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August 31, 2020 

 

Ava Pittman 

Planning and Policy Analyst 

Tacoma Housing Authority 

902 S. L Street 

Tacoma, WA 98405 

 

Dear Ava Pittman: 

 

The Low Income Investment Fund (LIIF) applauds Tacoma Housing Authority (THA) for considering 

potential changes to its criminal background screening policies and we are pleased to offer comments in 

support of your efforts. 

 

LIIF is a certified Community Development Financial Institution (CDFI) that invests capital to support 

healthy families and communities. Since 1984, LIIF has provided $2.7 billion in financing and technical 

assistance in 31 states, leveraging over $13.6 billion in additional private capital and serving more than 2.2 

million people. LIIF’s investments have created and preserved 82,000 units of affordable housing; 273,000 

childcare spaces; 98,000 spaces in schools; and 37 million square feet of community facilities and 

commercial space. LIIF estimates that our work has created or maintained 182,000 jobs, and generated $70 

billion in family income and societal benefits. LIIF is a national organization with offices in San Francisco, 

Los Angeles, New York City, Washington, D.C. and Atlanta. 

 

LIIF is committed to creating and supporting communities of equity, opportunity and well-being. Housing 

policies that move toward justice stand at the center of achieving this vision. LIIF recently wrote about the 

intersection of our nation’s housing policy with modern policing practices that disproportionately harm 

Black men and women.1 This point is reiterated in THA’s menu of proposed changes, which suggests 

“criminal screening excludes persons of color, particularly black applicants, at a higher rate than others. If 

these exclusions are unnecessary, they are particularly unjust”2  

 

The THA proposal draws on the full range of research, best practices, and federal guidance on how 

affordable housing providers can successfully balance justice, fairness, and community safety.3 In 

particular, LIIF is pleased that THA is taking up recommendations made in important HUD Guidance 

issued during the Obama Administration to encourage: 
 

 
1 Olivia Barrow, “Towards Equity, Opportunity and Well-Being: How the Community Development Industry Can 

Approach Safety and Policing,” August 2020, Low Income Investment Fund, https://www.liifund.org/wp-

content/uploads/2020/08/Toward-Equity-Opportunity-and-Well-Being.pdf 
2 “Tacoma Housing Authority is Considering Changes to Its Criminal Background Screening Policies: We Want 

Your Advice,” June 12, 2020, Tacoma Housing Authority. 
3 “Addressing Housing Needs of Formerly Incarcerated Individuals, An Interview with Kymian Ray,” HUD PD&R 

Edge, https://www.huduser.gov/portal/pdredge/pdr-edge-trending-050216.html  



• A broad range of grantees involved in providing affordable housing, not just public housing 

authorities, to leverage partnerships in order to use housing as a platform to improve quality of life, 

including promoting community safety;4 and 
• Expansion of best practices in criminal screening of potential tenants among public housing 

authorities and FHA-assisted multifamily affordable housing providers.5  
 

LIIF offers the following comments in the hope that our perspective can contribute to THA’s efforts to 

create a more equitable housing system that responds to both the urgent housing needs of Americans with 

a criminal background and the challenges faced by public and private sector landlords.   

 

COMMENTS 

 

1. Reduce Criminal History Lookback Period 

 

Systemic barriers to successful re-entry make it incredibly difficult for individuals to navigate their 

first year post-incarceration. In fact, a lack of stable, affordable housing is often a main challenge 

tied to recidivism. As a result, LIIF is supportive of more flexible policies that reduce the lookback 

period, and even eliminate the lookback period for certain crimes. 

