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Housing Advisory Commission

ACTION CALENDAR
June 11, 2019

To: Honorable Mayor and Members of the City Council
From: Housing Advisory Commission

Submitted by: Xavier Johnson, Chairperson, Housing Advisory Commission

Subject: Recommendations Related to Code Enforcement Actions and Leonard Powell
Fact Finding
RECOMMENDATION

Establish policies that will provide housing stability for homeowners and tenants. The
City Council should set in place clear, objective, and equitable standards for conducting
code enforcement actions and ensure that due process rights of affected homeowners
and/or tenants are preserved.

Commission a formal fact-finding process to ascertain what occurred in the matter of
Mr. Leonard Powell. It should also refer this matter to the City Auditor. The fact finding
should, among other things, focus on any actions taken by the Receiver in the case of
Mr. Powell and any communications that the City has had with the Receiver. The HAC
recognizes that additional steps may be necessary in regard to this matter, and may
forward additional recommendations to the City Council at a later date.

FISCAL IMPACTS OF RECOMMENDATION
Staff time.

CURRENT SITUATION AND ITS EFFECTS

Several years ago, the City of Berkeley’s code enforcement department was alerted to
possible code violations at 1911 Harmon St. owned by Leonard Powell. The City
requested that Mr. Powell address these violations. Although Mr. Powell arranged for
some work to be done (and received a $100,000 loan from the City’s Senior and
Disabled Home Rehabilitation Program) to do this work, not all of the violations cited by
the City were addressed. Since Mr. Powell did not correct all the violations, the City
petitioned the court to appoint a receiver to bring the house into code compliance.
However, many more repairs were made, bringing the total costs to over $600,000.

The house is now certified by the City for occupancy. However, Mr. Powell faces
additional costs which exceed the amount that was provided to him through public
loans.
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BACKGROUND

Mr. Powell, a veteran and retired U.S. Postal worker had purchased the house at 1911
Harmon Street over forty years ago as a home for himself and family. Since purchasing
the duplex house, which Mr. Powell converted to a single family home, there had been
no major repairs made by him. The conversion from a duplex to a single family home
was done without permits and inspections.

Mr. Powell’s situation has triggered public concern that he has not been treated fairly,
and concerns of inequitable treatment of a Berkeley resident have been raised. The
HAC believes that more fact finding will be very beneficial for the Berkeley community
for three main reasons. (1) What triggered the code enforcement actions specifically
against Mr. Powell, when in fact, there are many single family homes in various
neighborhoods throughout the City (including the hills) that lack code compliance? (2)
How did costs increase so quickly, so that the costs of repair are almost equivalent to
the costs of new construction (excluding land)? (3) How can lower- and moderate-
income households be protected from displacement if similar code enforcement actions
are taken by the City and if these owners do not have access to financing to address
these violations?

The Housing Advisory Action adopted the following motion at its March 7, 2019
meeting:

Action: M/S/C (Tregub/Wolfe) to recommend to City Council that it set in place the
policies that would provide housing stability for homeowners and tenants. The City
Council should set in place clear, objective, and equitable standards for conducting
code enforcement actions and ensure that due process rights of affected homeowners
and/or tenants are preserved. In addition, the HAC recommends that the City Council
commission a formal fact-finding process to ascertain what occurred in the matter of Mr.
Powell. It should also refer this matter to the City Auditor. The fact finding should,
among other things, focus on any actions taken by the Receiver in the case of Mr.
Powell and any communications that the City has had with the Receiver. The HAC
recognizes that additional steps may be necessary in regard to this matter, and may
forward additional recommendations to the City Council at a later date.

Vote: Ayes: Abdeshahian, Johnson, Sharenko, Simon-Weisberg, Tregub, Wolfe and
Wright. Noes: None. Abstain: Lord. Absent: Owens (excused) and Sargent (excused).

ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY

This recommendation to undertake fact finding into what happened at 1911 Harmon
Street does not impact the environment directly. However, if this recommendation
ultimately reduces displacement, then this could contribute to reductions in vehicle miles
traveled and greenhouse gas emission reductions.
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RATIONALE FOR RECOMMENDATION

This recommendation is an important complement to ongoing local, regional, and state
efforts to prevent displacement due to code violations that exceed households’ abilities
to pay. Both renters and homeowners can be negatively impacted by these code
violations. Therefore efforts to address them in a constructive and expeditious manner
would be consistent with the HAC’s and City of Berkeley’s other ongoing priorities.

ALTERNATIVE ACTIONS CONSIDERED

The Housing Advisory Commission will be examining ways to assist lower- and
moderate-income homeowners in the future whose homes have code violations, but
who lack the financing to abate all the violations in a timely manner.

CITY MANAGER
See companion report.

CONTACT PERSON
Mike Uberti, Acting Commission Secretary, HHCS, (510) 981-5114
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