


RESPONSE TO
2015-2016 GRAND JURY REPOR
Rive sid runty vode cnforcement Department

Following is the response to the above referenced Grand Jury Report.

Finding No. *-

Length of Time to Resolve Code Erf~-zement Cases

Riverside County Code Enforcement cases take an inordinate length of time to
resolve. The multi-year time frames typical to conclude code enforcement cases
adversely affect the citizens of Riverside County who rely on Code Enforcement to
timely correct offensive and dangerous property problems in their neighborhoods and
commercial districts. As pointed out in two successive audits by the Riverside County
Auditor- Controller's office, the long delays also prevent Riverside County from timely
collecting outstanding fines and fees. Investigations extended without legitimate
cause ultimately result in unreasonable cost recovery charges being assessed to
property owners. Testimony by line supervisors revealed the fact that they also
carried an enforcement caseload, which inhibits their supervisory obligations.

Response: Respondent partially agrees with the finding.

The Department’'s goal is to achieve voluntary compliance whenever possible and
minimize the need for the County to abate the violation. Compliance is typically achieved
by working with the property owner on a timeline for compliance. Each complaint
investigated by Code Enforcement has unique, fact-specific circumstances that drive the
reasonableness of the time period spent to achieve compliance.

The Department agrees that there is a + :d to provide a more timely cc pliance
schedule on cases when it becomes clear, early in the investigation, that voluntary
compliance will not be achieved. The Department is moving in the direction of having
Supervising Code Enforcement Officers significantly reduce their work on indivi 1al cases
and shift their time to increased oversight, as well as having Senior Code Enforcement
Officers reduce their caseloads so as to assist the line-level Code Enforcement Officers
with more timely case resolution.
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There is no policy or procedure in place to return fines previously paid when a
| operty owner is exonerated of any violation of county ordinances.

Response: Respondent partially agrees with the finding.
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Although the Department does not have a specific policy, complaint log, or form to log
citizen complaints, it has been the Department’'s practice to refer complaints regarding

> Enfor it | m totl nr imn I} v r or through tl
chain of command in an effort to resolve the matter. This is consistent with Board of
Supervisors Policy A-56, which states that “a log entry is not requi  {if the isst « 1t

resolved during the first direct contact with the person making the complaint or inquiry or if
the item is referred to a person who can resolve the question.” In those cases where a
complaint is not addressed to the satisfaction of the reporting party by first-line
supervision, the complaint is brought to the attention of Department Management who
attempt to resolve the matter.

Finding No. 4:

Perception of Interference by Board of Supervisors in Code Cases

Interference by the County Board of Supervisors in Code Enforcement cases
adversely affects personnel throughout the Department. It is difficult to determine how
much of the Supervisors’ involvement coincides with their mandate to represent
constituents in their districts and how much may be improper patronage. Regardless,
interference affects the morale and alters the chain of command of the Code
Enforcement Department, as stated by severaiwitnesses.

Response: Respondent disagrees with the finding.

As the directly elected representatives of the public, Board Supervisors are expected to
respond to their constituents’ concerns. It is not inappropriate for a staff member of a
Board Supervisor to assist a constituent with a code enforcement issue.

It is not inappropriate for Board staff to inquire as to the status of these cases involving
their constituents. Some Code Enforcement cases are complex in nature, such as cases
involving unpermitted land uses or structures. Achieving compliance in those cases may
require coordination and discussions between multiple departments and it is not
inappropriate to involve Board staff in those discussions so that Board staff is aware of
the status of the case and Board staff can also inform County departments of information
received from their constituent. Direction on the appropriate level of enforcement and the
pace of it depending on progress being made in good faith, should come from Code
Enforcement Management staff and with advice from the County Counsel's Office, as
necessary and appropriate.
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Unsupported and inaccurate billing of property owners by Code Enforcement is
common, causing either overbilling or under billing of fines and labor charges
assessed as part of cost recovery directed in Ordinance 725. Code Enforcement
Management is not catching and correcting these errors but is processing the billing
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regardless of errors.
M----1se: Respondent partiaily agrees with the finding.

e - 2partment disagrees that unsupported and inaccurate billing are common. _ ser
the years, cost recovery efforts have involved multiple database and time reporting
systems and there has been a need to manually match data across multiple sys ns
which does increase the potential for error. The Department has taken the steps to
reduce errors by ensuring that case information is recorded appropriately and accurately
in the current records management system by the officers and tracking both cases status
and time spent enforcing the case within one system, therefore eliminating altogether the
need for separate entries in multipie systems. The Department agrees it is appropriate to
significantly reduce individual caseloads from Code Enforcement Supervisors to line staff
so as to allow the Code Enforcement Supervisors more time to perform oversight and
quality control, and has already taken steps to do so.

