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Good morning, and thank you for the opportunity to testify.  My name is Garrett O’Dwyer, and 
I’m the Policy and Communications Associate for the Philadelphia Association of Community 
Development Corporations (PACDC) and I represent PACDC on the Vacant Property Review 
Committee (VPRC).  As you know, PACDC has been a strong advocate for efficient, effective 
property disposition in Philadelphia and has been engaged in a range of efforts to reform these 
systems. I am pleased to be able to be here today and offer comments on this bill.     
 
We applaud Council President Clarke’s efforts to hold those who receive public property 
accountable to the obligations and commitments they have made to Philadelphians. Far too 
often property owners fail to meet these requirements for far too long – sometimes by months, 
sometimes by years, sometimes by over a decade, and sometimes they never meet them at all. 
It’s clear that many simply don’t take seriously the City’s willingness or capacity to assert its 
interests and hold grantees responsible.  
 
We offer the following recommendations that we believe will improve upon the goals 
underlying this legislation: 
  
1) We feel that this legislation would be stronger and have a greater impact if it mandated 
language that specifically empowered the VPRC to assess penalties for property owners seeking 
to sell a property at profit when their obligations have not been fulfilled.  In one recent case a 
developer had acquired properties ten years prior with one year construction requirements for 
low-income or senior housing. During this time the properties remained vacant and were 
subject to CLIP violations. However, when the owner came to the VPRC seeking permission to 
sell the properties, with the income requirements removed, for a windfall of $111,000 in profit 
our only choices were to approve the sale or execute reversionary interest which was not an 
option.  
 
Ideally the VPRC would have been able to assess penalties against these profits for failure to 
comply. Even in cases where the City could take a property back, it may be a better option to 
negotiate a payment to allow development to move forward with a new owner rather than 
keep it vacant as it moves through acquisition and disposition systems.  
 
Our understanding is that the VPRC has this power in theory but can only utilize it if there’s 
specific language in the deed to that effect. We feel that inclusion of a provision in this bill 



 2 

mandating such language would enhance the stated goal of holding grantees accountable and 
ensuring that no one is able to game the system at the expense of communities and neighbors 
forced to contend with ongoing vacancy and blight.   
 
2) Another outstanding issue is enforcement. The VPRC is already mandated to attach language 
to all deeds that provides explicit powers to take back properties that have failed to meet the 
requirements set forth. Our understanding is that the unwillingness to execute this reversionary 
interest is due to the lack of preceding enforcement actions over long periods of time. It’s 
unclear whether this new language will change the City’s position without overall changes to 
enforcement coupled with a greater resolve to execute reversionary interest when appropriate. 
It’s critical that Council and the Administration work together to improve these enforcement 
mechanisms for the goals of this legislation to be realized. 
 
3) Lastly, to address concerns that mandating this stronger language could affect project 
financing we recommend that the VPRC be given discretionary power to substitute currently 
used reversionary interest language in appropriate circumstances. 
 
Thank you very much Chairman Henon, Vice Chair Greenlee, and to the Committee for allowing 
me this opportunity to testify. 
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