removed.   

In the same vein, another way of ensuring abandoned buildings don’t become a problem is by 

requiring developers to secure a bond with the local government.  In the early planning stages, 

costs of demolition would be estimated and the bond would need to be paid before the start of 

construction.  The financial impetus of requiring insurance policies or bonding is solely placed 

on the private developer or property owner, and could reduce the future practice of property 

abandonment within West Hill and West End. 

Lemore and LeBlanc’s study focuses on future construction, although their ideas can be 

implemented as part of the sale agreements for existing properties. For example, Albany could 

require owners of vacant properties to finance secured bonds if the building were to end up 

abandoned.  The bond would work as a financial disincentive for speculators, and attract only 

committed bidders who have plans to rehabilitate properties.  However, imposing a required 

bond could also have the reverse effect of deterring legitimate investors from buying vacant 

                                                 
6 Saratoga County Tax Delinquent Real Property Auctions (accessed December 10, 2013). 
http://www.saratogacountyny.gov/upload/2013080716.pdf 
7
LaMore, Rex, and Michelle LeBlanc. "Planning Policies and Regulations that can reduce the Practice 

of Private Property Abandonment in the United States." (2013). 
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properties should unforeseen problems make renovation untenable.  Pricing of the secured 

bond should therefore be enough to significantly finance demolition costs while not so costly as 

to deter future owners. 

Requiring private residential buyers to buy insurance to cover the possibility of future 

abandonment is a difficult process that will be resisted by property owners.  Similar policies 

require insurance companies to place funds in escrow if owners were to neglect to renovate or 

demolish fire damaged properties after collecting their insurance payment.  New Jersey, 

Connecticut, New Hampshire, Rhode Island and Massachusetts have adopted legislation that 

allows cities or counties to obtain a lien on fire insurance policy claims if the property owner 

subsequently abandons the property.8 

 

FURTHER STEPS TO IDENTIFY SEVERELY DISTRESSED BUILDINGS 

As buildings remain vacant, they begin to deteriorate structurally creating potential hazards. 

For neighborhoods with numerous abandoned buildings, a plan to identify the structures that 

are severely distressed and decayed beyond the ability to renovate is an important step. The 

CORe Pilot Assessment conducted for the City of Albany contains a detailed property condition 

survey of the parcels within West Hill .
9
 

Currently, the City of Albany defines vacant land as property not in use, in temporary use, or 

lacking in permanent improvement. The Department of Assessment & Taxation has mapped 

properties in West Hill that meet this definition and the city of Albany has also a “Block-by-

block” program to evaluate abandoned buildings in the city.  Albany also has a publically 

accessible online Vacant Building Registry for owners to list their vacant properties.
10

 

In order to mark severely distressed abandoned buildings to better protect firefighters, Martin 

McMillan proposes that, at a minimum, funding be provided for signage and placards be placed 

outside abandoned buildings to warn firefighters, police, or anyone else who is entering the 

building.  McMillan also recommends the creation of a permanent committee tasked with the 

                                                 
8 Simpson, Andrew. "West Virginia Eyes Lien on Fire Insurance to Fight Abandoned Buildings." 
Insurance Journal News. 
http://www.insurancejournal.com/news/southeast/2010/01/21/106747.htm (accessed 
December 12, 2013). 
9 Kurlychek, Megan, and Corianne P. Scally. 2013. “A Pilot Assessment of Neigborhood Condtions in 
Albany’s South End and West Hill for the Governor’s CORe Intiative.” Prepared for the New York 
Governor’s Office of Public Safety. 
10 City of Albany Vacant Building Registry. https://data.ny.gov/Economic-Development/City-of-
Albany-Vacant-Building-Inventory-2013/nv2j-hmda 
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overview of all issues related to abandoned buildings and for the local fire department to 

conduct routine inspections of known abandoned buildings.
11

 A proposal that mandates the 

creation of signage for identified abandoned buildings is potentially a disincentive for attracting 

private investment.  Buildings deemed dangerous enough to warrant warning signs should be 

categorized as beyond rehabilitation before proceeding. 

