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Hopkinsville: It’s time to revise the city's landlord/tenant ordinances

By Hopkinsville-Christian County Human Relations Commission Mar 29, 2018

The Hopkinsville-Christian County Human Relations Commission (HRC) is a City/County funded
agency whose 15-member board is racially and economically diverse and appointed by the Mayor of
Hopkinsville. The HRC’s mission is “. . . to unify our community by promoting diversity in order to
improve the future of our youth and the enhanced economic advancement for all.”

Concerned with the number of evictions in Christian County District Court the Human Relations
Commission has tracked the number of evictions over the past two years. The HRC estimates over
1,000 tenants are evicted each year and over 8,500 lives are impacted County-wide. In addition to
impacting the lives of individuals and families, evictions have an exponential impact on family
stability, crime and educational achievement. As 12 percent of our County’s population is a
significant number, the HRC unanimously recommends the Hopkinsville City Council revise its
current landlord/tenant ordinances and its overall code enforcement program. If not revised, the
HRC believes citizens of Hopkinsville will not have the same legal remedies now available in 48
other states and 20 Kentucky cities. If not revised, the HRC believes our community will experience
long-term humanitarian and economic consequences.

As the HRC believes habitable housing is a fundamental right for all citizens, the HRC will submit
four "best practice” ordinances to the Committee of a Whole on April 19. To encourage prior citywide
debate, the HRC poses three fundamental questions: 1. Should all Hopkinsville tenants have safe
and habitable housing? 2. Would every Hopkinsville landlord live or allow a family member to live in
each of their rental properties? 3. If not, why would the Hopkinsville City Council not enact the
HRCs’ four recommended “best practice” ordinances?

The good news is that the new ordinances should not prove burdensome for 90 percent of the City’s
residential landlords and tenants. However, for the remaining 10 percent, the revised ordinances will
require all residential rental properties to meet code. Sometimes change is necessary, for as James
Madison noted in the Federalist Papers, “If men were angels, no government would be necessary.”

Unfortunately, many Hopkinsville tenants now play “rental roulette” when they move into a rental
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unit. Although “X rent” is paid, a tenant may receive heating and plumbing . . . but with bed bugs.
Under the City's current code enforcement process, there is no guarantee that all residential rental
units meet code. If the City’s current code enforcement guidelines protect tourists when renting a
hotel room in Hopkinsville, should Hopkinsville tenants receive less?

Based upon tenant's complaints to the HRC, the following situation is fairly typical. Many tenants do
not have a lease or lack the experience to negotiate a lease. Some landlords agree to repair known
problems before a tenant moves in but never do so, forcing the tenant to use rent money to fix the
problem. Unable to pay the next month’s rent, the tenant is often sued for nonpayment of rent, the
court orders the tenant to move out, the landlord keeps the cash security deposit, and the tenant
moves into a similarly non-habitable rental unit. Once formally evicted, a tenant has seven days to
remove his/her personal belongings or the Sheriff's office moves the contents to the sidewalk. Some
landlords reply, “For X rent, what do you expect?” or “If | do not rent to these people where are they
going to live?” Under the HRC’s revised ordinances, every aggrieved tenant would at least have the
opportunity in court to explain why his/her rent money was used to repair an uninhabitable rental
unit.

From an economic perspective, all neighborhood property values are reduced due to the poor
condition of low-rental properties. Many neighboring homeowners are reluctant to improve the value
of their own home. Currently, 53 percent of residential properties in Hopkinsville are identified as
rental; Hopkinsville is one of the highest rental cities in Kentucky. In some Hopkinsville
neighborhoods, the rental ratio exceeds 70 percent. Experts agree that the ideal rental/home
ownership ratio should be 30 percent / 70 percent. If Hopkinsville's 53 percent rental percentage
continues to increase, a decrease in everyone's property values (residential and commercial) can be
expected. If you are a homeowner or own property in Hopkinsville, is it to your advantage for
Hopkinsville to become a predominantly rental community? What is the tipping-point when a
community becomes a rental community, 55 percent, 60 percent? At what point does it make
economic sense to not own property in Hopkinsville?

Furthermore, the City's ability to attract Fort Campbell and Industrial Park families is being restricted
by Hopkinsville’s current housing ordinances. The reason is that Clarksville has already passed
progressive landlord/tenant ordinances that make Clarksville a more attractive community to
own/rent residential rental property than Hopkinsville. If Hopkinsville matched or exceeded
surrounding county's housing ordinances, Hopkinsville would be in a much better position to recruit

military families and Industrial Park employees to live in Hopkinsville.
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In summary, the HRC unanimously recommends that the Hopkinsville City Council revise our city’s
current landlord/tenant ordinances. The HRC believes Hopkinsville has two options: pass all four
ordinances already enacted by similar Kentucky communities or face declining commercial and
residential property values. If you agree that Hopkinsville should have habitable housing for all
citizens, the HRC urges you to contact your City Council member to vote for all four recommended
ordinances. If your City Council member or candidate disagrees, ask them “why” and to explain their
position. The HRC also requests you to discuss the importance of habitable housing with your
family, friends and church before April 19. If all four recommended ordinances are to pass, City
Council must hear from all community voices, not just from the HRC or the landlords that own or
manage the 10 percent of rental properties that might be impacted. Otherwise, economic bullying
will be allowed to continue in Hopkinsville.

The HRC'’s recommended best practice ordinances will be discussed in greater detail in a
subsequent Kentucky New Era Op-Ed column.

HUMAN RELATIONS COMMISSION: Bernard Standard, Executive Director; Pansy Amerson,
Kenneth Anderson, Patricia Bell, Matthew Handy, Ron Hicks, Alissa Keller, Carol Kirves, Jack
Lackey, Molly Lewis, Idalia Luna, Delicia Palmer, Kaye Peterson, Wynn Radford, Toni Riley, Jack
Shah.
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