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RUCO:  Proposed Changes and Briefing
By

Jay Ovittore, Chair

Montgomery/Wells Housing Committee

Commissioner

City of Greensboro Human Relations Commission

There are many municipalities and counties that have rental property inspection ordinances or certification processes.  The City of Boston requires that every rental property be registered and inspected annually.  Landlords, who do not comply, are fined daily and property can be seized by the city.  The City of Colony, Texas requires that you register your rental property every year by February 1st and that you get an inspection upon every tenant change or every two years whichever is sooner.  There are programs in the majority of American cities that have demonstrated an effective way to encourage landlords to make needed improvements to their properties.  At a time when most American cities are moving to adopt programs to reduce substandard housing, Greensboro would be taking a step backward by moving to strip RUCO of its core proponent, inspections.  

Greensboro implemented RUCO in 2003 to reduce sub-standard housing. Since the enactment, 43,000 units have been inspected resulting in an 80% decrease in substandard housing.  While this is an admirable start, more work needs to be done to inspect the approximately 1500 units by January 1, 2009.    

As Chair of the Montgomery-Wells Fair Housing Committee of the Greensboro Human Relations Commission, I believe that the proposed change to allow automatic renewal of certificates for rental properties without inspection would be detrimental to residents who are disenfranchised and most often are reluctant to file complaints for fear of being evicted or harassed.  There have been documented cases of retribution against tenants from their landlords who call inspectors and file a complaint.  There are landlords who have failed to comply with regulations even with inspections, so we can only imagine what will happen if renewal of certificates is continued on an automatic basis.  Those in our communities with an ingrained mistrust of civil authority: single mothers, foreign nationals and the poorest of poor people in our community must be protected.  

The current proposal by the RUCO Task Force is that landlords, who have received their initial certification, are essentially certified for life.  Meaning, the amendment being proposed is that landlords who do not have a justifiable complaint filed against them will be renewed automatically.  We know that many tenants will not call and complain due to fear of retribution and language barriers.  This is another attempt by the Apartment Association and Landlord Association to sunset this ordinance all together.  

The Montgomery-Wells Fair Housing Committee of the Greensboro Human Relations Commission cannot support this current course of action.  As Chair of this committee, I feel that we must take a proactive stance against this current proposal.  It is vital that a system (some sort of accountability program) be put in place where those who are most vulnerable will not continue to be placed at risk and where landlords can continue, through an unobtrusive process, ensure the safety of their residents.
At the last RUCO Task Force meeting, I proposed an amendment in opposition to the one submitted by the RUCO Board.  I am confident that the proposed amendment is a compromise that owners of rental properties and members of the apartment/land lord associations and those who speak for the most susceptible of our residents can agree.  The compromise maintains the balance of rewarding good landlords while regulating bad landlords. 

Proposed Amendment:  The HRC has thereby offered an amendment to the RUCO Task Force, amending the Boards proposal that would permit automatic five year renewal for rental properties already certified with a RUCO, if there are no outstanding major violations or justifiable complaints.  If landlords have major violations, yearly inspections would be conducted until the properties are clear of violations for five consecutive years.  We believe that landlords, who refuse to be inspected and are noncompliant, should have a daily fine of $300 imposed on them as a lien on their property until their compliance is obtained.

In order to alleviate the workload on inspectors and the costs to the city, we further proposed that new construction, which was exempt for 5 years under the original ordinance, should be extended to 10 years and then have 5 years to be inspected.  

We need to keep the inspections free as they are now.  The above compromise addresses the concerns of the apartment and landlords associations; that good landlords are being inconvenienced for what a few bad landlords are doing.  We should equate this to having your car inspected annually.  You do so to ensure that your car is up to standards. 

The purpose of the Montgomery/Wells Housing Committee of the Greensboro Human Relations Commission is to tackle and help resolve issues that deal with fair and safe housing.  The Greensboro Human Relations Commission offers this as an amendment because of the number of people in Greensboro who live in substandard housing and have little recourse available to them.  At least the present requirement for rental certification sends a message to our residents (including landlords) that the City of Greensboro believes that local housing standards are a basic human right that must be protected while taking measures to eliminate substandard living conditions.

