Follow-Up Report to Mayor O’Connor and the Board of Aldermen
on
Proposed Vacant Property Registration Ordinance
November 25, 2019

INTRODUCTION
Long-term vacant properties have been a problem for the City of Frederick for more than a
decade with 3 previous ad hoc committees providing options for remedying this continued issue
for our residents, businesses, and visitors. The most recent effort has been undertaken by 9
members of NAC11 through its SDHVP (Seriously Deteriorated and Habitually Vacant
Properties) committee. Since convening in January 2019, Committee members have met with
City officials and staff on 4 occasions and delivered a report to City administrators documenting
options for a City response to its vacancy issue based on a survey of relevant regulations and
ordinances of 11 other Maryland municipalities (NAC 11 SDHVP Report, May 21, 2019). Most
recently, ordinance text was provided to Alderman MacShane which he revised and submitted to
the City as a proposed Vacant Property Registration Ordinance (VPRO) to ensure prevention of
long term vacancies in residential and non-residential properties within the City’s borders. (See
Attachment 1: proposed VPRO.) From these exchanges and additional meetings with other City
organizations and residents, the committee has identified several concerns regarding ordinance
adoption. This report identifies the concerns and provides specific responses to address and
overcome the perceived limitations.
CONCERNS AND RESPONSES REGARDING A VACANT PROPERTY REGISTRATION ORDINANCE
FOR THE CITY OF FREDERICK
Concern: The VPRO is anti-business.
Response:
Our research has determined that the answer is a resounding “No.” As evidence:
•

Seventy-five (75) of 76 Market Street and Patrick Street businesses in downtown
Frederick visited to date have signed a petition supporting the goals of Alderman
MacShane’s ordinance, highlighting business concurrence that the VPRO is “good for
business.” (See Attachment 2: Sense of the Community Re: Registering Vacant
Properties Petition to Mayor Michael O’Connor and the Board of Aldermen, City of
Frederick, MD.)

•

Comments noted during the canvassing process included “Something needs to be done,”
“No more studies! Act,” “because they [buildings] are vacant people hang out in front
and cause trouble for business,” “full support,” “etc.
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•

Investors with whom we have spoken want to know that the City has their back by
passing legislation to protect their investment and prevent unsightly and unsafe vacant
properties from negatively impacting the environment surrounding their businesses.

•

Maryland jurisdictions that have enacted vacant property registrations report very little
resistance to the process or the outcome. (See Attachment 3: Alderman MacShane’s
survey and summary of responses.)

Concern: Enacting an ordinance that requires registration of all vacant properties (residential
as well as non-residential) is unnecessary, at least initially. It would be preferable to focus on
non-residential properties and address residential properties at a later date.
Response:
We strongly disagree. Vacant property registration is not a residential vs. non-residential issue.
Instead, it is a vacant vs. viable property issue. As the Hagerstown survey respondent noted: It is
important to “register residential and non-residential properties for both safety and economic
development reasons.”
•

Vacant residential properties can become “habitually vacant properties’ and progress to
“blighted” properties just as non-residential properties. We note (in response below to the
concern about including “good actors”) that all vacant properties need to be monitored.
Without a process to identify and register residential properties, more such buildings will
fall outside the City’s ability to ensure they remain safe and secure.

•

Failing to include residential properties in the proposed VPRO raises significant concerns
on the part of City business owners whose properties abut (or are in proximity to) vacant
single/multi-family residences. Are vacant residences that share a wall with nonresidential properties less likely to deteriorate as time goes by? Certainly not. Are vacant
residences less likely than vacant non-residential buildings to attract people intent on
defacing/destroying the properties? Certainly not. Why, asks one local business/building
owner, should she be subject to VPRO regulations if the residential building next door
(older than her building and not well-maintained) is not?

•

Finally, given the length of time it took to amend City Code 12.5-3 to added a definition
of “habitual vacancy,” the almost year-to-date period from the beginning of the SDHVP
to address vacancies, and the six months since Alderman MacShane proposed a VPRO,
residents are not at all certain that adding residential properties at a “later” but
unspecified time will ever occur.

On the other hand, there are ways to mitigate the start-up burden of a VPRO that encompasses
both residential and non-residential properties and address residential owners’ concerns about
their burden under a VPRO. For example, in response to a concern expressed by the City’s
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Director of Public Works regarding the heavy workload at the beginning of a registry process,
we recommend staggering the rollout for non-residential and residential vacancy registrations.
Moreover, if there are concerns about the burden on owners of residential (single family and
multi-family) properties, the VPRO can include the following differentiations:
•

definitions of “vacant”: A residential property would be considered vacant if
“…residency has ceased for a period of 365 days” as opposed to a shorter (e.g., 90-180)
day period for non-residential.

•

registration fees: The initial fee for a residential property could be as low as $0, while
that for a non-residential property would be at least $50. The fee for renewal of a vacant
residential property could be $50-100, while that for a non-residential property would be
substantially higher ($250-500). (NOTE: Registration fees for all vacant properties would
be set by the Mayor & Board of Alderman each year as part of the annual budget process
and would be sufficient to cover VPRO administrative costs determined by the
Department of Public Works.)

•

deferral provisions: Although a residential property would be required to register after
the ordinance-designated period of time, annual renewal fees and inspections would be
deferred indefinitely if there is a plan for maintenance and upkeep (a provision included
in Alderman MacShane’s proposed VPRO). On the other hand, a non-residential property
would be exempt for renewal and inspection for two years.

Thus, all concerns about residential vacancy registration can be addressed in the body of the
VPRO.
Concern: Expecting quick rental/occupancy of non-residential buildings in the City of Frederick
ignores the unique character of (historic) buildings which often require significant
upgrades/renovations to make them compliant with current codes and able to handle the
electric and other needs of a 21st century enterprise.
Response:
The May 2019 SDHVP Report to the Mayor and Board of Aldermen included statements of
purpose for vacant property registrations from several Maryland jurisdictions. As we noted:
“The purpose statements below illustrate the proactive approach to the problem
of vacancy and blight among Maryland jurisdictions. The statements emphasize
promotion of the health, safety and welfare of residents and the community;
prevention of deterioration of vacant buildings; proper management and
maintenance of vacant buildings; and utilization of property registration and
inspections.” (p. 6)
Why would the City allow any building owner a blanket exemption from registration designed to
assure that properties adhere to codes that assure health and welfare of residents and the safety of
residents? There is no reason for such an exemption, although there can be accommodations to
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assist owners who are actively upgrading and marketing their “unique” properties. Examples
from Takoma Park and Annapolis and a model ordinance provide a middle ground:
(Takoma Park) A building that the owner or owner’s agent is actively trying to sell or
rent (as evidenced by a sign posted on the property advertising the property for sale or
rent with contact information and current telephone number, listing agreement with realty
contact information, MRIS or MLS electronic listing, or other advertisement of sale or
rent) shall not be considered a vacant property; provided, that the time period for sale or
rent shall not exceed six months from the initial listing, offer or advertisement of sale or
rent. The exemption from the vacant property registration requirement for a building for
sale or rent may be extended for one additional period upon a showing that the building is
still actively for sale or rent; and provided, that the building is in compliance with the
vacant property maintenance requirements of this chapter.
(Annapolis) The Annapolis vacant property registration (which, BTW, only applies to the
historic district) says that if a vacant property is being maintained and the owner or his
agent has been actively seeking in good faith to rent or sell the building, provided that:
•

The time period for sale or rent shall not exceed:
o One year from the initial listing, offer, or advertisement of sale; or
o Six months from the initial listing, offer or advertisement to rent; and

•

Any leased property exempt under this paragraph shall have a valid certificate of
occupancy.
(Model Ordinance) If the property is habitable wherein all building systems are in sound
working order which is evidenced by the issuance of a Certificate of Occupancy, and the
building and grounds are maintained in good order, and the building is being actively
marketed for sale or rental and actively maintained. Evidence of property being
marketed for sale or rent could include but not limited to, retaining a licensed real estate
agent or broker to list the property for sale or rent, taking out advertisements in various
media forms such as, newspapers and online services, and need to be provided to the
designated municipal official. Designated municipal official may request additional
information, for example any available photos, price, and agent information.

