April 2022

Expand housing access for people with conviction histories
in Michigan

Housing is a critical unmet need for people looking to rebuild their lives after a criminal
conviction. However, people in Michigan coming home from jail or prison have limited housing
options because of policies that exclude people with conviction histories from renting or
joining an existing lease. In Michigan, public housing authorities alone exclude 284,000 adults
with conviction histories—more than 3.5 percent of all adults statewide. These broad
exclusions do not promote community safety but do prevent people most in need of
affordable, stable housing from securing it. Michigan should revamp its housing policies to
allow Michiganders with conviction histories to access housing safely and effectively.

Housing insecurity jeopardizes the well-being of all Michiganders, especially people with conviction histories. Demands
for different types of housing in different locations during the pandemic has exacerbated an already tight housing market.
Across the nation, a housing crisis has emerged, and Michigan is no exception, with the supply of affordable housing
diminishing as prices for homes and rental costs increase statewide.” These factors create housing insecurity for those with
the greatest need, including people experiencing homelessness, veterans, and people with criminal legal system
involvement. People with conviction histories are especially disadvantaged, as housing providers are reluctant to rent to
them or have policies that categorically exclude them as tenants.” With limited choices, Michiganders often have to resort
to living with family, putting strain on family members and potentially jeopardizing the tenancy of the household.”

These barriers are counterproductive. Research shows that stable housing is the foundation that makes a person’s
transition from incarceration back into the community successful: they are more likely to find and keep employment,
rebuild support and relationships within their community, and reestablish bonds with family.5

Almost 300,000 Michiganders could access public housing if exclusionary policies were changed. Michigan's 116 public
housing authorities (PHAs) are home to 90,000 people.6 Yet, for many people with conviction histories, public housing is not
available as an option because of local and federal policies that exclude them. Michigan’s PHA admissions criteria apply to
public housing developments as well as federal housing choice vouchers, commonly referred to as Section 8, which provide
rental assistance to low- to moderate-income families. Following the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development
(HUD) guidelines, all public housing authorities place permanent residency exclusions on people who are required to
register on a sex offender registry for life or who have been convicted of producing methamphetamine in federally assisted
housing. For other types of convictions, housing authorities exercise their discretion on eligibility criteria.” Public housing
authorities in Michigan use wide-ranging discretion, restricting people who are looking to reunite with their families for
many years after they complete their sentences.

To provide an estimate of the number of people impacted by exclusionary policies, the Vera Institute of Justice (Vera)
analyzed available PHA admissions policies and publicly available data from the Michigan Department of Corrections.® Vera
found admissions policies for 31 of the 116 PHAs in the state, but most PHAs do not make them publicly available. To
account for this gap in information, Vera assumed that PHAs with vague policies or policies that were not publicly available
are following HUD’s current non-binding guidance, which recommends PHAs deny housing if the person has a conviction for
a serious crime within a “lookback period” of five years (HUD guidance prohibits the use of arrest data alone as a basis for
denying admission). Of the available policies, Vera found that some PHAs use lookback periods of 10 years—or even
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lifetime bans. As PHAs have the discretion to apply an even longer lookback period than as suggested by HUD, the
assumptions underlying this analysis very likely underestimate the number of people with conviction histories excluded
from public housing in Michigan.

Vera found that approximately 284,000 adults with conviction histories—more than 3.5 percent of all adults in Michigan—
are currently excluded by the policies of the 116 PHAs. (See Figure 1.) The number of people excluded because of their
conviction histories would decrease if one simple change were made: shortening the length of the lookback period. Vera
selected timeframes of six months and two years to reflect the kinds of PHA admissions policy changes happening across
the country. More than 230,000 people would have their eligibility for public housing protected if PHAs were to only
consider criminal convictions from the past six months, and more than 139,000 would have access to housing if lookback
periods were limited to two years. Policies that expand housing access could affect up to 3 percent of the adult population
statewide.

Figure 1. Number of people excluded by PHA policies in Michigan
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Stable housing, not exclusionary policies, build community safety

Research from the RAND Corporation finds that most people with a conviction in their past do not ever have another
conviction.’ A criminal background check provides information about a person at the time of their last conviction but says
nothing about their current status and progress during and after incarceration (for example, gains in education,
employment, and stability).10 Michigan has one of the 10 lowest recidivism (return to prison) rates in the nation and, in
recent years, has hit an all-time low recidivism rate. Michigan continues to be a leader in supporting policies that build
community safety and, in recent years, passed legislation like Clean Slate to remove some barriers to employment, parole
reform, and other justice-related policies.™

Now is the time for Michigan to pass policies that increase housing access for people with conviction histories. People
with conviction histories are important members of the state who should be met with opportunities, not barriers, when
they complete their sentences. Michigan should:
e Consider legislation that limits the lookback period for public housing authorities, as older convictions are not
relevant to what a person brings to the table now as a prospective tenant. Illinois, for example, passed the Public
Housing Access Bill in 2021, which limits the lookback period for convictions to six months. "
e Explore changes to tenant selection criteria for affordable housing, so that new and existing affordable housing in
Michigan will be more inclusive of people with conviction histories. Last year, the Louisiana Housing Corporation
(LHC) made changes to its tenant selection policies for properties funded by low-income housing tax credit (LIHTC)
awards and other funds from LHC. This new policy prohibits the use of arrests and certain misdemeanors as the
basis for admissions decisions; places limits on the lookback period for when other types of crimes may be



considered; and requires housing providers to consider evidence of positive behavior and conduct—such as
. . . . .. .. 13
counseling, employment, and recommendations from the community—when making admissions decisions.
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The Vera Institute of Justice is powered by hundreds of advocates, researchers, and community organizers working to
transform the criminal legal and immigration systems until they’re fair for all. Founded in 1961 to advocate for alternatives
to money bail in New York City, Vera is now a national organization that partners with impacted communities and
government leaders for change. We develop just, antiracist solutions so that money doesn’t determine freedom; fewer
people are in jails, prisons, and immigration detention; and everyone is treated with dignity. Vera’s headquarters is in
Brooklyn, New York, with offices in Washington, DC, New Orleans, and Los Angeles. For more information, visit vera.org.
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