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Committee on Consumer and Regulatory Affairs: DCRA Performance Oversight Hearing
Good morning. My name is Cody Rice, and I am an Advisory Neighborhood Commissioner in ANC 6A. I(d like to thank Councilmember Ambrose and the Committee for the opportunity to testify at today(s Performance Oversight Hearing for the Department of Consumer and Regulatory Affairs.

Today I(d like to provide comments on my interactions with DCRA relating to housing inspections and abatement of vacant, neglected residential property. Although my requests have received some attention, I think DCRA has fallen short in the areas of customer service, information provision, and problem resolution.

By way of example, let me tell you about 306 9th St NE: a vacant, neglected, and unsecured house located on my block in Ward 6. This house sold in late summer, but for some reason, has been unoccupied in increasingly poor condition since then. I first contacted DCRA on November 18, 2002 to report that the basement door was open and the building was unsecured. I noticed the open door because I heard the sound of dripping water coming from the house. Apparently, someone had entered the basement and taken the hot water heater, allowing the remaining water in the pipes to drain onto the basement floor.

To DCRA(s credit, the building was inspected within a month. This seems like an long wait for an inspection, but the inspection did eventually occur. On December 18, 2002, DCRA posted a warning on the front door of the building. On December 27, 2002, DCRA posted a notice of a $100 fine for failure to barricade. Unfortunately, since the building is unoccupied, I have no idea if the owner is aware of the warnings, notices, and fines. According to tax records, the owner(s address of record is the building itself.

With the start of the new year, the building was still unsecured.  There were increasing signs of deterioration and trash accumulating in the front yard.  On January 6, 2003, I left phone messages with Mr. Ferguson and Ms. Washington of DCRA(s Housing Administration(Eastern Sector to find out what steps DCRA would take next. After several days with no response, I contacted Leo Pinson, the Ward 6 Neighborhood Services Coordinator. Mr. Pinson was able to extract an update from DCRA, and was also helpful in making sure that the Office of Tax & Revenue has this property on their rolls at the (vacant( tax rate. According to DCRA, the building was to be reinspected on January 21, 2003.

On January 26, 2003 I e-mailed Ms. Washington at DCRA. There had still been no improvement in conditions at the building, and I wanted to know 1) if the building was re-inspected as planned, 2) the outcome of the inspection, and 3) when DCRA would act to barricade the building. These are not unreasonable questions. At the time, we had very low temperatures, and several neighbors expressed concerns that homeless individuals could enter the property, start fires to keep warm, and endanger our entire block of rowhouses. Furthermore, as our area was receiving snow and ice, there were concerns about moisture entering the building and causing problems in adjoining structures.

To date, I have received no response to my request for a progress report. I don(t know if DCRA has decided not to act, is waiting for something, or has simply forgotten about the building. My first concern with DCRA is the difficulty in getting answers about the abatement process. Calls and e-mails are not returned as promptly as they should be. 

My larger concern is that nothing has been done to secure the building. I realize that DCRA has to give owners a chance to fix problems themselves, but in the meantime I can(t get answers about the process, much less a firm date when DCRA will abate on behalf of the community. 

Neglected properties are a blight on our neighborhoods. Nothing damages the morale and condition of a neighborhood like an abandoned, run-down property. I would strongly recommend that the Council and this committee determine why it takes so long for abandoned, neglected properties to be abated(whether for reasons of management, resources, training, or regulatory constraints(and demand measurable and sustained performance improvements from DCRA.

Thank you again for the opportunity to provide this testimony.