A vacant property registration does not force, in any way, a property owner (residential or nonresidential) to rent/sell the property within a specific time frame. The registry does, however,
require that the owner maintains the property so the safety of residents, first responders, and
visitors is assured. (See additional discussion of safety and security issues below in Response to
the “good actors” and “bad actors” concern.)
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Concern: Applying the VPRO to all vacant properties punishes the “good actors” while it
should focus only on the “bad actors.”
Response:
Without a registry of vacant properties, the City will never know when a property reaches the
threshold for “habitually vacant”— as in the recently-passed amendment to the Receivership
Ordinance. When does the “vacancy” clock start on a property? Is the City actively reviewing all
available data to identify and catalog vacant properties? Lack of this information renders the
“habitual vacancy” definition moot and unenforceable.
Moreover, a vacant property registration ensures that owners of vacant properties (regardless of
the length of time the property is unoccupied) can be reached if necessary (for example in case of
fire or vandalism at the property). This applies to all vacant properties, not just those owned by
“bad actors.” VPROs also make clear to owners their obligations under relevant codes and
regulations and ensure that owners meet minimum standards and maintenance of their properties.
(Adapted from the City Comprehensive Plan, CCP, https://www.communityprogress.net/.)
The Institute of Land Policy at CCP posits a rationale for including “all actors” in a VPRO:
“In principle, the right number of vacant units is the number that
allows every home buyer or would-be tenant to find a unit without
undue difficulty and every home seller or landlord to fill the unit they
own without undue delay. [However] The longer a [property] sits
vacant, the greater the risk that it will deteriorate and potentially be
vandalized or stripped.” (Mallach: “The Empty House Next Door” p.
11.)
Focusing only on “bad actors” limits the community’s ability to monitor all vacant properties to
assure they do not deteriorate (as citations above assert) and, as important, the properties do not
present a safety hazard for nearby residents/businesses as well as emergency and police
personnel. National data strongly suggest a link between vacant properties and crime:
•

A June 2017 study of vacant and abandoned properties found a “significant correlation”
between vacant properties and violent crime, homicides, and elevated lead levels in blood
tests in Cleveland, OH. (Battling Blight: Four Ways Cities Are Using Data to Address
Vacant Properties” in Industry Update, August 21, 2017)

•

A longitudinal study (2002-2006) of all block groups in Philadelphia revealed a
significant overlap of higher aggravated assault rates with higher levels of vacant
properties (“uninhabited or at which mail service was not collected for a period of 90
days” per Postal Service records).
(https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3693396/)

Report to Mayor and Board of Aldermen

November 25, 2019

5|Page

Stories close to home further emphasize crime and safety concerns:
•

In response to a question posed by a NAC 11 member at the September 17th meeting,
Chief of Police Ed Hargess acknowledged that he sees a relationship between vacant
properties and crime.

•

A Hagerstown police officer called to a vacant downtown building to inspect “something
suspicious about the property’s front door” fell through the floor after entering the
property and suffered multiple injuries. Quoting the Neighborhood Services Manager
regarding Hagerstown’s vacant property ordinance, Paul Fulk, “one of our main goals
was to make sure things were safe for our first responders. In case they have to go in, we
want to make sure that they can respond and not be injured.” (Frederick News Post,
8/18/2019)

•

A fatal fire in a NW Washington DC row house was attributed, in part, to “conditions
inside that house,” according to police. Despite numerous visits to the property by
investigators from the Department of Consumer and Regulatory Affairs, these
“conditions” were never discovered as inspectors—lacking authority—could not gain
access to the rowhouse. Frederick Code Inspectors also do not have the ability to assess
conditions inside vacant properties—something a VPRO would provide.

Concern: We [the City] cannot afford a VPRO. Costs associated with a VPRO are prohibitive.
Response:
“The cost of doing nothing is never nothing.” This statement, which has been attributed to many
individuals—famous and not—is a not so subtle admonition to the City which does nothing and
allows the problem to worsen or can take action to address a problem that has plagued the
community for many years.
The do-nothing option: Studies and on-the-ground experience document that the cost of doing
nothing outweighs the cost of monitoring and addressing vacant properties. A habitually vacant
property can often be assessed lower than a similarly occupied site. Although the State
Department of Assessments (SDAT) does not automatically lower an assessment when a
property becomes vacant, vacancy can lead to neglect which can be identified during periodic
reassessments. Properties in downtown Frederick are prime examples (SDAT data: Spires GIS):
•

Downtown Office Buildings-100 block of West Patrick St.: There are numerous office
buildings dating from the 19th century in this block. One—an 1860, brick, 3,060 Sq. Ft.
building—has been habitually vacant for many years. The assessed value is $76,900. A
similar—though occupied—building (built in 1842, brick, 3,390 Sq. Ft.) a few doors
away is assessed at $158,200. The difference in value ($81,300 or 105%) is significant.

•

Mixed Retail /Residential Downtown – 200 and 300 block of North Market St.:
North Market has many buildings with shops below and apartments above. The vacant
example is in the 300 block, was built 1890, is 5,760 Sq. Ft. and is assessed at $212,100.
Nearby in the 200 block is a similar building—built in1900, is 5,800 Sq. Ft and is
assessed at $396, 800. The difference is $184,700 (87%).
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•

Warehouse or Manufacturing: The vacant example, on Hayward Rd, was built in 1963,
71,770 Sq. Ft and assessed at $920, 600. A similar building on North East Street is
occupied. It was built in 1958, is 73,475 Sq. Ft. and assessed at $1,674, 600. The
difference $754,000, with the occupied building assessed at 80% more.

•

Single Family Residential: Two small single-family homes on Center St. were
compared. Both were built in 1980. The vacant building is 970 Sq. Ft. and is assessed at
$88,700. The occupied building is 10% larger at 1,075 Sq. Ft. and is assessed at
$129,900. The difference is $41,200 (46%).

•

Service Stations – US Rt 40: The vacant example, built in 1972, is 2165 Sq. Ft. and is
assessed at $34,000. To the west is a similar, occupied establishment. Built in 1969, the
building is 2,025 Sq. Ft. and is assessed at $201,000. The difference is $167,000, nearly
500% more than the comparable vacant building.

Around the country, vacant properties represent a significant cost to municipalities. Mallach’s
report (cited earlier) cites costs of vacancy in several cities:
•

“A study of vacant property in Toledo found that these properties cost the city $3.8
million annually in direct cost, as well as $2.7 million in lost tax revenues.” But the
impact they have on their surroundings was even more significant: “$98.7 million in lost
property value, and an estimated $2.68 million in lost property tax value due to the
perceived decline in value from being near vacant buildings.” These empty buildings are
drags on the value of urban real estate.

•

A Columbus, Ohio study found a “vacant building on the block can reduce the value of
nearby properties by 20 percent or more”

•

A 2010 Philadelphia study estimated that “vacant properties result in $3.6 billion in
reduced household wealth because of the blighting effect they have on nearby
properties.”

