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APARTMENT EPIDEMIC



Houston has the third highest number of occupied apartments (320,000) in 
the country.

a city of renters

Renters live in 55% of Houston’s occupied housing stock. 



lax regulations Communities of color Unsafe buildings Crimes 

The Scope of the Epidemic

40% of Houston’s apartments 
were built between 1960 and 
1979 when building safety 
regulations were especially lax. As 
of 2014, approximately 400,000 
Houstonians (more than 20% of 
the city’s population) lived in 
these older apartments.

Before Harvey, 274 apartment 
complexes were in poor or 
unsound condition according to 
appraisal district records. These 
units are concentrated heavily 
in neighborhoods with high 
percentages of black and Hispanic 
residents.

Apartments with high levels 
of crime are pervasive, with a 
disproportionate impact on persons 
of color. At one apartment complex 
in Southeast Houston, 284 major 
crimes were reported in a single 
year.

Harvey amplified the scale and 
severity of the City’s preexisting 
unsafe building conditions, with 
close to 43,000 apartment units 
in Houston damaged by the storm, 
according to reports in the local 
news media.



a. 427,000 renter-occupied units – 54.6 percent 
of the city’s occupied housing stock

c. Class D apartments are aged properties in 
the poorest condition with excessive deferred 
maintenance. Class D apartments constituted 
9.7 percent of complexes with approximately 
47,333 units housing 100,000 tenants or more.

b. Class C apartment are older with deferred 
maintenance issues that are at risk of deteriorat-
ing into Class D apartments without investments 
in major maintenance.  Class C apartments con-
stitute 32 percent of complexes with approxi-
mately 200,172 units

d. According to the appraisal district’s tax re-
cords, 274 multifamily complexes in the City 
limits were in poor or unsound condition.

How many class C and D
Apartments?

e. Additionally, according to one study, 43,000 apartment units were dam-
aged by hurricane Harvey producing issues such as mold, bug infestations 
and deterioration of structural support creating safety issues.



9 city units spread across 5 separate 
departments administer apartment 
safety programs in Houston.

Houston employs only 2 inspectors 
for the entire city to respond to ten-
ant complaints about interior code 
violations impacting health, including 
mold, bug and rodent infestations, 
and sewage overflows.

The Multi-Family Habitability Divi-
sion’s programmatic inspections do 
not cover interior health and safety 
issues.

The Multi-Family Habitability Divi-
sion’s policy is to wait 6 months to 
follow up on safety issues identified 
through the Division’s apartment in-
spection program and 311 calls.

Example: At Wesley Square Apartments, tenants 
made more than 73 reports to 311 for health and 
safety issues, including a ceiling caving in, bed 
bug infestations, and mold, none of which were 
covered by the Division’s programmatic inspection 
of the property.

An Operations Nightmare



An investigation of tenants’ 311 reports at 10 apartment complexes in Houston 
shows multiple, systemic failures that allow dangerous conditions to persist:

Tenant calls to 311 are frequently misrout-
ed to the wrong department resulting in 
long delays to address major safety haz-
ards.

Tenant reports to 311 of major health and 
safety issues are rarely inspected.

The Multi-Family Habitability Division auto-
matically closes cases from 311 calls after 
reaching a tenant’s voicemail or busy signal.

Tenants’ 311 calls routed to the Health 
Department are often closed without any 
record of the health issues’ resolution.

Example: At Crystal Springs Apartments, the 
Division responded to a tenant’s 311 report of 
a roof caving in by leaving a voicemail message 
and closing the case. No additional action was 
taken.

Example: At Tierwester Village, multiple ten-
ants called 311 to report sewage overflows 
inside and outside their units. The calls 
bounced back and forth between departments 
over several weeks, and the City did not 
inspect the property until 5 weeks after the 
first 311 calls came in.

311—Is Anyone There?

Example: Tenants made 58 calls to 311 report-
ing health and safety issues at Wesley Square 
Apartments that were referred to the Multi-
Family Habitability Division. None of the calls 
resulted in an inspection.

Example: Tenants at Tierwester Village called 
311 to report water leaks from the ceiling and 
mold, but the City has no record of the issues 
being resolved. The Health Department report-
ed that staff “may have never gotten around” 
to following up of the tenants’ reports.

Spanish-speaking callers reporting safety 
issues face longer response times.

The City often fails to act on 311 calls when 
there is a pending landlord-tenant dispute 
or when the caller is not a lease-holding 
tenant, even concerned caretakers of el-
derly and disabled tenants.

Example: The City refused to take a report of 
bed bugs from the son of an elderly lease-
holder with dementia because the son was not 
listed on the lease.



The City shall reform apartment inspection 
policy and procedures to improve the efficiency 
of the process and ensure Houston’s rental units 
are up to a standard that provides quality liv-
ing conditions and reduces crime to provide a 
healthy and safe environment for all current 
and future Houstonians. 

