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The United States has witnessed a prison 
boom of colossal proportions, fueled in large 
part by intensive policing of inner-city neigh-
borhoods (Western 2006). At the same time 
cities were hiring more police officers and 
states were building more prisons, another 
far-reaching development was unfolding 
within the field of criminal justice. Across the 
Anglophone world, crime control was becom-
ing decentralized and diffused throughout the 
social space. The police began convincing 
and coercing community actors (landlords, 
business owners) to assume some responsibil-
ity for correcting misconduct. Identified by a 
number of designations—here, we use the 

term third-party policing—this approach con-
stituted “a new crime control establishment” 
(Garland 2001:17). “The most significant 
development in the crime control field,” 
according to Garland (2001:170), “[is the 
development of ] a third ‘governmental’ sec-
tor . . . poised between the state and civil 
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society, connecting the criminal justice agen-
cies with the activities of citizens, communi-
ties and corporations . . . [and extending] the 
field of ‘formal’ crime control and its poten-
tial for organized action.”

Social scientists have devoted considera-
ble attention to traditional policing and mass 
incarceration (Wakefield and Uggen 2010). 
The proliferation of third-party policing, 
however, is matched only by the paucity of 
inquiries into its ramifications. Among the 
first to assess empirically effects of third-
party policing on the urban poor, this study 
evaluates some determinants and conse-
quences of one of the most widespread coer-
cive third-party policing policies: the nuisance 
property ordinance, designed to sanction 
property owners if their tenants generate an 
undue degree of police attention. Employing 
quantitative methods and content analysis to 
analyze every nuisance property citation dis-
tributed in Milwaukee, WI, from 2008 to 
2009, we find that residential properties 
located in predominantly black neighbor-
hoods were more likely to receive citations, 
even after controlling for a number of impor-
tant factors, and that properties located in 
more integrated black neighborhoods had the 
highest likelihood of being deemed nuisances. 
Nearly a third of citations were generated by 
domestic violence; most property owners 
abated this “nuisance” by evicting battered 
women. Landlords also took steps to discour-
age tenants from calling 911; overrepresented 
among callers, women were disproportion-
ately affected by these measures. By looking 
beyond traditional policing, this study reveals 
previously unforeseen consequences of new 
crime control strategies for women from 
inner-city neighborhoods.

A NEW WAY TO POLICE
In response to a growing intolerance for 
urban rioting, a uniformed police force spread 
across U.S. cities in the latter half of the nine-
teenth century. The police grew in per capita 
strength through the first decade of the twen-
tieth century, as officers stopped manning 

soup kitchens, sheltering the homeless, and 
offering other social services to focus exclu-
sively on crime control (Monkkonen 1992). 
During the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury, the U.S. police force’s per capita strength 
increased yet again; in recent decades, it grew 
more rapidly in cities with a sizeable percent-
age of African Americans (Kent and Jacobs 
2005). Around 1990, and in sharp reversal 
from previous years, cities began proactively 
and persistently policing disadvantaged 
neighborhoods. The experience of being 
stopped, questioned, and frisked, cuffed, 
arrested, and convicted, would become com-
monplace for young and poor black men 
(Fagan and Davies 2000; Western 2006).

As the police increased their presence in 
poor urban neighborhoods through the use of 
traditional methods (enhanced by advanced 
tracking technologies), they also began adopt-
ing new approaches that incorporated a variety 
of actors into the business of crime control, 
approaches that would come to be known as 
third-party policing. Third-party policing 
attempts to control or prevent crime and disor-
der by activating nonoffending persons who 
are thought to influence environments where 
offenses have occurred or may occur (Maze-
rolle and Ransley 2005). Although this 
approach can involve voluntary and coopera-
tive partnerships between the police and com-
munity members, it often relies on coercive 
techniques—fines, license revocations, and jail 
sentences—and thus differs from problem-
oriented policing. The rise of third-party polic-
ing can be characterized by renovations at the 
levels of police, perpetrator, and punishment.

Police. Although in modern times the 
right to punish traditionally resided with the 
bureaucratic state, confidence in the state’s 
capacity to control crime began to dwindle in 
the 1960s. An increase in crime, allegations of 
entrenched corruption, inner-city uprisings, 
and excessive force used against political 
demonstrators contributed to widespread dis-
enchantment with the criminal justice system 
(Garland 2001; Reiss 1992). Its authority 
compromised, the police responded by 
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striking an arabesque, enlarging its force and 
adopting a set of abrasive policies that would 
drive the prison boom, while, at the same 
time, assigning some responsibilities for 
maintaining law and order to non-police 
actors (Loader and Walker 2001; Mazerolle 
and Ransley 2005). Supervision would be 
expanded and disorder policed by those with 
and without a badge and a gun.

Perpetrator. To justify assigning policing 
duties to civilians, the police began implicating 
them in the crime itself. If “‘the community’ 
[became] the all-purpose solution to every crim-
inal justice problem” (Garland 2001:123), it was 
not only because community members could 
help curtail crime but also because some were 
found to be responsible for it: the pawnshop 
owner for gun violence, the absentee landlord 
for drug houses, the negligent parent for truant 
students. As this view became more widely 
accepted, municipalities drafted new ordinances 
that institutionalized a kind of “gatekeeper lia-
bility” imposed “on parties who, although not 
the primary authors and beneficiaries of miscon-
duct, might nonetheless be able to prevent it” 
(Kraakman 1986:53). These ordinances were 
directed at three parties in particular: parents, 
business owners, and landlords.

Punishment. Third-party policing poli-
cies authorize the use of sanctions to 
incorporate these parties into the labor of 
crime management. Parents face penalties if 
their children violate curfew, break the law, or 
are chronically truant. Proprietors of bars, 
bodegas, and other businesses risk license 
revocations, fines, and other penalties if 
police find their patrons are engaged in illegal 
or disorderly conduct. And landlords are 
“coerced into making changes to their proper-
ties, or into controlling the people who live in 
their properties (through increased surveil-
lance or evictions), in an effort to control 
crime” (Buerger and Mazerolle 1998:303).

In addition to dynamics internal to the 
field of crime control, broader forces also 
facilitated the rise of third-party policing. In 

the legal sphere, an increasing relaxation of 
the barrier separating criminal and civil law 
expanded significantly the repertoire of 
incentives and sanctions at the disposal of the 
police (Mazerolle and Ransley 2005). In the 
political sphere, the state’s steady withdrawal 
from a number of central sectors gave rise to 
numerous public–private partnerships (Shear-
ing 1992). With respect to economic factors, 
as the financial demands of mass incarcera-
tion, harsher sentencing, and growing citizen 
pressure on the police presented municipali-
ties with steep budgetary challenges, police 
departments increasingly turned to third-party 
policing to control costs (Ayling, Grabosky, 
and Shearing 2009; Braithwaite 2000).

In third-party policing, cities found a new 
way to extend the long arm of the law at little 
cost to their budgets. But what might be the 
cost to the citizenry? Third-party policing has 
been justified and criticized mainly in the 
abstract, and the interaction of perhaps the 
two most consequential developments in 
urban policing in the past two decades—
intensification of policing in inner-city neigh-
borhoods and the rise of new crime control 
techniques based on public–private partner-
ships—has been overlooked. What, then, are 
the consequences of third-party policing for 
the urban poor? To investigate this question, 
we take as our case study perhaps the most 
common third-party policing policy: the nui-
sance property ordinance.

NUISANCE PROPERTY
After 911 became citizens’ primary source of 
communication with the police, the volume of 
calls departments received quickly outpaced 
their capacity to handle them (Mazerolle et al. 
2002; Reiss 1992). Inundated with calls, 
police departments began devising strategies 
to screen out nonemergency requests. One 
such strategy was to rely on nuisance property 
ordinances, which allow police departments to 
penalize landlords for their tenants’ behavior. 
A popular law found in cities large and small 
as well as small towns and villages (Thacher 
2008), the nuisance property ordinance rests 
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“at the heart of [third-party policing] pro-
grams” (Buerger and Mazerolle 1998:311). 
Although nuisance ordinances vary across 
jurisdictions, most share three common fea-
tures. First, they designate properties as “nui-
sances” based on excessive service calls made 
within a certain timeframe. Second, they 
include a broad list of “nuisance activities” 
that provoke the calls. And third, they coerce 
property owners to “abate the nuisance” or 
face fines, property forfeiture, or even incar-
ceration (Fais 2008).

Third-party policing may be organized 
along two continua, one sorting policies accord-
ing to the type of intervention (from coopera-
tive to coercive strategies), the other according 
to the type of third party (from individuals to 
organizations) (Mazerolle and Ransley 2005). 
Nuisance property ordinances belong to the 
class of policies that target individuals (prop-
erty owners) with coercive techniques. Other 
interventions that belong to this class include 
truancy sanctions directed at parents and license 
revocations directed at business owners. It is 
worth bearing in mind, then, that nuisance 
property ordinances, however widespread and 
influential, still represent but one case of one 
class of third-party policing.

Those considered nuisances used to be 
subject to vagrancy laws (Chambliss 1964; 
Foote 1954). After courts struck down these 
laws in the 1960s and 1970s, municipalities 
began drafting new ordinances that reached 
into a sector previously untouched by vagrancy 
laws: the home. They were able to do so, in part, 
because the recent criminalization of domestic 
violence allowed—indeed, required—the 
expansion of criminal law into private space. 
Other laws, both criminal and civil, followed 
domestic violence statutes into the home, 
which the legal system began to envision “as 
in need of public control, like the streets” (Suk 
2006:8). In the United States, nuisance prop-
erty ordinances began appearing in the 1980s 
mainly to combat drug dealing (Mazerolle and 
Ransley 2005); soon, however, the police 
came to view these ordinances as an effective 
way to allocate resources by offloading ser-
vice calls to landlords.

Criminologists long have remarked on the 
considerable discretionary power of the police, 
yet they have been frustrated by the fact that 
police discretion, which typically involves 
only officers and accused lawbreakers, is 
largely invisible to citizens, supervisors, and 
scholars alike (Goldstein 1960; Reiss 1992). 
In functioning as a classification mechanism 
by which certain disorderly and illegal activi-
ties are elevated to the status of “crime,” 
while others are downgraded to the status of 
“nuisance” unworthy of police attention and 
resources, the nuisance ordinance provides a 
unique opportunity to observe police discre-
tion clearly and systematically.

QUESTIONS AND 
HYPOTHESES
This study is propelled by three questions. 
Are nuisance property citations dispropor-
tionately deployed in inner-city black neigh-
borhoods? What activities are systematically 
classified as nuisances? And what are the 
consequences? We discuss each in turn.

Targeting the Inner City or Its 
Boundaries?

The fact that inner-city neighborhoods are 
subjected to heightened levels of supervision 
and policing (Goffman 2009; Rios 2011) 
might lead us to hypothesize that nuisance 
property citations will be disproportionately 
deployed in such neighborhoods, even after 
accounting for their crime rates (Sampson 
and Loeffler 2010). On the other hand, a pair 
of complementary considerations would lead 
us to expect the likelihood of receiving a cita-
tion to be highest, not in segregated black 
neighborhoods within the ghetto’s core, but in 
integrated black neighborhoods encircling its 
edges. First, the minority threat thesis would 
predict that in integrated black neighbor-
hoods—majority-black neighborhoods con-
taining a large proportion of nonblack 
residents—police officers will face pressure 
to respond to disorder reported by nonblack 
residents threatened by their black neighbors 
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(Liska 1992). While residents of segregated 
black neighborhoods might be reluctant to 
call the police owing to entrenched distrust of 
the legal system (Carr, Napolitano, and 
Keating 2007; Kirk and Matsuda 2011), resi-
dents of integrated black neighborhoods (par-
ticularly nonblack residents) might be 
particularly likely to call owing to a height-
ened fear of crime based on their living in 
close proximity to African Americans 
(Quillian and Pager 2001). Alternatively, resi-
dents of integrated black neighborhoods 
might pressure the police through other means 
(e.g., citizen complaints), resulting in officers 
displaying heightened vigilance to disorder in 
transitioning areas. The same level of police 
vigilance could be displayed in segregated 
black neighborhoods, of course, but in these 
areas the police might prefer relying on tradi-
tional tactics (e.g., stops, searches) with the 
hope that a small infraction might lead to a 
larger bust or simply to boost arrest numbers 
(Moskos 2008). This observation, then, would 
predict that properties in integrated black 
neighborhoods will have the highest likeli-
hood of receiving nuisance citations, owing 
not to interracial dynamics but to differences 
in policing styles between integrated and seg-
regated black neighborhoods.

Neighborhood crime also could play a 
determining role in the distribution of nui-
sance citations. Because high-crime neigh-
borhoods demand more resources from law 
enforcement agencies, we might hypothesize 
that budget-conscious police departments will 
rely more heavily on nuisance citations in 
such neighborhoods. On the other hand, crim-
inological theories (e.g., Klinger 1997) postu-
lating that police attentiveness to a wide 
variety of offenses (including those thought 
to be less serious) is highest in neighborhoods 
with lower crime rates would suggest the 
opposite hypothesis.

When Is a Crime a Nuisance?

If the police are neither remotely able nor 
legally required to respond to all calls 
(Manning 1988), then of the millions of calls 

for service received each year—in Milwaukee, 
the setting of this study, someone dials 911 
every 90 seconds—what gets policed and 
what is “unpoliced” and outsourced to prop-
erty owners? Because nuisance ordinances 
ostensibly target properties that exceed “the 
level of general and adequate police service,” 
we hypothesize that properties that repeatedly 
call 911 will have a higher likelihood of 
receiving a nuisance citation. And since they 
are designed to weed out frivolous requests, 
we expect citations to be applied regularly to 
calls reporting disorderly but relatively harm-
less activity (e.g., noise).

More important, however, the ordinance 
may be used to demote some harmful illegal 
activities to the status of nuisance, thereby 
effectively decriminalizing certain crimes. 
Social scientists have observed that women 
often are blamed for their own victimization 
and that the police traditionally have been 
reluctant to intervene in domestic violence 
situations (Ferraro 1989; Schneider 2000). 
This body of work would lead us to hypothe-
size that calls reporting domestic violence 
regularly will be classified as nuisances. On 
the other hand, recent years have witnessed 
widespread criminalization of domestic vio-
lence in law and practice. New criminal codes 
outlawing domestic assault have been adopted, 
penalties for abusers enhanced, and manda-
tory arrest laws made the rule. Police depart-
ments’ handling of domestic violence cases, 
furthermore, have come under increased scru-
tiny from victims’ and women’s rights organi-
zations (Felson, Ackerman, and Gallagher 
2005; Suk 2006). These trends would lead us 
to expect the police to display extra vigilance 
in treating domestic violence as a crime 
deserving of their time and resources.