The take action option: If the five vacant properties (noted above) in the City were occupied and
the assessed value rose to a level close to the occupied buildings, $1.2 million would be added to
the assessible base. That would result in additional tax revenue to the City and County to help
cover the cost of services that all properties (vacant or occupied) require—police, fire/ rescue,
street maintenance, streetlights, courts and many general government services. In fact, one could
argue that the demand on some services is greater for vacant properties.
In addition, occupancy and productive use brings with it many benefits such as income taxes
paid by residents. Commercial property may yield sales taxes, perhaps admission/amusement
taxes. And of course, with an occupied industrial and warehouse building there are likely to be
jobs, goods and services bought and sold by the proprietors. The multiplier effect takes hold.
Maryland jurisdictions with VPROs tell us that they did not experience unanticipated costs,
although one jurisdiction had to spend money to secure unsecured properties. Respondents to the
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survey indicated that fees, surcharges and fines are designed to offset costs. As properties return
to economic viability their values will rise as will their property taxes which further mitigates
costs.
Concern: The implementation and enforcement processes are a big change in our operating
methods. We are not set up to administer this program. Who will do it?
Response:
The real-life experiences of cities across the state reveal little push-back to the concept of a
VPRO, and staff are already on board who can undertake preparing for and implementing vacant
property identification, communicating with property owners, assessing and collecting fees,
monitoring properties for code violations, etc.
•

“Documenting the Vacant, Abandoned, Blighted Property Problem in Maryland”
(developed and published by the Maryland Association of Counties-MACO, the
Community Development Network of Maryland-CDN, and the Maryland Municipal
League-MML, September-October 2016) reveals that responsibility for enforcing vacant
property ordinances and codes is assigned, for the most part, to planning/code
enforcement departments and staff.

•

This finding is supported by the above-noted survey of Maryland jurisdictions that have
established VPRO who reported that oversight and administration of the program in
Maryland jurisdictions is the province of Planning and/or Code Enforcement
departments. There is no need for Frederick to ‘reinvent the wheel to’ establish a VPRO
and several Maryland jurisdictions have indicated a willingness to consult with the City
in this process. As well, registration forms and other documents are available. (See
attachment 4: Samples of registration forms.)

Suggested strategies and steps include:
•

Establish the baseline registration through field inspections by code enforcement
personnel, coupled with a review of utility bills. Accompanying actions include issuing a
notice of required vacancy registration to property owners with a deadline for filing,
fees/penalties for non-compliance, and an appeals option. This notice informs the
property owner(s) of the time frame for registering, the fees and other requirements (e.g.,
inspections).
A smart phone app (such as the Blexting app from Loveland Technologies used in South
Bend, IN and Detroit, MI) would make it possible for residents and volunteers to survey
the entire city and help code enforcement personnel with the baseline/ongoing vacant
property identification task (https://motorcitymapping.org/blexting-basics.pdf). Such an
app could be integrated with the existing Spires GIS to create a dynamic vacancy map.
The current anonymous reporting of potential code violations can also be used to provide
the city with information on observed vacant properties.
(http://spires2.cityoffrederick.com/codeenforcement/codecomplaint/)
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•

Registration of all non-residential and residential vacant properties in a jurisdiction, not
those in a particular zone, is recommended, again for both safety and economic
development reasons. Survey respondents require registration at 60-180 days of property
being identified as vacant. (NOTE: Labor costs can be minimized by tapping community
resources such as the many skilled, retired city residents who could easily populate
spreadsheets, as volunteers or part-time contract workers.) Focus the first six months of
implementation on non-residential property. Once the non-residential registration is in
place, repeat the process for residential vacancies.

•

Create an on-line registration system. Such a system automatically populates the vacancy
database, significantly minimizing the paperwork for staff who will be responsible for
inputting only mailed/hand delivered registration forms. As well, annual registration (and
notice of sale/occupancy) can be accomplished on-line, automatically updating property
status. SDHVP member contact with Hood College (Dr. G. Dimitoglou, Hood Computer
Sciences Department) is interested in participating in a project such as this, at no cost.
SUMMARY

The information provided supports the SDHVP’s assertion that City adoption of a VPRO and
associated fees and schedules will alleviate future long-term vacancies in its boundaries,
safeguarding residents, tourists, and responders from unanticipated threats from poorly
maintained or neglected properties. Additionally, City economic vitality is expanded including
assessed property tax recovery as well as sales taxes and sales and service costs to local
businesses in habitually vacant areas of the City. Administrative costs can be easily covered,
further protecting the City from some claims of fiscal burden. Let’s move forward to protect our
City like 11 other municipalities in Maryland!
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
MAYOR AND BOARD OF A LDERMEN
Submitted By: Alderman Ben MacShane
Presented By: Alderman Ben MacShane
Other Staff Present:

Date: 7/23/19

Meeting Dates
Workshop: 7/31/19
Business Meeting:
Public Meeting:
Agenda Item: Discussion of a proposed ordinance to amend the City Code concerning
registration of vacant properties
Background Information: The purpose and intent of this ordinance is to establish a
Vacant Property Registry for the City of Frederick as a mechanism to ensure the City’s
vibrancy and prosperity, protect the value of all property within its corporate limits,
enhance continued commercial and residential site development and/or restoration,
encourage responsible management, promote productive use of all structures, assure
public safety, health and welfare, prevent deterioration of vacant structures, and protect
the safety of first responders and emergency personnel.
Properties must register with the city within 90 days of vacancy, which requires the
payment of a registration fee and the submission of an inspection certificate. Failure to
register shall be considered a violation of the ordinance and properties will be placed onto
the registry by the Department of Public Works. Properties must renew their registration
annually, which will require another inspection certificate, and the payment of an
increasing registration renewal fee.
A building is considered vacant unless at least 31% or more of the total square footage is
occupied. However, if any part of the first floor “store front “of the structure is unoccupied,
regardless of the percentage, the building will be deemed a vacant non-residential
property. With respect to a residential structure, vacant means a structure that is not being
occupied by its owner, a tenant, or other person in lawful possession. In the case of a multiunit residential building, the building shall be deemed vacant unless 31% or more of the
individual units are occupied.

Committee Recommendations if Applicable: N/A
Fiscal Impact: Registration fee revenue and staff time requirements TBD
Recommendation: Move forward to Public Hearing

Supporting Documentation: Proposed ordinance
Director: _________________________________________________________ Date: ________________________
Concurrence Needed:

Initials
__________

☐ Legal:
☐ Budget:
__________
☐ Finance:
__________
☐ Purchasing:
__________
☐ Public Works Operations: __________
☐ Engineering:
__________
☐ Parks and Recreation:
__________
☐ Planning:
__________
☐ Police:
__________
☐ Human Resources:
__________
☐ Economic Development: __________
☐ Other:
__________

Date
__________
__________
__________
__________
__________
__________
__________
__________
__________
__________
__________
__________

Email

☐
☐
☐
☐
☐
☐
☐
☐
☐
☐
☐
☐

ORDINANCE NO. X
AN ORDINANCE OF THE CITY OF FREDERICK MARYLAND
REQUIRING REGISTRATION OF VACANT STRUCTURES
Submitted by:
Alderman Ben MacShane
Section 1.

Purpose

The purpose and intent of this ordinance is to establish a Vacant Property Registry
for the City of Frederick as a mechanism to ensure the City’s vibrancy and
prosperity, protect the value of all property within its corporate limits, enhance
continued commercial and residential site development and/or restoration,
encourage responsible management, promote productive use of all structures,
assure public safety, health and welfare, prevent deterioration of vacant
structures, and protect the safety of first responders and emergency personnel.
Section 2.

Scope

This ordinance shall apply to those structures within The City of Frederick,
Maryland that are designed and intended for a principal use for the property as
defined under the Land Management Code (ORDINANCE NO: G-15-15).
Registration of a vacant structure does not relieve an owner from compliance
with all applicable City of Frederick ordinances and regulations or all applicable
Frederick County and State of Maryland laws and regulations.
Section 3.