 

DEVELOPER TAX INCENTIVES AND EMPOWERMENT ZONES 

Attracting development to neighborhoods that have numerous abandoned buildings will 

require incentives aimed at both developers and individuals.  One policy proposal designed to 

break the cycle of abandonment and attract private developers are tax incentives.  In theory, 

tax incentives encourage private entities to partake in a particular economic activity due the 

cost savings involved. Tax incentives allow private developers to substantially lessen their 

development cost by deducting the tax credit from the total annual amount the developer 

owes to the state.  In June of 2013, South Carolina State passed the Abandoned Building 

Revitalization Act to provide private developers a tax incentive for the rehabilitation, 

renovation, or demolition of abandoned buildings within the state.
12

  The tax credit is generous, 

allowing developers who choose to construct on sites a twenty five percent credit of their 

annual state income tax obligation.  South Carolina’s tax credit is similar to the Federal Low 

Income Housing Tax Credit designed to incentivize developers to construct affordable housing 

for low income residents.  Similarly, Mayoral hopeful Corey Ellis proposed the creation of 

economic empowerment zones for private property owners within Albany.  These zones would 

encourage development by offering tax abatement to private property owners seeking to 

revitalize previously vacant/abandoned property.
13

 

The methods of revitalization is an important aspect to consider when deciding how abandoned 

properties should be treated.  After assessing a property, the decision as to whether an 

abandoned building should be rehabilitated, demolished, or deconstructed needs to be made 

                                                 
11 Building a Better Albany “Block by Block” 2008 Report (accessed December 5, 2013). 
http://www.albanyny.gov/Files/BlockbyBlock.pdf 
12 2013-2014 Bill 3093: Abandoned Buildings Revitalization Act - South Carolina Legislature 
Online." 2013-2014 Bill 3093: Abandoned Buildings Revitalization Act - South Carolina Legislature 
Online. http://www.scstatehouse.gov/sess120_2013-2014/bills/3093.htm  Accessed December 12, 
2013. 
13 Carleo-Evangelist, Jordan. "Ellis: Empowerment zones weed out blight."Times Untion (Albany), 
August 15, 2013. http://www.timesunion.com/local/article/Ellis-Empowerment-zones-weed-out-
blight-4735376.php Accessed December 3, 2013. 
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only after careful consideration.  The deconstruction process for abandoned buildings is 

analyzed in the next section. 

IV. POTENTIAL BENEFITS OF DECONSTRUCTION 

In the past before the arrival of large machinery, deconstruction was the primary method of 

taking a structure down and removing it in order to recondition the site. In recent years it has 

been once again growing in popularity.  Simply defined, deconstruction is a method of carefully 

salvaging the majority of building materials as the structure is disassembled. A small team of 

trained workers typically utilizing only hand tools does the dismantling. This method goes 

beyond the removal of easily reached components such as plumbing fixtures, high quality 

molding and other readily available construction materials; it allows for the maximum amount 

of resources to be retrieved from the building for reuse in renovations of other buildings or in 

new construction.  

 

THE DECONSTRUCTION PROCESS 

Deconstruction is a recommended alternative to demolition due to a multitude of benefits the 

process provides.  However, any form of demolition or deconstruction should be avoided if the 

renewal of the structure is structurally and financially feasible. This section focuses on how to 

make the most out of a property when it seems to be beyond any benefit. 

Largely in response to the new trend in eco-sensitive practices, deconstruction is most likely to 

be known because it greatly reduces the amount of construction debris sent to landfills. While 

there is the obvious environmental benefit in the reduction of waste and thus pollution, this 

discussion will be limited in lieu of more relevant benefits as it applies directly to the problem 

of abandoned/vacant buildings within West Hill and West End. 

However, if this process is considered from a financial perspective then it is important that 

deconstruction alleviates the amount of debris brought to a landfill.  Construction and 

demolition material is nationally about 30% of the waste brought to dumps.
14

   There is a lot of 

waste generated just from the county’s demolition process following a foreclosure. Very few 

houses in Albany, out of hundreds, require an emergency demolition due to imminent risk of 

public safety. Yet Albany continues to demolish houses and pay hazardous substance fees for all 

of them since the buildings are never tested. Furthermore, Albany could benefit from 

redirecting the disposal of building materials generated by any entity because it is continually 

                                                 
14 Guy, Bradley. A Guide to Deconstruction. Florida: Deconstruction Institute, 2003. 
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accumulating debt from managing landfills that are nearing capacity.  That is, a significantly 

lower sum of dump costs would be incurred and ultimately taxpayers would benefit from this 

practice. 

The City of Albany’s building code does include a “soft-demolition” requirement to redirect a 

minimum of 25% of debris to recycling, reuse and diversion programs.
15

  Therefore, the means 

and methods that are already in place may continue seamlessly into the full deconstruction 

process.  While this requirement is approximately the same amount of recycling as is the 

estimated commonly occurring countrywide, its practices are certainly far from those of other 

more progressive communities. 

In general, deconstruction might appear to be more costly than typical demolition because of 

the time and labor involved. However, typically all costs incurred are at the minimum 

recouped.
16

 Ordinarily there is a profit, the size of which is determined by the quality of the 

materials removed from the house.  

