A SUCCESS STORY IN A SMOKEFREE CONVERSION
Five years ago, Pleasanton Gardens took steps to make its complex safer and healthier for residents, guests, and staff, and to contain the significant maintenance and turnover costs associated with tenants who smoke in the apartments.  This was the rationale for this initiative:

**We have older wood frame buildings and no fire sprinklers.  Residents who are either very young or very old are especially at risk in case of fire in their unit or an adjacent apartment.

**Tobacco smoke migrates through halls, through walls, through ventilation systems, and even between floors.  There is no way to contain it within a single unit.  There is no way to guarantee habitability for tenants if the toxic elements of this known carcinogen can invade neighboring units.  Landlords must guarantee the habitability of any unit they rent.  Since tobacco smoke is defined in California as a toxic substance with no safe level of exposure, it does not seem that a unit plagued by environmental tobacco smoke can be deemed habitable.  This is especially true for infants, elders, and persons with breathing difficulties or allergic reaction to any one of the many components of cigarette smoke.

**The cost of ongoing maintenance and preparation of an apartment for a new tenant is much more extensive and time consuming than a similar unit where there was no smoking.  Not just a little bit, but around $3,000 of additional cost.  This includes multiple washing of walls, ceilings, cabinets, lighting fixtures, appliances; dismantling and cleaning of wall heaters or forced air systems; painting walls with a shellac-based primer to seal any tobacco residuals before final painting.  Of course, draperies, mini-blinds, carpet and pad all have to be replaced.  When we add rent lost during this process, we always have costs of $3,000 greater than the turnover of a similar non-smoking unit.  

Since our complex operates within the HUD regulatory framework, we instituted this change by a new section in the House Rules, notice to potential tenants on the waiting list, and sixty days written notice before those provisions became effective.  At the time, we were in the vanguard of those making this change, and we were concerned about the legality of the process and how it would be accepted by tenants.  We were pleased that our research with the Fair Housing Office and careful implementation resulted in a very smooth transition.

Since then, we have heard of other apartment complexes and even large corporations taking the same step.  And the universal comment from those managers has been that if they were to do it all over again, they would do it sooner.  In August, 2007, Guardian Management LLC, which has 6500 units in Oregon (13,000 in their total portfolio), put out word that effective September 1 new tenants would not be able to smoke in any of its affordable nor market rate apartments in Oregon.  Effective January 2008, tenants already in place in those buildings had to follow the same rules.  Their transition went quite smoothly and they believe they will save money on maintenance and will attract new tenants who consider a smoke-free environment to be a very desirable amenity.

Pleasanton Gardens did have one surprise that came out of this process:  our property and liability insurance premiums went down 10% and we got a refund for that amount for the previous year from Travelers.  Any complex which takes this step should negotiate with their broker for a similar reduction, and if part of a larger organization which provides employee health insurance, seek lower rates based on a safer and healthier work environment.

Persons interested in more information should feel free to contact Bruce Fiedler at Pleasanton Gardens:  925.846.3050  
