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in the next issue
For its November/December 
2011 issue, The Chicago Reporter 
is working on two stories. The 
first examines the effectiveness 
of the state’s system to help 
workers resolve wage issues. 
The second looks at a federal 
program aimed at deporting 
criminals. Which one makes 
the cover will be determined by 
whether a pending Freedom of 
Information Act request gets 
fulfilled. Stay tuned.

Got a news tip?
The Chicago Reporter brings 
injustice to the forefront in the 
areas of criminal justice, labor, 
housing, health, immigration and 
government. If you have a tip, call  
(312) 427-4830 x4040 or email 
editor@chicagoreporter.com.
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EDITOR’S NOTE  Reporter News

Reporter News
The Chicago Reporter exposed several 

lenders who failed to register hundreds 
of foreclosed and vacant single-family 
homes within the City of Chicago. Just 
weeks after the investigation, the Chi-
cago City Council—by a 49-0 vote—
passed legislation meant to force banks 
to maintain such properties.

Mayor Rahm Emanuel commended 
the legislation, noting the city spent 
$15.5 million last year to demolish or 
care for such properties. In its May/
June 2011 investigation, “Despair 
over disrepair,” the Reporter noted 
that lenders—including notable firms 
such as Deutsche Bank, U.S. Bank, 
Wells Fargo and HSBC—owed the 

city at least $2.2. million in unpaid 
registration fees.

The Reporter has renewed its part-
nership with One Economy to teach 
high school students about investiga-
tive journalism and how to blog about 
their experiences and communities. 
Students’ submissions are published 
on “The Teen Reporter,” a blog hosted 
on the Reporter’s website. Since its 
return, the blog has featured stories 
on cyberbullying and dismal gradua-
tion and college admission rates from 
Chicago Public Schools, particularly for 
black and Latino teens.

The Reporter has added Micah 
Maidenberg to its team of bloggers. 
Maidenberg will produce a daily 
political/legislative blog on “Chicago 

Muckrakers,” tracking what’s 
happening in Springfield and covering 
some key Chicago City Council 
committees, all with the Reporter’s 
unique perspective on race and 
poverty. Maidenberg is an experienced 
blogger who most recently worked 
at ProgressIllinois.com. He is also the 
former editor of the Chicago Journal and 
Residents’ Journal and is the recipient 
of the Illinois State Press Association 
award for feature writing.

In July, the Reporter surpassed 
1,000 Facebook fans and 2,000 Twitter 
followers—doubling its numbers on 
those social media networks within the 
past year. If you haven’t already, please 
“like” the Reporter on Facebook and 
follow it on Twitter.

I love flowers. I’ve always 
loved flowers. Let me lay out 
in a field of daisies all day, and 
I’m content.

So it wasn’t too surprising 
that when I was about 8 years 
old, I grabbed a plastic flower 
as my mother walked my 
sister and me down the aisle 
at a crafts store. It wasn’t 
until we were in the parking 
lot loading the trunk that my 
mother noticed the unpaid 
flower still in my hand. She 
then scolded me and dragged 
me back to the checkout 
lady to explain what I had 
unwittingly done.

Children make mistakes 
and grow up to become adults 
who make mistakes. But for 
many of us, these kinds of 
mistakes don’t dramatically 
affect our entire families. And 
that’s at the center of a policy 
that continues to threaten 
the housing of people argu-
ably most desperate for it.

In this month’s cover 
story, “One and done,” An-
gela Caputo investigates the 
Chicago Housing Authority’s 
one-strike eviction policy.  
Most people who don’t live in 
public housing have probably 
never heard of it. What you 
did behind closed doors didn’t 
threaten the place where you 
and your family sleep.

But that’s not the case for 

thousands of Chicago’s poor-
est residents.

The one-strike policy is 
just that. A CHA leaseholder 
commits a crime–like shop-
lifting or marijuana posses-
sion—and then, “Bam,” they 
are summoned to eviction 
court. The CHA also initi-
ates eviction proceedings if 
anyone in the residence—in-
cluding teenagers—commits 
a crime or if someone visit-
ing the residence commits a 

crime on CHA property, 
It’s a policy that you can 

rationalize makes sense since 
the goal is to root out crime in 
public housing, making it saf-
er for tenants. But in many of 
the cases that Caputo found, 
tenants were sent eviction 
notices for crimes they were 
never convicted of. And, in 
several cases, people were sent 
packing before their criminal 
cases were ever finished.

That’s the problem that I 
have. We’re human and fal-
lible. And public housing, in 
many cases, is the last bas-
tion of housing for poor peo-
ple. If we can’t even guarantee 
people that, then whose job is 
it to house the poor? Are we 
really willing to say that we 
want families kicked out of 
their homes, in many cases, 
for very minor violations 
committed by their children? 
By themselves? By people 
visiting their homes? 

What we should be do-
ing is making sure that the 
people who get kicked out 
are truly the problem-mak-
ers. If I’m a renter and my 
company starts trouble, ban 
my company, not me. It’s not 
fair to punish entire families, 
forcing children into new 
schools, uprooting moms 
and dads from the security of 
places they’ve lived for long 

periods of time because of 
the actions of others.

Homeowners get pub-
lic subsidies all the time—
they’re called tax breaks. But 
if they’re smoking pot in their 
homes or caught drunk driv-
ing—even if they’re sex of-
fenders—you don’t see them 
headed to foreclosure court.

We also need to make sure 
that the people getting kicked 
out are actually guilty of 
committing crimes. In many 
cases, Caputo found that the 
evictions proceeded even 
though the criminal courts 
hadn’t ruled on the cases. 
In most instances, the cases 
were either tossed out or the 
individuals were found not 
guilty. The CHA might want 
to consider waiting for a final 
ruling of guilt before jumping 
to conclusions.

Even when the person is 
found guilty, there should be 
some way people can redeem 
themselves. Perhaps there are 
a couple of strikes. Or maybe 
residents can get warnings 
before immediately getting 
the boot.

Not everyone who is poor 
is bad. And not everyone who 
is bad is poor. The same com-
passion we extend to proper-
ty owners or to the middle-
class and wealthy should be 
extended to the poor.

CHA must tweAk one-strike

Kimbriell Kelly, Editor
Opinions expressed by the 
editor are her own.

We welcome letters. Send them 
to kkelly@chicagoreporter.com 
or 332 S. Michigan Ave., Suite 
500, Chicago, IL, 60604. Please 
include name, address and a day-
time phone number. Letters may 
be edited for space and clarity.

n
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The news:
In July, Troy Bonaparte, 46, 
the first person convicted in 
Cook County under tougher 
laws aimed against human 
trafficking, was sentenced to 
18 years in prison for forcing 
three women into prostitution.

Behind the news:
Last year, more than 

11,800 calls were made to 
the National Human Traffick-
ing Resource Center hotline 
maintained by the Polaris 
Project, a Washington, D.C.-
based nonprofit.

