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BROKEN HOMES
How abandoned houses are hurting Lorain, and how the city is trying to fight back

Dan Harkins and Shawn Foucher 
The Chronicle-Telegram
LORAIN — A 13-year-old girl who said she was raped May 31 told police the attack happened behind an abandoned house on Washington Avenue.
The bludgeoned body of Michael Lynn Smith, a homeless man, was found in a patch of woods March 31 near a burned-out husk of a home on 12th Street, where he and the two people charged with killing him had squatted.
Suspected drug dealers in a house on North Central Drive that police raided July 20, 2004, didn’t really live there, Lorain police Sgt. Albert Rivera said at the time. “There’s not even a refrigerator,” he said. “The dog has more food than they do.”
It’s not hard to find examples of crimes linked to abandoned or all-but-abandoned homes in Lorain. The crimes are an extreme example of the kind of “negative effect on the neighborhood stability and economic vitality of the city” that state auditors warned Lorain of a year ago. 
“By not administering its code enforcement, property maintenance and building programs, it is difficult for the city to preserve its housing stock,” auditors wrote in their report.
Now Lorain, which had not come close to matching other cities its size in the vigor of its housing enforcement, has acted on recommendations made by the state auditors to hire two additional housing inspectors. The new inspectors started with the city in April.
Part of their aim is to improve Lorain’s quality of life, but the task is enormous. Building Commissioner Bill Desvari has estimated that 
1 percent to 2 percent of the city’s 27,000 homes are beyond repair and could need to be demolished. That’s between 270 and 540 houses. 
Beyond that, the new housing inspectors have gotten only a lukewarm endorsement from Mayor Craig Foltin, who defeated his predecessor in 1999 in part by making an issue of what he characterized as an overly aggressive Building Department. 
“We feel that if they don’t have a successful plan and aren’t self-sufficient and nice to people, then we will not continue with them,” Foltin said recently of the inspectors. 
Falling into disrepair
The city’s financial woes led to attrition and short-staffing in the Building Department, with the result that inspections were done on a complaint-only basis for the last three to four years, Foltin said.
The city’s housing stock has suffered ever since, according to some residents and members of Council. Foltin, however, questioned whether the city’s housing stock is any worse off now than in years past.
The auditors recommended that the city establish a housing division and hire the two inspectors because, in the auditors’ opinion, they could generate more than enough revenue to pay for the cost of their employment. The new revenue, estimated at $188,500 per year, would be more than double the $89,200 cost of hiring and training the inspectors, the auditors said.
The recommendation was part of a state performance audit of the city dated June 22, 2004. The audit, which Foltin requested, was intended to help the city deal with an ongoing fiscal crisis. Lorain has been operating in the red for the past four years.
Lorain Auditor Ron Mantini believes the city’s revenue goal is realistic: The department’s 2005 budget for inspections totaled $648,000 before the inspectors were hired in April, and projects $960,000 in revenue from fees and fines. 
The audit compared Lorain’s housing enforcement efforts of 2002 and 2003 with the efforts made by the building departments in Mansfield and Springfield, cities of similar population.     
Mansfield employed four full-time inspectors in 2002 who performed five times the number of inspections done by the Lorain that year, according to the audit, and Springfield’s four inspectors performed 20 times the number done by Lorain — 18,864 vs. 943 — in 2002. 
For a number of years Lorain’s Building Department had just one employee performing inspections on a part-time basis, according to the audit.
Elyria, which has about 11,000 fewer residents than Lorain’s nearly 68,000, also outperforms Lorain in the number of housing inspections. Last year there were 11,056 inspections in Elyria, compared to 1,581 in Lorain.
But the lack of an adequate staff in the Building Department and the dearth of housing inspections are not the sole reasons for deplorable housing in the city, Community Development Director Sandy Prudoff said. 
He cited as huge factors a population drop in the city — about 10,000 over the past three decades — and the loss of tens of thousands of jobs. 
“When people lose their jobs, they go where the jobs are and they leave a house behind,” he said. 
Not a ringing endorsement
Some Council members have said the new inspectors cannot succeed without Foltin’s full support.  
“They’re not going to do any pushing because Foltin is a member of the landlords association,” Councilman David Wargo, D-1st Ward, said. “Foltin won’t let them do what they have to do.”
Wargo said the inspectors would find it difficult to force property owners to fix problems because Foltin “won’t let them be tough on people.”
Foltin owns several rental properties, and acknowledged last year that his rental dwellings had not been inspected by the Building Department and did not have the occupancy permits required by a city ordinance. But that, and his membership in the Lake Erie Landlords Association, have nothing to do with his “be kind” approach, he said.
Desvari, the building commissioner, said the new inspectors would use a “kinder, gentler approach … and if that doesn’t work, we’ll go to the courts.”
Even if the Building Department starts citing property owners who fail to make repairs at a vigorous clip, it will take much more time to deal with the worst offenders. One hitch to razing more homes is money — something the city lacks. 
There are about a dozen homes in the city already targeted for demolition, but coming up with the funds to do that has always been a challenge. It costs an average of $12,000 to raze a home, but a city ordinance requires that only federal and state redevelopment money can be used to demolish properties and a redevelopment plan must be in place before a home can be razed, Prudoff said. 
Most of the approximately $1.5 million in state and federal redevelopment money is earmarked for a variety of other projects, including downtown improvements, Prudoff said.
The link to crime
Brian Hazlett worries that the next dead body found near an abandoned home will belong not to a homeless man, but to a child. 
The owner of two rental properties in Lorain, Hazlett has been working to fix up a long-blighted commercial building at Reid Avenue and West 12th Street, a stone’s throw from the patch of woods where the 49-year-old Smith was found bludgeoned to death in March.
Referring to the house on 12th Street where police say Smith and his two killers squatted, Hazlett said, “That house has been dilapidated and abandoned for at least two years. And it’s right across the railroad tracks from a park where our kids play. It’s just a matter of time before we find one of our kids hurt or killed in one of these abandoned garages or buildings.”
Lorain police Sgt. Mark Carpentiere said that abandoned houses, which are found in every ward, are a playground for truants, drug abusers and arsonists and a continual frustration to police .
Until the city’s voting wards were redrawn last year, Councilman Tony Krasienko, who is up for an at-large seat this year, represented the area where the body was found on 12th Street. He said it was potentially the worst area for abandoned homes because of a high number of poor residents and cheap rental property.
But he has confidence the new inspectors can make a difference. 
“If you have a piece-of-junk house and an owner refusing to fix it up, then they deserve to be in court and to be in jail if they’re not fulfilling their duty as a citizen,” he said. “I hope the new system is better than what we’ve been dealing with. I’m tired of turning in the same damn houses every year.” 

  

BY THE NUMBERS
The number of vacant homes in Lorain has gone up 70 percent over the last 30 years.
1970: 1,044 homes
1980: 1,579 homes
1990: 1,252 homes
2000: 1,745 homes 

 



	


