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Fair Housing Month 
April 8, 2025

Housing Equality Center

Founded in 1956, before state or 
federal fair housing legislation, 
the Housing Equality Center of 
Pennsylvania is America’s oldest 
fair housing council. 

The Housing Equality Center 
serves the Pennsylvania 
counties of Bucks, Chester, 
Delaware, Lehigh, Montgomery, 
Northampton, and Philadelphia.

Housing Equality Center

Bryn Mawr civil rights activist 
Margaret Collins founded a real 
estate firm named Friends 
Suburban Housing, Inc. to help 
African American families access 
housing in Philadelphia suburbs.

Over the 20 years of the company’s 
existence, Friends Suburban 
Housing sold 232 homes to Black 
buyers in 60 previously all white 
communities, beginning the racial 
integration of the Philadelphia 
suburbs. 

Federal Fair Housing Act

The Civil Rights Act of 1968 was passed 7 days after the 
assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr., and prohibits 
discrimination in housing related transactions based on 
race, color, national origin, and religion.

Federal Fair Housing Act

Amended in 1974 to prohibit discrimination based on sex 
and again in 1988 to outlaw disability and familial status 
discrimination.

The 1988 amendments also added an administrative 
enforcement mechanism through HUD’s Office of Fair 
Housing and Equal Opportunity. Prior to 1988 the FHA 
was only enforceable through private lawsuits, making it 
very difficult and costly for individual consumers to assert 
their rights.

Federal Fair Housing Act

Race                              

Color

Religion

National Origin

Sex 

Disability (includes

reasonable accommodations 

and modifications)

Familial Status (the 

presence of children under 18, 

pregnant individual, or anyone 

securing legal custody of a 

child)

The Fair Housing Act makes it illegal to discriminate based on:
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Federal Fair Housing Act

Rentals

Home Sales

Mortgage Lending
(including any loan secured by 

a dwelling)

Homeowners

Insurance

Appraisals

Zoning and Land

Use

Other Municipal 

Policies

The Fair Housing Act covers all housing and housing-related 
transactions, including:

Who Must Abide by Fair Housing Laws?

Landlords
Property Managers
Nonprofit Housing
Subsidized Housing
Portfolio Managers
Maintenance Crews and 
Contractors
Housing Industry Trade 
Associations
Property Owners and 
Sellers

Sales Agents and 
Brokerage Offices
Listing Services
Builders and Developers
Architects
Condo and Homeowner 
Associations
Mortgage Lenders, 
Appraisers, and Servicers
Homeowners Insurance 
Companies

Long Term Care Facilities
Governmental Jurisdictions
Employees of Housing 
Providers
Other Residents or 
Neighbors Acting as 
Agents of Housing 
Providers
Basically Everyone!

Federal Fair Housing Act

Administrative complaint or federal lawsuit

Economic and non-economic damages

Relief in the public interest

Punitive damages

Civil penalties 

Government monitoring

Attorneys fees 

Injunctions

Loss of tax credits

Penalties for Violating 
the Fair Housing Act

Fair Housing Act 
Permissible Activities

• The Fair Housing Act does not guarantee any person 
a right to housing or housing-related financial services 
they cannot afford.

• Property owners may set rents or sales prices at 
whatever the market will bear.

• An agent or property owner may refuse to rent to a 
person if they have reliable information that the 
person has a recent history of violent, disruptive, or 
destructive behavior. 

Fair Housing Act 
Permissible Activities

• An agent or property owner can adopt and apply 
uniform, objective, and nondiscriminatory criteria 
designed to evaluate a prospective tenant or buyer’s 
credit worthiness, income level, or criminal history.* 

• An agent or property owner is not required to rent to 
current users and dealers of illegal drugs.

*According to HUD’s guidance on criminal records, the 
Fair Housing Act does not prohibit housing providers 
from appropriately considering criminal history 
information when making housing decisions, however
arbitrary and overbroad criminal history-related bans are 
likely to have a discriminatory effect.

Best Practices to 
Avoid Discrimination

•Avoid the appearance of discriminatory by 
applying consistent and transparent procedures 
and not displaying favoritism or special treatment 
to some consumers but not others.

•Review all rules, policies, and procedures to 
ensure that they are not intentionally 
discriminatory and do not have a discriminatory 
effect on members of protected classes. 
Implement a nondiscrimination policy if one does 
not exist.
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Best Practices to 
Avoid Discrimination

•Develop consistent and transparent qualification 
criteria based on factual, specific, objective, and 
verifiable criteria and apply equally to all clients.

•Relay all listings that meet a consumer’s stated 
criteria and only narrow down listings at the 
request of a client.

•Retain documentation for at least two years. For 
your own protection, make sure you 
contemporaneously document any specific 
requests from clients that you feel may have fair 
housing implications.

Best Practices to 
Avoid Discrimination

•Consider giving your clients a written fair housing 
statement when you first start working with them. 
When you discuss your commitment to fair 
housing early on, both buyers and sellers may 
be less likely to express their possible biases. 

