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BY: EMILY RIGGS

The recent COVID-19 pandemic has substantially impacted the economy resulting in  many 

businesses struggling to keep their doors open and having to adapt to new changes within the 

workplace.[i] Unfortunately, due to the financial hardships and the various shutdowns, many small 

businesses have had to close their doors and abandoned their brick-and-mortar stores.[ii] 34% of 

small businesses that were closed in January of 2020 remain closed.[iii] Those stores and businesses 

that were able to stay afloat have had to implement significant changes to adapt to the pandemic, 

but at the time did not realize those changes would cause environmental issues to ensue.[iv]  

A significant change businesses enacted that would result in environmental issues was allowing 

employees to work remotely.[v] Before the COVID-19 outbreak, “only about 6% of American 

employees worked remotely.”[vi] However, more recently, almost “a third of the entire U.S. 

workforce” has switched to remote working.[vii] For many businesses there seems to be no end in 

sight or hope for a return to the office environment.[viii] According to “a recent GoodHire survey 

finding, 45% of workers would rather quit or search for a new job than return to the office.”[ix] This 

data shows that employers have a tough decision on whether to make these work arrangements 

permanent or potentially lose employees.[x] In response to this issue and the continued presence of 

COVID-19, “45% of businesses with over 500 employees reported a permanent shutdown of all 

their office spaces, and over one-third (36%) of businesses have closed down at least a portion of 

their offices.”[xi]

 

These closures and new work arrangements have led to an increase in abandoned and vacant office 

spaces and buildings.[xii] These abandoned buildings have presented nuisances and created an 

unsafe environment due to not being adequately maintained.[xiii] For example, vacant and 

abandoned properties have frequently lead to an increase in crime due to the “‘broken windows 

theory.’”[xiv] This theory states that “one sign of abandonment or disorder, such as a broken 

window, will encourage further disorder” and increase the overall crime rate.[xv] In addition to 

increasing crime, abandoned properties have increased the “risk to health and welfare” as well as 

decreased the surrounding property values which have contributed to the “overall community 

decline and disinvestment.”[xvi] With businesses unable to financially pay for the upkeep and 

maintenance it is unclear what is going to happen with these vacancies.[xvii] 

 

One solution would be to utilize these increasing vacancies by providing shelter to the homeless.

[xviii] During the pandemic, a significant issue for localities has been an inability to provide for the 

homeless.[xix] Homeless populations are at increased risk for transmission of COVID, and in order 



to decrease these risks, shelters have had to decrease their occupancies in order to follow the Centers 

for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) regulations for social distancing.[xx] This means that 

more individuals are left without places to stay, forcing them to stay on the streets which have 

presented further environmental and safety issues.[xxi] 

 

Considering both the environmental needs created by these vacant properties and the health and 

safety issues presented by the increasing homeless population, it is time for the State and Federal 

governments to step in.[xxii] Many state constitutions recognize a right to a healthy environment to 

ensure the health and safety of their citizens and others are taking steps to put such a right in place.

[xxiii]  There has also been a federal constitutional amendment introduced in 2018 to codify this 

right to a healthy environment.[xxiv] If the government has an obligation to ensure a clean and safe 

environment for all of its citizens it could address the environmental and homelessness issues sprung 

on by COVID. The government then could mandate these vacant spaces be used to supply housing 

for homeless and low-income families in need.[xxv] With a right to a healthy environment present in 

the state's constitutions, this mandate can happen through government assistance and work 

programs where individuals could live in the building and receive payments to help maintain the 

property. Legislation in this area would solidify the government’s duty to step up and utilize these 

abandoned buildings and office spaces into a solution for people in need within our communities.
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