Illinois had the fourth-
highest volume of calls—
nearly 5.2 percent—made to 
the national hotline between 
December 2007 and Decem-
ber 2010, ranking one place 
higher than New York.

According to the group’s 
2009 report, the hotline 
received calls about 2,043 
potential victims of human 
trafficking across the country 
that year. Of all the calls, 60 
percent cited sex trafficking, 
25 percent represented labor 
trafficking and 15 percent 
referenced other types of 
trafficking, like international 
marriage brokering and organ 
trafficking.

Andrea Austin, program 
manager at the Polaris Project, 
said more calls from Illinois 
are coming in because “we’re 
working a lot with Illinois state 
legislators. There are various 
coalition groups we interact 
with.”

California, Texas and Flor-
ida, had more calls because 
they had even better public 
awareness, with campaigns 
or task forces publicizing the 
hotline widely, Austin said.

“The more we raise the 
awareness about the hotline 
in a given area, the more calls 
we get,” she said.

—Alexis Pope

The news:
Englewood resident Rubin 
Robinson, a gay black man, 
was attacked July 3 by a 
group of black people in 
the predominantly white 
Boystown neighborhood.

Behind the news:
The stabbing in Boystown 

prompted significant media 
attention and backlash 
within the community.

The incident prompted 
a community meeting, 
attracting 800 attendees, 
a YouTube video of the 
stabbing, which got more 
than 40,000 views as of 
Aug. 7, a Facebook page with 
3,700 likes as of July 18 and 
more than a dozen stories in 
the Chicago Sun-Times and 
Chicago Tribune alone within 
the first two weeks of the 
incident.

But there were hundreds 
of other crimes that day of 

varying degrees of severity 
that didn’t garner the 
attention that the Boystown 
stabbing did. And most 
of which occurred in the 
city’s African-American 
neighborhoods.

On the same day as the 
Boystown incident, there 
were 294 emergency calls 
made to 911 reporting as-
saults, according to informa-
tion obtained by The Chicago 
Reporter from the city’s Office 
of Emergency Management 
and Communications.

Several crimes occurred 
July 3 in predominantly black 
or Latino neighborhoods. 
The four districts identified 
as having the most crime 
between January and March 
2011 were police districts 
4, 6, 8 and 25, according 
to 2009 Chicago Police 
Department data. The racial 
composition of District 8 is 
mixed, but the other three 
districts are comprised pre-

dominantly of people who 
are black or Latino. There 
were a total of 241 crimes 
that happened July 3 in those 
four districts alone. Among 
them were violent crimes, 
including seven aggravated 
assaults, 12 aggravated bat-
teries, 13 simple assaults and 
two criminal sexual assaults, 
according to police reports.

Andrew Rojecki, an as-
sociate professor of commu-
nications at the University 
of Illinois at Chicago, said 
Boystown’s status as an 
affluent, educated and well-
connected area helped draw 
significant media exposure 
to the incident. A black-on-
black assault in a white com-
munity made it a salacious 
story to cover.

“This is like cat nip to the 
media,” Rojecki added. “It 
probably would have gone 
unnoticed had it taken place 
anywhere else.”

—Dylan Cinti

Trafficking 
calls increase Boystown brutality 

gets all the publicity

iStockphoto
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The news:
This October marks the 
24th annual Domestic Vio-
lence Awareness Month.

Behind the news:
In Chicago, more than 

12,600 people received 
domestic abuse services 
from state-funded programs 
in 2010, according to the 
Illinois Criminal Justice 
Information Authority.

People of different 
ethnicities and races sought 
services at slightly different 
rates. Hispanics received 
the services at the rate 

of 53 per 10,000 people, 
while white people, Afri-
can Americans and Asians 
sought help at the rate of 
44, 46 and 48 per 10,000, 
respectively.

To Dawn Dalton, execu-
tive director of the Chicago 
Metropolitan Battered 
Women’s Network, these 
numbers demonstrate that 
domestic violence is hap-
pening everywhere.

“Domestic violence 
doesn’t discriminate,” Dal-
ton said. “Any demographic 
check box that is available, 
you’ll find domestic violence 
happening there.”

She added that the 
numbers don’t tell the whole 

story of domestic violence 
because there are still 
women who don’t seek help 
or don’t report abuse.

“What we do know about 
the statistics that we do 
have available to us—it’s the 
tip of the iceberg,” Dalton 
said. “There’s a lot more 
going on in reality for vic-
tims of domestic violence. 
Because it is an issue that’s 
looked at as something 
people don’t want to ad-
dress … it makes it difficult 
for victims to be able to 
come out and say I need 
assistance.” 

—Caitlin Huston

Domestic violence numbers ‘tip of the iceberg’

The news:
In July, the Chicago City 
Council approved a stricter 
curfew requiring unsupervised 
minors aged 12 and younger 
to be in their homes by 8:30 
p.m. Sunday through Thurs-
day and by 9 p.m. on Fridays 
and Saturdays.

Behind the news:
A Chicago Reporter analysis 

of homicide data shows that 
the new curfew, even if it had 
been implemented, would not 
have protected most of the 53 
homicide victims who were 
aged 12 or younger and killed 
between Jan. 1, 2008, and 
Aug. 7, 2011, when Arianna 
Gibson, 6, was killed by gun-
fire inside the living room of 
her grandmother’s Englewood 
home.

Just two of the 53 victims 
were outdoors and violating 
curfew when they were killed, 

according to the Reporter’s 
analysis. Like Gibson, most 
of the victims whose loca-
tions were known—nearly 84 
percent—were indoors, and 
many were killed at times 
that would not be in violation 
of the new curfew.

Some Chicago City Coun-
cil members noted studies 
from other cities that showed 
a decline in crimes against 
youth and youth arrests after 
passing stricter curfew laws.

But there are questions 
about whether the Chicago 
Police Department can en-
force curfew laws more vigor-
ously than it has in the past.

The department is cur-
rently understaffed, and it has 
recorded declining curfew 
arrests in the past few years. 
This year, the department re-
corded 8,398 curfew arrests 

from January through June, 
on pace to log 16,796 in 2011. 
That would be a 42 percent 
decline from the 29,080 cur-
few arrests the department 
recorded in 2006.

Phillip Jackson, executive 
director of The Black Star 
Project, said the Chicago City 
Council can’t legislate good 
parenting nor can it rely on 
police to enforce good par-
enting. Instead, he suggested 
that the city put resources 
into helping parents deal with 
problems their children are 
having with education, tru-
ancy, delinquency, nutrition 
and other areas.

“One of the most impor-
tant and ignored infrastruc-
tures is parenting,” Jackson 
said. “We really don’t invest a 
thing in parenting.”

—Alden K. Loury

Most young victims killed inside

Have you seen our blog?
Go to www.chicagonow.com/chicago-muckrakers

Who’s abused?
State-funded programs 
provided domestic 
abuse services to more 
than 12,600 in 2010.

