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· Properties may become neglected vacant and abandoned properties (VAPs) for a number of reasons. A property’s total taxes and liens may exceed the value of the property or the property may be in foreclosure, with the bank or lender unwilling to take responsibility for the property’s care. There are also situations where the property owner is deceased and the heirs are unwilling to take responsibility for the property.
· VAPs cause decreased property values and reduced tax revenues. Additionally, VAPs pose environmental risks and public safety hazards, acting as staging grounds for criminal activities in neighborhoods.
· VAPs are frequently targets of arson, and research has shown that crime rates are twice as high on neighborhood blocks with open VAPs, when compared with matched blocks without open buildings or residential structures. This places additional pressure on the local fire and police departments that must respond to various incidents.
· VAPs are clustered in certain areas and neighborhoods in Tulsa. In 2009, city estimates show that almost $400,000 was spent on VAPs, as measured by actual work orders, which does not capture the whole problem. An estimated $450,000 was spent last year.
· To address problems related to VAPs, Tulsa officials have adopted a neglected vacant building registry and maintenance ordinance, utilized community development block grant (CDBG) funds for various code enforcement activities, and the proposed new state legislation outlining a re-utilization strategy and providing municipalities with new authority. Tulsa has been receiving CDBG funds for the past two years and is using these funds to help with neighborhood rehabilitation. 
· Proposed legislation would provide municipalities with another tool to address problems associated with VAPs. The proposal only deals with neglected, abandoned properties identified as a nuisance which are becoming a financial burden to the community. The goal is not to take property, but to clean up the vacant structures, put them back to productive use, and minimize the financial burden VAPs are placing on communities.
See Tulsa VAP Presentation.
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· Fire service is provided in every part of the City of Tulsa, and citizens expect a response to all incidents. When firefighters are called to the scene of an abandoned property, they do not know whether or not there are people inside, even though it may be considered a VAP, and must enter the burning structure and search for people.
· Roughly 40 fires have occurred in VAPs in Tulsa since May 13, 2011. These fires were clustered in a very small area of the city, and often involved scrappers or meth cooks. Scrappers have been going into VAPs and setting fires that they know will be put out so that they can strip the house of any copper inside. Additionally, meth cooks are using VAPs to set up labs, after which they burn all of the by-products, exposing firefighters, neighbors, and children playing in the VAP to harmful smoke and heavy metal residue.
· Neighborhood residents who were previously supportive of the fire department’s efforts to fight fires at VAPs are now urging the Tulsa Fire Department to let vacant structures burn as a form of urban renewal rather than trying to save them. 
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· Oklahoma City is planning to engage a consultant to assess the costs VAPs place on the community, as limited data being used from the United States Postal Service and the Census Bureau data does not truly capture the magnitude of the problem. Consultants are also expected to provide information on peer cities. A recent study that assessed Baltimore’s annual public safety costs for VAPs found that the city spent $1,472 per vacant property.
· The Oklahoma City Planning Department has been working for a long time to revitalize neighborhoods, and the issue of VAPs is central to the process as it is very difficult to get people to stay and invest in communities with high vacancy rates.
· The current tax structure rewards owners with neglected properties, as the owner of a neglected property will pay lower taxes than the owner of a well-maintained property next door, even though both properties are entitled to the same city services and the neglected property may require additional attention from code enforcement and public safety divisions. There is very little incentive to maintain one’s property when surrounded by neglected structures. 

· Estimates show that the Oklahoma City School District loses nearly $10 million in property tax revenue each year. Additionally, school principals recognize VAPs as a major issue, as children have expressed to teachers that they feel uncomfortable around abandoned properties. 

· Oklahoma City’s goal is to gather sufficient data on the costs associated with VAPs in order to work towards recouping those funds.
See Oklahoma City VAP Presentation.
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