WORK SESSION                                                                                                                     AUGUST 4, 2020
MAYOR AND CITY COUNCIL		HAGERSTOWN, MARYLAND
WORK SESSION – August 4, 2020   

Mayor R. E. Bruchey, II called this Work Session of the Mayor and City Council to order at 4:01 p.m., Tuesday, August 4, 2020 in the Council Chamber at City Hall.  Participating with the Mayor were Councilmembers K. B. Aleshire, A. Heffernan, E. Keller, L. C. Metzner, and S. McIntire, Director of Finance Michelle Hepburn, and City Clerk D. K. Spickler.  City Administrator Scott A. Nicewarner was not present. 

Curbside Parking Options

     Jill Thompson, Director of Community and Economic Development (DCED), Eric Deike, Director of Public Works, and Kaitlin Bell, Economic Development Specialist, were present to review options for the continuation of a Downtown Curbside Parking Program in response to COVID-19 crisis.

     The cross-department team that is reviewing Curbside Parking includes staff from the Public Works, Planning and Code Administration, Engineering, Finance, and Community and Economic Development Departments.  The team looked at models in other cities including Downtown Frederick, Maryland in developing a recommendation of “Temporary Curbside Parking in Designated Zones”.  Most cities are utilizing a Curbside Pickup “Zone” model, and images from some cities were provided.  The team is sharing this information with downtown restaurants, and provided feedback.

     The recommended Curbside Pickup “Zone” Model would be a temporary program until the Governor’s Emergency Order is lifted.  The City is not designating parking spots on a permanent basis.  A select number of spots, in strategically located areas, would be designated and numbered.  A Curbside Parking Map would be developed for marketing.  The spots would be for customers of all downtown businesses.  Spots would not be assigned to any one business.  Spots will be designated in the Central Parking Lot but not in the two parking decks.  Staff requests the flexibility to adjust locations as needed.  The time limit for each spot is 10 minutes maximum, with enforcement after 30 minutes.  The community is also asked to support the program through an honor system.  The intent  and marketing of the program would be designated spots for restaurants/retailers, but there is no penalty if a customer of a downtown office used it for curbside pickup – such as pickup of a document package.  Parking would be free at the designated spots.  All other parking resumed as paid on August 3, 2020.  The program would be offered at no cost to businesses.  DCED will market the program, including on social media.  

     The staff team reviewed the option of a business “purchasing” a space that would be designated only to that specific business.  Staff found such options to be challenging the following ways:
1. The City has historically been consistent in not allowing a permanent, dedicated parking spot for one business, because it would be impossible to accommodate such requests from all businesses.
2. Dedicating spaces to private entities has the potential to create conflict between businesses and also potentially with customers.
3. Alternatively, a Curbside Pickup Zone program – where designated spots may be used by all businesses and all customers – is a means of managing a limited resource in a fair and consistent way for all businesses.

     The staff team also reviewed the option of discontinuing Curbside Parking and found this is challenging in the following ways:
1. Feedback from the businesses and the community show that Curbside Parking is helping many businesses drive sales.  Staff received more than 1,000 submitted signatures and comments in support of continuing Curbside Parking.  Approximately 100 were residents and citizens.  
2. Businesses are still feeling the economic impacts of the COVID-19 crisis, and they desire this downtown amenity to continue.
3. Community members are using this downtown amenity to support businesses while also practicing social distancing.
 
     Ms. Bell reached out to 10-15 businesses for input.  Four responded and the overall feedback was to extend the curbside program until 2021, or beyond.  Businesses would also like to have the street closed multiple days – not just on Saturdays.  They would be willing to hire musicians to provide entertainment for diners.  They requested free parking be continued through the end of 2020, which would help businesses during the holidays as well.  

     Mr. Deike thanked Ms. Thompson and Ms. Bell for their efforts gathering and reviewing the feedback.  He stated designated parking zones will eliminate a business from taking ownership of the space.  Revenue from parking is not the main concern.  He noted it is difficult to keep streets clean during free parking times.  This recommended program is patterned after the one in Frederick, Maryland.  They have experienced some of the same issues that have been discussed during this review.

     Councilmember Metzner noted that, as a downtown business, he does not think it benefits a business to have free parking.  He agrees with continuing the curbside program in the recommended manner.  The appropriate time to decide when the program ends is after the Governor’s Emergency Order is lifted.  