As our focus on domestic violence indi-
cates, to inquire into the primary activities 
responsible for nuisance citations is simulta-
neously to investigate who is most affected by 
these policies. Because young men often are 
the focus of police activity in poor black 
neighborhoods, we might expect them to bear 
the brunt of the nuisance ordinance. There are 
good reasons to suspect, however, that the 
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ordinance will have the biggest impact on 
inner-city women. Not only do women make 
up the vast majority of domestic violence 
victims, but in disadvantaged neighborhoods 
they often are the ones who call the police 
(Avakame, Fyfe, and McCoy 1999; Goffman 
2009). Irrespective of the nuisance activity, 
then, inner-city women may be disproportion-
ately affected by an ordinance based on 
repeated 911 calls simply by virtue of being 
overrepresented among callers.

Consequences

Finally, we investigate how landlords abate 
nuisance activity in their properties; which is 
to ask: What are the consequences of the nui-
sance property ordinance? Because landlords 
face stiff penalties if they do not successfully 
address nuisance activity, we hypothesize that 
they often will respond to citations by relying 
on the most powerful tool at their disposal: 
eviction. Additionally, if an increased volume 
of service calls is the problem the ordinance 
seeks to address, then we also expect land-
lords to design abatement strategies that dis-
courage tenants from calling the police.

DATA AND METHODS
Nuisance Property Records
This study analyzes every nuisance property 
citation distributed by the Milwaukee Police 
Department (MPD) from January 1, 2008 to 
December 31, 2009. Enacted in 2001, 
Milwaukee’s ordinance classifies as a nui-
sance property “any premises that has gener-
ated 3 or more calls for police service for 
nuisance activities [within a 30-day period 
and that] has received more than the level of 
general and adequate police service[, thereby 
placing] an undue and inappropriate burden 
on the taxpayers of the city” (Milwaukee 
Code of Ordinances, 80-10-2). (The ordinance 
also can be applied to properties with more 
than two instances of violent or drug-related 
crime within a 12-month period.) The ordi-
nance lists 32 nuisance activities that range in 
severity from harassment and arson to littering 

and excessive noise. When a property is 
deemed a nuisance, the MPD sends the prop-
erty owner a letter. The letter lists the address 
of the property, the nuisance activities respon-
sible for the citation (typically displayed as 
911 calls), and usually gender-specific pro-
nouns of the 911 callers. After listing the nui-
sance activities, the letter informs property 
owners that they will be “subject to a special 
charge for any future enforcement costs for 
any of the listed violations . . . that occur at 
[their] property.” It continues by instructing 
recipients to respond within 10 days with a 
written course of action aimed at abating the 
nuisance activity. The letter concludes by stat-
ing that, should the nuisance activities con-
tinue, property owners may be subject to a 
fine between $1,000 and $5,000 and that “the 
alternative penalty for non-payment of a 
chronic nuisance citation is imprisonment in 
the county jail or house of correction” for up 
to 90 days for each violation.

Each citation case includes three parts: (1) 
the original letter, sent by the MPD to the 
property owner; (2) the property owner’s cor-
responding response, detailing abatement 
strategies; and (3) a letter from the MPD 
approving or rejecting these strategies. 
Between 2008 and 2009, 503 citation letters 
were distributed to owners of residential prop-
erties, all of them rentals with a handful of 
exceptions. Each citation listed multiple nui-
sance activities, 1,666 in all. Most letters (69 
percent) listed three activities. Activities often 
were dissimilar from one another. One letter 
might list a fight, a 911 hang up, and “family 
trouble,” for example. An abatement plan let-
ter from property owners accompanied 243 
citations.1 The average letter from a property 
owner listed 4.5 abatement strategies. Letters 
often unveiled the context behind MPD’s anti-
septic categories of “battery” or “trouble with 
subjects,” and many were accompanied by 
informative supplementary material (e.g., 
eviction notices, letters to tenants). A letter 
from the police approving or rejecting prop-
erty owners’ abatement plans accompanied 
171 cases. Nuisance citations were distributed 
to 431 unique landlords, indicating that a 
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small number of slumlords were not primarily 
responsible for the citations.

We organized nuisance activities into 27 
categories. Because police officers and 911 
dispatchers applied multiple designations to 
family and intimate-partner abuse, it was nec-
essary to create a category for domestic vio-
lence by scrutinizing the details of each case. 
We defined domestic violence as “the inten-
tional infliction of physical pain, injury or 
illness; intentional impairment of physical 
condition; sexual assault; or physical act that 
causes the other person to reasonably fear that 
any of these actions will occur . . . [commit-
ted] by an adult person against his or her 
spouse or former spouse, against an adult 
with whom the person resides, or formerly 
resided[, or] against an adult with whom the 
person has a child in common” (Wisc. Stats. 
968 § 075, 2010). Acts committed by current 
or former spouses, romantic partners, or fam-
ily members all were counted as domestic 
violence. Brief descriptions of nuisance activ-
ities included in the letters from the MPD 
(e.g., “the complainant states her boyfriend 
beat her up”), as well as information gleaned 
from responses and supplementary materials 
submitted by property owners (e.g., “[the ten-
ant] had a case where she had an abusive 
boyfriend”), enabled us to identify activities 
related to domestic violence but originally 
categorized under other designations. When 
we identified a nuisance activity as domestic 
violence, it was counted exclusively as such.

We organized property owners’ abatement 
strategies into 17 categories; three involved 
eviction. Landlords could address a nuisance 
(1) by initiating a (court-ordered) formal evic-
tion; (2) by executing an informal eviction 
with methods that take place beyond the pur-
view of the court (e.g., telling tenants to 
leave, changing locks); or (3) by threatening 
eviction if the nuisance activity occurred 
again.2

To gain information on the neighborhoods 
in which nuisance properties were located, we 
geo-coded addresses using ArcGIS and an 
associated road network database. It was then 
possible to merge citation records with Geo-

Lytics population estimates of Milwaukee 
block groups from corresponding years.3 
Next, we secured from the City of Milwaukee 
crime statistics and property code violations 
from 2008 and 2009; addresses recorded in 
these data were geo-coded and merged with 
our dataset. Finally, we procured a record of 
every 911 call made in Milwaukee in 2008 
and 2009. During this time, 345,078 calls 
were placed. These data include the date and 
address of each call as well as a description of 
the incident that provoked it. Addresses were 
geo-coded and merged with our dataset. Ser-
vice call data allowed us to pinpoint the pre-
cise location of each call and, crucially, to 
identify all properties that were eligible to 
receive a nuisance citation: that is, properties 
from which three or more 911 calls were 
placed within a 30-day period.

Because the nuisance property ordinance 
focuses on the private housing market, we 
excluded from our analysis Milwaukee’s 24 
public housing complexes. We included Sec-
tion 8 households—the city had 5,575 in 
2008—because private landlords whose ten-
ants hold vouchers are subject to the ordi-
nance. Additionally, because we focus here 
on citations distributed to residential proper-
ties, we excluded nonresidential addresses 
(e.g., stores, schools) from our population of 
nuisance-eligible properties. We were able to 
distinguish residential from nonresidential 
properties after merging 911 records with 
yearly inventories of all Milwaukee proper-
ties.4 The final dataset consists of the com-
plete universe of all residential properties in 
Milwaukee that qualified for a nuisance cita-
tion in 2008 and 2009: 9,070 unique addresses 
in total, including 503 that received citations. 
During this two-year period, a citation was 
issued to a residential property every 33 
hours. It is important to recognize, however, 
that the nuisance ordinance’s influence can-
not be judged solely by the number of cita-
tions distributed. After conducting interviews 
with four Milwaukee police officers charged 
with administering the ordinance, as well as 
10 landlords who had received citations,  
we learned that police officers often ask  
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landlords to meet with them before citations 
are mailed out. “On any given day, we could 
have had several meetings,” a former police 
captain told us. During these meetings, land-
lords are made aware of nuisance activities 
and abatement strategies are proposed, all off 
the books.

Analytic Strategy

We apply a multilevel mixed-effects logistic 
regression model to the dataset of nuisance-
eligible properties. The probability pij of 
receiving a citation for property i in neighbor-
hood j can be expressed as follows:

In our case, γ
00

 represents the log-odds of 
receiving a citation in the typical neighbor-
hood, Xqij is the value of the property-level 
covariate q associated with property i in 
neighborhood j, and βq is the partial effect of 
that covariate on the likelihood of receiving a 
citation. The term γ0s refers to the partial 
effect associated with the neighborhood-level 
covariate Wsj, and µ0j refers to the neighbor-
hood-level random effect associated with 
neighborhood j.

Our first model explores the relationship 
between receiving a nuisance citation and a 
single explanatory variable at the property 
level: the number of 911 calls made from a 
property after it became nuisance eligible 
(controlling for the nestedness of properties 
within neighborhoods). That is, we began 
counting 911 calls once a property entered the 
risk set by dialing 911 three times within a 
30-day period. Once a property received a 
citation, we stopped counting its calls. Data 
limitations prevent us from including other 
property-level covariates; however, police 
officers distributing nuisance citations often 
lack this information as well.

Next, we introduce several neighborhood-
level covariates, aspects of block groups in 
which nuisance-eligible properties were 
located. We account for the percentage of 

black residents living in a neighborhood as 
well as the percentage of a neighborhood’s 
population living at or below 150 percent of 
the poverty line. Because neighbors often 
report nuisance activities, we control for the 
ratio of the population to housing units. And 
because virtually all nuisance citations were 
addressed to owners of rental properties, we 
account for the proportion of housing units 
that were rentals. We also control for the ratio 
of property code violations to housing units, 
an indicator of landlord negligence, as well as 
the neighborhood crime rate, the number of 
Incident Based Report Group A offenses5 in 
2008 and 2009, per 100 people. We also 
include a binary variable for each police dis-
trict; doing so produced our most conserva-
tive findings. Last, to examine if the 
relationship between the likelihood of receiv-
ing a citation and the percentage of black 
residents in a neighborhood is curvilinear, we 
square the percentage of black residents in a 
neighborhood and replicate our analyses. 
Table 1 displays the descriptive statistics.

Our models draw on 572 block groups, the 
average one housing 1,148 people. We use 
“neighborhood” and “block group” inter-
changeably. In the descriptive statistics, we 
designate a neighborhood as black, white, or 
Hispanic if these respective groups account 
for at least two-thirds of neighborhood resi-
dents. Neighborhoods in which no group 
makes up two-thirds of the population are 
designated “mixed.” We also conduct a 
detailed content analysis of all materials, pay-
ing close attention to the prevalence of certain 
nuisance activities, interventions landlords 
employed to abate nuisances, and who was 
affected by the interventions. To facilitate a 
liberal use of primary source material within 
the allotted space, we refrain from affixing 
names and dates to each quotation drawn from 
nuisance citations. Additionally, owing to the 
high volume of grammatical mistakes within 
the primary material, we refrain from signal-
ing each error with sic. Finally, when names 
are used, surnames are abbreviated to a single 
letter. Although these analyses draw on public 
records, they concern very private matters.

log
p

p
X Wij

ij q
q qij

s
s sj j1 00 0 0−









 = + + +∑ ∑γ β γ µ
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RESULTS

We begin by plotting the location of nuisance 
properties against neighborhoods’ racial com-
position and displaying the results of our 
models. We then identify the primary activi-
ties responsible for nuisance citations and the 
primary means by which property owners 
responded to citations. The last two substan-
tive sections increase the magnification, 
exploring in depth the “nuisance of domestic 
violence” and its relationship to eviction and 
the “nuisance of 911 abuse” and how property 
owners discourage tenants from calling 911.

The (Racial) Geography of Nuisance

As Figure 1 shows, most of Milwaukee’s nui-
sance properties were found in the predomi-
nantly black inner city. Of the 503 properties 
deemed nuisances, 319 were located in black 
neighborhoods, compared to 18 in white 
neighborhoods, 14 in Hispanic neighbor-
hoods, and 152 in mixed neighborhoods. Of 
the nuisance properties in mixed areas, 124 
were in areas in which the proportion of black 
residents exceeded that of white or Hispanic 

residents. Citations were concentrated in 
almost exclusively black neighborhoods, with 
179 (36 percent of the total) distributed to 
properties in neighborhoods where over 90 
percent of residents were black.

Nuisance-eligible properties in black 
neighborhoods were more likely to receive 
citations. In white neighborhoods, 1 in 41 
properties that could have received a nuisance 
citation did. The same was true for 1 in 54 
properties in Hispanic neighborhoods. But in 
black neighborhoods, 1 in 16 eligible proper-
ties received a citation. Figure 2 displays the 
percentage of properties that received cita-
tions by the number of (post-eligibility) 911 
calls made from those properties.6 Across the 
distribution, properties located in black neigh-
borhoods were consistently more likely to 
receive citations compared to those in non-
black neighborhoods from which a similar 
number of calls were placed.

We now turn to our mixed-effects logistic 
regression model to examine if this racial 
discrepancy remains after controlling for a 
number of potentially important factors. Table 2 
reports the results of four models, each of 
which introduces neighborhood-level random 

Table 1. Summary Statistics

Variable Mean SD Min. Max.

Level 1: Properties (N = 9,070)  
 Nuisance Citation (0,1) .06 .23 0 1
 911 Calls Post Eligibility 5.66 9.06 0 160
Level 2: Neighborhoods (N = 572)  
 Percent Black .63 .35 0 1
 Percent Poor .56 .23 0 1
 Ratio of Population to Housing Units 2.80 .65 .92 6.09
 Percent Rental Housing Units .54 .15 0 .97
 Ratio of Property Code Violations to Housing Units .26 .27 0 1.91
 Crime Rate (per 100 people) 2.68 1.31 0 15.80
Police Districts  
 One .05 .21 0 1
 Two .11 .31 0 1
 Three .19 .39 0 1
 Four .15 .36 0 1
 Five .22 .42 0 1
 Six .08 .27 0 1
 Seven .20 .40 0 1
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effects to correct for unobserved heterogenity.7 
Model 1 documents a positive, if small, asso-
ciation between the likelihood of receiving 
a citation and the number of 911 calls made 
from a property after it became nuisance  
eligible. The model estimates that a property 
from which five 911 calls were made post 
eligibility would have a 7.2 percent chance of 
receiving a citation, and a property from 
which 20 calls were made would have an 8.4 
percent chance. But this association is ren-
dered insignificant after level-2 predictors are 
introduced. Model 2 indicates that, even after 
including a number of relevant controls, as 

the percentage of black residents in a neigh-
borhood increases, so too does the likelihood 
that a property will be deemed a nuisance. 
The model predicts that a property from 
which no post-eligibility 911 calls were 
placed in an 80 percent black neighborhood 
would have a higher likelihood of receiving a 
citation than would a property from which 30 
post-eligibility calls were placed in a 20 per-
cent black neighborhood.

