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Guide
Introduction

The Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) was created as a Cabinet-level agency in 1965. In California, 
the department is dedicated to assisting residents in achieving the purchase or rental of homes that are sufficient, safe and 
comfortable for them and their family members, regardless of income or other characteristics. HUD offers many important 
and beneficial programs to residents, including home-buying counseling services, Federal Housing Administration (FHA) loan 
assistance and competitively priced HUD homes. The department is also responsible for housing reform and laws throughout 
the country to protect homebuyers, owners, tenants and landlords.

Home renters and residents seeking homeless assistance may also qualify for HUD programs that can help with housing and 
basic financial needs. Section 8 of the Housing Act of 1937 includes rent assistance programs administered by HUD. Residents 
who qualify for these programs can receive reduced rent for certain properties if they meet the program’s qualifications. 
California residents should learn more about the HUD programs that assist with homeownership and Section 8 housing to 
find out how the programs are beneficial and any necessary qualifications.
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Homeownership Assistance
One of the ways HUD assists potential home owners is 
with FHA loans. These loans are administered through 
the FHA, which is an HUD agency that has been assisting 
homeowners with purchases since 1934. An FHA loan 
is helpful for residents who qualify because it offers low 
monthly payments, minimized closing costs and fewer 
qualifying credit restrictions than other loan programs. 
The FHA loan program offers extra incentives for first-time 
homebuyers, including interest rates as low as 3.5 percent 
for qualifying residents. An FHA loan can also be applied 
in cases where a home-owning senior needs a reverse 
mortgage or a home buyer is interested in purchasing a 
mobile or manufactured home.

Sometimes, a California resident simply needs expert 
advice on purchasing a home in the state. HUD offers the 
assistance of home-purchasing counselors to potential 
homebuyers in making smart financial and strategic 
decisions. Specific Housing Counseling agencies offer 
free guidance and professional advice through the HUD 
Housing Counseling Program. Counseling sessions are 
free to residents who qualify and can also assist residents 
with advice about foreclosures or reverse mortgages.

HUD is also dedicated to ensuring residents who apply to 
purchase or rent housing in California are not discriminated 
against. If a potential tenant or homebuyer experiences 
discrimination based on race, color, religion, sex, disability, 
origin, nationality or disability, a complaint with HUD can be 
filed. HUD is responsible for ensuring the resident’s rights 
are upheld and no laws are broken. If the Fair Housing Act 
is not upheld by a third party, HUD will assist a resident in 
seeking justice and reconciling the situation.

An HUD home is one to four residential units that was 
acquired by the department due to a foreclosure on an 
FHA home. HUD homes are usually sold as-is with no 
repairs made and are therefore extremely affordable. 
California residents can purchase HUD homes through 
the assistance of real estate agents, but must have the 
available cash or acceptable loan amount available. 
Residents who work in certain industries, including law 
enforcement, teaching or non-profit organizations, may 

qualify for special assistance programs that offer HUD 
properties at low prices in revitalization areas. Properties 
sold by HUD are identified with a sign listing the manager 
of the property.
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Section 8 Housing
HUD administers the Section 8 Housing program, which 
includes both the Rental Certificate Program and the 
Housing Choice Voucher Program. Both programs were 
designed to offer better housing opportunities to renters 
in the state who meet low-income or family characteristic 
qualifications. Residents who meet the low-income 
guidelines may choose subsidized apartments that offer 
reduced rents. With the Rental Certificate Program, Section 
8 qualifying families may use certificates to broaden the 
number of apartments within their prices ranges. The 
certificates allow these families to look at privately owned 
apartments because HUD pays landlords to keep rents 
low for qualifying tenants. Families who meet low-income 
qualifications for the Housing Choice Vouchers Program 
can consider renting local apartments, townhomes and 
single-family homes because vouchers are issued directly 
to the tenants to assist with monthly rent payments.

Families interested in receiving any type of financial 
assistance from a Section 8 program apply to a local public 
housing authority (PHA) through HUD. The PHA collects 
pertinent information including:

If the family qualifies for a Section 8 program, they may be 
placed on the county’s waiting list if the program is currently 
full in the area. Many families apply for the program, but HUD 
can only accommodate a certain number in each county 
per year. After placement on the waitlist, a family may be 
chosen to receive assistance through a lottery or if their 
circumstances and need for assistance qualify as urgent.

The apartments and homes offered through Section 8 
assistance are required to maintain specific living quality 
standards to ensure all tenants are healthy, safe and 
financially stable in their homes.

A Section 8 applicant may be denied benefits if he or 
she does not meet all program eligibility requirements. 
Generally, a family’s income cannot exceed 50 percent of 
the median income that the average family earns in the area 
in which they are planning to reside. If a family member 
feels the denial of Section 8 benefits was wrongful, he or 
she may appeal the decision. Additional proof of income or 
family characteristics may be requested by the PHA when 
appealing a denial. The appeal is filed with the Office of 
Appeals and a judge may ask the applicant for proof that 
the denial was unjust. If family characteristics or income 
changes occur while on a waiting list, the applicant must 
inform the PHA of these changes immediately because 
they may affect the family’s eligibility with the program. 

Reasonable modifications must be made to homes, 
townhomes and apartments for disabled residents. HUD 
is responsible for ensuring disabled residents can find and 
successfully secure livable housing that is convenient and 
suitable to their needs. Housing providers cannot refuse to 
accept tenants based on disabilities. Furthermore, if denied 
tenants feel they have been unfairly refused, they should 
contact HUD to assist in exercising their rights to suitable 
housing. HUD assists over one million U.S. residents 
each year who are struggling with homelessness. The 
department specializes in helping homeless or imminently 
homeless residents to find permanent, emergency or 
transitional housing that is appropriate and affordable. 

HUD also offers connections and referrals to local 
homeless resources that can assist residents with other 
needs to keep them housed, employed, fed and clothed.

The family’s current living situation and desired 
location

All income, expenses and monthly benefits 
received

Number of family members and dependents
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HUD is also responsible for ensuring all residents are 
treated equally when attempting to rent, purchase or 
finance a home. If discrimination has occurred, residents 
can file housing discrimination complaints through 
HUD to attempt legal action. If the Fair Housing Act was 
violated, a resident can pursue action by contacting HUD 
and providing information about discrimination based on 
gender, color, religion, race or disability.

HUD homes are listed for sale to anyone who qualifies to 
purchase them. HUD homes are properties that have been 
foreclosed upon because homeowners defaulted on FHA 
loans. They are often sold as-is at affordable prices and 
can be purchased by residents who have the available cash 
or qualify for loans. To find out more about HUD homes 
and other homeownership assistance programs offered 
in California through the government agency, review the 
sections provided in this comprehensive guide.

Homeownership 
Assistance in California

Homeownership assistance is provided by HUD to ensure 
residents feel confident and financially independent when 
purchasing homes in their area. HUD offers many resources 
to assist new homebuyers or homeowners who are 
considering applying for a reverse mortgage or refinance 
loan. Homeowners who are facing foreclosure or other 
financial struggles can also turn to HUD homeownership 
assistance programs to potentially assist them in staying 
financially secure and keeping their current homes.

Federal Housing Administration (FHA) loans include many 
benefits to homeowners who qualify for financing. With 
low down payments and affordable interest rates, FHA 
loans offer qualifying home buyers affordable monthly 
payments when purchasing new property. FHA loans are 
administered through HUD and may assist first-time home 
buyers with new loans, seniors with refinancing options 
and mobile or manufactured home buyers with securing 
affordable financing for their purchases.

Whether purchasing a new home or investigating 
refinancing options, the housing market can offer residents 
many options to choose from. HUD offers free housing 
counseling for potential home buyers or home owners 
who need assistance weighing in on different financial 
strategies and options. Housing counseling is available at 
local agencies throughout California that participate in the 
program

HUD is a government agency available 
to assist residents throughout the 
country, including California, through the 
home-buying process.
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The Federal Housing Administration (FHA) provides mortgage insurance for loans offered to residents through FHA-approved 
lenders. The FHA has insured over 38 million properties since 1934, making it the largest mortgage insurer in the world. HUD’s 
Office of Housing regulates the housing industry and oversees the FHA. FHA loans are so important because they offer low, 
competitive interest rates and other benefits for first-time homebuyers or property buyers who may have had trouble securing 
a traditional loan through a financial institution.

FHA loans have become one of the most common types of loans because they offer low down payment requirements and 
loan security. The FHA is also known for offering financial options for home owners who cannot afford to continue paying 
their monthly mortgage statements. California residents who are interested in buying a home in the state should learn more 
about FHA loans and how they can assist. To find out more about applying for an FHA loan, eligibility criteria and qualifying 
properties, review the following information.

FHA Loans 
in California
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For first-time homebuyers, the down payment may be 
as little as 3.5 percent of the home’s purchase price. 
Conventional loans usually demand at least 20 percent for 
an acceptable down payment. FHA loans can offer these 
incentives to applicants because the mortgage insurance 
allows lenders to feel more confident in loan offerings. FHA-
approved lenders are required to carry less risk for loans 
backed by FHA mortgage insurance, so they offer better 
interest rates and less requirements from applicants.

While the FHA is a government agency, it does not receive 
its funding from taxpayers. The FHA is funded through the 
mortgage insurance payments made by homeowners. 
The proceeds from FHA mortgage insurance payments 
are used to fully fund the program and allow the FHA to 
continue to offer loans to homebuyers throughout the 
country.

An FHA loan is generally a good choice for first-time 
homebuyers with lower credit scores. Every FHA loan 
requires the purchase of mortgage insurance, since this 
is the financial product that allows for such appealing loan 
offers. If a homebuyer cannot put down a large down

payment for his or her purchase, an FHA loan may also be 
the best choice for financing. While mortgage insurance 
can increase the monthly mortgage payment, it allows 
homebuyers to avoid the requirement of putting a large 
payment down to start the purchase process.

FHA First-Time Homebuyer Loans

Applying for an FHA Loan

FHA loans are appealing for first-time homebuyers 
because they offer:

To apply for an FHA loan, a homebuyer must contact a 
local FHA lender. A list of FHA lenders is available on the 
HUD website and can be filtered by location, name or type 
of property or financial assistance desired. Upon meeting, 
the lender will ask the applicant for several pieces of 
information, including tax returns, employer paystubs and 
bank statements. The lender will also run the applicant’s 
credit report and investigate his or her financial history. 
The maximum purchase price allotted for an FHA loan 
applicant is dependent upon the findings of the applicant’s 
financial history and credit score. Additionally, the 
maximum purchase price for a loan applicant also depends 
on where he or she plans to purchase the property. The 
FHA sets strict purchase price guidelines that are defined 
by geographical location. Loan applicants can consult 
with an FHA lender to better understand the purchase 
price parameters in his or her desired area and based on 
his or her financial situation. Additionally, a loan applicant 
can use the online FHA loan calculator to find out the loan 
limits in his or her desired home purchase area.

Easier qualifications for loan approval

Lower down payment requirements

Less closing costs

Lower interest rates than conventional loans

https://www.hud.gov/program_offices/housing/sfh/lender/lenderlist
https://entp.hud.gov/idapp/html/hicostlook.cfm
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FHA Loan Applicant Eligibility Criteria

Property Qualifications for an FHA Loan

Each lender offers specific eligibility requirements for a 
loan. The loan must also meet all FHA requirements for 
approval through the program. Generally, to qualify for an 
FHA loan, an applicant must:

Not only does a loan applicant need to meet all 
requirements to qualify for an FHA loan, the desired 
property for purchase must also meet strict guidelines. 
The FHA only insures certain types of properties so as to 
keep their expenses low and to maintain the ability to offer 
benefits to qualifying loan applicants. The property itself is 
collateral for the FHA loan, therefore the FHA implements 
restrictions on the safety and construction of the property. 
The FHA lender may also set standards for the property 
before a loan is approved.

The sales price limit on the home cannot be exceeded 
when applying for an FHA loan. In California, a first-time 
homebuyer’s purchase cannot exceed $600,000 to qualify 
for an FHA loan. Additionally, the property can only be a 
single-family unit or condominium. However, an in-law 
or “granny” suite on the property does not disqualify it 
for an FHA loan, if the property is still zoned as a single-
occupancy home. The lot size of the home must be five 
acres or less and must pass an inspection based on FHA 
guidelines. Any additions or alterations planned by the 
buyer must meet all California Health and Safety Code 
requirements and FHA guidelines. 

While a manufactured home is accepted through FHA 
lenders, there are several strict guidelines the home must 
meet. The loan applicant must have a credit score of at 
least 600 and cannot purchase a singlewide or leasehold 
manufactured home. The manufactured home must 
meet all FHA construction guidelines and no manual 
underwriting may take place

While non-occupant co-signers can apply for a loan with a 
first-time homebuyer, a non-occupant co-applicant cannot. 
An online home-buying class through eHome America must 
be completed if an applicant is a first-time homebuyer. He 
or she can also complete an in-person course through a 
Housing Counseling Agency approved by HUD. A home 
buyer must occupy his or her new purchase within 60 days of 
closing if he or she claimed owner occupancy when applying 
for the loan.

The qualified FHA lender will verify all other characteristics, 
including income, liabilities, assets and credit history for all 
residents applying for the loan. While there are usually no 
maximum income limits for an FHA loan, an applicant must 
meet a minimum amount of monthly income to qualify for a 
loan. This minimum income level varies between lenders and 
location. Consulting with an FHA lender is helpful for potential 
loan applicants to learn if they may qualify for an FHA loan. 
The financial characteristics requested by an FHA lender not 
only determine whether an applicant qualifies for an FHA 
loan, they also determine the amount of down payment owed 
and the interest rate offered upon approval.

Have a valid Social Security Number

Possess full legal residency in the United 
States

Be of legal age to sign for a mortgage in 
California

Complete Homebuyer Education counseling, if 
a first-time homebuyer

https://calhfa.ehomeamerica.org/sponsor_user/sponsor_main
https://apps.hud.gov/offices/hsg/sfh/hcc/hcs.cfm?weblistaction=summary
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There are many helpful programs available through HUD that assist homebuyers or owners in making smart and beneficial 
financial decisions with their home purchases or mortgages. Government programs can assist with foreclosure avoidance, 
reverse mortgages and benefits for first-time homebuyers. To navigate these programs and choose which ones are right for 
their situation, California residents can take advantage of free housing counseling available through HUD. Housing counseling 
is helpful for residents who are on the brink of making big financial decisions when it comes to homes or rental properties and 
can help them weigh their options before making any moves.

