
Schuylkill County Hazard Mitigation Plan 

March 2019 

4.3-1 

SECTION 4.3.1. BLIGHT

4.3 Hazards of Concern 

The following sections assess each hazard of concern.  For each hazard, there is a profile and vulnerability assessment.  

The profile includes the hazard description; its location and extent; range of magnitude, past occurrence and future 

occurrence. The vulnerability assessment includes the impact to life, health and safety; impact to general building stock 

and critical facilities; impact to the economy; impact to the environment; impact to future growth and development; 

and effect of climate change on vulnerability. 

4.3.1 BLIGHT 

PROFI LE

Blight is defined as a vacant property that is a public nuisance; condemned under the municipal code; seriously tax 

delinquent or abandoned.   An abandoned property under current state law consists of any building that has not been 

legally occupied for at least 12 months and is also a blighted property meeting any of the following: 

 Premises which, because of physical condition or use are regarded as a public nuisance in accordance with the local 

housing, building, plumbing, fire, and related codes and ordinances, including nuisance and dangerous building 

ordinances 

 Premises which, because of physical condition, use, or occupancy, are considered an attractive nuisance to children, 

including, but not limited to, abandoned wells, shafts, basements, excavations, and unsafe fences or structures 

 A dwelling which, because it is dilapidated, unsanitary, unsafe, vermin-infested condition, or lacking in the facilities 

and equipment required under the housing code of the municipality, has been designated by the municipal 

department responsible for enforcement of the code as unfit for human habitation 

 A structure which is a fire hazard or is otherwise dangerous to the safety of persons or property 

 A structure from which the utilities, plumbing, heating, water, sewage or other facilities have been disconnected, 

destroyed, removed, or rendered ineffective so that the property is unfit for its intended use 

 A vacant or unimproved lot or parcel of ground in a predominantly built-up neighborhood which by reason of 

neglect or lack of maintenance, has become a place for accumulations of trash and debris or a haven for rodents 

or other vermin 

 An unoccupied property which has been tax delinquent for a period of two years 

 A property which is vacant but not tax delinquent and which has not been rehabilitated within one year of the 

receipt of notice to rehabilitate from the appropriate code enforcement agency (Schuylkill County HMP 2013). 

In 2012, a Pennsylvania law was signed to allow local governments to take control of blighted properties and cancel tax 

liens and bank foreclosures, so the land can be sold to responsible owners or developers willing to improve the 

neighborhoods.  Governor Tom Corbett signed the Land Bank Act in October 2012 to streamline the process of returning 

delinquent properties to tax rolls in municipalities struggling to boost their tax bases (Boren 2012). 

Location and Extent 

In Schuylkill County, blight is a substantial issue and a top priority of municipal officials to address.   Blight conditions 

could occur anywhere within Schuylkill County; however, it is more likely to occur in those municipalities with a greater 

vacancy rate (occupied/vacant housing) and/or those with an older housing stock (Error! Reference source not found.).  
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According to the American Community Survey, the total vacancies in Schuylkill County have been generally increasing 

since 2009; refer to Table 4.3.1-1 below.  The vacancy rate in Schuylkill County is approximately 25% greater than the 

average vacancy rate in Pennsylvania and across the U.S. (estimated at 12%).   

Table 4.3.1-1. Housing Unit Occupancy Status in Schuylkill County 

Year 
Total Housing 

Units 

Occupancy Status

Occupied Vacant % Vacant 

2016 68,954 58,341 10,613 15.4%

2015 69,143 58,554 10,589 15.3%

2014 69,232 59,122 10,110 14.6%

2013 69,147 59,658 9,489 13.7%

2012 69,333 60,121 9,212 13.3%

2011 69,335 60,029 9,306 13.4%

2010 69,271 60,347 8,924 12.9%

2009 69,906 60,835 9,071 13.0%

Source:  U.S. Census Bureau, 2012-2016 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates  

It should be noted that the housing units indicated as vacant by the U.S. Census can be vacant for several reasons 

including: 1) for rent; 2) rented, not occupied; 3) for sale only; 4) sold, not occupied; 5) for seasonal, recreational or 

occasional use; 6) for migratory workers or 7) other.  For example, North Union and East Union Townships located in 

the northern portion of the County have a very high vacancy rate; however, both have over 50-percent vacancies 

attributed to seasonal, recreational or occasional use due to a larger number of seasonal/part-time residents. 

To correlate the U.S. Census vacant housing statistics to blight, we need to examine the municipalities with the ‘other 

vacant’ category.  Table 4.3.1-2 summarizes the top ten (10) municipalities with the greatest number of vacant housing 

units in the ‘other vacant’ category and therefore more likely to experience blight. Refer to Figure 4.3-1 for the 

distribution of percent of ‘other vacant’ housing units across the County. 

