Race Discrimination in Rental Housing in Marin County 

Based on Voice Identification

Executive Summary – 2008

Fair Housing of Marin conducted an audit for race discrimination based on voice identification in rental housing in Marin County between January and March 2008. During the 2007 calendar year, the number of race discrimination complaints from African-Americans averaged just over 15% of FHOM’s caseload. FHOM conducted three prior audits to measure the extent of discrimination in rental housing against African-Americans.  The first Marin audit, in 1993, found that African-American testers encountered less favorable treatment 42% of the time; the second, in 1997, showed that the percentage had risen to 47%; the third, in 2001, found a decrease to 33%.  The less favorable treatment included being offered fewer units, quoted higher rents, or faced with a longer approval process. 

Real estate transactions, including rentals, purchases, and obtaining mortgage loans and homeowner’s property insurance, are often conducted in whole or part over the telephone.  Although this audit marks FHOM’s first effort to isolate whether discrimination on the basis of race occurs based solely on phone contacts, our previous testing suggests that it may.  FHOM’s 2005 voice identification audit testing for national origin discrimination revealed that in Marin County, there was clear differential treatment favoring the Caucasian tester over the Latino tester in more than a third of the tests. 

This race audit included properties in the major cities and unincorporated areas throughout Marin County.  Twenty-five paired phone tests reached agents administering the rental of 1246 units
 in Marin County. Telephone tests utilized paired teams of African-American and Caucasian testers with each team member matched to his or her counterpart as closely as possible in age, gender, and manner. FHOM housing counseling staff identified the following five areas for testing in Marin County, based on population and numbers of rental properties in the area: 5 in Novato, 6 in San Rafael, 5 in southern Marin, 4 in Central/West Marin, and 5 in South/Central Marin.

The tests fell into several broad groups: those showing no differential treatment, those showing clear differential treatment, those evincing some differential treatment and those with inconclusive outcomes.  “No differential treatment” in this audit meant that each paired tester received identical or almost identical information. Two of the Marin County tests (8%) showed clear differential treatment favoring the Caucasian tester (including a case where the African-American tester failed to receive a return call).  Six Marin tests (24%) showed some differences in treatment favoring the Caucasian tester.  Twelve tests (48%) resulted in an inconclusive outcome, and five tests (20%) showed no differential treatment. Thus in 8 out of 25 Marin County tests (32%), there were at least some discrepancies or disadvantages in treatment toward the African-American tester.  There were several ways in which housing providers exhibited differential treatment.  Listed below are some of those different types of differential treatment with examples:

Screening:  A practice whereby the housing provider uses a phone answering system to filter calls, possibly in order to thwart undesired applicants.  This occurred in 5 tests. In one San Rafael test, the African-American tester left three voicemail messages and never received a call back, while the agent returned the Caucasian tester’s third call within a few hours.  In a Novato test, the manager told the African-American tester that she was really busy and would call back, but never did.  Only the Caucasian tester got all her questions answered.

Terms and conditions; Flexibility & Offers: In three tests, there were instances of African-Americans receiving information about less advantageous terms and conditions, as well as cases of agents offering more flexible terms and a broader range of options to Caucasian testers.  In one San Rafael case, the agent offered the Caucasian tester a lower rent than her African-American counterpart.  The agent told the Caucasian tester that the Craigslist ad had been misprinted at a lower amount, and he would offer the tester that lower amount.  The agent did not make this same offer to the African-American tester, and only disclosed the higher rent amount.

Availability: In one Marin County test, the Caucasian testers received information about greater availability.  At a site in Larkspur, the Caucasian tester received information about more units (including a two bedroom on special for a reduced rate with a 6-month lease) and told of two 2-bedrooms available now and two 1-bedrooms on notice now, whereas a different agent told the African-American tester about only one 2-bedroom available in 3 weeks and a 1-bedroom available the next month.  During this same test, the African-American tester was referred to a website at the beginning of the conversation and told she could find out more about the unit on the website.

Comments made by agent: In one Marin County test, comments made by the agent reflected a possible bias against the African-American tester.  At a site in Kentfield, the agent gave the same information to each, but the African-American tester reported feeling a growing sense of frustration from the agent.  The agent kept reiterating that all the information was in the newspaper and suggested that the tester read the ad again.  This would not have been notable except in comparing the test with that of the Caucasian tester.

Fair Housing of Marin is currently conducting site tests of those properties where differential treatment occurred, as units become available.  In addition, FHOM plans to disseminate the results of the audit, writing a press release to present to the newspapers and contacting members of the housing industry to inform them of the audit results.

� This is an approximation based on the combined total of rental units at the 25 properties tested.  Because some of the rental agents involved in this audit likely have control over units at properties other than those tested, the number of rental units affected by the practices found is probably greater than ��the 1246 units.





