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HRC looks at landlord-tenant issues

By Zirconia Alleyne New Era Features Editor Sep 20, 2017

Bientuchy New Lia.

Lydia Cotto-Rivera smiles while talking to Janice Combs, property manager at Pennyrile Homes, inside Rivera's new
apartment at the public housing complex. Rivera turned to the Housing Authority of Hopkinsville after having trouble finding
affordable and decent housing in Hopkinsville.

Zirconia Alleyne | Kentucky New Era

Editor’s note: This is part three of an ongoing look at housing issues in Hopkinsville.

Lydia Cotto-Rivera signed a new lease Tuesday with the Housing Authority of Hopkinsville, and she
can’t wait to move into a two-bedroom apartment in Pennyrile Homes with her son.
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“I can’t believe it, we finally got it,” she said. “My son didn’t want to go to school today he was so
excited.”

The mother and son now have a decent place in Hopkinsville to call their own.

Human Relations Commission Executive Director Bernard Standard commended the housing
authority for working quickly to find Rivera better living conditions; however, he said there are so
many others who are on the waiting list and those who don't have assistance still living in
substandard conditions.

Dealing with landlord-tenant issues is just one part of the work at the Hopkinsville Human Relations
Commission, but Standard believes it's an issue Hopkinsville as a whole should be constantly
monitoring and improving.

For the past year, the commission has been researching evictions and rental housing conditions in
Hopkinsville, hoping to gain insight on how people are living and how ordinances could create better
conditions and more defined expectations among landlords and tenants.

‘It got started because we heard a lot of anecdotal things about what was going on,” Standard said,
“so we decided to get the data. We've been tracking evictions for a year now, and we're learning a

n

lot.

The commission found that 50 percent of property in Hopkinsville is for rent. According to the most
recent U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey, 52 percent of housing units are renter-
occupied, and 47 percent are occupied by the homeowners.

“Normally, you want to have a 70 percent homeowner-occupied population and 30 percent rental
property,” Standard said. “We don’t want to become a rental community, but that's the direction

we're going in.”

He noted that more rentals could cause more landlord-tenant issues, especially when the
expectations aren’t clearly spelled out and enforced. Sometimes, those issues lead to evictions and
other problems that don’t get solved.

“That is a spiral,” he said. “We need to look at that and hopefully turn this situation around.”
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So far, the commission estimates there are 147 landlords in Christian County, based on a
spreadsheet they have compiled. Currently, there is no city or county database that specifically
tracks landlords and their rental property.

Of that number, the Human Relations Commission tracked 358 landlord-tenant court cases from
July 2016 to July 2017 in district court.

Commission board member Wynn Radford said the eviction numbers showed them that there is an
issue with housing in Christian County.

“This is an issue that affects 1 out of 10 people in Christian County,” he said, noting that includes
Oak Grove as well.

The Human Relations Commission has looked to similar-sized cities to see what laws are in place to

help “level the playing field” between landlords and tenants. So far, the commission believes
Covington is making strides in the right direction.

“We looked at other Kentucky cities, and in our opinion, Covington represents the best practices
concerning landlord-tenant ordinances in the state of Kentucky,” Radford said.

The city of Covington, in Northern Kentucky’s Kenton County, implemented several laws and
programs aimed to create a better rental system.

The first is the Uniformed Residential Landlord Tenant Act, commonly called “Ultra,” which better
spells out the expectations of landlords and tenants in specific situations and provides legal
recourse to tenants to remedy unsafe/unsanitary housing conditions.

URLTA explains leases, security deposits, entry to the rental unit, repairs, evictions, retaliatory
actions, notices and where to get help when all else fails.

Kentucky state law allows cities to adopt the URLTA on the local level at their own discretion, and,

so far, 33 cities have, including Lexington, Louisville and several small cities in Northern Kentucky.

Tennessee has also made URLTA state law for counties with populations larger than 75,000;
therefore, the act is in effect in Clarksville-Montgomery County as well.
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The URLTA could be a deciding factor for military families who choose to turn right (to cross the
Tennessee line) when looking for rental housing outside of Fort Campbell. A bill request made by
Rep. Mary Lou Marzian in the 2017 regular session noted that Kentucky counties surrounding Fort
Campbell have not adopted the URLTA: “This is a concern for the military personnel stationed at
these military bases and civilian employees seeking off-base accommodations,” stated Bill Request
No. 433.

Standard and Radford have met with most of the Hopkinsville City Councilmembers individually,
explaining what they've discovered over the past year and what they suggest would fix the issue.

“You don’t have to reinvent the wheel,” Standard said. “Covington is about the same size as
Hopkinsville, so we expect similar results.”

