
  

Sustainability & Community Planning Committee 
 

POLICY BRIEFING SUMMARY 
 

Re:  Rental Housing Task Force Recommendations 

 

Date Prepared:  September 2, 2011 

Prepared By:   Steve Hietsch 

Proposed Meeting Date: September 8, 2011 

Deadline for Action:  None 

 
 

I.  Request/Issue Needing Borough Council Action 

 

Council may consider each of the final recommendations from the rental housing task force. 

 

 

II.  Current Policy and/or Practice 

 

The Borough currently has a code enforcement program which consists of proactive patrols of exterior 

areas within the low/moderate income census tracts (due to the typically more blighted nature of these 

tracts, as well as the availability of funding for this service through CDBG funds).  Exterior code 

inspections are complaint-driven in all other areas of the Borough.  And, interior code inspections are 

complaint-driven in all areas of the Borough. 

 

Some changes recommended by the Rental Housing Task Force can be accomplished administratively 

without further review.  Others would require policy decisions by Council.  Additionally, some of the 

Task Force’s “administrative” as well as “policy” recommendations will require legal research by the 

Solicitor prior to implementation. 

 

 

III.  Other Background Information 

 

In the fall of 2010, the Borough received a proposal from the “SoSo” Neighborhood Association to 

establish a program providing for routine and systematic inspections of the interiors of rental housing 

units.  In December of 2010, Council decided to appoint a “Rental Housing Task Force,” consisting of 3 

landlords, 3 homeowners, and 3 tenants.  Chris Gulotta of “The Gulotta Group” served as the facilitator 

for the process. 

 

The Task Force was given the following charge from Council: 

 

1. Assessing the prevalence and severity of the property maintenance and personal conduct issues 

which were brought to Council’s attention at its 12/13/10 meeting.  To the degree possible, this 

assessment should rely on objective figures rather than anecdotal information. 

 

2. Assess whether the property maintenance and personal conduct issues have a significantly higher 

level of occurrence with rental properties than they do with all properties in general. 

 

3. Assess the tools and resources currently at the Borough’s disposal for addressing any issues 

identified. 



  
 

4. Determine whether any gaps in the current system are due to inadequate tools (specifically, 

ordinances), inadequate resources, or inadequate implementation. 

 

5. To the degree that any gaps are found to be attributable to inadequate tools, identify alternative 

tools which the task force believes will address the gaps. 

 

6. For each tool identified, assess the strengths, weaknesses, advantages, and disadvantages to the 

Carlisle community, associated with implementing the tool. 

 

7. Develop a final list of findings and recommendations for Council pertaining to the above.  The 

recommendation should represent the majority view of the task force members. 

 

The Task Force held regular meetings over the past several months.  At its final meeting, held on August 

3, the Task Force voted on a final list of recommendations for Council.  Pursuant to agreed-upon bylaws, 

only those recommendations which received a positive vote from at least 6 of the 9 Task Force members, 

plus at least 1 vote from each of the stakeholder groups, was considered to have passed. 

 

 

IV.  Financial Impact on Budget 

 

Most of the Task Force’s recommendations are designed to be low-cost or no-cost solutions to address 

issues with rental housing.  Where a cost is involved, that cost has been indicated in the “staff 

recommendation” section of this PBS. 

 

 

V.  Board, Commission, or Agency Review 

 

None. 

 

 

VI.  Staff Recommendation and Reason(s) 
 

Below is the list of recommendations, as conveyed to Council by the Rental Housing Task Force.  Staff’s 

recommendations appear in red font, after each of the items. 

 

 There should be a proactive education process to provide information to key 

constituents about existing tools already in place.  These would include but not 

limited to: 

 The Borough should hold workshops to educate the public; said workshops 

could be held at the neighborhood group meetings and with landlords. 

 Landlords and tenants should receive a copy of the property maintenance 

code or be made aware that it is available electronically. 

 Articles would run in the Borough Gazette concerning tenant and landlord 

responsibilities regarding the upkeep of the property. (RHTF voted 9-0 to 

approve.) 