 

                                                 
15 City of Albany. “Buildings, Codes & Zoning Forms.” Accessed December 6, 2013. 
http://www.albanyny.gov/Government/Departments/DivisionOfBuildingsAndRegulatoryComplia
nce/Forms.aspx. 
16 Downs, Stacy. “Homeowners decide to deconstruct, not demolish.” Seattle Times, February 1, 
2011.Accessed December 9, 2013. 
http://seattletimes.com/html/homegarden/2014097469_deconstruct02.html. 
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                        Figure 7: Chart comparing costs of deconstruction versus demolition

17
 

 

In recognition of the value of deconstruction versus demolition, some municipalities reduce or 

waive the early planning stage fees that are required prior to commencing destruction.  The 

City of Albany’s Planning Board is the designated agency which reviews the Building and Zoning 

permit applications for building demolitions. The application fee for the review is $125.00. Once 

approved, there is a $400.00 demolition fee for residences and an additional $75.00 fee for 

                                                 
17 US Dept of Housing and Urban Development. “A Guide to Deconstruction.” Accessed October 30, 
2013. http://www.huduser.org/publications/pdf/decon.pdf 
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accessory structures.
18

This cost savings, while relatively small, would be immediate thus 

allowing more funds to be kept in reserve for the actual deconstruction process. 

An additional way to recoup deconstruction charges is through the donation of the reclaimed 

materials; in so doing the donor receives potential tax benefits.  One well recognized 501(c) 3 

(the non-profit designation) and currently very active organization is the Habitat for Humanity’s 

ReStore on Fuller Road in Albany. The Historic Albany Foundation is another local non-profit 

reseller which is actually located in the West Hill neighborhood on Lexington Ave.  Similarly, 

materials could be stockpiled in a neighborhood-dedicated facility and then donated directly 

back into the community during an active planning, design or construction stage. These low 

cost building materials would thus be valuable to the community twice as one community 

entity could reap the tax benefits and another would acquire less expensive materials. 

The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) advocates for deconstruction 

because of the inherent community development opportunities made possible instead of only 

the immediate financial gains. Workforce labor training (in deconstruction and construction), 

creation of new businesses, reduction of blighted buildings, and increased investment in 

communities need to be considered when deciding what the best plan of action is for a blighted 

building.  HUD’s Guide to Deconstruction (prepared by the National Association of Home 

Builder’s Research Center, Inc. in 2000) is an excellent resource that is readily available online. 

Other advocates that have similar interest in community returns include The Delta Institute; its 

mission statement reads “Delta works in partnership with business, government and 

communities in the Great Lakes region to create and implement innovative, market-driven 

solutions that build environmental resilience, economic vitality and healthy communities.”
19

  

Builders of Hope rebuild, revitalize, transform, in Raleigh, N.C. utilize an entire structure after 

its donation. Builders of Hope then move it to a more appropriate location and restore it. A very 

inclusive nonprofit community enterprise in Burlington, Vt ReSource/Rebuild/Restore/ReUse 

and RePair encompasses all auxiliary benefits which became initially established with its 

deconstruction activity. 

The Capital District has very few companies which offer full deconstruction services thereby 

leaving an unrealized niche that could be filled with new businesses. The residents of West Hill 

and West End could take advantage of this by creating an organization offering these services. 

                                                 
18 City of Albany. “Buildings, Codes & Zoning Forms.” Accessed December 6, 2013. 

http://www.albanyny.gov/Government/Departments/DivisionOfBuildingsAndRegulatoryComplia
nce/Forms.aspx. 
19 The Delta Institute. Accessed October 15, 2013. http://www.delta-institute.org/ 
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 As stated by the Rebuilding Center “deconstruction creates six to eight jobs for every one 

created by standard demolition.”
20

 

 

DECONSTRUCTION APPLIED TO WEST HILL AND WEST END 

Three specific business approaches in the trade of deconstruction seem most applicable to the 

West Hill and West End neighborhoods. It is important to once again note that the advantages 

are considered both financial and non-financial. While some benefits are shared between the 

approaches, there are subtle differences that would require thought to ensure a proper fit. 

The first approach involves the assembly of a focused non-profit corporation (under Section 

201) that considers and builds upon the opportunities which do not create financial gain.  It is 

acknowledged that their “profits” are the training of its citizens, the development of a work 

force, the physical reinvestment into the neighborhoods, and the decrease in suburban flight. In 

order to establish such an organization and to maintain its viability until it is completely self-

sufficient there needs to be the outside support of a non-profit or government body.  This is an 

excellent example of where government grants could be applied. A long-term goal could be 

creating the ability to access training resources at local educational institutions (Reuse People 

of America ). Actual deconstruction curriculums are currently being developed which could be 

integrated into existing building trade syllabi.  Of interest is the fact that by learning how to 

deconstruct a building a worker is learning construction because he or she can see how the 

building was assembled. 

