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SEXUAL ASSAULT

Victims of domestic violence often face housing problems

The physical, psychological, and economic consequences for victims of domestic violence (DV) and their
families have been well documented, and although recent federal legislation provides certain housing
protections for some DV victims, many women and their families remain at great risk for homelessness
and ongoing violence.

Concerning Data, Trends, and Experiences

Domestic violence (DV) exists in every community, affecting people regardless of age, race, gender, social
class, sexual orientation, religion, or nationality. Federal legislation such as the Violence Against Women
Act (VAWA) of 2005 and its reauthorization in 2013 acknowledges the problem and provides some
housing protections for victims of DV in federally subsidized housing. While such housing protections are
an important step forward, there remain critical gaps for many DV victims.

In addition to the physical and psychological effects of DV, many women face considerable economic
hardships and challenges securing stable housing for themselves and their families if they try to leave an
abusive partner; research indicates a concerning relationship between DV and female homelessness
(Metreaux & Culhane, 1999, Renzetti, 2009). Further, dominating behavior by an abuser is part of a
pattern of control and some women trying to leave an abusive relationship may often need to move to
substandard housing—or end up without any housing—while they often continue to be at risk for violence
from their abuser after they leave (Fluery, Sullivan & Bybee, 2000).

Research by Baker and her colleagues (2003) found that among women who were seeking help after
separating from an abusive partner, 25 percent to 50 percent reported housing-related problems. Over
one third (38 percent) reported that they became homeless immediately after separating from their
partner. An additional 25 percent reported needing to leave their homes during the year after separation.

Homelessness for DV victims may result from circumstances such as a sudden and urgent need to be safe
from an abuser (Baker, 2003). In such cases victims many rely on emergency calls to the police for help.
However, due to zero tolerance policies or nuisance ordinances across many cities, DV victims who
repeatedly call 911 for help may be evicted. Such policies may result in women staying in abusive
relationships in order to keep their homes. Women in subsidized housing face additional barriers and are
especially vulnerable because there are few low-income housing units available, and federal programs
developed to assist women by paying a portion of their rent (e.g., Section 8) have long waiting lists.

The Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) of 2005 established important housing protections for women
in certain federal housing programs. The 2013 reauthorization expanded housing protections to protect
more victims by 1) expanding the violence categories to include sexual assault in addition to DV, dating
violence, and stalking, 2) expanding protections to cover all federally subsidized housing programs, 3)
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clarifying the notice tenants must receive about their rights under VAWA, and 4) including an emergency
transfer policy requirement for landlords, managers, and owners.

This legislation represents considerable progress in recognizing the housing issues that victims of DV face
and has put protections in place for victims to be able to stay in their homes or move to another location.
However, implementation challenges remain: there is no definition of “actual and imminent threat,”
putting public housing residents at risk for eviction; it is not clear where victims can file complaints
against housing administrators; and victims living in private housing are not covered by the legislation.
These gaps further extend victimization.

Approaches and Recommendations

Recommendations for enhancing our focus on supporting housing stability for victims of domestic
violence, stalking and sexual assault:

=  According to the Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) legislation, a public housing agency
(PHA), owner, or manager may evict or terminate assistance to a victim if the PHA, owner,
or manager can demonstrate actual and imminent threat to other tenants or employees at
the property. Like VAWA 2005, VAWA 2013 does not define “actual and imminent threat.”
Therefore, it will be critical for advocates to work with the federal agencies responsible for
administering the provisions to include a clear definition of this crucial term as well as
guidance in their regulations.

= The housing protections contained in VAWA do not clearly indicate where to file complaints
if a PHA refuses to comply. Policy makers and advocates should provide additional guidance
on filing procedures and requirements, and these should be provided to tenants along with
their notification of rights.

= |n coordination with local law enforcement and DV advocates, there should be outreach and
training provided to PHAs and owners on VAWA 2013 that include victim-centered
information on the dynamics of DV, sexual assault, and stalking.

= Confidentiality requirements that protect the disclosure of personal information required in
documents that must be presented by a victim seeking housing protections should be
bolstered in the interest of protecting the victim’s new location from an abuser.

= The VAWA legislation is designed to protect victims who reside in federally subsidized
housing programs. However, legislatures should consider policies and procedures that
protect victims in private housing and those who own homes with their abuser. Pattavina et
al. (2015) report that an increase in foreclosures in a community leads to increases of DV
reports to police. Indeed, DV affects women in all communities, and there should be
housing protections available to every victim seeking to leave an abusive partner.

= There should be coordinated efforts between the federal government and local

communities to eliminate the application of nuisance ordinances to victims of DV, stalking,
and sexual assault.
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