 

Staff concurs with these recommendations, and has already begun to implement 

some of them.  There are some questions about the legality of providing copies of the 

property maintenance code due to copyright laws.  (The Borough has adopted the 



  
IPMC as its code, which is copyrighted.)  However, we believe we can post the IPMC 

on the Borough web site. 

 

 Communication between the Borough Codes Office, the Police Department and 

landlords should be strengthened possibly through regular written or electronic 

communication or periodic in-person meetings, a cost effective system should be 

established to share information between the Codes Department, Police 

Department, landlords and tenants regarding substantive complaints.  (RHTF voted 

9-0 to approve.) 

 

Staff concurs with these recommendations, and has already begun to implement 

them.  Joint codes and police patrols have begun at the suggestion of Chief 

Margeson. 

 

 Option A:  Make it mandatory to use a standard addendum which would be filed 

with the Borough that would include certain mandatory language including tenant 

information, a description of the rule of habitability, property owner contact 

information, information on the process of escrowing rent if the property is not up to 

code and the information about how to reference the PA Landlord/Tenant Act.  It 

should also include standard provisions for tenant behavior.  (Mr. Gulotta indicated 

this would be subject to review by the Borough Solicitor.)  (RHTF voted 9-0 to 

approve.) 

 

Staff concurs with this recommendation.  However, the Solicitor has a concern that 

we cannot legally require a lease addendum, since verbal leases are legal in PA.  If 

Council is inclined to agree to this recommendation, then they should authorize the 

Solicitor to research it further.  Note that the Task Force anticipated the possibility 

for legal issues with this recommendation, and therefore offered the following 

recommendation as an alternative in the event that this one is not feasible. 

 

 Option B:  Should encourage the use of a standard addendum that would include 

certain language including tenant information, a description of the rule of 

habitability, property owner contact information, information on the process for 

escrowing rent if the property is not up to code and the information about how to 

reference the PA Landlord/Tenant Act.  It should also include certain provisions for 

tenant behavior.  (RHTF voted 9-0 to approve.) 

 

Staff concurs with this recommendation. 

 

 A twenty-five (25) mile rule should be implemented which would require that the 

property owner or a designated representative live within twenty-five (25) miles of 

the property or they must have a licensed management company.  (RHTF voted 8-1 

to approve with a member of the landlord stakeholder group casting the dissenting 

vote.) 

 

Staff concurs with this recommendation.  Similar requirements have been used in 

other communities, and a rigorous statistical analysis of rental housing in 

Cumberland, MD showed a significant inverse relationship between the proximity of 

the landlord and the level of problems in rental housing units.  However, the 

Solicitor has questions about the legality of this recommendation.  If Council agrees 



  
with this recommendation from a policy standpoint, they should direct the Solicitor 

to research the associated legal issues. 

 

 A program should be developed to encourage landlords to have units inspected by 

the Borough of Carlisle or an accredited third party inspection service on a 

voluntary basis; units passing inspection would receive a “preferred” designation for 

marketing purposes.  (RHTF voted 9-0 to approve.) 

 

Staff concurs with this recommendation under the proviso that the inspections be 

conducted by a third-party inspection service, and that the Borough select a single 

designated provider of this inspection service through a competitive selection 

process.  That way, we can ensure that the “preferred designation” was consistent 

for all units, and was awarded by a properly credentialed inspection agency. 

 

 The registration of rental housing units should be implemented on a regular basis; 

the information collected as part of the registration should include contact 

information of owner (or designated representative) in case of emergency and names 

of all tenants with the caveat that there is no registration fee payable by the 

landlords; in the event a landlord fails to register, a fine may be levied.  (RHTF 

voted 8-1 to approve with a member of the homeowner stakeholder group casting the 

dissenting vote.) 

 

Staff concurs with the recommendation to maintain a registry, using the Borough’s 

water/sewer billing records as the foundation for the registry.  Since most rental 

housing units have the water/sewer bills registered in the tenant’s names, we 

already have 90% to 95% of the information needed.  If Council wishes to maintain a 

full registry, they should authorize the Solicitor to research this requirement in light 

of privacy issues. 

