Testimony in Support of Legislative Bill 23-0363 Land Bank Authority


I’m submitting this testimony as a private citizen and long-term resident of Baltimore City. These views are my own and do not represent the views of any non-profit organizations where I serve as a board member or trustee. 

I believe I’m qualified to weigh in on this legislation: I hold a Master’s degree in City and Regional Planning, I spent four years at the Urban Institute in Washington, D.C. as a Research Associate in Public Finance, and I spent 26 years at T. Rowe Price where I ran the Municipal Bond Department and managed many investments in Baltimore City. Finally, while serving in President Obama’s administration at the U.S. Treasury Department I worked with the City of Detroit after it filed for bankruptcy. Detroit has made enormous progress tackling vacant housing and land over the past decade. I believe Baltimore can as well - if we create a Land Bank Authority. 

Over the past few years, I’ve seen growing interest in a new approach to tackling our vacant property burden. I’ve been in meetings and conversations with the working group on this topic established by Councilwoman Odette Ramos, the Greater Baltimore Committee, ReBuild Metro, and many others. There is no lack of talent, knowledge and support for finding solutions here. 

The fact that the legislation is being heard today is a major step forward and will allow you to iron out any areas of disagreement. For me, the keys will be establishing strong governance of the Land Bank Authority and making sure that it has the appropriate authorities to be effective. The legislation establishes strong safeguards and requirements for transparency, community engagement, equity, financial plans and audits, record keeping and reporting. 

Vacant homes and lots in Baltimore have accumulated over many decades. The problem can only be solved with an entity that can attack the problem at scale. A Land Bank that is solely dedicated to the acquisition, maintenance and disposition of vacant properties could dramatically lift the pace of recovery beyond what the City can accomplish on its own. A report I worked on in 2022 estimated that, at a minimum, vacant properties are costing the City $200 million a year in lost revenue and direct spending. I say at a minimum because the indirect costs to the health and welfare of City residents who live in and near neighborhoods with high percentages of vacant properties cannot be easily measured. While the City only controls about 10% of the vacant housing stock, with 90% in the hands of private owners, the City bears 100% of the costs of vacant properties. 

I also believe the number of properties is larger than the 13,000 homes cited by the City. Anyone who studies blocks of vacant properties will see many that have not been tagged with a Vacant Building Notice. The U.S. Postal Service identifies an additional 30,000 properties in Baltimore as “no mail” addresses, meaning that no one is present in the house to collect the mail. While these properties may not be in derelict condition, they are certainly at risk of becoming so. The first step in attacking this issue is getting a clear understanding of the numbers and scope of the problem, something the Land Bank would be equipped to do. 

It is important to recognize the respective roles of the public, private and non-profit sectors in this recovery effort. While large pubic financial commitments will be needed from the City and the State, the bulk of the financing of redevelopment and home mortgages comes from the private sector. We need an entity that can coordinate with the banking community, community redevelopment entities, philanthropy and others to put together financial plans and attract support. This is outside the normal role of City agencies and would be better handled by a Land Bank that is armed with the necessary capabilities, transparency and accountability.  

There is plenty of work for the Baltimore Department of Housing and Community Development to do in concert with the Land Bank. Small developers working on redeveloping vacant properties carry the extra expense of repairing sidewalks, streetlights, alleys and other public infrastructure that is really the City’s responsibility. These additional costs have to be built into the home sale price, making the economics even harder for the developer. If DHCD were working together with the Land Bank to coordinate efforts of public and private investment we could substantially advance recovery. 

Baltimore needs a Land Bank Authority to tackle a massive problem that requires multiple levels of expertise, focus and financial support. While the costs of taking this on are large, the payback in terms of revenue and growth over time are even larger.  The opportunity to restore our tax base, improve the health and welfare of our citizens, provide affordable home ownership opportunities and create jobs while accomplishing this is simply too big to ignore. I sincerely hope that the City Council will embrace this legislation and move it forward. 




