Keeping Tri-City communities up to code
By John Trumbo, Herald staff writer

Code enforcement problems exist throughout the Tri-Cities -- in cities and county areas.

Each community has its own way of handling problem properties, like that of Raymona Balko in Kennewick. But officials in each city and county say the goal is to help property owners, not prosecute them and collect fines.

Pasco

Mitch Nickolds, inspection services manager for Pasco, keeps a list of such properties and checks it often.

The city's Code Enforcement Board meets monthly, resolving about 30 to 40 cases, based on findings and recommendations from Nickold and his three enforcement officers.

"It can be a caustic process," Nickolds said Thursday while cruising several neighborhoods for follow-up visits.

"The process is as aggressive as it needs to be to get the job done and bring properties into compliance, but not so aggressive as to prevent people from being able to work toward compliance," he said.

Pasco's code enforcement program has a quasijudicial board, just like Kennewick. But there are some differences.

Pasco's hearings do not impose a time limit for individuals who are charged with violations to comment about their cases. Kennewick has a three-minute rule. And Pasco's board deliberates in public, while Kennewick's board deliberates privately behind closed doors before announcing decisions.

Nickolds said Pasco citizens also can call witnesses on their behalf. The monthly meetings of Pasco's board also are broadcast for public viewing on Charter Cable.

Officers check out complaints and then write up notices to people who have several opportunities to fix the problem before being brought to a board hearing, which happens in about one in five cases.

Nickolds is pleased with the city's track record on code enforcement, which he said is 95 percent compliance.

A recent day in the field to check on weedy property in West Pasco also found four trailers unhitched and parked on city streets, which is not allowed. Nickolds posted notices on each and said an officer would be back in 24 hours to see if the violations were corrected.

Another problem parcel involved tumbleweeds accumulating next to a Franklin County Irrigation District ditch. Nickolds said the weeds blown up to a private wood fence are a serious fire hazard the irrigation district must remove.

Nickolds said not all complaints are valid. Those that aren't are noted for the record.

His officers also distribute "Good Neighbor" handbooks while out and about to help the public understand why code enforcement is for the good of all.

"We try to be more of an educator than an enforcer," he said.

Richland

Richland doesn't have a civil review board but does use two code enforcement officers who deal with approximately two dozen complaints a month, said Sgt. Dan Phillips.

One full-time officer focuses specifically on citizen complaints, which can come as phone calls, e-mails or walk-ins. The officer contacts the property owner about how to comply with city ordinances relating to cluttered or junky property. If the problem isn't solved in 10 days, the city prosecutor can file a criminal charge against the property owner, Phillips said.

The city receives about 32 complaints each month about code violations relating to unkempt and nuisance properties, Phillips said.

The part-time code enforcement officer doesn't work on complaints but focuses on specific areas in the city to find and contact owners of junky properties before complaints occur.

Phillips said two areas of concern have been in the Richland Y and an older part of the city between Aaron Drive and Coast Street. "It's more a more proactive approach," he said.

But Richland officials are considering switching to a civil review panel system similar to what exists in Pasco and Kennewick.

"We are looking at what other programs are and what we want ours to look like," Phillips said.

West Richland

West Richland handles code enforcement the same way as Richland with complaints running through the police department. But that may change soon.

An unfinished home on South 45th Avenue has become an eyesore because of weeds and windblown trash, underscoring the need for an effective abatement program, said Layne Erdman, police chief and interim city administrator.

The city is forming a citizen advisory board to deal with such problems.

Using police officers to deal with problem properties has worked to some degree, but not without creating some bad feelings among residents, says Erdman.

"It hasn't been an effective tool. It's just not a way to build a community," Erdman said.

"We need a board of peers, a civil process that can give us a solution," the chief said.

Erdman sees the civil review board, as used in Pasco and Kennewick, as a way to invite the community to support code enforcement.

City officials want to see more economic development but certain areas in town are unattractive to developers, Erdman said.

"We have a variety of problems that are a hindrance, particularly down Van Giesen Street," he said.

Having a civil review board made up of city residents and business owners could be the best way to bring needed correction of code violations.

Erdman said he wants to see the community involved, either by having citizens on the review board, or residents volunteering to do cleanups.

Erdman said the city council already has approved the ordinance establishing the code enforcement review board, and citizen applications are being accepted.

He wants the board ready to begin working by the end of April.

Benton County

Jackie McWherter is Benton County's only code enforcement officer. Although there are fewer codes to enforce when compared with cities, McWherter said she has plenty of territory, from Plymouth in the south to Vernita in the northwest.

And like in Pasco and Kennewick, McWherter checks only on properties for which there are complaints.

"I like it because it keeps people from saying I am picking on them," she said.

McWherter investigated 129 complaints last year. Typical issues involve general debris, inoperative vehicles, waste paper, scrap metal and rags, she said. Weeds are not an issue in the county because there is so much open land.

The county allows several 30-day notices so owners of offending properties have ample time to correct violations. But once the fines start, they begin at $500, McWherter said.

"Our goal isn't to penalize, but for people to comply," she said.

"Most people make an effort to comply, it just takes time and resources," she said.

Benton County's system isn't quasi-judicial, like in Pasco and Kennewick, but involves the county prosecutor's office, which can take much longer.

McWherter said she and her supervisors are considering asking the county commissioners to switch to a civil review board or even having a hearing examiner so the process can be quicker and easier.

Franklin County

Franklin County's top code enforcement program is junked cars, says Jerry Lingo, the sole code enforcer for the county.

Lingo said he pursues 50 to 60 complaints each year involving the collection and abandonment of vehicles, waste products and junkyard type properties.

Once he has a citizen's complaint in hand, Lingo does a drive-by inspection of the property and then sends a letter to the owner advising how to comply with the county ordinance.

"We always take age, financial and health in consideration in trying to get properties into compliance. As long as they are making progress and communicating with me, that is key. We will work with the people. We are not out to prosecute but to get properties into compliance," Lingo said.

But when there is no cooperation, Lingo can bring the case before a hearing examiner hired by the county to review and impose penalties, if needed.

Lingo said there have been only 24 hearings since the program was started in 2001.

