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TAKEAWAYS
Framing the Issue

Tracking Down Bad Actors

Working With the Media



2011: Solutions Waning For Tenants of Substandard Housing



2015: Whack-A-Mole Code Enforcement Keeps Slumlords In Business   



FRAMING THE ISSUE
Solutions Waning For Tenants of Substandard 
Housing (2011)

Now, as temperatures cool again, the broken 
window remains. She says her landlord won’t fix 
it and finding help has been tough as the city 
cuts funding for housing services and code 
enforcement—cuts some say are illegal and harm 
low-income residents who have few options.
_________________________________________

But the department can’t help with insect and 
rodent infestations—the respiratory irritants that 
likely amplify Ramirez’s winter colds.

The California Health and Safety Code specifies 
that a health inspector—not a code inspector—
must determine whether the presence of rats or 
insects qualifies as an infestation. San Diego’s 
health inspector is at the county level. Any queries 
about infestations are referred to the County 
Department of Environmental Health.

But the county doesn’t take complaints from 
resident within city limits. Callers are typically 
looped back to NCC and reach a dead end.

Whack-A-Mole Code Enforcement Keeps 
Slumlord In Business (2015)

All of them rent from Bankim Shah, a San Diego 
man who owns nearly 90 properties in the region 
and manages apartments for several others. His 
name rose to the top as one of San Diego's 
worst offenders in a review of 2013 code 
compliance complaints.

Residents, neighbors and city staff have filed 62 
complaints against him since 2001, about a 
third of them for conditions so bad state law 
says no one should be forced to live in them.
________________________________________

The city's code enforcement team knocks out 
thousands of isolated complaints a year but does 
little to hold repeat offenders accountable.
________________________________________

There are situations where code compliance has 
proactively rooted out violations — they're just at 
properties where no one lives.



RESULTS OF THE 

INVESTIGATION

People listened

The mayor answered with added code enforcement officers

Shah got out of the business — and the attention of HUD

A city audit confirmed the findings

Code inspectors deputized to to police infestations

2016 Infestation Complaints: 170 (up from 1 in 2014)

2016 Mold Complaints: 90 (up from 0 in 2014)



ROOTING OUT BAD ACTORS

Request a year of complaints from tenants in a neighborhood 
with known code compliance issues.

Put all of the information into a spreadsheet, isolate 
complaints about substandard conditions, then look for 
repeat names.

Go to the County Assessor’s Office and look up all properties 
owned by that person. (Pay attention to spouses’ and 
associates’ names and family trusts.)

Request all complaints for those properties to confirm your 
hunch and determine the scope of the problem.

Find the story — but watch your back





WORKING WITH THE MEDIA

The process is either really fast or really slow



On the record: The information can be used with no caveats, 

quoting the source by name.

Off the record: The information cannot be used for publication.

Background: The information can be published but only under 

conditions negotiated with the source. Generally, the sources do 

not want their names published but will agree to a description of 

their position

Deep background: The information can be used but without 

attribution. The source does not want to be identified in any way, 

even on condition of anonymity.

WORKING WITH THE MEDIA
Every voice matters — on or off the record, on the cutting room floor



Sustain the conversation (and, a journalist’s job only goes so far)

WORKING WITH THE MEDIA



WORKING WITH THE MEDIA
Find your media ally



THANK YOU!

Megan Burks

meburks@kpbs.org

Cell: (619) 895-3875

Desk: (619) 594-8143