Definitions

For the purpose of this ordinance “Vacant” shall be defined as follows:
a)

With respect to a non-residential or mixed use structure, determined
by the first floor use that fronts the street regardless of uses in floors
above, vacant means a structure that is not occupied by its owner, a
tenant, or other person in lawful possession and at which
substantially all lawful use consistent with zoning regulations has
ceased. The presence of stored material, fixtures, or furniture will not
1

constitute occupancy if active use has ceased. A building is
considered vacant unless at least 31% or more of the total square
footage is occupied. However, if any part of the first floor “store
front “of the structure is unoccupied, regardless of the percentage,
the building will be deemed a vacant non-residential property.
b)

Section 4.

With respect to a residential structure, vacant means a structure that
is not being occupied by its owner, a tenant, or other person in lawful
possession. The presence of fixtures or furniture will not constitute
occupancy if residency has ceased. In the case of a multi-unit
residential building, the building shall be deemed vacant unless 31%
or more of the individual units are occupied.
Registry

a)

A vacant structure registry is hereby established and is to be
maintained.

b)

The Director of Public Works, or their designee, shall establish and
maintain the registry of vacant property within the City in order to:
1.

Track the length of time a property is vacant and therefore
enable identification of habitually vacant structures in the
future.

2.

Ensure that the vacant property is inspected on a periodic
basis, that minimum standards of upkeep are maintained, and
that the property does not become deteriorated or dangerous
due to lack of occupancy.

3.

Maintain a data base of owners and/or local representatives
who can be contacted when there are code violations and/or if
there is evidence of trespass or other unauthorized use of the
property, and to maintain in that data base information about
the property which will aid police and first responders when
the need arises.

2

Section 5.
a)

b)

Registration
Owners of vacant property are required to register their properties.
1.

The owner(s) of a property that is vacant upon the effective
date of this ordinance or which becomes vacant at any time
following the effective date shall register that property as
vacant with the Code Enforcement Department.

2.

The owner(s) must register their vacant property within 90
days after the effective date of this ordinance. Thereafter, an
owner must register a vacant property within 90 days from the
date the property becomes vacant (as defined in Section 3).

3.

Failure to register within the timeline specified in 5.a)2 will be
a violation of this ordinance.

In addition to owner registration, the City maintains the right to
identify vacant structures.
1.

The Director of Public Works may identify vacant properties
based upon an examination of any the following:
a.

very low water, electric, or gas service usage or if any of
those services have been disconnected.

b.

accumulation of mail or other materials not collected

c.

windows or doors covered or boarded

d.

the general condition of the property as observed from
the exterior. Property with evidence of severe neglect to
the structure or the premises can be presumed to be
vacant.

e.

statements by neighbors, delivery agents, or
government employees that the property is vacant

3

f.

2.

c)

d)

for non-residential properties with “street fronts”
indicating commercial use, business activities have not
resumed within 90 consecutive days.

Upon determination that a property is vacant, the Director will
notify owner(s) of each property and inform their that the
property has been identified as a vacant property and is
subject to this ordinance and that failure to register within 30
days of the Director’s notice will be a violation of the
ordinance.

Procedure for Appeals
1.

The owner(s) of property which the Director has deemed to be
vacant may appeal that decision by providing proof of
occupancy or lawful use to the Director within 30 days of
notification.

2.

The Director shall submit all material to a multi-departmental
panel (to be established) to consider if the property has been
lawfully occupied and therefore is not vacant.

Information that must be provided upon registration
To register a vacant property, the owner(s) must complete a
registration form obtained from the Department of Code
Enforcement providing information so that City personnel,
emergency responders, or utility company personnel may contact
the owner or a local representative in case of emergency, can access
utility connections rapidly, and be aware of any potentially
dangerous elements or conditions that a vacant property may
present.

e)

Registration Fees
1.

The fees to register a property as vacant shall be established
annually by resolution by the City at time of the adoption of
the budget.
4

2.

3.

Section 6.

Upon the adoption of this ordinance, those fees shall be:
a.

Initial registration $50.

b.

After one full year on the Registry, the renewal fee shall
be $250 for residential property and $500 for nonresidential property.

c.

Annual renewal after that shall be 200% of the prior
year’s fee.

If the fee required to register a vacant property is not paid, the
City may impose that fee and include it on the annual real
estate tax bill.

Inspection

a)

At registration, the owner shall provide an inspection certificate
using a checklist prepared by the Department of Code Enforcement.
The inspection standards shall be based upon the items found in
Section 3 of the Property Maintenance Code.

b)

Subject to the deferral noted below, a renewal of a registration after
one year (and all subsequent renewals) shall be accompanied by a
certification made by a home inspector or engineer using the
Department of Code Enforcement checklist.

c)

The Department of Code Enforcement may conduct inspections on
vacant properties when there is evidence of neglect or unsafe or
unsanitary conditions notwithstanding that a certificate has been
filed.

d)

Code Violations Must Be Corrected
If the inspection reveals defects or unsafe conditions, the Director or
their designee shall notify the owner(s) of the violation in a manner
prescribed for Notices of Violation, including collection of fines if the
Notice is ignored. {City Code Section 2-27. (5b)}. Such fines are in
addition to fees under Section 5.e).
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Section 7.
a)

Deferrals
Renewal fees and inspections will be deferred in certain situations.
1.

Section 8.

The owner of a residential property must register it as vacant
90 days after the owner or tenant ceases to occupy but the
annual renewal fee and inspections will be deferred
indefinitely if the owner provides the City with a plan for
maintenance and upkeep to a standard that would be equal to
that of an occupied property. The plan to care for the property
must include the names of a responsible person or entity who
will perform exterior maintenance and who will visit the
interior at least every 180 days to ensure the property is safe
and secure. Failure to abide by the agreed upon plan is
deemed a violation of this ordinance.

Severability

In case it shall be judicially determined that any word, phrase, clause, item,
sentence, paragraph, or section, or the application thereof to any property,
person or circumstance is invalid, the remaining provisions and the application
of such provisions to other properties, persons, or circumstances shall not be
affected thereby.
Section 9.

Violations and Penalties

In addition to the sanctions outlined elsewhere in the City Code, any owner(s)
who violates the provisions of the section shall be guilty of a municipal infraction
and subject to a fine of up to $1000. Each day a structure is vacant but not
registered shall be deemed a separate offense.
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Attachment 2: Petition to Mayor Michael O’Connor and the Board of Aldermen
Sense of the Community Re: Registering Vacant Properties
Petition to Mayor Michael O’Connor and the Board of Aldermen
City of Frederick, MD
We, the undersigned, support a vacant property registration for the City of Frederick as a
mechanism to:
• ensure the City’s vibrancy and prosperity,
• protect the value of all property within its corporate limits,
• enhance continued commercial and residential site development and/or restoration,
• encourage responsible management,
• promote productive use of vacant structures,
• assure public safety, health and welfare and protect the safety of first responders and
emergency personnel, and
• prevent deterioration of vacant structures
A Little Irish, Too
Artisinal Hair Company
Authentic Barber Co.
Ardor Home LLC
Bailey’s Treasures
Beans & Bagels
Best Kept Secrets Barber Shop
Black Hog Barbecue
Brass & Copper Shop
Bravura Arts & Framing
Bushwaller’s
Cacique
Café Anglais
Cole’s Pawnbrokers
Cowork Frederick
Crème de la Crème
Curious Iguana
Dancing Bear Toys
Dream House
Earthly Elements
Ecclectibles
Embark Skate Shop
En Masse
Fabulous Finds
Firestone’s Culinary Tavern
Fran Byrne’s Photography
Griffin Art Center
H&R Food Market
Harrison Enterprise
Heritage Interiors LLC
Hippy Chick Hummus
Hunting Creek Outfitters
Inn on Market
Joy Convenience
Loud Apothecary
Magoo’s Pub
Manny Mart
McClintock Distilling
Mirage Lounge
Molly’s Meanderings
Neutre Salon
North End Cleaners
North Market Pop Shop
The Orchard
Posh Boutique
Quality Shoe Repair
Red Rooster Chicken
Relish Décor
Retro-Metro
Rock & Roll Graveyard
SA Littles (Furniture)
Serendipity Market & More
Six East Salon & Spa
South Market Sandwich
Shop
Spin the Bottle Wine Co.
Terressentials
The Candy Kitchen
The Kitchenette
The Knot House
The Muse
The Pasta Palatte
The Record Exchange
The Spice & Tea Exchange
Tiara Day
TLC Bridal Boutique
Treaty General Store
Tried and True Barber
Up on Market
Venus on the Half Shell
Viniferous
Voila!
Volt
Wastler’s Barber Shop
Whitesell Pharmacy
Yaneth Reyes LLC

Attachment 3: Survey of Jurisdictions
Alderman MacShane contacted the 11 jurisdictions in Maryland that have enacted vacant property
registrations asking them to respond to a brief survey about their experience with
enacting/administering such an ordinance (see sample below).

