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People without Homes,
Homes without People:

Abandoned Properties as Opportunities for
Affordable Housing in the Post-Disaster
Reconstruction Environment

[vis Garcia
Luis Gallardo

Introduction

On September 6, 2017, Hurricane Irma left half of Puerto Rico without power and thou-
sands of people staying in emergency shelters (FEMA, 2017). Only two weeks later, on Sep-
tember 20, 2017, Hurricane Maria touched ground, causing an archipelago-wide blackout.
Maria’s death toll is estimated to be between 3,000 and 4,600 persons, with most of the
indirect deaths attributed to the lack of electricity for people with chronic conditions (Fink,
2018; Kishore, et al. 2018). The 2017 storms caused a combined $180 billion in damage
(RAND Corporation, 2018), making Puerto Rico one of the most expensive federal recovery

efforts in U.S. history (FEMA, 2017).

Around 360,000 housing units in Puerto Rico were
severely affected by Hurricane Maria, and 70,000 were
destroyed (FEMA, 2018). It is estimated that reconstruc-
tion will cost about $33 million (Puerto Rico Depart-
ment of Housing, 2020). Under the first federal alloca-
tion of $1.5 billion in Community Development Block
Grants-Disaster Recovery (CDBG-DR), about $1 billion
was allocated for new construction, rehabilitation, or
reconstruction of housing for rent, homeownership, or
direct rental assistance to low-income individuals and
families (Puerto Rico Department of Housing, 2020).

Since the hurricanes, property values have decreased
by about 10 percent (Center for Puerto Rican Studies,

2018). However, the housing crisis in Puerto Rico
already existed, and Hurricane Maria only exacerbated
it. In 2016, there were 334,564 vacant housing units,*
and of those, 257,798 were nonrecreational vacant, a
category that includes those that are not on the market
or abandoned or that require repair. The result was that
3 out of 10 homes were either vacant or abandoned (U.S.
Department of Housing and Urban Development, 2017;
Hinojosa and Meléndez, 2018).

Compared to the United States, Puerto Rico has the
highest number of overall vacancy (29 percent) followed
by Maine (28 percent) and Vermont (27 percent) of
houses that are not for sale or rent, including seasonal
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homes (American Community Survey, 2019b). This is
more than double the 2005 home vacancy rate of 12.9
percent for all homes in Puerto Rico (American Commu-
nity Survey, 2005). The increase in vacancy and aban-
donment is attributed to the economic and foreclosure
crisis, which began in Puerto Rico in 2006, much earlier
than the 2008 onset in the U.S., and caused massive
outmigration (Center for Puerto Rican Studies, 2018).
Furthermore, those individuals and families who stayed
have suffered a reduction in income due to deindustri-
alization (Birson, Borges, and Ampaabeng, 2013). In the
10 years from 2006 to 2016, 850,611 individuals left
the island (American Community Survey, 2006). And
between 2017 and 2018, Puerto Rico lost 142,024 peo-
ple, doubling the number of the previous year, because
of Hurricanes Irma and Maria (American Community
Survey, 2018b). Although it can be presumed that the
number of vacant homes has increased drastically since
the hurricanes, recent research on the matter is scant.

Yet, most urban centers are the perfect place for rede-
velopment. First, there are environmental benefits from
the perspective of sustainability if concrete structures
can be preserved, and no new energy is required to
construct a new building (Jackson, 2005). Second, ac-
cording to Puerto Rico’s Action Plan for using CDBG-DR
funds, these centers tend to be far from flood zones? and
are ideal for rebuilding to increase resiliency, given that
hurricanes are a frequent natural phenomenon in the
region. Third, these vacant and abandoned structures
only contribute to blight and further deter any economic
development in the central city, be it residential or com-
mercial. Finally, blight also affects safety and the quality
of life (Accordino and Johnson, 2000).

All that being said, these vacant and abandoned build-
ings could provide housing options if they were reha-
bilitated. To the naked eye, it seems that these vacant
and abandoned buildings are an excellent opportunity
to develop affordable housing in dense urban areas
that are close to transportation and amenities (Garcia,
2018a). Still, experience has proven that it is very hard
to access these buildings without state intervention
and the enforcement of tax collection and housing
codes or, in some cases, the use of eminent domain.
Furthermore, many properties in Puerto Rico are
excluded from the housing market because of title or
estate issues.

This article will outline some of the laws in Puerto Rico
dealing with blighted properties and nuisance abatement
to show that there is no efficient or coherent course of
action for developers to acquire these properties. This
study looked specifically at the legislative and procedur-
al land-use obstacles at the local and state levels. The
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presentation will first provide a macro perspective of
abandonment and then offer case studies of places where
property could be rehabbed into affordable housing.

The research method employed is participatory action
research (PAR). Dr. Ivis Garcia spent six months help-
ing an affordable housing developer from Chicago find
properties in Puerto Rico. In the quest to find proper-
ties, Garcia created an inventory of possible buildings

to be redeveloped and investigated their legal standing.
She also contacted the agencies involved in the case,
including the Municipal Revenues Collection Center (or
CRIM in its Spanish acronym, Puerto Rico’s property
tax collection agency); the Permit Management Office
(the central agency that also oversees land use); the
Commonwealth Housing Department; the Public Nui-
sance Department of San Juan; and the mayor’s office in
Guayama, to better understand how the properties could
be acquired for redevelopment. Luis Gallardo, a lawyer,
is a long-term advocate in Puerto Rico around issues of
property rights, vacancy, and abandonment. He founded
the Center for Habitat Reconstruction, a nonprofit whose
mission is to empower communities to gain custody

of underutilized structures for affordable housing and
community development.

First, in the literature review, we will discuss the hous-
ing conditions before and after the storms, the Puerto
Rican crisis of vacancy and abandonment, and local
policies that address the issue along with how vacant
homes have been considered in recovery plans, and the
response of the federal and local government. Second,
we will outline the procedures undertaken to collect em-
pirical evidence via PAR. Third, we present the relevant
themes based on field notes and conversations. Finally,
in the discussion and conclusion, we provide recom-
mendations to address vacancy and abandonment and
policy practices to develop affordable housing for house-
holds affected by climate change.

