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January was a very busy month and we’re now rolling full steam into February with a very aggressive agenda.  In this month’s column, I would like to talk about my administration’s top priority for 2004 – Code Enforcement.
One key element of a successful community is the quality and condition of its housing.  Well maintained homes will attract new residents and businesses and thus enhance the overall vitality of the community.  These well maintained homes also improve the resale value of each of the surrounding properties.  When properties are neglected, not only do property values decrease but a series of additional negative effects are triggered.  Most damaging of these effects is the issue of public safety.  Simply stated, as buildings are allowed to deteriorate, they become an increased risk to the safety of the residents, visitors and neighbors.
How does the City plan on addressing this issue?  Effective January 1, the City has begun fairly and consistently enforcing all building and fire codes.  Democrat or Republican, Slovak or Greek, male or female, business or residential, everyone will be treated in the same manner.  As Mayor, it is my job to ensure that this fairness is maintained across the board.  I have tremendous confidence in my staff and I know they will handle this task in a professional manner.

Are these new standards too strict to begin enforcing overnight?  My answer is no.  The risk of not enforcing these codes far outweighs the problems associated with the change.  On the other hand, we will attempt to work with each property owner and assist them in getting into compliance.  We fully understand that some property owners may need time to repair their buildings.  We understand that repairs do cost money.  We understand that Rome wasn’t built in a day.  BUT, remember, our ultimate goal is to bring our properties into compliance.  We will ruffle some feathers in the process, but in the end, we will have a safer city by improving the quality of housing.
To assist our property owners in repairing their buildings, the City will attempt to provide various levels of assistance.  We are researching programs to provide low interest loans, senior citizen assistance, contractor discounts and possibly a matching grant program.  The details of these programs will be made available to every property owner as soon as they are finalized.
While I’m speaking of code enforcement, I would be remiss if I didn’t touch on rental properties.  First, I think it is important to note that the City is not opposed to rental properties or landlords.  Frankly, the opposite is true.  Our city is in desperate need to new quality rental units and would welcome the opportunity of attracting this type of investment in our community.  On the other hand, I personally have a very low tolerance for an absentee landlord who continually collects rental income while neglecting their property or properties.  These individuals provide no value to our city and will not be tolerated.  In fact, if you know someone who owns a neglected rental property in Whiting, give them a call and tell them we’re coming.  These properties will be systematically inspected, code violations identified and if need be ordered to court in the same fair and equitable manner as the single family property owners.
I’m sure this column will generate a few rebuttals.  As always, I’m more than willing to discuss your concerns and your suggestions.  BUT, if you’re an absentee landlord who owns property that is rundown or neglected, don’t bother calling me.  Just fix up your property so the true Whiting people can continue to be proud of their community.