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------email: mayorbuckley@annapolis.gov
The Honorable Gavin Buckley
Mayor, The City of Annapolis, Maryland
Dear Mayor Buckley:
I am writing to ask you, or someone on your staff, to take a few minutes to answer the seven questions
(below) concerning your Vacant Property Registration Ordinance. We in Frederick are considering such
an ordinance and it will be very helpful to have insight into the successes, challenges and unintended
consequences that others have experienced. Your answers these questions will help us to devise an
effective and realistic program to reduce the number of vacant or underutilized buildings in Frederick.
Thank you very much for your cooperation.
Sincerely,
Ben MacShane, Alderman
The City of Frederick. Maryland

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Dear Colleague,
Thank you for responding to the questions below. Please type your responses directly under the
questions and email your responses to me (bmacshane@cityoffrederick.com) by Friday, September
20, 2019.
Questionnaire regarding Vacant Property Registration Ordinances
1. During the VPR ordinance formulation/discussion process who (e.g., realtors, bankers, homeowners,
etc.) lobbied against the proposed ordinance, and what were their main arguments?
2. Who is specifically designated individual/agency for oversight and administration of VPRO? Is this a
contracted position, an existing staff person assigned to VPR oversight, a new hire?
3. Once the VPRO was enacted, how did you inform owners of their need to register? How do you
determine when a property becomes vacant? Was a voluntary registration program considered?
4. To what degree is overall compliance effective? Is there a difference in compliance between owners
of non-residential and residential properties (if applicable)?
5. What are your criteria for being able to enter property to inspect?
6. What have been the unintended consequences of the VPRO (unexpected costs, for example)?

7. What, if anything, would you have done differently in terms of the VPR development/enactment,
public information about/involvement in the process, VPR provisions (gaps, provisions not needed,
etc.)?
Six of the 11 jurisdictions responded. Below is an overall summary of responses as well as summaries of
responses to each question and individual responses.
Summary:
Overall, jurisdictions experienced little resistance to the process of developing/implementing a vacant
property registration. While minor adjustments have been made over time, most VPROs have been in
place for several years and have succeeded in preventing/minimizing blight and the attendant safety and
security issues.
Code enforcement departments are responsible for oversight and administration and the costs to the
jurisdictions are either absorbed (i.e., existing staff are assigned to perform all tasks associated with the
ordinance) or funds are allocated for additional staff. Some respondents note that fees and fines are
designed to offset costs to the jurisdiction.
Identification of vacant properties is not a voluntary action on the part of property owners. Rather it is a
code enforcement responsibility—via “field inspections” coupled with review of utility bills. Properties are
deemed “vacant” after the inspections, etc. reveal a property vacant for a certain number of days (90
and 180 days are both mentioned). Once a property is so identified, owners are advised of their
responsibility to register (e.g., Pocomoke’s registration form says compliance within 30 days of receiving
the notice). Registration can be accomplished on-line and fees vary.
Inspection at registration is not required although some jurisdictions require annual exterior and interior
inspections (it seems mostly by code enforcement staff). However, if code enforcement identifies an
urgent reason (e.g., significant structural deterioration), inspectors have the right to enter and inspect.
All respondents welcomed additional questions from Alderman MacShane (in either their responses to
questions or their emails).
Responses from 5 Jurisdictions:
(NOTE: Takoma Park referred us to their existing codes, so they are not reflected in the responses
below. Mt. Rainier’s responses below are derived from their narrative response not from answers to the
specific questions we asked.)
1. During the VPR ordinance formulation/discussion process how did you address the main concerns of
any resistant stakeholders (realtors, property owners, etc.)?
Overall, there was little resistance to the process or the outcome.
➢ Salisbury: No original resistance, and the fee was only $25. Change in 2017 to $200 caused some
resistance but jurisdiction asserted it was done to “encourage” property owners to take action
in order to prevent blight.

➢ Hagerstown: The vacant structure ordinances were adopted in 2006. The purpose of the
program was to address the blight in the communities having an economic impact on our
jurisdiction and our tax base. There were 4 discussions with the Mayor and City Council from
April to November of 2006. Many departments were involved with these Mayor and Council
discussions, Economic Development, Community Development, and Inspections. Paul cannot
recall all of the conversations but each of the Council discussions were to address general
concerns raised to pinpoint the vacant structure issue and how to license them. We have
revised the program twice since the original adoption in 2006. We adopted major program
changes in 2014 and made tweaks in 2018. The 2014 changes were staff driven to address the
concerns to effectively manage the vacant structure program. The tweaks in 2018 was to
address concerns raised about properties being listed for sale and clarify what the active permit
requirements to be exempted from the program.
➢ Seat Pleasant: The City of Seat Pleasant did not have any resistant from stakeholders. The main
concern is the requirement of bi-annual fee and the submission of the vacant property plan.
➢ Pocomoke: During the ordinance process we received very little feedback.
➢ Mt. Rainier: Does not address this.
2. Who is specifically designated individual/agency for oversight and administration of VPRO? Is this a
contracted position, an existing staff person assigned to VPR oversight, a new hire?
Oversight and administration are the responsibilities of Code Enforcement staff. It does not appear
as though additional staff were engaged. However, Hagerstown did revise their program to “better
focus on” blight by adding two positions to the Vacant Structures program.
➢ Salisbury: Code enforcement, with 5 full time officers. Two office staff help with registrations
that are online. Finance Department collects all fees and fines.
➢ Hagerstown: The Planning and Code Administration Department for the City of Hagerstown
oversees the Vacant Structure program. Paul Fulk manages the rental and vacant structure
programs for the City. The department already existed with rental licensing (2003) prior to
vacant structure licensing coming onboard (2006). It was absorbed within existing duties.
Existing staff could not meet the demands of the rental program with neighborhood complaints
along with the vacant structures, the vacant structures program was not being utilized as
intended. We tried to revamp the program with shifting some duties in 2010 to manage the
vacant structures. This was still unsuccessful in fully managing this program. In 2014, we made
some major changes to the ordinances to better focus on the blight situations in our
neighborhoods and fund 2 positions for the vacant structures program. One position to inspect
the properties and another position for administrative duties such as processing paperwork
associated with registration. The inspector position is currently vacant due to demands to focus
on building permit inspections. This has strained our existing staff again with being unable to
give the focus required on vacant structures. Paul Fulk’s contact information is phone 301-7398577 ext. 181 or pfulk@hagerstownmd.org<mailto:pfulk@hagerstownmd.org>

