






April 4, 2011
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Ms. Shawni Littlehale, Director
Better Government Competition 2011
Pioneer Institute for Public Policy Research
85 Devonshire Street, 8th floor
Boston, MA 02109

Dear Ms. Littlehale:

Enclosed you will find the City of Wilmington’s submission for the 2011 Better Government Competition.  Our Instant Ticket Program is one of our city’s signature initiatives and is helping us transform the attitudes and behaviors of our residents and visitors for the better.  Through collective efforts, our city is becoming an even greater place to live, work and raise families.

If any further information is needed, please feel free to contact me.   Thank you for your careful consideration of our submission. 


[image: ]Very truly yours,


Jeffrey J. Starkey
Commissioner
Department of Licenses and Inspections













2011 BETTER GOVERNMENT COMPETITION
ENTRY TEMPLATE


1. Program Name: Instant Ticket Program

2. Administering Agency: City of Wilmington, Delaware

3. Contact Person (Name & Title): Jeffrey J. Starkey, Commissioner of Licenses and Inspections

4. Address: 800 N. French Street 3rd Floor, Wilmington, DE  19801

5. Telephone Number(s): (302)576-3059

6. E-mail Address(es): jstarkey@wilmingtonde.gov

7. Please provide a brief overview of the issue at hand, the problem that the proposal addresses, including relevant background information on its nature and scope.  Suggested length: up to up to ¾ page.

After examining the nature of constituent complaints received by the City of Wilmington’s Department of Licenses & Inspections (L&I), we found that 60% of the complaints focused on sanitation issues. Current Mayor James M. Baker charged L&I with the task of developing an effective way to resolve these issues quickly and fairly. The existing system deemed these complaints a criminal matter, which involved lengthy State court proceedings and offered resolutions to simple problems generally in 4-8 weeks. We believe 4-8 weeks is an unacceptable period of time for our law-abiding constituents to suffer due to the negligence of another party. As a result, we improved our laws to provide citizens with immediate relief from negligent property owners.

As a result, Wilmington’s Instant Ticketing Program was developed and allows City Code Enforcement Inspectors to be more proactive in seeking out and citing various sanitation problems that affect the quality of life in our communities.  Under the program, Inspectors are now able to issue instant $50 tickets, similar to parking tickets, upon those property owners who violate the City’s sanitation codes (e.g. junk/debris, accumulation of fecal matter, high grass/weeds, improper trash disposal, illegal dumping). Code Enforcement Inspectors are assigned and patrol specific geographic regions of the City, thereby increasing their familiarity of the physical characteristics of the area and the sanitation related behavior patterns of the constituents. Each Inspector is provided with a digital camera on which to photograph sanitation code violations.  Upon completion of their daily inspections, the Inspectors return to the office in order to process tickets issued that day. They input the ticket and photograph into our newly developed software program which consolidates and prints the ticket and photograph, in one concise document, to be mailed to the property owner.  

Once the property owner receives an Instant Ticket, City Code allows them 21 calendar days in which to appeal the violation should they believe it to be unwarranted. If the $50 ticket has not been paid within 30 calendar days, the ticket doubles to $100. Should the property owner decide to disregard the ticket altogether, the City sought and was subsequently granted authority from the Delaware State Legislature to attach any unpaid fines to the owner’s annual property tax bill.   It is important to note that the City has received a relatively small number of Instant Ticketing appeals (roughly 5%) from property owners.  We believe it is because negligent property owners find it difficult to argue with a citation featuring a full color photograph depicting the violation on their property.   
8. An explanation of the proposed/effective solutions and how it would, or has, changed current practice.  Detail the way the problem was, or is, proposed to be addressed. If applicable, cite examples of similar approaches in place elsewhere around the United States.  Suggested length: ¾ page.

Prior to Instant Ticketing, the City’s citation process for sanitation code violations was unnecessarily time consuming and essentially ineffective. Code Enforcement Inspectors were tasked with physically inspecting a particular property, then mailing the property owner a certified notice of the violation.  Upon the property owner’s receipt of the violation, the Inspector then had to wait several days up to several weeks, depending on the severity of the violation, to settle a relatively simple matter, such as high grass/weeds. This process left the City with essentially two options to settle the issue: 1) voluntary compliance on the part of the property owner; or 2) a mandatory State Court criminal adjudication process. For a variety of reasons, the latter occurred more often than voluntary compliance. The system also provided little in the way of immediate relief to neighbors who have to put up with those who continually damage neighborhoods by making them undesirable places to live.     