Literature Review

In this literature review, we investigate four topics using
academic journal articles, government reports, blogs,
news articles, websites of local research organizations,
theses, white papers, statutory law texts, webinars,
video conferences, and advocacy pieces to provide some
background on Puerto Rico’s recovery as well as to help
the reader understand the findings section. The liter-
ature review first discusses housing conditions before
and after the storms. Second, it provides an overview of
the Puerto Rican abandonment crisis and local policies
implemented to address the issue. Third, a connection is
made between vacancy and abandonment, with recov-
ery plans that try to address disaster victims’ shelter
needs but primarily deal with vulnerable populations.
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The fourth and final section provides a synopsis of fed-
eral and local government response to reconstruction by
possibly rehabilitating vacant properties.

Housing status before and after the storms

Nearly 68 percent of the housing in Puerto Rico is de-
tached single-family homes (American Community Sur-
vey, 2019a). Half of those are what Puerto Rico’s Plan-
ning Code has defined as “informal,” meaning (1) the
occupants do not have a formal deed for the property, (2)
the homes were built without a construction permit or
adherence to local building codes, and (3) the homes are
sited on flood plains or landslides not fit for construc-
tion (Junta de Planificacién de Puerto Rico, 1982). FEMA
maps show that 250,000 homes, 20 percent of all homes
affected by the 2017 hurricanes, lie within 100-year
flood zones and qualify for CDBG-DR funds (Puerto Rico
Department of Housing, 2020).

There are about 1.5 million homes in Puerto Rico, and,

of these, the storms severely damaged 360,000 (FEMA,
2018; Hinojosa and Meléndez, 2018). Meanwhile, in its
2016 five-year estimates, the American Community
Survey estimated that 16 percent of Puerto Rico’s non-
recreational housing units were vacant (Hinojosa and
Meléndez, 2018). Vacancy could be attributed directly to
the government of Puerto Rico having to declare bank-
ruptcy in 2006 because of a debt of more than $70 billion.
In response, the U.S. Congress passed the Puerto Rico
Oversight, Management, and Economic Stability Act
(PROMESA) (U.S. Code tit. 48, § 2101 2016; Garcia, 2021).
This law established a Financial Oversight and Manage-
ment Board, which required the governor to produce a re-
port on how the debt would be paid through a yearly fiscal
plan (Puerto Rico Fiscal Agency and Financial Advisory
Authority, 2018). The board could recommend changes to
the plan, as well as approve or veto it, as well as any Com-
monwealth statute that it deemed as fiscally unsound.

Because of fiscal austerity, outmigration was already a
challenge in Puerto Rico before Hurricanes Irma and
Maria and, more recently, the 6.4 magnitude earth-
quake on January 7, 2020. These disasters caused more
population flight and have contributed to the growing
number of vacant and abandoned units (Hinojosa,
Roman, and Meléndez, 2018; Hay, 2020). The Puerto
Rican Planning Society estimates that there are 92,629
vacant housing units in five municipalities alone: San
Juan, Bayamon, Carolina, Ponce, and Mayaguiez (Puerto
Rico Housing Authority, 2020). However, actual public
nuisance declarations are very low and even nonexis-
tent in most municipalities. It is estimated that in San
Juan alone, less than 1 percent of these vacant units
are declared public nuisances (Municipality of San
Juan, 2016).
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The crisis of abandonment and local policies

It is well understood by evidence coming from major
U.S. cities such as Cleveland, Baltimore, Philadelphia,
St. Louis, and Detroit, among others, that vacancy and
abandonment increase blight and further disinvestment
in the overall community because homeowners do not
want to or cannot invest in repairs (Eastern Pennsylva-
nia Organizing Project and the Temple University Center
for Public Policy). In urban ecological terms, housing
disinvestment causes neighborhood decline to spiral

as more and more people leave and more homes be-
come uninhabited (Baer and Williamson, 1988; Garcia,
2019a), thereby leaving fewer “eyes on the street,” to use
Jane Jacobs’ conceptualization of fewer people watching
out for neighborhood safety and its relationship to van-
dalism and a rise in crime (Jacobs, 1992; Cui and Walsh,
2015; Branas, et al. 2018).

From lead paint to the physical hazards associated with
a structure’s age and lack of maintenance, abandoned
units are an environmental health hazard and safety
concern to the general public (Gomez, 2015; Cohen,
2001). Many of them could be categorized as brown-
fields, previously used commercial and industrial
properties with known or suspected contaminants (Litt,
Tran, and Burke, 2002). Abandonment also becomes
alegal and financial liability for cities because it con-
sumes resources such as police and fire departments
and zoning enforcement and tax collection agencies
(Alexander and Powell, 2011).

Primary homes in Puerto Rico valued under $150,000
have also long enjoyed a property tax exemption per Act
83, known as the Municipal Property Tax Act, effectively
allowing owners of these homes to not pay any property
tax (PR Laws tit. 21, § 5001, 1993). More than 71 percent
of homes in Puerto Rico are valued at this amount or
less (American Community Survey, 2018a). When these
homes become vacant or are abandoned by their own-
ers, and unless the CRIM pro-actively revoked said tax
exemptions, they rarely accumulate debt. This creates
challenges for local governments hoping to acquire or
dispose of these properties through tax sales.

Previous research has demonstrated that the laws and
regulations associated with obtaining vacant prop-
erty for redevelopment can contribute to the problem
because of increased bureaucracy, paperwork, or high
transaction costs for redevelopment (Friedman, 2003).
This means that government action is often needed to
create market incentives to redevelop abandoned prop-
erties, especially for low-income housing (Marburger,
2009; Mallach, 2006; Hackworth, 2014). However,
public intervention’s effectiveness or ineffectiveness
varies significantly between and across cities and states
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(Hackworth, 2014). This is further exacerbated in Puer-
to Rico, since many homes lack a clear title and thus are
not accessible on the market.