Housing and financial experts who are trained and approved by HUD offer their services to California residents in the area to 
ensure they know all of their financial options. To learn more about how to receive this free housing counseling and the types 
of financial and home purchasing assistance discussed in free housing counseling sessions, review the following information 
provided.

Housing Counseling 
in California
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How to Receive Housing Counseling

First-Time Homebuyer Housing 
Counseling 

HUD sponsors the housing counseling program, which 
is implemented by local housing counseling agencies 
throughout the country. These agencies offer free or low-
cost counseling to all residents who contact them through 
HUD. The types of counseling these agencies can assist 
California residents with include:

Many HUD-approved counseling agencies offer free 
workshops and webinars that explain some first-time 
homebuyer programs offered in California. With the help 
of a housing counselor, residents will learn that a first-
time homebuyer is defined as a resident who has not 
purchased and occupied a home in the last three years. If 
a homebuyer qualifies as a first-time purchaser, he or she 
has access to different types of loans and potential down 
payment assistance. The details of these programs and 
their requirements can be explained in-depth by a housing 
counselor. For example, down payment assistance may be 
available for certain homebuyers through California’s Extra 
Credit Teacher Home Purchase Program or Mortgage 
Credit Certificate Tax Credit Program. A counselor can 
review a candidate’s situation and the program’s eligibility 
criteria to determine if he or she should consider applying.

A housing counseling agency can assist first-time 
homebuyers in learning about FHA loans, associated 
requirements and the benefits of applying for a loan 
through the FHA. To successfully obtain an FHA loan for 
a first-time homebuyer, the purchaser must complete 
HUD-approved homebuyer education counseling. 
Homebuyer education requirements are successfully met 
by completing an 8-hour online class through the eHome 
website. The class fee is $99 and students who complete 
the course receive a certificate of completion, which must 
be turned into the FHA lender before closing on a property. 
First-time homebuyers can also complete the education 
requirement in-person by locating a local HUD-approved 
housing counseling agency. Each agency charges various 
fees to complete the mandatory educational course, which 
provides information on the closing process and how to 
stay within budget after making a home purchase. 

 If a resident is interested in gaining more knowledge about 
reverse mortgages, their benefits and drawbacks, he or 
she can use the reverse mortgage counselor online search 
to locate a specific counselor to assist.

The housing counseling agency representatives are trained 
by HUD so they have up-to-date knowledge of all programs 
available through the department, including the benefits 
and requirements of each program. This knowledge can 
assist potential home buyers or home owners who are 
unsure about available options. Potential home renters or 
current tenants struggling to pay monthly rent can also 
benefit from the knowledge of housing counselors. 

California residents who are interested in enlisting the help 
of a housing counselor for buying or renting a home can 
locate HUD-approved counseling agencies through HUD’s 
online locator. Additionally, an interested resident can call 
HUD’s interactive voice phone system at 1-800-569-4287 
to find a local housing counseling agency. Residents who 
specifically need assistance with foreclosure avoidance 
should use the foreclosure avoidance counselor online 
search to locate a counselor with training in foreclosure 
avoidance and refinance programs.

Buying or renting a home

Credit issues and defaulting on a mortgage

Avoiding foreclosure

Reverse mortgages or re-financing

http://www.calhfa.ca.gov/homebuyer/programs/ectp.htm
http://www.calhfa.ca.gov/homebuyer/programs/ectp.htm
http://www.calhfa.ca.gov/homebuyer/programs/mcc.htm
http://www.calhfa.ca.gov/homebuyer/programs/mcc.htm
https://calhfa.ehomeamerica.org/sponsor_user/sponsor_main
https://calhfa.ehomeamerica.org/sponsor_user/sponsor_main
https://entp.hud.gov/idapp/html/hecm_agency_look.cfm
https://apps.hud.gov/offices/hsg/sfh/hcc/hcs.cfm
https://apps.hud.gov/offices/hsg/sfh/hcc/hcs.cfm
https://apps.hud.gov/offices/hsg/sfh/hcc/fc/index.cfm
https://apps.hud.gov/offices/hsg/sfh/hcc/fc/index.cfm
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Additional free housing counseling through HUD can be helpful for first-time buyers who are unsure about their budget and 
credit score. A housing counselor can set realistic expectations for a first-time homebuyer on timelines for closing on a home 
and the household budget changes that should occur after taking on a home loan. A housing counselor can also review the 
factors that determine how loan terms are configured, including the purchase price, credit score and debt-to-income-ratio of 
the buyer.

Foreclosure Avoidance Counseling

Additional Housing Counseling Through HUD

California residents who are struggling to pay their mortgages may have options to avoid losing their homes. Loan modification 
and refinancing are just some of the options that may be available to homeowners who can no longer afford their monthly 
mortgage payments. Free housing counseling from an HUD-approved agency can assist these homeowners in reviewing the 
options available through HUD and other financial agencies that may assist in improving their financial situations.

The Making Home Affordable plan was administered by the U.S. Treasury to specifically assist homeowners facing foreclosure 
to avoid losing their homes. The program is no longer accepting new applications, but homeowners facing foreclosure may be 
offered alternative options similar to the program. HUD housing counselors in California can review a homeowner’s financial 
situation and offer potential loan modification programs, including the Home Affordable Refinance Program, Principal 
Reduction Alternative Program and FHA Special Forbearance Program. Housing counselors can also assist homeowners 
with implementing budgeting techniques that help ensure they do not find themselves unable to pay their mortgages again.

HUD-approved housing counseling agencies also provide free or low-cost advice and counseling for homebuyers, renters or 
owners who have missed mortgage payments, want more information on a reverse mortgage, need to improve credit scores 
or are unsure of how to organize monthly budgets efficiently.

Residents struggling to find affordable rental homes or apartments may qualify for Section 8, also known as the Housing 
Choice Voucher Program. For eligibility, a resident must meet the low-income guidelines and choose to rent a Section 8 
approved home or apartment. Housing counselors can review the housing opportunities available for qualifying residents and 
assist them in applying for Section 8 housing.

A low credit score can affect the types of loans offered to a homebuyer or the rental properties available. It can also affect a 
homeowner’s access to refinance offers. To improve a credit score, a resident should pay down credit cards, reduce debt and 
pay bills responsibly and on time. A housing counselor can create a plan of action for a resident who needs to improve a credit 
score to qualify for a rental or loan program

 When a reverse mortgage is attained, the bank pays a homeowner a monthly rate or credit line that goes against the value of 
the home. The homeowner is not responsible for paying back the reverse mortgage until he or she sells the home or passes 
away. A reverse mortgage can help a homeowner who needs income, but it affects the homeowner’s credit and eliminates 
the equity in the home. HUD housing counselors can review a homeowner’s specific situation to advise him or her if a reverse 
mortgage is a smart financial decision. Budget counseling can also be helpful to homeowners to ensure they can stay within 
their means and continue to meet their mortgage or rent payments.

https://www.makinghomeaffordable.gov/need-help/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.harp.gov/
https://www.hud.gov/topics/housing_choice_voucher_program_section_8
https://www.hud.gov/topics/housing_choice_voucher_program_section_8
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Renting an apartment is a significant commitment of hard-earned money, so making sure that the apartment you are considering 
is all you expect is crucial. Apartments can often look very attractive on the outside, particularly the model apartments that 
you will be shown. However, closer to the truth will be the lived-in apartments as well as the policies of the complex that may 
have you regretting your decision. Taking the time to ask questions and make a series of visits to the apartment building prior 
to leasing, is the key to renting happiness.

7 Questions to Ask Your Landlord 
Before Renting an Apartment
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Ask About the Rental Price per Month

Ask About the Application Process

Ask About the Interest in the Unit

Ask About Rent Payment Options and 
Expectations

While the cost may be listed online or in the brochures, 
these can go out of date. Ask about the current price and if 
the price is higher than the one listed. You may still receive 
the lower advertise price by pointing out the difference. 
Ask what is included in the price, as utilities, cable, trash 
service and fees for amenities could be additional to the 
listed price. If they are not included, then you will have 
additional charges that you will have to account for. A 
good example of this is, “Can you clarify the rental price, 
as well as any deposits, cost of utilities or fees for access 
to amenities?”

All apartment complexes have slightly different procedures 
for qualifying applicants. Asking the landlord about the 
process will help you set your expectations and will 
illuminate any additional application fees that the leasing 
agent may not have mentioned. If the landlord states that 
he or she pulls a credit report, ask if it is a hard or soft report, 
as a hard report will affect your credit rating. A good way 
to ask this is, “Can you walk me through your application 
process, including any fees that I might be asked to pay?”

Asking the landlord how many people have been interested 
in the apartment can tell you a lot. If the interest has been 
low, then there may be a very good reason for it. If the 
landlord obviously lies to you about how many people are 
interested in the unit, then you should walk away. A good 
way to ask this is, “How much interest have you had in this 
particular unit?”

You might think that this is straightforward, but it can be 
a sticking point. Some apartment complexes will only 
accept a money order as a form of payment, which can be 
a hassle. Find out which payment methods are accepted. 
Avoid those situations where it is a cash-only requirement. 

Online payments are typical and the most convenient. 
While inquiring about this, ask about the late fee policies 
for the rental. A good question is, “Can you tell me about 
your payment options for paying rent?”
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Ask the Landlord if He or She Would 
Live There

Ask About the Neighborhood

Ask About Furnishings and Appliances

Asking this type of question may be out-of-the-blue for the 
leasing agent but it will be enough for you to tell if he or she 
is hiding something about the place. If the agent smiles 
and acts excited, then it is a good indication that you have 
found a really nice place. If the agent does not meet your 
eyes, or the landlord would not choose to live there, then 
you will need to follow up and inquire as to why he or she 
would not live there. Try asking, “So, would you live if you 
could?”

You can rent the apartment of your dreams, but still 
experience nightmares if it is situated in a high-crime 
area. Most public records and reviews online will indicate 
whether the area is safe or not, but asking the landlord 
pointblank will also give you an idea of his or her view of 
the area.

The apartment model may sport all sorts of bells and 
whistles, many which will not be available in the real units. 
Asking about what is included is the key to avoiding nasty 
surprises. In rental units that are advertised as furnished, 
find out exactly what is provided. Ask, “What furnishings 
are included exactly, and how old are they?” Along with this 
should be a follow up question about maintenance and 
the usual turnaround time for repairs once a work order is 
submitted.

Asking the right questions, in the right way, can tell you 
a great deal about the area, the apartment building, the 
administration and the policies of the business. The more 
the landlord tells you, the more you will learn, but the key 
is to first ask open-ended questions that will require the 
rental agent to respond with additional information. That 
additional information can make all the difference.



California Department of Housing & Urban Development | 18

HUD enforces the Fair Housing Act, found in the Civil Rights Act of 1968, through the Office of Fair Housing and Equal 
Opportunity (FHEO). This act makes it illegal for any property owner or lender to discriminate against a potential buyer or 
tenant. While personal characteristics including credit score, financial history and income can be legally used to determine 
whether an applicant is a good candidate to rent or own a property, other characteristics like gender or religion cannot be used.

How to File a Housing 
Discrimination Complaint 
in California
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Types of Housing Discrimination
When the Fair Housing Act is violated, housing 
discrimination has occurred and the victim has every right 
to file a housing complaint. Illegal housing discrimination 
occurs when a loan applicant, potential home buyer or 
tenant applicant is refused housing based on:

All applicants must be afforded the same equal opportunity 
and fair rights to housing opportunities throughout the 
country. Loan, rental or home-buying applicants who feel 
they have been discriminated against in defiance of the 
Fair Housing Act can file a discrimination complaint with 
HUD. Learning about the complaint filing process and the 
steps HUD will take once a complaint is filed is important 
for applicants who may have been discriminated against. 
To find out more about what constitutes housing 
discrimination, exemptions to the Fair Housing Act, how 
to file a complaint and the process HUD follows after filing, 
review the following sections.

Race, color or national origin

Religion

Sex, gender or sexual preference

Family characteristics (having custody of small 
children or women who are pregnant)

Disabilities

An example of discrimination against race or color occurs 
if a landlord posts an advertisement for an apartment 
rental but specifically states that certain persons will not 
qualify based on race. If a home seller refuses to consider 
a reasonable offer because a family practices Judaism, he 
or she has also committed illegal housing discrimination. 
While the Fair Housing Act does not specifically mention 
discrimination based on sexual orientation or gender 
identity, it is illegal to discriminate against a person 
because he or she is transgender, bisexual, gay or lesbian. 
For example, if a property manager for a rental demands 
a transgender woman not wear women’s clothing when 
leaving a home, the manager is committing housing 
discrimination.

Familial housing discrimination occurs if a landlord charges 
a higher rent to a family because they have children under 
the age of 18. Reasonable modifications must be made to 
a rental home if a disabled person is approved as a new 
tenant. If a landlord refuses to install a ramp or grab bar 
for the tenant, the landlord has also committed an act of 
housing discrimination.

Loan or rental applicants and potential home buyers should 
first learn about the reasons they were refused housing 
before filing a complaint. If the reasons are related to credit 
score, financial history, income or rental history, no housing 
discrimination has occurred. However, if the sole reason 
for refusal involves one of the above-mentioned personal 
characteristics, a housing discrimination complaint should 
be filed with HUD.
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Exemptions to the Fair Housing Act
While the Fair Housing Act prevents discrimination based on personal characteristics, there are exemptions to the act in which 
certain cases do not warrant the filing of a housing discrimination complaint with HUD. Familial and age discrimination are 
exempt from certain senior citizen facilities and communities. For example, “55 and older” communities are exempt from 
discrimination based on age if they can prove that:

At least 80 percent of the community has one or more occupants who are 55 years of age and older.