Additionally, the time spent sitting in lengthy court proceedings was time in which the Inspectors were not in our neighborhoods addressing other sanitation and public health issues.  We needed the Inspectors to be on the streets using their work hours to conduct more meaningful and potentially life-saving inspections, such as investigating housing violations stemming from a lack of electricity, water or heating.

To our knowledge, Wilmington’s Instant Ticket Program is unique and is not an adaptation or duplication of any other municipal effort.  

Three governments within the State of Delaware have in fact followed our lead by duplicating the Instant Ticketing Program.  These are New Castle County Government, the City of Newark and the Town of Elsmere. Other Cities across the nation have expressed interest in the program by either requesting program materials be mailed to them or by requesting the Commissioner of the Department of Licenses & Inspections to make a formal presentation before their government officials.  In June 2008, the Commissioner testified before the United States Conference of Mayors (USCM) Vacant & Abandoned Properties Task Force at the 76th Annual Conference of Mayors, thus giving the program national attention.  

Additionally, the Instant Ticketing Program was awarded the 2008 (USCM) City Livability Award for cities with populations of fewer than 100,000 people and was subsequently named in 2009 as one of the Top 50 Government Innovations by the Ash Institute for Democratic Governance and Innovation at Harvard University’s  Kennedy School of Government.  The Top 50 were selected from over 600 nationwide applicants.  
9. What were the start-up costs associated with the program or policy?  Or, if the submission is an “idea,” describe the projected start-up costs.  Suggested length: ¾ page.

The Instant Ticketing Program is funded through the City of Wilmington’s annual operating budget.  Start-up costs are listed below:

Instant Ticketing Initial Start-Up Costs
							Budgeted		
1. Appeal Officer 				$30,000.00	
2. Digital Cameras				$  5,370.00	
3. Memory Cards				$  1,500.00
4. New Stationary/Printing			$  5,000.00
5. Public Outreach and Education		$         0.00
TOTAL					$41,870.00

A challenge we faced was the provision of an appeal process that the constituents would find equitable for all parties involved. Under the program, should the property owner feel the instant ticket is unwarranted, they may elect to participate in the appeal process.  The process allows them 21 calendar days from the date of the issued ticket in which to submit a written appeal to the Commissioner of Licenses and Inspections. During public hearings to discuss the program, many citizens thought, theoretically, that the Commissioner through his Code Enforcement Inspectors is the individual who is issuing the tickets.  As the issuer, how fair can the Commissioner be when someone elects to appeal said ticket?  To remedy the perception of unfairness, we modified our program to provide that the Commissioner or his designee shall issue a written decision affirming or reversing the instant ticket.  The Commissioner’s designee (aptly referred to as the Appeal Officer) is an independent third party who has first-hand knowledge of government processes, city neighborhoods and code enforcement standards.  

Even though the Appeal Officer is budgeted at $30,000 annually, we have never come close to utilizing that full amount.  The Appeal Officer currently works two days per week at a rate of $25.00 hourly.  The Commissioner of Licenses & Inspections has the sole authority to modify the work hours of the Appeal Officer based upon business needs.  The only other annual cost is stationary/printing.  Digital cameras and memory sticks are not annual costs and are only replaced as needed.    

Public outreach and education was conducted at no additional cost.  The City maintains a website (www.wilmingtonde.gov) and a government television station (WITN Channel 22, Comcast Network) that were utilized heavily to inform citizens of the program.   Additionally, as part of their normal work duties, city personnel from the Department of Licenses and Inspections, the Office of Constituent Services, City Council and the Mayor’s Office attended monthly civic/neighborhood association meetings throughout the City to provide information about the program.   Other outreach efforts included public hearings, press releases to all regional media outlets and informational factsheets included within city bulk mailings.  Code Enforcement Inspectors also distributed information door-to-door as they traveled their daily routes.  

It is also important to note that the program software and database were collaboratively created in-house by the City Departments of Licenses and Inspections and Integrated Technologies.   This in-house design allows us to modify and customize the system according to our business needs; something that is not always a viable option with off-the-shelf software packages.  