To respond to these issues related to abandoned prop-
erty, in 2016, the Municipality of San Juan decided to
review its public nuisance procedures. As part of this
initiative, the municipality’s Office of Planning and
Territorial Ordinance, in conjunction with the Office of
Permits, prepared an “Inventory of Properties Declared
as Public Nuisances” (Municipality of San Juan, 2016).
The inventory was meant to serve as a tool for improv-
ing documentation and transparency in the planning
process. The report included only 106 properties out
of possibly more than 40,000 (about 1 out of every 40),
clearly demonstrating the traditional difficulties that
municipalities have had in addressing the problem.
Furthermore, a flurry of bills seeking to address the
issue were submitted in the Puerto Rican legislature.

These numbers also demonstrate the failure of previous
legislation to address the issue. In 1988 the current Act
148, “Special Act for the Rehabilitation of Santurce,”
was established and created a Redevelopment District
with associated funding and a working group com-
posed of some stakeholders, including the Planning
Board, the Municipality of San Juan, the police, the
Department of Transportation and Public Works, and
the Department of Housing, among other agencies (PR
Laws tit. 23, § 226, 1998). Act 75, “Special Law for the
Rehabilitation of Rio Piedras,” established the Rio Pie-
dras Development Trust (or FDRP in its Spanish abbre-
viation) to redevelop vacant properties for affordable
housing, businesses, and nonprofit purposes (PR Laws
tit. 23, § 7008a, 1995).

A historical review and analysis of additional laws from
among those in the Civil Code of 1889 associated with
public nuisance and vacant properties demonstrate

that these laws have failed because they have not been
enforced, have contradicted each other, or often acted as
patchworks in the absence of a comprehensive approach
(Gallardo, 2018). One of the most recent laws outlined by
Gallardo (2018) are Act 31, “Act to Restore the Commu-
nities of Puerto Rico” (PR Laws tit. 21, § 995, 2012), and
Act 96, “Act for the Management of Public Nuisances and
the Urban Reconstruction of Santurce and Rio Piedras,”
(PR Laws tit. 21, § 898, 2012), which are geared toward
two specific communities of San Juan (see the table).

Act 31 allows all municipalities to lease or obtain owner-
ship of vacant properties to inherit or condemn them or
sell them at auction; to turn abatement costs into liens;
and to promote eminent domain for nuisance proper-
ties. Nevertheless, the act provides few new tools, since

64

many of its provisions were already present in previous
legislation. Likewise, Act 96 gives the Commonwealth
Land Administration of San Juan the power to use
eminent domain to transfer one or multiple properties
to any person or corporation willing to invest and boost
economic activity in Santurce and Rio Piedras. Both of
these laws seek to repair, demolish, clean, expropriate,
and transfer ownership of abandoned structures and
plots; the difference is that Act 31 gives these powers to
any municipality and Act 96 gives these powers to the
Land Administration but only within Santurce and Rio
Piedras, San Juan.

According to its preamble, Act 96 was approved because
of the Municipality of San Juan’s failure to implement
Act 31. Another critical difference is that while the law
applies to all Puerto Rican cities, Act 31 states that one
person or corporation can acquire only one property;
San Juan’s law, Act 96, does not have this stipulation.
Furthermore, Act 157, dubbed through popular advo-
cacy as Todos Somos Herederos (or We are all heirs),
allows local governments to inherit public nuisance
properties that heirs do not want or to claim the proper-
ties and pass them along to nonprofit organizations (PR
Laws tit. 31, § 2691, 2016). Gallardo, who has done ex-
tensive analysis of all of these laws and is the co-direc-
tor of the Center for Habitat Reconstruction, advocates
for “aggressive and consolidated policies to address the
issue of abandoned spaces,” since “the key is in simplifi-
cation, community empowerment, and citizen participa-
tion” (Gallardo, 2020b).

In August 2020, the Legislative Assembly of Puerto Rico
passed Act 107-2020 “Puerto Rico Municipal Code,” a
systematic and updated compilation of all municipal
legislation, including the management of nuisance
properties (Codigo Municipal de Puerto Rico, 2020). Said
code includes an enabling mechanism for municipali-
ties to create community land banks (Moscoso, 2021).
The municipal code itself and the texts of both Act 31
and Act 222 contain contradictions, incoherencies, and
even parallel processes for declaring a property a public
nuisance (Gallardo, 2020a).

Vacant homes and recovery plans

The majority of those affected by Hurricane Maria
already had vulnerabilities before the disaster—they
were older adults, and low-income or female-headed
households—which raises the question of equity in
recovery planning (Talbot, et al. 2020). Given that about
1.1 million homes were damaged and about 300,000
were declared uninhabitable, some officials and other
stakeholders have started to look at how vacant property
might be rehabbed to house disaster victims (Hinojosa
and Meléndez, 2018; Garcia, 2019b). Furthermore, in
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2019 a total of 30,000 families still had blue tarps on
their homes (Agrelo, 2019). It is in light of this that the
action plan discusses the importance of the rehabilita-
tion and renewal of existing housing as a way of relocat-
ing disaster victims:

The availability of these vacant housing units
underscores the importance of the housing choice
options that HUD-certified housing counselors
will coordinate with impacted individuals by
ensuring that residents can access existing units.
As outlined in the housing program section later
in this plan, rehabilitation and renewal of existing
housing units will be a primary course of action
for residents who choose to relocate and require
new housing (Puerto Rico Housing Authority,
2020, p. 43).

The action plan does not directly allocate funding spe-
cifically for the reuse of abandoned and public nuisance
properties. However, it includes several programs that
could do so, including the City Revitalization and the
Home Repair, Reconstruction, or Relocation programs.
The only direct strategy to house those who lost their
homes or lived in flood zones mentioned in the action
plan is under the Homebuyer Assistance Program, for
which $350 million was allocated (p. 150). Although
the plan claims to prioritize vacant units, its reloca-
tion efforts are structured to give families vouchers to
purchase a home on the private market. With so many
of these homes unavailable for purchase due to title-re-
lated issues, the plan is mute on what legal strategies, if
any, will be incorporated to access this frozen housing
stock.

The Center for a New Economy, a Puerto Rican policy
and planning-based think tank, has discussed the pos-
sibility of using vacant properties to house people dis-
placed by different disasters, including the most recent
pandemic. The federal Housing Choice Voucher Pro-
gram, for example, has been suggested as one way to do
so (Santiago-Bartolomei, 2020). Despite a large number
of damaged and ruined properties, many of these homes
may still pass home inspections or require only minor
repairs (Santiago-Bartolomei, 2020; Gallardo, 2020b).