There are ample publications, signs and policies that establish the community as a “55 and older” community in 
the area.

All HUD requirements for age verification of residents are followed.
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While these communities may be protected from familial 
or age discrimination, they are still required to adhere to 
all fair housing opportunities regardless of race, color, 
national origin, disability, sex, gender or sexual preference.

The Fair Housing Act covers most housing available. 
However, some owner-occupied buildings with less than 
four units and single-family housing that was sold or bought 
without the use of a professional broker may be exempt. 
Additionally, properties owned by private organizations or 
clubs may have the right of refusal to members and may 
limit occupancy without violating the Fair Housing Act.

Filing a Housing Discrimination 
Complaint

When housing discrimination is suspected, a potential 
accuser has one year to file a complaint. If he or she 
waits longer than one year, no action can be taken against 
the discriminator. Ignoring discrimination or waiting to 
file a complaint can be harmful to a potential tenant or 
homebuyer because her or she can miss out on housing 
opportunities. The discriminatory landlord or homeowner 
may continue to discriminate against other applicants or 
buyers if action is not promptly taken. By standing up for 
his or her rights in the housing market, an accuser can 
put a stop to discrimination and ensure equal housing 
opportunities are provided for all California residents.

The first step to filing an initial housing discrimination 
complaint is to find the local HUD Regional Office’s contact 
information, provided on HUD’s website. The HUD Regional 
Office for California is located in San Francisco. The toll-free 
number that California residents can call to file a housing 
discrimination complaint is 1-800-347-3739. The caller will 
be connected to a representative who will collect specific 
important information about the compliant, including the 
name and contact information of both parties involved and 
the act of discrimination that occurred. After the phone 
call is complete, a fair housing specialist will review the 
complaint and contact the filer if additional information 
is needed. If the housing discrimination complaint is 
deemed valid, the specialist will assist the accuser in filing 

an official complaint. California residents can also mail in 
details about a potential housing discrimination complaint 
to:

U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development
600 Harrison Street, Third Floor
San Francisco, CA 94107-1387

Details should include the accuser’s name, contact 
information, person he or she is filing the claim against 
(respondent), respondent’s contact information, 
description of the violation and the date of discrimination.

https://www.hud.gov/program_offices/fair_housing_equal_opp/online-complaint#%5Bobject%20HTMLCollection%5D
https://www.hud.gov/program_offices/fair_housing_equal_opp/online-complaint#%5Bobject%20HTMLCollection%5D
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Housing Discrimination Complaint Process
Once HUD has received a housing discrimination complaint and the investigation is underway, the respondent is notified of 
the filing. The respondent and accuser have an opportunity to reconcile the situation with a Conciliation Agreement that states 
specific terms and agreements that must be met by both parties. If signed by both parties, the investigation will cease and 
the outlined terms must be met.

If the parties cannot agree to terms in the Conciliation Agreement, HUD will complete the investigation and put together a Final 
Investigative Report that includes all evidence. If cause for a discrimination case is found, the accuser has 20 days after the 
report filing to decide if the case should move on to be heard by an HUD Administrative Law Judge or if a civil trial in Federal 
District Court is sought. If a hearing is elected by the accuser or respondent, an HUD attorney represents the accuser unless a 
private lawyer is hired on his or her own accord. Witnesses, examinations and evidence are presented to the judge. The judge 
makes his or her ruling once both sides are heard.

For a civil trial, the U.S. Department of Justice files a civil lawsuit on the accuser’s behalf. A jury trial may be requested by either 
party and a private attorney may be obtained. Both parties may present evidence, examine witnesses and request subpoenas 
for additional evidence. A jury makes the ruling once both sides are heard, unless there is no jury present and the ruling is 
made by the civil judge.

If it is found the Fair Housing Act was violated by the respondent, the accuser may be awarded compensation, punitive 
damages, access to housing opportunities or injunctive relief. If no discrimination is determined, the case is dismissed. The 
accuser may pursue further legal action by sending a request for reconsideration of the case in writing to:

Director, FHEO
Office of Enforcement, U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development
451 7th Street SW, Room 5206,
Washington, DC 20410-2000

Additionally, the accuser can file a private lawsuit against the respondent in a court of law within two years of the discriminatory 
act.
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How to Buy an HUD 
Home in California

What are HUD Homes?
HUD homes are listed for sale by HUD because the original 
homeowners had FHA-insured loans that were defaulted 
upon, resulting in a foreclosure. HUD regains ownership of 
the homes after foreclosure is completed. To recoup the 
losses on the unpaid FHA loan, HUD sells these homes 
for reasonable prices to qualified residents. Prices are set 
at affordable rates so that HUD does not hold on to the 
properties for an unnecessarily long period of time. HUD 
only sells residential properties that have one to four units. 
Since HUD has lost money on the FHA loan and usually 
lists homes under market value, the department does not 
guarantee the condition of the home and most are sold as-
is, with no promise of repairs before purchase.

A home owned by HUD may seem intimidating for 
potential home buyers because the purchase process is 
completed a little differently than a regular home sale. 
However, there are many advantages to purchasing an 
HUD home in California, including the appeal of a reduced 
price. Residents should learn more about HUD homes and 
the purchasing process when house-hunting so they can 
take advantage of reasonably priced homes offered by the 
department. To find out more about what an HUD home 
is, the advantages of buying one and how to purchase an 
HUD home, review the information that follows.

California residents in the market to buy 
a home may also look at HUD homes 
for sale while searching for prospective 
properties.
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Anyone can buy an HUD home if he or she has the cash or can obtain an acceptable loan. However, HUD first offers homes 
new to the market exclusively to owner-occupants, or purchasers who plan to live in the home full-time after buying it. After 
a period of time, HUD homes are listed for sale to the general public, allowing investors or part-time residents to attempt to 
purchase them.

Since HUD homes often need repairs or updating, potential home buyers are encouraged to complete a thorough home 
inspection before closing. A home inspector can recommend repairs and estimate the cost and timeline of these repairs. 
Potential HUD home buyers should consider obtaining 203(k) Rehabilitation loans through the FHA, which are loans that can 
assist in covering the cost of repairs. With these type of loans, up to $35,000 can be added to a mortgage, and remains easily 
accessible to the home buyer so he or she can cover the cost of extensive repairs. A 203(k) Rehabilitation loan is helpful 
because it allows the home buyer to make home repairs and obtain an FHA home loan once repairs are completed and the 
home can pass the FHA inspection.

The HUD Home Store is the official website that lists all HUD homes for sale nationwide. Potential home buyers can search 
for desirable HUD homes by location, price, number of bedrooms or status, such as new listing or reduced price. Potential 
homebuyers can also use the website’s advanced search function to find HUD homes with specific characteristics, including 
a fireplace, garage or pool. HUD home shoppers may also see homes in their local communities with FHA signs displayed out 
front. This means the home is currently being appraised and all title issues resolved before it goes on the market. The FHA 
sign should include the name of the asset manager, who can be contacted for updates on the potential HUD home and when 
it will be available for purchase.

https://www.hudhomestore.com/Home/Index.aspx
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The Advantages of Buying HUD Homes
HUD homes are offered at discounted prices, allowing 
home buyers to purchase larger homes or homes in more 
desirable areas than they may have been able to afford in 
traditional sales. Owner-occupants have the advantage 
of priority bidding, allowing them to gain access to HUD 
properties before investors can make offers.

The HUD Good Neighbor Next Door Program also applies 
to foreclosure homes in revitalization areas. The program 
allows residents in certain employment industries to 
purchase HUD homes in specific areas at a 50 percent 
discount if they commit to living in the home for at least 
36 months following the purchase. The following types 
of workers are eligible for the Good Neighbor Next Door 
Program:

Emergency Medical Technicians

Firefighters

Teachers (Pre-kindergarten through 12th grade)

 Law enforcement officers

Eligible home buyers must accept the offer to purchase the 
respective HUD property within seven days. To search for 
eligible homes for sale with this program, buyers should 
visit the HUD Home Store website and indicate “Good 
Neighbor Next Door Program” under the “Buyer Type” drop-
down menu.

HUD also pays a portion of closing costs when a resident 
purchases an HUD home. If the buyer uses the HUD-

selected closing agent, HUD may contribute up to five 
percent of the closing costs on the transaction.

https://www.hud.gov/program_offices/housing/sfh/reo/goodn/gnndabot
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The Process of Purchasing an HUD 
Home
Before attempting to shop for an HUD home, a potential 
buyer should first get pre-approved for financing, if needed. 
An HUD home can be purchased with cash, an FHA loan 
or a conventional loan. HUD does not offer direct financing 
for the purchase of homes. An FHA loan usually has less 
requirements for approval and offers a more affordable 
down payment (3.5 percent of the purchase price) than a 
conventional loan. Pre-approval and loan acceptance can 
be completed by a lender or mortgage broker.

When a desirable HUD home is found, potential buyers 
planning on living in the home full-time have first priority 
to bid. The potential buyer should contact a licensed real 
estate agent in the area. Only licensed real estate agents 
who are registered with HUD can make bids on HUD 
homes for potential home buyers. Investors will not be 
able to request a licensed real estate agent to bid on HUD 
properties for them until the exclusive listing for owner-
occupants has ended.

If the bid is accepted, the potential HUD home buyer will 
be asked to make an earnest money deposit, which is 
handled by the real estate professional. When both parties 
have signed the contract, a home inspection should be 
completed by the potential home buyer within 15 days. 
The inspection allows the buyer to learn about potential 
repairs that must be made on the home and the home’s 
current condition. HUD does not offer compensation to 
complete home repairs, but a Property Damage Report 
can be completed and faxed to HUD by the real estate 
agent so all home damages are on file.

No damage repairs should be started by the potential 
home buyer until after closing. Buyers are encouraged to 
have an inspector perform another inspection close to the 
closing date to ensure the condition of the property has 
not changed before purchase. Once a home buyer closes 
on an HUD home, he or she is responsible for any repairs 
and for making monthly mortgage payments on time to 
the lender if a loan was obtained.
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The debate over whether to rent or buy a home can be difficult, especially if you have little or no prior experience with home 
rental or ownership. Friends and family members may have told you about their personal experiences, but ultimately you must 
decide whether you should purchase a home or rent one based on your needs and preferences. The up-front cost of renting 
as opposed to buying is only one of the many variables of homeownership verse rental that you must carefully consider. The 
best way to make a decision to rent or purchase a home is to map out all of your needs and expectations ahead of time. You 
must also weigh the long-term benefits and detriments of both options. Below are some of the most common pros and cons 
of buying verse renting a home, which will help you to make your final decision.

The Pros and Cons of Buying 
vs. Renting a Home
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Renting a Home Will Exempt You From 
Property Maintenance Costs

Purchasing a Home Involves Investing 
a Lot of Time in Upkeep Procedures

The Costs of Homeownership Are 
Typically Higher Than Rental Costs

Purchasing a Home Will Give You a 
Stable Environment, but Very Little 
Flexibility

One of the pros of renting a home opposed to buying one 
is that you will not be in charge of the maintenance on the 
property. It will be up to your landlord to perform actions 
such as plumbing or roof replacements as well as general 
maintenance procedures, such as mowing the lawn on the 
property. If you purchase a home then you will have the 
added costs of all of those maintenance tasks.

If you buy your own home then you must invest the time 
necessary to keep up with all of the needs associated with 
maintaining the property. You will have to call plumbers, 
roofers and other tradesmen whenever your home needs 
routine or emergency repair procedures. As a renter, you 
will not have those same responsibilities. Instead, your 
landlord will be responsible for scheduling any necessary 
upkeep.

Purchasing a home is an expensive endeavor. A good rule 
is not to purchase a home unless you expect to spend 
less than 30 percent of your income on the combination 
of monthly mortgage payments insurance, and property 
taxes. The rest of your income will be needed for other 
family expenses, which may occasionally include 
unexpected home repairs. If your income is not high 
enough to cover the costs of home ownership then you 
should opt to rent a home instead.

You must consider your lifestyle before you choose to rent 
or purchase a home. Being a homeowner can make you 
feel like a part of your local community and help you to 
integrate into a given area. However, staying in one place 
may not be your goal, especially if your profession or 
hobbies involve a lot of travel.

Even if you do choose to purchase a home, you should 
make sure that you are completely satisfied with the 
area before you finalize a purchase. The housing market 
changes all the time. You may find it difficult to sell your 
home on short notice. Even if you can sell it, you may lose 
money on your initial investment. In some cases, it can 
take decades to pay off a home mortgage and you may 
find that the value of your home actually decreases over 
the years. Therefore, it is wise to purchase a home only if 
you plan to live in it for many years.

When you rent a home you will not have the stability of 
homeownership, but you will have the flexibility that 
homeownership does not offer. Most rental leases are 
for no more than one year. Therefore, even if you choose 
to move before your rental agreement expires, you will 
only have to pay a comparatively low amount in order to 
relocate.
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Know Your Approximate Monthly Expenses
When you rent a home, you must pay monthly rental fees and you may also be responsible for paying certain utilities. You 
will be able to predict the approximate costs of those expenses every month, which will make it easier for you to create a 
monthly budget. If you choose to purchase a home instead, your basic monthly bills, such as utilities, will also be somewhat 
predictable. However, there will be some months when you must pay for added expenses relating to home maintenance. If you 
have a limited income then those expenses will be problematic for you, and renting a home may be the best choice.

A Home is a Long-Term Asset
Although renting a home tends to have more short-term benefits than buying one, purchasing your own home can be an 
excellent long-term investment. If you plan to raise a large family or want a property that you can leave to your children then 
you should purchase your own home at some point. However, you must wait until you are financially stable enough to do so.
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When purchasing a home the traditional way, the buyer and seller agree to terms and the transaction is completed at closing. 
However, when engaged in a rent-to-own situation, it is a little different. In a depressed housing market or when a renter 
does not have the money for a down payment, renting with the possibility of ownership at the end of a specified term can be 
beneficial to everyone involved.