The second approach would require an individual or group (either of which would preferable be 

from the neighborhoods) to form a small business with a vision and values statement that 

describes its dedication to alleviating some of the neighborhoods’ disinvestment, blight and 

demand for skilled workers. This suggestion assumes that this private organization is formed 

and based within the West Hill and West End area and draws upon its citizens and resources. 

 Initial startup costs could be borrowed from The Community Loan Fund of the Capital Region 

or other similar community based establishments to encourage seeking investments locally. 

Locating a new deconstruction business or an auxiliary business within the West Hill and West 

End neighborhood could both physically and psychologically revitalize smaller areas within the 

neighborhoods. Ideally this effect would spread to the community at large by becoming an 

                                                 
20 The ReUse People of America. “Comparison Between Deconstruction and Demolition.” Accessed 

December 10, 2013. http://www.thereusepeople.org/deconstruction. 
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economic stimulus and perhaps eventually become a driving force to attract other businesses 

and residents. Unfortunately, because this second approach is the creation of a small private, 

for profit business its owners could change their business plan into one that has less of a 

community interest. Any changes would be their right which could go as far as the business 

moving away from the community. Thus this second option is potentially risky beyond the loss 

of an economic asset as this scenario could once again create disinvestment. 

A third, less autonomous but potentially more successful, method would be a hybrid approach. 

Legally binding partnerships formed between non-profits and private companies or individuals 

might be the best combination of resources to make deconstruction a dynamic asset to 

neighborhood revitalization (HUD 11). The private investor would most likely have some sort of 

philanthropic interest in the partnership. It could perhaps contribute start-up funds as well as 

consistent future funding. This could be philanthropic depending on the laws between non-

profits and for profit entities- they might be able to recoup their investment.  

 

 

Figure 8: Diagram of three approaches to create a neighborhood deconstruction business 

(created by authors) 
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There are government grants available to provide resources specific to how the funding of new 

deconstruction organizations are defined.  Because deconstruction is an environmentally 

conscientious occupation, commonly known as a “green” industry, the US Department of 

Labor’s Pathways Out of Poverty grant as authorized by the American Recovery and 

Reinvestment Act of 2009 could be applicable.
21

  

All of these approaches would require deciding how this new non-profit, for-profit or 

partnership body could get initially associated with a property that would benefit from 

deconstruction. For example, they could make contact with owners (a difficult possibility and 
sometimes even unrealistic) for the transfer or sale of their vacant property. They could use 
marketing techniques to entice owners who want to relinquish their responsibilities to seek them 
out. Purchasing the property from the County at the auction rate is always a possibility which 
could be even more appealing if the Planning Board adjusted its requirements to facilitate proper 
disposal of a non-viable building. Should Albany become more involved with obtaining funding 
for the new land bank, they could apply for its support. The City of Albany could be lobbied to 
alter other policies too. One adjustment in particularly could be made that would allow vacant 
properties to simply be donated to a non-profit agency much like Portland, Oregon’s program 
where the properties are turned over to local community development corporations. 22This of 
course would not be applicable for Approach 2 and 3. 

Then, there would also have to be a decision made about what would happen with the property 
once reconditioned. Any approach would be subject to how the entity is legally able to obtain 
ownership and subsequently be donated or sold. As explained earlier, if the property were to be 
sold by the County through the auction process then the application for the sale,  as required 
through Resolution 80 of 2008, has to have a description of what the long-term intentions were 
for the property.23  With the added benefit of tax incentives the reconditioned land could be 
donated for green space or community garden use.  

These are all examples of how deconstruction could continue to benefit a community in an 

inter-dependent and cyclical manner. 

 

                                                 
21 United States Dept of Labor. “US Department of Labor announces $150 million in ‘Pathways Out 
of Poverty’ training grants for green jobs.” Accessed October 30, 2013. 
http://www.dol.gov/opa/media/press/eta/eta20100039.htm 
22 J.M. Schilling. The Revitalization of Vacant Properties :Where Broken Windows Meet Smart 
Growth”, ICMA  
23 Albany County. “Resolution 80 Form.” Accessed October 15, 2013. 
http://www.albanycounty.com/Government/Departments/DepartmentofManagementandBudget/
FinanceDivision/RealPropertyAuction.aspx 
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V. HOUSING AND COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT GRANT PROGRAMS  

 

The blight created by vacant/abandoned buildings is often related to economic and community 

development problems within neighborhoods. These problems often exacerbate existing issues 

and can lead to a self perpetuating cycle of decline.  To counteract disinvestment, there exist 

numerous Federal and State funding programs designed to help alleviate the causes and 

consequences of neighborhoods suffering with from vacant/abandoned buildings.  The goals 

impacted of these funding sources seek to improve to job creation, affordable housing, tax 

credit opportunities, and funds to remove severely distressed vacant/abandoned properties. 