 

2. Reduce the Scope of Criminal History Review 

 

LIIF is supportive of THA’s proposal to review for felony convictions related to violent, drug-

related, or threatening offenses within the proposed one-year lookback period, although we also 

support relying on research to inform whether other offenses should be considered. For example, it 

may be worth considering the findings of a recent study on the relationship between criminal history 

and housing success. Based on data from Aeon, Beacon Interfaith Housing Collaborative, 

CommonBond Communities and Project for Pride in Living, the study found that fraud, assault, 

property offense and major drug-related offenses were the four offenses in which the risk of 

negative housing outcomes increased (negative housing outcomes are defined as “losing or risking 

housing stability). 6 In light of this analysis, THA could consider whether any of these four offenses 

should be included in its review of criminal history, specifically fraud and property offense which 

may not be included in the proposed categories. In addition, consistent with HUD best practices, 

THA might also consider taking into account an applicant’s recovery efforts and length of sobriety 

where substance addiction related offenses are involved. 

 

3. Individualized Reviews 

 

LIIF is supportive of THA’s proposal to offer an applicant with a disqualifying criminal history the 

opportunity to meet with THA staff for an individualized review prior to THA determining the 

applicant’s eligibility. Given the subjective nature of the individual review process, LIIF also 

encourages THA to cultivate guidance and best practices that can be shared with the field as others 

look to implement similar changes.  

 

 
4 “Promoting Partnerships to Utilize Housing as a Platform for Improving Quality of Life,” 2011, HUD, 

https://www.hud.gov/sites/documents/PIH2011-51.PDF  
5 “Guidance for Public Housing Agencies (PHAs) and Owners of Federally-Assisted Housing on Excluding the Use 

of Arrest Records in Housing Decisions,” 2015, HUD, https://www.hud.gov/sites/documents/15-19PIHN.PDF 
6 Cael Warren, “Success in Housing: How Much Does Criminal Background Matter?” January 2019, Wilder 

Research, 

https://www.wilder.org/sites/default/files/imports/AEON_HousingSuccess_CriminalBackground_Report_1-19.pdf 



4. Automatic Case Management Referrals 

 

LIIF acknowledges the goal associated with automatically referring applicants to case management 

if the applicant has a criminal history and goes through the individualized review process, and we 

are supportive of ensuring all residents are aware of the services available through case 

management. However, we caution against requiring participation in case management as a 

condition of tenancy. We encourage THA to empower residents to take advantage of supportive 

services without limiting or removing a tenant’s individual agency to make his or her own 

decisions.  

 

5. Additions to Participating Families 

 

LIIF is supportive of THA aligning screening criteria to both applicants from the waitlist as well 

as current tenants seeking to add a family member. We also support the alternative proposal to 

apply more lenient screening criteria for family members who are joining current THA families. It 

is important that family members exiting incarceration are able to reunite with their families in safe, 

stable and affordable housing.  

 

Finally, we want to acknowledge the potential implications a landlord might experience when taking a more 

inclusive approach to criminal background screening policies, especially if all other landlords continue to 

apply the standard screening policies and lookback period. The landlord using a more inclusive approach 

may end up serving a disproportionate share of tenants with a criminal history. This population may have 

demands such as higher service needs which could potentially present financial demands or other challenges 

when concentrated with one landlord. These challenges should not be a barrier to implementing more 

inclusive policies but must be acknowledged and planned for to ensure residents are supported in the most 

holistic and effective manner possible.  

 

In addition to historic discrimination and barriers to accessing safe, stable, and affordable housing, people 

with criminal records and people of color are now facing a further compounded housing crisis due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic and ensuing recession. The proactive changes proposed by THA present a real 

opportunity to advance systems change and move housing policy towards justice. As you move toward 

implementing these and other new policies, we strongly encourage you to share with the field the 

complexities, best practices and lessons you have learned in pursuit of greater housing justice. In addition, 

LIIF encourages THA to couple its efforts with outreach to other affordable housing providers in the 

Tacoma market, both for-profit and non-profit, to encourage broader and simultaneous adoption of similar 

practices that move the region’s affordable housing system towards justice. 

 

You can reach me at klatimer-nelligan@liifund.org for any questions or comments. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

 

Kimberly Latimer-Nelligan 

President 

Low Income Investment Fund 

mailto:klatimer-nelligan@liifund.org