The Advantages of 
Rent-To-Own Homes
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Try on the Neighborhood First

Flexibility on Commitmen

No Taxes for Renters

There is No Competition for the House

The Move is QuickerRent-to-Own Allows for Locked 
Purchase Price

It is a terrible tragedy to move into a neighborhood only to 
find that no one gets along, the homeowners association is 
run by neo-militants and the nearest grocery is a 30-minute 
drive away. Renting to own allows the prospective buyer to 
take the home out for a test drive, so to speak. Living in the 
area will allow the renter and potential owner, the chance 
to learn about issues in the area, the house, the land and 
access to those elements that are most important. Living 
in a home for at least a few months to a year can give a 
very real view of what life would be like on a permanent 
basis. In this way, if there are any deal breakers, the renter 
simply terminates his or her lease.

Rent-to-own tenants can change their mind about 
purchasing the home after a set amount of years. Instead, 
the savings could be set back into a fund that would allow 
him or her to purchase or place a down payment on any 
house. It is also a great way to rebuild credit and improve 
financial situations before applying for a home loan. In the 
end, the rent-to-own agreement is simply the agreement to 
offer a first right to purchase the home after so many years 
and that the rent that has been paid toward the home at 
that point will be used in an agreed upon way toward the 
purchase price of the home.

Until the home is actually purchased, all property taxes 
and any other associated California taxes, belong with the 
actual owner. So, renters do not have to worry about the 
taxes and can take the time to experience homeownership. 
This is a particularly good idea for those who have never 
owned a home before and for those renters who may have 
only lived in a controlled apartment building. Living in a 
home, as opposed to an apartment, can be an eye-opening 
experience for some. Renting-to-own allows the renter to 
change his or her mind about living in a house without 
having the additional burden of taxes.

When purchasing a home in the traditional way, there 
may be other potential buyers who could bid against 
one another. In the rent-to-own situation, there is no 
competition, because the leasing option that was agreed 
to offers the renter the first option to purchase. This allows 
for a more conductive renting arrangement and, in many 
instances, the renters will take better care of the home 
since they intend to one day purchase it. The buyers do 
not have to worry about a bidding war, one which they may 
lose, and the sellers do not have to worry about finding a 
qualified buyer. It is a win-win situation for both parties.

Unlike the traditional home purchase process, rent-to-own 
allows the renter to move in much quicker than he or she 
would if a purchase was being initiated. Most home sales 
take weeks and sometimes months to complete. However, 
rent-to-own homes can often be ready for occupation by 
the new tenant in a matter of days. This shorter wait time 
allows renters, especially those who are moving from a 
longer distance, to make their arrangements accordingly 
with a firm date.

In a volatile housing market when prices can skyrocket, a 
rent-to-own participant can lock in the housing price at the 
current market value. Of course, it can always go down, 
but in most cases, it will go up and the renter will have the 
benefit of paying less for the home than those around him 
or her. The added advantage of knowing what the purchase 
price is can also allow the purchaser to save money for the 
down payment and to realize that a good deal of the rental 
money is going into the equity of the home, which will be 
his or hers one day.
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Section 8 in California

A Section 8 applicant’s eligibility for the program is 
determined by his or her family characteristics and income. 
Requirements are different depending on the geographical 
area in which the applicant wishes to live.

Section 8 applicants must apply through local public 
housing agencies (PHA) in their desired areas. Verification 
of income, expenses and family members is requested 
after applying. If the PHA does not have any vouchers 
available for new Section 8 applicants, the applicant may 
be placed on a waiting list. In some cases, there are too 
many applicants on a waiting list and the area is closed to 
new Section 8 applicants. Applicants placed on a waiting 
list are chosen if funding becomes available, their need 
for assistance is extremely urgent or they are chosen in a 
lottery selection.

Section 8 applicants who do not meet the requirements 
of the program are sent a denial letter from the PHA. The 
reasons for denial are listed on the letter. If an applicant 
feels he or she was denied in error, an appeal may be filed 
with the PHA.

Disabled tenants have rights to suitable accommodations 
that make living convenient and comfortable. 
Discrimination is illegal and reasonable accommodations 

California residents who meet eligibility 
criteria for the Section 8 program 
may obtain access to approved low-
rent apartments and public housing, 
as well as vouchers to reduce the 
monthly rent on privately owned homes, 
condominiums or townhouses.

must be made for tenants in public or private housing. 
Disabled tenants who are discriminated against by 
property managers or landlords can seek legal action by 
filing a complaint through HUD.

HUD offers resources for homeless residents to ensure 
they can receive proper accommodations in a timely 
manner. The housing programs offered through HUD 
assist the homeless in finding homes and prevent the 
imminently homeless from losing their current homes. 
HUD also sponsors programs to assist homeless veterans 
in obtaining permanent housing. To learn more about 
Section 8 housing vouchers in California, disability rights 
and homelessness assistance, review the information 
provided.
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California Section 8 Beneficiaries 
Throughout the Years

According to the National Low-Income Housing Coalition (NILIHC), nearly 4.8 million families or households have received 
some form of housing assistance in the U.S. Unfortunately, there is still a huge gap between those who need housing and 
the amount of available housing that exists. As of 2010, it was reported that one out of every four households that applied 
for assistance were unable to be placed into affordable housing in the U.S., even if the applicants were qualified. Currently, 
in California, there are 106 housing authorities, with at least 13 Section 8 waiting lists that are open. Waiting lists are subject 
to closure once all available housing is assigned. Historical data for the Section 8 program reveals an increase in voucher 
assistance, with a large percentage of those using the vouchers being the elderly and families with children.

Families with 
Children

24%

Elderly
44%

Disabled
22%

Single Adults
10%

Section 8 Information by Household Type (2016 data)
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Section 8 Family Eligibility 
Requirements
A PHA is responsible for administering the HCV program 
in each county or metropolitan area throughout California. 
Each PHA follows the general eligibility criteria HUD sets 
for the national Section 8 program. However, every PHA 
may have slightly different eligibility criteria that must 
be met by program applicants within the area to receive 
Seciton 8 benefits. For example, one main eligibility factor 

Eligibility for Section 8 in California

The program helps low income or imminently homeless 
residents throughout the country find affordable and 
suitable housing. By providing vouchers to assist with 
rent payments, approved housing becomes affordable 
when using the HCV program without minimizing profit for 
landlords or property managers.

Before receiving vouchers for approved housing, an 
HCV program applicant must meet specific eligibility 
requirements and be approved for the program by a local 
public housing authority (PHA). Applicants must prove 
they meet all family, citizenship and income guidelines 
before they are accepted into the program. Many California 
PHAs have extensive waiting lists for HCV programs that 
may not currently be accepting new applicants. Residents 
who are having trouble paying rent or finding affordable 
housing in the state should review the details of the HCV 
program for potential assistance from HUD. To learn more 
about Section 8 family definitions, acceptable citizenship 
status and specific income limits for program, review the 
following information.

HUD funds the Section 8 program, 
also referred to as the Housing Choice 
Vouchers Program (HCV).

for the HCV program is that an applicant constitutes a 
“family.” According to HUD, a family can be defined as a 
person or group of people who may:
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Live in a household with or without children.
Non-citizen admitted permanently or who 
entered the U.S. before January 1, 1972.

Have a head or co-head of household that is 
62 years of age or older, with or without live-in 
aides (referred to as an elderly family).

Non-citizen 62 years of age or older who began 
receiving government assistance on or before 
September 6, 1996.

Have a head or co-head of household that is 
disabled, with or without live-in aides (referred 
to as a disabled family).

Refugees and immigrants granted asylum or 
conditional entry.

Be displaced from home due a governmental 
action or due to extensive home damage from 
a disaster that called for federal aid.

Non-citizens granted entry from the Attorney 
General for an emergency or “withholding 
deportation.”

Be a family member remaining in the home 
after other tenant family members have left the 
unit.

Amnesty granted for permanent or temporary 
entry.

HUD also defines a family as a single person who does 
not fall into one of the categories listed above, but lives 
alone. A PHA must include all of HUD’s definitions of a 
family in eligibility criteria, but the agency may also include 
additional definitions of family, if desired.

Section 8 Citizenship Eligibility 
Guidelines

One of the mandatory eligibility requirements for an 
HCV program applicant is his or her citizenship status. 
A program applicant must be a United States citizen or 
an eligible legal immigrant to receive Section 8 program 
benefits in any area throughout the country. If a program 
applicant claims eligible immigrant status, he or she must 
provide proof of status to the corresponding PHA, including 
paperwork from the Immigration and Naturalization 
Service office. Eligible immigration statuses include:
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To qualify for admittance into the Section 8 program, an applicant must sign a certification electing he or she as a legal citizen, 
legal immigrant or unqualified to receive assistance for the program. An applicant who identifies as a legal citizen of the U.S. 
is not required by HUD to present any additional paperwork other than the signed certification. However, each PHA can set its 
own regulations on documentation and may request additional documentation from the U.S. citizen, including a passport or 
birth certificate.

A non-citizen that certifies eligibility for the Section 8 program must provide the signed certification, an acceptable Immigration 
and Naturalization Service document declaring immigration status and a signed verification consent form describing the 
information. A PHA may also request additional documentation if eligible immigration status is still not proven. If no family 
members have proven eligible citizenship status, the family is not eligible for benefits.

A family that contains members who are citizens or eligible non-citizens and members who are ineligible non-citizens is 
referred to as “mixed family” by HUD. Mixed families are eligible for prorated assistance from the HCV program. Proration is 
calculated based on the number of members who are citizens and those who are not and the amount of rent due monthly. 
The PHA will calculate the prorated voucher a mixed family may earn based on their living situation and family composition.
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Income Limits for Section 8 Program Eligibility
HUD sets income guidelines for HCV program applicants, which change annually. Each year, HUD recalculates the income 
guidelines, which will result in different requirements for each PHA’s jurisdiction. In California, different areas may experience 
higher or lower rent, so the income limits for the Section 8 program reflect these fluctuations in location and economic 
inflation. HUD and the PHA use the whole family’s income and not just the applicant’s income to calculate eligibility.

There are three income categories an eligible applicant can fall into, including low income, very low income or extremely 
low income. Candidates who are considered to have extremely low income may receive vouchers faster and may be able to 
skip the PHA’s waiting list due to an extreme and urgent need for assistance. In 2017, HUD defined extremely low income 
for California residents as a one-person household earning $17,600 or less annually. A two-person household is defined as 
extremely low income if $17,600 or less is earned annually. A four-person household in California earning $22,000 or less 
annually is also considered an extremely low income.

These income limits are general median income limits for the entire state of California. However, each PHA and its jurisdiction 
will have differing income limits for each income category with the HCV program. For example, the PHA in Berkeley, California 
defines an extremely low income for a one-person household as earning $21,950 or less annually. A two-person Berkeley 
household is earning extremely low income if it brings in $25,050 or less each year and a four-person Berkeley household is 
earning extremely low income if $31,300 or less is earned annually. The Berkeley PHA uses 30 percent of the median income 
in the area to create its extremely low-income limits, 50 percent of median income to create its very low-income limits and 
80 percent of median incomes in the area to calculate its low-income limits. A PHA may create additional income categories 
based on need in the area, if desired. A potential Section 8 applicant should learn about income guidelines in his or her area 
by contacting the local PHA and determining local eligibility requirements for the program.

https://www.hud.gov/program_offices/public_indian_housing/pha/contacts
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The Section 8 Program is interchangeably referred to as the Housing Choice Voucher Program (HCV) and is funded by HUD 
to assist low-income families in acquiring suitable rental properties. The vouchers provided to eligible program recipients 
can be used on acceptable properties to lower their monthly rent. In California, the HCV program is in high demand in many 
areas, making it hard for Section 8 applicants to receive quick access to vouchers. A potential program applicant can increase 
his or her chances of obtaining vouchers by applying to different PHAs in other locations around California. Families who 
wish to enroll in the Section 8 program in California should locate the applicable Public Housing Authority (PHA) to start the 
application process. The HCV program application process may vary depending on the area in which the applicant wants to 
live. To learn more about locating the proper PHA, possible application methods and the required documents that may be 
requested when applying, review the following information.

How to Apply for Section 8
in California
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A potential HCV program applicant can contact his or her 
local PHA to start the application process. An application 
for the Section 8 housing program cannot be sent to HUD 
for processing. Before applying for the program, a potential 
applicant should review their local PHA’s specific eligibility 
criteria. While HUD sets the basic eligibility guidelines 
for the HCV program, each PHA can include additional 
requirements that need to be met for program approval. 
A potential applicant can locate his or her PHA and find 
the necessary contact information using the online PHA 
locator. Additionally, a potential applicant can review the 
California PHA’s website for eligibility requirements and 
information on waiting lists by clicking on the respective 
PHA website link.

Generally, the applicant must provide information on family 
composition and income. The applicant must also confirm 
citizenship status when applying for the HCV program. 
The PHA may ask for documentation that proves any of 
the characteristics discussed in the application, including 
a passport, birth certificate or paycheck stubs.

The program application provided by each PHA may 
vary. It is important for program applicants to complete a 
separate application for each different PHA and follow the 
specific PHA’s application steps to complete the process. 
For example, the Crescent City, California PHA HCV 
program application asks for the following information:

Applying for a California Section 8 
Program

Names, relationships and Social Security 
Numbers for all family members

Each household member’s monthly income 
and type of income received

Banking assets, including stocks, bonds and 
savings accounts

Signature of the head of household and 
applicant

https://www.hud.gov/program_offices/public_indian_housing/pha/contacts
https://www.hud.gov/program_offices/public_indian_housing/pha/contacts
https://www.hud.gov/states/california/renting/hawebsites
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The application package from the Crescent City PHA includes a declaration of citizenship status, which is a common form 
included in most HCV program applications. An applicant can choose whether he or she is a natural U.S citizen, legal immigrant 
aged 62 years or older or another category of legal U.S. immigrant. Each member of the household must sign and submit 
this certification with the application. PHAs may also ask applicants about their criminal and drug history when applying for 
the HCV program. If a criminal or drug conviction history exists for an applicant, he or she may be responsible for submitting 
details and documentation explaining the convictions and outcome of the charges.

