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Date: January 23, 2020

To: lowa City Landlords and Rental Property Managers
From: Kristin Watson, Human Rights Investigator
Re: Public Assistance Source of Income and fair housing

This memorandum is meant to provide general guidance regarding this subject. If you
have questions regarding topics addressed in this memorandum or your rights and
responsibilities regarding rental management in general, please call the office at 319-
356-5015 or 319-356-5022.

What is the law?

Within lowa City, people who receive public assistance are protected from discrimination
in housing based on their source of income. This often includes people who hold
Housing Choice Vouchers, commonly referred to as “Section 8,” but can mean many
other kinds of assistance as well. Under the lowa City Code of Ordinances, Section 2-1-
1, “Public Assistance” means income from any type of “tax supported Federal, State, or
local funds.” This includes, but is not limited to, Housing Choice Vouchers, Social
Security, Supplemental Security Income, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families, the
Family Investment Program, Supplemental Security Income, Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Programs, unemployment compensation, and any other subsidy program
that is funded by tax dollars.

lowa City landlords and other housing providers cannot deny to rent to a person solely
because the person receives public assistance. In addition, landlords are also prohibited
from using another reason as a pretext, or “smokescreen,” for not approving the tenant
when the real reason is that the housing provider dislikes renting to people who receive
public subsidies.

Are there exceptions?

There are no exceptions within lowa City. Housing providers with properties in both
lowa City and surrounding areas must follow the law as stated above within lowa City.
For properties outside of lowa City limits, housing providers should consult their
attorneys regarding the laws applicable to those properties.

Why does lowa City have this law?

People who receive public assistance income should not be treated differently than
those whose income comes from other sources. Many people who receive some type of
public assistance are also employed. The “living wage” for Johnson County for one
working adult with no dependents is $11.24 per hour, while the minimum wage is $7.25
per hour.! The living wage is the amount an individual needs to earn working full-time in
order to support themselves and their family, given cost of living for the area in which
they live. For an adult with two dependents, the living wage in Johnson County is
$28.27 per hour.

1 https://livingwage.mit.edu/counties/19103
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Many working people earn far less than a living wage. Many people who receive public
assistance are elderly or have a disability. Others are veterans or are living through
temporary setbacks, such as a job loss. There are many reasons for people to need
assistance, and they should not be treated differently simply because they receive a
subsidy.

With reference to Housing Choice Vouchers (“Section 8”) in particular, the Department
of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) periodically conducts studies to determine
whether people with vouchers are able to find housing. HUD’s most recent study found
that in areas without Public Assistance Source of Income protection, only 22% to 33%
of landlords told testers they accepted vouchers. In contrast, in tested areas with Public
Assistance Source of Income protection, 69% to 85% of landlords accepted vouchers. 2
These findings show that discrimination against people with housing vouchers is
common in places without Public Assistance Source of Income protection.

Factors commonly used to determine tenant eligibility:

A housing provider may rely upon neutral standards to determine tenant eligibility.
Common factors include rental/eviction history, credit scores, and criminal records.
However, those standards may not be used as a pretext to deny people who receive
public assistance. Any standard used must be applied uniformly to all prospective
tenants. Housing providers must treat all applicants in the same way, regardless of their
source of income. A housing provider may not ask more questions, impose additional
requirements, or do more background research on a potential tenant who receives
assistance than a prospective tenant who does not receive assistance. In order to assist
in demonstrating that the housing provider is consistent, the provider should keep
application records for at least 3 years in case a complaint is filed.

The Office of Equity and Human Rights provides educational memos to landlords on
areas of discrimination to assist in providing good outcomes for both landlords and
tenants. Please send fair housing topics you would like to receive guidance on to
humanrights@iowa-city.org.

2https://www.huduser.gov/portal/sites/default/files/pdf/ExecSumm-Landlord-Acceptance-of-Housing-
Choice-Vouchers.pdf
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