
Oakwatch: The Oakland Code Enforcement Project 

Minutes 

December 17, 2018 

 

PRESENT  

Hannah Green, Lizabeth Gray, Elena Zaitsoff, John Tokarski, Matthew Mays, Michael Medwed, David 
Shifren, Sonja Finn, David Manthei, Jamie Ducar, Marjory Lake, Caroline Mitchell, Blithe Runsford, Guy 
Johnson, Steve Cetra, John Wilds, Mark Oleniacz, Joann Slomnicki Cohen, Erika Strassburger, Bruce 
Kraus, John Fournier, Keith Paylo, Eugene Ricciardi, Wanda Wilson,  

INTRODUCTIONS 

EZaitsoff read the mission statement and reviewed the ground rules for the meeting. Introduction 
continued around the room.  

HONORABALE EUGENE RICCIARDI, MAGISTERIAL DISTRICT JUDGE 

Judge Ricciardi thanked Oakwatch for hosting meeting and commended community members for their 
engagement with neighborhood issues. He explained his responsibilities as a district judge (DJ), including 
arraignments, setting bonds and bails, preliminary hearings, traffic and non-traffic citations, truancies, 
and search warrants. He also handles quality of life issues related to the Department of Permits, License, 
and Inspections (PLI).  

Ricciardi discussed his approach to housing court cases. He explained that PLI sends homeowners three 
warning letters before they are requested in court. His goal is to mitigate the problem; secondary action 
is to charge fines. In a preliminary hearing, Ricciardi warns homeowners that they must fix problem, or 
they will be fined; seldom does a preliminary hearing transition into a trial. Fines now follow your 
primary address.  

In the Pittsburgh Municipal Court, cases are rotated through different districts. Judges will see cases 
from a district different from the one they represent. Ricciardi expressed his frustration with this 
rotation system. He explained that life experiences are important to decisions made in court; a judge 
familiar with living in Oakland will better understand how cases affect this community and can have a 
more appropriate response.   

In regards to over occupancy consequences, Ricciardi extracts the profit made from each additional 
tenant, as well as fines the property owner the same amount.  

Q: (LGray) Why do Department of Public Works fines go downtown?  

A: (Ricciardi) That is a result of the court structure (the rotation system). Southwatch is distributing 
letters asking that citations be heard by the DJ of the district that it was filed in. I would suggest doing 
similar advocacy.  

 



Q: (LGray) What evidence can we provide in court to prove over occupancy?  

A: (Ricciardi) I believe that all DJ’s should receive a form from the Law Department that can be filled out 
if someone admits to over occupancy in court, under oath, even if it is in context of a different 
case/citation. Often, it is learned in court that property owners have two separate leases for a residence 
(one for tenants and one that is shown in court). However, we are not a court of record. I should be able 
to document what is said in court so that it can be used as evidence in a different hearing. I have asked 
Kevin Acklin (previous chief-of-staff to Mayor Peduto) about this and need to follow up. 

Q: (CMitchell) PLI says that a picture of a mailbox (with over three names) is not sufficient evidence.  

A: (Ricciardi) It is up to the DJ to decide if the evidence is sufficient. It is important for community 
members to attend hearings and speak out if you disagree with the DJ. Residents tend to know more 
about an issue that has been going on for months, because they see it and live with it every day.  

Ricciardi referenced charges for public urination as an example. He explained that with the 5502 DC 
charge from city code, there is a mandatory $500 fine and an additional $500 fine if the actor does not 
clean up after themselves. In most cases, the second fine is not implemented. Ricciardi said that in many 
cases, the city code is not being cited and, therefore, the actor is not receiving the mandatory fine. As 
someone who lives in a neighborhood where public urination is a frequent issue, Ricciardi personally 
understands the importance of issuing both fines.  

Q: How many DJs cover the city?  

A: 11 or 12  

Brief discussion of private criminal complaints as an option to PLI action.  

Erika Strassburger: PLI inspectors have door-knocked with her at residences where over occupancy is 
suspected. Normally, students answer the door and do not know over occupancy laws; they tell the 
truth about how many people live there. PLI can use those interactions as evidence. She suggests 
residents reach out to PLI inspectors and ask permission to accompany them on door-knocking checks, 
too.  