➢ Seat Pleasant: The City of Seat Pleasant assigned the task to the Neighborhood & Commercial
Compliance Division (Code Enforcement) Is this a contracted position, an existing staff person
assigned to VPR oversight, a new hire? The NCC staff are permanent employees of the City.
➢ Pocomoke: This ordinance is administered by the Planning and Zoning Department which
consists of 1 full time and one part-time code enforcement employee.
➢ Mt. Rainier: Code enforcement.
3. Once the VPRO was enacted, how did you inform owners of their need to register? How do you
determine when a property becomes vacant? Was a voluntary registration program considered?
It seems initial “informing” of owners resulted from code enforcement discoveries through “field
inspections” rather than informing the public that the VPRO has been enacted and owners of vacant
properties should register within a date certain. Other methods of determining vacancy are utility
billing starting with water, then electric and gas. Once vacancy has been identified, owners receive
notice to register. Thus, the initiative to identify vacant buildings rests with the City not the property
owner.
➢ Salisbury: Registration Information on-line under Code Enforcement. vacant identification
usually when code enforcement becomes aware. "Vacant" means no person or persons
actually, currently conduct a lawfully licensed business, or lawfully reside or live in any part of
the building as the legal or equitable owner(s) or tenant-occupant(s), on a permanent, nontransient basis. Vacant Building Registration (VBR) investigations are conducted as needed
whenever a vacant building is discovered by code enforcement. Checks are made to determine
if the property has been registered already and if not how long the property has been vacant.
Determining when the property became vacant is often done by investigating utility billing,
usually starting with city water (handled by our own finance department), then electric, and
possibly gas depending on the heating system. Registration required after 180 days vacant.
➢ Hagerstown: The first step we did was a block by block evaluation in our downtown. Paul Fulk
personally walked each block to determine which properties met the ordinance criteria. Outside
the downtown, we used low water and electric meter reads to determine which properties may
be vacant. Once a property was identified as vacant, we would send the SDAT owner a vacant
structure registration application with an explanation of why the program exists. Once the
owner received an application, they could register the property, disagree with our
determination as vacant, or ignore the registration. Some property owners registered and did
not challenge the determination. Few property owners challenged the determination and we
would meet them at the property so they could explain why the property should not be
registered. Many of the registrations were ignored because the applications were sent to the
property owners which were foreclosed on and no longer lived at the property. We wrote into
the ordinances in 2014 giving the City the ability to lien license fees, Maryland law allows
jurisdictions the ability to do this. If the vacant registration is ignored for 60 days, the license
fees are liened onto the real property tax. Typically, these liens are paid during the real
property taxes every June. From the conception of the program, license fees were based to
motivate property owners allowing vacant, blighted properties in our town to either pay a
license fee or sell the property to a person willing to make the property contributing to our

neighborhoods. PCAD feels the fees have motivated property owners to sell rather than pay a
license fee. We saw this significantly change in 2014 with the increased fees for licensing.
➢ Seat Pleasant: The NCC Division, which maintains the Vacant Property list had sent letters to
each vacant property owner. How do you determine when a property becomes vacant? The
NCC Inspectors has the responsibility of conducting field inspections in the community and we
receive notification from residents. Was a voluntary registration program considered? We
addressed the concerns of vacant properties be enacting the legislation to have each property
owner complete the annual and bi-annual vacant property registration/application form. No
voluntary program was considered.
➢ Pocomoke: We prepared a “Vacant Property Registration Form”. (See attached). This notice
were sent out by mail. We maintain a notebook of properties considered abandoned.
➢ Mt. Rainier: The main problem with enforcement was having an accurate person to call.
4. To what degree is overall compliance effective? Is there a difference in compliance between owners
of non-residential and residential properties (if applicable)?
Most jurisdictions do not differentiate in terms of compliance standards. 180 days was cited by two
jurisdictions as timeline for compliance. Hagerstown has two different ordinances (a holdover from
initial—2006—enactment). Pocomoke’s registration is required within 30 days of receiving a notice
re: “90 observable days…” of vacancy.
➢ Salisbury: The compliance standards apply to both residential and non-residential with the same
grace period of 180 days. We have found that a lot of commercial structures often have more
than one tenant and if the entire structure is not vacant we do not consider the structure
vacant. Some commercial structures are utilized primarily for storage which is a lawful use if
allowed by zoning in that area. From my experience, most of our VBR investigations are
conducted on residential dwellings.
➢ Hagerstown: We have two different ordinances for vacant structures, residential and nonresidential. In 2006 when the ordinances were originally adopted, the two ordinances made
since. The non-residential structures were specifically for the downtown zoning district and
residential was for the entire City. In 2014 when we made significant changes to the program,
we kept the two ordinance structure for simplicity of adopting new ordinances. They could have
been combined into one ordinance but our attorney recommend keeping them as two
separated ordinances. The compliance question can be difficult to answer because we see it at
two levels. Registration and inspections. We can answer more detailed questions on
compliance with the program and its effectiveness.
➢ Seat Pleasant: We feel that is highly effective program and we continue to research the
remaining owners of the vacant properties to bring them into compliance. Is there a difference
in compliance between owners of non-residential and residential properties (if applicable)? No,
we have been successful in having all individuals come into compliance upon being notified.

➢ Pocomoke: We identified approximately 90 properties/structures (the majority being
residential) as vacant/abandoned/blighted. About 30 properties have made improvements as a
result of the ordinance. Another 1/3 of properties have no responsible parties to go after. Many
of these latter properties are candidates for demolition. Additional follow-up is being directed to
the remaining properties over time. Staff time is somewhat limited due to keeping up with the
mowing of vacant-abandoned properties and staying on top of day to day property maintenance
issues
➢ Mt. Rainier: The City has the ability to go in and mow the lawn and board up a building and then
lien the property but that takes a lot of administrative work.
5. What are your criteria for being able to enter property to inspect?
Hagerstown’s ordinance requires annual interior and exterior inspection and requires exterior
maintenance so “residents or visitors” don’t know properties are vacant by their appearance. Seat
Pleasant only requires inspection of rental and business properties, not residential properties. All
jurisdictions provide for code enforcement entry if significant structural issues are found.
➢ Salisbury: The same criteria as any other code enforcement entry into a property is required.
Consent from the owner / tenant after proper identification of the code enforcement officer is
the usual process. Otherwise a Search warrant is required if entry was refused unless there are
immediate or exigent circumstances. That said, we don’t usually inspect vacant buildings just
for the purpose of registration.
➢ Hagerstown: We send a property owner/representative a request to inspect the property. If
they fail to respond, we make application to a judge for an Administrative Search Warrant. We
have only gone the warrant path a few times and these were typically for structures with
significant structural issues or partial collapses and no response from the owner. The
ordinance requires an annual interior and exterior inspection so our criteria to gain access is in
the ordinance itself. The purpose of our inspections is to ensure the structure is in sound
condition in the event a first responder (Police or Fire) have to enter the building. We do a
limited inspection on the interior. We can explain the scope of these inspections further at
another time if desired. The exterior is held to the same standards as all other structures in
Hagerstown. We do not want residents or visitors to know properties are vacant in the
community by the look of them. So exteriors are maintained to the same standards as all
properties.
➢ Seat Pleasant: We only require inspection of rental and businesses.
➢ Pocomoke: Our City Code gives staff authorization to inspect any premises upon proper notice
and identification to determine the extent of code violations. In addition to this ordinance, for
long term vacancies with no water or electric service, we require staff inspections to determine
the condition of the unit and to require the property to be brought up to code, prior to service
being restored.
➢ Mt. Rainier: The vacant building ordinance required that the owner of the building develop a
written maintenance plan with city staff (which did not work, according to the respondent) and