Improvements in these areas attract entrepreneurial funding that in turn leads to community 

reinvestment and wealth building required to reverse the disinvestment of West Hill and West 

End. 

Federal and state grant programs offer funding for the preservation and promotion of 

affordable housing and community renewal. These programs are administered through federal 

and state agencies governing the allocation of funds. The following information are two ways 

that residents of West Hill and West End can benefit from funding programs. 

 

CONSOLIDATED PLAN AND FUNDING OPPORTUNITIES FOR HOUSING 

         

Many federal entitlement grants regarding housing in urban neighborhoods are under the 

administration of the United States Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD). 

This agency aims to improve the conditions of urban populations and locations. Every five 

years, HUD requires municipalities to draft a Consolidated Plan as this is necessary for federal 

entitlement funding from HUD. These funding opportunities include, but are not limited to: 

Community Development Block Grants (CDBG) and HOME Investment Partnership (HOME). The 

other funding sources that are available through an approved Consolidated Plan are not 

mentioned because they go beyond the scope of this paper. HUD’s entitlement funding goals 

are to provide decent housing, provide a suitable living environment, and expand economic 

opportunities.
24

 The Consolidated Plan of the City of Albany was approved by HUD in 2010 and 

last through 2015. Three goals set forth by the Albany Community Development Agency 

(ACDA), which coordinates all housing related programs, include the following: 

 

                                                 
24 City of Albany. Strategic Plan. Accessed December 12, 2013 
http://www.albanyny.gov/Files/StrategicPlan.pdf 
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• Attracting investments 

• Creating jobs   

• Providing transformational change. 

 

To achieve these goals, ACDA created the following priority housing needs:
25

 

 

• Target available resources into Albany’s neighborhoods to spur private investment 

• Increase quality homeownership and rental options 

• Rehabilitate existing rental and owner-occupied housing 

• Address the blighting influence of vacant properties 

• Increase cooperation between public and private sectors 

• Increase the number of minority homeowners 

• Provide expanded public improvements and facilities 

• Fund public services that support housing initiatives identified in the consolidate plan 

and other neighborhood initiatives 

 

In using entitlement funding to address identified housing priority needs and to achieve set 

Consolidated Plan goals, the City of Albany offers four distinct housing programs. These 

programs are: 

• Home Owner Assistance Program (HOAP) 

• Homeowner Rehabilitation Assistance Program (HRAP) 

• Senior Rehabilitation Program (SRAP) 

• Home Acquisition Program (HAP) 

 

The goal of the HOAP is “to provide assistance to assistance to low-income homeowners for the 

moderate rehabilitation of their owner-occupied 1 to 4 unit building to meet local housing 

quality standards and codes”
26

  Low-income is defined as having a total household income 

                                                 
25 Ibid 
26 Ibid 
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below 80 percent of the area median income as determined by HUD.  A condition of this 

program is that owners must occupy a unit on the property for 5 years and owners with rental 

units must commit to renting to very low-income tenants for a period of 5-15 years. Very low-

income is defined as having an income of 30-50 percent of area median income. Assistance will 

be in the form of a grant and a loan. The first $5,000 will be in the form of a grant. The 

remaining monies will be loaned to the owner for a maximum term of 15 years, where at the 

end of such time, the loan will be forgiven as long as the owner fully complies with all 

requirements during the length of the loan.  

The goal of the HARP is to decrease the barriers to homeownership faced by many low-income 

households with annual incomes under 80 percent of the median and who currently do not 

own their own home. The money will be used to purchase a 1 to 4 unit residential building and 

the owner must occupy at least one unit within the building. Eligible acquisition costs include, 

the purchase price, down payment assistance, closing costs, and all costs associated with the 

purchase of the property. Eligible rehabilitation costs include, improvements that are required 

to bring the unit up to code compliance, repair or replace major housing systems in danger of 

failure or upgrade systems to extend the life for the term of the agreement, energy 

conservation improvements, exterior painting, removal of architectural barriers which limit 

mobility of handicapped occupants, related soft cost and fees, and finally, lead based paint 

internal controls. The maximum amount of money that will be applied to acquisition costs is 

$14,900 and $25,000 for rehabilitation costs.27 The owner can use personal money and also 

secure a loan from a lending agency. 

 

The SRP goal is to “provide substantial repair to housing units, owned by persons over the age 

of 62, to eliminate conditions that pose a threat to the health, safety, and welfare of their 

occupants.”
28

 Seniors must be low-income owner occupants living in the City of Albany. The 

maximum grant under this program is $5,000. Funds may go toward electrical system repair, 

heating system repair, roof repair, plumbing system repairs, and window repair or replacement. 