When submitting an application to a PHA for the HCV program, there may be a waiting list or waiting period, even if the 
applicant meets all eligibility requirements for the program. During this waiting period, it is important for the applicant to report 
within 10 days of occurrence any family composition, citizenship or income changes that have taken place. These changes 
can affect the applicant’s program eligibility or may change his or her priority status on the program’s waiting list. Additionally, 
there may be other public housing assistance programs the applicant qualifies for after reporting changes, allowing him or her 
to receive assistance more quickly.
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Application Methods for the California 
Section 8 Program
Each PHA offers different application methods. Generally, 
a potential program applicant can apply for the HCV 
program through a PHA in person, by mail or online. 
Before applying, the potential applicant should review the 
income eligibility guidelines for that particular PHA and 
should inquire about the waiting list or potential waiting 
time to receive benefits through the program. Sometimes, 
a PHA has such a high demand for the HCV program that 
it closes the wait list completely and does not allow for 
new program applicants. If this is the case, a potential HCV 
program applicant can contact the PHA and ask about 
other local PHAs that may still have open programs or 
waiting lists accepting new applicants.

For example, the Crescent City PHA accepts applications 
by mail or in person. The application can be downloaded 
and printed on their website or picked up by visiting the 
office at 235 H Street, Crescent City, California, 95531. Most 
PHA offices maintain regular business hours, Monday 
through Friday, 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. and close to observe 
national holidays. Applicants who prefer to complete the 
application process in person at a PHA office should first 
review the types of documentation they are required to 
turn in for processing. To prevent delays in processing, 
the applicant should submit all documentation to a PHA 
representative with the application when visiting.

If a PHA offers an online application submission method, 
the applicant may still be responsible for submitting 
additional documentation to prove income or citizenship 
status. The PHA representative will request this 
documentation by mail or the applicant may need to visit 
the office to submit it.

Once the application process is completed, the PHA will 
contact the applicant to inform him or her of program 
acceptance or denial. If denied, the PHA will provide a 
reason for denial. The applicant will also be notified about 
the waiting list and approximate wait time for vouchers, 
if approved. For example, the Crescent City PHA currently 

estimates a wait time of one to two years for new and 
eligible HCV program applicants. If urgent housing 
assistance is needed, a PHA representative can discuss 
additional options with the applicant.

http://www.crescentcity.org/housing.html
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Required Documents for a Section 8 
Application
A completed and signed application must be submitted to 
a PHA when applying for the HCV program. Some PHAs 
will require additional documentation to prove information 
provided on the application. For example, the Crescent 
City PHA requires applicants to submit the following 
documentation along with a completed application:

A copy of the Social Security card for all family 
members

Copies of birth certificates for all family 
members under 18 years of age

Copies of government-issued identification 
cards for household members 18 years of age 
and older

Completed and signed citizenship certification 
forms for all household members

Completed criminal and drug history forms for 
all adult household members

Additionally, the Crescent City PHA requests income 
verification from all household members claiming monthly 
income. This may include paycheck stubs or government 
program benefit letters. Since each PHA may vary on 
the types of documents requested and accepted, an 
applicant should verify the documents needed with a PHA 
representative when applying. If general information on the 
Section 8 housing program is desired, a potential applicant 
can contact HUD’s Public Housing Resource Center by 
calling 800-955-2232. The center can also be reached by 
e-mail at HUD-PIHRC@tngusa.net.

http://HUD-PIHRC@tngusa.net.
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Section 8, or Housing Choice Voucher (HCV), program applicants approved for vouchers are often placed on a waiting list before 
receiving benefits. HUD simply cannot provide enough funding for the program for every eligible applicant to receive benefits 
as soon as an application is approved. In California, there are 114 public housing authorities (PHA) currently administering the 
Section 8 program. Unfortunately, most PHAs have long waiting lists for HCV vouchers, with wait times ranging from one to 
eight years. HCV program applicants should learn more about the waiting list status in their specific location to find out about 
wait times and other housing options. To discover more about waiting lists, how to get on a PHA’s waiting list, who takes top 
priority and how to check waiting list status, review the following informative sections.

The Section 8 Waiting List 
in California
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What is the Section 8 Waiting List?
PHAs in California develop a waiting list when they do not have enough funds from HUD to pay for vouchers for all eligible 
program applicants. An eligible program applicant is placed on a waiting list by the PHA only if the waiting list is open. If a 
waiting list is closed, the PHA will not accept the application and applicants will likely be directed to other PHAs near the area. 
A PHA closes its waiting list when it is overwhelmed by the number of program applicants and when the waiting period has 
become extensive. HUD recommends that PHAs close waiting lists when the wait time exceeds 12 to 24 months, but the 
decision to close a list is at the full discretion of the PHA.

Since each PHA maintains its own requirements for eligibility and requested documents to prove eligibility for the program, 
a potential applicant should review and meet each PHA’s requests when applying. In California, it is suggested that HCV 
program applicants apply to multiple PHAs when attempting to receive benefits from the program. Many PHAs have extensive 
waiting lists with long wait periods. Program applicants who require assistance should maintain applications and placements 
on waiting lists for multiple areas to ensure they receive assistance in a timely manner.

When attempting to apply for the HCV program with a PHA, an applicant will learn if there is a wait list, the current waiting 
time for the list and if the list is open or closed. If the list is closed, the application is refused by the PHA. The applicant can 
consult with a PHA representative about additional PHAs in the same general area within California that may be accepting 
new applicants to their waiting list. The recommendation of a different PHA does not guarantee the applicant’s approval 
into the program since each PHA may maintain different eligibility requirements. Potential HCV program applicants who are 
turned away due to several closed waiting lists may also be referred by a PHA representative to additional housing assistance 
programs in California for which they may qualify.
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How Does a Section 8 Applicant Get on a Waiting List?
Before applying for the HCV program with a PHA, the applicant should look into the specifics of the waiting list. The waiting list 
must be open and the PHA must be currently accepting new Section 8 applicants to be placed on the list. The PHA will inform new 
applicants about approximate waiting list times, which may fluctuate due to HUD funding or priority applicants. For example, 
the Crescent City PHA currently estimates that approved applicants who are placed on the waiting list have an approximate 
one to two-year wait time. Meanwhile, the PHA in the city of Oceanside, California, a populous and desirable area, has a long 
waiting list of potential program enrollees and the wait time for new and eligible applicants is estimated at seven to eight 
years. Because of this extensive wait time, and at the time of this writing, the city has closed its waiting list and no new 
applicants are currently accepted for the HCV program.

To be placed on an open waiting list, an applicant must complete the PHA’s full application process and provide all 
documentation requested. The application and documents are reviewed by a PHA representative and if the applicant meets all 
the HCV program requirements, he or she is placed on the bottom of the open waiting list. The income eligibility requirements 
of the PHA must be met by a program applicant for him or her to be placed on a waiting list. Most PHAs notify applicants 
by mail when they are approved for the program and placed on the waiting list. If the applicant moves up on the waiting list 
and vouchers are ready for distribution, he or she will be contacted by the PHA by mail or by phone. An additional interview is 
completed to confirm all household details and continual eligibility for the program. If approved, vouchers are issued to the 
applicant and he or she can begin to look for approved housing in that area.

http://www.crescentcity.org/housing.html
https://www.ci.oceanside.ca.us/gov/ns/housing/section8/default.asp
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How Can a Section 8 Applicant Move 
up on a Waiting List?
PHAs may set priority for specific applicants so they can 
receive housing assistance sooner. Certain applicants may 
be moved up to top priority, completely avoiding the waiting 
list and receiving HCV program vouchers right away. Some 
priority applicants may still be placed on the waiting list 
after application review, but not at the bottom. They may 
still be subject to a wait, but the wait will not be as long 
as if they were placed on the bottom of the list. Each PHA 
sets its own priorities for HCV program applicants. For 
example, in Oceanside, California, an eligible HCV program 
applicant is moved to the top of the waiting list if he or she 
is:

Displaced due to the condemnation of a 
property by the government

A U.S. veteran or a veteran’s spouse

Displaced because of a natural or manmade 
disaster

A current resident in Oceanside

An employee for the City of Oceanside

Additionally, applicants who are currently homeless or 
living in substandard housing situations and applicants 
who are paying more than 50 percent of their income for 
rent may be moved up on the waiting list by the PHA. When 
an applicant meets the qualifications to take priority on 
a waiting list, he or she is moved to a higher placement 

on the list than other applicants who do not meet these 
qualifications. Some PHAs may identify applicants as 
urgently needing assistance and may allow them to skip 
the waiting list altogether.

How Does a Section 8 Applicant Check 
Waiting List Status?
When an HCV program applicant is approved for placement 
on a waiting list by a PHA, the PHA will review the ways to 
check program status. In most cases, a program applicant 
on a waiting list must call the PHA to check his or her 
status. The PHA representative can provide an update on 
the waiting list and current approximate wait times for 
applicants on the list. Some PHAs offer an online resource 
to check current waiting list status and approximate wait 
times.

It is important for all program applicants on a wait list to 
communicate any changes to the family, income or status 
while waiting. Changes in these characteristics may affect 
the applicant’s HCV program eligibility or priority on the 
waiting list. An applicant must send the respective PHA a 
summary in writing of any household or income changes 
he or she experienced within 10 days of the change. The 
PHA will notify the applicant if the change has affected his 
or her placement on the waiting list or eligibility status.
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Section 8 Denials in California

Additionally, each public housing authority (PHA) regulates the program and requires specific documents and application 
criteria for acceptance into the program. Applicants who do not successfully complete the application process or submit the 
proper required documentation may receive a denial letter.

When an applicant is denied, he or she cannot receive benefits from the HCV program and will not be placed on a waiting list, 
if applicable. If a waiting list is closed, the applicant is not denied benefits based on eligibility but is denied based on program 
availability. It is important for HCV program applicants to learn about denials before applying so they can avoid program denial 
or learn what to do if denied. To find out more about potential reasons an HCV program applicant may be denied benefits, 
what is communicated in a denial letter and how to appeal a wrongful denial in California, review the following information.

A Housing Choice Voucher Program (HCV) applicant can be denied benefits if he or 
she does not meet all eligibility guidelines. 
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Potential Section 8 Program Denial 
Reasons
HUD sets the basic eligibility requirements for the HCV 
program, but all PHAs can set additional requirements for 
applicants as they see fit. Each applicant should review 
the specific PHA’s eligibility guidelines when applying for 
the program. The most common reason an HCV program 
applicant is denied benefits is because the family does 
not meet the low-income requirements. PHAs review their 
income eligibility guidelines annually and adjust the low-
income requirements for applicants. If an applicant does 
not meet these requirements, he or she is denied benefits 
and cannot be placed on a waiting list, if applicable. 
Additional common reasons for applicant denial include:

Family characteristics do not meet PHA’s 
eligibility guidelines.

An adult family member refuses to sign the 
application, certification of citizenship or other 
document as requested by the PHA.

A family member has a criminal history 
that includes a charge of producing 
methamphetamine on a housing project 
property, whether inside a unit or in a 
community’s common area.

A family member or applicant has been 
convicted of fraud, bribery or other criminal act 
against any public housing program.

A family member or applicant was evicted 
from public housing.
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Additionally, if any drug-related or violent criminal history is present on an applicant or family member’s record, the PHA will 
deny benefits. Most PHAs take criminal history very seriously when determining eligibility. Family members or applicants 
who were convicted of drug-related activities within a year are denied application into the program. HUD also allows all PHAs 
to discern whether or not an applicant and/or family member displays behavior congruent with drug use. If this behavior is 
observed by a PHA representative, benefits can be denied, even if a criminal history or drug record do not exist. If an applicant 
or family member is using drugs or substances, he or she may submit signed certification that a drug treatment program is 
currently being attended or has been successfully and recently completed. This may allow the applicant to maintain eligibility 
with the program.

Family members or applicants who currently owe back payments to a landlord or PHA are denied acceptance into the program. 
If a family is charged for damages to a past rental unit, or has other payments due and a balance is still owed, the family 
cannot be enrolled into the HCV program.

A program enrollee may also be denied benefits if he or she violates program obligations. A family or applicant who signs a 
lease and uses the HCV program vouchers is expected to uphold all agreements to the landlord and PHA. Before signing a 
lease, the potential tenant should read the lease agreement and confirm that he or she understands all terms. Generally, an 
agreement includes strict regulations on issues such as the following:

Subletting Committing fraud

Permitting landlord, property manager and PHA 
representative inspections at any and all times

Receiving duplicative assistance in multiple 
Government programs.
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The reason the applicant is denied entry into 
the program.

Additional options for housing assistance or 
other local PHAs (if denied because waiting list 
is closed).

Instructions for filing a denial appeal or seeking 
additional action.

The Section 8 Denial Letter
An HCV program applicant who is denied benefits will 
receive a denial letter from the PHA. The denial letter 
contains important information for the denied applicant to 
review, including:

The reasons for denial may also outline the specific 
eligibility requirements the PHA upholds that were not met 
by the applicant. The denial letter may give information 
on how an applicant can possibly meet program eligibility 
guidelines. For example, if an applicant did not submit 
complete documentation to verify income or had not 
signed an important form, the denial letter will indicate the 
missing information. The applicant may be able to submit 
the missing documents or sign the incomplete forms for 
program eligibility consideration.

Filing a Section 8 Program Denial 
Appeal
If a program applicant disagrees with the denial and 
reason offered by the PHA, he or she has a right to request 
an appeal. Before attempting to appeal, a denied program 
applicant should first contact a local HUD office in California 
to speak with a representative. After the applicant explains 
his or her situation and the PHA’s consequent actions, 
an HUD representative may offer suggestions on how to 
reverse the decision and meet eligibility requirements. 
However, if the applicant still feels the denial was wrongful 
and unjust, he or she may choose to appeal.

There are three types of appeals that can be requested, 
depending on the denied applicant’s situation and reason 
for denial. An informal review is requested for a denied 
applicant if he or she has been taken off the waiting list 
because he or she no longer complies with the PHA’s 
program qualifications. The applicant can request that an 
informal review be conducted by a Supervising Housing 
Specialist at the PHA. The specialist reviews the eligibility 
criteria and the applicant’s family characteristics to 
determine if a mistake was made with the denial. The 
applicant may be placed on the waiting list again if eligibility 
is determined. However, if the denial stands, he or she may 
ask for an appeal and an informal hearing.