the City did not have staff to write a plan for the absentee owner. In response an amendment
was approved to place the burden on the owner and if a plan was not submitted then a fine
could be imposed.
6. What have been the unintended consequences of the VPRO (unexpected costs, for example)?
None of the responding jurisdictions experienced unintended consequences, although Hagerstown
had to spend money to secure unsecure properties. This cost is billed to the owner and, if necessary,
a lien is placed on the property.
➢ Salisbury: I am not aware of any unexpected consequences or costs. Previously this code was
not prioritized with code enforcement but we are changing that. Currently we are examining
how we are tracking the renewals in-house and trying to make sure our vacant property list is up
to date with known vacant properties. One consequence of increased enforcement however is
that we are identifying some of the vacant properties as real problems due to lack of owner
response or involvement. Some of these properties are tied up in estate issues after the owner
died or the owner died and there is no estate set up. Those properties usually have other
significant code enforcement issues and are going to need special attention and action to get
turned around.
➢ Hagerstown: We have not seen any unintended costs with the program. The one costs to be
aware of is securing the vacant structures. We come across a number of properties that are
unsecured and owners do not respond to request for the securing them. We have to expend
funds for the securing but we bill and at times lien the fees onto the property. Our budget for
this expense is less than $1,000 a year.
➢ Seat Pleasant: We have not faced in consequences or unexpected costs to enforce this process.
➢ Pocomoke: There have been no negative unintended consequences of the ordinance. It is an
important enforcement tool. On the positive side, it allows property owners to set up a
reasonable schedule to conduct repairs for more serious housing problems.
➢ Mt. Rainier: See Response to # 5. Also, the VPRO was enacted around 1999 when there were
dozens of blighted homes and some empty storefronts and old apartment buildings, some
owned by HUD and banks. Implementation was a problem, as there are only 900 single family
homes, and 75% of residents are in huge, well-maintained apartment complexes. Code
enforcement (2 or 3 people) are responsible to inspect each unit in those as well.
7. What, if anything, would you have done differently in terms of the VPR development/enactment,
public information about/involvement in the process, VPR provisions (gaps, provisions not needed,
etc.)?
Jurisdictions seem to agree that, in hindsight, their process and resulting ordinance were
appropriate. Over time, some have modified their ordinance or their processes but none seem to
regret their decision to enact the VPRO. All encouraged Frederick officials to contact them directly for
additional information, guidance, insights.

➢ Salisbury: I believe our code for vacant buildings is fairly adequate as it stands. If I could go back
in time, I would have had the previous code enforcement officials prioritize this issue sooner.
➢ Hagerstown: Since our program has evolved over the last 13 years, we have been able to adjust
to the circumstances presented along the way. Early on with our first ordinance, we could not
capture structures that were vacant but met general public’s concern of a vacant property.
During the development of the most recent revisions, we received input from the general public
and realtors about modifications that would help improve the ability to get the properties to
change ownership. Our general advice would be:
•

Residential and non-residential registration should include the entire jurisdiction. Do not
focus on one area. As mentioned before, we concentrated an area for non-residential
structures in our original ordinance. We were unable to address these types of structures
outside of our downtown, at time a property one block away from the designated area did
not qualify for the program. This was frustrating to the citizens and staff.

•

It will be difficult for Frederick to define what is vacant with no rental registration program.
An owner could argue they are seeking a good/contributing tenant for the property. A good
tenant could take some time to find. A time limit on when a property is vacant seeking a
tenant versus when a property is just vacant may be difficult to identify/clarify. If a property
is in our rental program and remains vacant for 2 consecutive license years, we contact the
owner about why the property remains vacant. This has proven to be successful with
identifying rental versus vacant.

•

We would suggest defining vacant as the entire structure. If a multi-unit structure has only
one unit vacant, we do not consider the property or unit as vacant. To qualify for the
program, the entire structure must be vacant.

•

An expense to consider is a property abatement fund. The purpose of the program is to
minimize the impact vacant structures can have in neighborhoods and the tax base.
Hagerstown just added a property abatement fund a few years ago to abate major code
violations on properties. The fund has predominately been used to demolish
unsafe/structurally unstable structures so far.

•

We can meet with you or any official from Frederick to answer questions about
Hagerstown’s vacant structure program. Planning and Code Administration Department
Committed to Safety, Dedicated to Partnership and Progress

➢ Seat Pleasant: The NCC Supervisors feels that the development, enactment and public
involvement was a great process and no recommended changes are required. If you have any
questions or need additional information regarding the above matter, please feel free to contact
me directly on 301-336-2600 or by e-mail at
Dashaun.lanham@seatpleasantmd.gov<mailto:Dashaun.lanham@seatpleasantmd.gov>.
➢ Pocomoke: I can’t think of anything that we would have done differently. The process of
adopting new ordinances was followed and the public had ample opportunity to comment on
this prior to adoption.

➢ Mt. Rainier: A recent development that works very quickly is to designate vacant buildings as a
different tax category. We already had a list of the registered buildings, so we send that list to
the county tax office and the property tax rate on those properties is almost double what is
charged for occupied homes. In the last two years, we have seen many of the long-time vacant
homes go on the market. We had some that had been vacant for 30 or more years suddenly
sold and renovated. Some owners came in and tried to claim the property was NOT vacant. But
we look at whether there are utility bills, condition of property, etc. In most cases the nearby
neighbors know darn good and well which house is occupied or not. We did not anticipate the
effect of the higher tax rate when the new buyer went to get a mortgage. The escrow was being
calculated on the most recent tax bill which of course was double normal. But we have worked
out a system to deal with mortgage lenders and explain the tax rate and how to lower it. Bottom
line is that the development of the list facilitated the new higher tax rate that got the vacancy
rate reduced.

City of Hagerstown, Maryland
One East Franklin St., Hagerstown MD 21740

301-790-4163 ext. 103

ANNUAL APPLICATION FOR VACANT NON-RESIDENTIAL STRUCTURE LICENSE

Date:

APPLICANT NAME & ADDRESS
Primary Phone #:
Secondary Phone #:
Fax #:
Email:

Property being Registered:________________________________________________________

RESIDENT AGENT

EMERGENCY CONTACT

(if different from applicant)

(if corporation or LLC)

Name:
Address:

Name:
Primary Phone #:
Secondary Phone #:
Fax #:
Email:

Primary Phone #:
Secondary Phone #:
Fax #:
Email:

ANNUAL LICENSING FEE $ _________________ (Fee is non-refundable.)
Vacant Non-Residental Structure
(1) Two hundred dollars ($250.00) at inital applicaton
(2) Five hundred dollars ($500.00) at frst annual applicaton renewal
(3) One thousand dollars($1,000.00) at second and each subsequent annual applicaton renewal
Vacant Blighted Non-Residental Structure
(1) Five hundred dollars ($500.00) at inital applicaton
(2) One thousand dollars($1,000.00) at frst annual applicaton renewal and each subsequent annual applicaton
renewal
(a “blighted” non-residental structure is a vacant structure that has a pending acton to foreclose a mortgage or deed
of trust, exhibits objectvely determinable signs of deterioraton sufcient to consttute a threat to human beings,
safety, and public welfare, or has been placarded by the City as uninhabitable
)

Checks should be made payable to the City of Hagerstown

Please read Page 2 for important additional information.
I affirm that the information on this application is true and correct to the best of my knowledge and belief .

_______________________________________________________________________________________
Signature (mandatory)
Printed Name
Date

What properties need to be licensed?
The Code of the City of Hagerstown, Chapter 232, states that any non-residential structure located in the City of Hagerstown is required to be licensed
if it meets one of the following definitions:
· Vacant Non-Residential Structure - Any non-residential structure that is vacant for a continuous six (6) month period. For properties with

multiple structures, such as shopping centers with PAD sites, if any individual structure is vacant for a continuous six (6) month period, that
structure shall be subject to this requirement.
· Vacant Blighted Non-Residential Structure - Any non-residential structure that is vacant with a pending action to foreclose a mortgage or deed

of trust; or is vacant with a blighted condition (a condition that exhibits objectively determinable signs of deterioration sufficient to constitute a
threat to human health, safety, and public welfare); or has been placarded by the City as uninhabitable. For properties with multiple structures,
such as shopping centers with PAD sites, if any individual structure meets this definition, that structure shall be subject to this requirement.

