Urban Renewal Authority of the City of Parkersburg
Agenda
Date:

January 8, 2019

Time:

6:30 p.m.

Location:

City Council Chambers

1. Call to Order
2. Approval of Meeting Minutes from December 18, 2018
3. Public Hearing:
4. Old Business:
A. Review and/or discussion on proposed housing initiative.
5. New Business
A. Discussion and/or action on an application to donate 1400 St. Mary’s Avenue
(City Tax Map 70, Parcel 199) to the Urban Renewal Authority of the City of
Parkersburg.
Applicant: Barbara Derrick
5. Adjournment

Parkersburg Housing Initiative Proposal
The Issue (Push Factors):
The City of Parkersburg came of age during the 19th and early 20th centuries as a
transportation hub and center for manufacturing in the Mid-Ohio Valley. This rapid expansion
of the local economy was fueled by investments in the production of steel, chemical and other
household goods. Companies like Borg Warner, American Viscoe and Union Carbide
established large manufacturing facilities here, because of the region’s distinct competitive
advantages. They included access to natural resources, an abundance of fresh water and the
availability of flat land along the Ohio and Little Kanawha Rivers. The rise of smoke stack
industries in the Parkersburg area was also accompanied by a substantial growth in population.
Between 1890 and 1910, the City’s population increased from 8,408 residents to more
than 17,000 people. By 1930, the population had nearly doubled again. The City’s population
peaked in 1960 when 44,797 residents called Parkersburg home1. This growth in population
and the local economy created the built environment we observe and utilize today. This
includes the City’s water/sewer infrastructure, roadway network, schools and parks. This is also
evidenced by the City’s housing stock.
According to the City’s 2020 Comprehensive Master Plan Update, approximately 64.3
percent of all of the City’s housing units were constructed before 1960 (See Figure 1). Not
surprisingly, most of these
units are located in older
neighborhoods close to
downtown Parkersburg and
along 7th Street and Dudley
Avenue (See Figure 2).
Unfortunately, these
neighborhoods have also
deteriorated significantly since
1960, because of
deindustrialization,
suburbanization and
disinvestment in the
community.
Figure 1: Year Housing Units Built in Parkersburg, WV
What were once thriving
middle class neighborhoods
are now socially and
1

Data Source: U.S. Census Bureau I Excerpt from Comprehensive
Master Plan Update for 2020

U.S. Decennial Census Data. U.S. Census Bureau
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economically distressed parts of the City. Exasperating the situation are the concentration of
petty crime and substance abuse issues in these areas. As a result, some landlords are not
compelled to keep their properties in good shape. Furthermore, it can be cost prohibitive to
restore some properties to their former grandeur, because the return on investment is low and
the opportunity costs are high.

Figure 2: Percent of Housing Units Built Before 1960 by Census Tract Block Group.
Data Source: U.S. Census Bureau I Excerpt from Comprehensive Master Plan Update for 2020
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To turn these neighborhoods around will require nothing less than a holistic approach.
This approach should not only encourage private sector investment in market rate and
affordable housing, but help low and moderate income residents develop the financial literacy
and soft skills necessary to own and/or maintain their home.

Opportunity for ReUrbanization (Pull Factors)
While many of the City’s distressed neighborhoods certainly have their challenges, they
are also poised for redevelopment. They are poised for redevelopment, because they are
dense, walkable and in close proximity to schools, parks and other amenities, such as arts and
entertainment in downtown Parkersburg. These features are desirable among young
professionals, especially millennials between the ages of 25 and 34. And while this cohort is
less than 15 percent of the population (nationally), they account for 30 percent of people in the
market looking to purchase their own home according to Realtor.com.2
The ReUrbanization of American is not a new phenomenon. It is being driven in large
part by changes in preferences among young people and to a lesser extent empty nesters, as
well as opportunities to invest and build equity through higher rents and/or property values.
ReUrbanization is not only happening in the large metro areas, but in small towns across the
country where the barriers (cost) of homeownership are less. If the region is going to retain its
youth or attract more young families to the area, the City of Parkersburg and its partners must
exploit this competitive advantage in the marketplace by creating desirable places for them to
live, work and play. In doing so, the City and its partners should pursue opportunities to
develop market rate and affordable housing units in targeted neighborhoods.

State of Being Fixed
Before potential partners or strategies to the City’s housing issue can be developed, it is
important to define the ‘state of being fixed’. Put another way, we must identify the desirable
financial and non-financial outcomes we seek to achieve. Based on the City’s Comprehensive
Master Plan Update for 2020 and Five Year Consolidated Plan for CDBG and HOME funded
programs, the following metrics should be considered and/or used to assess the City’s efforts:






2

Rents and Property Values are stable and/or rising for market rate housing units.
Vacant lots are repurposed for things such as side yards, pocket parks or new housing
projects.
Options for decent, affordable housing substantially improve.
Owner-occupied and rental properties are in compliance with the International Property
Maintenance Code (IPMC).
Number of slum and blighted properties are reduced.

Bob Sullivan. Where are Millennials Moving? The Answer May Surprise You. USA Today, October 7, 2017)
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New small businesses pop-up along old commercial corridors (e.g. Dudley Avenue, 7th
Street, 19th Street) to support a growing and diverse population in neighborhoods
targeted for reinvestment.
Neighborhood schools are preserved, because they are the social glue of the
community.