     Mr. Deike agreed that decision does not have to be during this discussion.  Free parking does create difficulties.  He noted the Pay By Phone service was implemented yesterday.  People are already using this new service.

     Mayor Bruchey stated the City tried to provide free parking 20 years ago and it didn’t help businesses.  It was difficult to find a parking space.  He supports a curbside parking zone program.  Earlier this summer, businesses asked to have the street closed and then the following week, no one was interested.  He asked what changed.  Ms. Bell noted the three restaurant owners she spoke to are interested.  Jay Zuspan, Bulls and Bears and 28 South, stated he could work with other restaurant owners if the date for a closure was selected in advance.  

     Ms. Thompson suggested discussing a street closure after staff has time to develop a proposal working with restaurant owners.  This information could be ready for the August 11, 2020 Work Session.  Ms. Hepburn noted this will also provide an opportunity for Mr. Nicewarner to provide input.  

     Mayor Bruchey noted it will be discussed next week.  Councilmember Keller noted businesses are still struggling and the City needs to do everything it can to help them.  

     Councilmember McIntire pointed out that the City of Frederick is offering 30 minutes of free parking in their decks.  Mr. Deike stated the City currently observes a 15 minute grace period.  He will find out how to increase the grace period.  

     It was the general consensus to move forward with the curbside recommendation as quickly as possible.  Staff will order signs tomorrow.

Catalyst Project #3 – Request for Proposals (RFP) for Development/Partner for 3rd Model Student Housing Project

     Jonathan Kerns, Community Development Manager, was present to review the draft Request for Proposals (RFP) for a Developer/Partner for the 3rd model Student Housing project as part of the Catalyst Project #3 – University System of Maryland at Hagerstown (USMH) Expansion Support.

     The City intends to facilitate the development of a third model student housing project in partnership with USMH and a developer/partner.  USMH will market the units to students and provide names of students interested in renting to the developer/partner.  USMH student occupancy is to be prioritized.  Based on the demand and number of units to be provided by the developer, occupancy by students from other institutions of higher education can be explored.  The City will provide an incentive package for the project using a $ 200,000 Community Legacy Grant awarded to the City of Hagerstown.  The City may award the $ 200,000 grant fund to either a single project or to multiple projects by distributing the funds based on the project scale.  The Partners in Economic Progress (PEP) Program’s real estate grant-back would be applicable to Year 1 through 5.  Additional incentives through the PEP Program are waiver of fees, fast tracking, two free EDUs, and parking for the first five years.  The Invest Hagerstown Grant Program and Life Safety Infrastructure Grant Program may also be utilized if the proposed student housing project meets all eligibility criteria for these programs.  

     It should be noted that the first two model projects included a rent guarantee provision that requested rent guarantee payments from both the City and USMH in case of student unit vacancy.  USMH has communicated they will no longer provide rent guarantee payments for future student housing projects.  Even without a rent guarantee, the aforementioned programs can still provide significant financial incentives for a third model student housing project.  For these reasons the proposed RFP no longer includes a rent guarantee incentive.  

     The third model project must be a property located within the CC-MU zoning district and/or the Priority Area displayed as an attachment with the meeting material.  The target date for delivery of units is August 1, 2021.  Units may be various sizes and bedroom configurations; however a higher percentage of studios and one-bedroom units is preferred.  Units will be renovated to the City’s Partners in Economic Progress (PEP) Program Standards. The project will require the installation of a sprinkler system if the building does not contain one.  Projects must include exterior door locks, dusk-to-dawn lighting and security cameras for each exterior door; secured vestibule/mailbox area; intercom on the exterior of the building and door release system for each unit.  Properties located in the CC-MU area, but outside the Priority Area must provide off-street parking for the residents.  

     Criteria for review of the proposals includes the following:
1. Experience in residential development and renovation adaptive re-use of older buildings
2. Experience in management of multi-family residential properties
3. Quality of the proposed development plan
4. Ability to deliver the product in a timely manner
5. Financial capability to complete development of this type and scale
6. Proximity of the project site to USMH academic buildings and location considerations, and priority may be given to proposals in the Priority Area of 2 linear blocks from Public Square
7. Additional consideration will be given for any proposal that also proposes the acquisition of a City-owned property through the City’s Competitive Negotiated Sale (CNS) process.  Available CNS properties are listed at www.hagerstownmd.org/CNS.