Table 4.3.1-2. Top Ten Municipalities with the Greatest Number of ‘Other Vacant’ Housing Units in Schuylkill County 

Municipality 

Total 
Housing 

Units 

Occupancy Status

Number of 
Vacant Housing 

Units (All 
Categories) 

Number of 
‘Other Vacant’ 
Housing Units 

Percent (%) 
‘Other Vacant’ 
of Total Vacant 
Housing Units 

(All Categories) 

Percent (%) 
‘Other Vacant’ of 

Total Housing 
Units 

Shenandoah Borough 3,112 899 547 60.8% 17.6% 

Pottsville City 7,040 1009 429 42.5% 6.1% 

Mahanoy City Borough 2,414 634 378 59.6% 15.7% 

Ashland Borough 1,677 376 230 61.2% 13.7% 

Tamaqua Borough 3,566 531 230 43.3% 6.4% 

Frackville Borough 1,977 320 194 60.6% 9.8% 

West Mahanoy Township 1,499 273 170 62.3% 11.3% 

Saint Clair Borough 1,598 216 146 67.6% 9.1% 
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Municipality 

Total 
Housing 

Units 

Occupancy Status

Number of 
Vacant Housing 

Units (All 
Categories) 

Number of 
‘Other Vacant’ 
Housing Units 

Percent (%) 
‘Other Vacant’ 
of Total Vacant 
Housing Units 

(All Categories) 

Percent (%) 
‘Other Vacant’ of 

Total Housing 
Units 

Minersville Borough 2,315 324 138 42.6% 6.0% 

Girardville Borough 807 178 108 60.7% 13.4% 

Source:  U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 

Note: The ‘other vacant’ housing units best correlate to blight.   

Figure 4.3.1-1.  ‘Other Vacant’ Housing Units, Census 2010 

It is interesting to note that nearly 40 municipalities have housing stock with a median year built of 1939 or older; refer 

to Figure 4.3.1-2.  These areas of Schuylkill County may also be more susceptible to blight, and the hardships associated 

with blight.  According to a recent article, there are approximately 270 blighted buildings in the City of Pottsville alone 

(Bianco, 2017).   
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Figure 4.3.1-2.  Housing Unit Median Year Built, Census 2016 

Range of Magnitude 

Quantifying the hazard impact is difficult at this time given the lack of standardized record-keeping by municipalities.  

However, as data becomes available, the costs that vacant and abandoned properties impose upon communities will 

be tracked and reported.  This data may include what the National Vacant Properties Campaign define in their report 

“Vacant Properties: The True Costs to Communities” as the costs that vacant and abandoned properties impose upon 

communities, including: 

 Costs to Municipal Services – Crime, Arson and Accidental Fires, Public Nuisances and Health,  

 Decreased Property Values and Tax Revenues – Lost Tax Revenue, Lower Property Values 

 Costs to Homeowners – Higher Insurance Premiums, Poorer Quality of Life (Schuylkill County HMP 2013). 

Past Occurrence 

In January 2017, Schuylkill County was awarded a grant for $1.4 million from the State to demolish and remediate 

blighted properties throughout the County.  The following municipalities received funding to address blighted 
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properties within their community.  It should be noted that while the communities below received grant funding, other 

municipalities in Schuylkill County have blighted properties.   

 The Borough of Minersville received $200,000 to demolish the former American Legion building and turn the area 

into a community park.  

 The Borough of Shenandoah received a portion of the grant to demolish 13 homes along Centre Street that were 

destroyed by a fire in 2016.  Two properties, one on North Main Street and one on West Coal Street, were also 

taken down in the Borough. 

 The Borough of Mahanoy City received $420,000 to demolish the Kaier Brewery building on Main Street.  After 

demolition, the site was transformed into a community park and playground, as part of Phase IV of the Borough’s 

Central Business District Streetscape Revitalization Program.  

 The City of Pottsville was awarded Community Development Block Grant money to demolish approximately nine 

blighted properties.  With the January 2017 funds, the City tore down eight blighted properties.   

Future Occurrence 

Predicting the future occurrence for blight is difficult.  It is anticipated that during the five-year performance period of 

this plan, Schuylkill County will continue to experience the impacts of blight; however, with the various programs and 

grants available, the County has the potential to continue to reduce the number of blighted properties.   

The Core Planning Team ranked the hazards according to relative risk.  The probability of occurrence, or likelihood of 

the event, is one parameter used for ranking hazards.  The probability of occurrence for blight in Schuylkill County is 

considered ‘highly likely” (greater than 90% annual probability) as defined by the Risk Factor Methodology probability 

criteria (Section 4.4).  Blight is ranked as a high-risk hazard in Schuylkill County. 

VULNE RA BI LITY  ASSE SSMEN T

To understand risk, a community must evaluate assets exposed and vulnerable within the identified hazard area.  The 

following section discusses potential impacts of the blight hazard on Schuylkill County, including:  

 Impacts on (1) life, health, and safety; (2) general building stock and critical facilities; (3) the economy; (4) the 

environment; and (5) future growth and development 

 Effect of climate change on vulnerability 

 Further data collections that will assist in understanding this hazard over time. 