The Governor’s Plan, also known as the RAND Plan or
the Plan for Transformation, in response to Hurricane
Maria, states that “the Government of Puerto Rico agen-
cies will partner with the municipalities to rehabilitate,
redevelop, or demolish abandoned and blighted proper-
ties” (RAND Corporation, 2018, p. 116). Assessing and
renovating vacant and blighted properties require creat-
ing an inventory to identify vacant properties along with
implementing rehabilitation or demolition programs, an
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undertaking that has been estimated to cost $2 billion
coming from various funding sources, including
CDBG-DR, the FEMA Hazard Mitigation Grant Program,
the Department of the Interior, the private sector, and
nongovernment sources (RAND Corporation, 2018).
Likewise, the Plan for Transformation does not lay out
strategies that will be used to assist municipalities in
declaring these properties as public nuisances, the first
step for any demolition or acquisition.

Opportunity zones, federal, and local

government response

With federal funding, the government of Puerto Rico is
at a critical moment to be able to redevelop vacant prop-
erties. In 2018, Congress allocated $19.9 billion in
CDBG-DR funding. A total of $9.7 billion has been ap-
proved thus far, and funds are now trickling through to
municipalities, nonprofits, and private corporations. In
2017 98 percent of Puerto Rico was declared an oppor-
tunity zone (0Z); this has garnered investors’ interest,
while low-income communities are afraid of displace-
ment and gentrification (Gallardo, 2020c). On May 14,
2019, the Hispanic Housing Development Corporation
(HHDC) attended an OZ conference in San Juan titled
“Puerto Rico: A Paradise of Opportunities.” At this
conference, the governor and others discussed the
allocation of $400 million in CDBG-DR funds, possibly
for housing in the form of low-interest loans that could
be paired with OZ investments (Rossellé Nevarez, et
al. 2019). They also discussed speeding up the permit
approval process, lowering the time to 20 days instead
of the average 165 days (World Bank, 2017). The Land
Bank Administration and the Department of Housing
had also identified more than 700 vacant properties that
could be offered to developers.

Despite this, Puerto Rico’s OZ statutes and regulations
lack safeguards that prioritize affordable housing, com-
munity development, and citizen participation, raising
concerns from certain sectors (Cintrén Arbasetti, 2019).
Like many other advocates across the nation (Ferrer
and Donlin, 2019), Ariadna Godreau Aubert from Ayuda
Legal and David Carrasquillo from the Hispanic Federa-
tion have spoken about how OZs could ultimately result
in the displacement of low-income individuals, espe-
cially those who live in coastal and other desirable areas
(Godreau Aubert and Carrasquillo, 2019). Although OZs
could be used for affordable housing and communi-
ty-driven venture programs, we know of only a handful
of successful case studies (Local Initiatives Support
Corporation, 2019).

Offering technical assistance, Enterprise Community
Partners, a U.S. intermediary, held a series of talks with
community-focused advocates such as Red de Funda-
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ciones, the Hispanic Federation, Oxfam-Puerto Rico,
and Planners for Puerto Rico, among others, to try to
understand the “good, the bad, and the ugly” of opportu-
nity zones. Attendees at these talks were also interested
in knowing what role philanthropy could play, how or if
communities in Puerto Rico could take advantage of OZ
options, and how to make sure that state and local gov-
ernments advanced the true intent of the policy, which
is “to promote economic growth and revitalization in
disinvested parts of America for the benefit of existing
low-income communities” (Minjee, 2019).

Unfortunately, “the Opportunity Zone framework at a
federal and local level fails to establish things like pref-
erences for fair market or affordable housing, hiring for
local residents, protections for communities at-risk of
displacement, or citizen participation” (Gallardo, 2020c).
This departs from our belief that listening to what
communities need and want is essential to guide future
development.

Methodological Approach: Participatory

Action Research

For more than a decade, Ivis Garcia, the first author of
this article, has engaged with the Puerto Rican Agen-

da in Chicago—a collective of about 200 Puerto Rican
leaders in Humboldt Park, where most Puerto Ricans
are concentrated—and has become the co-chair of this
organization as well as the co-chair of the Housing
Committee. The Hispanic Housing Development Cor-
poration (HHDC) is part of the Puerto Rican Agenda. In
2017, Garcia became involved with “3R’s for Puerto Rico:
Rescue, Relief, Rebuild,” a fundraising campaign of the
Puerto Rican Agenda to provide emergency aid. This
campaign involved several trips to Puerto Rico and sev-
eral development projects such as restoring housing and
public structures, including schools, childcare centers,
and parks.

In July 2018, Garcia moved to Puerto Rico, where she
spent the next year and, as a volunteer, coordinated
some of these efforts. The HHDC wanted to establish

a new branch in Puerto Rico, so Garcia agreed, on a
volunteer basis, to find possible avenues for develop-
ment. During that year, she met many advocates—most
of them lawyers, planners, architects, government
employees working as emergency managers, engineers,
etc.—at various community meetings, tours, events, and
conferences. During these meetings, she learned about
organizations and people engaged in advocating for

the redevelopment of vacant properties, including the
Center for Habitat Reconstruction, Casa Taft 169 in the
Machuchal neighborhood in Santurce, and the Center
for Urban, Community, and Business Action of Rio Pie-
dras (CAUCE).

Through these interactions, Garcia met Luis Gallardo,
the second author of this article, who is co-director and
founder of the Center for Habitat Reconstruction, a San
Juan-based nonprofit dedicated to promoting the con-
version of vacant and abandoned properties into afford-
able housing or using them for other community devel-
opment purposes. Gallardo, along with Marina Moscoso,
was instrumental in the creation of a civic center called
Casa Taft 169. The building had been abandoned for 40
years until residents organized to occupy it (Moscoso,
2016). Moscoso researched how legal loopholes regard-
ing succession law perpetuate abandoned properties,
leading to the “Todos Somos Herederos” (We are all
heirs) advocacy campaign to approve Act 157.

