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Chair Smith, Vice Chair Waldstreicher, and members of the Judicial Proceedings 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. Vera believes Senate Bill 937 (SB
937) is a critical measure to ensure that returning Maryland residents are given an equitable opportunity
to secure housing. We urge a favorable report.

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 11
times more likely to be arrested 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 it 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 studied how policies similar to SB 937 have impacted communities
in Cook County (lllinois), New Jersey, and Washington, DC., where fair chance housing 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
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nondiscriminatory housing law in place is positive for society and an important step in promoting
housing stability and decreasing recidivism.

Maryland deserves safety and justice—not one at the expense of the other. This bill delivers both. We
urge a favorable report on SB 937.

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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March 9, 2026

Maryland Senate Judicial Proceedings Committee
2 East Miller Senate Office Building
Annapolis, Maryland 21401

Dear Chair Smith, Vice Chair Waldstreicher, and members of the Judicial Proceedings
Committee:

We, the undersigned organizations, call on the state of Maryland to pass the Maryland Fair
Chance Housing Act (SB 937).

Housing is a human right, and every Marylander deserves a place to call home. However, for
many Marylanders, homes are elusive. More than one million Maryland residents have some
type of conviction history (including arrests) and, as a result, face immense barriers to
accessing safe and stable housing.

Housing providers often use background checks when screening prospective tenants, which
leads them to exclude many people with conviction histories. For example, in Baltimore City,
which is home to a significant portion of formerly incarcerated Marylanders, 82% of the
unhoused population has a criminal record. This is indicative of a larger cycle of homelessness
and incarceration: people who are formerly incarcerated are almost 10 times more likely to be
unhoused than the general public, and in turn, people who are unhoused are 11 times more
likely to be arrested due to increased interactions with police. Access to housing makes our
communities safer: research shows that housing enables people to rebuild support networks,
find employment, and avoid additional convictions.

When landlords can simply reject anyone with a past conviction, it disproportionately harms
communities of color. While Black people make up 32 percent of Maryland’s overall population,
they make up 71 percent of its jail and prison population. Further, studies repeatedly find that
housing providers often use conviction histories to discriminate against Black applicants,
applying different screening practices to white applicants.

Maryland has a historic opportunity to become safer and more just for everyone by passing the
Fair Chance Housing Act. This bill will:

1. Require landlords to delay most criminal record screening until after making a
conditional offer of housing.

2. Implement a conditional offer process, which communicates to a tenant that they have

fulfilled all other criteria prior to a full criminal background check.

Limit the use of screening to specific types of convictions within established timeframes.

4. Allow applicants to correct inaccuracies on their criminal background check and offer
evidence of rehabilitation both prior to denial by the housing provider and after denial
through a reassessment process.
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The Fair Chance Housing Act will establish standard practices in Maryland for evaluating
prospective tenants in a comprehensive, nondiscriminatory manner based on up-to-date
research showing that factors like employment and community ties are much better predictors of
tenant quality. It will also address the widespread discrimination faced by Marylanders with
conviction histories and its outsized impact on Black residents. This bill will ensure that all
prospective tenants are screened fairly and those with conviction histories receive a second
chance to rebuild their lives. It considers the needs of community members and property owners
to ensure that everyone benefits from the bill.

Now is the time to pass the Fair Chance Housing Act so that all Marylanders can find a place to
call home. To ensure safety and justice for everyone in Maryland, people who have completed
their sentences should be met with opportunities—not barriers—as they transition home. We

request your support for this bill and look forward to working with you.

Signed,

Baltimore Mayor's Office of Neighborhood
Safety and Engagement

Baltimore Regional Housing Partnership

Baltimoreans United In Leadership
Development (BUILD)

Brown Memorial Presbyterian Church
Caucus of African American Leaders

Center for Criminal Justice Reform,
University of Baltimore School of Law

Doxa Ministries Inc.