Model 3 introduces two interaction 
terms—(1) a cross-level interaction between 
a property’s post-eligibility 911 calls and its 
neighborhood’s percentage of black residents 

Figure 1. Nuisance Property Citations Concentrated in Milwaukee’s Black Neighborhoods
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Figure 2. Properties that Received Citations in Black and Nonblack Neighborhoods
Note: Black bars represent neighborhoods with over 66 percent black residents. Gray bars represent 
neighborhoods with less than 66 percent black residents. The number of nuisance-eligible properties 
per category is displayed above each bar (N = 9,030).

and (2) a level-2 interaction between a neigh-
borhood’s crime rate and its percentage of 
black residents—and Model 4 introduces 
police district controls. In Model 4, the main 
effect of a neighborhood’s percentage of 
black residents is reduced to insignificance. 
This was expected because district bounda-
ries follow the contours of a segregated city 
and therefore net a considerable amount of 
neighborhood-level racial variation.8 We nev-
ertheless included these controls to demon-
strate that even after accounting for sizeable 
variation in the distribution of nuisance cita-
tions across districts, both interaction terms 
are positive and significant. The insignifi-
cance of the main effect of the percentage of 
black residents in Model 4, then, should not 
be confused with the insignificance of race 
per se, because the effect is actuated under 
certain conditions. According to Model 4, it is 
not enough to place multiple 911 calls or to 
live in a black neighborhood; rather, the like-
lihood of receiving a citation increases only 

for those who place a high number of 911 
calls and live in a predominately black neigh-
borhood. Stated differently, the odds of 
receiving a citation for a high-calling prop-
erty in a white or Hispanic neighborhood are 
significantly lower than for high-calling prop-
erties in black neighborhoods.

Models 1 and 2 of Table 3 introduce the 
squared term for the percentage of black resi-
dents in a neighborhood and include all the 
controls used in Models 3 and 4 of Table 2, 
respectively. In both models, the coefficient for 
the percentage of black residents in a neighbor-
hood is positive, and that for its squared term is 
negative; likewise, the term interacting crime 
rate with the percentage of black residents is 
positive, and that interacting crime rate with its 
squared term is negative. Accordingly, Figure 3 
draws on Model 2’s estimates to illustrate the 
relationship between the likelihood of receiving 
a citation, crime rate, and the percentage of 
black residents in a neighborhood. The solid 
black line represents the mean crime rate, and 
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the gray dashed lines represent one standard 
deviation above and below the mean. All other 
variables are held at their mean. The graph  
illustrates that the predicted likelihood of  

receiving a citation crests with approximately 
60 percent black residents before falling as the 
neighborhood percentage of black residents 
increases.9

Table 2. Mixed-Effects Logistic Regression Model Estimating the Likelihood of Nuisance 
Property Citation

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Fixed Effects  
Level 1: Properties (N = 9,030)  
 Intercept –3.318 –3.298 –3.339 –3.506
 (.088) (.084) (.086) (.198)
 911 Calls Post Eligibility .010 .008 –.007 .003
 (.005) (.005) (.007) (.007)
Level 2: Neighborhoods (N = 572)  
 Percent Black 1.353 1.506 –.133
 (.262) (.273) (.448)
 Percent Poor –.043 .067 1.059
 (.445) (.452) (.560)
 Population / Housing Units –.217 –.215 –.033
 (.131) (.131) (.164)
 Percent Rental Housing Units .136 .263 .029
 (.556) (.562) (.648)
 Property Code Violations / Housing Units –.478 –.599 .661
 (.323) (.328) (.410)
 Overall Crime Rate (per 100 people) .083 .138 .097
 (.050) (.056) (.067)
Police Districts  
 One (reference)  
 Two –3.056
 (.490)
 Three –4.503
 (.421)
 Four –.523
 (.298)
 Five –1.112
 (.267)
 Six –3.367
 (.532)
 Seven –1.817
 (.305)
Interactions  
 911 Calls Post Eligibility × % Black .090 .075
 (.027) (.026)
 Overall Crime Rate × % Black .276 .552
 (.163) (.202)
Random Effects  
 Standard Deviation .722 .592 .586 .899
 (.135) (.125) (.124) (.100)
 Intraclass Correlation .180 .152 .151 .215

Note: Standard errors are in parentheses. All variables are mean-centered.
p  .05; p  .01; p  .001 (two-tailed tests).
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Table 3. Curvilinear Models Estimating the Likelihood of Nuisance Property Citation

Model 1 Model 2

Fixed Effects  
Level 1: Properties (N = 9,030)  
 Intercept –3.377 –3.848
 (.089) (.218)
 911 Calls Post Eligibility –.001 .004
 (.009) (.009)
Level 2: Neighborhoods (N = 572)  
 Percent Black 5.993 9.158
 (1.055) (2.019)
 Percent Black Squared –4.452 –8.069
 (.945) (1.657)
 Percent Poor .488 1.067
 (.445) (.555)
 Population / Housing Units –.272 –.195
 (.132) (.170)
 Percent Rental Housing Units .111 .206
 (.555) (.653)
 Property Code Violations / Housing Units –.080 1.244
 (.322) (.415)
 Overall Crime Rate (per 100 people) .044 –.052
 (.066) (.083)
Police Districts  
 One (reference)  
 Two –1.848
 (.571)
 Three –4.725
 (.425)
 Four –1.045
 (.316)
 Five –.891
 (.268)
 Six –2.321
 (.608)
 Seven –1.950
 (.308)
Interactions  
 911 Calls Post Eligibility × % Black –.098 .025
 (.118) (.130)
 911 Calls Post Eligibility × % Black Squared .155 .046
 (.089) (.096)
 Overall Crime Rate × % Black 1.426 2.876
 (.751) (.960)
 Overall Crime Rate × % Black Squared –.983 –1.964
 (.677) (.831)
Random Effects  
 Standard Deviation .496 .855
 (.113) (.098)
 Intraclass Correlation .131 .206

Note: Standard errors are in parentheses. All variables are mean-centered.
p  .05; p  .01; p  .001 (two-tailed tests).
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All else being equal, properties located in 
integrated black neighborhoods had the high-
est likelihood of receiving a citation. This was 
not because the police relied singularly on 
traditional tactics in segregated inner-city 
neighborhoods; nuisance citations were con-
centrated heavily in these areas. Nor was it 
because residents of integrated black neigh-
borhoods placed more calls for service. The 
average per capita police-related 911 call rate 
in neighborhoods with 50 to 59 percent black 
residents was .48, compared to .73 and .93 in 
neighborhoods with 80 to 89 percent and with 
over 90 percent black residents, respectively. 
Supplemental analyses (not shown) substitut-
ing neighborhood crime rate for 911 call rate 
produced similar results. We did, however, 
find other suggestive support for the minority 
threat thesis through interviews with police 
officers. Officers told us they decide to  
administer citations based on four information 
sources—(1) monthly Multiple Occurrence 
Reports listing properties with high call vol-
umes; (2) major incidents (e.g., drug busts); 
(3) police observations; and (4) citizen com-
plaints—but tend to give more weight to the 

latter two. As an officer of Milwaukee’s Fifth 
District explained, “I use citizen complaints 
and police complaints over the electronic 
report. The squeaky wheel gets the grease.” 
Officers may thus have been particularly 
attentive to disorder in integrated neighbor-
hoods, or they may have received a dispropor-
tionate number of citizen complaints from 
residents in these neighborhoods, or both.

Nuisances and Abatement Strategies

Table 4 displays Milwaukee’s 15 most common 
nuisance activities. Along with raw counts, the 
table records nuisance activities as a percentage 
of all nuisances. It also records the percentage 
of all police-related 911 calls related to each 
activity. The catchall category “trouble with 
subjects”10 ranked first, and noise violations 
came next. The third most common nuisance 
activity was domestic violence. The fourth was 
911 abuse.11 Together, these four activities 
made up the majority of nuisances. The top 
three documented nuisance activities, along 
with drug-related activity, were overrepre-
sented among nuisance citations in relation to 

Figure 3. Predicted Probability of Receiving a Nuisance Citation by Crime Rate and Racial 
Composition of Neighborhood (Table 3, Model 2)
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their respective share of 911 calls. Domestic 
violence accounted for 3.8 percent of all 911 
calls but for 15.7 percent of all nuisances. 
However, the former percentage is unquestion-
ably too low: it relies on the 911 dispatcher’s 
designation “battery: domestic violence,” but 
many designations can be applied to violence 
within the home.12

Figure 4 displays the number of property 
owners’ response letters in which each abate-
ment strategy appeared at least once. Property 
owners’ favored means of addressing nui-
sance citations was eviction. Of the 243 prop-
erty owners included in our sample, 118 (or 
49 percent) initiated or executed a formal 
eviction and 190 (or 78 percent) relied on a 
method involving a landlord-initiated forced 
move: formal and informal evictions as well 
as threats to evict if the nuisance continues. 
Landlords evicted tenants cited for minor 
infractions (e.g., noise) as well as for partici-
pating in violent crimes. Most evictees were 
minor actors involved in the drama, not those 
arrested for violent crimes. One record, for 
example, cited a single incident in which a 
man fled to his girlfriend’s apartment after 
being shot twice. According to the citation, 
his girlfriend “hid [his] gun prior to the 
arrival of police officers,” but the gun was 

retrieved. The shooting victim was arrested, 
and his girlfriend was evicted. The police 
policed the former; the landlord, the latter.

Most landlords we interviewed expressed 
feeling as if they had no other choice but to 
evict what some called “nuisance tenants.” 
This was especially true of landlords cited for 
domestic violence. One landlord, a middle-
aged white man who owns 114 units, mostly 
in poor black neighborhoods, explained how 
he deals with being cited for domestic vio-
lence in his properties:

Like I tell my tenants: You can’t be calling 
the police because your boyfriend hit you 
again. They’re not your big babysitter. It 
happened last week, and you threw him out. 
But then you let him back in, and it happens 
again and again. Either learn from the first 
experience or, you know, leave. Don’t take 
him back and get hit because you tell him, I 
don’t know, “I don’t want to sleep with 
you.”

And what do you normally do when you get 
a nuisance letter?

I evict them. . . . Look, you’re rolling the 
dice if you don’t evict the tenant. Because 

Table 4. Top 15 Nuisance Activities

Nuisance Activity Count % Nuisances % 911 Calls

Trouble with Subjects 299 17.9 13.5
Noise 282 16.9 .4
Domestic Violence 261 15.7 3.8
911 Abuse 219 13.1 22.4
Family Trouble 111 6.7 5.0
Weapons / Shooting 104 6.2 9.6
Battery 75 4.5 8.9
Drugs 72 4.3 .3
Fight 63 3.8 5.5
Disorder 41 2.5 1.7
Threat 29 1.7 1.8
Theft 29 1.7 3.6
Property Damage 17 1.0 3.2
Trespassing 12 .7 4.8
Subject Wanted 12 .7 .5

Note: N = 1,626 nuisance activities; 294,641 service calls.
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[the police] want the problem eliminated. 
Not gradually fixed, but totally eliminated. 
A five-day [eviction] notice is exactly what 
the police want.

The Nuisance of Domestic Violence

The 261 incidents of domestic violence 
appeared in 157 citation letters (31 percent of 
the sample). This means that every 4.6 days a 
Milwaukee property owner received a cita-
tion listing at least one count of domestic 
violence. Eighty-one percent of incidents 
involved female victims, 88 percent of these 
identified male abusers.

Of the 157 citations generated by domestic 
violence, 109 were addressed to properties in 
black neighborhoods, compared to six in 
white areas, three in Hispanic areas, and 39 in 
mixed neighborhoods. Most nuisance-eligible 
properties from which domestic violence 
related 911 calls were placed were located in 
black neighborhoods. Multivariate analyses 
found, however, that the concentration of 
domestic-violence related citations in black 
neighborhoods was not fully attributable to 

the prevalence of domestic violence in these 
areas. Table 5 displays results of a mixed-
effects logistic regression model estimating 
the probability of receiving a domestic- 
violence related citation. In addition to intro-
ducing covariates used in our previous models, 
this model controls for the prevalence of 
domestic violence calls made from nuisance-
eligible properties with a binary variable that 
takes the value of 1 if a property placed at 
least one 911 call designated “battery: domes-
tic violence.” It also controls for the rate of 
domestic violence within neighborhoods with 
a variable recording the proportion of all 911 
calls in a neighborhood designated “battery: 
domestic violence.” The primary finding is 
that properties located in black neighbor-
hoods were more likely to receive nuisance 
citations for domestic violence even after 
controlling for the prevalence of domestic 
violence calls made from properties and 
neighborhoods’ domestic violence rates.13 All 
else being equal, a property located in an 80 
percent black neighborhood and from which 
at least one 911 call reporting domestic vio-
lence was placed was over 3.5 times more 
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Figure 4. Property Owners’ Abatement Strategies
Note: N = 243 abatement strategy letters; gray bars represent eviction-related action.
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likely to receive a nuisance citation than a 
property in a 20 percent black neighborhood 
and from which a similar call was placed.

Table 6 records the nature of the abuse for 
all incidents of domestic violence. The abuse 
took many forms—one incident involved a 
woman having bleach thrown in her face; in 
another, a woman was “hit [on the] head with 
a can of food”—but most involved hitting, 
choking, or beating. Forty-four percent of 
incidents involved physical abuse, and 14 
percent involved a weapon. Box cutters, 
knives, and guns were used. In one incident, 
“the caller stated that [her boyfriend] just 
sprayed her with lighter fluid and also set a 
piece of paper on fire.” Property damage (pri-
marily involving men kicking in doors and 
breaking windows) was the third most fre-

quent type of domestic violence, accounting 
for 12 percent of incidents.