This qualitative research uses community engagement
methods, primarily participatory action research (PAR)
(Garcia, 2018b; Bergold and Thomas, 2012; Barber,
2004) and employs an asset-based community devel-
opment (ABCD) framework with diversity, equity, and
inclusion in mind (Garcia, 2020; Kretzmann and
McKnight, 1993; Apaliyah, et al. 2012). PAR and ABCD
often rely on this kind of more ethnographic data, in-
cluding field notes, formal and informal conversations,
and long and short interviews (Bergold and Thomas,
2012; Singer et al. 2011).

The recorded conversations were automatically tran-
scribed by an online software called Sonix.ai. These
transcriptions, along with field notes, were coded for
main themes using Atlas.ti, a qualitative research soft-
ware. The themes themselves were identified through
conversations with stakeholders. In disaster recovery
research work, it is essential that the stories and opin-
ions presented be “honored and valued as a source of
information for policymakers” (Saadian, et al. 2020, p.
6). This article’s primary purpose is to provide a picture
of what stakeholders are doing to advocate and create
change.

The main question is: Can vacant and abandoned prop-
erties become opportunities for affordable housing proj-
ects in the post-Maria reconstruction environment? This
article looks at the state of vacant housing in Puerto Rico
and how the lack of taking advantage of abandoned in-
frastructure is crippling the territory’s recovery. Further-
more, the article seeks to provide a picture of the reasons
why redeveloping abandoned housing is essential.

In the end, we hope to contribute to a conversation about
how to facilitate the development of affordable housing
that can be of assistance for families affected by Hurri-
cane Maria. This case study also hopes to contribute to
the work that affordable housing developers such as the
HHDC are conducting in Puerto Rico as well as the work
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of civic and community organizations, academics, and
other organizations coordinating housing advocacy in the
context of disaster planning and recovery. The ultimate
goal is to provide recommendations for decision makers
to continue the archipelago’s long road to recovery.

Findings

This section is divided into two parts: (1) case studies
and areas visited during the HHDC trip to Puerto Rico in
May 2019, and (2) the benefits, barriers, and recommen-
dations pertaining to the redevelopment of abandoned
properties as discussed by various stakeholders be-
fore, during, and after this trip. The next section de-
scribes the development conditions in Guayama; Ponce;
Comerio; and San Juan, including Puerta de Tierra, Old
San Juan, Rio Piedras, Machuchal, and Juan Ponce de
Leon Avenue, as they pertain to the redevelopment of
abandoned properties. Much of the information in the
case studies comes from an unpublished report to the
board of the HHDC (Roldan, et al. 2019).

Case studies: Areas visited

Guayama

The Municipality of Guayama is in southeast Puer-

to Rico. This small town’s population declined by 8
percent from 2000 to 2018, dropping from 45,416 to
41,706(American Community Survey, 2018b). The
downtown area has lost the most population rather than
the coastal and mountainous areas, which are more
prone to flooding. The HHDC met with Mayor Eduardo
Cintrén, who expressed a desire to attract new residents
to the downtown area. City staff estimated that about

20 percent of all structures in the city core were vacant.
The municipality is very well organized. It has an inven-
tory of properties that it does not own but are for sale or
abandoned, and the municipality knows the owner. May-
or Cintron, along with his staff, showed the HHDC about
30 small vacant lots that the municipality purchased

as single-family homes that were then demolished. The
mayor discussed the possibility of offering the lots at no
cost to the HHDC in lieu of building infill single-family
detached homes for homebuyers. Even though this was a
fantastic offer, the HHDC prefers to do large-scale rental
developments. It is hard to develop scatter-site proper-
ties and obtain the necessary finance for single-family
homes. The HHDC specializes in obtaining low-income
housing tax credits, although it has rehabbed single-
family homes for rent and sale in the past.

Ponce

In the Municipality of Ponce, the HHDC met with the
executive director of Ponce Neighborhood Housing
Services, Elizabeth Colén, who focuses on homebuyer
programs, financial counseling, foreclosure prevention,
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low-interest purchase and rehab loans, painting cam-
paigns, and the cleaning of lots and other community
spaces. She showed the HHDC a former multistory jail
that had burned and which the municipality was selling
for $200,000. The HHDC thought that the space could
be converted into 12 apartments. However, months after
the HHDC's visit, the mayor of Ponce found another buy-
er for this property, which will be converted into a hotel.

San Juan

Municipality of San Juan planner David Carrasquil-

lo shared with the HHDC an inventory that he helped
create: 30 public nuisance properties that were available
through the municipality for rent or sale (Municipality
of San Juan, 2016). This inventory of properties for sale
or rent is minimal and represents only a fraction of the
municipality’s more extensive list of 107 properties. The
American Community Survey 2014-2018 estimates that
there were 46,097 vacant and abandoned units in San
Juan (American Community Survey, 2018c). The HHDC
toured several properties that could be developed into
affordable housing.

Puerta Tierra, Old San Juan

Based on the inventory of abandoned properties for

sale and rent, the HHDC also looked into properties in
Puerta de Tierra and Old San Juan. The area right now
has mixed-income housing. San Juan is looking into
revitalizing the area, which has significant vacant and
abandoned properties, by creating a transformative
development known as Bahia Urbana. The site is ex-
pected to have mixed-use public recreational space that
will include residential, retail, and commercial uses.
Located adjacent to the Convention Center District, the
Bahia Urbana project is expected to use CDBG-DR and
other funding to create unique housing, commercial,
and recreational opportunities for nearby affordable and
public housing residents (Puerto Rico Department of
Housing, 2020). One of the properties the HHDC looked
at was Calle del Tren Esquina Valdes in the Puerta de
Tierra neighborhood; this is a 56,000-square-foot most-
ly vacant parcel with a large and dilapidated three-story
abandoned concrete structure off to the side.

Rio Piedras

Rio Piedras is an area in San Juan mostly known for
being home to the University of Puerto Rico (UPR). A
train line was built in 2004, resulting in the closure of
many businesses. The business displacement caused by
construction of the train line, paired with the construc-
tion of malls outside the city, destroyed Paseo de Diego,
a once-bustling pedestrian mall in Rio Piedras’ heart.
The HHDC met with Ruben Ramos and Orlando Rios,
residents who lead the Resident Association of Santa
Rita and the Santa Rita Historic District Organizing



Garcia and Gallardo

Committee. The team also met with Mercedes Rivera,
executive director, and Dr. Angel Pérez, collaborator, of
the Center for Urban, Community, and Business Action
of Rio Piedras (CAUCE), a UPR office dedicated to the
redevelopment of Rio Piedras.

