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‘Ghost’ Properties Haunt Columbus Neighborhoods
Residents often ask, “What can community members do about blighted properties in our neighborhoods?”
There are a couple of answers. Calling 645-3111 to initiate a
complaint with Code Enforcement is a good start. Another
important, but often overlooked step, is talking to family members
and neighbors about preparing a will or a survivorship deed in the
event of death. If a family member who owns property passes
away, probating the estate and getting the legal title out of the
deceased individual’s name is critical.
Otherwise, it may turn into a “ghost” property. A “ghost” property
is a property where the owner has died, but there was no
adjudication of the estate with the Franklin County Probate Court.
Many times our office finds that the deceased owners were once
contributing community members, decent neighbors, and
responsible property owners. In most cases, the property in
question is a single-family home that served as the primary
residence of the owner. However, with the death of the owner, the
property is left unoccupied and unmaintained for months or even
years.
Our Zone Initiative attorneys are tasked with bringing the owners
of blighted properties to court in an effort to get them to abate the
nuisance. “Ghost” properties pose a special kind of challenge
because the property deteriorates rapidly once it’s left vacant and Example of a “ghost” property—the owner was a
unmaintained and the person whose name is on the title is dead,
tragic victim of homicide and the direct heir of the
and the current owners (heirs or devisees of the deceased
estate is a minor.
owner—typically the deceased person’s family members, relatives
or close friends) are either difficult to locate or don’t have the
means to fix the property.
When the property remains vacant and unmaintained for a period of time, it becomes much more difficult for the heirs or
devisees to fix or sell the property. In most instances, the deterioration of the property likely could have been prevented had the
family members probated the estate immediately upon the death of the owner and took charge of the situation.
For example, Donna Lee Campbell owned 2855 Fern Avenue since 1972. It was her primary residence until her passing in
January of 2015. There has been no probate of the estate. The property did not have a history of serious violations of city codes;
there had been a few zoning issues over the years, but each time the orders were complied. By all accounts, Ms. Campbell was a
good resident and neighbor.
Since her passing, the property has been vacant and has quickly deteriorated. The city has had to re-secure the property five times
since April. On multiple occasions, police officers had to arrest and/or escort vagrants from the property. The property that Ms.
Campbell called home for more than forty years is now, unfortunately, a “ghost” property haunting the community.
Residents can help decrease the number of situations like Ms. Campbell’s from occurring in the future by helping raise awareness
about the importance of estate planning and by ensuring that their deceased family members’ estates are probated as soon as
practically possible.
For those who need help getting connected with a probate attorney, a good starting point is the Columbus Bar Association at
877-560-1014. Some additional resources include the Legal Aid Society of Columbus (for elderly and low-income individuals) at
888-246-4418, the Capital University Legal Clinic (law students help with will preparation, with cases accepted in August and
December) at 614-236-6245, and Pro Seniors, Inc. (a free legal hotline for Ohioans age 60 and over) at 800-488-6070.
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