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Blight Committee/Snipe Signs Subcommittee Workshop Minutes - amended
April 13, 2015
2:00 p.m.

Location:  Conference Room A, Suite 425, City Hall – St. James Building; 117 West Duval Street
In attendance:  Council Members John Crescimbeni (Chair), Jim Love, Greg Anderson, Lori Boyer
Also: Robert Campbell – Council Auditor’s Office; Jessica Morales – Legislative Services Division; Peggy Sidman and Cherry Shaw – Office of General Counsel; Jeff Clements – Council Research Division;  
See attached sign-in sheet for additional attendees.

Meeting Convened: 2:04 p.m.
Council Member Crescimbeni convened the meeting and the attendees introduced themselves for the record.  Assistant General Counsel Cherry Shaw gave a PowerPoint presentation on the proposed graduated offense system. A first offense is defined as either a) adjudication of an offense by a hearing officer, or b) voluntary admission of guilt and payment of the citation. Second, third and further offenses must follow an adjudicated first offense. Code enforcement officers in the field all have access to the database so can know in the field when they see a sign if it belongs to a company that has a verified first offense, either by adjudication or voluntary payment of a fine. Ms. Shaw discussed how multiple offenses by one company can all be consolidated into one hearing and therefore are all considered first offenses until the point of adjudication. Any subsequent offenses that happen in the interim between the citation and the date of adjudication or voluntary payment are also considered first offenses.
The group discussed with attorney Bill Brinton the rationales for higher versus lower fines on first offenses, for imposing graduated fines on first offenses based on the number of signs cited in that first offense, and for increasing the fines on multiple violations that occur between issuance of a first citation and the court date. Council members had differing opinions on the preferred methodology, and Ms. Shaw reported that members of the Blight Committee in a previous meeting had advocated for steep fines on even first offenses for companies that post large numbers of signs that blight the community. Ms. Shaw and Kim Scott, Chief of Code Enforcement Director of the Regulatory Compliance Department, explained the process by which the City requests adjudication by the courts on cases where the cited company neither requests a court date nor admits guilt and pays the fine. The time frame could be 30-45 days.
Chairman Crescimbeni requested staff to make another effort at a re-write of the ordinance to encourage simplicity and suggested that the first offense fine be $50 for any number of snipe signs for the sake of simplicity. In response to a question, Peggy Sidman and Bill Brinton explained the history behind the 70/30 split of fine revenue between the JTA (70%) and the City (30%). The rationale was that bus stops and bus benches are large sources of litter in the community because bus riders cannot take food or beverages onto buses and therefore leave them at the stops when they board the bus. Council Member Anderson questioned using the fine revenue for JTA operational purposes, suggesting that the JTA should use its operating revenue to keep its bus stops clean.
Council Member Crescimbeni said that he would make a verbal report of this workshop to the TEU Committee next Monday in hopes that the committee could agree on an approach and make that recommendation to the Blight Committee meeting later in the week. Peggy Sidman said that she has observed widely varying opinions on this bill among the members of the Blight Committee and the Council at large.
Council Member Boyer raised a question about the burden of proof for determining who placed an illegal sign. The ordinance states that the presence of a business name, phone number, or other identifying information is presumptive evidence that it was placed by the person or business. The burden of proof is on the cited party to prove that they did not post the sign. Ms. Boyer cited the potential for intentional mischief (particularly in the context of illegally placed political signs) or unintentional violations. Ms. Shaw said that the Office of General Counsel and the hearing officer have discretion on which cases to enforce and can take mitigating factors into account.
Meeting Adjourned: 2:57 p.m.

Minutes:  Jeff Clements, Council Research Division

   4.16.15   Posted 10:00 a.m.
Tapes:
   Snipe Sign Workshop – LSD
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