     Councilmember Heffernan is not in favor of the City of Hagerstown being the only entity to provide a rent guarantee.  He asked if it will be acceptable to have a primary contractor with experience in renovation of older buildings subcontract with another contractor who has experience in residential rehab.  Mr. Kerns stated the review committee will consider all proposals and not exclude anyone.  

     Ms. Hepburn noted that the review committee would use a framework and grading process to review the proposals.  It is not unusual that some submitters do not meet all the criteria.  

     It was the general consensus to include authorization to staff to proceed with posting the RFP on the August 25, 2020 Regular Session agenda.  Deadline for submittals will be in early November.  

A-2020-04, Annexation of Valley Mall Road properties – Discussion of tax phase-in

     Kathleen Maher, Director of Planning and Code Administration, and Megan Flick, Planner, were present to discuss tax phase-in proposals for Case No. A-2020-04, the annexation of Valley Mall Road properties.  Staff is seeking direction on whether to proceed with staff’s proposed 3 year phase-in or the property owner’s proposed 5 year phase-in.

     The City of Hagerstown has initiated annexation Case No. A-2020-04 by activating pre-annexation agreement Case No. WS-2005-20.  The property owners signed the pre-annexation agreement, which states that the City has the right to annex when the property becomes contiguous to the corporate boundary, in exchange for water service.

     The proposed annexation was introduced on April 28, 2020 and the Annexation Plan was also adopted at that time.  The public hearing was held on June 23, 2020. The properties proposed for annexation consist of properties including:  Marriott Spring Hill Suites; Marriott Courtyard; and Restaurant, totaling approximately 4.88 acres.  Currently, the properties are zoned PB (Planned Business) in the County and are proposed to be zoned CR (Commercial Regional) in the City.

     Staff received a letter from the property owner and their representation on June 19, 2020 before the public hearing.  A copy of the letter was attached with the meeting memo and is summarized below:

     The owner’s representation states that the COVID-19 pandemic resulted in financial hardships for the two Marriott Hotels and the Restaurant, causing the businesses to suffer greatly.  They argue that business will not return to normal for quite some time.  Given the circumstances, they do not think it makes sense for the City to impose a real estate tax increase.  Instead, they propose a gradual increase of real estate taxes over time.

     The owners are not in a position to oppose the annexation, but they are requesting relief from the increase in real estate taxes imposed by the proposed annexation.  They request a postponement of the annexation to allow for further discussion of a phased-in approach of the taxes associated with the posed annexation.  The official request from representation of the property owner is to table the resolution for 90 days to allow time to discuss options for a phased-in approach of the taxes.

     At the public hearing, the property owner’s representation reiterated the financial hardships faced by the hotels and restaurant due to decreased business caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.  They request a delay of the annexation and a phased-in approach of City property taxes over a 10 year period.

     City staff proposed the following to the property owner in June and to the Mayor and Council in July:
1. Phase-in of City real property taxes
a. FY2021:  0%
b. FY2022:  50%
c. FY2023:  100%
2. Tax obligation will be based off of the current assessed value and owner agrees to refrain from either appealing the assessment or seeking other reduction in its tax obligation to the City or the City can claw back any reduction previously received and the full tax liability will be reinstated.

     The owner’s representation requested that the Mayor and Council table the resolution at the last regular session.  They propose a 5 year phase-in of taxes as follows:
1. Phase-in of City real property taxes
a. FY2021:  0%
b. FY2022:  25%
c. FY2023:  50%
d. FY2024:  75%
e. FY2025:  100%

      City staff recommend that the City move forward with the annexation with either the offered three-year phase-in of City real property taxes or the proposed five year phase-in.  The inside City water rates will go into effect September 10, 2020.  

     Michelle Hepburn, Director of Finance, clarified that either proposal includes the condition that the owners refrain from appealing the next assessment.

     Councilmember Metzner asked if there is a specific reason the City would annex the property and provide a tax phase-in versus not annexing for two years.  He does not support providing lower utility rates and providing police and fire service with no tax revenue being generated from these properties.  He would support a phase-in without providing the additional services until taxes are at 100%.  He is also concerned that during the public hearing on June 23, 2020, the restaurant owner indicated he would be paying the taxes.  