Why is licensing required?
In order to ensure the safety of first responders and emergency personnel, as well as the health and safety of the general public and to support property
values within the City, vacant structures within the corporate limits of the City of Hagerstown must be licensed and regularly inspected.

How long is the license valid?
One year. We will send you a license renewal form each year before the anniversary date, as long as you own the structure and it remains vacant.
Please contact the office if you sell the property or it is no longer vacant.

Are any vacant non-residential structures exempt from being licensed?
Yes. For the calculation of the continuous six (6) month period required to satisfy the definition of a Vacant Non-Residential Structure, the following
periods of time shall not be included:
1.
2.

The one (1) year period immediately following the issuance of a Certificate of Occupancy for new construction.
Any time period during which active work is being legally performed pursuant to a valid permit issued by the City.

What is included in the inspection?
Interior inspections are limited to the vacant portion(s) of the structure to assure compliance with all applicable property maintenance, fire, and other
City codes for unoccupied structures. Inspectors will be examining the general interior, attic & basement, plumbing, mechanical systems, and fire
protection, with a focus on ensuring the structure is safe and sound and will not present a danger to any responding emergency personnel. The building
exterior is checked to ensure that doors and windows of a vacant structure are securely closed to prevent unauthorized entry and that the owner
maintains the structure enough to ensure there is minimal negative economic effect on the neighborhood. A full checklist of all items included in an
inspection is available from Planning and Code Administration.

Are there any additional maintenance requirements?
Yes. In addition to meeting the inspection requirements noted above, an owner of a Vacant Non-Residential Structure or Vacant Blighted
Non-Residential Structure shall maintain the structure to the following standards, which are based on the Crime Prevention Through Environmental
Design.
A. Exterior lighting at all entry doors.
1.
Shall be illuminated from dusk to dawn
2.
Shall be directed downward and away from adjoining premises
3.
Shall maintain one footcandle of light measured at one foot above the ground to a minimum distance of twenty feet from
the center of any entry door.
a.
Exterior lighting is not required at any entry door where street lighting meets the minimum illumination level of
this section.
B. All entry doors shall have engaged deadbolt locks.
1.
Doors not capable of deadbolt locks shall be secured in an approved manner
C. All exterior sliding doors shall have lift and slide protection.
D. All windows shall have lift and slide protection.
E. All shrubbery, hedges, trees, or similar vegetation shall be maintained so that a clear view of the entry doors from the public
sidewalk or street is not impeded.

How often are inspections conducted?
The exterior will be inspected annually. The interior of a vacant non-residential structure will be inspected in accordance with the following schedule:
Vacant Non-Residential Structures - At first renewal and annually thereafter
Vacant Blighted Non-Residential Structures - At initial application and on an annual basis thereafter

City of Hagerstown, Maryland

301-790-4163 ext. 103

One East Franklin St., Hagerstown MD 21740

ANNUAL APPLICATION FOR VACANT RESIDENTIAL STRUCTURE LICENSE

Date:

APPLICANT NAME & ADDRESS
Primary Phone #:
Secondary Phone #:
Fax #:
Email:

Property being Registered:________________________________________________________

RESIDENT AGENT

EMERGENCY CONTACT

(if different from applicant)

(if corporation or LLC)

Name:
Address:

Name:
Primary Phone #:
Secondary Phone #:
Fax #:
Email:

Primary Phone #:
Secondary Phone #:
Fax #:
Email:

ANNUAL LICENSING FEE $ _________________ (Fee is non-refundable.)

Vacant Residental Structure
One hundred dollars ($100.00) at inital applicaton and each subsequent applicaton renewal
Vacant Blighted Residental Structure
Five hundred dollars ($500.00) at inital applicaton and each subsequent applicaton renewal
(a “blighted” residental structure, single or mult-unit, is a vacant structure that has a pending acton to foreclose a
mortgage or deed of trust, exhibits objectvely determinable signs of deterioraton sufcient to consttute a threat to
human beings, safety, and public welfare, or has been placarded by the City as uninhabitable
)

Checks should be made payable to the City of Hagerstown

Please read Page 2 for important additional information.
I affirm that the information on this application is true and correct to the best of my knowledge and belief .

_______________________________________________________________________________________
Signature (mandatory)
Printed Name
Date

What properties need to be licensed?
Per the Code of the City of Hagerstown, Chapter 233, any residential structure, single or multi-unit, that has been completely vacant for a continuous
six (6) month period; or is vacant with pending action to foreclose on a mortgage or deed of trust; or is vacant with blighted conditions; or has been
placarded by the City as uninhabitable is deemed to be a vacant residential structure and must be licensed.

Why is licensing required?
In order to ensure the safety of first responders and emergency personnel, as well as the health and safety of the general public and to support property
values within the City, vacant structures within the corporate limits of the City of Hagerstown must be licensed and regularly inspected.

How long is the license valid?
Vacant residential structure licenses are good for one year. We will send you a license renewal form each year before the anniversary date, as long as
you own the structure and it remains vacant. Please contact the office if you sell the unit or it is no longer vacant.

Are any vacant residential structures exempt from being licensed?
Yes. For the calculation of the continuous six (6) month period required to satisfy the definition of Vacant Residential Structure, the following periods
of time shall not be included:
1. The one (1) year period immediately following the issuance of a Certificate of Occupancy for new construction.
2. Any time period during which active work is being legally performed pursuant to a valid permit issued by the City.
3. Also, a structure that falls within the definition of a Vacant Non-Residential Structure pursuant to Chapter 232 of the City Code.

What is included in the inspection?
The exterior and interior of the vacant structure shall be inspected on an annual basis. The interior inspection is limited to the vacant portion(s) of the
structure to assure compliance with all applicable property maintenance, fire and other City codes for unoccupied structures. Inspectors will be
examining the general interior, attic & basement, plumbing, mechanical systems and fire protection, with a focus on ensuring the structure is safe and
sound and will not present a danger to any responding emergency personnel. The exterior will be checked to ensure that doors and windows of a vacant
structure are securely closed to prevent unauthorized entry and that the owner maintains the structure enough to ensure there is minimal negative
economic effect on the neighborhood. A complete checklist of items to be inspected is available from Planning and Code Administration.

Are there any additional maintenance requirements?
Yes. In addition to meeting the inspection requirements noted above, an owner of a Vacant Residential Structure or Vacant Blighted Residential
Structure shall maintain the structure to the following standards, which are based on the Crime Prevention through Environmental Design.
A. Exterior lighting at all entry doors.
1. Shall be illuminated from dusk to dawn
2. Shall be directed downward and away from adjoining premises
3. Shall maintain one footcandle of light measured at one foot above the ground to a minimum distance of twenty feet from
the center of any entry door.
a.
Exterior lighting is not required at any entry door where street lighting meets the minimum illumination level of
this section.
B. All entry doors shall have engaged deadbolt locks.
1. Doors not capable of deadbolt locks shall be secured in an approved manner
C. All exterior sliding doors shall have lift and slide protection.
D. All windows shall have lift and slide protection.
E. All shrubbery, hedges, trees, or similar vegetation shall be maintained so that a clear view of the entry doors from the public
sidewalk or street is not impeded.

What happens if I fail to register my vacant residential structure?
Any owner violating the provisions of this City Code shall be guilty of a municipal infraction and subject to a fine of up to $500.00. Each day a
structure is not in compliance with the code shall be deemed a separate and distinct violation.

How often are inspections conducted?
The exterior will be inspected annually. The interior of a vacant residential structure will be inspected in accordance with the following schedule:
Vacant Residential Structures - At first renewal and annually thereafter
Vacant Blighted Residential Structures - At initial application and on an annual basis thereafter