 

The HAP goal is to “assist low-income households to purchase, and occupy their first home in 

the City of Albany.”
29

 Funds may go to the purchase and moderately rehabilitate of properties 

for eventual or immediate home ownership. Up to $14,900 is allocated per property. The 

assistance is in the form of a second loan that is forgiven after 10 years of occupancy. 

 

                                                 
27 City of Albany. Homebuyer and Rehabilitation Assistance Programs. Accessed Decemebr 10, 
2013. http://albanyny.gov/_files/ACDA%20HRAP%20Guidelines%20rev%202012.pdf 
28City of Albany. Strategic Plan. Accessed December 12, 2013 
http://www.albanyny.gov/Files/StrategicPlan.pdf 
29 Ibid 
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These programs can help the residents of West Hill and West End because residents of thee 

neighborhoods are predominately low-income and many fall within the low-income categories 

of making less than 80 percent of the area median income – making many potentially eligible 

for funding. These programs can help the residents of West Hill and West End because those 

eligible can use the funding opportunities to help themselves by acquiring properties and/or 

rehabilitating properties in their own distressed neighborhoods. By doing so, they are 

improving their quality of life, decreasing blight within their neighborhoods, and increasing 

investment to the community. Increasing public awareness of these programs among the 

residents of West Hill and West End is the easiest and most effective way to help the 

community use the funds. Key neighborhood leaders and organizations can devise strategies to 

disseminate information to residents and help them along the process of procuring these 

funding opportunities.  

 

LOW INCOME HOUSING TAX CREDITS 

 

The Low Income Housing Tax Credit program (LIHTC) has a goal of providing low-income 

housing through private equity tax credits. Essentially, the way this process works is that a real 

estate developer will proposes a project to the respective state finance agency seeking to win a 

competitive allocation of tax credit funds.30 In New York, the Division of Homes and Community 

Renewal (HRC) is the state agency that handles LIHTC. The Division of HCR compares the 

proposed project with its Qualified Allocation Plan (QAP), which it created as a guide for 

expending LIHTC and other proposed development projects throughout the state. If the 

developer wins the tax credits, they will usually sell the rights of the tax credit to a private 

investor, usually a corporation. In selling the tax credits, the developer gets up-front money, 

therefore borrowing less to complete the project. This enables the developer to charge lower 

rents to tenants as there is a lower loan obligation and thus making the property affordable to 

low-income people. HUD and HRC establishes guidelines for charging rents and complying with 

other program regulations. Tax credits can be used for a period of 10 years while the property 

has to meet HUD’s and HCR’s definition of affordable for a period of 30 years.   

                                                 
30

How Do Housing Credits Work? Accessed December 7, 2013. 

http://portal.hud.gov/hudportal/HUD?src=/program_offices/comm_planning/affordablehousing/t
raining/web/lihtc/basics/work 
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                Figure 9: LIHTC projects that have been completed in the City of Albany

31 

                                                 
31 Low Income Housing Tax Credits. Albany, NY Accessed December 11, 2013 
http://lihtc.findthedata.org/ 



Addressing Vacant and Abandoned Housing in Albany’s 
West Hill and West End 

 

 

23 

 

Only one LIHTC property cited above was located in the West End or West Hill neighborhood. 

That Property was developed in 1994 by West Hill Associates. The LIHTC could help the 

neighborhoods of West Hill and West End in a variety of ways. They can act as an affordable 

housing tool, allowing quality, affordable housing for people of low-income. LIHTC helps bring 

investment opportunities into the neighborhood, while also decreasing blight, the likelihood of 

criminal activity, and possibly improving adjacent property values. Partnering with well-

established local development firms or non-profit organizations to develop LIHTC properties is 

one way to increase the utilization of LIHTC in West End and West Hill. Omni Development, 

located in Albany has a great deal of experience using LIHTC and can possibly be contacted. 

Using Community Development Corporations is another possibly effective strategy to secure 

LIHTC for West Hill and West End as 10 percent of LIHTC are reserved for non-profit 

organizations. 

 

VI. CASE STUDIES 

As shown by revitalization cycle previously described, reusing vacant properties is a long 

process. The following case studies are examples based on this process using various policies to 

revitalize vacant buildings.  

