CITIZEN INVOLVEMENT PROGRAM EXCELLENCE AWARD

Douglas K. Clark

This year's Citizen Involvement Pro-

gram Excellence Award in the greater-
than-20,000 population category goes
to the city of Escondido, California,

and City Manager Douglas K. Clark for
their development of the Rental Hous-
ing Improvement Team of Escondido.

RHITE volunteer inspects non-owner-occupied
property in Escondido

Populationsgreater than 20,000

Prompted by concern about prop-
erty neglect and safety hazards
within the city's rental housing stock,
the Escondido city council consid-
ered instituting mandatory rental
housing inspections. A tentative pro-
posal called for the inspections to

be conducted annually by the Code
Enforcement Division, with an inspec-
tion fee allocated to each rental unit.
City management, however, wanted
to avoid the cost of hiring additional
code enforcement officers during
tough economic times. The proposal
dso faced opposition from members
of the rental housing industry, who
were concerned about the cost, and
from tenantswho felt their privacy
would be invaded.

In March 1993, the Escondido
city council directed staff to work
collaboratively with the rental hous-
ing industry (o develop an alternative
solution. The city formed a partner-
ship with a core group of citizens
representing the Escondido rental
housing industry to create avolunteer
inspection program. The partnership
resulted in the development and
implementation of the Rental Hous-
ing Improvement Team of Escondido
(RHITE), which the city council
approved in August 1993,

RHITE, arevolutionary concept
in rental housing inspection, encour-
ages the industry to police itself to
help upgrade housing within the
community. The program was devel-
oped to (1) offset code enforcement
costs and eliminate the needfor a
mandatory inspection program, (2)
encourage the rental housing indus-
try to take pride in its properties (3)
improve the appearance of city neigh-
borhoods and the quality of life in
Escondido, and (4) involve citizens
in the preservation and improvement
of their community

Under the RHITE program, volun-
teers—including property managers,
real estate salespeople, property own-
rs, and resident managers—are

ponsible for the inspection of all
ies. Vol-

non-owner-occupied prope;
unteers, who have been trained by
thecity'sCode Enforcement Division,
identify maintenance violations on
rental propertieswithin thecity. All

inspections are conducted from the
publicright-of-way; their
not enter private property. Volun-

teers are prohibited from conducting

inspections until they have part
pated in at least one "ride-along”
training exercisein the fieldwith a
trained individual or code enforce-
ment officer.

Once a volunteer determines a
violation has occurred, RHITE sends
aletter to the owners advising them
of the violation and requesting cor-
rection before the matter isreferred
to the Code Enforcement Division
RHITE maintainsrecordson al in-
spected properties to help identify
problem propertieswithin rental
housing communities.

The cost (o operate this innovative
rental housing inspection program is
minimal. In 1993, the city of Escondido
allocated $150 in start-up costs and,
following the council’s decision to
continue the program, the city pur-
chased a personal computer to facili-
tate more efficient datacollection.
The council aso increased its
financial support to $500 to cover
rising postage and office supply costs.

Today, RHITE reportsindicatea
significant improvement in the ap-
pearance of city neighborhoods.

Of the 234 violations found during
the program's first year, only 15 have
been referred to the city's Code En-
forcement Division. This extraordi-
nary, 91-percent compliance rate
spurred the council’s continued
support for RHITE and alocal
realtor’s donation of office space
for program volunteers.

By every measure, theRHITE
program has been a resounding suc-
cess and offers a new model for en-
couraging activecitizen involvement
in collaboration with city staff and
volunteers. The program's successis
attributable to the dedication and
commitment of the volunteers who
participated in the program. RHITE
also offerstangible proofthat whena
community cares about itself and puts
forth the effort, it can make a tremen-
dousdifference.