A landlord’s response accompanied 86 of 
the 157 nuisance citations involving domestic 
violence. In 57 percent of cases, a landlord 
formally or informally evicted tenants occupy-
ing the apartment where the domestic violence 
occurred. In 83 percent of cases, property own-
ers relied on either eviction or the threat of 
eviction for future police calls.14

To gain a deeper perspective on the chain 
of events linking domestic violence, nuisance 
citations, and eviction, we examine a single 
case closely. The three activities that gener-
ated this nuisance citation occurred on the 
same day. Twice, a woman reported having 
trouble with her ex-boyfriend, who was refus-
ing to remove himself from her front porch, 

Table 5. Mixed-Effects Logistic Regression Model Estimating Domestic Violence Citations

Model 1 Model 2

Fixed Effects  
Level 1: Properties (N = 9,030)  
 Intercept –4.663 –4.718
 (.166) (.165)
 911 Calls Post Eligibility .016 .012
 (.006) (.006)
 Called 911 for “Battery: Domestic Violence” .749 .723
 (.173) (.174)
Level 2: Neighborhoods (N = 572)  
 Percent Black 2.102
 (.426)
 Percent Poor .199
 (.581)
 Population / Housing Units –.306
 (.192)
 Percent Rental Housing Units .326
 (.761)
 Property Code Violations / Housing Units –1.027
 (.462)
 Overall Crime Rate (per 100 people) .129
 (.066)
 Percent of 911 Calls for “Battery: Domestic Violence” 8.672
 (7.061)
Random Effects  
 Standard Deviation .497 .189
 (.216) (.185)
 Intraclass Correlation .131 .054

Note: Standard errors are in parentheses. All continuous variables are mean-centered.
p  .05; p  .01; p  .001 (two-tailed tests).
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Table 6. Domestic Violence Activities

Abuse Count

Physical Abuse 117
Abuser Uses Weapon 38
Property Damage 31
Violent Threats 27
Pounding on Windows and Doors 17
Escalated Argument 10
Trouble with Intimate 8
Violation of Restraining Order 5
Breaking and Entering 4
Not Allowing Victim to Leave 2
Rape 1
Victim Thrown Out of House 1

Note: N = 261 incidents.

and once she told the 911 dispatcher that “her 
boyfriend beat her up.” The landlord responded 
with a letter warning the female tenant: 
“Because the numerous calls from this address, 
the police has identified the property as a nui-
sance property. . . . Many of the calls involved 
physical alterations with another individual, 
identified as your boyfriend and ex-boyfriend 
who appears to be living at the unit. . . . This 
is your notice to cease this behavior and to 
cure these problems. . . . If these activities 
continue, your lease will be terminated.” The 
MPD accepted this plan. Four months later, 
however, the police informed the landlord that 
“problems still exist.” “Due to the fact that the 
letter you sent is not a sufficient course of 
action,” the letter from the Police Captain 
read, “I am requesting another written plan to 
abate the problems.” This time, the landlord 
responded by evicting the tenant. “Another 
letter was sent . . . outlining problems with 
your unit,” the landlord wrote in a letter to the 
tenant dated November 3, 2008. “Your lease is 
terminated, effective December 15, 2008, and 
you must vacate the premises by December 
31, 2008.” The landlord mailed a copy of this 
letter to the MPD. Upon reading it, the Police 
Captain scribbled in the upper corner: “Plan 
Accepted! Please ensure eviction takes place.” 
It did.

This case features several important (and 
typical) aspects of nuisance citations gener-
ated by domestic violence calls. First, domes-
tic violence was treated as a nuisance to the 
City of Milwaukee. Not surprisingly, then, 
many landlords viewed domestic violence as 
petty, undeserving of police attention. As one 
observed in a letter to his tenant: “Please note 
the police are not to be used to solve disputes 
and family problems. . . . The police are to 
notify me immediately if 911 is called [again]. 
. . . If the situation they are called for is 
deemed to be non-life threatening, I will 
immediately start the eviction process for the 
tenant or tenants where the problem origi-
nates from.” Many landlords apologized to 
the MPD for tenants who “wasted their time” 
with domestic violence calls. “I am sorry for 
the time you have wasted here. . . . This is one 
girl in one apartment who is having trouble 
with her boyfriend. She was a good tenant for 
a long time—until her boyfriend came around. 
Probably things are not going to change, so 
enclosed please find a copy of a notice termi-
nating her tenancy served today.”

Second, landlords often assigned to bat-
tered women the responsibility of curbing the 
abuse. In the above example, the landlord told 
the battered woman to “cure these problems.” 
In his letter to the MPD, another landlord 
cited for two counts of domestic violence suc-
cinctly captured a perspective shared by many 
of his peers: “The Tenants have been required 
to vacate the unit or terminate the causes via 
a 30-day [eviction] notice. It does not matter 
if they are the cause of the problems or not. It 
is their responsibility to prevent the problems 
at all times.”

If a victim could not control her abuser, 
she often was sanctioned by the landlord. In 
the above example, it was not the perpetrator 
but the victim who was evicted. After review-
ing the 71 cases in which property owners 
cited for domestic violence evicted the tenant 
or threatened eviction for future police calls, 
we discovered that only nine cases involved a 
couple living in the same household. In four 
cases, the tenant evicted or threatened with 
eviction was a man, and in 19 cases the sex of 
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the tenant was unknown. In the remaining 39 
cases, the tenant evicted or threatened with 
eviction was a woman, many abused by men 
who did not live with them. “First, we are 
evicting Sheila M., the caller for numerous 
help from police,” one landlord wrote to the 
MPD. “She has been beaten by her ‘man’ who 
kicks in doors and goes to jail for 1 or 2 days. 
. . . We suggested she obtain a gun and kill 
him in self-defense, but evidently she hasn’t. 
Therefore, we are evicting her.”

Finally, the MPD cleared landlords who 
evicted domestic violence victims—“Plan 
Accepted!”—but pressured those who refused 
to do so. We identified eight cases involving 
domestic violence in which the MPD rejected 
a landlord’s original abatement plan that did 
not involve eviction and then accepted a 
revised plan that did.15 In one case, the land-
lord explained to the MPD: “The new tenant 
that moved in is having marital problems. 
They broke up and the husband won’t stay 
away! . . . If the problems with her continue I 
will ask her to vacate the premises.” Upon 
reading this letter, the Police Captain under-
lined the word “ask” and in the margin drew 
a question mark. “Not accepted,” he wrote at 
the bottom. “No plan to abate.” After being 
notified that her plan was rejected (and that 
she would be billed “for the cost of future 
enforcement”), the landlord evicted the 
woman. The MPD accepted that plan.16

The Nuisance of 911 Abuse

We now turn to the nuisance of 911 abuse, which 
appeared at least once in 28 percent of citation 
letters. Some incidents of 911 abuse involved 
nonemergency requests or accidental dials, but 
many others involved victims, the majority of 
them women, who, although seemingly confront-
ing real threats and harm, were unable to com-
municate as much to the dispatcher. One landlord 
noted that a tenant’s 911 abuse calls had to do 
with a “domestic violence issue that she seems to 
have no ability to control.” The landlord contin-
ued, “Her lease is up at the end of May and she 
has been counseled that if her behavior does not 
change she will also be non-renewed.”

Of the 142 citations listing 911 abuse, 82 
were accompanied by responses from prop-
erty owners. Twenty-five property owners 
evicted tenants who generated the calls, but 
most landlords responded by discouraging 
their tenants from calling 911(N = 49). This 
was not an abatement strategy unique to cita-
tions listing 911 abuse calls. Of the 243 prop-
erty owners who tendered a written abatement 
strategy, nearly a quarter discouraged tenants 
from calling 911.

Property owners deployed a combination 
of three strategies to discourage 911 use. The 
first involved warning tenants to use 911 
“only for emergencies,” typically without 
specifying what constituted an emergency. 
After receiving a nuisance citation for two 
counts of battery and one count of 911 abuse, 
one landlord told the MPD, “I am sending a 
memo out to each tenant, to let him or her 
know, that they cannot just dial 911 when they 
feel there may be an emergency. They must 
first make sure that it is a real emergency.”

Second, landlords encouraged tenants to 
call other parties besides the MPD: namely, 
the building manager, private security offic-
ers, or the landlord himself. After receiving a 
nuisance citation for three counts of theft, one 
count of harassment, and one threat, a couple 
mailed the following letter to all their tenants: 
“Effective Immediately Anyone Involved In 
Any of This Nuisance Activity, Will Be 
EVICTED IMMEDIATELY!! . . . If You Have 
A Problem With Another Tenant In This Build-
ing Or With someone From On[e] Of Our 
Other Buildings, THEN CALL ME FIRST, 
DON’T WASTE THE POLICE DEPART-
MENT’S TIME WITH THESE FRIVULOUS 
CALLS, OR YOU WILL BE THE ONE 
BEING EVICTED!!” Another landlord run-
ning a facility housing “persons with disabili-
ties” responded to her nuisance citation by 
posting the following sign for all tenants to 
see: “Stop before calling 911 / you can be 
fined by the / police for / non-emergency calls 
/ Call [phone number] / Ask for Dawn.”

The above examples also show the third 
strategy property owners employed to dis-
courage 911 use: threatening tenants with 
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eviction or fines. A third of landlords threat-
ened tenants with eviction or fines if they 
contacted the police again. Many landlords 
intended to direct threats at nuisance activity 
itself, not the act of calling 911, but some-
times the nuisance activity was the act of 
calling 911. Not surprisingly, then, some 
landlords threatened eviction and fines for 
911 abuse. One landlord told the MPD: “A 
memo will be sent out to all tenants . . . 
explaining that 911 abuse calls will be consid-
ered a ‘nuisance activity.’ More than one 
abuse call[, and we] will issue a 5 day [Evic-
tion] Notice.” At least six landlords asked 
tenants to sign an agreement acknowledging 
that steep consequences could come from 
“inappropriate 911 calls.” One landlord, for 
example, asked tenants to sign a document 
with five admissions, including this one: “I 
understand any police calls due to my actions, 
the actions of others living in my apartment, 
my pets or my guests may result in my evic-
tion from my apartment.” Eleven landlords 
threatened to issue fines for nuisance activity, 
including 911 abuse. One landlord wrote, 
“Any calls made to the police that are deemed 
to be a nuisance by the City of Milwaukee 
[will result in the tenant being] fined $75.00 
for the first call, $150.00 for the second call 
and $300.00 for the third call.”

Because 911 abuse can be applied to a 
wide variety of calls, including calls reporting 
crimes, threatening eviction or fines for com-
mitting 911 abuse likely discouraged tenants 
from calling 911 in a variety of circum-
stances. Indeed, in the majority of cases, 911 
calls decreased after a property received a 
citation letter. (Sixty-six percent of properties 
made fewer calls during the 30 days after 
receiving a letter than during the prior 30 
days.) A brief report issued by the MPD in 
2004 listed similar findings: “The chronic 
nuisance code is effective at reducing, if not 
eliminating[,] all calls for service” (Weed 
2004:3). When homeowners received nui-
sance citations—we identified a dozen such 
cases in our sample—they often responded by 
vowing to stop calling 911. When a house-
hold was cited for domestic violence, family 

trouble, and a runaway teen, a family member 
responded by stating simply: “We live at that 
address, [and we] will refrain from using 
‘911.’” In another case, a man received a nui-
sance citation for reporting crimes that 
occurred in his neighborhood, including bat-
tery and drug use. In a smoldering response to 
the MPD, the homeowner, who identified 
himself as a 67-year-old black man and retired 
doctor, wrote: “The course I intend to take in 
the future, in response to your order letter, is 
to take care of my problems the best way that 
I can and not involve the police. I will keep 
my mouth shut and move on.”

Among those identified in the citation letters 
as calling 911, women were represented at sig-
nificantly higher rates than men. Only women 
callers were identified in 201 letters; only male 
callers in 41; and both female and male callers 
in 47. (Callers’ sex was unspecified in 214 let-
ters.) Of the 201 letters that identified only 
women callers, 136 of them were addressed to 
properties located in black neighborhoods. 
Although accounting for less than 10 percent of 
Milwaukee’s population, women living in 
majority-black neighborhoods were the largest 
group of callers in the sample.

DISCUSSION
In recent years, third-party policing policies 
have spread throughout the United States. Yet 
their consequences for the urban poor have 
remained largely unknown. Taking as our 
case study perhaps the most common coer-
cive third-party policing policy—the nui-
sance property ordinance—we generated 
several findings.

Properties in black neighborhoods were 
disproportionately deemed nuisances to the 
City of Milwaukee. After accounting for a 
number of neighborhood characteristics as 
well as variation between police districts, we 
found that properties from which multiple 
911 calls were placed increased their risk of 
citation only if they were in predominately 
black neighborhoods. Although citations were 
concentrated heavily in segregated black 
neighborhoods, nuisance-eligible properties 
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located in more integrated black neighbor-
hoods—namely, those in which roughly a 
third of residents were nonblack—had a 
higher likelihood of being deemed nuisances 
than those located in the ghetto’s core.

We also found that police employed the 
nuisance citation to address a wide variety of 
activity, from noise complaints and frivolous 
911 calls to violent crime, including shoot-
ings, fights, and most notably, domestic vio-
lence. The sum of domestic violence activities 
exceeded the total number of batteries, fights, 
disorderly conduct charges, and drug-related 
crimes combined. The vast majority of land-
lords who received a nuisance citation for 
domestic violence either initiated formal 
eviction proceedings against the household in 
which the abuse occurred, forced the tenants 
out by more informal means, or threatened 
the tenant with eviction if the police were 
called again. In the majority of cases, the ten-
ant evicted or threatened with eviction was 
the battered woman. The nuisance property 
ordinance has the effect of forcing abused 
women to choose between calling the police 
on their abusers (only to risk eviction) or 
staying in their apartments (only to risk more 
abuse). Women from black neighborhoods 
disproportionately face this devil’s bargain: 
the likelihood that a property will receive a 
domestic violence related citation increases 
with the percentage of black residents in a 
neighborhood, controlling for domestic vio-
lence calls made from properties as well as 
neighborhoods’ domestic violence rates.

Landlords also made efforts to discourage 
tenants from calling 911. Roughly half of 
landlords who responded to the MPD relied 
on this strategy, one that also affected a large 
number of women from black neighborhoods. 
Calls for service typically decreased after a 
property received a citation letter, suggesting 
that landlords’ strategies to deter 911 use had 
the desired effect.

To assess the representativeness of our case, 
we reviewed nuisance property ordinances in 
58 other jurisdictions, from large cities (e.g., 
Los Angeles, Houston) and midsized munici-
palities (e.g., Cleveland, Cincinnati) to small 

towns (e.g., Freeport, IL, Tigard, OR). The core 
elements of the ordinances are summarized in 
the online supplement (http://asr.sagepub.com/
supplemental). We found that Milwaukee’s 
ordinance resembles those in many other cities 
and towns. Although future research is needed 
to evaluate the degree to which other nuisance 
property ordinances resemble Milwaukee’s in 
practice, it is clear that many mirror Milwau-
kee’s in design. Future research also is needed 
to assess the consequences of other kinds of 
third-party policing policies, especially those 
directed at parents, business proprietors, com-
munity organizations, financial institutions,  
and other parties living or operating in poor 
neighborhoods.