 

 The Borough should continue to support non-profit housing organizations, 

neighborhood groups, and private individuals in acquiring marginal properties, 

fixing them up and then selling them; Continue to promote Elm Street and other 

Borough grant and loan programs for owner-occupied units and rental units; 

Continue to improve street lighting in those neighborhoods that have dark zones; 

Strengthen community policing program to include foot patrols with the objective of 

identifying problem properties early; Establish regular dialogue with the Housing 

Authority regarding problem tenants who may be receiving rent assistance through 

the Authority.  (RHTF voted 9-0 to approve.) 

 

Staff concurs with this recommendation. 

 

 Contact information for landlords or their representatives should be publicly 

available, perhaps electronically or on file with the Borough in case property owners 

in the area wish to discuss any concerns.  (RHTF voted 9-0 to approve.) 

 

Staff concurs with this recommendation, assuming that the water/sewer billing 

records will suffice to fulfill this requirement. 

 

The RHTF voted to deny recommending the following solutions: 

 



  
 Repeat code offenders should be fined and the amount of the fine should increase 

each time there is a violation for the same offense.  (RHTF voted 1-8 to deny the 

solution. 3 members of the landlord stakeholder group, 2 members of the homeowner 

stakeholder group and 3 members of the tenant stakeholder group casted the 

dissenting votes.) 

 

Staff concurs with the majority of the Rental Housing Task Force in not advancing 

this as a recommendation.  We believe we already implement this, but need the 

flexibility to adapt to specific circumstances in order to effectively work with 

residents and property owners.  Formalizing this requirement would limit our 

flexibility in doing so, without any actual gain in the effectiveness of our “tools.” 

 

 A data base should be established that would allow prospective tenants to inquire 

about “problem landlords”.  This data base would be frequently updated and could be 

available electronically.  The data base would include information on citations that 

were no longer subject to appeal.  The data base should also be established with the 

names of tenants who have been convicted of a crime within the past five years or 

who have had unpaid water and sewer bills.  (RHTF voted 3-6 to deny the solution.  3 

members of the landlord stakeholder group, 2 members of the tenant stakeholder 

group and 1 member of the homeowner group casted the dissenting votes.) 

 

Staff concurs with the majority of the Rental Housing Task Force in not advancing 

this as a recommendation.  The desired information is already available through the 

court system, and it would be inefficient to duplicate that information at the 

Borough level. 

 

 The registration of rental housing units should be implemented on a regular basis; 

the information collected as part of the registration should include contact 

information of owner (or designated representative) in case of emergency and names 

of all tenants on the lease.  (RHTF voted 6-3 but the solution was not approved 

because the vote required at least one affirmative vote from each stakeholder group. 3 

members of the landlord stakeholder group casted the dissenting votes.) 

 

Staff concurs with the majority of the Rental Housing Task Force in not advancing 

this as a recommendation.  This recommendation concerning registration differs 

from the one which passed only in that it allows for the administration of a 

registration fee.  Given the ability to utilize our water/sewer billing records as a 

registry, staff sees no need to develop a separate registry and charge a fee. 

 

 To deal with safety issues, rental units need to be inspected (interior and exterior) 

on a regular basis.  (RHTF voted 4-5 to deny the solution.  1 member of the 

homeowner stakeholder group, 3 members of the landlord stakeholder group and 1 

member of the tenant stakeholder group casted the dissenting votes.) 

 

Staff concurs with the majority of the Rental Housing Task Force in not advancing 

this as a recommendation. 