CAUCE works closely with the Rio Piedras Community
Board, a highly organized group of eight communities.
Act 75 was later amended by Act 39 (PR Laws tit. 23, §
7008a, 2018), creating the structure for the redevelop-
ment of Rio Piedras, including the establishment of (1)
the Community Board, (2) an Advisory Group for the De-
velopment of Rio Piedras (a technical assistance group),
and (3) the Rio Piedras Development Trust (a nonprofit
development corporation).

The Rio Piedras Development Trust is working with Ban-
co Popular to obtain an inventory of foreclosed prop-
erties that the Trust could buy at auction. In 2019, the
Trust went through an extensive participatory process to
create a report with a long-term “Quality of Life Plan” for
the various communities of Rio Piedras (Pollock et al.,
2019). In 2020, Mayor Yulin Cruz transferred city-owned
vacant properties to the organization to make this plan
areality. In addition to Act 39, CDBG-DR contains a set-
aside of $100 million to prioritize strategic investments
in growth nodes for the redevelopment of the urban area
in support of the UPR Rio Piedras and Mayagliez cam-
puses (Puerto Rico Housing Authority, 2020). During
2020, the HHDC continued conversations with the exec-
utive director of the Development Trust.

Machuchal, Santurce

In Machuchal, a gentrifying area in Santurce, San
Juan, the HHDC met with the founders and leaders of
a group of residents who became “professional occupi-
ers” by rescuing and renovating a home in 2013 into a
civic center, Casa Taft 169 (Moscoso, 2016). The home
had no heirs to claim it and accrued approximately
$280,000 in unpaid property taxes. The HHDC met at
Casa Taft 169, viewed the community-created invento-
ry of abandoned properties, and toured several vacant
properties in the area. Perhaps the most exciting site
is an abandoned mall with seven different structures,
including a two-acre vacant lot. The Presbyterian Com-
munity Hospital purchased this block before Puerto
Rico’s Great Recession, thinking it would build a post-
acute-care facility. However, at that time, they could
not find the financing.

Avenida Ponce de Leon, Santurce

Another site the HHDC looked at in Santurce was 1308
Ponce de Leon Avenue, a two-acre property that takes up
the entire block. There are multiple structures in a for-
mer Department of Health facility. The site is located on
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a significant thoroughfare, near entertainment, restau-
rants, and other businesses.

Comerio

The Municipality of Comerio is about 45 minutes from
San Juan in the mountainous region. There are not that
many opportunities for development in Comerio as 93
percent is zoned as open space, and only 7 percent of the
entire municipality is zoned as residential, commercial,
or industrial, according to Mayor Josian Santiago. The
mayor and his staff showed the HHDC housing near Rio
de la Plata and Rio Hondo in the flood zone areas. The
municipality had identified 350 families who qualified for
CDBG-DR buyouts and the relocation program. City staff
identified a vacant city-owned two-and-a-half-acre site in
a safe area that could be developed for affordable housing
for at least 250 families that might choose to be relocated.

Benefits, barriers, and stakeholder advice
moving forward

Benefits

The phrase “people without homes and homes without
people” or “neither people without a roof, nor homes
without people” was heard repeatedly from directors
of nonprofit organizations, activists, and advocates in
personal conversations, written material, conferences,
webinars, and even graffiti. As a director of a nonprofit
organization explained, “Many advocates in the Island
are looking into the possibility of relocating families

to existing properties that are vacant.” A planner said,
“There are hundreds of thousands of homes waiting to be
inhabited. Meanwhile, you have people with blue tarps,
homeless, or doubling up with other family members.”

Another planner said, “Most of the housing stock in
Puerto Rico was built before the 80s, and with their lead
paint, many of these properties could qualify as brown-
fields and are a health hazard.? Rehabilitating them and
cleaning them up is a public health concern that should
be emphasized.” An architect said, “We can reduce our
carbon footprint substantially if we rehab these prop-
erties. A benefit for sure is that we, as a nation, become
more sustainable.” Meanwhile, another architect said,
“We need to save properties of historical value.” Another
local planner added:

Entire neighborhoods are waiting to be repopulat-
ed. There is block after block of empty homes. No
lights at night, no people either. No wonder that
crime has risen in some of these places. It’s scary
for people. Some sites are even contaminated or
are truly dangerous; so it is urgent to act from a
planning and redevelopment perspective, now,
when we have a unique opportunity.
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Alocal community leader, who also owns a small real
estate and contracting company, noted, “Puerto Rico
has been suffering from decline, and we need economic
development. Rehabilitating these homes will reduce
blight and invest in our economy by creating employ-
ment in the construction sector and attracting much
needed external investment.” A large affordable housing
developer for older adults offered the following insights:

New construction in Puerto Rico is tough. First,
you cannot find licensed contractors. They are
very scarce, and you need them if your project
gets federal funding. Then, the permitting process
is prolonged due to all the bureaucracy. Here it is
not like in the U.S.; you have to own the property
that you are hoping to get a construction permit
for. New construction is very expensive precisely
because of the time it takes. Often it takes years* to
obtain just the permit. That doesn’t include con-
struction! The government stands in the way, even
of affordable housing developers.

Because of these constraints, architects, planners, and
engineers have proposed relocating families that have
lost their homes to existing properties to speed up the
process. For example, a civil engineer said, “It is argued
that the cost per unit would be significantly lower be-
cause of the depressed real estate in the island, com-
pared to new construction, which is more expensive.” A
local architect who has built affordable and public hous-
ing added, “Used housing is always cheaper per square
foot. You can get more house for the money.”