     Mayor Bruchey supports Staff’s proposal of a three year phase-in.  The intent of the Annexation Policy is to support economic development by providing City water service to properties outside the City limits when needed with the understanding that the property will be annexed with full taxes at that time.  The property owner understood the intent and signed a pre-annexation agreement in order to receive City utility service.

     Councilmember Heffernan agreed that public safety services shouldn’t be provided without the tax revenue to cover the cost of those services.

     Councilmember Metzner asked how many pre-annexation agreements have been activated.  Ms. Maher indicated two have been activated (Tractor Supply and a house) and two are in process now (Cole Road Annexation and Thomas, Bennett, Hunter Annexation).  Councilmember Metzner pointed out other pre-annexation agreement holders might ask for the same consideration.  He does not think the annexation should be delayed until the pandemic is over.  If any delay occurs, it should be until the tax phase-in equals the cost of services provided.  

     Councilmember Aleshire asked how the Tractor Supply pre-annexation agreement was implemented.  Ms. Maher stated it was activated after the building had been constructed and was a five year phase-in.  The other agreement was activated when the Light Property Annexation became effective.  Councilmember Aleshire asked how these are different than the Tractor Supply process.  Ms. Maher stated, at that time, when any property owner in the Hopewell Valley area was told they had to annex, it was a major hurdle.  Tractor Supply constructed the building and were not considered for annexation until several years later.  It was at that time they were afforded a five year tax phase-in.

     Councilmember McIntire stated she is concerned that businesses are struggling and this request is being made because of the pandemic in an effort for the business to continue.  

     Councilmember Metzner stated these hotels are part of multi-billion dollar corporations. He is concerned about the small businesses, like the diner.  The owner is requiring full payment from the diner for rent.  Yet, this same owner is hiring lawyers begging for relief from taxes.  This agreement has been in place for 16 years.  If the City does not tax this property, what do the Mayor and City Council say to other taxpayers when they say they don’t think they should be taxed either.  

     Mayor Bruchey stated he has been at the diner several times and there are lots of cars parked at the hotels.  If the annexation is completed by the end of November, a tax bill would be generated for FY2022, but not for FY2021.  He also supports the three year phase-in recommendation.

     Ms. Hepburn indicated City staff received an email from the State Assessment office in June noting that one parcel had been appealed to the local appeals board and was granted a 32% reduction in the assessment.  This means a $ 200,000 reduction in tax revenue to the City.  She is concerned there will be many more appeals.  From a finance standpoint, she noted the property owners have had 14 years to prepare for this annexation.

     Ms. Maher stated the City was finally in a position to begin annexing the properties covered by pre-annexation agreements and unfortunately, the COVID-19 pandemic hit.  The tax revenue is needed to cover the costs of City services to these properties.  These properties will still receive the lower In-City rate for utilities.  

     Councilmember Metzner asked if the owners received a federal stimulus.  Mayor Bruchey indicated the diner did.  

     Ms. Hepburn pointed out every business, every family, and every individual is reinventing what they do for their family and businesses during this pandemic.  She asked if the Mayor and City Council wished to discuss this annexation again in September.  

     Councilmember Aleshire stated he agrees with Councilmember Heffernan that the City should receive some tax revenue during the first year of the annexation.  Mayor Bruchey pointed out under the three year phase-in proposal, the City would receive 50% of the taxes in FY2022.  
     Councilmember Heffernan noted he agrees with Councilmember Matzner’s concern about expecting other taxpayers to pay taxes.

     Councilmember Metzner stated the discussion for him is over if the owners do not agree to not appealing an assessment.  He wondered if an invoice for taxes could be sent now, before the tax bill in July, 2021, since the City knows what the assessed value is and what the City’s tax rate is.   

     Ms. Maher indicated the City Attorney would have to answer that question.  Mayor Bruchey questioned whether that can be done legally. 

     Mayor Bruchey asked how the Cole Road Properties Annexation would be affected if the Valley Mall Road Properties annexation is not approved.  

     Councilmember Aleshire is not interested in delaying this or other annexations and he is not interested in special agreements for every property.  He would be interested in applying a simple percentage for a specific number of years for up to four years.  Councilmember McIntire stated she supports a four year phase in.  

     Mayor Bruchey pointed out no one else has asked for special consideration.  This is a special exception due to the pandemic.  He does not think a phase-in standard should be applied to every pre-annexation agreement that was signed.  