Electrical Workers Minority Caucus Local 24
Faith Presbyterian Church

Goucher Prison Education Partnership
Greater Baltimore Urban League

Health Care for the Homeless

Honey Pot Restoration Center

Koinonia Baptist Church

Life After Release

Marian House

Maryland Second Look Coalition
Miracle City Church

Muslim Community Cultural Center of
Baltimore

NAACP Legal Defense Fund (LDF)
Organizing Black

Out For Justice

Phoenix Health Services

Public Justice Center

Renters United Maryland

Return Home Baltimore

Second Chance Coalition
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Shore Legal Access Susan Mason Consulting

Social Work Advocates for Social Change The Baltimore Church of the Redeemer

St. Bernardine Church Vera Institute of Justice

Zion Baptist Church
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The Fair Chance Housing Act: An Opportunity for Maryland to
Lead the Way in Access to Housing and Second Chances

Every Marylander deserves a place to call home.
However, for the more than one million state residents

with criminal legal system involvement (22 percent of The Fair Chance Housing Act
the state population), finding a home can be very limits the use of criminal
difficult.? Studies show that housing is crucial to background checks in rental
education, health, and economic mobility—but many application processes,
people with conviction histories are shut out of the allowing Marylanders with
rental market entirely.? Stable housing is also linked to conviction histories a chance

decreased crime and improved public safety.3 With SB
937/HB 1073, Maryland can give people with
conviction histories access to housing and a chance to

to secure housing.

thrive.4

Why should Maryland pass SB 937/HB 1073?

A conviction history does not indicate what kind of tenant someone will be.

Research has found that a conviction history is not a good predictor of successful tenancy.5 Further,
most people with a conviction in their past never have another conviction, so a past conviction is not an
effective predictor of future behavior.6

Conviction histories are not an effective tool for screening prospective tenants.

A background check provides information about a person at the time of their last conviction, but it says
nothing about who they are today—including and progress during and after incarceration (for example,
gains in education, employment, and stability).” Additionally, many background checks include incorrect,
outdated, or misleading information.8

Helping formerly incarcerated people access housing can reduce homelessness.

People who are formerly incarcerated are almost 10 times more likely to be unhoused than the general
public.® For example, in Baltimore City—home to a significant portion of formerly incarcerated
Marylanders—82 percent of the unhoused population has an arrest or conviction history.10

Housing is integral to successful reentry and public safety.

Research shows that when formerly incarcerated people have housing, they are more likely to find and
keep employment, rebuild supportive networks, and avoid additional convictions—bringing stability and
safety to Maryland’s communities in the process.11

For more information about this fact sheet, contact Caroline losso, senior program associate for the Opening Doors initiative at the Vera Institute of

Justice, at ciosso@vera.org.
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Maryland Fair Chance Housing Act (SB 937/HB 1073):
Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Maryland Fair Chance Housing Act?

The Maryland Fair Chance Housing Act (SB 937/HB 107 3) limits the use of background checks when
someone applies for rental housing. It would ensure that Marylanders with arrest and conviction histories
have a fair chance to secure housing.!

Why does Maryland need this legislation?

Access to housing reduces crime and keeps our communities safe. It substantially increases the likelihood
that a person returning home from incarceration will be able to find a job, avoid additional convictions, and
receive support from their family.2 A 2021 review analyzing 18 studies from around the world found that in
every study, stable housing was associated with decreased criminal activity.3

The research makes clear: that housing makes us all safe, yet Marylanders with conviction histories are shut
out of housing opportunities.4 Most housing providers use background checks to evaluate applicants, even
though they do not provide accurate information about an applicant’s safety risk or ability to be a good
tenant.> A background check provides information about a person at the time of their last conviction, but it
does not define them or show who they have become during and after incarceration (for example, gains in
education, employment, and stability). Further, research shows that most people with convictions in their
past do not have subsequent convictions.® Considerations like a person’s ability to pay rent, ties to the
community, employment, and personal references can provide a much more accurate picture of who an
applicant is and the kind of tenant they will be.

With this law, Maryland will ensure that housing providers assess rental applicants on factors relevant to
housing success. In turn, this will reduce crime, make our communities safer, and help housing providers
find the best tenants.

How many people would this legislation impact?

More than one million Marylanders—approximately 22 percent of the state population—have some type of
criminal legal system involvement.” And as of January 2024, Maryland held than 24,000 people in jail or
prison—most of whom will eventually be released and need a place to live.8

This issue does not only impact people with conviction histories, but it also extends to their families. More
than 67,000 children in Maryland have had a parent in prison.® Increasing access to stable housing for
families has been found to improve school attendance rates, behavioral health issues, and nutritional
outcomes.10

What would the Fair Chance Housing Act do?