Theoretical Implications

This study holds broad implications for our 
understanding of the reproduction of racial, 
economic, and gender inequalities. For one, 
we have uncovered a mechanism that helps to 
explain why women from poor black neigh-
borhoods are evicted at significantly higher 
rates than men, as previous work has found 
(Desmond 2012). Eviction, we stress, is a 
severely consequential and traumatic event. 
Researchers have linked eviction to home-
lessness, material hardship, increased resi-
dential mobility, job loss, depression, and 
even suicide (Hartman and Robinson 2003; 
Serby et al. 2006). The mark of eviction on 
one’s record often prevents tenants from 
securing affordable housing in a decent neigh-
borhood, and it disqualifies them from many 
housing programs (Desmond 2012). It fol-
lows, then, that uncovering one reason why 
women from black neighborhoods are evicted 
at alarmingly high rates not only deepens the 
sociology of urban poverty and housing but 
also allows for development of new policy 
initiatives.

By analyzing a unique case that rendered 
police discretion visible, we were able to sys-
tematically document how extralegal phe-
nomena, such as a neighborhood’s racial 
composition, affected decisions to police cer-
tain activities through the nuisance ordinance. 
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Our study’s findings suggest that police often 
treat domestic violence—and especially 
domestic violence that occurs in black neigh-
borhoods—as a nuisance rather than a crime. 
Our results lead us to wonder if recent 
decreases in domestic violence (Bureau of 
Justice Statistics 2006) should be credited to 
the increasing criminalization of family abuse 
or to the proliferation of nuisance property 
ordinances that discourage reporting (Cata-
lano 2007; Renzetti 2001). These ordinances 
may even embolden batterers, who, upon 
realizing that a call to the police could result 
in their victims being evicted, may abuse with 
relative impunity (Fais 2008). By propelling 
battered women into a cycle of homelessness, 
poverty, and residential instability, eviction 
can exacerbate their vulnerability and increase 
their reliance on abusers. In light of these 
observations, it is especially distressing that 
domestic violence related citations are dispro-
portionately deployed in black neighbor-
hoods, given that black women often face 
unique obstacles when attempting to escape 
abusive relationships (Crenshaw 1993; Rus-
sell-Brown 2006).

Our study also contributes to the growing 
literature documenting how the criminal jus-
tice system is implicated directly in the repro-
duction of social inequality. This literature 
primarily is focused on traditional policing 
and mass incarceration (Wakefield and Uggen 
2010). Yet recent decades have witnessed not 
a unidirectional augmentation of penal power 
but a double movement within the field of 
crime control, one characterized, on the one 
hand, by proactive policing, harsher sentenc-
ing, and the resulting prison boom and, on the 
other, by widespread implementation of new 
policing techniques based on public–private 
partnerships. Our findings suggest the police 
have increased their presence in the inner city 
not only through traditional methods but also 
through third-party policing. Unless we pay 
mind to this latter movement—the quiet dif-
fusion of decentralized crime control policies 
(Braithwaite 2000; Garland 2001)—our theo-
ries of crime and inequality will remain lop-
sided and underdeveloped.

By documenting how women from inner-
city Milwaukee bear the brunt of the city’s 
most popular third-party policing policy, this 
article contributes to the goal of elevating 
women to a more prominent place within our 
theories of modern punishment and social 
inequality (cf. Comfort 2008). To concentrate 
strictly on proactive policing and the prison 
boom is by and large to tell a story about men: 
namely, poor black men. (Although women in 
the United States are incarcerated at steep 
rates by international standards, they still 
account for only 7 percent of the prison popu-
lation [Bureau of Justice Statistics 2010]). 
One implication of our study, however, is that 
to fully understand how women from disad-
vantaged neighborhoods are affected by 
today’s justice system, we must look beyond 
traditional policing, the courts, and prisons—
the cornerstones of conventional criminol-
ogy—to new approaches transforming the 
field of crime control. Indeed, the double 
movement within the justice system may be a 
thoroughly gendered one. If the prison boom 
has exposed large numbers of poor black men 
to the punitive arm of the state, then the rise 
of coercive third-party policing policies may 
be preventing their female counterparts from 
benefitting fully from its protective arm  
(Harris 1990).

Legal Implications

Policymakers should consider how nuisance 
property ordinances harm innocents and vic-
tims as well as how they may violate consti-
tutional and statutory protections. Property 
owners who themselves have committed no 
illegal acts may be able to argue that threats 
of fines, property seizure, and jail time 
imposed on them by nuisance ordinances vio-
late Fourth Amendment protections (Blue 
1992). Additionally, legal scholars (Fais 
2008; Phillips 2007) have argued that nui-
sance property ordinances trample due pro-
cess rights protected under the Fifth 
Amendment and deny citizens the right “to 
petition for a redress of grievances” protected 
under the First Amendment.
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These ordinances may also be susceptible 
to challenges under the Violence Against 
Women Act (VAWA) and the Fair Housing 
Act (FHA). The VAWA forbids evicting ten-
ants from federal housing for lease violations 
or criminal activity related to domestic abuse. 
A number of states and municipalities have 
extended similar protections to people living 
(unassisted) in the private sector (National 
Housing Law Project 2011). If the nuisance 
ordinance impels landlords to evict domestic 
violence victims who repeatedly call 911, as 
this study shows, then it may stand in viola-
tion of the VAWA and similar statutes. The 
FHA forbids unlawful denial of housing to 
members of protected groups, including racial 
minorities and women, manifest in policies or 
practices that have a “disparate impact” on 
these groups. This study has produced evi-
dence that Milwaukee’s nuisance property 
ordinance disproportionately affects residents 
of predominantly black neighborhoods—
women, and battered women in particular—
and, therefore, may stand in violation of the 
FHA’s disparate impact standard.

Perhaps what Caleb Foote (1954) said of 
U.S. vagrancy laws almost 60 years ago can 
be said of nuisance property ordinances 
today: the only reason they are tolerated is 
because families struggling to make ends 
meet in the low-income housing market are 
simply too poor or too vulnerable to assert 
their obvious rights.17
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Notes
 1. Supplemental analyses found no large systematic 

differences in landlord response rates across neigh-
borhoods or nuisances.

 2. Because the MPD closely monitors nuisance prop-
erties after they are so designated, and because 
subsequent 911 calls could result in stiff penalties, 
there is little reason to doubt that the vast majority 
of landlords who told the police they were evicting 
tenants in fact did. Additionally, several landlords 
included proof of the eviction in their letters to the 
MPD, and the MPD often took steps to ensure evic-
tions took place.

 3. Three percent of calls (N = 10,433) could not be 
geo-coded and were dropped from the analysis.

 4. In 2008 and 2009, Milwaukee distributed nuisance 
citations to 36 businesses, 24 of which were located 
in majority-black neighborhoods. Because 1,404 
nuisance-eligible properties were not identified in the 
Master Property Records, we looked up each of these 
properties individually, relying on the City Asses-
sor’s records and the 911 call log. In the end, only six 
addresses remained unclassified and were dropped.

 5. These include four violent crimes (homicide, 
assault, sex offenses, and robbery) and six property 
crimes (burglary, theft, vehicle theft, locked vehicle 
entry, arson, and criminal damage to property).

 6. The MPD has at its disposal two nuisance property 
ordinances, a general (city) ordinance that lists 
dozens of nuisance activities and a specific (state-
wide) ordinance for drug houses (Wisc. Stats. 
823§113, 2010). We included both in our sample, 
but we excluded 18 of the latter cases from Figure 2 
and the multivariate analyses because they were not 
based on 911 calls. We also excluded 22 addresses 
that received citations but were not listed in the 911 
call records. Including these 40 cases in our analy-
ses did not affect results.

 7. Following the formula given by Guo and Zhao 
(2000), we estimated intraclass correlation by  = 

2
u / (

2
u + 2

e), where 2
e = 2 / 3. We used Wald tests 

to assess the strength of the between-neighborhood 
variance ( 2

u).
 8. Police districts 2 and 6, located on the predomi-

nantly Hispanic and white south side, had no 
nuisance-eligible properties located in black neigh-
borhoods. In District 4, 41 percent of eligible 
properties were in black neighborhoods, compared 
to over 69 percent in Districts 1, 3, 5, and 7. The 
distribution of citations also may have been affected 
by police districts’ personnel or budgetary charac-
teristics—such as yearly expenditures and the 
number of sworn officers per district—but the MPD 
declined to release this information.
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 9. We substituted an overall crime rate variable for vari-
ables measuring violent and property crime. Doing 
so did not significantly alter our findings. Neighbor-
hood violent crime rate was a strong predictor of the 
likelihood of receiving a citation; and the level-2 
interaction between violent crime rate and the per-
centage of black residents in a neighborhood was 
insignificant across models. Perhaps the police rely 
on the nuisance citation in neighborhoods with high 
violent crime rates to conserve resources required to 
address violent crime, or perhaps they view the cita-
tion itself to be effective at addressing violent crime.

10. We counted 57 distinct acts classified as “trouble 
with subjects.” The most common violation 
involved a subject refusing to leave a residence, fol-
lowed by people arguing or causing disturbances.

11. When callers inadvertently dialed 911, failed to 
communicate clearly, or relied on the 911 service 
for nonemergency or non-police matters, a dis-
patcher usually cited them for “911 abuse.” When 
callers specifically requested the police, their 
requests were usually coded as “calls for service.” 
We combined these categories.

12. Supplemental analyses revealed that with respect to 
the content of 911 calls, the patterning of calls in 
black neighborhoods was not significantly different 
from that in other neighborhoods.

13. Because we found it to be insignificant, we excluded 
from this model the squared term for the percentage 
of black residents in a neighborhood.

14. In each case, we made sure the eviction applied to 
the household responsible for the domestic violence 
call and not to those cited for other nuisances. A 
case in which, say, Tenant A was cited for loud 
music and Tenant B was cited for domestic violence 
but only Tenant A was evicted would not have been 
included in these totals.

15. This count may not be higher owing to the fact that 
police officers sometimes revealed their preference 
for eviction to landlords (in person or over the 
phone) before landlords wrote their abatement 
plans. One landlord, for example, noted the follow-
ing in his letter to the MPD: “I received a call from 
officer Joy B., stating that my tenant’s daughter 
caused trouble with the police and was fighting with 
her boyfriend. . . . She [the officer] stated that there 
were several incidents in the last 3 months and that I 
would have to evict the tenant as soon as possible.”

16. Battered women were not the only victims evicted. 
Tenants were evicted for reporting threats (“some-
one [was] getting ready to shoot [the] house up”) 
and for reporting fights involving weapons. In one 
case, a landlord evicted a couple who were targeted 
in a drive-by shooting.

17. There is another way. Evidence of the effectiveness 
of coercive third-party policing policies on reduc-
ing crime is thin and mixed (Mazerolle and Ransley 
2005), but strong evidence shows noncoercive pub-
lic–private partnerships—that strike at the root 

causes of crime—to be considerably effective 
(Reisig 2010).
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Comparing Nuisance Property Ordinances across Municipalities  

 

Table S1 summarizes the nuisance property ordinances of 59 U.S. municipalities. We collected 

ordinances by first examining the 20 most populous cities, and then by casting a wide net, 

recording all nuisance property ordinances found through a lengthy Internet search. Our sample 

includes ordinances from all regions of the United States—from Miami to Seattle, Dallas to 

Chicago—and from different types of municipalities: large metropolises (Los Angeles), midsized 

cities (Pittsburg), and small towns (Dayton, OR). We found ordinances to be strikingly similar 

from one city to the next and learned that Milwaukee’s ordinance is rather typical.  

 

First, most ordinances are addressed to property owners. A few, however, expand the scope to 

other actors. Rome, NY’s ordinance, for example, forbids any “owner, manager, [or] tenant of 

property” from allowing “the existence of a public nuisance at the property.”  

 

Second, the majority of ordinances define a chronic nuisance property in the same way that 

Milwaukee does: as one that generates a certain amount of 911 calls within a set period. For 

Chicago, “a chronic nuisance property is one in which three (3) or more calls for police service 

occurred within ninety days.” For Kansas City, it is “a property in which the police have 

responded five (5) times during a 30-day period.” In Miami, a property needs only host two 

nuisance activities within a six-month period. We identified seven cities—Phoenix, Philadelphia, 

San Diego, Dallas, Detroit, Indianapolis, and Columbus, OH—that prefer vague definitions of 

“nuisance” to the more stringent one based on 911 calls. For example, the Dallas ordinance 

simply reads: “Whenever a nuisance is found to exist within the city, the city manager has the 

right to order the owner to abate the nuisance.”  

 

Third, most ordinances stipulate that property owners will receive written notice requiring them 

to respond with an abatement plan. The exceptions include Los Angeles’s ordinance, which 

requires property owners to attend a public hearing; Madison, WI’s, which requires them to 

attend landlord training class; and Phoenix’s, which simply states: “The city court will demand 

that the nuisance be abated.”  

 

Fourth, most ordinances threaten property owners with fines if they fail to abate nuisances within 

their units. These fines can be quite steep. Menasha, WI reserves the right to fine property 

owners “$991 per incident for each day the nuisance continues.” In Seattle, the owner of a 

nuisance property “faces up to [a] $500 penalty per day from the date of the notice issued until 

the Chief of Police confirms that the property is no longer a nuisance property.” Owners who fail 

to comply may face fines up to $25,000. Unpaid fines can lead to harsher penalties. In San 

Diego, an unpaid balance may provoke the city to place a lien against the property. The same is 

true in Cincinnati, where property owners who fail to abate nuisances may be charged with a 

“fourth-degree misdemeanor, with additional offenses becoming third- and second-degree 

misdemeanors.” Some municipalities threaten to revoke property owners’ rental licenses (e.g., 

Village of East Rochester, NY) or to shutter the property (e.g., Hazleton, PA).  
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In addition, Table S1 indicates when an ordinance specifically excludes domestic violence from 

the list of acceptable nuisance activities. Only four municipalities took this precaution: Chicago; 

Madison, WI; Phillipsburg, NJ; and the Village of East Rochester, the latter amending their 

ordinance in response to a lawsuit. Meanwhile, 39 ordinances include assault, sexual abuse, 

battery, or domestic violence among their list of nuisance activities. 



Table S1. Nuisance Property Ordinances in 59 American Municipalities 

City  Pop.  Ordinance Who Gets the Nuisance Citation? Why Do They Get Cited? What Happens After Citation?  What Do Property Owners Face?  

