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Housing Discrimination Due 
to Race or Color is Illegal!
The federal Fair Housing Act is a law that prohibits discrimination 
in any housing-related transaction. Housing-related transactions 
are rentals, sales, mortgage lending, homeowners insurance, 
home appraisals, and zoning. The Act prevents discrimination 
based on race, color, national origin, religion, sex, familial status, 
or disability.  

While there are exemptions to state and federal fair housing 
laws, housing discrimination based on race or color is always 
unlawful in any housing-related transaction under the Civil 
Rights Act of 1866, with no exemptions.

Housing discrimination based on race can be hard to detect. 
Discrimination or unequal treatment is often subtle. If you 
think you experienced housing discrimination based on race, 
contact the Housing Equality Center of Pennsylvania. We can 
offer a confidential assessment and counseling on enforcement 
options. The Housing Equality Center of Pennsylvania uses 
impartial investigative techniques that can help to provide 
evidence of racial discrimination in housing-related transactions.

Disparate Impact
Housing providers and providers of housing-related financial 
services may violate the Fair Housing Act, even if they did not 
mean to discriminate. This can happen when they have a neutral 
policy or practice that disproportionately affects a particular 
protected class more than the general population. For example, 
an insurance company that has a policy of not insuring homes 
with flat roofs may effectively be discriminating against Black 
homeowners if homes with flat roofs are disproportionately 
located in Black neighborhoods. Rental housing providers with 
blanket bans on tenants with any type of criminal record have 
been deemed to have violated the Fair Housing Act because 
such a policy reproduces racial inequities in the justice system. 
Housing providers must have a legitimate, non-discriminatory 
business interest for any policy that may have a disparate 
impact based on race. They must also consider whether a less 
discriminatory alternative can serve that interest.

Examples of Discrimination  
Based on Race or Color

•	 A housing provider engaging in voice profiling 
and not returning phone calls based on the 
caller having a racially identifiable accent

•	 Refusing to rent or sell to an individual because 
of their race

•	 Charging a higher rent or security deposit to an 
Asian, Black, or Indigenous American applicant

•	 Unfavorable or unequal treatment based on 
race or color

•	 A home appraisal being lower than expected 
when it is in a majority Asian, Black, or 
Indigenous American neighborhood or owned by 
an Asian, Black, or Indigenous American family 
when compared to similar white-owned homes 

•	 Applying criteria such as criminal background 
screening or credit checks more strictly for 
Asian, Black, or Indigenous American applicants

•	 Discouraging a prospective tenant from 
applying to rent housing due to the racial 
makeup of the neighborhood

•	 An Asian, Black, or Indigenous American borrower 
being quoted a higher interest rate for a mortgage 
compared to similarly situated white applicants

•	 A real estate agent “steering” prospective 
home buyers toward neighborhoods where the 
majority of residents are the same race as the 
home seeker

•	 “Blockbusting,” which is when investors try 
to get white homeowners to sell their homes 
quickly and below market value by convincing 
them that their neighborhood is undergoing 
racial change

•	 “Redlining,” which is excluding a geographic 
area from housing-related financial services 
such as mortgage lending or homeowners 
insurance due to the neighborhoods’ race

•	 A local government refusing to issue a zoning 
approval for an affordable housing development 
due to community opposition based on racial 
bias regarding potential residents
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The Housing Equality Center 
is a nonprofit organization 
dedicated to advancing 
fair and equal access to 
housing opportunities for all 
Pennsylvanians. We provide 
education on fair housing rights 
to consumers and organizations 
serving members of the 
protected classes and training 
and technical assistance to 
housing providers and local 
governments. The Housing 
Equality Center provides fair 
housing counseling and testing 
investigation services for victims 
of housing discrimination in 
the City of Philadelphia and 
in Bucks, Chester, Delaware, 
Lehigh, Montgomery, and 
Northampton Counties.

(267) 419-8918
equalhousing.org

Racial Harassment Violates 
the Fair Housing Act
It is illegal to coerce, intimidate, threaten, or interfere with a person’s fair housing 
rights. If a neighbor is harassing or threatening a person due to their race, the 
tenant should notify the landlord in writing. The landlord must take prompt 
action to end the harassment. A single incident of harassment due to race may 
constitute a discriminatory housing practice if the incident is severe enough to 
create a hostile environment.

 A housing provider is liable for their own conduct and can be held liable if they 
fail to take prompt action to correct and end a discriminatory housing practice 
by an employee, agent, or third party. Whether it is another tenant, a neighbor, a 
landlord, or someone else who is harassing a tenant due to their race, the tenant 
should retain any evidence.

What Can I Do If I Have 
Experienced Housing 
Discrimination?
Contact the Housing Equality Center of Pennsylvania for a confidential 
assessment. We will provide counseling, advise you on preserving evidence, 
and assess whether there is enough evidence to prove your case. We can also 
determine if allegations of race discrimination are confirmed through impartial 
investigation, advise on possible enforcement actions, and assist with filing a 
formal complaint with the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development’s 
Office of Fair Housing and Equal Opportunity.
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