 

Through the Task Force process, information was presented which supported the 

establishment of an inspection program.  The data studied through the task force 

process revealed that the incidence of code problems in Carlisle Borough are 



  
significantly higher with rental housing than with owner-occupied housing.  We 

heard from other communities of  the benefits associated with their rental housing 

inspection programs.  The data also showed that the majority of code issues found in 

rental housing units are the responsibility of the tenants and not the landlords.  So, 

this seems to address landlord fears that an inspection program would result in 

additional expense and inconvenience to them.  While we are sensitive to the impact 

of fees, the data reveal that we are currently subsidizing code enforcement activity 

with rental housing with general fund tax dollars.  In other words, because rental 

housing consumes the majority of our code enforcement resources, and because we 

are charging no fees, the proliferation of rental housing units in the Borough 

(approximately 50% of all units) is causing homeowners taxes to be higher. 

 

At the same time, there was a sense from some that the problems identified with 

rental housing should be addressed by the least intrusive means possible.  

Therefore, there is logic in adhering to the slate of recommendations put forth by the 

Task Force.  After a few years of following these recommendations, we can assess 

whether the situation has improved.  If it has not, we can then reconsider whether to 

implement a systematic inspection program. 

 

The following solutions received no motion for approval/denial: 

 

 An initiative to publicly humiliate repeat code offenders in the media should be 

launched. 

 

Staff concurs with not advancing this as a recommendation. 

 

 The Borough should press district justices for the maximum penalties provided by 

the Borough ordinance for infractions of property maintenance codes; in addition, 

disruptive individuals should be dealt with as harshly as possible by the criminal 

justice system including jail time. 

 

Staff concurs with not advancing this as a recommendation. 

 

 Landlords should prepare a routine and preventative maintenance plan that should 

be filed with the Borough. 

 

Staff concurs with not advancing this as a recommendation. 
 

 

VII.  List of Exhibits Attached: 
 

8/12/11 Memo from Chris Gulotta transmitting the RHTF’s final recommendations to Council 



  
August 12, 2011 

 

To:  Borough Council 

 

From:  Chris Gulotta 

             Task Force Facilitator 

 

CC:  Steve Hietsch 

        Borough Manager 

 

Re:  Rental Housing Task Force 

       August 3, 2011 Meeting 

       Voting Results 

 

 

As many of you are aware, the Rental Housing Task Force held its last meeting on August 

3, 2011.  Below is a list of the solutions proposed by the task force and how those solutions 

were voted on.  

 

The following solutions were approved by the RHTF: 

 

 There should be a proactive education process to provide information to key 

constituents about existing tools already in place.  These would include but not 

limited to: 

 The Borough should hold workshops to educate the public; said workshops 

could be held at the neighborhood group meetings and with landlords. 

 Landlords and tenants should receive a copy of the property maintenance 

code or be made aware that it is available electronically. 

 Articles would run in the Borough Gazette concerning tenant and landlord 

responsibilities regarding the upkeep of the property. (RHTF voted 9-0 to 

approve.) 

 

 Communication between the Borough Codes Office, the Police Department and 

landlords should be strengthened possibly through regular written or electronic 

communication or periodic in-person meetings, a cost effective system should be 

established to share information between the Codes Department, Police 

Department, landlords and tenants regarding substantive complaints.  (RHTF voted 

9-0 to approve.) 

 

 Option A:  Make it mandatory to use a standard addendum which would be filed 

with the Borough that would include certain mandatory language including tenant 

information, a description of the rule of habitability, property owner contact 

information, information on the process of escrowing rent if the property is not up to 

code and the information about how to reference the PA Landlord/Tenant Act.  It 

should also include standard provisions for tenant behavior.  (Mr. Gulotta indicated 

this would be subject to review by the Borough Solicitor.)  (RHTF voted 9-0 to 

approve.) 

 

 Option B:  Should encourage the use of a standard addendum that would include 

certain language including tenant information, a description of the rule of 



  
habitability, property owner contact information, information on the process for 

escrowing rent if the property is not up to code and the information about how to 

reference the PA Landlord/Tenant Act.  It should also include certain provisions for 

tenant behavior.  (RHTF voted 9-0 to approve.) 

 

 A twenty-five (25) mile rule should be implemented which would require that the 

property owner or a designated representative live within twenty-five (25) miles of 

the property or they must have a licensed management company.  (RHTF voted 8-1 

to approve with a member of the landlord stakeholder group casting the dissenting 

vote.) 