Finding No. 6:

Disparate Treatment of Grand Jury Complaints

The complaining employee in this matter was treated differently than all other county
employee witnesses. This gives the appearance that complaints to the Grand Jury
carry less importance or validity than other complaints made under County Policies C-
35 and C-25. The complainant also told the Grand Jury that, since the complainant
was ordered to use vacation time for appearances, it appeared that supervisors and
upper management were trying to dissuade the complainant from giving testimony at
a proceeding authorized by law. in violation of Penal Code §136.1(a)(2).

Response: Respondent disagrees with the finding.
The Department complies with all applicable policies, laws and regulations. As it relates

to this particular finding, this concerns a confidential personnel matter. Consequently, the
Department is legally precluded from providing any further information or response.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Riverside County Code Enforcement Department
Riverside County Board of Supervisors

acommendation No. 1:

Riverside County Code Enforcement review its procedures and practices with the
intention of reducing time spent resolving code and ordinance violations to an
c 1 hs. Crucial to this end is improved communication, with the
[ - oversight of CEQO's caseloads by Supervising and Senior CEOs.
Supervisors be relieved of heavy caseloads so they can properly supervise the activities
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of field staff. Decision-makers also seriously consider options such ¢ court  solution
of cases that have been used successfully by otherjurisdictions.

1 with ti ymn ion.

The Department agrees that twelve to eighteen months to complete Code cases is an
appropriate target timeline. However, a longer or shorter time may be warranted
depending upon the facts of the case. Senior Code Enforcement Officers and
Supervising Code Enforcement Officers are carrying caseloads. The Department agrees
that this has impacted their ability to appropriately supervise line-level Code Enforcement
Officers. The Department is moving in the direction of significantly reducing Supervising
Code Enforcement Officers work on individual cases and shifting their time to increased
oversight, as well as reducing Senior Code Enforcement Officers individual caseloads to
assist the line-level Code officers with resolution of the more complex cases. With such
reductions in handling caseloads, the Department will also be examining its priorities and
core functions and looking to implement practices in order to bring quicker resolution to
the majority of cases. The Department intends to fill a vacant Division Manager position
to oversee field operations to increase management-level support.

Code Enforcement staff is also working closely with the County Counsel's Office to
increase the use of the court process to resolve certain complex cases more expeditiously
through the use of judicial tools such as nuisance abatement actions, injunctions, and
receiverships, where appropriate.

It is the Department’s goal to provide the public with excellent customer service. As such,

good communication is essential between the Department and all parties in resolving
code violations.

The Department is in the process of reviewing our Policies and Procedures and working
with the County Counsel’s Office to update them where appropriate.

As part of the case close-out process, the Department will also be considering the use of
a third-party collection agency to reduce the time spent on the collections process.

Recommendation No. 2:

Riverside County Code Enforcement should amend its policies and procedures
manual to provide for refunding fines and fees to property owners when Code
Enforcement discovers that an error has been made and the property owner is
exonerated of the violations alleged in the case. If doubt exists as to the property
owner's guilt or innocence, the matter should be reviewed by the County Hearing
Officer for a decision. The Hearir~ Officer has the de'--1ated authority and powers
of the Board of Supervisors to cuonduct Administrath  +  ings. The F ring Officer
should also be given authority to order the refund of administrative fines when
property owners are exonerated.

P~sponse: Respondent partially agrees with the recommendation.

As set forth above, the Department is in the process of reviewing our Policies and
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the Dey tn “not ttott | 1 ficer to make adjustments at the SOAC
hearing.