The Fair Chance Housing Act ensures that housing providers assess rental applicants on more than just their
conviction histories.

For more information about this fact sheet, contact Caroline losso of the Opening Doors initiative at the Vera Institute of Justice, at ciosso@vera.org.



In summary, the Fair Chance Housing Act will make the following changes to the rental application and
screening process:

e Require landlords to delay most criminal record screening until after other screening criteria (such
as eviction history, credit, past rental history, etc.) has been reviewed;

o Implement a conditional offer process, which communicates to a tenant that they have fulfilled all
other screening criteria prior to a criminal background check. The conditional offer may be revoked
depending on the results of the criminal background check;

o Limit the use of screening to specific types of convictions within established timeframes; and

o Allow applicants to undergo an individualized review of their conviction histories and offer evidence
of rehabilitation prior to denial by the housing provider.

What about the safety of other tenants?

Everyone deserves to be safe where they live—and this bill takes that seriously. Previous criminal legal
system involvement does not indicate that someone will be an unsafe tenant and neighbor; factors like
employment, references, and ability to pay rent are much more informative. The majority of people only have
one conviction—therefore, a conviction history does not mean that a person will commit an additional crime,
nor does it accurately predict an applicant’s safety risk to other tenants.1!

How will this impact public safety?

This bill will make Maryland communities safer for everyone. Study after study finds that people who have
stable housing have reduced police contact and prison time.12 For example, one study looking at women
with felony convictions who were experiencing poverty found that stable, state-sponsored housing and other
economic supports reduced the odds of being arrested for a new crime or violating parole by 83 percent.13

Is this a racial justice issue?

The use of background checks in the rental application processes harms Black communities by worsening
existing racial disparities. In Maryland, Black people are disproportionately over-arrested and incarcerated.
Black people make up 32 percent of the state’s population, yet they make up nearly 71 percent of the
state’s jail and prison population.14 This discrimination carries over into the community when people aer
shut out of housing after being released from jail or prison.15

Where do Fair Chance Housing policies already exist?

In Maryland, Montgomery County passed the Housing Justice Act in 2021, Prince George’s County passed An
Act Concerning Returning Citizen’s Fair Chance to Housing in 2023. The Maryland Department of Housing
and Community Development also recently took steps to implement more inclusive tenant screening
practices for affordable housing.16 A statewide law would expand and strengthen these protections.

Moreover, states and major localities around the country have passed and successfully implemented similar
Fair Chance Housing laws, including Cook County, IL (Chicago); Washington, DC; New York City, and the state
of New Jersey.17 By passing the Fair Chance Housing Act, Maryland can lead the nation with the strongest
statewide protections in the country.

Are housing providers liable if they rent to people with conviction histories?

No. A housing provider will not be held liable if they rent to someone with a conviction history who then
commits a crime. A provision within the Fair Chance Housing Act explicitly protects housing providers from
liability in civil actions should this situation occur.
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Maryland Fair Chance Housing Act (SB 937/HB 1073) Myth Buster

The Maryland Fair Chance Housing Act (SB 937/HB 1073) limits the use of background checks in
the rental housing application process, ensuring that Marylanders with arrest and conviction
histories have a fair chance to secure housing.

While this policy is backed by robust evidence and proven success nationwide, conversations around
this kind of policy changes are often marred by misconceptions. The concerns are real: communities
want safety, and property owners want to find responsible tenants. Fortunately, the evidence can
ease these concerns and help Maryland lead the way in safety, second chances, and justice.

&® Myth: Everyone with a criminal record commits crime again, so the lookback period needs to
increase.

FACT: Recidivism rates are lower than commonly believed, and most people released from
prison never commit another crime.

Recidivism rates are calculated based on events—such as releases and rearrests—not the
number of people being released and rearrested. This inflates the perceived risk. If one personis
arrested multiple times, each arrest may be counted on its own. That can make recidivism look
widespread, even if most people did not reoffend.