Services per 10k people
Latino 53

Asian 48

Black 46

White 44

Source: Illinois Criminal Justice 
Information Authority

Indoor menace
The new curfew rules 
are aimed at reducing 
violence among children 
aged 12 or younger, but 
most homicide victims 
in that age group were 
killed indoors.

Source:  Chicago Police Department; 
analyzed by The Chicago Reporter

68%
Inside

19% 
Unknown

13% 
Outside
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M. Yaser Tabbara’s outspokenness against the government in Syria, where he spent his formative years, made him persona non grata. Tabbara 
works with the same level of conviction as he advocates for the Chicago region’s Muslims and Arab Americans. Photo by J.Geil.

Mobilizing for change
By Caitlin Huston

Images of a bloody government crackdown and audio of 
Syrian-accented cries for help filled M. Yaser Tabbara’s law 
office in suburban Chicago.

This was the turning point for Tabbara, a Chicago native 
who spent his formative years in Damascus, Syria. Despite 
the expected consequences of speaking out against the Syrian 
government, he chose to write an op-ed piece in Al-Jazeera 
English backing the protesters. Days later, he saw his name 
flash across Syrian television, labeled as a wanted man.

“If I go to Syria, I’m probably going to be immediately jailed 
or killed,” Tabbara said.

Looking past the government’s threat, he continues to 
lobby other countries to support the uprising and organizes 
protests in Chicago while holding down a job as an immigra-
tion attorney.

While Tabbara advocates for social change abroad, he’s also 
working to bring about a change in politics for the Muslim and 
Arab-American communities around Chicago.

As president of Project 
Mobilize, Tabbara is part of 
a group of activists trying 
to give a voice to Muslims 
and Arab-Americans in the 
southwest suburbs by cam-
paigning for candidates to be 
elected to local office.

For last April’s elections, Project Mobilize recruited candi-
dates, then trained them and came up with campaign strate-
gies. The group also provided publicity for the candidates by 
creating promotional websites, holding community events and 
going door-to-door asking for voter support. 

The candidates do not have to be Muslim, but the group 
looks for people who have a wealth of experience in the office 
they seek and who care about the same issues as the commu-
nity they seek to represent. Tabbara stresses that these issues 
are not solely specific to the Muslim community but are uni-

A Chicago lawyer 
pushes for social 
change by empowering 
Muslims and Arab 
Americans.

For more info
To learn more about the  
Project Mobilize, go to 
www.projectmobilize.org.
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versal problems like education and healthcare.
By educating the community about the political process 

and urging them to get out and vote, two of the group’s seven 
candidates won local seats in the election.

“We were very happy. We were especially happy because 
actually all of them got very close,” Tabbara said.

As the group gears up for its second election season, The 
Chicago Reporter sat down with Tabbara to talk about his 
work.

Why is it necessary to have a group like Project 
Mobilize?

The Arab and Muslim community in the United States has 
always felt this discrepancy between their contribution to so-
ciety in general and their representation. So there are a lot of 
research studies and things like that that have concluded that 
the American-Muslim community are among the most educat-
ed, the most wealthy, the most well-to-do in their environments. 
Yet it’s a community that is constantly undermined, constantly 
misrepresented, constantly underrepresented in both pop cul-
ture and the political sphere. So there has always been this need 
for representation at a political level at least.

Do you feel that there’s a prejudice against Mus-
lim candidates?

On a local level, that challenge tends to be almost nonexis-
tent, and the reason is … part of this entire process that we’re 
putting together requires basically recruiting candidates that are 
known in their own communities. The most important thing that 
we can do as Muslim Americans to correct or to educate the 
American public about who we are and shatter these stereo-
types against us is to engage with our neighbors, engage with 
our local community, outreach, let people know who we are.

The same thing goes to Americans at large. Before you cast 
judgment on what the values of the American Muslim commu-
nity in the United States are, try to reach out to your neighbor, 
try to talk to the Muslim next door or to your co-worker or col-
league. And then get to know them more and more and then 
pass your judgment.

Did Chicago’s troubled political landscape have 
an effect on your campaigning?

It creates a kind of reaction. There is a thirst for honest, prin-
cipled political representation. We feel that we have a lot to of-
fer to the American political process in terms of our values. Our 
anti-corruption values, our anti-oppression values. American 
Muslims can provide quite a bit of resources and vision to our 
local political structure and inner workings because of our val-
ues and because of what we aspire to be and contribute. Really, 
on a personal level, when I talked to these seven candidates, if 
you ask them, ‘Why are you running?’ they’ll tell you, ‘I’m just 
sick and tired of being represented by crooks, and I just want to 
clean up the system, and I want to be a voice for integrity and for 
honest representation.’

What generation does your group target?

The idea of all politics are local is more of an indigenous sort 
of approach. The younger generation of Muslim Americans tend 
to fundamentally believe in that because they see their identities 
as Americans and as Muslims to be completely compatible and 

not contradictory. Naturally, that’s the sort of generation that 
we’re utilizing, that we’re organizing, that we’re mobilizing, that 
we’re asking to run for office. 

Is it possible to see yourself as an American while 
maintaining ties to your native culture?

I absolutely think that they can be reconciled. I think that it’s 
very possible to be completely bicultural, completely bilingual.

The contradiction is that, on one hand, I come from a country 
that is deemed to be part of the ‘axis of evil,’ and, on another, 
when I’m in Syria, there’s this perception that I come from the 
bastion of imperialism and world expansion—being a friend of 
Israel and all that. So there is this very interesting dichotomous 
perception that I’m subjected to whether I’m in Syria or the Unit-
ed States.

Despite that, I feel that I have these two identities that coexist 
in perfect harmony, and I’m personally very comfortable. I’m as 
comfortable functioning as an American as a Syrian in Syria. And 
I think ultimately it’s about the common human values between 
the two cultures that bring these two worlds together. Specifi-
cally, empathy. I’m very big on that particular value. I think that 
that’s what the world needs more of. The higher the level of em-
pathy that people have in the world, the lower the level of prob-
lems and disconnect and disasters that you have.

Do you find any crossover between your work 
with the Syrian revolution and Project Mobilize?

Yeah, actually. In fact, because the elections that we’re or-
ganizing around are local elections and April 5 was the election 
date, a lot of these revolutions happened before this election 
date. So we came up with this mantra: Our Revolution is Elec-
toral. It’s actually plastered outside our office in Summit in big 
bold letters.

As we went and spoke to our community members about the 
importance for their engagement in local politics, our message 
was that, ‘Look, your fellow humans in the Middle East, whether 
it’s in Egypt or Tunisia or Libya or Syria or Yemen, are basically 
putting their lives on the line to get what you already have—
which is the right to vote. They are actually sacrificing their 
lives for something you already have, and you’re not exercising 
it.’ And I feel that that was a very strong message. And I think 
that these revolutions really energized our communities to go 
out and vote more, as they were an inspiration to revolutions all 
across the world.

How do you hope to move the project forward?

