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HUD’s REAC Inspections Fail At Quality and Consistency

REAC Inspectors Get New Bulletin

Reprinted with permission from PHADA

HAs Also Offered Guidance

On January 1st, HUD released its latest version of its REAC Compilation Bulletin, Revision 1. HUD instructs all inspectors conducting UPCS inspections to use the standards and practices in the document as current guidance. The Bulletin supersedes the previous version published August 26, 2002 so HUD advises inspectors and housing authorities to discard all previous guidance in favor of this version that can be found on the REAC website http://www.hud.gov/offices/reac/products/pass/PDFs/pass_bulletin.pdf.

The Bulletin was developed from commonly asked questions from inspectors. It provides answers and clarifications that have been provided by REAC on a broad array of inspection topics.

HA Inspection Guidance

HUD also recently released some guidance for public housing authorities entitled “Preparing for REAC Inspections.” This companion document can be found at the REAC website and should be used with the Bulletin. The guidance provides several links including one that allows HAs to pull up the public version of the inspection software (or a printed hard copy) to view the inspection format from the vantage point of the inspector. It is useful to see the levels of severity assigned to various inspection deficiencies. PHADA urges all of its members to familiarize themselves with both the Bulletin and the new guidance directed specifically to agencies. Interestingly, under “‘Important Points to Remember” HUD suggests that property agents “carry a notepad and camera with you during the REAC inspection to document the various findings when appropriate.” Some PHADA members have found that a camcorder and ruler are useful for documenting questionable calls during inspections.

Using the Bulletin

The REAC Compilation Bulletin is organized around sections on Definitions, General Information, five inspectable areas in every REAC inspection -- Site, Building Exterior, Building System, Common Areas and Unit. The last section covers Health and Safety issues. Each section of the Bulletin is organized alphabetically rather than by related topics. There is no index or cross index so the 31-page Bulletin requires a start-to-finish reading. For instance under “Doors” you will not find the minimum entrance door width required for FHEO compliance. The door width measurement is found down the page under FHEO – 32” Wide Main Entrance.

Definitions

The two page list of inspection definitions is a predictable list of commonly used terms with brief descriptions. Other definitions are also provided in other sections of the document. PHADA found one definition particularly interesting. The Bulletin defines “Professional Common Sense” as “This is a common sense approach that inspectors use when conducting inspections. It includes exercising sound, practical, and prudent judgment based on the HUD physical inspection training and the inspector’s experience. Professional common sense is to be applied in conjunction with REAC guidance.” In numerous stories reported by PHADA members it seems likely that inspectors lacking professional common sense or experiencing lapses of common sense might not recognize their own deficiency in this area. HUD must be careful how they communicate program goals their 200-person complement of inspectors. If inspectors have incentives to find defects to maintain their individual inspector rating and thus their livelihood, they will find defects. This pressure to perform can easily overwhelm “professional common sense” and create extra costs and work for housing authorities.

General Information

In the General Information section is the inspection protocol that must be adhered to by all inspectors on all REAC inspections. The protocol instructs inspectors on professional conduct, scheduling, establishing the sample of units, sequencing of properties and units and use of the inspection software. The Bulletin pointedly reminds inspectors not to take shortcuts to shorten the time required to complete an inspection. Inspectors are to arrive at the housing site ready to inspect all applicable areas including, but not limited to, “ALL doors, ALL windows, ALL faucets, ALL stoves/ovens…and ALL smoke detectors and emergency lighting.” Inspectors are reminded of the requirement to “call out all observed deficiencies recorded, the location and the level of severity, to the property representative during the inspection.

Inspectors are told, “Do not to inspect vacant units at public housing properties”… but visually verify any vacant units in the inspection sample.

The section also includes directions about the special handling of exigent health and safety (EH&S) deficiencies. This includes preparing a separate written notice of EH&S deficiencies that requires a signed acknowledgment of receipt by the housing authority representative.

Five Inspectable Areas

The body of the Bulletin provides brief guidance on specific key considerations for site, building exteriors, building systems, common areas and units. Within the five inspectable areas are brief descriptions of potential deficiencies. It is not an exhaustive or thorough list. Many of the items mentioned in this section are raised by PHADA members. The accompanying article “HUD’s Flawed Inspections Leave Unanswered Questions” lists questions raised in large part from this section of the Bulletin.

Purpose VS. Low Bid

HUD continues to search for ways to meet the purpose of inspections – “to objectively assess the physical condition of the property.” While many inspections are conducted to the satisfaction of both HUD and housing authorities, many others create ire, added costs and raise questions about HUD’s ability to “get it right.” HUD’s much vaunted reverse auction process has met HUD’s goal of lowering the per inspection costs from $500- $600 per inspection to the current $374 per inspection cost. PHADA is concerned that housing authorities are paying the real cost of HUD’s “low-bid” inspection savings with inexperienced or under-qualified inspectors. High performing agencies that lose that designation because of a poorly prepared or wrongly “incentivized” inspectors pay the price of poor quality inspections. Maintenance crews and their tight budgets likewise, pay the price if inspectors make wrong calls on deficiencies.

Measures of Success

HUD’s confidence in its REAC inspection process prevented the Department from implementing the requisite business tools to measure the success of the REAC inspection design and implementation by its “customers” -- the public housing authorities, property owners and management companies. If the REAC inspection process is as good as advertised, HUD should quickly establish a two-part evaluation tool. The first would be a quick and easy online response system for housing authorities to evaluate and score inspectors immediately upon the conclusion of inspections. This system would yield useful real-time data about the quality of inspections, inspectors and the inspection software.

The second measurement that HUD should immediately develop is a clear, simple appeal process for disputed deficiencies cited in REAC inspections. The Database Adjustment and Technical Review (DATR) appeals process is currently unclear, places additional burden on housing authorities and “loses” too much previously submitted data on property characteristics. Responses from the DATR appeals process also appear arbitrary, slow and very reluctant to restore points even for successful appeals. Industry confidence in the REAC inspection process will remain low if it appears that REAC inspections have an appeal process in name only.

PHADA Wants To Hear From You

In response to persistent complaints about the quality of REAC inspections and inspectors, PHADA is preparing to take the issue back to HUD. If you have a REAC inspection story that you think should be part of that dialogue with HUD, please send details to kwhalen@phada.org. 
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