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For years, many residents of the fanciest apartment buildings in Chicago have been ducking one of the city's simplest obligations: buying a vehicle sticker. 

By keeping their cars in their building's parking garage while avoiding on-street parking, they have calculated that they won't be caught and ticketed for failing to display the $75 sticker. 

So far, they've been right. City investigators never go into the garages to check cars for stickers. As a result, the city has lost out on millions of dollars in revenue. 

Now City Clerk James Laski wants to finally change that, and he's asked the City Council to give his office legal permission to begin such inspections. 

Several aldermen don't like the idea. 

As Chicago Sun-Times City Hall reporter Fran Spielman reported Wednesday, they think it's an unwarranted invasion of privacy to have investigators snooping around in the garages and handing out tickets to force people to pay up. 

"When you park a car in a garage, you don't expect an inspector to go walking around. They're going to tick a lot of people off," Ald. Burt Natarus (42nd) said during a City Council budget meeting. 

He's probably right about that. Those scofflaws are not going to like it, not one little bit. 

Boo-hoo. 

Two years ago, Sun-Times reporter Tim Novak checked for city vehicle stickers in Natarus' apartment building in Sandburg Village. A third of the cars didn't have city stickers even though they were registered to residents of the building. 

We're talking Jaguars, Mercedes, Audis and Volvos. You'd think that somebody who could buy one of those cars could afford to plunk down another $75 for a sticker. 

Don't get me wrong. Natarus had his own sticker, and his neighbors aren't his responsibility. All I'm suggesting is that Natarus is reluctant because he understands he's going to have a lot of angry constituents if the city cracks down on the scofflaws hiding out in the garages. 

The only antidote for that is to make sure he has enough constituents who will be angry if he lets those folks keep wriggling off the hook. 

"Everybody knows you have a better chance of being caught if you park on the street," Natarus told Novak back in 2001. 

That's true, but that's no reason people in the neighborhoods who can't afford a private parking space should be any more vulnerable to the city's enforcement efforts. 

To clarify, these inspections would not apply to the garage on your single-family residence. We're just talking about inspections at the 700 or so city-licensed public parking garages, such as the ones in Lake Point Tower and Water Tower Place. Certainly, the residents of those fine establishments don't think they should be exempt from buying their city stickers. 

"Guess what: The ordinance calls for any Chicago resident to have a vehicle sticker," Laski said. "It's very simple. I just believe that it's a loophole that needs to be closed. It's not like we're knocking down someone's door." 

I agree. 

In case there's any misunderstanding, a city vehicle sticker isn't a license to park on the street. It's the price a resident pays for the privilege of owning and operating an automobile in the city. 

Now, it also happens to be just another excuse for getting money out of people, I realize, but why should anyone get a free pass just because he lives in a building with its own parking garage? 

If the city is going to have a law requiring stickers, it has to apply to everybody and be enforced. 

Ald. Leslie Hairston (5th) is another opponent. 

"If my car is in my garage and is locked and they come in, then there's a problem," she said. "I think there are more efficient ways to do it without jeopardizing people's rights." 

I'm not sure which right that is. An ACLU lawyer told our reporter he saw no problem. And nobody is going to be breaking into the alderman's car to check for a sticker. 

As far as her suggestion of checking names of vehicle sticker purchasers against the state's automobile registration database, that might work, but if the data on both ends isn't complete and up-to-date, you're going to have a lot more angry people than if you make a visual inspection of vehicles. 

It's a red herring to suggest that these inspections would be a poor use of city manpower. 

To the contrary, looking for vehicle sticker scofflaws in these apartment building garages is like shooting fish in a barrel. Some of these garages hold hundreds of cars. 

Spot checks by Laski's workers found at least one very exclusive garage with less than 50 percent compliance. Thirty to 40 percent non-compliance was typical. Those are cars registered to people at that address but without city stickers. 

That makes for a pretty solid case. Word will get around. People will be racing to buy their stickers before they get stuck with a $120 fine on top of the $75 sticker tax and the $30 late penalty. 

Aldermen Anthony Beale (9th) and Danny Solis (25th) had the best idea of all. They think that when Laski's people find scofflaws in one of these garages, the clerk should dun them for as many years as they've avoided buying a sticker. 

That ought to grab them by the stick shift.