When we started this effort we did not have any grandiose 
ambitions to take over the world, and we still don’t. It’s a truly 
organic grass-roots effort that is concerned with organizing 
our communities and educating them about the political pro-
cess, the local political process, the importance of participation. 
Again, it was a response to our community, which often com-
plained that, ‘We’re not represented. Our voice is not heard.’ We 
tell them, ‘Well, here’s your chance. Here’s your organization. 
Let your voice be heard.’ And so we’ll see how that goes, as the 
interest generates.

I truly believe that it’s not going to be something that will be-
come a national organization overnight. I truly feel that this is a 
long-term process, and it will take years and years. At one point, 
hopefully, we’ll get to a point where we have a serious political 
platform that embodies our values of social justice. n
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If a CHA resident is arrested one time, 
the tenant is sent to eviction court. But 
a Chicago Reporter analysis found that 
the policy separates families and ousts 
some who were never convicted of 
breaking the law. 

By Angela Caputo

One and
done

Jessica Moore and her six children 
were sent packing when the 
Chicago Housing Authority evicted 
the entire household based on her 
boyfriend’s arrest for a $12 bag of 
marijuana. Photo by Jason Reblando.

Jessica Moore showed up at the Daley Center, shaken and 
without a lawyer. She had a bad feeling about how things 
might play out in court.

A lawyer hired by a company that manages Chicago 
Housing Authority properties approached her. She fol-
lowed him into courtroom 1302 and was ushered into a 

      small conference area tucked away in the corner. A steady  
  stream of eviction cases were called at the bench as they talked.

The CHA wanted to cut a deal: If she agreed to move out, the 
agency would let her and her six children stay seven days.

Moore balked.
“I’ll take it to trial,” she told him.
Moore, 39, is just one of hundreds of low-income residents 

the CHA has taken to eviction court for violating the agency’s 
one-strike policy during the past six years. The rule is part of a 
set of national guidelines created in 1996 to make public hous-
ing developments safer by ridding them of people who commit 
crime.

But there was a problem. Moore was no criminal.
When the national policy was drafted, the U.S. Department 

of Housing and Urban Development empowered local housing 
authorities to tailor their own one-strike rules for best rooting 
out criminal activity as long as it was relevant to the peace and 
safety of its residents.
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By the CHA’s standard, all arrests are subject to one-
strike. As a result, tenants have lost their homes over 
nonviolent offenses, including shoplifting and mari-

juana possession.
The CHA had also chosen to evict leaseholders under one-

strike for crimes committed by their children and anyone liv-
ing in the unit, even if the crime occurred on property not 
owned by the CHA. Tenants are also culpable if their guests 
commit a crime on CHA property.

A new Chicago Reporter analysis found that from 2005 to 
2010 the CHA opened 1,390 one-strike cases. The vast major-
ity of them—86 percent in 2010—had nothing to do with the 
primary leaseholder.

When people were arrested, the person named on the lease 
was automatically summoned to eviction court, a civil mat-
ter, even though the criminal court cases were still pending in 
many instances.

If the CHA had considered how those cases played out in 
criminal court, it would have discovered that more than half 
of the defendants were found not guilty, their cases were 
thrown out or they were never prosecuted, the Reporter analy-
sis found. Instead, one in three tenants whose criminal cases 
were tossed out or ended with a “not guilty” verdict, had their 
entire household evicted or moved out without a fight, the 
analysis shows.

CHA lawyer Scott Ammarell said that his agency takes an 
across-the-board approach to pursuing a one-strike eviction 
policy, regardless of the severity of the charges.

“If we get an arrest report and the charge on the arrest re-
port is an offense that will end somebody’s eligibility to con-
tinue to receive a subsidy from the federal government, we 
pursue it,” he said.

It’s a policy that newly elected Mayor Rahm Emanuel ap-
pears to stand by. The mayor’s office declined an interview but 
issued a statement that said, “The Chicago Housing Authority 
has an obligation to provide the 30,000 individuals who cur-
rently reside in public housing with affordable and safe hous-
ing. The safety of CHA residents, its children and families as 
well as its neighbors is a top priority.”

Some critics say that the evictions are not only too harsh, 

but also premeditated. Earlier this year, the CHA demolished 
the last of its 51 high-rise public housing buildings. It was part 
of the agency’s Plan for Transformation. Eligible residents will 
get new units in mixed-income neighborhoods or subsidies 
to move into the private rental market. By barring many from 
public housing, some speculate that the CHA can avoid having 
to move them into replacement units, which are currently in 
short supply.

The Reporter’s analysis found that the number of one-
strike cases across the city increased sharply in CHA develop-
ments where demolition was eminent. Cabrini-Green, Harold 
Ickes, Henry Horner and the ABLA housing developments 
accounted for more than a third of all one-strike cases in the 
past six years.  Combined, those four developments account-
ed for more than half of all public housing units demolished 
during that time.

A large number of one-strike evictions have occurred in 
the new mixed-income communities, which replaced tra-
ditional public housing in gentrifying neighborhoods in the 
Near North, Near South and Near West sides. It’s in those 
same mixed-income communities that residents’ ability to 
fight one-strike evictions has been weakened the most.

One-strike cases are the only type of public housing evic-
tion where tenants have no chance to file a grievance or re-
quest an internal hearing. Their only shot at beating the case 
is in civil court.

But most CHA tenants can’t afford a lawyer. And they can 
face long odds at winning the case—even with a legal defense. 
Meanwhile, in the spring, the CHA attempted to revoke its 
“innocent tenant” clause, residents’ main avenue for fending 
off evictions in the courtroom.

The clause gives the head of household—the person who 
was not arrested, even if someone in their household was—a 
chance to plead their innocence and protect the housing unit 
for the rest of the family who wasn’t involved in the crime.

The CHA’s proposal to revoke the clause was quashed in 
late June after public uproar. But the defense is becoming a 
moot point in most of the newest one-strike cases because the 
private developers hired to create mixed-income communities 
aren’t required to consider culpability in pursuing an eviction. 
That’s because the innocent tenant defense is not written into 
the lease agreement that tenants in the privatized develop-
ments are required to adhere to. Meanwhile, the number of 
one-strike cases continues to climb in these developments.

“We know the game,” said Shannon Bennett an organizer 
with the Kenwood Oakland Community Organization, which 
has been an outspoken critic of the policy for more than a de-
cade. “These policies are intended to push people out.”

No community has experienced more one-strike cases 
than Cabrini-Green.

The CHA had 74 public housing developments 
sprawled across the city. Yet, roughly one in five of the one-
strike arrests involved Cabrini residents.

A decade ago, nearly 13,000 people lived in the Near North 
Side public housing community, which was anchored by 1230 
N. Burling St. and seven other decaying concrete towers.

Today, the buildings are all gone; some have been replaced 
by mixed-income homes, apartments and condos. Many of the 
new residents of the area are increasingly white and college-ed-
ucated, and just 444 of the units there are for public housing.

