
Housing is the lifeline to stability. Eliminating barriers to housing can have a resounding effect on vulnerable individuals and 
save countless taxpayer dollars. Currently in Cook County, private landlords and local public housing authorities regularly 
deny an applicant housing if s/he has had a prior arrest record or conviction. Barriers to housing based on criminal screenings 
are problematic due to the following:

Restricting Housing Options 
According to the Sentencing Project, 1 in 3 U.S. adults have an arrest or criminal record. In Cook County, the 
Department of Corrections admits about 100,000, primarily pre-trial detainees, annually.1  Even for those whose charges are 
dropped, a simple arrest can unfairly tarnish a housing seeker’s record in perpetuity. It is reprehensible that such charges can 
translate into lifelong consequences. With this high volume of individuals cycling through the Department of Corrections 
every year, the housing implications are significant.

Fair Housing Implications
Research demonstrates that African Americans and Latinos, and persons with disabilities, experience vastly 
disproportionate arrest rates, with Black men incarcerated at rates 6 times that of white men.2  Factors contributing to 
this disparity include residential segregation and consequent concentrations of poverty, and inequities in arrests and convictions 
based on race. Therefore, housing denial based on criminal record screenings can be a proxy for race and disability-based 
discrimination, in violation of the Fair Housing Act. With limited housing options post-arrest and conviction, those with 
records are often relegated to resource-poor communities, furthering segregation and limiting rehabilitative opportunities.

Cost to Society
Barring from housing those with mere arrests and those with criminal backgrounds who have been rehabilitated only serves 
to ensure recidivism and perpetuate a cycle of instability that is unjust to the individual and costly to society. And the impact 
is not isolated to the individual. The Sentencing Project estimates that more than half of U.S. inmates are parents of minors 
whose lives are impacted as well.3  Faced with a lack of options, individuals with records and their families face an amplified 
risk of homelessness. Researchers find that people released from jail or prison into stable housing are seven times less likely 
to recidivate than those facing homelessness.4  At an estimated $38,000 per year per inmate cost to taxpayers, it is cost-
effective to provide opportunities for reintegration. 

The Solution
An amendment to the Cook County Human Rights Ordinance banning unlawful discrimination in real estate 
transactions based on one’s covered criminal history; including arrests, convictions that are older than two years or not 
substantially related to the offender’s residence, and records of offenses that have been ordered sealed or expunged. 

Other jurisdictions within Illinois already offer protections for people with criminal histories. In municipalities like Urbana, IL, 
people with records are considered a protected class in housing-related transactions, and the use of criminal histories in housing 
decisions is expressly prohibited. Ending discriminatory housing barriers is a matter of justice; join us in supporting this 
needed solution!

1	 Cook County Department of Corrections: http://www.cookcountysheriff.org/doc/doc_main.html
2	 http://www.naacp.org/pages/criminal-justice-fact-sheet
3	 http://www.sentencingproject.org/doc/publications/cc_Parents%20in%20Prison_Factsheet_9.24sp.pdf
4	 Marta Nelson, Perry Deess, and Charlotte Allen.  The First Month Out:  Post-Incarceration Experiences in New York City (New York, NY:  Vera Institute of 
Justice. 1999)  Retrieved from:  http://www.reentrypolicy.org/publications/1576;file
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Access Living

Alexian Brothers Housing and Health Alliance

Asian Americans Advancing Justice, Chicago

Breakthrough Urban Ministries

Cabrini Green Legal Aid

CAIR-Chicago

Charles P. Fischbach, Former Commissioner, City of 
Chicago Commission on Human Relations

Chicago Area Fair Housing Alliance

Chicago Coalition for the Homeless

Chicago Jobs Council

Chicago Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law

Chicago Urban League

Coalition for Equitable Community Development

Connections for the Homeless 

Communities United

Corporation for Supportive Housing

Ford Heights Community Service Organization

Greater West Town Training Partnership

Growing Home Inc.

Heartland Alliance for Human Rights and Human Needs

HOPE Fair Housing Center

Housing Action Illinois

Housing Choice Partners 

Housing Forward

Illinois Consortium on Drug Policy at Roosevelt University

Independent Voters of Illinois- Independent Precinct 
Organization

Inspiration Corporation

James B. Moran Center for Youth Advocacy

Jewish Council on Urban Affairs

John Marshall Law School Fair Housing Legal Clinic

Kenwood Oakland Community Organization

Latino Policy Forum

Lawyers’ Committee for Better Housing

Legal Aid Society of Metropolitan Family Services

Latin United Community Housing Association (LUCHA)

Mothers Against Senseless Killings

Mental Health America of Illinois

Mental Health Summit

Metropolitan Tenants Organization

Northside Housing and Supportive Services

NAMI Chicago

Oak Park Regional Housing Center

ONE Northside

Open Communities

People for Community Recovery

Project Irene

Respond Now

Restaurant Opportunities Center

Safer Foundation

Sargent Shriver National Center on Poverty Law

SEIU Healthcare Illinois

South Suburban Housing Center

Southwest Organizing Project

Streetwise

TASC, Inc.

Thresholds

Trilogy

Uptown People’s Law Center

Westside Health Authority 

Supporters

For more information, please contact Patricia Fron, pfron@cafha.net


