SPEECH OF ERIC MARTINDALE – Feb 4, 2010
I am hear today to issue an appeal to the governing body of the City of Newark to completely revamp and reform the way the city’s Code Enforcement Department processes tenant complaints.  After nearly 3 years of actively organizing tenants in my complex of 220 units, I have identified several key problems with the system:
(1) Tenants are not notified, by mail, of the results of the inspection. They are not  given a copy of Repair Notices sent to the landlord
(2) When violations are issued for matters not resolved, tenants are not mailed copies of the violations.
(3) Tenants are not notified when the Court Date will occur, nor are they given the docket number.  
(4) Tenants are not notified of the results of the court cases against landlords.  And since they don't know the docket #, it's almost impossible to get answers. 
(5) There is no computerized database tracking all of the violations, and documenting which landlords are chronic abusers
(6) As a result of this, tenants have no paper trail when attempting to sue their landlord in small claims court.
All of this is unacceptable. In order to circumvent some of these problems, I’ve received special treatment from the city simply because our Tenants Association is so large and organized. I don’t want special treatment.  My position is that EVERYONE deserves special treatment, whether they are on their own or part of a community organization.

I’m here today not to grandstand or to politicize anything, that’s against my values.  I’m here only to inform you of the magnitude of this problem. Tenants are unempowered and disenfranchised by the City of Newark.  This is a social justice issue. These are your constituents, your friends, your relatives, your neighbors. Don’t leave them feeling bad about city government. 
This matter affects the self-esteem of children, when children are raised in deteriorated apartments, and especially when they see that their mother or father can't even get justice on crumbling walls and rotten carpets inside their apartment. The self-esteem of children is a big issue for our society; it affects education, it affects values, it affects experimenting with drugs. This cannot continue; the system has to be changed.  We MUST have livable housing stock, and a system of justice to make it happen.
Looking at the big picture, the city council needs to make the city more livable, more people-friendly.  The mayor’s big push on crime is part of this.  Reforming code enforcement should be the #2 priority. We need and deserve to have the existing housing stock in a livable condition.  Just knowing that the city is getting aggressive will prompt repairs, which will also stimulate the economy and provide work.
I have met Director of Neighborhood Services Melvin Waldrop on several occasions.  He’s concerned, he’s professional, and he can get this job done the way it needs to be done.  But he needs to be given the resources to do it.  He needs the staffing to send out the letters, and new software to track everything. This cost money. That’s the easy part, fine the landlords.  
Over 80% of the residents of Newark are tenants, we should be the priority.  Not the landlords who contribute campaign money to all the candidates.  Thousands, if not tens of thousands, of Newark residents have had this problem, and can personally relate to it. Some people think that I cannot affect change on this issue.  However, I am one of these people that think they CAN change the world.  And in this case all we want to change is one internal policy in one small city. This is small potatoes, it can be done. Thank you.
  
- Eric Martindale, Chair
  380-402 Tenants Association
  380 Mt. Prospect Ave, #10-C, Newark, NJ 07104
  973-820-8881