Moore moved in when she was 23. 
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Power Points
The Chicago Reporter examined the Chicago Housing 
Authority’s one-strike policy, which allows the agency to 
evict public housing residents based on a single criminal 
charge. The Reporter found:

The vast majority of leaseholders were not the one  n
who had committed the alleged crime for which they 
were being evicted.

More than half of the evictions were based on  n
allegations that were never proven in criminal court.

The largest number of these evictions occurred  n
in gentrifying communities where public housing 
developments were being prepped for demolition.

For more information about the people and organizations 
we write about, go to www.chicagoreporter.com.
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Her paychecks never came close to covering rent in the pri-
vate market. So for more than a decade, she and her children 
squeezed into a two-bedroom Cabrini-Green apartment at 
624 W. Division St.

When a four bedroom at 1230 N. Burling St. opened in 
2005, she and her children—whose ages at the time ranged 
from 1 to 13—jumped at the chance to spread out. She had 
just quit her job as a cashier at a Walgreens and enrolled in 
classes part-time at Robert Morris College working toward a 
business degree.

She crossed paths with her boyfriend Ricky Dyer not long 
after moving in. Dyer had a history with Cabrini. He was born 
in 1983 and grew up in the development. As a teenager, he 
earned a reputation as a drug dealer and was given the nick-
name “Rickdog.” By the time he was 20, he was convicted of 
selling drugs. He pleaded guilty to two felony counts and was 
sentenced to one year in prison.

Once he got out, Dyer moved back in with his mom and 
steered clear of major trouble, but he had a few run-ins with 
police. He was arrested for trespassing and public drinking, 
but both cases were tossed out.

Around that time, he and Moore began dating.
By 2009, their neighborhood had changed dramatically. 

Moore’s building was one of the last two Cabrini-Green high-
rises left standing. Her building sat to the far left of a rusting 
gate that served as the official, but least used, entrance to the 
15-story buildings known as “the whites” for their pale con-
crete exterior.

The other 21 mid- and high-rise buildings had been 

knocked down by the wrecking ball and replaced with red-
brick townhomes with lush shrubs, flawless concrete and 
quaint names, like North Town Village. Police were brought 
in to pay special attention to Burling Street, which was one of 
the last corners of the neighborhood occupied exclusively by 
public housing residents.

Under an agreement with the CHA, the agency and the 
Chicago Police Department freely exchanged arrest infor-
mation. The two agencies signed off on the pact in 2000. If 
someone with a public housing address was arrested, or an 
arrest was made on the CHA’s property, police automatically 
passed along the police report to the CHA.

Burling residents became suspicious when police began 
showing up by the dozens. Moore knew that all it took was 
a single arrest to open a criminal-activity eviction. No con-
viction was required. No internal investigation was launched. 
And Moore knew from experience that the cops patrolling her 
building rarely flinched at throwing cuffs on her neighbors.

“The police would come into the building each day either 
knocking into somebody’s apartment or grabbing guys down-
stairs,” Moore said.

Arrests climbed as demolition of the building inched clos-
er. Burling began to empty quickly. In the fall of 2010, only 39 
of the building’s 134 units were occupied. During the last 20 
months that the 1230 N. Burling St. building was occupied, 19 
households were hit with a one-strike eviction. The leading 
cause for arrest was misdemeanor marijuana possession.

Moore had a love-hate relationship with the police. On one 
hand, she feared them because she knew that her eldest son, 

The 1230 N. Burling St. building was one of the last high-rises to be demolished in the Cabrini-Green housing development as part of the CHA’s 
Plan for Transformation. As the demolition loomed, more tenants were being evicted under the agency’s one-strike policy. Photo by Jon Lowenstein.
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Devonte, was becoming a troublemaker. At 16, he’d already 
been in and out of rehab after getting arrested for drugs.

While many of Moore’s neighbors did their best to avoid 
the police, she saw them as her last hope for reining in De-
vonte. He was hardheaded.

“I couldn’t tell him anything,” she said. She appealed to a 
couple of trusted cops known around Cabrini as “Eddie Mur-
phy” and “Babyface” for their help. “I told them, ‘Stop him if 
he’s selling drugs. I don’t want to get put out.’”

Nothing prepared Moore for the morning of Sept. 25, 2009, 
when a team of 19 officers busted down her front door just af-
ter 8 a.m. as her children slipped on their shoes and backpacks 
on their way out to school.

For two hours, the officers picked through Moore’s four-

bedroom apartment, finding $48 worth of marijuana stashed 
on a shelf in Devonte’s bedroom. During a pat down, a dime bag 
of cannabis, worth $12, was recovered from Dyer’s right shorts 
pocket. He was charged with misdemeanor pot possession.

Within days of the raid, Moore got her notice that her lease 
would be terminated.

The Reporter found that a growing number of families have 
similarly faced eviction based on low-level, misdemeanor 
charges. More than 70 percent of the one-strike cases involved 
drug possession; less than 10 percent were attributed to the 
drug dealing that one-strike was created largely to address. 

A growing number of these cases are based on low-level 
crimes. In 2005, 40 percent of all one-strike arrests involved 
a misdemeanor charge. By 2010, that figure had grown to 76 

Making their pitch
The Chicago Housing Authority’s one-strike policy is 
intended to make public housing safer. But in doing so, 
innocent tenants are getting evicted. We asked experts 
what reform could better accommodate both goals. 

“By moving to a less formal setting, not under the 
stringent rules of a courtroom, it would give residents 
an opportunity to present all relevant information to 
the decision-maker—including mitigating factors.”

— Mark O’Brien, Legal Action Center

“CHA doesn’t do any further investigation beyond 
arrest. They should get feedback from property 
managers to find out what are the circumstances of 
the arrest—and the household.”

— Richard Wheelock, Legal Assistance Foundation

“Politicians would have to take a uniformed approach 
to say that there are two levels of drug activity: those 
that are toxic to society and those that are not as 
toxic to society.”

— Lawrence McDonough, Legal Aid Society of Minneapolis

A swing and a miss
1988: Under the Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1988, public 
housing authorities were given permission to evict tenants 
for drug-related activity. 

1996: The “One-Strike and You’re Out” policy was 
launched under the Clinton administration to keep crime 
out of public housing. The CHA launched its version and 
enacted the “innocent tenant” defense, in which tenants 
could avoid eviction by demonstrating that they had no 
prior knowledge of illegal activity. 

1998: Pearlie Rucker, a 63-year-old public housing resident 
in Oakland, Calif., received an eviction notice after her 
daughter was arrested for cocaine possession three blocks 
from Rucker’s home.

2001: The U.S. 9th District Circuit Court of Appeals ruled 
in favor of Pearlie Rucker, only to be overturned the next 
year when the U.S. Supreme Court decided that illegal ac-
tivity committed by any member of a tenant’s household, 
or any guest inside of the house, was cause for eviction.

On their way out
A disproportionate number of one-strike cases have been 
opened against people living in three rapidly gentrifying 
Chicago wards, which have demonstrated some of the city’s 
largest changes in household income over the past decade. 