Los Angeles, 
CAa 

3,831,868 

Los Angeles, 

Ca., Code of 
Ordinances 

§12.27.19(2008) 

No person will intentionally 

conduct, maintain, or permit 

nuisance on any property.  

Property is cited because of 
repeated nuisance activities 

including disturbances of peace, 

drug activity, assault, batteries, 
loud noise, etc.  

The director of the city will give 
notice to the owner to appear at a 

public hearing. The notice will be 

mailed no fewer than 24 days 
prior to the date of the hearing.  

Depending on the conclusion of 

the hearing the director may 

impose conditions or changes that 
must be met to the property. 

Owner can face fines and property 

closure.  

Chicago, ILb  2,851,268 

Chicago, Ill., 

Code of 
Ordinances § 8-

4-087 (2010)  

No person should maintain a 

public nuisance under their 
ownership or control of the 

property.  

A chronic nuisance property is 
one in which three or more calls 

for police service occurred within 

90 days resulting from nuisance 
activity.  

If the executive director 
determines a chronic nuisance 

property to exist he/she will notify 

the property owner. The notice 
will provide the owner the 

opportunity to meet with city 

officials to discuss a nuisance 
abatement plan.  

If owner fails to meet with city 

officials or fails to abate nuisance 
the owner will face remedies set 

by the city. The city will fine 

owner no less than $500 nor more 
than $1,000 for each offense. The 

owner will be liable to the city for 

all costs for police services, city 
services, and emergency services 

used to abate nuisance.  

Phoenix, AZ  1,593,659 

Phoenix, Ariz., 
Code of 

Ordinances 

art.1§ 23-
11(1962) 

Any person who commits or 

maintains a nuisance shall be held 

responsible.  

 Once the city determines that a 
public nuisance exists (obstructing 

the comfort or enjoyment of life), 

the property is declared a nuisance 
and is ordered to be abated.  

The city court will demand that 

the nuisance be abated.  

Every person who commits or 

maintains a nuisance shall be 

guilty of a misdemeanor. 

Measures taken by the city to 

abate the nuisance will be charged 

to the property owner.  

Philadelphia, 

PA   
1,547,297 

Philadelphia, Pa., 

Code of 
Ordinance/Public 

Nuisance Task 

Force 

A property owner who allows a 

nuisance is held responsible. 

Once the city has determined a 

public nuisance, the owner must 

take proper measures to abate the 
nuisance.  

The city will give the property 

owner a certain amount of time in 

which he/she must take certain 
measures to abate nuisance. 

If the property owner does not 

take enough action to abate 
nuisance activity, the Public 

Nuisance Task Force will seek to 

abate or close nuisance property 
through civil action. The city can 

also impose financial penalties on 

the property owner.  
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San Diego, CA   1,306,300 

San Diego, 
Calif., Code of 

Ordinances ch.2 
§§16.201-218 

(2007) 

The owner or person who allows, 

permits, or maintains a public 
nuisance will be held responsible 

by the city.  

The owner will be sent a notice 
explaining that they are in 

violation of the city once the city 
determines that the public 

nuisance exists. 

The notice will have suggestions 
to abate the nuisance and to 

contact the county abatement 
officer to come up with a plan of 

action.  

If the property owner fails to abate 

nuisance or comply with the city, 
the property owner will be billed 

an amount calculated by the city. 
If bill remains unpaid within 15 

days of date of mailing, the city 

may impose a lien on the property.  

Dallas, TX  1,299,542 

Dallas, Tex., 

Code of 

Ordinances 

§§31-10-119 
(1975) 

A property owner or person in 

charge who is charged with 

maintaining or permitting a 

nuisance will be in violation of the 
city code.  

Whenever a nuisance is found to 

exist within the city, the city 
manager has the right to order the 

owner to abate the nuisance.  

Once the city determines a 

nuisance to exist, the city manager 

will order the owner to abate the 

nuisance within a specified period 
of time.  

If the property owner fails to abate 
the nuisance, the property owner 

must appear in court and face civil 

and legal ramifications. The 
expenses that occur to abate the 

nuisance will result as a lien on 

the property that can be levied as a 
special tax against the property.  

Detroit, MI   910,921 

Detroit, Mich., 

Code of 
Ordinances 

§§37,38 (1964) 

The property owner will be in 
violation of this ordinance if they 

permit, maintain, or allow 

nuisance activities to take place on 
their property.  

 Once the public health director 
has evidence or has determined 

the property is a "public nuisance" 

that property will be in violation 
of this ordinance. A public 

nuisance is an unreasonable 

interference with health, safety, 
peace and comfort of life. 

The city will send a written letter 

to property owners ordering them 
to abate nuisance within a 

specified amount of time. 

If the public health director finds 
the owner has not abated the 

nuisance or complied with 

suggestions, the owner can face 
civil and financial liabilities. 

He/she will have to appear at a 

hearing in which the court will 
determine penalties faced.  

Indianapolis, 

IN  
807,584 

Indianapolis, 

Ind., Code of 

Ordinances art.1, 
art II.§391(2009) 

  The owner or occupant who 

allows or permits a nuisance will 
receive a written notice explaining 

they are in violation of the city 

code.  

 Once a nuisance has been found 

in which a property exhibits signs 

of being injurious to health, 
indecent, offensive to sense, and 

an obstruction to the free use of 

property they will be cited and 
deemed a public nuisance.  

Property owners will be informed 

by written notice that they will 
have a certain amount of time to 

ensure that the nuisance has been 

abated. 

If the city property owner fails to 

abate the nuisance, the city will 
penalize the owner civilly and 

criminally. Legal ramifications 

and costs will be imposed.  

Columbus, OH  769,332 

Columbus, Oh., 

Code of 

Ordinances 
§§4701.1-

.99(2005) 

The property owner will be held 

accountable for the violation.  

The owner receives a notice once 

the city director acquires evidence 

that a public nuisance continues 

on property. 

Once the property is deemed a 

public nuisance the property 

owner must take certain measure 
to abate nuisance within a 

specified amount of time.  

 If the owner fails to abate the 

nuisance he/she faces civil and 

criminal liabilities. The city can 
punish with misdemeanors, fines, 

and property closures.  
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Baltimore, MDa 637,418 

Baltimore, Md., 

Code of 
Ordinances 

art.19 §43(2007) 

The property owner will be held 
accountable for nuisance activity.  

A chronic nuisance property is 
defined as any premises that, on 

two or more separate occasions 

within a 24-month period, was 
used for illegal activity.,   

 Owners will be informed in 

writing by the Commissioner 

explaining their property is a 
nuisance. The notice will give a 

hearing date, with a warning of 

closing the property.  

Owners who fail to abate nuisance 

face a misdemeanor as well as 
fines of up to $500. May also face 

a misdemeanor and imprisonment.  

Seattle, WA a 616,627 

Seattle Municipal 

Code § 10.09 

(2009)  

Persons who own or control 

property are held responsible if 
their property turns into a chronic 

nuisance.  

A chronic nuisance property is 

one in which three or more 
nuisance activities have occurred 

during any 60-day period.  

The Chief of Police will send 

notice to property owners 
informing them that their property 

has become a chronic nuisance 

property. The notice will have a 
description of nuisance activity 

and request owners respond 

within seven days. Owners must 
discuss a course of action to abate 

nuisance. 

If the Chief of Police does not 

receive a reply or nuisance is not 

abated, then the city may take 
action against the property or 

owner in charge. The owner faces 

a penalty of up to $500 per day 
from the date of the notice issued 

until the Chief of Police confirms 

the property is no longer a 
nuisance property. Owners who 

fail to comply may face a civil 

penalty of up to $25,000.  

Denver, COa 610,345 

Denver, Co., 

Code of 

Ordinances art. II     
§37-50(1999) 

No owner, manager, or occupant 

will commit, conduct, or promote 

any Class one or Class two public 
nuisance.  

The existence of two or more 

offenses disturbing the peace 

within a six-month period (180 
days). 

Once the city determines a public 

nuisance property exists, the 

owner (person claiming 

possession) will be notified by 

letter before filing for civil action. 

The person served the notice will 
have 30 days to respond.    

Any person who violates this 

ordinance is subject to civil 

penalties of the first offense being 

$500 to third offense within two 

years $999. Jail time and property 

closure are other remedies the city 
provides.  

Milwaukee, 
WIa 

605,013 

Milwaukee, 

Wis., Code of 
Ordinances §80-

10 (2007) 

The property owner will be held 

accountable for the violation of 

the chronic nuisance ordinance.  

A chronic nuisance property is 
one in which three or more calls 

for service are made within 30 

days, or for certain crimes, two in 
one year. 

City sends property owner a letter 

requesting they appeal or submit a 

plan to abate the nuisance.  

If another nuisance occurs on the 
property or the plan to abate 

nuisance isn't completed, the city 

fines the owner for the cost of 
police services. 

Portland, ORa  566,143 

Portland, Ore., 

Code of 

Ordinances          
§§14B.60-.070 

(2008) 

 Property owners are held 

accountable by receiving a notice 

from the Chief of Police deeming 

their property a chronic nuisance.  

Property on which three or more 

nuisance activities exist or have 

occurred during any 30-day 

period.  

 Owners will receive a notice from 

the city requesting they respond 

within 10 days with a written 
course of action to abate nuisance 

activity.  

Property owner faces civil and 
financial liability. If nuisance 

continues or plan is not followed, 

the commissioner will allow legal 
proceedings to begin that can 

result in financial liabilities for the 

owner.  
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Kansas City, 

MOa  
482,299 

Kansas City, 
Mo., Code of 

Ordinances  §48-

50(2008) 

The owner or occupant of any 
property who allows, causes, or 

permits chronic nuisance will be 

held responsible by the city.  

A chronic nuisance property is 

defined as a property in which the 

police have responded five times 
during a 30-day period to the 

same property.  

 
Once the city has determined 

chronic nuisance the city will 

deliver a written notice to the 
property owner. The notice will 

include a summary of nuisance 

activities and suggest different 
measures that should be taken to 

abate the nuisance within 30 days 

of the notice being delivered.  

 

If property owners fail to abate the 

nuisance they must attend a 
hearing in which the city will 

determine the fees and costs to 

charge as well as deciding 
whether the property needs to be 

closed until nuisance is abated. 

Omaha, NE  454,731 

Omaha, Ne., 

Code of 

Ordinances §18 
(2008) 

A nuisance exists when a person 
fails to perform a duty or permits 

activities that interfere with the 

quiet enjoyment of life and 
property or depreciate the value of 

others’ property. 

A person receives a written notice 
deeming their property a nuisance 

when the person fails to perform a 

duty or permits nuisance activity 
to exist. No certain amount of 

time is specified.  

 

Once the city determines the 

property to be a public nuisance, 
the city will send a notice to the 

owner. The notice will summarize 

the nuisance activity and suggest 
ways to abate nuisance. The 

owner should appear at a hearing 

and perform all measures to abate 
nuisance.  

 If the property owner fails to 

abate the nuisance the city will 
charge the owner. The city may 

also file liens on the property 

owner.  

Miami, FL   433,136 

Miami, Fla., 

Code of 
Ordinances 

§§46-1-10(2004) 

The owner or person having 

possession or in control of the 
building, place, or premises will 

be cited. 

Any place in which two or more 

nuisance activities occur within a 

six-month period. 

Once the city determines a public 
nuisance to exist, a written notice 

will be sent to the owner. The 

notice will have a summary of 
nuisance activities that occurred. 

Owners will be given a hearing 

date to present their case in front 
of the nuisance abatement board.  

At the conclusion of the hearing 
and after considering all the 

evidence, the owner can face 

property closure, civil penalties of 
the costs incurred by the city, and 

interest accrued on all unpaid 

costs will be a lien against the 
property.  

Cleveland, OHa 431,369 

Cleveland, Oh., 
Code of 

Ordinances 

§§630.01-

.05(2009) 

 The owner is held responsible for 

maintaining or permitting criminal 
activity nuisances and will be 

notified.  

 A chronic nuisance property is 

one in which three instances of 
criminal activity nuisances occur 

within 60 days.  

The Director of Public Safety will 
give written notice to property 

owners informing them their 

property is a public nuisance. The 
notice will state that owners can 

avoid being charged the costs of 

abatement by taking necessary 
actions to abate nuisance.  

If the owner fails to abate the 
nuisance, the city will bill the 

owner for all costs of abatement. 

If the owner fails to pay charges 
the property will have a lien to be 

collected as other taxes. The 

owner may also be issued a 
misdemeanor.  
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Clackamas 

County, ORa  
386,143 

Clackamas 

County, Ore., 
Code of 

Ordinances 

§6.08(2002) 

 

The person in charge who permits 
property to be a chronic nuisance 

property shall be held 

accountable.  

A chronic nuisance property is 

one in which three or more 

nuisance activities have taken 
place during any 60-day period. 

 Once the property is deemed a 

chronic nuisance the Sheriff will 

notify the property owner in 
writing. The notice will include a 

description of the nuisance 

activity and require persons in 
charge to respond within 10 days 

with a plan of action to abate the 

nuisance or indicate reasons why 
they cannot abate the nuisance.                                                                                     

 If the owner fails to abate the 
nuisance within 10 days of 

receiving the notice or no 

agreeable written abatement plan 
was reached within 30 days, the 

Sheriff will request a hearing to 

take place. The property owner 
can face criminal and financial 

liabilities.  

Minneapolis, 

MN  
385,378 

Minneapolis, 

Minn., Code of 
Ordinances 

§§386.10-.60 

(1994) 

 The owner of the property is held 
responsible for maintaining or 

permitting nuisances. 

 A public nuisance exists when a 

place has been used more than 
once within a period of 12 months 

for purposes of lewdness, 

assignation, or prostitution.  

 Once the city has determined a 

property to be a public nuisance 
the owner will receive a notice 

summarizing the nuisance 

activity. The city will order that 
the nuisance be abated. The owner 

must appear at a meeting with the 

city attorney.  

 

The city may demand certain 
changes be done to the property to 

correct nuisance activity. Failure 

to abate nuisance may result in 
civil and financial liabilities. Costs 

can also be applied to taxes on the 

property.  

St. Louis, MOa 356,587 

St. Louis, Mo., 

Code of 

Ordinances 
§15.42(2007) 

 The owner is held accountable by 

receiving a notice from the 

director of public safety deeming 
the property a public nuisance.  

A public nuisance exists when 

two or more nuisance activities 

occur within the previous 12 
months. 

