"Last Chance" program uses shame to fight neglect and blight

A little public shame can still be a useful urban management tool, as Chattanooga, TN (pop. 155,600) has found. 

Through a Strategic Neighborhood Initiative (SNI) program targeting blight and its effect on property values, among Mayor Bob Corker's campaign platforms in 2000, the city's Neighborhood Services Department has found that time-tested public notice gets results in dealing with landlords who refuse to comply with code regulations.

When all else fails, the "Last Chance Campaign," launched by the mayor last July, gets the word out by posting a four-foot by four-foot sign giving the name and mailing address of the owner of the property in violation.

"Through placing their contact information in the front yards of the questionable properties," says Mark Kleiner, special projects coordinator, Neighborhood Services Department, City of Chattanooga, "the virtual shaming effect is achieving results," namely freeing up the environmental court docket and improving or eliminating the city's most deteriorated housing stock.

"We're talking about cases that were extremely out of control," Kleiner says, citing overgrowth, appliances and abandoned vehicles lying in residential yards, neglected exteriors and boarded-up buildings as typical signs of neglect in the 15 SNI neighborhoods identified as blighted. MANY of those neighborhoods are located NEAR downtown, he says. 

Besides countering the effect of chronic neglect on property values, Kleiner says that tenants' safety was also a concern behind the "Last Chance" campaign.

Owners of the first 100 residential and commercial properties targeted under "Last Chance" received 10-day notification letters at a rate of 10 per week, Kleiner says.  Once the sign goes up, it is protected by city ordinance, he says.
Only five months into the program, "we've gotten a 65 percent case resolution from the first 100 properties," Kleiner says, essentially removing 65 percent of repeat offenders jamming the environmental court docket. "These are people who are ignoring and violating city regulations and code over a period of two to 10 years," he says.

Of the first 100 properties on the "Last Chance" (delete “hit”) list, 18 are owned by out of state residents or businesses, and 73 are owned by Chattanooga residents or businesses.

The value of shame?

"The shaming effect has worked in a couple of cases that I can think of," Kleiner says, "where we had the landlord calling in, very disturbed that his name and address WERE in the front yard of the property, and he abated the situation within 10 days." Actually, 20 owners initiated abatement within 10 days of signs being posted on their properties.

There were 79 signs posted, out of 100 initial Last Chance notification letters, Kleiner says, meaning that some 20 percent of property owners, once they received notification, immediately abated the situation.

Absentee landlords, he says, "were (delete “much”) slower to respond.  Although adequately notified, it took them a while to appreciate the severity of the situation, because they were out of town.”
Two commercial property demolitions have been completed through "Last Chance," and two property owners have filed injunctions against the city's demolition of their properties. Another 13 demolitions have been court-ordered, and 33 are pending hearings. Eight property owners initiated demolition themselves after sign postings. 

In two cases, the city has acquired the property for rehabilitation, as it did not meet the 50 percent deterioration level required for demolition.

A majority of the "Last Chance" cases closed in residential areas, Kleiner says, were abandoned properties.

________

side:

Chattanooga's Neighborhood Services Department is also working to combat illegal dumping, through a revamped public education campaign encouraging citizens to report suspicious dumping activity via the city's 311 City Hall call center.  
Report Offenses, Achieve Rewards, or R.O.A.R, is a program designed to educate neighbors on the importance of taking initiative in their respective communities.

Callers will receive a cash reward if violators are convicted based on eyewitness testimony, says Mark Kleiner, special projects coordinator.  To encourage more people to report incidents, callers are no longer required to testify in court against the alleged illegal dumpers, as in the past. 

Similar to the department's "Last Chance" campaign, Kleiner says, "we're trying to instill the idea of proactive stewardship among residents, to create a sense of ownership in (delete “these”) [blighted] communities."
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