Growth in number of 
households earning $75k 
or more since 2000

12,000 or more

6,000 to 11,999

Less than 6,000

2

3

27 More than 
half of one-
strike cases 
involved 
people living 
in wards 2, 3 
and 27.

Most one-strike arrests
Cabrini-Green �
Altgeld-Murray Homes �
Ickes �
ABLA �
Horner �

Most units demolished
Wells �
Cabrini-Green �
Ickes �
ABLA �
Horner �
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percent, the Reporter found. A disproportionate number of 
those arrests involved black teens and men living in the two 
rapidly gentrifying Chicago wards, the 2nd and 27th, which 
have flipped from being majority black to racially mixed over 
the past decade.

Alderman Walter Burnett, whose 27th Ward includes 
Cabrini where he grew up, chalked up the spike in arrests in 
the area to the increased pressure city officials, the CHA and 
police face from new homeowners.

“Just look at 1230 Burling,” Burnett said. “Those [neigh-
bors] complained about the building every day. Every day. 
Why? Because they wanted the building down. Why did they 
want the building down? One, because they thought it was af-
fecting their property values.”

Moore fought for her apartment for six months. When 
her trial date finally came, police testified about Dy-
er’s pot possession. She lost, and a judge gave her 

and her children seven days to move.
“I’m like, ‘Where I’m gonna go with six kids?’” she asked.
In a gesture of mercy, Moore said, the CHA extended her 

move-out date to 60 days.
Cook County Sherriff’s police hauled the last bit of broken 

furniture out of her apartment on June 30, 2010. Nine months 
later, the Burling high-rise was demolished.

What happened to Moore, Burnett said, runs counter to 
what the CHA is given millions in federal anti-poverty dollars 
each year to do: stabilize families. 

“CHA should be thinking about how to keep people in 

Why are they arrested?
Nearly 75 percent of one-strike cases were based on drug 
possession arrests. Of those, more than a quarter involved 
cannabis.

Top five charges
Charge Count

Drug possession 633

Cannabis 397

Drug sales 97

Weapon 54

Gun 54

Were they a threat or a nuissance?

In large part, people were arrested for
minor offenses. And the analysis shows
that as the buildings came down, more
and more people were arrested for
low-level misdemeanors.

Small crime, big price
The Chicago Housing Authority is basing a growing 
number of eviction cases on low-level crimes. Of the total 
1,444 arrests under one-strike, 1,307 were proseucted 
in the criminal courts. No court cases were ever opened 
against 7 percent of those arrested.

Type of arrests under one-strike

45% 

7% 

28% 

4% 

4% 

15%

85% 
Nonviolent

2005                  2006                2007                  2008                    2009                   2010

118

79

196

63

Felony

Misdemeanor

Methodology
The Chicago Reporter obtained Chicago Housing Author-
ity records for all 1,420 one-strike cases initiated against 
tenants from Jan. 1, 2005, through Jan. 31, 2011. The data 
included the name and address of the individual who was 
arrested, the address where the arrest occurred, police 
report number and a description of the criminal offense. 
The data also included the disposition of the case in 
eviction court for each tenant charged with violating the 
CHA’s criminal activity eviction policy. Primary leasehold-
ers’ names were withheld unless they faced direct criminal 
charges. The Reporter matched the CHA records with 
criminal court records, maintained by the Cook County Cir-
cuit Court Clerk’s office, to determine the race, birthdate 
and ZIP code of each one-strike offender. Those records 
also detailed if each case was based on misdemeanor or 
felony charges and whether the case ended with a criminal 
conviction. The Reporter also pulled more than 100 civil 
court files, which were used to check the dispositions in 
the cases reported by the CHA.

By the numbers
The majority of residents in CHA properties are 
female.

However, almost three-quarters of those arrested 
under the one-strike policy are male.

Nearly a quarter of those challenging an eviction case 
are doing so because of allegations against a 17- to 
19-year-old living in the house.

After being served with an eviction notice, the most 
likely outcome was that tenants were evicted or 
moved out without a fight. In 34 percent of cases, the 
arrestee was barred from the property.

Of those evicted, nearly half were found not guilty, 
their cases were tossed out or no criminal case was 
ever filed. Another 14 percent moved out without 
trying to fight the CHA in court.

In roughly 7 percent of one-strike cases, people faced 
eviction though no criminal court case was opened.

65%
74%
23%

40%

47%

95

For more on the CHA one-strike policy, go to
www.chicagoreporter.com
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those apartments. They should be advocating toward helping 
people to keep their places, not finding ways to put them out,” 
said Burnett, who was convicted of armed robbery, a felony, at 
17 when he was joy riding with friends in Kankakee. “Every-
body deserves a second chance.”

In June, HUD Secretary Shaun Donovan issued a letter re-
minding housing authorities that there are only two types of 
people who are prohibited from living in public housing: meth-
amphetamine producers and registered sex offenders. “[E]vid-
ence of rehabilitation or evidence of [a] family’s participation 
in or willingness to participate in social services such as coun-
seling programs should be considered,” Donovan wrote.

CHA officials, however, point to a U.S. Supreme Court de-
cision from 2002 that upheld a California housing authority’s 
right to evict an Oakland woman although she wasn’t respon-
sible for the crime that got her evicted under one-strike.

Still, even within the CHA, the importance of arrest his-
tories is inconsistent. Arrests alone, for example, don’t pre-
clude applicants from joining the agency’s housing waiting 
list, which currently has roughly 40,000 names.

Ultimately, HUD cedes to housing authorities the power to 
draft policies that protect the safety and well-being of their 
residents. But under the Obama administration, the agency 
isn’t quick to endorse them.

“Housing authorities tend to point the finger at HUD, say-
ing [one-strike] is a federal policy,” HUD spokeswoman Donna 
White said. “We leave it to them to use discretion.”

As Linda Couch, senior vice president for policy with 
the National Low Income Housing Coalition sees it, “Both 
HUD and local agencies play both sides when it serves their 
purposes.”

The Chicago-based Legal Assistance Foundation negotiat-
ed an innocent tenant defense back in the mid-1990s to help 
soften Chicago’s one-strike policy. Because private firms own 
the new mixed-income communities, they aren’t bound to the 
defense.  But the number of new one-strike cases is becoming 
more prevalent in those areas. For example, in the Westhaven 
Park community, which replaced the Henry Horner Homes on 
the Near West Side, 41 percent of all one-strike cases in the 

past six years occurred in 2010 alone. 
As far as lawyer Elizabeth Rosenthal is concerned, the in-

nocent tenant defense is the only avenue public housing resi-
dents have to defend themselves. “Otherwise, CHA operates 
with no discretion in these cases,” she said.

 It’s particularly important because in 84 percent of the 
eviction arrests, the primary leaseholder wasn’t responsible 
for the criminal activity, the Reporter’s analysis found.

The CHA’s expectation is that tenants who successfully 
evoke the defense will end up barring the person they describe 
as the “bad actor.” Typically, the rest of the family is allowed 
to stay under the condition that the person barred will never 
return to CHA property. One slip, and the deal is broken with 
no chance for appeal, even if the person barred is the tenant’s 
own child.