The city will send property 

owners notice explaining the 
nuisance activities and measures 

that should be taken to abate 

nuisance activity. The owner will 
have 30 days to implement 

measures to abate nuisance 

activity.  

Property owner who fails to abate 

nuisance activities will face fines.  

Cincinnati, OHa 333,012 

Cincinnati, Oh., 

Code of 

Ordinances   
§761-1(2006) 

 Property owners are held 

accountable and receive a letter 

deeming their property a chronic 
nuisance.  

A chronic nuisance property is 

one in which three or more 
nuisance activities have occurred 

on the property during a 30-day 

period.  

 Owners will receive a letter 

deeming their property a chronic 

nuisance. Owners will have 30 
days to abate the nuisance. 

 If property owners do not abate 

nuisance they will face civil and 

criminal liabilities. Citations and 
costs that are not paid will become 

liens on the premises. Owners 

could also face misdemeanors. 
Violation of the law is a fourth-

degree misdemeanor, with 

additional offenses becoming 
third- and second-degree.  
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 Pittsburgh, PA  311,647 

Pittsburgh, Pa., 
Code of 

Ordinances          

§670.02(d)(2005) 

The property owner is held 

accountable for the nuisance 
activity. 

A chronic nuisance property is 
defined as a property in which 

three separate occasions occur 

within any 60-day period. 

Property owners have 10 days to 

respond with an appeal or send 
plan to abate nuisance. The 

Director of Public Safety responds 

within 10 days accepting or 
declining plan.  

If another nuisance occurs and the 

abatement plan is not followed 
through the Director of Public 

Safety will impose the costs of 

abatement of the enumerated 
infraction on the property owner. 

If the landlord can prove he/she is 

proceeding with an eviction, 
he/she will not incur costs.  

St. Paul, MN  281,251 

St. Paul, Minn., 

Code of 

Ordinances 
§267(2001) 

The person in charge who permits 

nuisance activities under his or her 
ownership shall be held 

responsible and face certain 

remedies.  

A chronic nuisance property is 

one in which excessive police 
services were required after four 

or more calls in a one-month 

period.  

The owner will be notified in 

writing and be requested to abate 
nuisance within 30 days. The 

owner will be told that subsequent 

high levels of police and nuisance 
calls for service will result in a fee 

being charged for excessive 

consumption of those services.  

If owners fail to abate the 
nuisance, they will face civil and 

financial liabilities. 

Madison, WIb  235,419 

Madison, Wis., 

Code of 
Ordinances          

§25.09 (2008) 

 The property owner is held 

responsible for what happens on, 
or in association with his/her 

property.  

Chronic nuisance property means 

three or more enforcement actions 

in 90 days.  

The owner is sent a notice with a 
description of the relevant 

nuisance activities that occurred. 

The owner has 10 days to respond 
with either an appeal or to propose 

a course of action to abate the 

nuisance activities. The owner is 
required to attend a landlord 

training course. Landlords who 

fail to attend are subject to a $250 
monetary penalty.  

If the owner fails to abate 
nuisance, the costs of enforcement 

actions taken on the premises will 

be charged to the owner. Owner 
faces monetary penalties of 

$1,000 to $5,000 for each instance 

of nuisance activity that occurs 
after premise has been declared a 

chronic nuisance. Owners can 

incur jail time if they fail to pay 
penalties.  

Aurora, ILa  172,950 

Aurora, Ill., Code 

of Ordinances 

art. VII 
§§29.126-131 

(2008) 

Any person in charge who permits 
a property to become a nuisance 

property will be in violation of 

this ordinance. 

Nuisance property means two or 
more official police reports of 

nuisance activity within a six-

month period.  

The Chief of Police will notify 

owners explaining their property 

is a nuisance property. 
Notification includes a summary 

of nuisance activities and a 

demand that the person in charge 
respond within 10 days agreeing 

to abate nuisance activity.  

If owners fail to comply with city, 

they will be summoned to court. 

Owners can face financial 
penalties no less than $200 and no 

more than $1,000. Each violation 

is a separate offense and fines will 
be imposed for each nuisance that 

continues unabated.  
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Salem, ORa 155,469 

Salem, Ore., 

Code  of 
Ordinances §§ 

98.130-

.210(2009) 

Any person who permits property 

under his or her ownership or 
control to be a public nuisance 

property is in violation of the city 

and subject to its remedies.  

A public nuisance property is one 

in which three or more nuisance 

activities occur within any 30-day 
period. 

When the Chief of Police is aware 
of a public nuisance property 

he/she will notify the owner in 

writing. The notice will 
summarize nuisance activity and 

request a plan of abatement within 

15 days of notice being sent. 
Within 60 days of responding, the 

owner must abate the nuisance.  

If owner fails to abate nuisance or 

comply with city the Chief of 
Police can refer the matter to a 

council for a hearing. If council 

finds that owner failed to comply 
or abate nuisance, the council will 

assess a civil penalty of $100 a 

day for each day the nuisance 
continues to exist. Unpaid costs 

will become a lien on the 

property.    

Fort Collins, 
CO  

138,733 

Fort Collins, 
Col., Code of 

Ordinances 

art.IX §§20-125 
(2000) 

No owner will commit, conduct, 

or promote a public nuisance on 

their property.  

 A public nuisance property 

means one in which three or more 
separate violations have occurred 

within a 12-month period.  

 Property owners will receive 

notice explaining their property is 
a public nuisance. They will be 

encouraged to work with the city 

to abate nuisance. If nuisance 
continues, the city might file a 

public nuisance action.  

If the owner fails to abate the 

nuisance or is unwilling the city 

will take owner to court. The court 
will order the owner to do 

whatever is appropriate to resolve 

the matter. This might include 
ordering a tenant to be evicted, or 

cleaning-up the property. Owner 

can face criminal liabilities.  

Green Bay, WIa 101,412 

Green Bay, Wis., 
Code of 

Ordinances §§ 

28.401–.502 
(2006) 

 The property owner is held 

accountable for the nuisance 

activity.  

A property may be deemed a 

chronic nuisance after three or 
more separate police responses 

within any 12-month period.  

Owners receive a letter notifying 

them that their property is a 
chronic nuisance and they must 

appear at an abatement hearing. 

Owners need to make an effort to 
follow through with abatement 

plan.  

If nuisance continues, property 

owner faces fines of police service 

and city can take legal action 
against owner. If bill is unpaid, 

owners may be assessed a special 

charge against the premises.   

Boulder, COa 100,160 

Boulder, Co., 

Code of 

Ordinances §10-
2.5 (2005) 

No person having an ownership 

shall commit, conduct, promote, 
facilitate, permit, fail to prevent, 

or otherwise let happen any public 

nuisance on his/her property.  

A public nuisance means two or 

more separate violations have 

occurred within a 12-month 
period.  

The owner will be notified by the 

city with a written notice. 

Following a second violation the 
city will schedule a settlement 

meeting. The meeting will arrange 

corrective actions to abate 
nuisance.  

If during the meeting no voluntary 

compliance is agreed upon or 
owner fails to abate nuisance, the 

city will penalize owner with civil 

and financial liabilities.   
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Everett, WAa  99,385 

Everett, Wa., 

Code of 
Ordinances 

§§9.2-6 (2008) 

Any person in charge of property 
that is a chronic nuisance property 

is in violation of the ordinance 
and subject to the remedies set by 

the city.  

A chronic nuisance property is 

defined as three or more nuisance 
activities within a 60-day period.  

The Chief of Police will contact 

owners to notify them that their 
property is a chronic nuisance. 

The notice will demand the owner 
abate nuisance activity and give a 

summary of nuisance activity 

occurring on their property.  

If property owner fails to comply 

with city or abate nuisance the 

city can revoke any license. The 
owner will be fined or charged by 

the city for the costs of services to 
abate nuisance.  

Beaverton, ORa 93,436 

Beaverton, Ore., 

Code or 

Ordinances 
§5.07.030 (1998)  

 This ordinance was established to 

hold property owners accountable 

for repeated nuisance activities.  

A chronic nuisance property is 

one in which three or more 

nuisance activities occur during 
any 30-day period.  

Owners receive a notice 

explaining that their property is 

deemed a chronic nuisance. The 

city will specify an appropriate 

amount of time to abate nuisance. 

 If property owners fail to abate 

nuisance they will face fines not 

less than $250 and not more than 
$1,250.  

Bend, ORa  77,289 

Bend, Ore., Code 

of Ordinances 
§5.40.055(2010)  

Owner who allows, permits, and 
maintains a chronic nuisance 

property is in violation of the city 

and faces civil penalties.  

A chronic nuisance property is 
defined as having three or more 

nuisance activities occur during 

any 30-day period.  

Owners will be contacted by the 

Chief of Police notifying them 

that their property is a chronic 
nuisance. Notice will have 

description of nuisance activity 

and will give owner 15 days to 
give a course of action to abate 

nuisance.  

If owner fails to abate nuisance or 

comply with city requests within 

the requested amount of time the 
city can close down property and 

initiate penalty fines. If owners 

knowingly allow nuisance to 
continue, they face a penalty of up 

to $100 per day.  

Bloomington, 

ILa 
74,184 

Bloomington, 
Ill., Code of 

Ordinances 

§30.5(2009) 

Any owner who permits property 

under his or her ownership or 

control to be a chronic nuisance 
property is in violation of the city 

and subject to its remedies. 

A chronic nuisance property is 
one in which three or more 

nuisance activities occur during 

any 180-day period.  

After the third nuisance activity, 

the Chief of Police will notify the 

owner in writing. The notice will 
give a summary of the nuisance 

activity and require the owner to 

respond within 10 days with a 
written course of action to abate 

the nuisance.  

If the owner fails to abate 

nuisance activity within 30 days 
the Chief of Police will begin 

legal proceedings to abate the 

nuisance. The court can close the 
property and charge owners a civil 

penalty of up to $100 per day for 

each day the nuisance continued 
on their property.  
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 Medford, ORa  73,485 

Medford, Ore., 

Code of 
Ordinances 

§§5.511-

.518(1998) 

Any person in charge who permits 

property to become a chronic 
nuisance property will be in 

violation of this ordinance and 

subject to its remedies.  

A chronic nuisance property is 

defined as having three (3) or 

more nuisance activities during 
any 30-day period.  

When the Chief of Police 

determines a property has become 

a chronic nuisance the owner will 
be notified. The notice will 

require the person in charge to 

respond within 10 days with a 
course of action to abate nuisance.  

If the owner fails to abate 

nuisance, or Chief of Police does 
not agree to written course of 

action, legal proceedings may 

begin. The court may find the 
property must be closed if they 

feel the owner is not taking 

reasonable measures to abate 
nuisance. If the court finds the 

owner in violation, it can impose a 

civil penalty of up to $100 per day 
for each day nuisance activities 

occurred on the property 

following the notice.  

Oshkosh, WI a 64,306 

Oshkosh, Wis., 

Code of 
Ordinances 

§§17-32-38.1 

(2010) 

No person will cause, continue, 
maintain, or permit any public 

nuisance within the city. 

A public nuisance is a property in 

which three or more nuisance 

activities occur during a 12-month 
period.  

When the Chief of Police 

determines a property is a public 
nuisance, the owner will be given 

a written notice with a summary 

of nuisance activity that took 
place on the property. The notice 

will require the owner to meet 

with the Chief within five days of 
notice. After meeting, owner will 

submit abatement plan within 10 

days of meeting.  

If owner fails to abate nuisance or 
additional nuisance activities take 

place, the police will calculate the 

cost of police response and charge 
these costs against the property. 

Owner faces offense not less than 

$400 nor more than $800 for first 
violation; fines increase with each 

violation.  

Janesville, WIa 63,325 

Janesville, Wis., 

Code of 
Ordinances 

§§9.32-

.060(2008) 

 Property owners are held 

accountable. 

A property may be deemed a 

chronic nuisance when there have 
been four or more nuisance 

activities during a 12-month 

period.  

 Owner will need to meet with city 
official or chief of neighborhood 

service within five days of notice. 

After the meeting the owner will 
have 10 days to come up with a 

written abatement plan. 

If nuisance continues 15 days after 

the notice has been served and if 

the owner has not made a 
reasonable amount of effort to 

abate nuisance activity then the 

chief or neighborhood service 
director can fine the owner. 
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Carson City, 

NV  
55,176 

Carson City, Nv., 

Code of 

Ordinances 
§8.08(2005) 

No owner of any property, 

building, or premises within the 
city will allow the existence of 

nuisance activity on their 

property.  

A chronic nuisance property is 

defined as one in which three or 

more nuisance activities occurred 
during any 90-day period. 

Once the city determines a chronic 

nuisance exists a notice will be 

sent to the owner explaining the 
nuisance activities. The notice will 

include a date by which the owner 

must abate nuisance; owners also 
have the option of a court hearing.  

If the owner fails to abate or the 
court decides property is in 

violation of ordinance, the court 

can order property to be closed. 
Owner can face a civil penalty of 

not more than $500 per day for 

each day the condition was not 
abated after the date specified in 

the notice.  

Tigard, ORa 49,254 

Tigard, Or., 

Tigard Code of 

Ordinances §7.42 
(2003)  

 The owner of any property that 
becomes a chronic nuisance will 

be held responsible.  

A chronic nuisance property is a 

property in which four or more 
distinct occurrences of any 

nuisance have taken place during 

any 60-day period. 

 Once a property is deemed a 

nuisance property, the Chief of 

Police will notify the property 
owner with a written notice. The 

notice will explain the nuisance 

activity and require the owner to 
appear at a hearing.  

If property owners fail to abate the 
nuisance, the city will close the 

property for no fewer than 30 and 

no more than 180 days. There will 
also be a civil penalty of the costs 

to abate the nuisance.   

Wilkes-Barre, 

PA 
40,964 

Wilkes-Barre, 

Pa., Code of 

Ordinances §§7-

236(i)-239 

(2005) 

 

It is the duty of every owner to 

keep and maintain all regulated 

units in compliance with the 

nuisance code. 

A chronic nuisance property 

means that three or more 

violations have occurred on the 

property within any six-month 

period.  

Property owners will be served a 
notice ordering them to abate the 

nuisance or request a hearing. The 

notice will describe nuisance 

activity and courses of action the 

owner may take to abate the 

nuisance. Failure to abate the 
nuisance will lead to costs 

imposed on the owner.  

If the nuisance does not abate, the 
property owner will face the costs 

of services and/or 30 days of 

imprisonment for first violation. 

Properties may be closed or 

owners may be directed to make 

certain changes, including 
eviction of tenant, after third 

disruptive conduct violation. 