 

YOUNGSTOWN, OHIO
32

 

According to the city’s report by D. Kildee, et al (2009), the causes of vacant properties in Ohio 

have been job loss, population loss, tax delinquency, mortgage foreclosure, and sub-prime 

lending. Youngstown has made a systematic approach to vacant property reclamation and 

right-sizing. The vacant property revitalization cycle indicates the various stages of 

neighborhood stability and decline. Youngstown utilized this process to try to better and more 

efficiently understand the problems surrounding vacant properties. The process consisted of 

information strategies, prevention and stabilization strategies, acquisition and management 

strategies, and reuse and planning strategies.  

                                                 
32 Regenerating Youngstown and Mahoning County, Through Vacant Property Reclamation, 
National Vacant Properties Campaign Policy Assessment Report, Dan Kildee, Jonathan Logan, Alan 
Mallach, and Joseph Schilling, February 2009. 
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Developing a neighborhood typology based on a wide range of socio-economic indicators as 

well as an integrated inventory of vacant buildings and their conditions is the basic and major 

step in the revitalization cycle. Youngstown could create a real property information system to 

collect the data about the vacant building for selecting the right remedy for right 

neighborhood. Instituting a regional Real Property Information System (RPIS) to collect real 

data and analyze them for strategic planning was done successfully in the city.  

 

PORTLAND, OREGON
33

 

By using proactive code enforcement and new programs, the city transferred “the ownership of 

vacant properties to local community development corporations (CDCs) for the establishment 

of affordable housing.” They created market demand for vacant properties to be reused as 

affordable housing by following the smart growth principles. Vacant properties were utilized as 

an opportunity. In Portland’s program for vacant buildings redevelopment, a comprehensive 

growth management plan and affordable housing policies were considered. The City’s effective 

partnership and coordination between the departments and different levels of government 

have also been important impetuses in the reuse of vacant lots and properties. The 

fundamental role of nonprofit developers and community and neighborhood organizations 

cannot be ignored.  

 

SAN DIEGO, CALIFORNIA
34

 

San Diego’s vacant property efforts resulted in the stabilization of the properties by code 

enforcement. This city was successful in building strong relationships among community 

groups, nonprofit building and construction organizations and real estate companies. 

According ICMA’s report by J.M. Schilling, the city provided: 

• A vacant properties coordinator within the Neighborhood Code Compliance 

Department to facilitate the abatement and rehabilitation of vacant properties.  

• Assistance to the property owners (through the coordinator) to renovate, 

demolish (when appropriate), or sell their boarded-up buildings.  

                                                 
33 J.M. Schilling. The Revitalization of Vacant Properties :Where Broken Windows Meet Smart 

Growth”, ICMA 
34 Ibid 
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• The building of relationships across essential city departments and especially 

with the city attorney’s code enforcement.  

• The establishment of a vacant property resource team to help coordinate roles 

and resources and to solve problems across city departments and agencies.  

• Outside expertise to design an action plan that institutionalized the vacant 

properties program.  

• The development of partnerships with community groups, developers, realtors, 

investors, business improvement associations, nonprofit groups, contractors, the 

media, and property managers. 

 

RICHMOND, VIRGINIA
35

 

The City of Richmond’s Neighborhoods in Bloom (NIB) program caused significant changes in 

property values, homeownership rates, and crime rates in a neighborhood strife with abundant 

vacant properties. “Intra-city cooperation, active code enforcement, more efficient transfer of 

properties to Community Development Corporations, and a companion public safety and 

community empowerment program” (J.M. Schilling, 2001) have been the positive results of 

Richmond’s efforts for reusing vacant properties. 

• Crime: Through the Neighborhood in Bloom program, the city wanted to 

decrease the crime rates, so the local elected officials and all neighborhood 

associations considered crime-fighting the priority for vacant properties. 

Therefore many decisions and planning policies followed this goal. Because of 

their focus there was a 37 % reduction in violent crime and a 19 % decline in 

property crime.  

• Program integration: The linkage between a diversity of urban redevelopment 

programs with aggressive code enforcement activities was done successfully by 

Richmond, for example, the city allocated over half of its annual CDBG funds to 

the targeted neighborhoods with a high revitalization priority. 

• Partnerships: The strong support from neighborhood organizations and CDCs 

were very effective in the redevelopment of vacant properties. There was a 

“cross-sector” alliance among the city government, CDCs, neighborhood 

associations, and the private sector which was particularly successful.  

                                                 
35 Ibid 
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• Managerial insights: The city provided the integrated management framework 

that guided both the city staff and the communities during the two years of 

implementation. 

 

VII. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION 

Abandonment is as a symptom of urban disinvestment resulting in poverty, employment loss, 

and usually a general decline of the tax base. It has become a disease, which accelerates and 

perpetuates urban decline. In West Hill and West End, vacant houses and lots should be 

considered as both symptom and disease. As a result, prevention and treatment should be used 

together to solve the current situation of the neighborhood. Communities have treated this 

disease and prevented its growth through code enforcement, punitive sanctions, incentives, 

property stabilization measures, demolition, acquisition and sale, rehabilitation incentives, and 

community revitalization strategies. 