COMMANDER HERMANN AND OFFICER DAVID SHIFREN, PITTSBURGH POLICE ZONE 4  

Zone 4 weekly snapshot attached below.  

Burglaries were down 7 to 5. Attempted burglaries, rape and statutory assault decreased from 1 to 0. 

Take precautions! Do not leave anything visible in your car (even clothing items). Do not leave personal 
belongings unattended in a public space; most thefts from person occur when an item is left 
unattended. Do not leave your car warming up with the key inside; can result in a stolen vehicle. 
Students are used to dorm living and often forget to lock doors, windows, and bikes.  

Starting in 2018, the city police will install gunshot detection sensors and mobile cameras in Hazelwood 
and West Oakland. Homewood has been using this systems and it has proven beneficial. A notification is 
sent to the police station the second a gunshot is detect; officers do not need to wait for 911 call and 
can respond to the scene faster.  



The commander is looking for recommendations for locating cameras in the Oakland area including, but 
not limited to, West Oakland. LGray will coordinate this. Officers will analyze data from violent crime 
stats and account for community input to decide where sensors/cameras should be placed.  

JOHN TOKARSKI, OUTREACH AND EDUCATION  

Zone 4 Public Safety Council Meeting takes place every month. Last meeting was on Thursday, January 
18th at 6:00 p.m. at the Jewish Community Center. Rabbi Ron Simons led a discussion surrounding 
diversity. Many problems arise from people not being aware of diversity in their community; it is helpful 
to open up a space for people to learn from each other and explore personal differences.  

New Citizen’s and Student’s Police Academy sessions are beginning soon. Deadlines to register are 
February 2nd and March 9th respectively. See flyers attached below.  

Updates from Maria Bethel: Six notices sent out regarding underage drinking and public urination. 
Addresses included Beeler, Semple, and Juliet. The next Nuisance Property hearing will take place on 
February 14, 2018 at the City Council Building (room 445) at 9:00 a.m.  

GUY JOHNSON, UNIVERSITY OF PITTSBURGH POLICE 

62 incidents, 15 arrests, 28 citations, 29 on campus and 23 off campus 

7 criminal mischief; 1 arrest 
1 criminal trespassing 
2 defiant trespass 
3 disorderly conducts 
2 drug arrests 
4 DUI arrests 
1 harassment  
1 marijuana  
1 open container  
4 public drunkenness 
1 public urination 
4 simple assault  
6 underage drinking  
3 warrant arrests  
 
9 conduct referrals (5 marijuana, 4 underage)  
Impact: 2 party warnings 
 
SERGEANT MATTHEW MAYS, POINT PARK UNIVERSITY POLICE 

Quiet in Oakland. Nothing has come across his desk.  

EZaitsoff: There was a party this past weekend where there was a line of Ubers picking up people in 
front of a house on Ophelia Street. They were lined up down Joe Hammer. Party wasn’t noisy, but the 
Uber pick-ups were.  

 



COUNCILMAN BRUCE KRAUS, CITY COUNCIL  

Pittsburgh is participating in a conference in New Orleans about “studentification”. We will discuss the 
impact that an increasing number of student residents have on a neighborhood like Oakland that has a 
history of long-term residents. This conference will, hopefully, offer new strategies for handling an 
increasing student population and empower us to deal with neighborhood changes.  

The Oakland Gateway Ventures (OGV) project has seemed to come to a stop. City has shared its 
dismissal of the project and made it clear that no permissions will be granted that would allow OGV’s 
proposal to move forward.  

Kraus mentions that he was approach by an Uber employee; they discussed how Oakland is creating a 
ride share culture that is helping to aid congestion, lack of parking, and the number of DUI charges.  

City council is working with various agencies to design sexual assault trainings for all city employees. 
They want to set a standard for the rest of the city to better educate employees about sexual 
assault/harassment in the workplace.  

Q: (LGray) What is the status of the rental registration ordinance?  

A: We are still tied up in court. Our biggest enemy is the Apartment Association of Metropolitan 
Pittsburgh.  Maura Kennedy expressed that she felt positive about the latest case outcome. The 
ordinance is still in the courts and we will have to wait and see what happens. As of now, there is no 
timeline.  