York, PAa  40,434 

York, Pa., Code 

of ordinances art. 
1751.01 (2007) 

 This ordinance is to ensure that 
property owners are performing 

their duty by preventing nuisances 

on their property. 

 A chronic nuisance property 

means that 12 or more points are 

accumulated within a period of six 
months. (Each violation counts for 

a number of points.)  

When the Police Commissioner 

determines that a public nuisance 

exists, he/she will serve a written 
notice indicating occurrences of 

the nuisance activity. The owner 

has 15 business days to make a 
written request to the Police 

Commissioner to reconsider the 

points held on his/her property. A 
plan of action to abate the 

nuisance is required.  

Owners face closure of their 

property and fines up to $100 per 
nuisance, but no more than 

$1,000. If they default on 

payment, owners can face 
imprisonment of up to six months.  
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Village of 

Addison, ILa  
36,918 

Village of 
Addison, Ill., 

Code of 

Ordinances 
art.VI §12-

35(2009) 

It is unlawful for any person or 

person in charge to permit a 

property to become a chronic 
nuisance property.  

Chronic nuisance property means 

property in which three or more 

nuisance activities have occurred 
within a 12-month period. 

The Chief of Police will send 
notice to owners with a summary 

of nuisance activities. The notice 

will explain that the city will take 
necessary measures to abate 

nuisance if owners fails to do so.  

If owners are found guilty of 

failing to abate nuisance, the city 
will assess costs and charge the 

owners. Properties can also be 

closed. Property owners who had 
actual knowledge and permitted 

the property to remain a public 

nuisance are subject to fines of 
between $750 and $1,000 per day 

for each day the nuisance 

continued.  

Bremerton, 
WAa  

35,191 

Bremerton, Wa., 

Code of 
Ordinances 

§9.92(2008) 

 The property owner or person 

responsible for the property will 
be held accountable and subject to 

its remedies.    

Chronic nuisance property means 

three or more nuisance activities 
occurred during any 60-day 

period.  

 The Chief of Police notifies the 

owner or person responsible for 
the property and describes the 

nuisance activity. The owner has 

10 days to respond with a plan of 
action to abate the chronic 

nuisance.   

If the landlord fails to respond or 

does not remedy the problems, the 

Chief of Police can declare the 
property a civil infraction, which 

includes monetary penalties of up 

to $1,000. If the property remains 
a nuisance, the city will take civil 

actions such as closing the 

property and fining the owner.  

Rome, NYa 33,443 

Rome, Ny., Code 
of Ordinances 

art. II §26-

91(1998) 

No owner, manager, or tenant will 
conduct, maintain, permit, or 

allow the existence of a public 

nuisance at the property. 

The existence of two or more 

nuisance activities within one 
year.  

Once the city determines a 

property to be a public nuisance, 
owners will be notified in writing. 

The notice will contain a time and 

place for a hearing before a panel. 
Within five days of the hearing 

the panel will make written 

recommendation of remedies to 
abate public nuisance.  

If the owner is found to maintain 

or permit a public nuisance during 

the hearing, a penalty may be 
awarded not to exceed $1,000 a 

day for each day the owner 

maintained or allowed the 
nuisance. Owners can also face 

civil action and property closure.  

Auburn, NY  26,903 

Auburn, Ny., 

Code of 

Ordinances §213  
(2004) 

 No owner or managers will 
maintain, allow, or conduct a 

public nuisance. 

A public nuisance property is one 

in which two or more criminal 

convictions occur within a 12-
month period.  

Once the city is aware of the 

nuisance activity on the property, 
the city committee will notify 

owners in writing to give them an 

opportunity for hearing. Five days 
after the notice the committee has 

the authority to enforce order on 

the property.  

The owner faces property closure 

and civil penalties. If the 

committee finds the owner 
allowed, maintained, or permitted 

a nuisance the penalty will not 

exceed $1,000 for each day the 
nuisance continued.  
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Kankakee, ILa 26,840 

Kankakee, Ill., 

Code of 

Ordinances §24-
38(1996) 

The person in charge who permits 

nuisance activities under his or her 
ownership shall be held 

responsible and face certain 

remedies.  

A chronic nuisance property is a 

property in which three or more 
nuisances occurred during any 60-

day period.   

  

Once the property is deemed a 
chronic nuisance the Chief of 

Police will contact the person in 

charge. The notice will contain a 
description of the nuisance 

activity and require the person in 

charge to respond within 10 days 
with a course of action to abate 

the nuisance.  

 

 If owners fail to abate the 
nuisance, their property risks 

being closed by the city until the 

nuisance is permanently abated. 
Owners may also face civil 

penalties. The court will 

investigate and determine the 
costs charged to the owner. An 

unpaid balance will become a lien 

against the property.  

 West Chicago 
City, ILa 

26,475 

West Chicago 
City, Ill., Code of 

Ordinances art. 

VII  §10-53 
(2008) 

The property owner is held 

accountable, a letter will be sent 

documenting nuisance activities.  

A chronic nuisance property is 

one for which three or more 
reports or complaints are received 

within a 12-month period.  

Once the letter is sent, the owner 

must take certain measures to 

abate the nuisance.  

If action is not taken by the 

property owner/occupant a 
citation will be issued. A citation 

can be issued every 24 hours for 

the initial violation if corrective 
measures are not taken. The city 

may file a complaint against 

persons in violation of the 
ordinance, as well as shut the 

property down.  

Freeport, ILa  24,699 

Freeport, Ill., 
Codified 

Ordinances 

§659.02(a) 
(2005) 

The person in charge of the 
property who permits nuisance 

activities under his/her ownership 

will be held accountable for the 
violation of this ordinance.  

     A chronic nuisance property 

means that three or more 
nuisances have occurred during a 

90-day period.  

Once the Chief of Police is aware 

that three or more nuisances have 

occurred, he/she will notify the 

person in charge of the property. 

The notice will include a 
description of the nuisance 

activity. The property owner has 

10 days to respond and propose a 
course of action for nuisance 

abatement. 

If the nuisance activity does not 

abate, the city court may order 

property owners to close their 
property down for a period of no 

fewer than 30 days but no more 

than 180 days. In addition, the 
court may impose a civil penalty 

in the amount of up to $100 per 

day.  

Brunswick, 

MEa  
21,992 

Brunswick, Me., 
Code of 

Ordinances 

§§11.5-61 (2008) 

Residential property owners are 
responsible for maintaining their 

property and taking all necessary 

measures to abate nuisance.  

A disorderly property constituting 

a public nuisance means the 

police have responded to the 
property two or more times within 

60 days.  

Once the second disorderly event 

has occurred within 60 days, the 

police department will notify 
owners in writing explaining their 

property has been classified as a 

disorderly property. The owner 
will have 14 days to meet with the 

police chief to abate nuisance.  

If owner fails to comply with city 

or abate nuisance the city will take 

legal proceedings against the 
owner to abate nuisance. Owner 

can face civil penalties of not less 

than $500 or more than $1,000. 
Costs incurred by the city will 

also be charged to owner.  
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Hazleton, PAa 21,744 

Hazleton, Pa., 
Code of 

Ordinances §3 

(2009) 

 The property owner or person 
responsible for the property will 

be held accountable and subject to 

its remedies.    

Chronic nuisance property means 
three or more nuisance activities 

occurred during any 60-day 

period.  

 The Chief of Police will notify 

the person in charge of the 
property. The notice will describe 

the nuisance activities and 

demand that the owner respond 
within 10 days of receiving the 

notice. The owner needs to come 

up with a plan to abate the chronic 
nuisance.  

If the nuisance continues the 

nuisance property can be closed. 

Any civil penalty and costs can be 
filed as a lien on the property or a 

fine against the property owner.  

Middleton, WIa 17,281 

Middleton, Wis., 

Code of 

Ordinances 
§§17-

.02(7)(2008) 

Property owners are responsible 

for activities occurring on their 
property. Failure to ensure their 

property is not using 
disproportionate police resources 

is in violation of this code.   

A chronic nuisance property is 

one in which the police respond to 

nuisance complaints three or more 
separate times within any 30-day 

period. 

The owner will receive a notice 

from the Chief of Police that 

states a summary of nuisance 
activity. Owners must respond 

within 10 days. The notice will 
require the owner to determine a 

course of action to abate nuisance 

activity.  

If owners fail to abate or comply 

with city they will face financial 
and civil liabilities.  

Menasha, WI a  16,985 

Menasha, Wis., 
Code of 

Ordinances §8.16 

(2008) 

Property owners are legally 

responsible for properly 

maintaining their properties and 

are held accountable for violation 

of code.  

A property may be deemed a 
chronic nuisance after three or 

more separate police responses 

within any 12-month period. 

 Once the property is deemed a 
chronic nuisance, the owner is 

notified in writing and ordered to 

appear for an abatement hearing.  

If owners fail to abate the 

nuisance they will face civil and 

financial penalties. The city can 
fine up to $991 per incident for 

each day the nuisance continues. 

If not paid, the bill may be 
assessed as a special charge 

against the premise.  

Phillipsburg, 

NJb 
14,476 

Phillipsburg, 

N.J., Code of 

Ordinances  
§441-1 (2005) 

Owners or property managers 
have a responsibility to manage 

their properties.  

A chronic nuisance property 
elicits chronic police calls due to 

reoccurring nuisances. 

Once a property is deemed a 

chronic nuisance, the Chief of 

Police will notify the 
owner/property manager. The 

notice will describe the nuisance 

activities and require the property 
manager to cover the costs of 

police services. The ordinance 

stipulates that costs are not 

supposed to suppress requests for 

the police but to encourage the 

property owner to strictly manage 
their property.  

If property owners fail to abate the 

nuisance, police service costs will 
be billed to the owner or property 

manager. Unpaid costs will be 

collected by civil action or a 
municipal lien, in which case a 

penalty of 10 percent interest shall 

be added.  
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Village of 

Wauconda, ILa  
12,285 

Village of 
Wauconda, Ill., 

Code §95.27 

(2008) 

The property owner or person in 
possession of the property will be 

held accountable for violation of 

the code.  

Property in which three or more of 
the nuisance activities listed 

below occurred during any 120-

day period. 

Once a property is deemed a 

chronic nuisance, the Chief of 

Police will notify the property 
owner in writing describing the 

nuisance activities. The property 

owner will have 10 days to 
respond with a course of action 

for nuisance abatement. 

If the owner has not abated the 

nuisance within 30 days of the 

Chief of Police accepting course 
of action the owner will face legal 

proceedings. All costs incurred by 

the city in the abatement of a 
nuisance will constitute a lien 

against the property. 

Dalles, ORa 12,156 

Dalles, Ore., 
Code of 

Ordinances §5-

25.2 (1998) 

Any person in charge of such 

property who permits the property 

to create a public nuisance is in 
violation and will be subject to the 

city's remedies.  

 A public nuisance property is one 
in which three or more nuisance 

activities occur over any six-

month period.  

Once the Chief of Police is aware 

of a property nuisance the owner 
will be notified in writing. The 

notice will demand the owner 

respond within 14 days with a 
plan of action to abate nuisance.  

If owner does not respond or 

agree on abatement plan the city 

attorney will begin a legal 
proceeding to abate nuisance. 

Owner faces civil penalties of up 

to $100 per day in which nuisance 
activities continue. The city can 

also close the property.  

Hartland 

Village, WIa 
8,694 

Hartland Village, 
Wis., Code of 

Ordinances art. I, 

§66-14 (2008) 

No property owner, operator, 

tenant, occupant, or person 

associated with a property will 

keep, maintain, or fail to abate a 

chronic nuisance property. 

A chronic nuisance property is 
defined as having three or more 

calls of police service during a  

one-month period. 

Once the Chief of Police 
determines a property has become 

a chronic nuisance, the owner will 

be informed in writing. The notice 

will require the owner to respond 

within 10 days with a course of 

action to abate nuisance activities.  

If owner fails to abate nuisance 
after notice is sent, the owner will 

be billed no less than $500 and 

more than $1,500.  

Village of East 

Rochester,  
NYb 

6,260 

East Rochester, 

N.Y., Code of 
Ordinances  

§144-13 (2009) 

Permit holder is in violation of 
this code if caused, permitted, 

allowed, or remained on the 
premise a repeated public 

nuisance.  

A repeated public nuisance 

violation exists when the police 
have responded three or more 

times within a 12-month period.  

The Code Enforcement Officer 
will contact occupants or permit 

holders to explain the repeated 

nuisance activity occurring on the 
property. If nuisance continues 

after 10 days of notice being sent 
the permit holder is in violation of 

code.  

If owners fail to abate nuisance or 

comply with regulations set forth 
by the city, they face a revocation 

of the rental permit.  The permit 
holder may also face fines of not 

more than $250 or 15 days in 

prison.  



ONLINE SUPPLEMENT 

to article in 
American Sociological Review, 2013, Vol. 78 

Matthew Desmond and Nicol Valdez 

Unpolicing the Urban Poor: Consequences of Third-Party Policing for Inner-City Women         18 

 

Elm Grove 

Village, WIa 
6,035 

Elm Grove 

Village, Wis., 
Code of 

Ordinances, art. 

III, §208-12 
(2008) 

No property owner, operator, or 
occupant associated with a 

property should allow or maintain 

a chronic nuisance property. 

A chronic nuisance property is 

one that has generated three (3) or 
more calls for police during a one 

month period or six (6) or more 

calls in a period of twelve (12) 
months.  

When the Chief of Police finds a 

chronic nuisance property the 
owner will be notified in writing. 

The owner will have 10 days to 

respond with a course of action to 
abate nuisance activity.  

If owners fail to abate nuisance or 

fail to comply with city, they will 

be charged for each nuisance 
activity that occurs after receiving 

notice. Costs are due within 30 

days. If unpaid, there will be a lien 
on the property on the next 

property tax bill.  

Dayton, ORa 2,373 

Dayton, Ore., 
Code of 

Ordinances §5-

12.1 (1999) 

Any person in charge who permits 

property to become a chronic 

nuisance property is in violation 
of the code and subject to its 

remedies. 

A chronic nuisance property is 
defined as having three or more 

nuisance activities during any six-

month period.  

Owners will be contacted by the 

enforcement officer and asked to 

abate nuisance on their property. 

Notice will have description of 
nuisance activity and owners have 

10 days to protest the order to 

abate.  

If owner fails to comply with city 

or abate nuisance the city will 

abate the nuisance. The cost of 

abatement will be charged to the 
responsible party and property. 

Owner may also face legal action 

and property closure.  

a Ordinance includes assault, sexual abuse, battery, or domestic violence among the list of nuisance activities. 

b Ordinance states that domestic violence is not considered a nuisance activity. 
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