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The Equal Rights Center (“ERC”)
is a comprehensive non-profit civil rights organization
dedicated to identifying, challenging, and
eliminating discrimination.

With more than 25 years of protecting civil rights,
today, the ERC and our thousands of members address
issues of discrimination in six areas: fair housing,
fair employment, disability rights, access to
public accommodations, access to government services,
and immigrant rights through education
and outreach, research, testing, counseling,
enforcement, and advocacy.

In housing, the ERC works to end discrimination
in housing rentals and sales, home warranty coverage,
homeowners insurance, predatory lending,
redlining and reverse redlining, and accessible housing
for persons with disabilities.
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Introduction

People with disabilities have the right to live in the community of their
choice. Accessibility laws ensure that, either through structural
changes to the building (generally, a “reasonable modification”) or
changes in rules and policies (generally, a “reasonable
accommodation”), people with disabilities have equal access and
enjoyment of their home.

If you are a person with a disability, you have the legal right to obtain
a modification or accommodation to your dwelling, if it is a reasonable
request and it is necessary for you to afford equal enjoyment of the
property. This request can be made prior to moving into the unit or
any time during your tenancy.

This toolkit is designed to help you assert your civil rights, and request
a reasonable modification or a reasonable accommodation from your
housing provider. The toolkit includes:

e Information about your legal rights,

e Steps that will help you request a reasonable modification or
accommodation,

e Templates for writing a request for a reasonable modification/
accommodation, and

¢ How and where to turn for help.

If you have questions or believe you need help dealing with a
compliance issue, please contact the ERC at:

Equal Rights Center

11 Dupont Circle N.W., Suite 450
Washington, D.C. 20036

(202) 234-3062 (Voice)

(866) 719-4372 (Toll Free)

(202) 234-7590 (TTY)
www.equalrightscenter.org
complaints@equalrightscenter.org
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Know Your Legal Rights

Federal law, under the Fair Housing Act as amended in 1988, requires
property owners to allow reasonable modifications and reasonable
accommodations to the property for persons with disabilities.

e A modification is generally a structural change to an area, and
the cost of making the modification may fall on the person
making the request.

¢ Anaccommodation is generally a change in rule or policy. To
refuse a request for a reasonable accommodation is illegal.

If you are a person with a disability, you are entitled to reasonable
modifications or accommodations to your dwelling if they are
necessary for use of the premises. In order for a requested
modification or accommodation to be considered reasonable, there
must: (1) be an identifiable relationship between the requested
accommodation and the individual’s disability, and (2) the request
must not impose an undue financial or administrative burden on the
housing provider.

The following are examples of reasonable modifications:

1. If the bathrooms in a unit are inaccessible, a person with
limited mobility may request for grab bars to be installed in the
shower or around the toilet.

2. If a housing complex is inaccessible, a new tenant in a
wheelchair may request for a ramp to be installed in order for
access through a doorway or to a specific facility, such as the
leasing office or laundry room.

3. If a housing unit has cabinets under the kitchen sink which do
not allow a wheelchair user to fully use the sinks or
countertops, the tenant may ask for the cabinets to be removed.
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The following are examples of reasonable accommodations:

1.

If a housing provider only has one spot to dispense of trash
and it is a dumpster on a raised platform, a person of small
stature may request the use of a smaller trashcan not

located on the raised platform that would be more accessible to
dispense of the trash.

If a housing provider provides limited parking and has no
assigned spots, a person with a mobility disability may request
an assigned accessible parking space in front of the entrance to
his or her unit.

If a housing provider requires rent to be dropped off at the
leasing office, a person with a mental disability, who is afraid
to leave his or her unit, may request that the rent check be
mailed to the leasing agent, instead of hand delivered.

If a housing provider has a “no pets” policy in his or her
apartment complex, but someone applies who has a visual
disability and an assistance animal, the housing provider must
make an exception to complex policy to allow the animal.

When requesting an accommodation or modification, you may need to
provide medical documentation which supports your request. Such
documentation can be provided through various sources which
include, but are not limited to doctors, nurses, caseworkers, or
advocates.
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How to Protect Your Rights

If you need a reasonable modification or accommodation in order to
live in your home, the first thing for you to consider is a plan of action.
The following are steps that you should take to request a modification
or accommodation.

8 Steps to Protect Your Rights

1.

Identify the problem - Clearly identify what barrier(s) exists that
prevents you from fully enjoying your home. In order to assist
with the identification of the issue, you may want to take pictures
of any physical barriers, make a written description, or obtain a
copy of any policies from the housing provider concerning the
things that you need changed. It is important to remember to
make your request clear and specific. For example, if a doorway in
the lobby of your building is hard to get through in your
wheelchair, explain exactly what happens when you try to get
through the doorway. Is the doorway too narrow? Is the door too
heavy? Is there a sequence of doors that cannot be easily opened
because the space between the two doors is too small?