In fact, research confirms that most people with a conviction never have another one.” As time
since release increases, the risk of recidivism declines sharply. Leading criminologist Dr. Alfred
Blumstein testified to the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights that most recidivism occurs within three
years of a prior event, after which the risk falls steeply—to approximately 10 percent after three
years, and eventually reaching the rate of people without criminal convictions.?

& Myth: Fair Chance Housing policies will increase crime, property damage, and administrative
burden for rental property staff.

FACT: Fair Chance Housing Laws do not increase in crime or capacity burdens.

A 2025 study by the Vera Institute of Justice (Vera), based on interviews with housing providers in
Cook County (IL), New Jersey, and Washington, DC, found that implementing Fair Chance Housing
laws caused minimal capacity disruptions. Critically, housing providers reported no increase in
adverse incidents—meaning no uptick in problems like crime, property damage, or violence. Many
landlords agreed that the laws gave them a better way of evaluating prospective tenants.?

&® Myth: Federal law requires landlords to run background checks and automatically deny people
with criminal records, and the federal government has already passed laws on how to assess a
tenant with a record.

FACT: Federal screening and mandatory denial requirements apply only to federally
assisted housing, and only in limited situations.

In federally assisted housing, federal law requires denials only in narrow circumstances—including
for people on the lifetime sex offender registry and convictions for manufacturing
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methamphetamine in federally subsidized housing.* The Maryland Fair Chance Housing Act
incorporates both federal exceptions.

& Myth: The Fair Chance Housing Act conflicts with the Fair Credit Reporting Act (FCRA).

FACT: The proposed bill is consistent with 15 U.S.C. 8 1681c, which allows state to
implement stronger consumer protections.

A 2022 ruling issued by the Court of Appeals states that state laws are generally not
preempted if they are not “inconsistent” with the FRCA, including laws that offer greater
consumer protections. The majority of the bill is unrelated to the FCRA. Where it does
intersect—such as reducing the period in which reusable tenant screening information may
be reported from seven to three years—it is not preempted under the FRCA.®

" Shawn Bushway, Brian Vegetabile, Nidhi Kalra, et al., Providing Another Chance; Resetting Recidivism Risk
in Criminal Background Checks (Santa Monica, California: RAND, 2022),
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA1360-1.html.

2US Commission on Civil Rights, Assessing the Impact of Criminal Background Checks and the Equal
Employment Opportunity Commission’s Conviction Records Policy (Washington, DC: U.S. Commission on
Civil Rights, 2013), 23, https://www.usccr.gov/files/pubs/docs/EEOC-briefing-2013.pdf. The general
population Blumstein references includes both people with and without criminal records.

3 Kelsie Chesnut, Celia Strumph, Faiza Chappell, Ari Kotler, and John Bae, Fair Chance Housing: Lessons in
Implementation (New York, NY: Vera Institute of Justice, 2025), https://www.vera.org/publications/fair-
chance-housing.

4The Quality Housing and Work Responsibility Act of 1998 established a permanent ban on lifetime sex
offender registrants; the Independent Agencies Appropriations Act of 1999 barred households with any
member who was convicted of producing methamphetamines in public housing. See Lahny R. Silva,
“Criminal Histories in Public Housing,” Wisconsin Law Review 5, no. 24 (2015): 375-397.

51n light of new case precedent, the Maryland Fair Chance Housing Act’s requirement of a shorter lookback
than 7 years for reusable screening reports is not preempted by FCRA. “Although the FCRA provides that a
state may not impose a “requirement or prohibition” “with respect to” the itemized subject matters, 15
U.S.C. 88 1681t(b)(1) & 1681t(b)(1)(E), the subject matters in question are certain categories of information
that are more than seven years stale. Thus, even though the terminology of Section 1681c uses words like
“accounts” and “adverse information,” the subject matter actually regulated under these provisions is
limited to accounts and information that is more than seven years old. Neither subsection (a)(4) or (a)(5)
requires or prohibits reporting of information that is not so old. Because neither subsection reveals a
congressional intention to preempt state reporting regulation insofar as the information in question is not
more than seven years stale, | do not identify a viable facial challenge to the Maine reporting requirements.”
See Consumer Data Indus. Ass'n v. Frey, 710 F. Supp. 3d 73, 79 (D. Me. 2024)
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