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This guide was prepared to assist local officials and others concerned with rental housing issues develop
rental regulation ordinances. While it contains discussion of legal and policy issues for consideration by
local leaders, it does not constitute legal advice and should not be relied upon as such. If you have any
specific questions about any legal or financial matter related to rental regulation, you should consult an
appropriately qualified professional. Municipalities are urged to consult local legal counsel in the course
of preparing ordinances or taking other steps with respect to the matters addressed in this guide.
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INTRODUCTION: UNDERSTANDING
THE REGULATORY FRAMEWORK

THE MUNICIPAL POWER TO REGULATE
PROPERTY
The powers of local governments to regulate properties
vary widely from state to state and within states between
“home rule” and “non-home rule” municipalities. Home
rule municipalities typically have broad powers to address
the public health, safety, and general welfare in areas that
are not expressly precluded by state law. Non-home rule
municipalities have much more limited powers, and can
only act within the parameters expressly permitted by
state law. The same distinction applies at the state level.
In some states, known as “Dillon’s Rule” states,
municipalities have no home rule powers, but are limited
to those activities that are expressly permitted by state
law. In other states, they have varying degrees of flexibility
to act on the basis of what is known as the municipal
“police power” to uphold the health, safety and general
welfare of the community’s citizens. Local officials should
consult with legal counsel familiar with these issues
before taking action.
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Table 1: The Rental Housing Regulatory Framework
ELEMENT

DESCRIPTION

RATIONALE

Landlord registration
or licensing
ordinances

A registration ordinance requires
landlords to register their properties
with the municipalities and provide
contact information
A licensing ordinance requires
registration and a regular health
and safety inspection, and may also
require other actions by the
landlord.
Procedures (see Sec. 1.1 of the
guide) to ensure that landlords
register or comply with licensing
requirements.

A registration system is informational only, and does
not affect the right of a landlord to own and operate
rental property. A licensing system conditions that right
on compliance with appropriate public interest
standards, and raises the bar for landlords in the
community. Where legally permitted, a licensing
system is a much more effective way of improving
rental housing quality.

Mechanisms to
ensure landlords are
registered and/or
licensed
Rental property
information system

Strategic code
enforcement

Compliance-oriented
fee structure

A data base of registered/licensed
rental properties in the community,
including information about code
compliance, police calls, and tax/fee
payment status.
Code enforcement that goes beyond
complaint response to strategically
address systemic targets and focus
on bringing properties into
compliance with codes
Fee structures that are oriented to
generating positive outcomes and
maximizing compliance rather than
revenues

No ordinance is self-enforcing, and simply passing a
registration or licensing ordinance does not get
landlords, especially small landlords of single-family
properties to comply. Proactive steps are needed to
get landlords into the system.
The ability to track landlords and rental properties is a
key to effective enforcement. A strong property
information system allows a municipality to target
resources to problems more effectively
Complaint-driven code enforcement, while necessary,
is inefficient and leads to scattered outcomes rather
than systematic compliance and neighborhood
stabilization
Fees should not be seen as a revenue generating
mechanism, but as a way of motivating landlords to
affirmatively comply with ordinances as responsible
owners.
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I CREATING A
LICENSING
SYSTEM
1.1 UNDERSTANDING
WHY LICENSING IS SO
IMPORTANT
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1.2 REACHING OUT TO
THE COMMUNITY

II GETTING THE
MOST OUT OF A
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LICENSING
SYSTEM
OVERVIEW
2.1 GETTING
LANDLORDS INTO A
LICENSING SYSTEM
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2.2 CREATING A
BASIC RENTAL
HOUSING
INFORMATION
SYSTEM

FIGURE 1: SCHEMATIC REPRESENTATION OF BASIC RENTAL PROPERTY
INFORMATION SYSTEM
PROPERTY A

OWNER OF RECORD/
AGENT CONTACT
INFORMATION

PROPERTY B
CODE
COMPLIANCE
INFORMATION
POLICE CALLS/
INCIDENTS/ARRESTS

LANDLORD 1

PROPERTY C



PROPERTY D

LANDLORD 2

NUISANCE CALLS
INCIDENTS
PROPERTY E
TAX AND USER
CHARGE PAYMENTS/
DELINQUENCY

LANDLORD 3
PROPERTY F
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Table 2: Categories and Sources for Rental Property Information System
CATEGORY

SOURCE

DETAIL

Owner of
record/agent contact
information
Code compliance
information

Registration or Licensing Form
Updates from County Recorder

Name/address of owner
Name/address of agent if owner not local

Municipal agency responsible for code
enforcement

Police
calls/incidents/arrests
Nuisance
calls/incidents
Tax and user charge
information

