CRECIENDO JUNTOS – GROWING TOGETHER

PLENARY – JUNE 12, 2008

10 am – 11:30, Albemarle County 5th Street Office Building, Room A

LATINOS AND HOUSING
Agenda
Welcome & Introductions

Presentations (20 minutes each)


Aracely Panameño, Director, Latino Affairs, Center for Responsible Lending

http://www.responsiblelending.org

Karen Reifenberger, Director of Fair Housing, Piedmont Housing Alliance

http://www.piedmonthousing.org

Brenda Castañeda, Staff attorney, Legal Aid Justice Center
 
http://www.justice4all.org
Questions & Answers (20 minutes)

Announcements & Adjournment

Welcome
Rhonda Miska of the Creciendo Juntos Executive Committee welcomed participants to the plenary.   

Presentations

Aracely Panameño talked about preserving Latino homeownership through the current foreclosure crisis in a presentation entitled Mi Casa es Mi Casa.  Visit http://www.cj-network.org/cjplmin/2008/APMiCasaesMiCasa.ppt to view the power point presentation available on the CJ website. Her organization, The Center for Responsible Lending (CRL), was started in 1999 as a research, policy, and advocacy group to protect homeownership and family wealth by working to eliminate abusive financial practices. 
A case study has found that mortgage lenders are doing more to try to qualify people for mortgages than they are doing to keep them in their homes.  National foreclosure rates were discussed; in 2007, there were 2.2 million foreclosure filings, with over 1.5 million actual foreclosures. Virginia has a high number of foreclosures, with Prince William County having the highest rate in the state.
In North Carolina, a Latino Community Credit Union was started, which now has 5 branches there.  The first predatory lending law was passed in NC; some other states have followed suit.  Signs of predatory lending are excessive fees, abusive prepayment penalties, loan flipping, unnecessary products, mandatory arbitration, yield spread premiums, steering and targeting.  

According to 2006 data, almost half of Latinos who purchased homes used subprime loans, which are usually for those with poor credit histories and carry higher interest rates. 61% of these individuals actually qualified for prime rates, with more qualifying for better subprime rates than they received.
CRL has these recommendations for communities: 
  -Hold foreclosure interventions/avoidance clinics and information campaigns. 
  -Establish a Foreclosure Task Force. 
  -Hold subprime lenders accountable, investigate their practices, bring wrong-doers to justice. 
  -Pass laws against predatory lending.  
  -Ask for state-level changes in foreclosure procedures.  
  -Have a network of services available, including HUD certified counselors, Legal Aid, financial institutions.  
  -Recommend a moratorium on foreclosures to give consumers the opportunity to find a solution.
Brenda Castañeda, attorney with the Legal Aid Justice Center (LAJC), explained how the LAJC does not accept federal funding, therefore they do not have restrictions about citizenship and can serve non-citizen clients.  This service is not available throughout all of Virginia, however.

Non-citizens often do not believe that they have legal rights as tenants, and landlords can treat them as if they don’t.  Landlords cannot get more than 2 months rent as deposit. They cannot change the locks or cut off utilities.

Renters need to have all notices in writing, including leases and requests for repairs.  They need to get receipts of everything, such as making photocopies of checks or entire cashier’s checks.  Move-in and move-out inspections need to be done; tenants should take pictures.  Brenda said tenants should not be afraid of the Courts.  The local General District Court is pretty good, and will get interpreters.  The local judges do not ask about citizenship status.
José Masini, also with LAJC, discussed tenant issues of non-English speaking clients: the language barrier, the process, the culture, and the illusion of mobility.  The language barrier is huge, since tenants may not understand the lease or the rental process.  He suggests talking to Legal Aid attorneys before signing any lease.  Latinos may not know that they even have rights as tenants.  Latinos may be used to casual arrangements, not requiring that things be written down and documented. They need to be educated on what is needed here. 

By “illusion of mobility”, José means that landlords may have the idea that Latino tenants could disappear overnight.  Latinos need to give the impression that they want roots, that they aren’t going to leave.  Landlords cannot “double rent” where they charge both persons in the unit the full price each.  Landlords must give notice in writing for any reason to evict.
Karen Reifenberger of Piedmont Housing Alliance (PHA) spoke on Latinos and fair housing.  Federal civil rights law prohibits discrimination in rental, sale, financing and advertising of housing.  Laws protect from discrimination based on race, color, religion, national origin, gender, having children under 18 in the household, disability, and elderliness.  Valid screening concerns are: does the person pay their rent on time, take care of the property, and respect the rights of others.
Sales discrimination is where a prospective buyer/renter is shown only neighborhoods where most residents look like them.  The individual should have a choice in where they live. Key fair housing issues for Latinos are: discriminatory statements, different and stricter qualification standards, threats and harassment, overcharging, substandard housing, delayed or inferior maintenance, eviction, steering, linguistic profiling, scams about purchase vs. lease, and requiring English language.  
HUD and the Fair Housing Office in Richmond are the housing enforcement organizations in Virginia. Nationally, reported complaints in 2007 were less than 1% or 27,000, but Karen believes that the number of incidences is actually more like 4 million.  She explained PHA’s Fair Housing Program and offered to put on educational sessions about fair housing in the community.

Questions and Answers
A number of questions were entertained, with some personal experiences being shared.  What an undocumented person can need to provide for identity and credit check should be the same as is asked of all prospective tenants.  One complex in town is well-known for being problematic for its renters.  Several attendees met informally after the plenary to discuss specific issues relating to that complex and what can be done about them.   
Announcements and Adjournment
Gloria Rockhold announced classes in Spanish being offered through the Open Doors program at Albemarle High School.  Topics to be offered include the Internet, home ownership, reading and writing in Spanish for native speakers, and more.

Rhonda Miska adjourned the meeting, reminding all that the next plenary will be in September.