Blighted and vacant properties can have profound impacts on a community.  These include, but are not limited to, 

damage to the fabric of the community, cost significant dollars to maintain or respond to, and erode the local tax base 

because of the tax delinquency often associated with blighted properties (Delta Development Group, 2013). A 

qualitative assessment was conducted to evaluate the assets exposed and the potential impacts associated with the 

blight hazard.  The U.S. Census data for Schuylkill County, as well as other federal and local sources and academic 

reports were referenced to support this evaluation.   

Impact on Life, Health, and Safety 

Research indicates a correlation between housing and neighborhood conditions and the well-being of residents.  The 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) developed the Healthy People 2020 Initiative to “create social and 

physical environments that promote good health for all.”  The initiative identifies five key “social determinants of 
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health” – economic stability, education, social and community context, health and healthcare, and neighborhood and 

built environment (CDC, 2018).  Blighted conditions contribute to the neighborhood and built environment determinant 

(i.e., poor housing quality, crime and violence, and deteriorated environmental conditions) and in turn have negative 

implications on public health.   

A report written by the Urban Institute and Columbia University looked at the impacts of blight on health; at the 

individual and neighborhood level.  Living near vacant homes, abandoned buildings and vacant lots may lead to lower 

literacy scopes for pre-K children, stunted brain and physical development in children, mass retreat into unhealthy 

eating and exercise habits, violence, higher rates of chronic illness and a breakdown of social networks and capital.  

Additionally, the report found blighted areas “create a climate of social and psychological disorder that attracts criminal 

activity and violence and becomes a breeding ground for vermin” (de Lean and Schilling, 2017). 

Abandoned or condemned structures can be a danger to the physical health of the community.  As discussed earlier, 

these structures present unsafe conditions to the public.  If they are not properly secured or boarded up, a person may 

be able to enter the structure and put him- or herself at risk to physical harm.  Vermin and other wildlife that nest 

within these structures can bring diseases and other nuisances like noise and unpleasant scents to the community.  A 

resident of New Philadelphia described living next to an abandoned structure facing these problems, and noted the 

presence of animals, both living and deceased, and the scent that filled the air as “like a rotting smell, a flesh rotting 

smell” (Bianco, 2016).   

Impact on General Building Stock, Critical Facilities, and the Economy 

Overall the general building stock and critical facility inventory in the County will not be directly affected as a result of 

blight, because the effects of the physical condition of a structure are isolated to that specific structure.  The physical 

effects of blighted areas discussed in the previous section can lead to residents leaving a neighborhood due to the 

area’s deteriorating condition.  This could then potentially lead to more vacant and/or abandoned structures in the 

neighborhood and expand the blighted areas causing an increased drain on municipal and emergency resources. 

As structures continue to age there are increased costs to maintain their physical condition.  These maintenance costs 

can be a challenge for low-income residents causing the continued deterioration of the building stock and increase the 

number of blighted structures. 

Businesses located near blighted neighborhoods may be impacted as the aesthetics of the neighborhood will act as a 

deterrent to those that do not reside there.  Blight prevents new, private investments into the neighborhoods it is 

prevalent.  The values of real estate in the surrounding area are undermined, which makes market driven 

redevelopment unlikely (Delta Development Group, 2013).   

Impacts to County and local governments to address blighted buildings can be immense.  As noted above, the following 

are economic impacts associated with blighted properties: 

 Costs to Municipal Services – Crime, Arson and Accidental Fires, Public Nuisances and Health,  

 Decreased Property Values and Tax Revenues – Lost Tax Revenue, Lower Property Values 

 Costs to Homeowners – Higher Insurance Premiums, Poorer Quality of Life (Schuylkill County HMP 2013). 
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In addition, blighted properties have a higher fire risk.  The Schuylkill County Fire Chiefs Association initiated a process 

with the local electric company to disconnect the electrical utilities to blighted buildings. 

Impact on the Environment 

As discussed above, blighted areas can attract vermin and wildlife to the neighborhood, and with them, unwanted pests 

and diseases could infect the environment.  Older, abandoned structures may have been built before current building 

codes were adopted with significant physical or health hazards, including damaged plumbing, gas leaks, or lead (Ross, 

Parsons, and Vallas 2016).  These pollutants can leach out from the structures and affect the surrounding environment.  

Pollutants, like lead or sewage, could infiltrate surrounding ground water and impact the residents relying on those 

sources.  

Future Growth and Development 

Areas targeted for potential future growth and development within the next 5 years have been identified across the 

County (further discussed in Section 2.4 of this HMP).  Any new land development located near blighted areas may be 

exposed to this hazard.  However, blighted areas can provide an opportunity for future growth and development, which 

can lead to rehabilitation and revitalization of a neighborhood.  

Effect of Climate Change on Vulnerability 

Climate change will not influence the persistence of the blight hazard in Schuylkill County. 

Additional Data and Next Steps 

The qualitative assessment above identifies the potential human health and economic impacts associated with blight.  

Additional next steps to further enhance the evaluation of this hazard include developing an inventory of blighted 

buildings, track costs and assess outcomes from enforcements, policies and programs.    