An informal hearing is conducted by a Hearing Officer who 
is a neutral third party not linked to the applicant or the 

https://www.hud.gov/states/california/offices
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PHA. The informal hearing requires the denied applicant to plead his or her case through evidence and testimony. A hearing 
transcript of the entire case, including both parties’ testimonies, is given to the denied applicant upon completion of the 
hearing. The Hearing Officer then makes a decision on the case and sends the denied applicant a summarization of his or her 
decision and the reasons the decision was made. This may include citations from HUD laws, PHA eligibility requirements and 
case facts to prove why the denial should stand or why it will be reversed.

An HCV program enrollee who has received landlord or property manager complaints may attend tenant counseling to 
resolve the issues before severe consequences occur, such as eviction or the denial of future HCV program benefits. During 
counseling, the program recipient may be asked to excuse another family member or tenant from living in the property. He or 
she may also be asked to pay any current due balances to the utility company or landlord. Tenant counseling may also result in 
the program enrollee being asked to cease the reported behavior in order to resolve the complaint. If a tenant does not follow 
all guidelines set in the counseling session, he or she may face a denial of benefits and possible eviction.
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Tips on How to Become a Section 
8 Landlord in California

Since the program is a part of the U.S. government and is both federally and state funded, there will be more paperwork 
involved and qualifying is a lengthy process. Larger property management companies often find it advantageous to work with 
Section 8, but a number of private individuals find it an advantageous alliance too. Follow these tips to become qualified to 
be a Section 8 landlord in California.

The Section 8 housing program includes housing units and homes into its California 
program if the landlord and the property meet certain qualifications.
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Visit Your Local Housing Authority Office

Make Sure the Property Is Able to Be Rented

Eligible housing that meets the HUD standards are always in demand. However, prior to placing your home on the HUD lists, 
it has to qualify. Making an appointment to speak with someone can get that process started, as well as offer you more 
information and the opportunity to ask questions. There will be some forms to fill out and you can expect that the home will 
be inspected as well. The inspection is free. If your home is approved, then there will be an inspection done once a year.

Some homeowners associations do not allow for homes within their association to be rented as subsidized housing. Secondly, 
HUD requires that any housing offered by Section 8 be up to date and does not offer any significant health or safety issues. If 
the inspection shows that there are maintenance issues, then you will have to address those issues before it will be included 
on the housing list. Something as tame as a water leak in the bathroom can cause the property to be rejected. A complete list 
is available for interested home owners. Here’s a short list of what the inspector will look at:

Space and security Lead-based paint

Food preparation and refuse disposal Access

Smoke detectors Water supply

Illumination and electricity Structure and materials

Thermal environment Sanitary conditions

Sanitary facilities Site and neighborhood

Interior air quality

http://www.dca.ca.gov/publications/legal_guides/lt-8.shtml
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Have a Clean Background Check

Make Sure You Are Financially Stable

Use Official Contracts and Forms

Get Your Tax Paperwork in Order

Section 8 landlords cannot have any serious criminal offenses in their background. HUD will run a full and complete check on 
the applicant. If there is criminal activity that involved drugs, either production or sale, then you will be disqualified. Section 8 
landlords cannot rent to members of their own family.

Due to the way the Section 8 program is set up in California, in most counties you will not be able to charge a security deposit 
or receive payment until after the tenant has moved into the house or unit. It is not uncommon to wait up to three or four 
months before receiving payment. Thereafter, however, the payments are regular. If you are not going to be able to wait that 
initial period of time for rent to come in, then you may need to reconsider. Also, HUD caps the amount of rent you can charge, 
setting the rates based on the FMR (fair market rent). There is a tool you can use to see what the rental average is for your 
area.

The legalities for renting to someone receiving government assistance have already been taken into account for potential 
owners. To that end, HUD provides a standard contract for the owner to use. This contract offers a detailed list of what the 
owner and renter are each responsible for. It also outlines what will be done in the event that there is damage, above the usual 
wear and tear, to the property by the renter.

Because you are making money from a real estate holding and it involves the government, there will be taxes involved. Meeting 
with your accountant early in the game is a key to keeping things straight and completely transparent to HUD (and the IRS). 
Many HUD landlords get into trouble because they do not keep accurate records (or any at all) and in the event that HUD asks 
to audit the books, you could face numerous headaches of a legal sort.

Becoming a HUD Section 8 landlord in California can be rewarding as well as profitable, as long as these important tips are kept 
in mind. Working closely with the local public housing authority in your area can assist you in keeping all of the documentation 
straight, finding good and credible renters and realizing a comfortable living while helping those who are down on their luck.
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Disability Rights in California 
Housing

The rights enacted in California extend to a disabled person seeking housing or the assistance of a Federal housing program. 
If a disabled person feels his or her rights are violated, he or she can decide to file a complaint. The Fair Housing Act and other 
Federal laws protect disabled persons from being treated unequally from other residents.

Disabled individuals hold certain housing rights in California that must be upheld by 
landlords, property managers and property owners
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Disabled persons should review the housing laws in 
California so they know their rights and can identify 
situations that potentially violate them. Additionally, all 
disabled persons should know how to properly respond if 
they feel any of their rights have been violated. If a landlord 
or property owner violates a disabled person’s rights, 
possible consequences for the disabled party include 
irreparable damages such as loss of money, homelessness 
or injury. To find out more about disabled housing rights in 
California, examples of housing rights violations and how 
disabled persons can file complaints after their rights have 
been violated, review the following information.

Breathing, talking and seeing

Learning

Caring for oneself without assistance

Hearing and walking

Performing manual tasks

Disabled Housing Rights in California
Federal law defines a “disabled person” as someone 
who has a physical or mental impairment which limits or 
restricts one or more important life activities. A person may 
be defined as disabled if this impairment involves his or her 
hearing, sight or mobility. Additionally, AIDS, AIDS Related 
Complex or mental retardation are considered disabilities 
according to Federal law. Important life activities include:

Disabled persons, whether living in public or private housing, 
cannot be discriminated against nor can they be refused 
consideration as tenants or property buyers based on 
their disabilities. Persons living with disabilities must also 
be allowed proper accommodations by property owners, 
including a property or contract change. Additionally, 
Federal law states housing providers must provide 
adequate and appropriate modifications to properties so 
disabled persons are accommodated and can complete 
basic tasks. Property builders constructing buildings with 
four or more units must also ensure their construction 
includes proper accommodations for disabled persons, 
including an elevator or ramp.

Housing providers cannot violate the Fair Housing Act, 
which prohibits discrimination on any level when financing, 
buying or renting a property. The Section 504 law is 
enforced by HUD and states that no disabled person should 
be excluded from participation in or denied benefits from a 
Federal program that he or she is qualified for based on a 
disability. It is also illegal for local governments to enforce 
land use or zoning laws with the intent of excluding 
disabled persons from inhabiting certain locations. Any 
housing provider that violates one of these Federal laws 
can face penalties if legal action is pursued.
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Disability Housing Rights Violations

Before filing a complaint against a housing provider, a disabled person should investigate the reasoning for the housing 
refusal to ensure a violation was committed. For example, if a landlord refused to rent a property to a disabled person who is 
fully qualified simply because he or she felt uncomfortable about the person’s disability, a violation of the Fair Housing Act is 
being committed. The declined potential tenant can pursue a complaint with HUD against the landlord.

A property owner who refuses to reserve a front parking spot for a disabled tenant with mobility issues is also violating Federal 
law. A disabled tenant’s rights have been violated if a property manager refuses to accommodate his or her service dog due to 
a no-pets rule on the property. If the tenant has requested specific and reasonable accommodations and the property owner 
refuses, the tenant may file a complaint. However, a disabled person who has requested an alteration of rules in the rental 
program, such as a cheaper monthly rental fee, cannot pursue legal action against the property owner if he or she refuses. 
A costly and unreasonable accommodation request, such as the installation of a lap pool for a disabled person’s physical 
therapy, can also be lawfully refused by the landlord.

Persons with disabilities can legally make appropriate accommodations to properties so they can have easier access. For 
example, a disabled person can pay for the installation of a wheelchair ramp or the addition of grab bars in a rented property’s 
bathrooms. If a landlord does not allow for these alterations, the disabled tenant may take legal action against him or her. 
Disabled tenants living in public housing or enrolled in Federal housing assistance programs may have resources available to 
financially assist in making these accommodations. In some cases, the accommodations may be the financial responsibility 
of the property owner.

Federally assisted multifamily housing must also comply with Federal laws so disabled citizens are accommodated. 
Multifamily housing with five or more units must alter at least five percent of the units to accommodate disabled persons. At 
least two percent of these units must be fully equipped to accommodate disabled persons with visual or hearing disabilities. 
Accommodations in the units may need to include an altered entrance, useable doors and handicap accessible common areas. 
Additionally, light switches, environmental controls and electrical outlets must be altered for disabled person accessibility.
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How to File a Disability Rights Violation 
Claim
A disabled California resident who feels his or her rights 
were violated may take action by filing a complaint. If a 
disabled person alleges he or she has been discriminated 
against when applying to rent a property, purchase a home 
or obtain financing for a property, a complaint should 
be filed with HUD. The Fair Housing Act may have been 
violated by the housing provider. A complaint can be 
completed online by using the HUD 903 Complaint Form 
or by phone or mail. A complaint can be filed by phone by 
contacting the San Francisco HUD office at 800-347-3739. 
Hearing impaired individuals may dial 415-436-6594 for 
assistance filing a complaint. To file a complaint in writing, 
a letter can be sent to:

San Francisco Regional Office of FHEO
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development
600 Harrison Street, 3rd Floor
San Francisco, California 94107-1387

Whether filing online, by phone or by mail, HUD needs to 
know:

The complainant’s name and address

The name and address of the person he or she 
is filing the complaint against (referred to as the 
respondent)

The date the violation occurred

The address of the property involved

A description of the violation

https://portalapps.hud.gov/AdaptivePages/HUD/complaint/complaint-details.htm
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Once the complaint is filed with HUD, a representative will review the case and contact the individual if the Fair Housing Act 
may indeed have been violated. The alleged violator is also informed that a complaint has been filed and with the assistance of 
an HUD representative, both parties may come to a conciliation agreement. If an agreement cannot be made, an administrative 
hearing may be scheduled.

A disabled resident who feels Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act has been violated must file a complaint with HUD within 
180 days of the violation date. If the disabled individual believes he or she was denied Federal housing assistance due to 
disability discrimination, legal action is pursued by following the same complaint filing process for a violation of the Fair 
Housing Act.

If the complaint is filed within the deadline, the complainant and respondent receive confirmation within 10 days. Within 20 
days of receipt, HUD contacts both parties to advise on the decision to move forward with an investigation or dismiss the 
complaint. HUD may also decide to refer the case to a Federal agency if jurisdiction cannot be proved.

A voluntary resolution between both parties is encouraged by an HUD representative, but if one is not agreed upon, the case 
is further reviewed and will move on to a formal determination within 14 days. HUD will decide if noncompliance occurred and 
if so, the complainant is awarded Federal housing assistance.
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Homelessness Assistance 
in California

The HUD Exchange is a branch of HUD that specializes in offering helpful local resources to the homeless community. While 
HUD assists many homeless or imminently homeless citizens, there are still many homeless people who need assistance. 
The programs are consistently growing and expanding to assist as many homeless residents as possible.

The HUD Exchange offers access to additional useful resources for veterans who are homeless or on the verge of homelessness. 
These programs are designed to assist with basic needs including shelter, food and employment. To better understand how 
the programs can assist them, California residents should review resources and programs offered by the HUD Exchange to 
the homeless and homeless veterans. To learn more about how the HUD Exchange works, the types of homeless programs 
available and how HUD assists homeless veterans, review the following informative sections.

Over one million homeless people throughout the United States utilize HUD-funded 
programs for assistance.
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How the HUD Exchange Assists the 
Homeless

Types of Homelessness Assistance in 
California

The HUD Exchange assists the homeless in locating 
pertinent local resources to help them get back to financial 
independence and a productive lifestyle. HUD funds 
specific local programs and offers the resources needed 
for these programs to continue operating and providing 
assistance to individuals who need it. These resources 
may include access to local homeless shelters, job search 
tools or local food banks. HUD defines the homeless as:

The HUD Exchange works as a connector of assistance-
seeking homeless people to the proper local resources and 
programs to help them. One of the most helpful programs 
for individuals or families who are homeless or imminently 
homeless is the Continuum of Care Coordinators. This 
program is focused on assisting the homeless in finding 
homes before they are forced to live on the streets or 
deal with other possibly traumatic events. California 
citizens living in the northern part of the state can contact 
a Northern California Continuum of Care coordinator to 
ask about the program and the resources available. There 
are also numerous Continuum of Care coordinators in 
southern California to assist residents in locating helpful 
resources for shelters and other basic needs.

The Emergency Solutions Grants Program receives HUD 
funding to establish local resources for the homeless that 
provide extensive housing counseling and assistance 
locating suitable housing. Families who earn 30 percent 
or less of the local area’s median income may qualify for 
assistance from the Emergency Solutions Grants Program 
to prevent them from losing their homes. The program is 
designed to prevent those families and individuals who 
are on the verge of homelessness from entering local 
shelters or taking to the streets. The program may also 
provide funding and resources to local shelters to help the 
homeless population find suitable and affordable housing 
quickly and easily. This ensures all local shelters stay 
inhabitable and accessible to homeless citizens.

Under the Housing Opportunities for Persons with AIDS 
program, HUD funds many local resources, shelters and 
treatment programs to assist homeless individuals and 
low-income residents living with AIDS or HIV. The program 
assists individuals with finding and maintaining residence 
in local homes. It also funds programs that provide helpful 
services such as counseling, mental and physical health 
treatments, nutritional counseling and job placement.

Residents who are defined as homeless 
according to Federal law.

Citizens who are fleeing domestic violence and 
must leave their homes.

Residents without homes or permanent 
shelters.