•Do not provide information regarding prospective 
buyers’ protected class status to sellers. Assist 
buyers with presenting offers based on price and 
terms only, not personal appeals, letters, or 
photos.

Best Practices to 
Avoid Discrimination

•Refer all questions regarding demographics and 
school districts to external sources for this 
information. It may be helpful to develop a 
standard script and/or resources for this type of 
request.

•Make sure all staff receive regular fair housing 
compliance training.

•Contact HECP for technical assistance as fair 
housing issues and questions arise.

Fair Housing Issues 
in Mortgage Lending

•Encourage clients to educate themselves on 
what loan product, mortgage amount, and 
interest rate they are qualified for—they will be 
able to recognize if they are unjustly denied a 
loan or offered loan terms that are inferior

•Product steering (directing consumer to a 
particular loan product instead of offering a full 
range of products)

• If denied—under the Equal Credit Opportunity 
Act the consumer is entitled to a letter explaining 
the reasons for denial 

Fair Housing Issues in 
Lending: Local Example

HECP was contacted when a couple was denied a home 
improvement loan by the Police and Fire Federal Credit 
Union because the wife was on maternity leave following 
the birth of their second child. Despite that she was 
receiving full pay and had a schedule date to resume 
work, the couple were told she would have to return to 
work and to submit at least two pay stubs before PFFCU 
would consider the loan. 

A HUD complaint resulted in an agreement requiring 
PFFCU to revise its policies to comply with the Fair 
Housing Act and to pay the complainants $50,000 in 
damages and their attorneys’ fees.

Fair Housing Issues in 
Homeowners Insurance

• Insurance redlining—discrimination based on the 
race of the neighborhood where the house is located

• Product steering—market value vs. replacement cost 
coverage

• Watch for companies that:
• Don’t insure homes with flat roofs
• Don’t insure homes over a certain age
• Don’t insure homes under a certain value
• Only offer market value coverage

• Consumers should shop around for a price—if one 
quote is much higher than the others it may indicate 
discrimination



Housing Equality Center of Pennsylvania
equalhousing.org

4

Fair Housing Issues in 
Insurance: Local Example 

HECP conducted a testing investigation that indicated 
an agent of Arbor Insurance Group did not provide 
quotes for homeowners insurance to African American 
and Hispanic consumers who declined to provide their 
social security number, while not requiring this 
information from white consumers.
A HUD complaint resulted in an agreement requiring 
Arbor to revise its policies to comply with the Fair 
Housing Act, to reimburse HECP for a portion of the 
costs incurred to bring about the agreement and to 
provide future compliance testing, and to donate 
$10,000 to a local first-time homebuyer program.

Fair Housing Issues in 
Appraisals

•Appraisers undervaluing houses due to the race of 
the neighborhood

• If a home is under appraised, a transaction 
between willing buyers and sellers for more than 
the low appraisal cannot be completed

• If appraisal is lower than asking price—under 
ECOA the consumer is allowed a copy of the 
appraisal report.  Check to see if comparables 
seem accurate, and whether there are negative 
comments (lacks marketability, functional 
obsolescence)

Fair Housing Issues in 
Appraisals: Local Example

An interracial couple in West Philadelphia contacted HECP 
when they received a lower than expected appraisal when 
attempting to refinance their mortgage. 

• In January 2021, the home was appraised for $640,000 
when only the wife was present for the appraiser’s visit.

• In May, after finishing the basement and installing new 
lighting and landscaping, the couple received an appraisal 
of $570,000 when only the husband was present during the 
appraiser’s visit.

• The couple ordered a new appraisal in June, with only the 
wife present, and the home was valued at $750,000.

A complaint is pending in this case.

Housing Equality Center

The Housing Equality Center provides:

• Counseling, testing investigations, and enforcement 
services to assist victims of housing discrimination.

• Education, training programs, and technical 
assistance for housing professionals, nonprofits, housing 
authorities and others to promote compliance with fair 
housing laws and to prevent discrimination.

• Publications, fact sheets and resources to educate the 
public and housing professionals about fair housing.

Report Discrimination
(267) 419-8918

Consumers, providers, and advocates should contact the 
Housing Equality Center of Pennsylvania to report 
discrimination. The Housing Equality Center accepts and 
investigates complaints from anonymous sources.

Fair housing complaints can be filed with HUD for up to one 
year from the incident, or with the Pennsylvania Human 
Relations Commission for up to 180 days from the incident. A 
lawsuit may be filed in Federal Court up to two years from the 
incident.

 Sign up for fair housing news

 Register for an upcoming fair 
housing event or meeting

 Learn about fair housing laws

equalhousing.org

 Download guides, resources, fact 
sheets, and fair housing guidance

 Request training or print materials 

 Report discrimination online
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Fair Housing Questions? 
Technical Assistance?

Rachel Wentworth Carolyn Steinhofer
Executive Director Intake, Enforcement, and Compliance
267.419.8918 x5 267.419.8918 x2
wentworth@equalhousing.org     steinhofer@equalhousing.org


