The ABCs of Creating a Safer Property

According to Multi-Housing News, The three most important reasons residents choose their current apartment homes are location, unit size, and safety and security concerns.  We all need to feel secure – especially in our homes. The following is an overview of some things that you can do to improve safety. Examine your practices to see what you’re doing well and what could use improvement. Note: this report is not intended as legal advice. Consult a lawyer for advice about reducing liability when dealing with safety issues.

Access – Maintain control over who is allowed on the property, inside of homes and offices, etc. Keep track of all spare and master keys. Make sure that only authorized people are given access to the keys and that all keys are returned promptly. Change the locks whenever an apartment becomes vacant or if a resident requests it (in the case of lost or stolen keys). Some communities also control access to the community (gates, concierges, key cards for main entryways, etc.) or offer intrusion alarms in individual homes. In addition, if you use uniforms at your community – keep tabs on who has them. Know who works there and get to know new employees. 

Background and Credit Checks – Know who’s renting from you and who your employees are. Running a background and/or credit check won’t always predict what will happen after hiring or renting to an individual, but can reveal undesirable behavioral trends that you’ll want to avoid at your community.  
Crime Free Multi-Housing Program – This program originally created by the Mesa Police Department is now available in most states and internationally including parts of Canada. Local police departments train apartment mangers, evaluate properties for safety and conduct community awareness programs. In exchange, properties can be certified as “Crime Free” and can advertise as such. It has been shown that “Crime Free Multi-Housing” helps create a more stable tenant base, increases property value, attracts new residents and improves personal safety. The certification must be renewed annually. Contact your local police department to find out whether the program is available in your area.
Drug-Free Zone – Have a lease clause stating that activities related to illegal drug use at your community will not be tolerated. If you have proof that residents or their guests are abusing or selling illegal drugs at your community or if they act in ways that endanger the health, safety and/or disrupt the peaceful living environment all your residents while under the influence of illegal drugs; give the residents involved notice to move.
Emergency Plans – Know what to do when the unexpected occurs (fire, tornado, hurricane, blizzard, earthquake, flooding, power outage, crime, etc.). Have detailed plans on how to deal with emergencies including escape routes, phone numbers, community resources, contact information, staff member response, etc. 
Fire Safety – Make sure that all apartments have working smoke detectors. In mid-sized to larger communities have fire alarms and fire extinguishers in visible locations. Buildings with hallways should have fire escape routes posted where residents can see them. If your building has safety bars on the windows, the bars should be able to swing open outward so that residents can escape.
Grounds – Grounds should be well maintained and free of debris. Trees and bushes should be trimmed away from walkways and shouldn’t obscure doors or windows. In addition, hire a tree service to trim away any tree limbs that could provide a burglar access to upper-story windows or that may be getting too close to roofs and power lines.
Host Safety Events – If you have an appropriate area, host free fingerprinting and I.D. events for children at your community.  Other possible events include safety training from local police and fire departments geared for either children or adults and other seminars that would be appropriate for your area. 
Identification – Require appropriate picture identification from prospective residents touring the property and anyone who signs a lease. This can include driver’s licenses, passports, state identification cards, military I.D.s and green cards. Keep the I.D. at the office while touring the property.  Keep a copy of the I.D. on file with all signed leases.
Jargon – While it is important to keep your property as safe as possible, you don’t want to guarantee or imply that that your property is “perfectly safe” to live at through your language. While is okay to point out features of your community such as gated entryways and courtesy attendants (not security guards), don’t use language that makes the residents assume that the community takes full responsibility for their safety.
Keep it Clean – Keep the grounds, parking lots and hallways clear of litter and debris. Clean common areas regularly. Remove graffiti as soon as possible.
Lighting – Your property should be well lit as a deterrent to crime and to enhance resident safety.  All common areas (indoor and outdoor), alleys, hallways, entryways, porches, patios and parking areas should have adequate lighting.  Residents and team members should be able to see what’s around them easily. All outdoor lights should be in good working order and repaired immediately if there’s a problem. Set timers so that lights come on at dusk and turn off at sunrise. Residents won’t always report a problem so occasionally walk your property after dark.
Maintenance – Don’t delay property maintenance whether it’s routine or repair work. It’s important to make sure that everything in the property is in good working order. Avoid creating safety issues by making sure that everything is working properly and in good repair.  In addition, preventative maintenance helps stop little problems before they become big ones.
Neighborhood Watch – Participate and encourage residents to participate in your local Neighborhood Watch Program. Post the sign in the leasing office window and/or other place(s) where it will be easily visible while entering the property.  If there is no program in your area consider starting one and hosting meetings at your community (this has the added benefit of outreach marketing).
Obey Fair Housing – Don’t get so overzealous in your desire to create a safe property that you inadvertently violate fair housing laws. Be careful to ensure that safety measures and standards apply equally to all residents and potential residents. No exceptions.
Paint – Interior and exterior paint should be in good condition. Re-paint areas where there is peeling or chipping paint, particularly in buildings where a lead-paint hazard may exist. Unseal windows after painting to prevent the windows from sticking and trapping residents inside during an emergency situation.
Quick Response – When a safety or maintenance issue comes to your attention, take care of it immediately.
Rules & Regulations – Community rules and regulations (policies and procedures) should create a reasonable expectation of a safe and peaceful living environment. Community polices should not single out any protected group (i.e. you can’t restrict children to a “family pool”).
Safety Equipment – Make sure that your service team has all the appropriate safety equipment while doing maintenance work at your community. This would include items such as safety goggles, gloves, back braces, a two-wheeler with straps, breathing masks or respirators, disposable earplugs, and orange traffic vests (for working around cars).
Training – Keep your team members up to date on all necessary property management skills. Some recommended courses are NALP (National Apartment Leasing Professional), CAMT (Certified Apartment Maintenance Technician), CAM (Certified Apartment Manager), leasing workshops, conflict resolution, fair housing training, computer courses and safety courses offered by local colleges, police and fire departments.
Use Common Sense – Safety measures should be designed to ensure that residents and team members the maximum enjoyment and peace at the property without becoming burdensome. In addition, security measures should not be so stringent that they inadvertently violate someone’s civil rights, invade privacy or make the residents feel that they are the ones being policed. On the other hand, appropriate measures need to be taken in a timely matter to address potential safety issues. 
Visible Street Address – Your street address should be easily visible from the street. An easily visible sign has large numerals in a basic lettering style and is lit at night. If your community has multiple buildings with different addresses, have a sign outside the community indicating this that shows the general direction of the different buildings. This makes is easier for potential residents and emergency personnel to find your community.
Working Condition – All appliances, lighting systems, plumbing, security systems, and electrical devices provided by your property should be in good condition and work properly. 
Extra Mile – don’t settle for the minimum safety standards required by the law. Go above and beyond what’s expected.
You – You are your most important line of defense when it comes to your personal safety. If something doesn’t feel right – trust your intuition and take appropriate precautions.

Zero Tolerance Polices – Certain types of behavior should never be tolerated at a property. Have all residents sign a lease addendum agreeing to refrain from criminal behaviors that endanger the health and safety of others while living at your community.  Let residents know that a single violation of these community policies by them or their guests will be considered a serious breach of the lease and will result in termination of tenancy.
Resources for this industry report include: The Chandler, AZ Police Department, the U.S. Department of Homeland Security, the Housing Departments for the University of Georgia and UC Berkeley, the International Crime-Free Association, the Michigan State Police, the National Apartment Association and Landlord.com.