Police Department

Most recent inspection/ outcomes/time to
comply
Re-inspections needed
Calls, incident reports, and arrests by
location
Noise, health, and similar violations

Municipal agency responsible for addressing
nuisance issues
Treasurer, Tax Collector, and other agencies
responsible for levying user fees

Taxes and user charges due by amount
and date
Delinquency in payment
Tax liens outstanding

2.3 MOVING TO A
PERFORMANCEBASED REGULATORY
SYSTEM

Local Government Information Systems (LOGIS). See
http://www.logis.org/
1
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PERFORMANCE-BASED LICENSING IN
BROOKLYN CENTER, MINNESOTA
Brooklyn Center annually determines the number of
property code and nuisance violations, and police
service calls, for each property. They then use that
information to classify each property from Type I
through IV. The properties are first scored on the basis
of the number of property code and nuisance
violations. That score is then adjusted on the basis of
the number of validated calls for disorderly conduct
and Part I crimes.
The classification of properties from Type I to Type IV
is then used by Brooklyn Center to determine (1) the
obligations of the landlord going forward; and (2) the
level of monitoring by the municipality; that is, how
often the property is scheduled for inspection, and
what other steps, if any, the municipality will take to
bring the property and the landlord up to the
community’s standard. The closer the property
classification is to Type I, the fewer obligations are
placed on the landlord, and the less often the property
is inspected.
The full description of the Brooklyn Center scoring
system can be found at
http://www.cityofbrooklyncenter.org/DocumentCenter/
Home/View/118
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OPTIONAL PROVISIONS

BASIC REQUIREMENTS

Table 3: Landlord and Municipal Requirements Under Performance-Based Regulatory System
CLASSIFICATION

I

II

III

IV

Re-licensing inspection
timetable

Every three or
four years

Every two
years

Annual

Every six months

Participation in landlord
improvement program
(see note 1)
Participation in crime-free
program (see note 2)
Other requirements

Encouraged

Encouraged

Required

Required

Encouraged

Required

Required

None

Encouraged
(see note 3)
None

None

License fee

Base fee

Base fee

Base fee + added
“problem property”
fee (see note 4)

Must complete
remedial action plan
which must be
approved by
municipal officer
Base fee + higher
added “problem
property” fee
(see note 4)

Eligible for purchase of
public property

Yes

Yes, subject
to case by
case review

No

No

Eligible for good landlord
incentives

Yes

Yes, if meets
conditions

No

No

Notes:
(1) See Section 3 for further discussion.
(2) This can be combined into a single program with the landlord improvement program, or run as a
separate initiative.
(3) May be required if criminal or related matters make up principal reason for lower rating.
(4) See Section 4 for further discussion of fees.
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III RAISING THE
BAR FOR
PROPERTY
MANAGEMENT
AND
MAINTENANCE
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3.1 CREATING A
MANUAL OF GOOD
LANDLORD PRACTICE



CRIME-FREE RENTAL HOUSING
PROGRAM
Crime-Free Rental Housing is a program of
the International Crime-Free Association,
based in El Cajon, California, that is widely
used by municipalities around the United
States. It consists of three elements, carried
out by or under the supervision of the
municipal police department:
Phase I – An eight-hour training program taught by a
trained police officer, covering a wide range of issues,
and including a 100-page manual for every
participant.
Phase II – A CPTED (crime prevention through
environmental design) survey of the property by a
trained police officer, covering such areas as door,
window, and lock standards; exterior lighting, and
landscape maintenance.

3.2 CREATING A
“LANDLORD
ACADEMY”

Phase III – A Crime-Free Commitment by the property
owner, including commitment to proper tenant
screening, use of a crime-free lease addendum,
working with the police, etc.
While the term “crime-free program” does not appear
to be subject to copyright or other restrictions, it is
generally used to refer to this specific program. Many
municipalities have similar programs, either designed
locally or by other entities.
For more information, see http://www.crime-freeassociation.org/rental_housing.htm.
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3.3 CREATING A
LANDLORD
ASSOCIATION OR
STRENGTHENING AN
EXISTING
ORGANIZATION

THE BROOKLYN CENTER ASSOCIATION
FOR RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT
The objectives of the ARM are as follows:
• Serve as a networking resource for property
managers
• Educate and inform property managers about
current municipal initiatives
• Improve the safety and quality of all rental properties
in the municipality to improve and maintain the
municipality’s image with citizens and neighbors
• Increase ARM meeting awareness and attendance
• Promote resources for property managers and
tenants
• Provide more accessible dialogue between
government, residents, and property managers
Landlords who fall into categories III and IV are
required to participate in landlord association
meetings.
For further information see
http://www.municipalityofbrooklyncenter.org/index.asp
x?NID=234