Consider the solutions - What do you need in order to make your
living environment accessible? Does the no-pet policy need to be
waived to allow you to have your service animal? Do you need an
accessible parking space close to the entrance to the building? Do
the cabinets under the sinks need to be removed to allow
wheelchair clearance underneath? Have specific details for your
proposed solutions. When someone asks you, “What do you want
me to do about it?” have an answer for them.

Understand your legal rights - See pages 3-4
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Determine who should receive your request - You may send your
request via email or through the post office. The request for a
reasonable accommodation or modification should be sent to the
appropriate housing authority, property manager, or
administrative office. You may want to ask the leasing agent
where you should send the request, or if there are any specific
forms that are normally completed for a request. Do not be
alarmed if the leasing agent asks you questions regarding your
request. You should be open about the specifics of what you need,
but do not need to answer any questions concerning the origin of
your disability. You may also refer them to your written request.
Remember to always keep a copy of your request.

Be persistent - In your initial written contact, make sure that you
include a date by which you expect a response (see sample
requests, pages 7-9). If you do not hear back from the person
whom you originally contacted, try following up with a phone call.
If the housing provider continues to refuse to speak to you, then
you may eventually have to involve a third party such as the ERC.

Be polite but firm - Although you may feel anger or frustration
with people who do not understand your request, it is extremely
important that you stay calm.

Keep all documentation - This really does mean ALL
documentation however trivial it may seem at the time. If your
request is denied or ignored, and you enlist the help of a third
party agency like the ERC, the agency receiving your complaint
will need as much information as you can give them: every piece
of correspondence between you and the housing provider,
business cards, tickets, receipts, records of phone conversations,
etc. We suggest that you keep either a file or a small box in which
you can store everything.

Know when it is time to get outside assistance - If you cannot
reach a resolution with the property owners, call the ERC and we
will listen to you, advise you, and help you protect your civil
rights.

www.equalrightscenter.org



How to Communicate Your Issue
Your request should be written to clearly state four things:

1) That you, or someone else living in the unit, has a disability,

2) Because of the disability a reasonable accommodation or
modification is needed,

3) Describe the accommodation or modification you are
requesting, and

4) Explain why having the accommodation or modification would
make the property more livable.

The following are examples that can be used as a guide for your
request.

Letter Template

Your Address
Your City, State Zip Code

Date

Name of Contact Person
Title (if available)
Company Name

Street Address

City, State Zip Code

Dear (Contact Person),

On (date), I filled out an application to move in/moved into Unit (#) at
(Property name) located at (Property address).

I have (disability). In order to access/use (part of the property needed
modification), I need (requested modification/accommodation).
Having (disability) requires that I (your personal need) and in order to
use/access (relevant space) it needs to be changed by (modification). I
need the modification/accommodation completed by (date).

Thank you for your attention to this matter. Ilook forward to hearing
from you by (two weeks from the day you send the letter).

Sincerely, (Your name)
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Sample Letter #1

Jane Doe
5565 Road Place, N.E.
Washington, DC 20009

January 17, 2009

John Smith

XYZ Apartments
2555 Woodlawn
Arlington, VA 22204

Dear Mr. Smith,

I am writing in regards to the lack of wheelchair accessibility
into your apartment buildings. I hope that this is something we can
remedy prior to my moving in on March 2, 2009.

On January 1, 2009, I filled out an application to move into
Apartment 112, in Building C at XYZ Apartments located at 2555
Woodlawn, Arlington, VA 22204. My application was approved
January 7 and I plan on moving into XYZ apartments in early March.

I am a wheelchair user. Getting to the door of Building C
requires going up four steps from the sidewalk leading to and from
the parking lot. In order for me to access Building C, it will be
necessary to construct a ramp that leads from the sidewalk around the
stairs and to the door of the building. Since I require the use of a
wheelchair, a ramp must be constructed so that Building C is
wheelchair accessible. I need this modification complete before I move
in on March 2nd,

The Fair Housing Act requires that reasonable modifications to
residential buildings be completed for persons with disabilities.

Thank you for your attention to this matter. Ilook forward to
your prompt response by February 7.

Sincerely,

Jane Doe

8 www.equalrightscenter.org



Sample Letter #2
December 10, 2008

Jane Smith

Property Manager

Times Condos

2222 N. Ridge Way, Unit 1A
Washington, DC 20001

Dear Jane Smith,

I am writing to request a change to your pet policy as an
accommodation to my disability. On March 5, 2007, I bought a condo
in your building and on April 1, 2007, I moved into Unit 5B at Times
Condos, at 2222 N. Ridge Way, Washington, DC 2001.

The Fair Housing Act requires that reasonable
accommodations be made to rules and policies of residential
buildings, if necessary for a resident with a disability. Due to the fact
that I have glaucoma, I require the assistance of a service animal. I
have recently discovered that I am eligible for a service dog. Times
Condos’ pet policy does not permit dogs over 15 lbs. in the building.
Service dogs are medium to large size dogs that exceed the condo’s
permitted 15 Ibs. limit. I am requesting that Times Condos adjust the
pet policy to allow me to have a service animal greater than 15 Ibs.

