Vera pmoe,

Judicial Proceedings Committee Bill Hearing on SB 514 (Fair Chance Housing Act)
Written Testimony of John Bae
Director, Opening Doors
Vera Institute of Justice

February 6, 2025
Good afternoon, Chair Smith, Vice Chair Waldstreicher, members of this committee.

My name is John Bae, and | am the director of the Opening Doors initiative at the Vera Institute of Justice
(Vera), a national organization working to end mass incarceration, protect immigrants’ rights, ensure
dignity for people behind bars, and build safe, thriving communities. Today, | will testify in support of SB
514, the Fair Chance Housing Act.

Housing stability and public safety are linked.! People who are formerly incarcerated are nearly 10 times
more likely to be unhoused than the general public.? In turn, people experiencing homelessness are
more likely to be arrested, convicted, and incarcerated than the general public.? This bill will make all of
Maryland’‘s communities safer by allowing people with conviction histories to have the stability that
comes with housing.

There is no evidence that excluding people with conviction histories makes communities safer. In fact,
most people with a conviction in their past never have another one.* A criminal background check
provides information about a person at the time of their last conviction but says nothing about who they
are today, including their progress during and after incarceration (for example, gains in education,
employment, and stability). After reviewing the available evidence, the U.S. Department of Housing and
Urban Development (HUD) stated that conviction history “is not a good predictor of housing success.”®
Considerations like a person’s ability to pay rent, ties to the community, employment, and personal
references are more useful in determining whether someone will be a safe, reliable tenant.

In addition, we cannot talk about this issue without talking about racial discrimination. In Maryland,
Black people are disproportionately over-arrested and incarcerated. Black people make up only 32
percent of the state’s population, yet they make up 71 percent of the state’s prison population.®
Discrimination within the criminal legal system carries over into the community as people are released
from incarceration and then shut out of housing.”

The Opening Doors Initiative at Vera recently studied how policies similar to SB 514 have impacted
communities in Cook County (lllinois), New Jersey, and Washington, DC., where fair chance laws have
existed for several years.® Our research team interviewed residents with conviction histories, advocates,
housing providers, enforcement agencies, policymakers, and other stakeholders to determine if people’s
ability to secure housing has changed, the impact on housing provider operations, and the factors
required to ensure that policies work. The study found that landlords in these jurisdictions have not
experienced significant staff capacity burdens and have not reported any change in the safety of their
communities, either for their tenants or for their tenant-facing staff. Stakeholders agreed that having a
nondiscriminatory housing law in place is positive for society and an important step in promoting
housing stability and decreasing recidivism.
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Maryland deserves safety and justice—not one at the expense of the other. This bill delivers both. Thank
you for allowing me the opportunity to testify today. | appreciate your time and dedication to these
issues. Please do not hesitate to contact me at jbae@vera.org if the Vera Institute of Justice can provide
further support to you all as you consider this policy.
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