Citizens at imminent risk of losing their homes.

Nonprofit organizations in each state, including California, 
focus on these homeless individuals and obtaining housing 
for them as soon as possible. The HUD Office of Special 
Needs Assistance Programs funds the local resources, 
programs and organizations that are designed to assist the 
homeless in finding shelter and basic necessities. The goal 
of these programs is to ensure homeless individuals have 
their needs met while setting up a life that is self-sufficient 
and independent. Many of the programs funded by HUD 
to assist the homeless and homeless veterans include job 
skill training or assistance with job seeking to allow for all 
individuals to strive to live productive and self-supporting 
lives. The HUD-funded programs available to the homeless 
in California can be found using the online resource locator 
on the HUD website.

https://www.hud.gov/states/california/homeless/continuumcare/ncalcoc
https://www.hud.gov/states/california/homeless/continuumcare/ncalcoc
https://www.hud.gov/states/california/homeless/continuumcare/scalcoc
https://www.hud.gov/states/california/homeless/continuumcare/scalcoc
https://resources.hud.gov/
https://resources.hud.gov/
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Many of the programs HUD funds focus on assisting specific types of homeless residents throughout the country. For 
example, HUD funds many programs in California and additional states that address the issue of chronic homelessness. 
By funding specific programs that attempt to decrease the chronically homeless, HUD hopes to increase the number of 
productive and independent residents throughout the U.S. Specific local programs that assist domestic violence victims in 
creating new job opportunities and housing are also funded by HUD. California residents can browse the local homeless 
assistance organizations funded by HUD by searching on the National Homeless website.

http://nationalhomeless.org/references/directory/
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HUD-Funded Homeless Veteran Assistance Programs

HUD takes veteran homelessness seriously and consequently provides extensive funding to local resources and programs 
that specialize in eliminating the homelessness of those who have served our country. Many of these programs strive to offer 
the tools homeless veterans need to find suitable employment and affordable housing throughout the country. HUD funds 
many local programs geared toward assisting veterans in finding permanent housing and maintaining self-sufficiency. HUD 
works in close partnership with the United States Department of Veterans Affairs to ensure useful programs are funded and 
available to homeless or imminently homeless veterans. Veterans seeking benefits from the Department of Veteran Affairs 
can call 1-800-827-1000. The Veteran Crisis Center assists veterans in emergency situations who need counseling or other 
resources and can be reached by dialing 1-800-273-8255 and pressing 1.

The veteran homeless assistance programs funded by HUD offer help with job searching and career skills training or 
counseling for post-traumatic stress disorder or addiction. Local programs proactively seek out veterans who may need help 
to ensure their basic needs, including food, shelter and employment, are met. The Homeless Veterans Reintegration Program 
specializes in assisting veterans who cannot find employment and have been turned away from other assistance programs. 
Veterans suffering from alcohol or drug addiction or mental issues are provided counseling, job training and resources for job 
placement.

The HUDVet Program is the link between HUD and the local veteran programs available to veterans who are homeless or close 
to homelessness. To seek assistance, veterans can contact the HUDVet Help hotline at 877-424-3838. Programs that assist 
in offering employment opportunities for veterans can be found on the United States Department of Labor website. Veterans 
seeking local programs funded by HUD that address veteran homelessness can visit the HUD Exchange online page dedicated 
to homeless veteran resources.

https://www.va.gov/homeless/
https://www.dol.gov/vets/programs/hvrp/hvrp-bp.htm
http://veterans.gov/
https://www.hudexchange.info/homelessness-assistance/resources-for-homeless-veterans/
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California’s Homelessness Rate 
Through the Years

The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development tracks and measures homelessness rates with biannual community-
conducted Continua of Care (CoC). In 2015, four of the ten CoC communities with the highest rates of homelessness in the 
U.S. and all five CoC communities with the highest rates of unsheltered homeless populations were in California. These 
include San Diego, San Francisco, Fresno, San Jose, Los Angeles, Oakland and Long Beach.

In 2015, the state’s homeless population accounted for 21 percent of the national homeless population. Among these 
numbers, California also counted the highest national rates of child homelessness, veteran homelessness and unsheltered 
homelessness as well as the second highest national rate for family homelessness. Additionally, over one-third of the nation’s 
chronically homeless were located in California.

Since the start of CoC available data in 2005, the general trend has seen a decrease in homelessness in the state of California. 
Since 2014, however, the rate of homelessness has begun to rise again.

Since the 1980s, California has consistently had one of the highest homelessness rates 
in the country.

Year  
Number of Homeless 
Persons in California  

Change from 
Previous Year  

Trends of Change 

2005  1 88,299 -- 

Five -year decrease 
of 34.4%  

Eleven -year 
decrease of 37.3%  

2006  1 77,722 -5.6% 
2007  1 38,986 -21.8% 
2008  1 36,531 -1.8% 
2009  1 23,678 -9 .4% 
2010  1 23,480 -0.2% 
2011  1 25,128 +1.3% -- 
2012  1 20,098 -4.0% 

Three -year 
decrease of 8.9% 

2013  1 18,552 -1.3% 
2014  1 13,952 -3.9% 
2015  1 15,738 +1.6% Two -year increase 

of 3.6% 2016  1 18,142 +2.1% 
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California’s Crime Rate Through 
the Years

Gathering data from 2005 to 2015 on the number of violent and property crimes, the following table and graph were 
constructed. What can be considered a violent crime is anything that will fall under the definition of bodily harm such as rape, 
murder, assault, kidnapping, etc. While property crimes can be considered as burglary, theft, arson and forgery. The highest 
rates of crime were back in 2005 with a higher emphasis on property crimes rather than violent crimes. Generally, crime in 
California is slowly declining.

According to the Department of Justice for the state of California, crime has shown a 
steady decrease throughout the years.

Number of Crimes
(rate per 100,000 population)

 
 

 
 

Year
2005 
2006 
2007 
2008 
2009 
2010 
2011 
2012 
2013 
2014 
2015 

Violent Crimes 
189,593
194,128 
191,439 
185,233 
174,579 
163,957 
155,313 
160,629 
151,634 
151,425 
166,588 

Property Crimes
1,195,381
1,156,010
1,112,366
1,081,272
1,006,788
981,523 
974,666 

1,048,764
1,018,333
946,682 

1,023,828  
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California’s Safest and 
Most Dangerous 

In some of these California neighborhoods, the number of crimes are lower than the national averages. Even more remarkable 
is the fact that many of the safest cities are actually those with the larger populations. However, no state is without its criminal 
element and there are also those cities in California that struggle with the safety of its citizens. Here is a list of the safest cities 
and neighborhoods to live in as well as a list of those prospective cities residents might want to steer clear of.

Despite what viewers may see on the television, via crime drama shows, California has 
some of the safest cities in the U.S.

Neighborhoods to Live In
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Safest Neighborhoods in California
Monte Sereno

Situated within an hour’s drive of San Francisco, Monte Sereno is a semi-rural area located in the Santa Clara Valley, though 
considered to be part of the Silicon Valley community. The Los Gatos school district is one of the best in the state. There are 
few businesses in the town, as it is considered a purely residential area with most residents working in the larger, surrounding 
cities.

Hillsborough

Situated just outside of San Francisco, Hillsborough offers residents an extremely high standard of living. According to FBI 
reports, only robberies were reported as a serious crime and there have been no murders since 2012, making this one of the 
safest California cities to live in.

Imperial

Imperial is a desert community with sand dunes that bring Californians and visitors year-round. As with Hillsborough, there 
have been no reported murders in this area for many years. There were only 46 violent crimes reported per 100,000 people (1 
in 89) making this an extremely safe place to live. Most of the crimes involved robberies, including car theft.

Los Altos Hills

Los Altos Hills is constantly listed as one of the safest cities to live in and with only 20 violent crimes per 100,000, the numbers 
support this claim. Crimes that were committed in the area involved robberies and a few assaults, with no murders or sexual 
assaults listed. Close to Stanford University, just north of San Jose, this affluent area offers residents many opportunities and 
events for families.

Rancho Santa Margarita

Popular for being the backdrop for Desperate Housewives, Santa Margarita is constantly listed, year after year, as one of the 
safest cities and communities in California. As with many other safe communities, there have been no murders reported since 
2012. Residents living here have a 1/142 chance of being the victim of a crime. The most reported crimes have been property 
crimes and assaults.

Laguna Woods

As a retirement community, it is no wonder that the amount of violent crime in Laguna Woods is quite low. Bordered on one 
side by Laguna Beach, the average age of the residents living there is 78. There is a 1/109 chance of being the victim of a 
robbery in this sleepy community, but no other violent crimes have been reported since 2012.
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Danville

Located in the San Ramon Valley, Danville is an affluent community that boasts an impressively low crime rate. With a 1/94 
chance of being the victim of a crime, most residents rest easily. Danville is not too far from San Francisco where the crime 
rate is much higher. Those who live in Danville are primarily families with children, with workers commuting to nearby San 
Francisco for work.

Palos Verdes

Part of Los Angeles County, the community of Palos Verdes Estates is a golf lover’s paradise. Residents who live in this area 
enjoy their beachfront living, with only a 1/96 chance of experiencing crime at all. Most of the criminal activity is property 
related crimes.
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Most Dangerous Cities in California
Emeryville

Emeryville may be a smaller city in California, but its 
criminal statistics put it in the big leagues. Living in 
Emeryville places residents at a 1/5 chance of being the 
victim of some sort of crime. Many of the crimes are 
violent. Most recently, a large number of fires were set in 
the downtown area. Emeryville has the dubious distinction 
of being one of the top five most dangerous places to live 
for violent crimes in California.

Oakland

Living in Oakland is risky, considering it is listed as the 
number one most dangerous city to live in California. 
Reporting the most murders per resident living there and 
the most violent crimes overall, this is not a community 
where families will feel very safe.

San Bernardino

San Bernardino may be a friendly city (as its slogan touts), 
but it is not a safe city. It ranks eighth for the state in 
murders and those living in this area have a 1/17 chance 
of becoming a victim.

Modesto

In most reports, Modesto was listed in the top ten for the 
number of property crimes, including robberies. This area 
is also violent and is ranked 10th for overall crime activity in 
California. As a result, residents who choose to live in this 
area may find many services lacking as city officials are 
focused primarily on improving the safety of its residents.

Stockton

Stockton is also in the top when it comes to most violent 
cities to live in. There were 71 murders reported in one 
year alone. Violent crimes run the gamut and include rape, 
murder and assault.

Richmond

Residents living in Richmond experience a large amount 
of criminal activity each year. Multiple murders, sexual 
assaults and a large amount of robberies make this a 
very dangerous city to live in. Richmond has some of the 
most violent crimes happening, as well as an increased 
frequency. Those considering this area should be well 
informed before making the decision to move. While 
efforts are underway to improve the overall rating of the 
city, not much has shifted since 2012.
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Tips for Making Your Home Safer

Most robberies occur in homes that were left unlocked, unattended or had keys or entry codes that were accessible. Taking a 
few minutes to make a few adjustments around the home can make the difference. Here are some easy things that you can 
do to make sure your home remains safe.

Making sure your home is safe should be one of your top priorities. Even if you feel that 
you live in a safe area, it is still a good idea to exercise caution.
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Inspect Your Current Safety Measures Alarm Systems

Check Your Keys and Garage Remotes

Camera Systems

Lights

Outside Matters

It cannot hurt to check over your current locks and safety 
measures every once in a while, especially if you have not 
changed locks since moving in. You should always be sure 
that your locks are up to date on your home. If they are 
not deadbolts, be sure to replace them. Deadbolts that 
are grade one or two will provide a higher level of safety 
since they penetrate into the doorframe. It makes it harder 
for criminals to kick the door down or open the latch by 
inserting a rigid card into the slot between the door and 
the lock. If you want to take extra precautionary measures, 
you can also call the local police department. Many police 
stations offer free safety inspections in order to provide 
you with feedback on the best improvements to make in 
order to fortify your home.

Again, it may seem like another obvious tip but alarm 
systems really do make a difference. It will not only give 
you added security, but many times just an alarm system 
sign will drive off potential threats. A criminal is more likely 
to break into a home without an alarm system. If you do 
not have the money to spend on an alarm system, see if 
you can obtain one of the alarm system signs to stick in 
your yard. Many times, just having a sign out there can fool 
people into thinking your house is equipped with the alarm 
system.

It is not a good idea to leave your keys or remotes out in 
public areas that are visible to the outside of your home. It 
may seem like a small thing, but if someone is watching 
your home and manage to get your keys or garage door 
opener, you may have just given them easy access to your 
home. Also, do not have a “hidden” spare key to your home 
just lying about outside, over the door frame or under the 
traditional flower pot. People who are looking to break into 
your home will usually check around for a spare key first. If 
they do happen to find one, then they do not even have to 
break your doors down to get into your home. If you really 
want to have a spare key, find a neighbor that you really 
trust and leave it with them.

This last tip is a bit higher on the cost scale, but it is one of 
the leading measures to make your home safer. Not only 
will camera systems allow you to catch perpetrators on 
video but many times if you hint that you have a security 
system with cameras people will know to steer clear of your 
home. Camera systems also come equipped to stream 
right to your phone so you can keep an eye on all activity 
occurring around your home. If you are very serious about 
home security and have the money to spend, a camera 
system may be a viable option for you.

One of the biggest deterrents to criminals, especially 
burglars, is lights. Most of the time if it looks as though 
someone is home the chances of having break-ins will 
decrease. If you are worried about how to make it look 
like someone is home, even if you are away, there are a 
few simple fixes. If you are away, you can always ask a 
neighbor to go over a few times and leave some lights on 
for a bit and the television running to make it seem like 
someone is home. Another option is to install timers on 
most lights and your television. These timers will have set 
intervals to turn things on and off, which will make it look 
like you are home even if you are on vacation or a quick 
weekend getaway.