In addition to the URLTA, Covington implemented a Landlord Rental Program, which requires
landlords to have both an occupational and a residential rental license, and be in “good standing”
with the city, meaning the landlord is up to date on all taxes and no liens are on the properties.

In Hopkinsville, landlords are only required to have a $100 occupational license, according to the
City of Hopkinsville Occupational License Registration.

According to a copy of the Covington Residential Rental License application, landlords must list all
rental properties, the number of units and go through a free, initial inspection.

The rental license is free if landlords register by Jan. 15 each year. The late fee is $60.

“It's free unless you don't report after 60 days,” Radford said. “What this does is it allows the city to
now know how many landlords they have and who they are in case of a law enforcement issue or a
code enforcement issue.”

Once the license is on file, the rental is re-inspected every three years.

“Because you are accepting a fee for (living in the property), there is a higher duty of care for this,”
Radford said. “It's like when you check into a hotel, you expect the toilet to work because you're
paying for it.”
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Subsequent inspections are triggered by exterior issues (broken windows, exterior damages, etc.) or
the failure to obtain a rental license. Triggered inspections in Covington cost between $30 and $500,
the application stated.

Standard acknowledged that there would be some additional costs to enforce this type of ordinance,
but he believes those would be offset by additional fees or by reallocating the budget.

“How much are you willing to spend to improve the quality of life of your residents,” he asked. “We
don’t think there’s going to be an undue burden on the city’s budget at all to actually enforce, put in
place and have this new ordinance to cover the issues that are of grave concern to its citizens.”

Standard said the safety and habitability of a home shouldn’t come down to what tenants can afford.

“You still would expect it to meet minimal standards for life, health and safety,” he said. “It shouldn’t
be the burden on the tenant to make sure a house meets these basic living conditions. Right now, it
does.”

Another feature of Covington'’s landlord rental program includes a criminal activity notification
system that sends an email alert to landlords whenever police are called to one of their properties.
According to Covington ordinance 92.10, landlords are subject to fines after at least two arrests
occur at their rental property within one year.

The third program is a partnership between Kenton, Boone and Campbell county courts that
compiles an eviction database.

Standard said evictions are not tracked in Hopkinsville or Christian County; however, this could be a

service to landlords.

“The landlord would know about the tenants and how many times they've been on the eviction list,”
he noted, giving landlords an idea of who they might be leasing to.

Standard dispelled the notion that enacting URLTA and the two suggested programs is an attempt to
“attack” landlords. He said the goal is to clearly spell out rights and responsibilities for both landlords
and tenants.

http://www.kentuckynewera.com/news/article_c2f712d4-9e86-11e7-80bd-13f1ee108b13.html

5/7



4/9/2018 HRC looks at landlord-tenant issues | News | Kentucky New Era
“More than half of the landlords are good landlords, so this is not an all-out attack on landlords,” he

said. “But we also recognize that there are some landlords who are not following basic fair practices
from a business standpoint.”

Some of the issues — such as withholding deposits without reason and renting rundown properties
— would be addressed through URLTA and a landlord rental program.

“At the same time, we’re not saying all tenants are good tenants either,” Standard continued. “We
recognize that there are some tenants who do bad things out there (such as damaging property or
not paying rent), and we want that corrected as well.”

Standard believes the eviction database could warn landlords about problem tenants.

When asked if housing regulations would increase the homeless population, Standard said that's an
anecdotal side track. Some landlords say they’d have to increase the rent to invest in their property;
thus the cost of living would increase.

Standard said if local renters can'’t afford higher rents, then landlords could reduce the rent.

“Those landlords that are out there, they're in it because of the business, and they're looking to
make a profit,” he said. “Their profit margin might be smaller, but it won’t put them out of business.”

Radford said the market will work itself out; however, issues of habitability and decency should not
be left to discretion.

The commission believes not adopting URLTA, a landlord rental program and an eviction database
puts Christian County at a disadvantage of attracting military residents, susceptible to shady rental
practices and left in the dark about its tenants and landlords.

“The uniform residential landlord tenant act deals directly with the tenant and landlord issues,” he
said. “The basic property maintenance code does not. If it did, why do we still have such a disparity

between the tenant and landlord issues?”

Standard knows that improving rental relations in Hopkinsville might be a long haul, but the
commission is dedicated to suggesting solutions.
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“We still have some more questions and we're still learning in this process,” Standard said, “but
Covington seems to be the one on the cutting edge as far as what to do and they are seeing what
they should do differently. We should be learning likewise.”

Reach Zirconia Alleyne at 270-887-3243 or zalleyne@kentuckynewera.com.

Judge orders landlord to pay tenant
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