     Councilmember Metzner stated the condition to not appeal an assessment needs to be included.  Ms. Maher and Ms. Frick indicated this condition is included in the Annexation Resolution.  

     Ms. Hepburn pointed out the condition does not prohibit them from appealing an assessment but if they do the incentive is rescinded.  

     Councilmember McIntire stated she thinks a tax phase-in for pre-annexation agreements is appropriate during a State of Emergency situation. 

     Mayor Bruchey pointed out no tax in the first year for this property owner would be recognition of the challenges they are facing.  The following year would include a full tax bill.

     Councilmember Metzner stated, again the group is discussion providing a major corporation a tax break on the assumption that the pandemic will be over by July 1, 2021.  This is a big prediction about how bad business will be a year from now.  He stated it might be better to continue to table the decision and let the new Mayor and City Council administration decide how to handle the request.  

     Councilmember Keller stated she is concerned the City taxes will put them out of business.  Ms. Hepburn stated she doesn’t think anything the City does is going to make or break their business.  
     There is not a consensus for either proposal.  Mayor Bruchey asked that this be put on the August 11, 2020 Work Session agenda for further discussion.

Proposed Amendment to Water and Wastewater Policy

     Kathleen Maher, Director of Planning and Code Administration, and Nancy Hausrath, Director of Utilities, were present to review a proposed amendment to the City’s Water and Wastewater Policy to add a new preamble paragraph regarding the City’s policy to extend new or expanded water and wastewater service outside the city, not just outside the MRGA.

     The City adopted a Water and Wastewater Policy in 2004 to reiterate that extension of water and wastewater services would not be made beyond the Urban Growth Area (UGA), as defined in the City’s Annexation Policy, unless certain exceptions outlined in the policy were granted.  The Water and Wastewater Policy was amended in 2008 to set the Hagerstown Medium Range Growth Area (MRGA) as the limit of these City services, consistent with the City’s 2008 Comprehensive Plan, unless certain exceptions were granted.  State law required the City to adopt a growth boundary in its Comprehensive Plan as the planned limits of annexation.  The City’s Annexation Policy requires annexation as a condition of service.  The Water and Wastewater Policy has been amended various times over the years to tweak existing exceptions or to add additional exceptions.

     The Water and Wastewater Policy as currently written focuses on the fact requests will not be approved for outside the Hagerstown MRGA unless certain exceptions are granted, but is silent on the issue of inside-MRGA requests.  The Comprehensive Plan and Annexation Policy address these requirements, but it makes sense for the City’s Water and Wastewater Policy to be comprehensive regarding requests and not just address those requests outside the MRGA.  For example, the existing Water and Wastewater Policy language requires a pre-annexation agreement as a condition of water approval for redevelopment outside the MRGA and that needs to be made clear it is also required inside the MRGA.  The new language makes it clear that the Comprehensive Plan requires annexation as a condition for new or expanded water or wastewater service for any request outside the corporate boundaries or pre-annexation agreement if the property is not currently contiguous.  It also includes a definition for new and expanded service to make it clear the type of development, redevelopment and re-use activities that require annexation or a pre-annexation agreement as a condition of service for the new proposal.  

     It was the general consensus of the Mayor and City Council to include approval of the amendment to the City’s Water and Wastewater Policy on the August 25, 2020 Regular Session agenda.

     


Insurance Services Office, Inc. (ISO) Rating for Planning and Code Administration (PCAD)

     Kathleen Maher, Director of Planning and Code Administration, Paul Fulk, Neighborhood Services Manager, and Blaine Mowen, Chief Code Official, were present to provide an update on the favorable analysis by ISO (Insurance Services Office, Inc.) of PCAD’s permitting, plan review and inspections processes and qualifications in comparison with other communities.

     When rating a community’s building safety program, ISO seeks information on how rigorous the building codes are and how committed the City is to code enforcement, because as they observed “this can have a profound effect on how structures will fare in a natural disaster.”  The questionnaire included questions related to how quickly a jurisdiction adopts State Code updates, the types of codes enforced by the jurisdiction, whether the jurisdiction has a Hazard Mitigation Plan, the tools provided by the jurisdiction to increase efficiency, the nature of the record keeping, plan review, permitting and inspections requirements, the number of staff and volume of work performed by staff, the qualifications of staff, and training requirements for staff.