Barriers

A Centro de Recaudaciones de Ingresos Municipales
(CRIM) tax collection® employee shared the following
while the HHDC was visiting his office to inquire about a
property: “One of the issues is how the CRIM appraises
properties, based on construction cost and not the price
of comparable properties in the area. There are so many
abandoned properties in part because taxes are too high
compared with the actual value.” A business owner in
Santurce who inherited an abandoned property from

a neighbor and rehabilitated it into a restaurant said,
“Many buildings are abandoned because of inheritance.
Someone dies, and her or his kids do not want the prop-
erty. They just stop paying taxes!”

A community leader protested in frustration: “You see

a lot of vacant properties and say to yourself, ‘there is a
lot we could do with these!” But in reality, most of these
properties are not available because there is no way to
acquire them.” Another resident leader observed, “Many
properties are abandoned, but the municipality has not
gotten around to adding them to their public nuisance
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list. There is no way to dispose of them even if they have
been abandoned for 30 years; they owe more than their
value in taxes, and there are no heirs.” A tax collection
manager for CRIM confirmed the issue: “There is no
staff or the funds necessary to put this property up for
auction.” Data are the main barrier because of the same
issue of not enough staff or funding. A government em-
ployee working for the San Juan Property Registry add-
ed to the conversation about not having data available:

There is some digitization, but for the most part,
we rely on books. When you go to the property reg-
istry, you find limited information, plus you need
the owner’s name to search. In other words, this

is useful to you only if you are the new owner, and
you need to register a home that you purchased.
Plus, most properties are not registered anyway, so
there is no way to know who the owner is and track
them down.

A planner summed up what he thought was the main
barrier associated with the redevelopment of vacant
property: “The rehabilitation of abandoned and repos-
sessed properties is a great idea in theory, but there are
alot of regulatory issues associated with buying aban-
doned property. Most importantly, it would require the
government to acquire the properties.” Another urban
planner said, “There are several ways for the munic-
ipality to acquire property through expropriation or

by inheriting it because there are no heirs.” Referring
to properties in Santurce and Rio Piedras, San Juan, a
lawyer said, “An issue that citizens have comes when
trying to figure out the route they would like to take. On
the one hand, Law 96, through the Land Administra-
tion, allows a citizen, nonprofit, or business to pay the
municipality 110 percent of the value of a formal ap-
praisal; so the municipality starts the eminent domain
process. On the other hand, Law 31 allows the same
thing, but the agent is the municipality as opposed to
the Land Administration.”

Another lawyer explained that the process is a confus-
ing and very long one for community groups, nonprofits,
and businesses. But it is also because it is “a long and
complicated legal process for municipalities themselves,
and this is why they often decide to do nothing at all.” A
municipal legislator further explains:

Many laws are created, but they cannot do any-
thing. They are on the books, but they are not in
effect; so they are not implemented. One of Puerto
Rico’s issues is that laws are created under one
administration, and then when the political party
that is in power changes, they appoint new peo-
ple. Those new people want to change everything
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again, or they do not know something works, so
they just ignore it, like it doesn’t exist.

An executive director of a community development cor-
poration expressed her frustration in dealing with the
Office of Public Nuisance, the Land Administration, and
the Office of Urbanism in San Juan: “People working in
government, even those who are supposedly in charge
of these programs, do not know what is happening. You
call and write, and they do not get back to you; they com-
pletely ignore you!” An academic added, “You can have
three governmental organizations that are supposed to
be working in collaboration. But the right hand is not
talking to the left hand, right? A concerted effort is need-
ed but is not taking place.” Another planner attributed

it to the “lack of funds.” At the same time, another said
that “the bigger issue is that many municipalities, but
especially the Municipality of San Juan, are simply not
interested.” The issue of transparency came up often.

As someone said, “Unfortunately we are dealing with an
administration that is not very transparent.”

Stakeholder advice moving forward

Alocal architect who has built affordable housing, in-
cluding public housing, added to the conversation about
which changes would be needed to tackle the vacant
property issue: “As a policy, we need to decide if recon-
struction dollars will be mostly used to build new or
renovate existing housing. This has to be policy.” A law-
yer noted, “We need to establish an expedited process
through which municipal governments may expropriate
those properties that have been declared public nui-
sances so that they can be reused with a public purpose
for the benefit of communities.”

A planner emphasizes the importance of cataloging,
“What we first need is some kind of inventory. We do

not even have that.” Another planner added, “There is

no complete inventory of abandoned public properties
even though legislation passed in 2016 at the state level
requires it. So we need compliance.” A planner added, “I
asked CRIM for data, and they deny it. We simply need
more transparency.” Another community leader agrees:
“I think we need transparency. A developer from outside
goes and talks to the mayor. They get the building that
we were asking about for years. So it is about friendships
and deals.” “I would like to see laws like that from “Todos
Somos Herederos’ actually working so that community
groups can get the buildings and do something for the
benefit of the community,” a community leader said.

Discussion and Conclusions

Puerto Rico’s ability to recover from Hurricanes Irma
and Maria and more recent disasters like the 2020
earthquake and a pandemic has resulted in unemploy-
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ment and, thus, foreclosure and eviction. Many citizens
depend on the state and local government to provide
affordable housing. As understood by the main recovery
plans guiding decision making for the next 10 years,
abandoned properties can fill the gap between housing
demand and the supply shortage (Puerto Rico Housing
Authority, 2020; RAND Corporation, 2018). As other
researchers have previously identified, many of the
abandoned homes are up to code and could immediate-
ly house a family in need (Santiago-Bartolomei, 2020;
Gallardo, 2020b). Meanwhile, other properties do re-
quire rehab work and, more than anything, a clear path
toward acquisition.

According to the case studies presented, some of the
most desirable development opportunities that the
HHDC found were those in San Juan’s municipality.

San Juan is ideal for development because of its pop-
ulation density and its proximity to employment and
other amenities. However, the development team was
not able to find straightforward development opportuni-
ties. As described in the previous literature, developers
are often looking for properties they can buy instead of
going through a lengthy bureaucratic process. Further-
more, another issue with many of the properties that the
HHDC saw is that they would have to be developed as
scattered sites, which are good for single-family homes,
but not attractive to nonprofit developers that specialize
in low-income housing tax credits and are looking for
larger sites that could accommodate multifamily rental
or senior housing. However, the HHDC has developed
new single-family homes and has rehabbed previously
foreclosed properties; so this issue is minimal com-
pared to the inability to purchase abandoned property.

