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Thank you for the opportunity to address you about SB 639, which undermines the ability of cities like 

Oshkosh to follow the will of its residents to enact a common-sense health and safety inspection 

program for our problem rental housing areas.  

I am Steve Cummings, Mayor of Oshkosh, and I want to share with you first hand why this legislation will 

reverse progress made by Oshkosh and other local governments in our state. 

SB 639 will eliminate the ability of cities and villages in Wisconsin to administer a rental inspection 

program that residents of Oshkosh want. In 2016, the legislature adopted a law that limited the ability of 

local governments to operate a rental inspection program. While we disagreed with many of the 

provisions in that law, the city had no choice but to administer it as written.  

For example, the law effectively required that we administer the program on a citywide basis. 

Proponents of the 2016 legislation acknowledge that this was done to discourage cities from creating 

any sort of rental inspection program (period). However, my constituents demanded that we address 

the problem rental housing areas within our city. SB 639 is now requiring that we only administer this 

program on a complaint basis. Let me provide you with some facts why this approach will not work, 

either. 

Since our rental inspection program was implemented earlier this year, we have conducted 35 interior 

inspections and found a total of 225 violations. That is an average of 6.4 life and safety violations per 

rental unit. These inspections were done with advance notice, with a copy of our inspection list which 

has been widely distributed throughout the community. Our program also provided for exterior 



inspections if we were not granted access for an interior inspection. Out of 257 exterior only inspections 

231 properties had life/safety violations.  

I have our checklist for your review; these are not about aesthetics. Every one of these items are health 

and safety code issues that are should be addressed before any landlord rents a property. These 

properties clearly are not being monitored and require inspections by our staff in order to ensure safe 

and healthy housing for our residents and their children. 

As you know, Oshkosh is home to the University of Wisconsin – Oshkosh. Like many other cities that 

have a large student population we have the additional responsibility to ensure the health and safety of 

our students. Many of whom are renting for the first time. Even though they are legally adults, these 

students are largely unaware of the rules and regulations regarding housing, and are also unaware of 

their rights and responsibilities as tenants.  

Because of this additional responsibility, the City of Oshkosh needs to have a rental inspection program 

to ensure their safety. While we would prefer not to administer this program on a citywide basis, we are 

following the law. I would hope that in the future, we could collaboratively work with the legislature and 

landlord groups to give cities like Oshkosh the flexibility to administer programs in problem 

neighborhoods rather than on a narrow complaint only basis or an overly broad citywide basis. In other 

words - one size fits all. 

SB 639 requires that we track exact cost for each individual inspection and/or case, and bill the costs in 

an hourly form. While no cost allocation system is perfect, the requirement for us to track exact time on 

actual individual inspections would add significant cost tracking everything that is done. Our current 

system allows us to take total cost and divide it over the number of inspections to come up with a per 

inspection rate.  

We recognize the imperfections in our system, but from an administrative standpoint, it makes more 

sense for us to allocate program costs on a per inspection basis. Furthermore, as we have already 

invested in software to administer our inspection program, we would have to make significant software 

modifications to track inspections in this manner. Which would add administrative costs. 

SB 639 also requires that the city send out a notice prior to charging any fees for some inspections and 

enforcement activities. This could have several negative effects. For example, sending out a letter prior 

to enforcement activities does not factor in new violations for repeat offenders, many of whom ignore 

first, second, and third notices.  



 

We tried early notices. Frankly it did not work. We have gained much greater compliance by fielding a 

complaint, and noticing the property owner for the violation if one exists. For minor problems, they are 

typically corrected the first time and not repeated.  

For multiple offenders, it captures their attention much earlier and results in greater compliance. SB 639 

would effectively reverse the progress we've been making to enforce code violations. To reverse our 

practice will lead to habitual violators scamming the system, knowing that we have to warn them first 

before we take action. This will create a disincentive for them not to comply until they receive multiple 

warnings. I can tell you that based on our track record, the program that we have is very effective and 

does not need to be reversed. 

There are so many imperfections and problems associated with SB 639 that it would take much more 

time for me to fully go through all of them. I know that my municipal colleagues have and will continue 

to point these out over the course of this hearing. Instead, let me leave you today with a request that 

the legislature work with our League of Municipalities, and its members and other interested groups, 

including landlord groups, to develop common sense solutions so that we can administer our rental 

inspection program in accordance with the wishes of our residents.  

Please do not accept hastily drawn up legislation which is ambiguous in many areas and reverse the 

progress we have made. Allow us to continue administering a common sense rental inspection program 

that works for the City of Oshkosh and our residents and their families.  

Thank you for your time and consideration today. 