Thank you for your attention to this matter. Ilook forward to
your prompt response by January 1.

Sincerely,

Jack Doe
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What if they Ignore Me?

Contact the ERC

If your request for an accommodation or modification goes
unanswered or is denied, contact the ERC for assistance at:

The Equal Rights Center

11 Dupont Circle N.W., Suite 450
Washington, D.C. 20036

(202) 234-3062 (Voice)

(866) 719-4372 (Toll Free)

(202) 234-7590 (TTY)

(202) 234-3106 (Fax)
www.equalrightscenter.org
complaints@equalrightscenter.org

You may also fill out the ERC complaint form on the back of this
toolkit or on the ERC’s Web site at www.equalrightscenter.org/
complaint. If mailing or faxing the complaint form, please allow
approximately two weeks for an ERC staff member to contact you.

If you wish to file a complaint with a government agency on your
own, then you should contact one of the agencies listed below.

In Washington, D.C.

D.C. Office of Human Rights

The D.C. Office of Human Rights (“OHR”) requires that an intake
questionnaire be completed and submitted to the office to begin
the filing process. This questionnaire can be found at:
www.ohr.dc.gov/ohr/cwp/view,a,3,q,638025.asp. An intake
counselor will help you draft the complaint into the proper format.

441 4th Street N.W., Suite 570 North
Washington, D.C. 20001

202-727-4559 (Voice), 202-724-2050 (TTY)
www.ohr.dc.gov

10
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In Virginia

Alexandria, VA Office on Human Rights
421 King Street, Suite 400

Alexandria, VA 22314

703-746-3140 (V/TTY)
www.alexandriava.gov

Arlington, VA Human Rights Committee
9901 Braddock Road
Fairfax, VA 22032

703-323-2098 / 1-877-600-7431
www.arlingtonva.us

Fairfax, VA Human Rights Commission
1200 Government Center Parkway, Suite 318
Fairfax, VA 22035

703-324-2953

www.fairfaxcounty.gov/hrc

In Maryland

Montgomery County Office of Human Rights
21Maryland Avenue, Suite 330

Rockville, MD20850

240-777-8450
www.montgomerycountymd.gov

Prince George’s County Human Relations Commission
1400 McCormick Drive, Suite 245

Largo, MD 20774

301-883-6170

www.co.pe.md.us/index.asp

www.equalrightscenter.org 11



U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development

Complaints of housing discrimination may also be directed to the
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (“HUD”).
To initiate a complaint you can complete a form online at
www.hud.gov/complaints/housediscrim.cfm. Or, send a letter to
the nearest HUD Office including;:

e Your name and address

e The name and address of the person your complaint is
against (the respondent)

e The address or other identification to the housing involved

e A short description to the alleged violation (the event that
caused you to believe your rights were violated)

e The date(s) to the alleged violation; and

e Other information that you believe necessary to support your
complaint. Please send copies of relevant documents. Keep
original documents, do not send them.

HUD is organized into 10 regions. If you live in Washington, D.C.,
Virginia, or Maryland, you can send the letter to the address
below. Otherwise, consult the above Web site for your region.

U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development
The Wanamaker Building
100 Penn Square East, 12th Floor
Philadelphia, PA 19107-3380
(215) 861-7646
1-888-799-2085
TTY (215) 656-3450
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Checklist

4 Identify the accessibility problem
Consider the solutions

Understand your legal rights

Determine who should receive your letter
Be persistent with your letters

Be polite but firm - stay calm.

Keep all documentation

A N N N N RN

Know when it is time to file a complaint or ask for

assistance

If you have questions or believe you need help, please contact us at:

Equal Rights Center

11 Dupont Circle NW, Suite 450
Washington, DC 20036

(202) 234-3062 (Voice)

(866) 710-4372 (Toll Free)

(202) 234-7590 (TTY)
www.equalrightscenter.org
complaints@equalrightscenter.org

For OFFICE USE ONLY
Date Received:
Received By:

Program:

Assigned To:

www.equalrightscenter.org 13



ERC Initial Complaint Form

Name (or Anonymous) Address
City State Zip
Home Phone Cell E-mail

Summary of Your Complaint:
(Please describe events and facts in chronological order. Include dates and names of
persons. You may add additional pages.)

Please read before signing:

I certify that the above information is true.
I understand that the Equal Rights Center (ERC) is a private, not-for-profit
organization that works to reduce discrimination in housing, employment,

public accommodations, and government services by providing confidential and

free-of-charge counseling, advocacy, and investigative services. The ERC does
not provide legal services or legal advice. If the ERC determines that my

complaint has merit, it may take independent action against a party, or refer me

to counsel.

14 Name Date



