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Trenton’s Vacant Property Registration Ordinance:  

Results of the First Three Years of Implementation 
 

Background: 

On October 7, 2014, Mayor Eric Jackson announced his Five-Point Plan for dealing with vacant and 

abandoned properties. The goals of the strategy are to facilitate the immediate stabilization and repair 

of properties; to ensure that the properties are maintained properly while vacant; and to get properties 

back on the tax rolls by transferring them to responsible owners and investors. One of the key elements 

of Mayor Jackson’s plan was The Vacant Property Registration Ordinance (§132-91.1B(9)) of the Trenton 

City Code. It was enacted in 2014 to help the city address the burgeoning number of vacant structures 

identified in a street by street survey conducted by Isles, a not-for-profit agency focused on improving 

housing quality and environmental issues in Trenton. That survey identified 3,566 properties with vacant 

buildings of which 339 (9.5%) were owned by the city itself.   

The city enacted its ordinance that required annual registration of all vacant properties beginning by 

January 2, 2015.  The ordinance set an annual fee schedule that increased from $250 for the first year to 

up to 5 percent of assessed value for any property that remained vacant for 4 consecutive years.  In 

submitting a registration, property owners were required to submit owner/agent contact information, 

offer proof of liability insurance, and were expected to place a sign that was readable from the street 

identifying the responsible agent.   

The ordinance also offers a limited set of one-year waivers by which owners might avoid fees if they can 

demonstrate that the property has been re-occupied, has been demolished, is habitable and is being 

actively marketed for sale or lease, has a certified rehabilitation plan, or is owned by a developer with 

experience in rehabilitating vacant properties.   

The revenue potential from fees was estimated at over $800,000 in 2015; $1,290,000 in 2016; 

$2,400,000 in 2017, and $4,800,000 by 2018.  In addition, there are substantial fines for failure to 

register vacant properties under the ordinance. The City’s Department of Housing and Economic 

Development published a 12-page document detailing rules and regulations pursuant to the ordinance. 

It is available on the city’s website:  www.trentonnj.org.  

Results: 

Data provided by the city in a response to an OPRA (Open Public Records Act) request, reveal uneven 

implementation.  

• Registration:  

o Despite some initial problems in sending out notices to owners of vacant properties, 40 

percent of vacant properties were registered in the first year.  That percentage dipped 

slightly in 2016 to 37 percent but the amount of fees collected rose as a result of the 

annual increase in fees for second year registrations. For 2017, compliance dropped 

precipitously to 12 percent apparently because the city opted not to send notices to 

registered owners of properties with vacant buildings.  

o There is no evidence of follow up with owners who did not submit registrations in any of 

the past three years. 

o There is no evidence that any additional properties have been added to the list since 

2014. 

http://www.trentonnj.org/


 

 

• Waivers: 

o Fewer than 40 waivers have been granted since 2015 suggesting that the original lists 

were very accurate. 

• Insurance: 

o Data submitted by city suggest the ordinance’s requirement that proof of liability 

insurance be provided with registration is ignored by many owners who registered their 

properties.  This omission represents a potential risk to the city if registrations without 

proof of liability insurance were accepted without follow up to ensure that liability 

insurance was secured for the registered properties. 

• Monitoring: 

o The city response to the OPRA request suggests that it maintains no enforcement data 

on meeting other ordinance’s requirements such as signage and its response did not 

include any data suggesting that fines or summonses had been issued for non-

compliance with the ordinance.    

o In conducting its review, the TCCA committee discovered that data for monitoring the 

implementation of the ordinance are not readily available to the staff of the 

Department of Housing and Economic Development.  In attempting to respond to the 

OPRA, the city requested a 30 days extension beyond the statutory 10-day response 

period for such requests so that the information could be accessed through the 

database vendor that maintains these data.   

 Chart 1:  Three Year Results of Implementation of Vacant Property Registration Ordinance  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2015 2016 

2017 ** 

(by mid-March) 

Vacant Properties 3227 3212* 3195* 

Registered 1305 (40%) 1175 (37%) 370 (12%) 

Potential fees $800,000+ $1,290,000+ $2,400,000+ 

Fees Collected $319,926 $408,555 $148,070 

No longer vacant 3 8 14 

Waivers granted 0 15 Not reported 

Fines/summonses 0 0 0 

Insurance information 232 (18%) 439 (37%) 209 (56%) 

Average fee collected $245 $348 $400 



 

*# of units (denominator for percentages) was reduced slightly each year to reflect slight changes due to waivers over time.  No new properties 

have been added to the list.    **Response to the OPRA was sent on 3/29/2017 

 

Recommendations: 

TCCA offers a set of specific recommendations for both City Council and the Administration to improve 

implementation of this ordinance including for Council: 

• Require semi-annual reports on compliance, enforcement and the use of fees collected under 

the ordinance. 

• Require an action plan from the administration for effective implementation of the ordinance as 

intended including hiring staff with responsibility for its implementation. 

• Clarify expectations for initial registrations of properties whose owners have not complied with 

the ordinance to date. 

• Clearly define the expected consequences for long-term non-compliance. 

• Amend ordinance(s) related to property ownership reporting to require updating property 

ownership at time of sale or transfer to reduce opportunities for avoiding responsibility. 

For the city’s administration, TCCA recommends: 

• Distribute the 2017 notices immediately to owners of vacant properties covered under this 

ordinance. 

• Appoint a vacant property specialist with authority to execute full implementation of the 

ordinance. 

• Identify unregistered properties that are locally owned and act on those to force compliance. 

Scan owners of unregistered properties and compare the list against other registrations 

(landlord licenses, building permits, etc.) and compel compliance with the vacant property 

registration act. 

• Analyze the list of mailed notices that are returned and evaluate the feasibility of hiring an 

outside firm to track down owners to compel compliance. 

• Begin imposing summons and fines for non-compliance. 

• Offer recommendations to Council for improving the current ordinance. 

• Report on compliance regularly to City Council and the community. 

• Leverage authority of Inspections Department to improve condition of vacant structures as 

needed and within the spirit of the goal of this ordinance. 

• Coordinate data on vacant properties with Inspections Department, especially as the reciprocal 

of “vacancy” (i.e., occupied) aligns with rental property registration. 

TCCA has also learned that the city has yet to submit all required paperwork to take advantage of New 

Jersey’s Abandoned Properties Rehabilitation Act (2004) which would provide the city much greater 

leverage in dealing with vacant and abandoned properties quickly.  TCCA strongly urges the city to 

complete and submit the required application and preliminary list of abandoned properties 

immediately. 

  



 

APPENDIX:  City of Trenton, Vacant Property Rules and Regulations (published  