Such reform should provide protections and resources for tenants to 
address dangerous apartments, increase resident and community ac-
cess to apartment safety information and engage the community to 
assist with addressing problem rental properties, improve apartment in-
spection and registration programs, consolidate oversight and enforce-
ment of health and safety issues at apartment complexes, strengthen 
the City’s enforcement of health and safety standards at apartment 
complexes, especially against repeat offenders, increase the number of 
properties in the Remedial Action Program, adopt cost recovery policies 
for problem rental properties, improve enforcement of violations, work 

with the Houston Housing Authority to strengthen property standards 
for complexes renting to tenants with Housing Choice Vouchers and 
to amend the fee schedule, existing ordinances, minimal property and 
adopt ordinances or property standards as necessary for the implemen-
tation of the reform measures. 

Apartment Inspection 

 The A.I.R. document shall include but is not limited to the recommendations from this document to address the issues outlined.

Reform (A.I.R.) 



i. Differential Response Teams (DRT’s) utilize a community-
based policing approach to address quality of life issues in com-
munities, including the poor and unsafe physical condition of 
apartment complexes. DRTs are often involved in bringing code 
enforcement actions against apartment owners for multifam-
ily habitability issues. Each department has a DRT ranging from 
1-15 officers, depending on the size of the station.

ii. Apartment Enforcement Unit has 8 police officers who over-
see implementation of a Houston ordinance governing excessive 
crime at apartments. The excessive crime ordinance was adopted 
in 2006 and requires all multifamily rental properties in the city 
with at least 10 units to register with HPD. 2 officers with the unit 
oversee the registration. This unit also operates the City’s reme-
dial action program, which 2 police officers are assigned to. This 
unit also operates the Blue Star Program.

d. HPD operates several crime preventions programs at apartment com-
plexes, including programs that target health and safety code violations 
as well as other issues related to the physical condition of complexes. 

a. PWE has 10 inspectors responsible for enforcing the City’s multi-fami-
ly habitability code and ensuring that apartment buildings register with 
the City.

Conduct 

b. HHD has two separate bureaus withing the Environmental Health Divi-
sion that play a major role in the health and safety of apartment com-
plexes. The Bureau only has two investigators to enforce indoor health 
issues.

c. HFD Life Safety Bureau Apartment Team, which is a part of the fire mar-
shal’s office is responsible for ensuring that apartment complexes com-
ply with the COH fire safety laws. The apartment team which also over-
sees fire safety at motels and hotels has 14 inspectors. This teams goal 
is to is for each inspector to conduct 4 inspections of apartments per 
month (along with 4 inspections of motels per month) for a total of 672 
apartment complexes, which comes out to each complex being inspected 
about once every 6 years.

iii. Forfeiture Abatement Support Team, which is a part of the 
Narcotics Unit works in conjunction with the Houston Legal De-
partment to address high crime properties, including apartment 
complexes, utilizing nuisance abatement tools.

iv. Major Offenders Division oversees the investigation of sev-
eral specialized areas – predominantly felony offenses – that fall 
outside other divisions. The scope over code violations at apart-
ment complexes includes environmental crimes such as sewage 
spills, chemical spills, and illegal dumping.

e. Housing and Community Development Department conducts annual 
inspections of multifamily properties with 8 or more units that have 
received federal or city funding through the department. The apart-
ments are inspected for compliance with one of two sets of housing 
standards, depending on when the City entered into a contract with 
the property owner.

Inspections 



• Consolidating inspection duties where feasible amongst all divisions into one

group. This will require cross-training.

• Consolidate specialize duties within departments, such as merging HPD’s F.A.S.T.

duties that pertain to apartments into HPD’s Apartment Enforcement Unit

• Increase the number of health inspectors to ensure they can address 311 complaints

in a timely manner and do follow-up inspections, as necessary.

 Consolidation



Develop a risk assessment profile for multifamily properties and conduct more fre-
quent and comprehensive inspections.

• Collaborate and share apartment inspection findings across all departments to 
ensure proper monitoringof the health and safety or apartment complexes. This may 
require creating a new shared database system.

• Creating a repeat offender program that includes fines. Then supplement it with 
a high impact landlordprogram that would identify landlords that own multiple 
class D properties and target them for more comprehensive inspections and en-
forcement actions. 

Apartment Complex
Accountability



• We propose an annual registration fee of $250. This fee is exempt for any land-
lords that maintain their properties based on a Blue Star standard or its equiva-
lent. Those apartment owners that meet the blue star standard will have an in-
spection done every three years. Any owners that do not fall within this category 
will have an annual inspection and a $250 fee will be incurred. 

• Enforcing the certificate of occupancy requirements on all properties will 
generate additional revenue. 

• Apartment complexes that do not maintain the city’s habitability code will in-
cur fines and fees.

A.I.R. Sustainability
plan



a. Ordinance 2006-1124: The excessive crime ordinance

Prior Apartment Inspection
Legislation

Update existing ordinances, program guidelines,
fee schedule and various other policies as necessary
for reform changes

b. Chapter 10 Article IV Multifamily habitability code.

c. HCDD Minimal Property Standards

d. Blue Star certification 

Encourage 4% tax credit seekers to pursue Blue Star 
certification