10. How is the program or policy funded, or how will it be funded?  Suggested length: up to ½ page.  
The Instant Ticket Program is funded through the City of Wilmington’s annual general fund operating budget.   
Quite remarkably, although functioning within the constraints of a relatively modest budget (with start-up costs of $41,870, see question #9 for additional detail), the program has generated nearly $1.1million in revenue since program inception.   
11. Describe the positive outcomes generated by the program or policy, or the projected outcomes from the idea submitted.  Suggested length: up to ¾ page.
The Instant Ticketing Program enables Code Enforcement Inspectors to concentrate on the more complex, potentially life-saving inspections rather than be inundated with nuisance violations, such as littering and high grass and weeds. We do not consider those minor violations as trivial; because they are indeed important and do affect our resident’s quality of life.  However, the time spent in prosecuting those minor offenses and the time Inspectors would normally spend sitting in prolonged court proceedings to resolve the matters are deemed inefficient.  

Additionally with increased visibility in the community, Inspectors are able to become specialists in their assigned geographic regions allowing them to become more familiar with the sanitation related behavior patterns of the residents and commercial establishments.

The program has led to increased constituent satisfaction. As a result of the City becoming more proactive and heightening its enforcement efforts, our residents have rededicated themselves to reclaiming their neighborhoods from those who continually disturb the peace, stability and overall physical appearance of the area.  In some areas, concerned residents, property owners and local business owners have formed monthly working groups where issues of community concern (such as illegal dumping, scattered trash/debris, excessively tall grass/weeds, etc.) are cooperatively discussed with governmental officials and are ultimately resolved.  This partnership with the community has proven invaluable.  Currently in at least three City Councilmanic Districts, residents and government officials have formed weekly walking groups. In spring and summer months, the group meets in a different neighborhood and walks throughout the streets and alleyways to identify potential health and safety violations.  Those issues are then reviewed and acted upon, if necessary, by code enforcement officials.  The community is engaged and feels empowered to reclaim their neighborhoods!
  
Property owners, including those who reside out of state and serve as landlords, are keeping their properties and dwellings cleaner and safer. The program has resulted in relatively more requests for special trash pickups of larger, bulkier items, such as old furniture and kitchen appliances, which are not acceptable for normal trash collection. It is important to note that these inoperable items become public health and safety risks or the subject of mischievous behavior.  Prior to Instant Ticketing, these items may have sat for weeks or months in public view while Inspectors completed the former criminal violation process.   
12. Will/Did the program or policy require the passage of legislation, executive order or regulations?  If yes, please cite:
Yes, our program required the following legislative and policy actions:  

Spring/Summer 2006:	Legislative research conducted by City Departments of Licenses & Inspections and Law.

June 2006:				Delaware State Legislature and Governor amends the City of Wilmington Home Rule Charter to allow the creation of Instant Ticketing (143rd General Assembly-House Bill 399, 143rd General Assembly-Senate Bill 290).

July 2006:				Wilmington City Council introduces legislation (Ordinance #06-054) to create the program.

August 2006:			Mayor’s Office, Wilmington City Council and City Department of Licenses & Inspections hold public hearing to give the public an opportunity to become familiar with the proposed city ordinance and to make comments and suggestions for improvement.	

October 2006:			Wilmington City Council approves ordinance (Ordinance #06-054).  Mayor signs ordinance into law with an effective date of May 2007.

November 2006 – 		City Department of Licenses & Inspections begins meeting internally with 
March 2007	:			necessary city departments (Finance, Public Works, Mayor’s Office, Integrated Technologies) to plan implementation.

January – May 2007:	Comprehensive citywide five month public education and outreach program began. This included reaching out to property owners, landlords/tenants, the corporate community and real estate professionals.

May 2007:				Code Enforcement Inspectors begin enforcement of Instant Ticket Program.