Code Enforcement take immediate steps to comply with all directives and provisions
of Board Policy Number A-56 and amend the Code Enforcement Policies and
Procedures manual appropriately. Create a citizen complaint fo with copies
available to the public at District Offices, the Administrative  fice, and on the
department website.

Response: Respondent agrees with the recommendation.
The Department is in the process of reviewing its policies and procedures and will revise
or develop an appropriate policy and procedure to keep a complaint log for unresolved

complaints in conformance with Board of Supervisors Policy A-56.

Recommendation No. 4:

To ensure fairness to all residents, prevent accusations of favoritism, and to improve
employee morale, the relationship between the Board of Supervisors and Code
Enforcement should be kept at arm's length as far as enforcement of county
ordinances is concerned. County Supervisors will, of course, listen to their
constituents' complaints and concerns regarding Code Enforcement, but should then
either direct those constituents to the Code Official or have the Code Official contact
and assist the constituents toward compliance and cooperation.

Response: Respondent partially agrees with the recommendation.

As the directly elected representatives of the public, Board Supervisors are expected to
respond to their constituents’ concerns. It is not inappropriate for a staff member of a
Board Supervisor to assist a constituent with a code enforcement issue.

it is not inappropriate for Board staff to inquire as to the status of these cases involving
their constituents. Some Code Enforcement cases are complex in nature, such as those
involving unpermitted land uses or structures. Achieving compliance in those cases may
require coordination and discussions between multiple departments and it is not
inappropriate to involve Board staff in those discussions so that Board staff is aware of
the status of the case and Board staff can also inform Code staff of information that they
have received from their constituent. Direction on the appropriate level of enforcement,
and the pace of it dependina on progress being made in good faith, shouid, ]

i« Management staff and with advice from the County
Counsel's Office as necessary and appropriate.

Recomr~=gntin= ai-

The responsibility for errors on Code cases primarily rests with the CEQ handling
tt se. I ser, every action on every field report should be reviewed by the
7



Supervising Code Enforcement Officer overseeing the CEO.

The Code Official and upper management should eliminate unsupported billing and
other errors for *~- "~ "t "t T ounty.

+aght  d cor / the field leve.. wdpe. viony wode Enforcement Offic s
in each District should be required to oversee the daily activities of their CEOs for
compliance with policies and laws. Code supervisors should also be required to
review and approve all reports written by their CEOs before they are sent to Code
Enforcement Administration for billing.

Response: Respondent partially agrees with the recommendation.

The Department agrees that the Supervising Code Enforcement Officers at the field office
have the responsibility of reviewing case files once the files are resolved prior to
forwarding the files to Administration for cost recovery. As stated above, the Department
is moving in the direction of having Supervising Code Enforcement Officers not work on
individual cases and shift their time to increased oversight, and having Senior Code
Enforcement Officers reduce their case load to assist the line-level Code officers with
resolution with the more complex cases. However, it is not reasonable to expect that
every action on every field report be reviewed by the Supervising Code Enforcement
Officer. This would lead to an inability to process and resolve cases in an efficient
manner. Supervising Code Enforcement Officers are tasked with many duties including
coordination of staff enforcement activities, interaction with constituents when necessary
to resolve issues, staff training, interaction with other County Departments and
enforcement Agencies, and setting a standard of practice within the field office that is
consistent with the Department’s overall direction. Nevertheless, the Department is in the
process of reviewing our Policies and Procedures and if warranted, will revise or develop
the appropriate Policy and Procedure.

Rer~m~~ndation No. 6:

Appropriate steps should be taken to prevent disparate and unlawful treatment of
county employees who file complaints with the Riversde County Civil Grand Jury.
Board policies C-35 and C-25 make it clear that retribution against whistleblowers will
not be tolerated. That resolve to be strengthened and expanded to include retaliation
against whistleblowers who complain to the Grand Jury.

Response: Respondent partially agrees with the recommendation.

Respondent agrees that Board of Supervisors Policies C-25 and C-35 are important and
that all actions should be taken to ensure compliance with all applicable policies, laws and

Fi er, state and federal laws specifically address retaliation against
employees who make complaints. As such, no further action is warranted.

Report lssued: 06/21/2016
Report 1blic: 06/23/2016
Response Due' 09/19/2016