     PCAD was contacted in early March by an ISO rep about having the City’s building code operations assessed in their Building Code Effectiveness Grading Schedule classification.  While the City’s Fire Department had bene previously rated by ISO, the City’s building code operations had never been assessed by ISO.  The ISO rating is most directly related to insurance rates for property owners, but it also sends a message about the professionalism and preparedness of a jurisdiction for building safety and protection from natural hazards.  PCAD staff completed the ISO questionnaire and had a phone interview with the ISO rep later in March.

     In June, the City received an ISO analysis of PCAD’s building code operations and personnel with the Building Code Effectiveness Grading Schedule (BCEGS) Classification of 3.  The highest classification is 1 and the lowest is 10.  Classification 3 puts the City in the top 15% for the state.  According to the ISO rep, most jurisdiction in Maryland receive a Class 4 or 5 rating for their building code operations.  PCAD received very high ratings for the qualifications of the staff, very favorable ratings for the codes that have been adopted, and competitive ratings for the volume of work undertaken by the City inspections team.  Areas that rated lower for PCAD were in the volume of plan review work per staff and the reported training hours of staff.  Staff plan to petition for a re-review next year to address issues they question in their assessment and so they could provide further information on the hours of training City staff receive to maintain their certifications.  

     The City should be proud that its building code operations were rated Class 3 by ISO in the first assessment.  The ISO rep assured staff they should feel proud.  They do  not plan to rest, however. They have their eyes on a Class 2 rating.


Update on Planning and Code Administration (PCAD) Initiatives

     Kathleen Maher, Director of Planning and Code Administration, Paul Fulk, Neighborhood Services Manager, and Blaine Mowen, Chief Code Official, were present to provide an update on what PCAD has been doing over the past several months to allow development to keep moving forward during the pandemic shut down and over the past 16 months to promote development activities, thank investors, and provide educational opportunities with PCAD’s social media platforms.  In addition, they provided an update on how implementation of the 2018 amendments to the Rental Facilities program has been progressing, as well as start the discussion on the idea of rewarding good landlords and perhaps penalizing bad landlords.  

     A number of changes were made to permitting and plan review procedures to allow applicants to conduct business remotely while City Hall was closed due to the pandemic.  Plans are now accepted electronically or via mail for permits, and on-line payment of fees and submittal of permits and plans via email, fax, or mail, is encouraged.  Staff offers virtual inspections of occupied dwellings so prudent social distancing can be maintained.  All of these procedural changes continue to be offered and encouraged in Phase Two reopening and beyond.  Finally, to keep plan approvals and zoning administration going during the closing, staff researched the various virtual meeting platforms available and began using Zoom in early April to allow remote meetings of the Planning Commission, Board of Zoning Appeals, and Historic District Commission.  Since returning to in-person meetings early in July, the meetings continue to be broadcast in Zoom for public convenience and allow participation via Zoom by applicants and the public due to limited capacity and social distancing goals.  Ms. Maher was invited to present the City’s Zoom meeting process at a recent Maryland Department of Planning meeting.  PCAD will be presenting “Virtual Planning in a Pandemic” at the Maryland Planning Commission Association Conference in November.  

     Since early 2019, PCAD has been utilizing social media platforms to promote investment activity in the City, thank investors, and educate the public about planning and code related matters.  PCAD maintains Facebook, Instagram, and LinkedIn platforms, launched the Hub-bub video podcast on eight different platforms, produced a Zoom webinar series called Lunch and Learn, and started a newsletter which is currently emailed to over 4,000 people.  The progress check-ins with development projects for the social media postings has also created a great opportunity to answer any permitting or inspections questions the applicants may have.  This has been appreciated and helps to keep projects moving.  

     Since the 2018 Amendments to the Rental Facilities Program were adopted, PCAD reviewed the first 500  units identified as never having a rental interior inspections and letters were mailed to 320 property owners or managers requesting inspections of those units.  So far, staff have conducted 115 inspections from those requested.  Not all propoerty owners or managers have responded to the letters, so follow up will be required.  The never-inspected inspections were paused during the pandemic and will resume next by mid-August.
     PCAD has not revoked nor sent any warning letters since the change to the ordinance.  Staff have been implementing a software system to conduct these reviews and are in the final stages of this project to start conducting license reviews.  Legal counsel advised staff should conduct these types of reviews every quarter to determine license status.