 

 A program should be developed to encourage landlords to have units inspected by 

the Borough of Carlisle or an accredited third party inspection service on a 

voluntary basis; units passing inspection would receive a “preferred” designation for 

marketing purposes.  (RHTF voted 9-0 to approve.) 

 

 The registration of rental housing units should be implemented on a regular basis; 

the information collected as part of the registration should include contact 

information of owner (or designated representative) in case of emergency and names 

of all tenants with the caveat that there is no registration fee payable by the 

landlords; in the event a landlord fails to register, a fine may be levied.  (RHTF 

voted 8-1 to approve with a member of the homeowner stakeholder group casting the 

dissenting vote.) 

 

 The Borough should continue to support non-profit housing organizations, 

neighborhood groups, and private individuals in acquiring marginal properties, 

fixing them up and then selling them; Continue to promote Elm Street and other 

Borough grant and loan programs for owner-occupied units and rental units; 

Continue to improve street lighting in those neighborhoods that have dark zones; 

Strengthen community policing program to include foot patrols with the objective of 

identifying problem properties early; Establish regular dialogue with the Housing 

Authority regarding problem tenants who may be receiving rent assistance through 

the Authority.  (RHTF voted 9-0 to approve.) 

 

 Contact information for landlords or their representatives should be publicly 

available, perhaps electronically or on file with the Borough in case property owners 

in the area wish to discuss any concerns.  (RHTF voted 9-0 to approve.) 

 

The RHTF voted to deny recommending the following solutions: 

 

 Repeat code offenders should be fined and the amount of the fine should increase 

each time there is a violation for the same offense.  (RHTF voted 1-8 to deny the 

solution. 3 members of the landlord stakeholder group, 2 members of the homeowner 

stakeholder group and 3 members of the tenant stakeholder group casted the 

dissenting votes.) 

 

 A data base should be established that would allow prospective tenants to inquire 

about “problem landlords”.  This data base would be frequently updated and could be 

available electronically.  The data base would include information on citations that 

were no longer subject to appeal.  The data base should also be established with the 



  
names of tenants who have been convicted of a crime within the past five years or 

who have had unpaid water and sewer bills.  (RHTF voted 3-6 to deny the solution.  3 

members of the landlord stakeholder group, 2 members of the tenant stakeholder 

group and 1 member of the homeowner group casted the dissenting votes.) 

 

 The registration of rental housing units should be implemented on a regular basis; 

the information collected as part of the registration should include contact 

information of owner (or designated representative) in case of emergency and names 

of all tenants on the lease.  (RHTF voted 6-3 but the solution was not approved 

because the vote required at least one affirmative vote from each stakeholder group. 3 

members of the landlord stakeholder group casted the dissenting votes.) 

 

 To deal with safety issues, rental units need to be inspected (interior and exterior) 

on a regular basis.  (RHTF voted 4-5 to deny the solution.  1 member of the 

homeowner stakeholder group, 3 members of the landlord stakeholder group and 1 

member of the tenant stakeholder group casted the dissenting votes.) 

 

The following solutions received no motion for approval/denial: 

 

 An initiative to publicly humiliate repeat code offenders in the media should be 

launched. 

 The Borough should press district justices for the maximum penalties provided by 

the Borough ordinance for infractions of property maintenance codes; in addition, 

disruptive individuals should be dealt with as harshly as possible by the criminal 

justice system including jail time. 

 Landlords should prepare a routine and preventative maintenance plan that should 

be filed with the Borough. 

 

 

I appreciated the opportunity to facilitate the work of the Task Force and believe that 

the recommendations are the product of a process based on data and a comprehensive 

study of the issue.  

 

I also want to thank the Borough staff for their time and effort throughout this process.  

The staff was thoroughly cooperative and professional in working with me and the 

members of the Task Force on this assignment. 

 

Please do not hesitate to contact me if you have any questions. 

 

 
 