Based on the realities of West Hill and West End and the aforementioned best practices, the 

following recommendation should be applied to revitalize and reuse the vacant lots and 

properties in these neighborhoods: 

Create a Real Property Information System (RPIS): This collects data about the vacant 

properties and updates to be used for making redevelopment strategies. The City of Albany 

needs to invest in this useful tool to help investors, CDCs, community organizations, and 

residents find information about properties. collecting information for vacant properties in 

West Hill and West End could be the first priority of City of Albany. 

In addition, Albany’s Vacant Building Registry could help in the collection of the data.  The aim 

of Albany’s Vacant Building Registry initiative is to hold absentee homeowners accountable for 

vacant buildings. Based on our observations, it is recommended that West Hill and West End 

are included in an upcoming phase of the Block by Block program to ensure that all vacant 

buildings are properly recorded with the City. 

Change City Regulations for Owners of Vacant Properties: Designing and implementing a 

comprehensive code enforcement strategy for these neighborhoods with neighborhood groups 

and local CDCs is necessary. Expanding the use of receivership strategies, and taking efforts to 

make mortgage companies accountable are some strategies that would change regulations for 

owners of vacant properties so that they might become responsible owners.  Efforts to shorten 

Albany County’s foreclosure timeline, insurance and bond mandates, and tax incentives should 

also looked at in conjunction with code enforcement strategies 
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Physically Reusing/Resourcing Vacant Properties: Infill housing, mixed-use developments and 

pocket parks are some good strategies in reusing vacant properties. Vacant lots can be 

converted into green infrastructures such as parks for open space, storm water filtration, and 

urban agriculture. More immediate actions that can energize the neighborhood include, clean-

ups, trash pick-ups, grass cutting, and boarding up broken windows.  

Utilize the City of Albany’s Vacant Lots Stabilization Program to Green the Neighborhood: The 

City of Albany has developed a Vacant Lot Stabilization Project to beautify underutilized parcels 

owned by the City.  This program is for community based organizations to green a lot with 

community members so the parcel can be used as open space, providing the community with 

places to plant flowers or simply a place to relax and enjoy nature. It is recommended that 

West Hill and West End utilize this program, similar to the South End of Albany, to make the 

neighborhood a more attractive place to live and visit.  

Organize the creative and innovative programs: Grand Street Community Arts is an 

appropriate sample of a creative program that has been implementing in South End 

revitalization program. It offers youth of all ages the opportunity to build character by growing 

and expanding their knowledge in the arts and has four programs include of YO! Youth 

Organics, YouthFX: Youth Film eXperience, YouthARTS, and the Vacant Lot Project. In its Vacant 

Lot Project, teens work with Program Directors to help rehabilitate abandoned urban 

properties in the South End of Albany. This kind of program with focus on the youth activities 

can provide an appropriate opportunity for West Hill and West End that have abundant young 

people that suffer from lack of job opportunities..     

Phase Neighborhood Revitalization: To begin revitalization, investments in places with lower 

numbers of unoccupied building and vacant lots needs to occur so they can be rehabbed in 

shorter time. The result is a more efficient rehabilitation strategy. 

Development mixed use housing and community amenities: mixed income housing is the 

preferred way to replace substandard units and improve low income housing. According to the 

Albany Zoning plane, Lexington Avenue is a neighborhood commercial district(C-1). As a result, 

the vacant lots and some deteriorating and vacant buildings could infill with the new mixed use 

properties in this corridor especially between Sheridan Avenue and Orange Street. 

Renovation vs. Demolition (and Deconstruction): Many cities prefer demolition because it 

seems to be an easier fix. However, demolition should be the last resort because it often brings 

numerous problems of its own. Deconstruction might be a less invasive way to handle the 

removal of a building because it offers various opportunities for the community. 

Using the Historical Character of Neighborhood in Revitalization: West Hill and West Hill has 

two significant historic districts that have several vacant buildings and lots. This part of the 

neighborhood can be a catalyst for bringing new investments. Lexington and Clinton Avenue in 
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West Hill neighborhood are two historic districts because majority of buildings were built 

before the World War I. As a result, historic buildings are a unique chance to bring some kind of 

funds and new investment for revitalization of vacant housings. Further, Historic Albany 

Foundation could be a good partner to achieve these kind of funds.  

 

 

 

Figure 10: Example of the revitalization of a vacant house completed by the Better Housing 

Coalition of Richmond, Virginia (Source: http://www.younghouselove.com/2009/09/talk-

about-home-improvement) 
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