June 2007:				Instant Ticketing Appeal Officer hired and is trained by City Law Department.
As the program evolves, we find that public education and outreach is still vital to the success of the program. City officials continue to attend monthly neighborhood/civic association meetings throughout Wilmington to talk about the program and to listen to constituent concerns and suggestions for improvement. Code Enforcement Inspectors are also encouraged to discuss concerns and other pertinent matters based upon the conditions they experience as they conduct their daily routine.
13. If applicable, how has the program or policy expanded or changed since its inception?  Suggested length: up to ¾ page.
The Instant Ticketing Program has been very successful and has not varied dramatically from its original structure.  However, city officials annually evaluate the program to determine its effectiveness and to decide if any improvements are necessary to strengthen the program.  

The last evaluation session focused on developing a fair, yet stern method of dealing with chronic repeat offenders who plague our neighborhoods.  We decided at this time, not to alter the original legislation due to a new city initiative underway that complements Instant Ticketing.  

Complementing Instant Ticketing is our newest initiative, The Public Nuisance Property Program, which is a point system that provides for a better accounting of nuisance property calls.  Points are assessed each time the City takes enforcement action against a property owner.  A building or structure is deemed a nuisance property if 12 or more points are accumulated within a period of six consecutive months or if 18 or more points are accumulated within 12 consecutive months.  Points are assessed with or without an arrest or conviction; owners, occupants, lessors, lessees, licensees, and mortgagees can all be held liable. The number of points assessed depends on the severity of the incident; for example, an offense involving a weapon is assigned eight points, while a sanitation violation (Instant Ticket) is assigned one point. When more than one violation occurs during a single incident, the total points for the incident shall be the highest point value assigned to any single violation.   Once a certain number of points are accumulated, the Commissioner of the Department of Licenses & Inspections is authorized to take punitive action against the property owner to remedy the situation.   There is an  appeal process available to property owners.
14. Does Massachusetts face the same problem addressed in this proposal?  If your entry describes a program or policy already in place in Massachusetts, please provide additional relevant detail about current practices.  Suggested length: up to ¾ page.

Yes, Massachusetts faces the exact or similar problem Wilmington experienced.  Further, we strongly believe Instant Ticketing is completely replicable across the nation because all levels of government are engaged in a daily fight against blight, constant litter and illegal dumping of trash. These negative behaviors attract criminal activity, impede potential economic and housing development and adversely affect population growth and retention.   

With the development of this initiative, we have found that community support, public outreach, and education prior to implementation were critical to success.  Prior to passage of the law that created Instant Ticketing, a series of public meetings and hearings were held in which all potentially affected stakeholders (e.g. private property owners, rental tenants, landlords, and government officials) were invited to learn about the proposed program and to offer comments and suggestions.  As a result, the general public found that the City’s goal was not merely about collecting additional revenue for City coffers, but was ultimately about compelling negligent property owners and tenants to become responsible, productive neighbors who are contributing positively to our communities. 

Additionally, we found that a comprehensive research and review of all municipal and State laws related to the subject matter was the key to ensure consistency in program development, requirements and associated penalties.

Three governments in the State of Delaware have followed our lead by duplicating the Instant Ticketing Program.  These are New Castle County Government, the City of Newark and the Town of Elsmere.  Other Cities across the nation have expressed interest in the program by either requesting program materials be mailed to them or by requesting the Commissioner of the Department of Licenses & Inspections to make a formal presentation before government officials.  

Other jurisdictions that have expressed interest include:  

City of Milford, DE			Town of Bethany Beach, DE 		City of Tulsa, OK
Town of Georgetown, DE		City of New Castle, DE		City of Dayton, OH City of Trenton, NJ			City of Port Arthur, TX 		City of Dallas, TX	

15. What are your future goals?  Suggested length: up to ½ page.

Our ultimate goal is to change the negative actions, behaviors and beliefs of those individuals and businesses that consistently plague city neighborhoods. We believe we are on the right track.  Our program is administered equitably throughout the City, regardless of the socioeconomic conditions of the neighborhood.  As a result, our communities have an improved appearance and our residents boast a new found sense of pride and overall constituent satisfaction with government services.
 
A second goal is to improve the operation of Instant Ticketing through enhanced technology.  We are in the midst of researching, and the subsequent development, of suitable equipment and software which will allow our Code Enforcement Inspectors the ability to conduct Instant Ticketing via mobile handheld devices.  We are continuing to explore such a device and a complementary wireless system that would address our needs as productively and cost-effectively as possible.  However, while this option is further explored, Inspectors will continue their current process of inspecting problem properties.  
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