It may be an obvious tip, but having the outside of your 
house well-lit is another way to make your home safer. 
Often if a home is well-lit in the yard it will deter possible 
criminals from attempting forced entry, mainly because 
someone might get a good look at them. That is why it 
is recommended homeowners install motion sensor lights 
in the yard, that way if someone does attempt to get into 
your home, the automatic lights stand a good chance of 
running them off.
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Steps to Take When Leaving 
Home for Vacation

However, forgetting to take out the garbage, reprogramming timers or delaying deliveries can lead to unpleasant surprises 
when you arrive back home. Taking the time beforehand to square things away can make returning home a dream. Here are 
the six important tips to take when leaving home for vacation.

One of the furthest things from your mind, when getting ready to leave for the family 
vacation, is how to secure the home before leaving.
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Take Out the Trash

Clean Before You Leave

Pets and Plants

It is imperative to make sure that all of your trash is taken 
out before you leave on vacation, especially the garbage 
in the kitchen. If trash is left to fester while you are away, 
it will not only continue to decompose into a disgusting 
mess but it may also attract all sorts of unwanted vermin. 
That is why it is always best to take out the garbage on the 
morning you are leaving for your trip. Additionally, if you 
have a garbage service that comes around, ask a neighbor 
if he or she will take your trashcan to the curb and back.

This goes along with the idea of taking out the trash before 
you leave. When you get back from that awesome vacation 
you will no doubt be exhausted. The last thing you want to 
do is come home and clean the whole house. In order to 
avoid adding more work onto yourself, just clean before 
you go. You do not have to clean it all at once but set aside 
some time each day to make sure that everything is in 
order, especially if you have someone coming over to look 
after the house while you are gone.

If you are away and you have pets or plants to take care 
of, be sure to ask a friend or family member to take care 
of them. Be sure to stock up on all of the food needed for 
the amount of time you are gone or be sure to reimburse 
your friends or family for the money spent on food. Also, 
be sure to leave instructions for how to take care of your 
pet if there are specific medications or needs that must 
be addressed. For pet-owners, be sure to leave vet and 
animal emergency service numbers in case of a medical 
emergency. If you are too concerned about leaving your 
pets with anyone you can always opt to board them at the 
vet or a pet boarding facility.

As for plants, it is a very similar idea. Any plants that are 
quite finicky should have instructions left for how to best 
care for them, and you should be sure to leave all required 
gardening tools and supplies in an accessible place.
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Get Your Mail in Order

Mind the Electricity

Adjust the Temperature

If you are going to be gone for quite a few days, the mail can pile up. In order to avoid having a huge pile of mail overflowing 
from your mailbox or post office box, ask a friend or family member to pick it up for you every few days. This way you know 
your mail is not going to be left for too long and if there is anything that seems important, you can be made aware of it before 
coming back. Someone can also pick up your packages too, to make sure that what you have ordered is not left to endure the 
elements before you get back. This is also an important safety feature, because criminals look for mailboxes that are too full.

If you are someone who often worries about your home while you are away, especially when it comes to people breaking in, 
ask someone to go over a few days a week to check on the house. A reliable neighbor can flip the lights on for a bit and then 
off again in order to make it look like you are home. The same neighbor can also turn on the television and make sure that 
everything is still in working order. Additionally, unplug any unnecessary electrical items. While you are away you will not be 
using things like the toaster or televisions, so unplug them. This will help keep the electric bill low while you are out. Timers can 
also be installed on various lights and television/radios so that it gives the appearance of someone living there.

When you go on vacation it makes no sense to keep your thermostat on a normal temperature. By adjusting your thermostat 
to the relative temperatures outside or even turning it off for longer vacations, you can lower your electric bill while you are 
away. However, if you are worried about coming home to a sweltering or freezing home, ask someone to go over to your house 
before you get back and turn the thermostat back to your usual temperature. Similarly, those who live in extreme temperatures 
should consider timers, as coming home to pipes damaged by freezing or electronics negatively affected by heat can ruin a 
vacation. There are also smart apps that allow all of these features to be accomplished by using a smartphone and smart 
house module.
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Affordable Ways to Decorate Your 
Home Each Season

Whether you want to beautify your home ahead of the summer garden party season or Christmas is on the way and the festive 
decorations are looking lackluster, these four sensationally affordable home decorating tips can ensure your house is ready 
for every season of the year while doing very little harm to your pocket book.
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Go Green and Fragrant for Winter

Spring into Life with a Freshly Painted Ceiling

Sage, cinnamon and pine trees are some of the scents associated with winter and with the holiday season. Incorporate these 
natural and abundant resources into your decorations to wow all your guests’ senses. Homemade bouquets made from 
seasonal herbs can be hung on the backs of your guests’ chairs. Stud oranges with cloves and cinnamon sticks and wrap 
them in ribbon to use as a table centerpiece. Dry out lavender and hang it on the backs of doors to give a lovely aroma on 
entering the room. And when it comes to wreaths why stop at one? Pick ferns, twigs and berries to add to posies for a warm 
wintery feel throughout your home.

When was the last time you gave your ceiling some TLC? Whether you choose the den, the kitchen or the bedroom, welcome 
in the better springtime weather by illuminating this often forgotten space. You will be amazed how much it lifts the rest of the 
room. Blue gray tones look great with most decor. Equally if you have a neutral palette, go bold with teal green. Or you could 
play it safe with a buttery yellow.

If updating the ceiling does not appeal, then you could always jazz up a tired looking piece of wooden furniture. An armoire, 
entry table or side table can look revitalized after applying a vibrant coat of paint.

You can also exchange old drawer knobs for new, fun looking ones at a fraction of the cost of replacing the furniture entirely.
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Compliment Summer BBQs with a 
Colorful New Table Runner

Fall in Love With Rustic Coat Hooks

Inevitable food and drink spillages when you are entertaining 
mean table runners can look tired quickly. Why not replace 
it with your own unique creation using dyed burlap rather 
than going to a shop and paying double?

First, buy your fabric. You will need enough burlap so that it 
hangs down the sides of your table. This means you want 
between one and two feet of extra fabric. Cut it lengthways 
so that it is approximately one third the width of your table. 
Now select your fabric dye in whatever color you like best. 
A bright color like fuchsia pink or lime green can be great 
for the summer months and shows up nicely with the dip 
dye effect.

Dip each end of the fabric in the dye as many times as you 
like to create the desired coloring. If you want an ombré 
effect then darken it at the very edges to create the tonal 
contrast. Then simply fringe the edges to your liking and 
leave it to dry.

When the weather is turning and your guests start arriving 
with their winter coats in tow, make use of nature’s bounty 
by creating very unique coat hooks from nothing more 
than branches and a piece of wood.

The twigs will be the coat hooks themselves, so decide 
how many you want and choose a bunch that are of a 
similar size and shape. The branches should be between 
three and five inches long and sturdy enough for someone 
to hang something relatively heavy on it.

Next, give the piece of wood a coat of paint. You can keep 
it simple with a rustic chalk based layer, or go wild and 
paint your own design. Fall colors such as browns, yellows 
and oranges give a nice organic feel, and you can always 
use stencils for your design if you are less confident with a 
paintbrush. Prints relating to leaves and trees would work 
well with the overall theme of the piece.

Once it has dried and you are happy with your design, 
secure your twigs along the piece of wood using extra 
strong glue. Don’t worry about them all being in a perfectly 
straight line, just ensure they are spaced out evenly.

Drill some hooks into the back of the piece of wood, then 
simply attach it to the wall for a beautifully quick, cheap 
and chic addition to your hallway.



California Department of Housing & Urban Development | 80

Roommate Matching Services 
to Consider

To avoid unnecessary stress, try looking for roommate matching services to make the process a little bit easier. Roommate 
matching services are a great way to ensure you are paired with someone who is very similar to you in terms of schedule and 
interests. Here are a few ways to find a good matching service and how to tell if the service is worth using.

Most individuals have a roommate at least once. Of course, you may be nervous, 
especially since you have no doubt heard horror stories of random roommates who 
turn into nightmares.
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Check With Your Apartment or Dorm

How to Tell If a Matching Service is 
Good

Often when you go to live in a dorm or apartment in college, 
the housing complex will provide a roommate matching 
service already. This is your best bet when trying to find 
a roommate that matches well with you. The distinct 
advantages to filling out the complex’s housing form is 
that they have a database of candidates and they can 
find the best roommate for you based on your interests, 
without you having to do too much work.

If you do not have a roommate matching service, it is up to 
you to find a potential roommate. However, if you are going 
to search for a roommate matching service it is important 
to find one that will actually take into account your lifestyle 
and values rather than taking your name and randomly 
pairing you with a stranger that may or may not have a 
similar outlook.

The first thing to note when you are looking for a good 
matching service is one that has a questionnaire or place 
to fill in information on your usual routine, hobbies and 
importance of daily things like studying, going out and 
interests. If a roommate services does not have at least 
one place to provide some important information such as 
that, discontinue use because it will be quite difficult to find 
a good match.

Think about the criteria that are important to you when 
looking for a roommate and be sure that you are using a 
matching service that will display that in an easy-to-review 
format. If it is difficult for someone to know what you are 
looking for in a roommate, you could either end up with no 
matches or will receive all types of possible roommates, 
which defeats the purpose. You should also make sure 
that when your site is searching around for matches, that 
you also set specific parameters for location. You do not 
want to find the perfect roommate only to find out that he 
or she lives in a different part of California.

Another thing to pay attention to when you are looking for 
a roommate is how difficult it will be to actually view your 
matches. For instance, many different websites will allow 
you to make a profile on their website for free but when it 
comes time to communicate with the matches you have, 
they make you pay in order to communicate. Just be sure 
that you are aware of all facets of the roommate matching 
service you are using. Sometimes you will get what you 
pay for and while there is a fee involved, that fee insures 
that there is some sort of filtering and vetting taking place.
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Try Online

Try Craigslist

If your apartment complex does not have a matching form for roommates, try and search online for a roommate matching 
service. The top roommate matching service on Google is called Roommates.com. This site allows you to customize what 
you are looking for, no matter if you are looking for or renting out a room. MetroRoommates.com allow you to search for a 
roommate by location and refine your search by lease terms, furnishings and rental type. RommieMatch.com prides itself on 
screening out shady users and establishing a roommate behavior rating system.

Just be very careful when it comes to trying to find a roommate online. Often people will create fake profiles or the roommates 
you find may end up being dangerous. Always exercise caution when using online roommate matching services. If something 
looks suspicious or you have a bad feeling about a situation, do not go through with it.

There are quite a few people who use Craigslist in order to find a roommate. Although, people are not always who they appear 
to be and they can say one thing on paper and do another in real life. It is always a good idea to meet with your potential new 
roommate in a very public place the first few times and when showing the apartment to always have a friend or someone else 
present in case something happens.
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Five Factors to Think About 
When Looking for a Roommate

If you have had bad experiences in the past or are new to 
roommate hunting, the prospect of letting someone new 
into your home can seem especially daunting. On the other 
hand, finding some good roommates does have several 
advantages, including spreading the financial burden of 
rent, sharing chores and having someone likeminded to 
spend your free time with.

If you thought that finding a good roommate was nothing 
more than luck, you might be surprised to learn that bad 
matches are relatively easy to spot. But only if you know 
what to look for and you are prepared to take roommate 
hunting seriously. With this mind, consider these five 
simple but crucial factors to dramatically increase your 
chances of achieving domestic bliss when looking for a 
new roommate.

Finding a roommate whose personality, 
lifestyle and habits fit with your own can 
be difficult.

Roommate Factor #1: Age
If you are interested in having a roommate who has a 
similar set of routines as you, then choosing someone who 
is within a similar age range might be a good place to start. 
For instance, if you are in your twenties and somewhat 
of a night owl on weekends, having a roommate who is 
similarly placed might work best for both parties.

On the other hand, remember that age does not tell you 
everything. It is more important to find someone whose 
values match your own. If you are a very mature or prefer 

to mix with a younger crowd, consider a roommate who 
is similar in mental age. Making judgements based on an 
applicant’s age may not always be accurate.
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Roommate Factor #2: Gender

Roommate Factor #3: Pets

It may be that you would simply feel more comfortable 
sharing your home with a person of a certain sex, in 
which case feel free to search for a roommate on this 
basis. Nevertheless, it is important not to make too 
many assumptions based on gender. For example, you 
might seek a female roommate on the basis that they are 
assumed to be cleaner and more tidy. But this assumption 
probably has little or no basis in fact. You are best to meet 
a person and make a judgment on this sort of factor based 
on personality.

If you already have a pet, it is important to come clean 
about this in your roommate ad, as living with someone 
who has pet allergies or who is not a pet lover is clearly 
not going to work well for you (or your pet for that matter.) 
Moreover, owning up to your pet’s existence early on will 
likely be a good way of attracting a roommate with similar 
values as you. You could even include a photo of the 
animal in your ad.

When it comes to whether you would welcome a 
roommate with a pet, this may be a decision to make on 
a case-by-case basis. A roommate who keeps tortoises 
tucked away in the room is very different from someone 
who has three German Shepherds. So as before, do not 
rule out candidates based on pets, but do decide early on 
about what you are willing to put up with in your daily life 
where animals are concerned.

Roommate Factor #4: Occupation
A person’s occupation can tell you a lot about who he or 
she is when it comes to suitability as a roommate. For 
instance, someone who works shifts in a restaurant will 
likely be out in the evenings and at weekends. Would this 
be a frustration or would you enjoy having the apartment 
to yourself during that time? Someone who is temping in 
an office Monday to Friday meanwhile, will have more free 
time available, but may not be able to make the rent reliably 
if there is not a steady pay check. Occupations can also 

illuminate personality such as a musician being carefree 
while a lawyer may bring home office stress. Consider 
these sorts of questions when reviewing applications.
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Roommate Factor #5: Significant Others
When it comes to partners, this is really a decision to make for yourself about what habits and lifestyle choices are most 
important to you when it comes to your living space. A roommate with a long-term boyfriend or girlfriend will likely want to 
spend most of his or her time with that person. Whereas someone who is single might want to bring a date to the house. 
Equally, if you have a partner and they will spend significant time in the space, it will be important to make this situation clear 
early on. As ever, refrain from making brash assumptions based on a person’s age, gender or marital status. Meet with the 
potential roommate to determine how his or her values and routines fit with your own.
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