     During discussions of amendment ideas in 2018, members of the Mayor and City Council expressed a desire for the Rental Licensing program to be able to reward good landlords and punish those that don’t comply.  Staff have since been working on implementation of the amendments that went into effect in 2019.  In recent months, staff have been researching what other communities have done with their programs to reward and penalize as appropriate.  At this stage, staff welcome input from the Mayor and City Council and will seek input from stakeholders in the community.  Regardless of what changes are proposed to rental licensing to incentivize good landlords, there are a number of issues that must be kept in mind:
1. The need to continue to collect at least the present level of revenues from fees to cover the City’s costs
2. The need to ensure that dwellings are maintained safely for tenants
3. The need to ensure that properties do not negatively affect the quality of life or property values for surrounding properties
4. The need to strongly encourage proper screening of tenants so that tenants do not become a problem for neighbors, the City Utilities Department, or the Hagerstown Police Department

     Ms. Maher stated staff is seeking direction from the Mayor and City Council about good ideas for this type of program.  Staff would develop a proposal based on feedback from the Mayor and City Council.  If the Mayor and City Council would like staff to continue to pursue reward/penalty ideas for modification to the City’s Rental Licensing program, staff will conduct an outreach effort and return at a later date with conceptual proposals so the Mayor and City Council can provide additional feedback prior to finalization of proposed amendments.

     Councilmember Keller stated she consistently hears that lack of a licensed property manager is a problem.

     Councilmember Heffernan stated this program is an attempt to make sure the dwelling is safe for tenants and the units are in good repair.  He noted lead paint is a major concern.  He expressed his concern about the future tenants in a residence where there had been known use of fentanyl (as evidenced by arrest reports).  He wondered if the City can implement regulations to ensure the contamination is mitigated before the unit is rented again.  Ms. Maher indicated staff will investigate this possibility.

     Mayor Bruchey supports an incentive of not increasing landlord registration fees for good landlords.  Reducing fees may also be a good incentive.  Ms. Maher noted this would affect the budget and the revenue is needed to cover costs of the program.  Mayor Bruchey then suggested higher fees for bad landlords.  Ms. Maher mentioned a less frequent inspection schedule might be an option for incentivizing good landlords.

     Councilmember McIntire asked if there is a way to recognize good landlords by placing a sticker or some visual notation in a window.  Recognizing good behavior is contagious.  She suggested a program where a tenant can nominate their landlord as a good one. She congratulated the PCAD department for their social media campaigns and remote inspection efforts.  

     Ms. Maher stated all these efforts are ways the department is trying improve its image in the public.  

CITY ADMINISTRATOR’S COMMENTS

     Michelle Hepburn, Director of Finance, had no additional comments.  
 
MAYOR AND COUNCIL COMMENTS 

     Councilmember K. B. Aleshire finds it discouraging that the Republican Central Committee has limited consideration of people for the vacant Senate seat.  He noted their decision even excluded registered Republicans who are Mayor and City Council members.  He discussed emails about face coverings being worn at Mayor and City Council meetings.  During the last meeting, some members wore face coverings and others did not.  Governor Hogan was clear in his directives last week for wearing face coverings in public buildings.  It appears this is not being followed during meetings in the Council Chamber.  A decision to either follow the directives or not needs to be made and that decision needs to be followed consistently.   

     Councilmember A. Heffernan is encouraged by the number of people biking in Hagerstown.  Many of the bicycle stores are sold out.  There are a number of people trying to get the Civil War Rail Trail project reactivated.  Hagerstown is a central point on that rail trail and he anticipates it having a positive impact on Hagerstown.

     Councilmember E. Keller thanked Geordie Newman, Community Action Council, and Brooke Grossman, Horizon Goodwill Industries, for assisting a resident with an emergency last week.

     Councilmember L. C. Metzner had no additional comments.

     Councilmember S. McIntire asked if lights on the tennis courts can be discussed.  Mayor and City Council members have received an email regarding this.  Councilmember Keller reported Scott Nicewarner, City Administrator, and Rodney Tissue, City Engineer, are aware of the email and will discuss it when they return to the office.




     Mayor R. E. Bruchey, II had no additional comments. 

     There being no further business to come before the Mayor and City Council, on a motion duly made, seconded and passed, the meeting was adjourned at 6:11 p.m.  

						Respectfully submitted,

						Original signed by D. K. Spickler

						Donna K. Spickler 
						City Clerk
						
Approved:     September 29, 2020
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