SCORE (which initially stood for Service Corps of Retired
Executives) is a program supported by the U.S. that links
small Small Business Administration business people who
2

need technical assistance with qualified volunteers. For
more information see https://www.score.org/
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3.4 BUILDING A
REGISTRY OF
QUALIFIED PROPERTY
MANAGEMENT
COMPANIES
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IV PROVIDING
INCENTIVES TO
RESPONSIBLE
LANDLORDS

4.1 CREATING A
“GOOD LANDLORD”
PROGRAM
4.2 OFFERING
MULTIPLE LOWCOST/NO-COST
INCENTIVES
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4.3 DESIGNING FEE
STRUCTURES AS
INCENTIVES
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3

The Utah enabling law can be found at Utah Code, Title 10,
Chapter 1, Section 203.5 and can be accessed at
http://le.utah.gov/code/TITLE10/htm/10_01_020305.htm
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4.4 EXPLORING
OTHER POSSIBLE
GOOD LANDLORD
INCENTIVES

V
OPPORTUNITIES
FOR INTERMUNICIPAL AND
REGIONAL
COOPERATION
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Table 4: Potential Roles for Inter-municipal Cooperation and Regional Agencies
SEC.

PROGRAM

POTENTIAL INTER-MUNICIPAL OR REGIONAL ROLE

1

Getting landlords into
the system

If municipalities adopt a common ordinance, many operational functions such
as mailings and web-based information can be centralized to reduce overhead
costs.
Municipalities can share an information system, or the system can be
maintained by a regional agency, to reduce overhead costs and increase
access to qualified personnel.
Assuming that the information system is maintained by a single entity on behalf
of multiple municipalities, that entity can do the tracking and classifying of
landlords, and provide that information to participating municipalities.
This is a service that can be provided by a regional agency for participating
municipalities.

Creating a basic rental
housing information
system
Performance-based
regulatory system

2

Creating a list of
screened and preapproved inspectors
Create a manual of good
landlord practice
Create a landlord
academy

Create a landlord
association

3

Create a registry of
qualified property
management companies
Create a good landlord
program
Offer multiple low cost
incentives
Design fee structures as
incentives

A single manual can be developed, either by a regional agency or by an
existing high-capacity organization, and adopted (with appropriate municipalityspecific inserts) by participating municipalities.
Since the scope of landlord training varies little if at all from municipality to
municipality, and there are clear cost advantages in reaching a larger pool of
landlords, this could be done either by a regional agency or by an existing
high-capacity organization on behalf of participating municipalities.
This is an activity that might be shared between contiguous municipalities, in
order to increase the available pool of landlords, and better manage the
administrative requirements of supporting the association.
This is a service that can be provided by a regional agency for participating
municipalities.
While there are advantages to having municipal programs, it may be desirable
for contiguous small municipalities to create a single program to reduce
overhead costs.
A regional agency may be in a stronger position to package some of the
incentives that could be offered in the good landlord program.
If there are municipalities that are interested in pursuing the disproportionate
impact fee approach (Section 4.3.b) a regional agency could conduct or
commission the impact study that is needed to set the fee. (continued on next
page)
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Table 4: Potential Roles for Inter-municipal Cooperation and Regional Agencies (Continued)
SEC.

PROGRAM

POTENTIAL INTER-MUNICIPAL OR REGIONAL ROLE

3

Security deposit
guarantee

Managing this program could be done by a single entity, either one
municipality on behalf of multiple municipalities, or a regional body to reduce
administrative and overhead costs.
This could be done through a land bank entity

Purchase of vacant
properties

Equity protection
insurance

If there are municipalities that are interested in pursuing equity protection
insurance, a regional agency could conduct or commission the analysis that
would be needed to determine whether it would be feasible and its benefits
commensurate with its costs. If the study was positive, a regional agency
could design a program on behalf of municipalities. Because of the nature of
such a program, it is likely to be more cost-effective with a larger pool of
properties, suggesting that a multiple-municipality program is to be preferred.

VI RESOURCES
FOR FURTHER
INFORMATION
GENERAL GUIDES
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LANDLORD GUIDES
AND MANUALS

GOOD PRACTICES
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CRIME PREVENTION
MODELS AND
STRATEGIES

MATERIALS ON
DEFENSIBLE SPACE
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