Moore found an apartment in West Englewood. Her 
family squeezed into the two bedroom for six 
months until the building went into foreclosure.

People suggested she move into a transitional housing 
shelter until she could get back on her feet. But she feared 
Devonte, who’s now 18, would have been pushed into an adult 
shelter and that her 17-year-old daughter would be next.

“I’m not leaving my kids,” she said. “My kids are my life.”
Moore maxed out her student loans—taking out $8,000 

last fall—to cover the rent in her current two-bedroom in 
Avalon Park on the South Side. Three children sleep in a sun-
room filled with garbage bags full of clothes that were soiled 
by a leak in the first apartment. There’s mold in the kitchen 
and a hole in the bathroom ceiling where water gushes in from 
time to time. There’s no washing machine, so she sometimes 
washes the family’s clothes by hand.

Moore’s rent is now $750 a month—a far cry from the $72 
a month she paid at Cabrini-Green.  “Plus I have to pay the gas 
bill,” she said. “Plus the light bill.”

After six years, Moore and Dyer are still together. Finding 
permanent work has been tough, though. He’s handy and has 
been able to pick up odd janitorial jobs. 

Moore has also turned to the state for welfare through the 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families fund, which she 
hadn’t done in nearly two decades. It brings in another $555 
a month. 

“I felt I didn’t want it or need it before. I was working,” she 
said. “But now it’s really hard to find a job. And I really don’t 
want to quit school. I’m at the door of my associate’s degree.” 

Meanwhile, her children catch a train and a bus to get to the 
same North Side schools they went to while living on Burling 
Street. “I didn’t want to switch schools because I didn’t know 
if I was going to be moving,” Moore said.

Two are at Suder Montessori, which she describes as a 
good magnet school. Her two youngest boys attend Jenner, the 
neighborhood school closest to Cabrini-Green. And her eldest 
daughter is going to be a senior at Lincoln Park High School 
this fall. In one more year, she’ll be off to college.

Both Moore and her daughter are trying to stay positive 
and think of college as their best chance to open new doors. 
When her daughter starts stressing about tuition and con-
siders downgrading her plans to community college, Moore 
pushes her. 

“I’m like, ‘No, you’re going to go out of Chicago,’” Moore 
said. “I want her to get a good education so she can go wher-
ever she wants to go.”

Dylan Cinti, Alexis Pope, Caitlin Huston and Louis McGill helped research.  

acaputo@chicagoreporter.com

Elizabeth Rosenthal, a staff attorney with the Legal Assistance 
Foundation, has overseen scores of one-strike cases. Photo by J. Geil.
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By Dylan Cinti

Gloria Franklin never imagined 
her son’s arrest would put her 
in danger of losing her home 
and cost him the right to live 

under her roof.
But that was the consequence when 

her 17-year-old son Tyran Pratt was ar-
rested allegedly with $10 worth of mari-
juana outside Franklin’s home in the 
Cabrini-Green community. 

Following Pratt’s arrest, Franklin re-
ceived a letter from the Chicago Housing 
Authority informing her that she was 
going to be evicted.

 “For what?” Franklin remembers 
thinking. “I didn’t go to jail. Nothing was 
in my house.”

But under the CHA’s official occu-
pancy policy, tenants such as Franklin 
can be evicted from public housing if 
anyone on their lease is charged with a 
criminal infraction.

A 20-year resident of public hous-
ing, Franklin has lived in a row house on 
North Cleveland Street for six years—a 
relic of the Cabrini-Green public hous-
ing development that was mostly de-
molished by 2011.

Franklin’s row house stands out from 
the rest on her block. Where her front 
lawn is adorned with flowers and a small 
garden, the other properties are covered 
with boards.

Nevertheless, Franklin said it was a 
good place to raise Pratt, who was in high 
school when he was arrested in October 
2009. She had also been sharing the 

house on Cleveland with her disabled 
sister; daughter, 29; and grandson.

Franklin describes Pratt as a good 
child who tried his best in school. In ad-
dition to his regular classes at Roberto 
Clemente Community Academy, he met 
with an after-school mentor. 

But, like most teenagers, Pratt was 
susceptible to peer pressure. As she ex-
plained, “He had to be with people who 
lived in his area in order for him to go to 
school … safely.”

Franklin said that although she knew 
Pratt smoked marijuana, she never al-
lowed him to smoke around her or any-
where in her house.

“I wasn’t OK with that,” Franklin said, 
but “when I’m not there, how can I con-
trol it?”

On Oct. 3, 2009, Pratt was arrested 

Dismantling families
Parents struggle for housing security when children get into trouble

Gloria Franklin, a 20-year resident of public housing, was faced with the possibility of separating her family because of the Chicago Housing 
Authority’s one-strike policy. Photo by Jason Reblando.
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on the street outside Franklin’s house 
allegedly with a plastic bag containing 
one gram—or roughly $10 worth—of 
marijuana, according to a police report. 

Pratt’s arrest came at a high point for 
marijuana arrests that triggered one-
strike cases in the Cabrini development, 
a Chicago Reporter investigation found. In 
2009, 33 people were arrested for mari-
juana possession, by far the highest of 
any housing development and more than 
twice as many than the previous year. Of 
the 33 arrested, six of them, like Pratt, 
were 17-year-olds, the single-largest age 
group of arrestees.

Pratt was booked and released on his 
own recognizance, according to the po-
lice report. Franklin was at work during 
the incident.

Although Franklin said she was upset 
with her son, she couldn’t believe what 
happened next. “The plaintiff … has filed 
a complaint in this court to have you 
evicted,” read the letter sent to Franklin 
on Dec. 10, 2009. 

“I’m like, ‘What the heck is this?’” 
Franklin said.

In subsequent negotiations with the 
CHA, Franklin said she was told that 
in order to keep her home, she’d have 
to take her son off the lease, bar him 
from the property and accept a yearlong 
probation.

From December 2009 through July 
2010, Franklin consulted with lawyers. “I 
did not understand how … my son had to 

be taken off the lease and me put on pro-
bation for a year, and there was no case,” 
Franklin said.

Ultimately, Pratt’s misdemeanor 
charge was thrown out in court. A Re-
porter investigation found that more 
than half of the arrests that triggered 
one-strike cases were thrown out in 
criminal court.

Even though Pratt’s case fizzled, the 
CHA continued Franklin’s case in evic-

tion court. There, a judge ruled that 
Franklin could keep her home, but she’d 
have to kick out her son, who was still 
a minor at the time. She was told to 
take him off the lease and that he would 
be permanently barred from any CHA 
property, even though she didn’t have 
anywhere for him to stay.

On July 8, 2010, Pratt was perma-
nently barred from the property and re-
moved from the lease.

 Franklin got choked up recalling the 
moment she told her son. It was one 
of the most difficult points in her life, 
she said. “I gave him a hug, shared a few 
tears, and I just told him, ‘You have to go; 
I’m sorry,’” Franklin added. 