Potential Partners
To transform the City’s socially and economically distressed neighborhoods into vibrant
places will require the participation of a number of partners. They include local social service
agencies, community banks, churches, landlords, small businesses, Wood County Schools,
Wood County Commission and the Parkersburg City Council and it’s Urban Renewal Authority.
Other potential partners include philanthropic organizations, private enterprise and the WV
Housing Development Fund. Each of these partners/stakeholders can positively contribute to
the redevelopment of our targeted neighborhoods. They include organizing community
service/outreach opportunities, providing educational programming, financial incentives, better
loan terms and tax incentives. By identifying the strengths of each partner and working
together, the following strategies should be pursued to encourage reinvestment in the City’s
distressed neighborhoods.

Potential Strategies
To rejuvenate the City’s distressed neighborhoods, the following strategies should be
studied furthered and/or pursued:
1. Establish a Community Development Corporation (CDC) to acquire, rehab and/or construct
affordable housing units. CDCs are 501(c)(3) non-profit organizations. They are created to
implement redevelopment strategies that effectively change the social and economic
conditions of impoverished neighborhoods. According to the National Alliance of Community
Economic Development Organizations, “CDCs often deal with the development of affordable
housing. They can also be involved in a wide range of community services that meet local needs
such as education, job training, healthcare, commercial development, and other social
programs.”
To support their larger mission of creating affordable housing opportunities, some CDCs
have developed for-profit entities (e.g. construction companies) that produce market rate
housing. CDC can be a useful tool, because they are independently operated and typically
include some Board members that reside and/or operate a business in the distressed area.
CDCs can also pull together a variety of resources (private and public), while minimizing risk to
partners in the organization. The latter is particularly helpful, because a for-profit entity does
not want to expose themselves to unnecessary risk.
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Finally, CDCs can take a long-term approach to develop, thereby reducing their return
on investment and/or time horizon for recapitalization. If not a CDC, some limited liability
company should work in conjunction with the Parkersburg Urban Renewal Authority to drive
investment in the City’s targeted neighborhoods. Even though the State of West Virginia has
passed legislation to create Land Reuse Agencies, the City’s Urban Renewal Authority still has
more capacity to acquire and remediate slum and blighted property. Please see attached
document and comparison tables prepared by the West Virginia University College of Law.
Note, the City of Parkersburg already has an Urban Renewal Authority whose jurisdiction covers
the entire City, based on its comprehensive and redevelopment plan.
2. Establish programs/activities that encourage the rehab and/or new construction of
affordable housing units utilizing CDBG/HOME funds. This includes site work and
infrastructure improvements, such as water, sewer, sidewalks, lighting and other shared
amenities. Programs and activities should address owner-occupied and rental properties.
3. Establish a Community Toolshed to help income eligible households better maintain their
homes. This includes property owners and tenants. Tool sheds that support low and moderate
income neighborhoods make a variety of tools available to clients. They include everything
from lawn mowers and power tools to step ladders and painting supplies. While the toolshed
would need to be maintained and operated by a second party, CDBG funds could be used
initially to start the program.
4. Designate a Zone (Block) or Create an Overlay District that permits the construction of Tiny
Homes
The Tiny Home movement has swept across American as a way to provide decent,
affordable housing to low and moderate income households. More recently, it has become a
popular way for young people to own their home, while maintaining the time and discretionary
income they desire to support their quality of life (e.g. travel, etc.). While tiny homes come in
variety of shapes and sizes, they usually do not exceed 400 square feet3.
If the City were to consider enabling legislation for the construction of tiny homes, the
following measures should be taken into consideration to preserve neighborhood character and
achieve desirable outcomes:


3

Create an overlay district that allows for the construction of tiny homes by special use
permit. This would allow the City Planner and Zoning Administrator to review
construction plans for compliance with specific design guidelines drafted by the
Municipal Planning Commission and codified by Parkersburg City Council.

Source: thetinylife.com
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Require all units to be constructed on a permanent foundation with appropriate utility
hook-ups.



Consider developing market rate units, as well as affordable housing units for
low/moderate income households and homeless persons. Please see attached Case
Studies to learn why and how tiny homes are being constructed in several cities across
the country.

5. Utilize the Parkersburg Urban Renewal Authority to acquire properties at tax sales or
through eminent domain, to eliminate slum and blight and create new housing opportunities in
the community. With limited financial resources, redevelopment efforts should be focused on
a particular area (block) to maximize their effectiveness in the distressed neighborhoods. In
addition to having a dramatic (visual) impact on a neighborhoods, this block by block approach
can develop positive synergies that encourage more investment by existing home owners or
private developers.
6. Consider developing a tax abatement program for the construction and/or rehabilitation
of market rate and affordable housing units in downtown Parkersburg and targeted
neighborhoods. While not a direct financial contribution, these programs have been quite
effective in jumpstarting new housing efforts. For example, the City of Columbus established a
property tax abatement program in 2002 to encourage private investment in downtown
housing. Since 2000, the number of people living downtown has increased by 138 percent4.
To be effective, this program would require participation from the Wood County
Commission and other stakeholders. It may also require some review and approval by the WV
Department of Commerce and/or Municipal Home Rule Board.

Next Steps
If the City is interested in pursuing one or several of the aforementioned strategies, staff
recommends that an exploratory committee be formed to develop action steps and measurable
goals. The committee should be comprised of staff from the Administration and other
public/private sector partners, including, but not limited to a local banks, real-estate
developers, Parkersburg Area Realtors Association, Home Builders Association of the Mid-Ohio
Valley, Wood County Commission and Wood County School District. This committee would be
led by the Development Department and meet as needed. Policy prescriptions would be
developed by Development Department staff and vetted by the Exploratory Committee before
being presented to the Administration/Council for adoption.

4

Chris Gaitten. The New Downtown: Columbus by the numbers. Columbus Monthly, October 24, 2017.
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