For decades the government has tried several policies
that have proved to be ineffective. As Gallardo (2018)
proposes, the numerous laws that address public nui-
sance and vacancy issues need to be redesigned so that
they are streamlined and easier to implement and do not
contradict each other. A planner reacted to this article’s
central question: Can abandoned properties become
opportunities for affordable housing projects in the
post-Maria reconstruction environment? To that ques-
tion, he responded, “To achieve change, we need certain
stakeholders to take up the challenge, a true under-
standing of the issue, economic resources, and that the
appropriate information is accessible.”

Federal funding is dedicated to housing that could
potentially be used by nonprofit organizations like the
HHDC, Casa Taft 169, and the Rio Piedras Redevelop-
ment Trust. Federal funding needs to be committed
to creating an inventory of abandoned properties and
assessing ownership, tax delinquency, and condition
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of the properties, among other factors. Although the
action plan for using funds from CDBG-DR indicates that
priority will be given to vacant properties when relocat-
ing any families affected by Hurricanes Irma and Maria,
as mentioned previously, there is no strategy to address
the issue. The current legal framework mostly delegates
the declaration and mitigation of public nuisances to

the municipalities, although these entities have largely
lagged in the rollout of nuisance abatement programs.

The economic, fiscal, social, and environmental chal-
lenges that the archipelago faces force us to identify and
provide new ways and practices that promote citizen,
community-based, and nonprofit organizations that want
to rehabilitate abandoned and public nuisance proper-
ties. But we need public participation and capacity build-
ing for local government, nonprofits, and community
groups. The capacity building among these stakeholders
would include providing information about various data
sources, laws, and financial resources available to obtain
and rehabilitate vacant and abandoned properties. In
particular, in the asset-based community development
spirit, the HHDC is interested in developing affordable
housing in partnership with community groups and local
nonprofits to transfer development knowledge to com-
munity resident leadership. This will allow these orga-
nizations to serve their communities efficiently in terms
of recovery so that in the future there are no “people
without homes and homes without people.”

Originally from San Germdn, Puerto Rico, Ivis Garcia is an
assistant professor in city and metropolitan planning at the
University of Utah interested in housing issues, Community
development, and public engagement. Garcia leads Planners
for Puerto Rico, a collaborative dedicated to sharing informa-
tion about recovery in Puerto Rico. She is also a board member
of the National Puerto Rican Agenda, a former co-chair of the
Puerto Rican Agenda of Chicago, and a founding member of
IdeaComun at the Center for Puerto Rican Studies. Garcia has
a PhD in urban planning and policy from the University of Illi-
nois at Chicago and dual master’s degrees from the University
of New Mexico in Latin American studies and community and
regional planning.

Luis Gallardo is executive director of the Center for Habitat
Reconstruction, a Puerto Rico-based nonprofit dedicated to
promoting the conversion of vacant and abandoned proper-
ties for affordable housing, resiliency, and community devel-
opment. Gallardo has ample experience as a consultant for
nonprofits, community-based organizations, and city govern-
ments on issues of property rights, nuisance abatement, and
municipal law. He has a particular interest in tenure secu-
rity, community participation, and blight control. In recent
years, he has published “Public Nuisances in Puerto Rico” in
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the University of Puerto Rico Law Journal and “Promoting
Public Sector Sustainability through Participation” as part
of the textbook Succession Planning. Gallardo holds a master
of public administration degree with a concentration in city
management from Valdosta State University, Georgia, and a
Jjuris doctor from the University of Puerto Rico, Rio Piedras.

Endnotes

'The American Community Survey includes vacant
units for rent, units rented but not occupied, units for
sale, units sold but not occupied, and seasonal, recre-
ational, or occasional use homes (e.g., vacation homes
or homes for migrant workers as well as other vacant
properties). This article is concerned primarily with the
nonrecreational subset.

2Some urban centers, perhaps most notably Toa Baja, are
in flood zones.

5In 1978 the federal government banned the residential
use of lead-based paint containing 600 ppm or more of
lead (U.S. Department of Housing).

4The average is 165 days, but potentially complex and
large projects could take longer (World Bank, 2017).

SMunicipal Revenues Collection Center (or CRIM in its
Spanish acronym) is Puerto Rico’s property tax collec-
tion agency.
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Special Act for the 1988 148

Rehabilitation of San Juan
Santurce

Special Act for the 1995 75

Rehabilitation of San Juan

Rio Piedras

Act to Restore the 2012 31
Communities of
Puerto Rico

We are all heirs 2016 157

Municipality of

Municipality of

All Municipalities

Government of
Puerto Rico

Established and created a Redevelopment District with
associated funding and a working group composed of some
stakeholders, including the Planning Board, the Municipality
of San Juan, the police, the Department of Transportation
and Public Works, the Department of Housing, among other
agencies.

This law created Fideicomiso para el Desarrollo de Rio Pie-
dras (FDRP) and it transfers abandoned municipal property
(land and buildings) to FDRP to be redeveloped for affordable
housing, businesses, and nonprofit purposes.

Allows municipalities to lease or to obtain ownership,
inherit, condemn, auction, turn abatement costs into liens,
and promote the creation of community land banks of public
nuisance properties. Under this law, one person or corpora-
tion can only acquire one property.

This law amended Puerto Rico’s Civil Code of 1889 to allow
municipalities to inherit properties declared public nui-
sances because their owners have died. If no one inherits

a property, the law allows local governments to claim the
property and transfer it to a person or a corporation, includ-
ing a nonprofit.

Act for the Management of 2017 96
Public Nuisances and the

Urban Reconstruction of

Santurce and Rio Piedras

Cédigo Municipal de 2020 107

Puerto Rico

Municipality of
San Juan’s Land
Administration

All Municipalities

75

Gives power to Puerto Rico’s Land Administration of San
Juan to use eminent domain to transfer one or multiple
properties to any person or corporation willing to invest and
boost economic activity in Santurce and Rio Piedras.

A systematic and updated compilation of all municipal legis-
lation, including the management of abandoned properties.
Recognizes via state legislation the power of municipalities
to create community land banks.
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