Since Pratt left last summer, Frank-
lin said she hasn’t seen him much. He 
dropped out of school and has been liv-
ing on the streets. Sometimes he’ll call 
when he’s hungry, and she’ll bring him 
food. And other times she sees him 
sleeping in a playground near her house, 
a sight she describes as “one of the most 
hurtful things.”

For the most part, Franklin has no 
idea of her son’s whereabouts.

“He’s everywhere,” she said. “My son 
is homeless on the street right now.”

She said she feels her son’s absence 
constantly. “I want my kids to be able to 
come and visit me,” she said. “That’s all 
I’m asking.”

Contributing: Angela Caputo  

Gloria Franklin’s grandson plays outside of their public housing unit, which she risked losing after her son’s arrest. Photo by Jason Reblando.

Youthful indiscretion
Marijuana possession is a fast-
growing charge behind one-strike 
cases. The bulk of these cases are 
attributed to young people. Since 
2005, more than half of the arrests, 
220, were 16- to 22-year-olds.

Marijuana possession arrests

2005     2006     2007      2008      2009      2010

37 40
56

63
78

114

Source: Chicago Housing Authority, Clerk of the 
Circuit Court of Cook County; analyzed by 
The Chicago Reporter
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BEST PRACTICES

By Alexis Pope

One strike and you’re out. The 
adage is clear in its meaning: 
Commit one fault,  and for-
get about a second chance.

The one-strike policy, championed 
during former President Bill Clinton’s 
State of the Union address Jan. 23, 1996, 
was intended to crack down on crime 
and drug activity in public housing.

When the U.S. Department of Hous-
ing and Urban Development issued a 
set of guidelines that year, local housing 
agencies were given the power to adopt 
their own version of the policy. In some 
cities, a criminal arrest meant the ten-
ant was issued a notice that their lease 
would be terminated, like in Chicago.

But in other cities, like Kansas City, 
Mo., measures were put in place to vet 
the cases prior to the tenant facing evic-
tion. That way, only the “bad actors,” 
people committing crimes, were being 
evicted, and not whole families. 

The Housing Authority of Kansas 
City operates that way. Tenants agree in 
their lease to notify the property man-
ager if someone whose name is on the 
lease, or a person under the tenant’s 
control, is involved in criminal behavior. 
The act of having reported the activity 
can be used in the tenant’s defense if 
the case goes to civil court. Tenants can 
also make a case that they had no prior 
knowledge of the criminal activity.

“The policy protects a lot of innocent 
people who would have normally been 
evicted because of the actions of some-
one in the household when they didn’t 
have any responsibility or knowledge of 
it,” said Julie Levin, managing attorney 
of the central office of the Legal Aid of 
Western Missouri.

When any household member or a 
guest has been charged and convicted 
of a crime, the head-of-household is 
questioned on whether he or she knew 
or should have known about the activity, 
Levin said.

The Legal Aid of Western Missouri 
was able to negotiate this tenant protec-
tion in the leases in 1993 when the hous-
ing authority lost some of its oversight 
authority because of mismanagement. 
After that, crime decreased significantly, 

which Levin attributes to tenants hav-
ing more ownership in the development 
under new management.

“Crime in Kansas City proper is 
higher than crime in Kansas City public 
housing,” she said.

Levin said that her group uses police 
reports and statements from the pub-
lic safety department of the housing 
authority, which investigates criminal 
activity, and talks to witnesses to find 
out about the crimes that occurred. The 
research helps weed out bad tenants and 
bolsters cases of innocent tenants, she 
added.

“It’s a very subjective thing, and we 
just gather whatever evidence we can 
that proves [the tenant] had no knowl-
edge of [the crime.] They could have en-
gaged in this criminal activity at school, 
and grandma wouldn’t have seen or 
heard about it,” she said.

The State of Minnesota has a policy 
similar to Kansas City’s, said Lawrence 
McDonough, managing attorney of the 
Housing Unit at the Legal Aid Society 

of Minneapolis. He said that such a pro-
vision is better because it focuses on 
whether a tenant “is really a bad actor or 
not,” he added. 

The Legal Aid Society of Minneapolis 
provides legal help to low-income resi-
dents of Hennepin County. McDonough 
has successfully defended many cases 
where the tenant had no prior knowl-
edge of criminal activity occurring on- 
or off-premises.

“I think that is the proper or moral 
way to go because it’s focusing on the 
culpability of the individual rather than 
if the individual is at the wrong place at 
the wrong time,” he said.

McDonough said he cannot exactly 
pinpoint the effect of the innocent ten-
ant defense for drug cases, which are 
the most common type of one-strike 
case. However, he said he’s won more of 
the drug cases than he’s lost when the 
situation called for the innocent tenant 
defense.

While the statute exists, the Minne-
apolis Public Housing Authority tends 
to give eviction notices for illegal drugs 
on the property despite the circum-
stance, McDonough said.

The Minnesota Legislature is look-
ing out for the interest of the innocent 
tenants.

“The public housing authority in 
Minneapolis isn’t looking at this any 
differently, but they are subject to the 
laws created by legislators above them, 
including the Legislature of Minnesota,” 
he said.

Even if a tenant has committed a 
crime, the federal law gives all housing 
authorities the discretion not to evict 
a tenant even when the tenant has vio-
lated the lease.

“The lease provisions do not require 
eviction; they allow eviction. The only 
type of possession of an illegal drug 
in which it is absolutely mandatory is 
meth,” he said.

Thus, there could be multiple hous-
ing authorities within the country us-

ing the discretion not to evict someone. 
It is difficult to quantify the number of 
housing authorities that are exercising 
it, McDonough said.

The compassionate intentions of the 
congressmen who wrote the provision 
were not written into the actual lan-
guage of the law, McDonough said. Con-
gressional reports cite the congressmen 
saying that they believe the provision 
should be practiced in a compassionate 
way that does not evict innocent ten-
ants, McDonough said.

McDonough would like to see inno-
cent tenants across the country receiv-
ing the same amount of consideration. 
This would require federal action for 
equal protection across the board.

“My preference would be at some 
point to have a Congress that sees this 
issue the way I do,” McDonough said, 
“and amends that lease provision so 
that, across the country, tenants who 
aren’t culpable will not be evicted.”

In tenants’ defense
Laws in Minnesota and Missouri offer greater tenant protection

n

Even if a tenant has committed a crime, 
the federal law gives all housing authorities the 
discretion not to evict.



PARTING SHOT  Cook County Sheriff’s Garden

August 9, 2011
Jeff Smith, an inmate at the Cook County Department of Corrections, picks freshly grown okra from the Cook County Sheriff’s Garden. Smith is a 

participant in the gardening program, which trains nonviolent offenders in horticulture, gardening and landscaping skills. Now in its 18th year, the 
program supplies produce to soup kitchens and food pantries throughout Cook County and high-end Chicago restaurants.   Photo by Jason Reblando.
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