ERIKA STRASSBURGER, DISTRICT 8 

Snow Angels are in desperate need of volunteers. Visit http://pittsburghpa.gov/snowangels/ to learn 
more about the program and signup to volunteer.  

Call 311 if you are consistently noticing a property that is not caring for their sidewalks (shoveling or 
salting). One warning letter is sent before consequences escalate.  

Pulse Point App: immediately alerts CPR-trained bystanders and helps you locate the closest AED in the 
event that someone goes into cardiac arrest. There is also an initiative for all city employees to be 
trained in CPR. City council employees will be trained first, followed by the other city departments. They 
would then like to offer the opportunity to community groups.  

JOHN FOURNIER, PITTSBURGH PARKING AUTHORITY 

November report:  

Area B: 5,163 plates read  158 tickets issued 
Area D: 15,973 plates read  378 tickets issued 
Area E:  6,956 plates read  104 tickets issued 
Area M: 8,280 plates read  149 tickets  
(93% cars were legally parked)  
 
 
 

http://pittsburghpa.gov/snowangels/


December report:  

Area B:  1,530 plates read  55 tickets issued 
Area D:  14,070 plates read  316 tickets issued 
Area E:   2,435 plates read  69 tickets issued 
Area M: 4,596 plates read  95 tickets issued 
* Lower amount of tickets issues related to extreme weather (unsafe for officers to be outside for long 
periods) and holidays (students were away) 
 
Permits & Visitor Passes Issued (November & December):  
 
Area B:  324 permits  204 visitor passes 
Area D:  1,759 permits  1,023 visitor passes 
Area E:  488 permits  307 visitor passes  
Area M: 684 permits  440 visitor passes  
* Average usage of visitor passes = 10%. Only three permits are issues to one unit (no more than 3 
unrelated individuals).  
 
 
Q: Are applications for permits available online? Could we subpoena them to prove over occupancy if 
we see that more than three people have requested a permit from one unit?  

A: (Fournier) Not sure of the law.  

Q: (LGray) Are we able to do ride alongs with parking enforcement officers to see the process of the 
new digital system?  

A: (Fournier) An enforcement vehicle fits three people. We can coordinate a day to take some 
individuals on a demo ride (about 10-15 minutes).  

Q: (LGray) What is the status of the recertification of B & M permit parking areas?   

A: (Fournier) Almost all RPP zones are behind in recertification. The Department of City Planning is in 
charge of those zones.  

JOHN WILDS, ASSISTANCE VICE CHANCELLOR FOR COMMUNITY RELATIONS 

The University of Pittsburgh is hosting a follow up of two community meetings last fall concerning the 
Pitt Master Plan. The Campus Master Plan Community Meeting will take place Wednesday, January 24, 
2018 from 6:00 – 8:00 p.m. at the University Club, Conference Room A. Visit www.fm.pitt.edu/master-
plan-2018 for more information.  

There is a concerted effort by Pitt to inform students about over occupancy and emphasize that only 
three people are allowed to reside in a unit.  

Good Neighbor Day will take place in March. Contact Jamie Ducar, Director of Community Relations at 
Pitt, with any service project requests: call 412-624-7709 or email jcd77@pitt.edu.  

 

 

http://www.fm.pitt.edu/master-plan-2018
http://www.fm.pitt.edu/master-plan-2018


KEITH PAYLO, POINT PART UNIVERSITY DEAN OF STUDENTS & VP OF STUDENT AFFAIRS 

The new playhouse is opening this upcoming fall. The present playhouse will be open until May. There 
are no plans for the current playhouse property. Point Park is planning a “Lights Out Celebration” to 
commemorate the old playhouse (Monday, June 18 at 7:00 p.m.; tickets on sale in March). Alumni will 
be invited.  

Pioneer Community Day is a great opportunity to get students involved with the Oakland community. 
Please share any service opportunities that Point Park students can engage in to get to know their 
Oakland neighbors.  

LGray asked for help from the universities on getting the sidewalks in the community cleared of snow.  

MEETING ADJOURNED 

EZaitsoff announced next meeting is Wednesday, February 21 at noon, location TBD. Meeting was 
adjourned.  

 
















