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0.1 Executive Summary

Renters are a critical component of healthy, vibrant, and sustainable com-
munities. Affordable and livable rental housing provides families with shel-
ter and is the foundation of a strong and stable community. In the City
of Miami, renters are not only important, but the majority, comprising 64
percent of the population.1 However, despite being the majority, the needs
of renters are often ignored by policymakers and elected officials in Miami
while the needs of landlords, developers and homeowners are prioritized.
As a result, renters in the low income neighborhoods in Miami face a host
of challenges including a shortage of affordable housing, widespread slum
conditions, and limited legal protections.

Florida is among the top five states in the country with the least af-
fordable housing.2 After a brief respite at the beginning of the real estate
crash, Miami has recently seen skyrocketing rental costs, a lull in new
rental housing production, and an increased loss of funding for affordable
units. These followed a substantial loss of rental housing to condominium
ownership and the preference for homeownership development over rental
housing, which preceded the crash.3 Even when rental cost increases are
slowed or reversed, they still significantly outpace low wage workers’ in-
come. Aside from rent, tenants directly pay high fuel and utility costs
which have further deteriorated affordability over the last decade.4

Miami rental housing has suffered severely through each stage of the
recent boom-bust economy. Prior to the bust, gentrification, the process
where higher-income households move back into the central cities they once
abandoned, was particularly prevalent in the low income neighborhoods in
Miami.5 After the bust, Miami, along with several other cities in Florida,
has had some of the highest foreclosure rates in the country.6 The eco-
nomic bust resulted in a significant loss of income for many low income
renters. Moreover, the tsunami of foreclosures has pushed many middle-
income homeowners into the rental market, competing with existing renters
for increasingly scarce units.7

The shortage of affordable housing in Miami exists in a state with very
few protections for renters. Florida statutes fail to provide any author-
ity for tenants to repair serious housing problems and deduct the cost of
repairs from the rent. In fact, Florida tenants who have spent their rent
making repairs on seriously dilapidated housing must nevertheless pay the
full amount of rent to the court or face immediate eviction. Lack of de-
cent affordable housing has renters confined to housing of poor quality and
unsafe conditions. However if they dispute those conditions they are vul-
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nerable to eviction and homelessness. In either case, as is documented by
this study, low-income families face unstable and dangerous living condi-
tions.

In 2008, the Power U Center for Social Change, created the Renter Ma-
jority Project (RMP) in response to growing epidemic of substandard con-
ditions and illegal evictions in the low-income historically African-American
neighborhood of Overtown. As one of its initial projects the RMP began
working with the Community Justice Project (CJP) of Florida Legal Ser-
vices to raise awareness about renters’ legal rights. In discussions with
tenants during these educational efforts RMP heard over and over again
stories of poor tenants who were living in horribly unsafe and unhealthy
conditions without running water, with dangerous structural hazards, and
with little or no protection from the law.

As a result, Power U with the support of the DataCenter launched this
study to document the experiences of renters in Miami’s poor and minority
neighborhoods. While much has been written about the state of homeown-
ership or commercial real estate in Miami, not much has been written about
renters in Miami, much less poor and minority renters. In 2009, Power U
collected 954 surveys in the neighborhoods of Liberty City, Little Haiti,
Wynwood, Allapattah, Overtown, Coconut Grove, and Little Havana. The
result was one of the largest surveys of individual renter conditions of its
kind. The survey covered key areas of housing costs, quality and renter
rights. In addition to the survey, CJP analyzed the dockets of over 24,000
residential eviction cases filed in the 16 months between January 2008 and
April 2009. The following outlines the key findings from the study:

Poor and minority Miami renters are cost-burdened by high rents

The study found that the majority of families surveyed suffer from the
burden of extreme rent costs. Eighty seven percent of households surveyed
are cost-burdened as they are paying more than 30 percent of their income
on rent. More than half (59%) are severely cost burdened and spend more
than 50 percent of their income on rent. Further, the price of utilities adds
to the cost-burden on the household. Severe housing cost burdens have
impacts beyond housing conditions. When families are forced to overspend
on housing, they do not have enough money to pay for other life necessities,
such as food and medicine. In addition, high rents force individuals and
families to live together in a single unit. The survey found that one quarter
of the respondents are living in overcrowded homes, in comparison to the
9 percent of the general population of Miami residents.
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Poor and minority Miami renters live in substandard housing condi-
tions.

The survey sought to document housing
conditions of rental properties in the afore-
mentioned neighborhoods and found that the
conditions are substandard. Three quar-
ters (76%) of the residents surveyed experi-
enced some type of housing problem; a much
higher incidence rate than the greater Miami
area. More than half (59%) of the residents
had cockroaches and one quarter (26%) re-
ported seeing rats or mice. Other problems
reported included structural issues, plumb-
ing and electrical problems, and mold and
mildew. The residents surveyed reported that landlords were unresponsive
or slow in addressing the poor housing conditions. More than one third
(35%) of the households surveyed reported landlords took 3 or more weeks
to make repairs. In addition, 15 percent of respondents reported that the
landlord failed to make any repairs at all.

The type of health conditions experienced by residents is also important
to note. More than half (56%) experienced at least one health issue. The
most common health problem reported was depression (22%), followed by
asthma (19%) and headaches (18%). In addition, some residents experi-
enced fatigue, spider or insect bites and skin rashes.

Poor and minority Miami renters lack basic protections

Written long-term leases provide stability in housing and rent prices.
Yet very few respondents had written year-to-year leases. Two-thirds re-
ported having some form of month-to-month lease. Forty percent of re-
spondents said they had an oral month-to month lease. Oral leases do not
provide the minimal security of a basic description of rights of the par-
ties. The lack of housing stability is also apparent in the length of tenancy.
Nearly half (48%) of those surveyed had moved one or two times in the
past five years, and over 20 percent had moved three or more times.

There is no governmental agency at the city, county or state level, whose
function it is to mediate private landlord-tenant disputes. A search of the
Miami-Dade County government website for “tenants’ rights” only turns
up a page on “Evictions” with step by step instructions for a landlord to
evict a tenant. In the CJP eviction study of court dockets, there were
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numerous cases with tenants who had housing problems such as sewage
overflow or leaking roofs and were unable to get rent reduced or an order
of repair from a County Court judge. In their analysis of eviction cases,
they found that lack of effective remedies so discouraged renters that the
vast majority (75%) failed to even respond to eviction complaints in the
complex court system. This inability to access the courts is of particular
concern since a disproportionate number of evictions occur in the poorest
city neighborhoods (which overlap with the zip codes in the renter survey).

Conclusion
The survey findings show that without adequate affordable housing, low in-
come residents in Miami suffer from severe rent cost-burden, overcrowding,
displacement, and substandard housing conditions with potential increased
health risks. Moreover, without improved legal protections for tenants,
renters are unable to access the court system or obtain effective remedies
against their landlords.

The following sections include the major findings from the survey. The
first section begins with a description of the methodology and provides
background on who was surveyed and the neighborhoods that were in-
cluded. The subsequent three sections contain the key findings from the
survey. Section 3 details the findings related to the rent cost burden and its
effects such asinstability and overcrowding. Section 4 summarizes the find-
ings on housing conditions and health problems experienced by tenants.
Section 5 explores the shortfall of renter protections in city. The report
ends with a short conclusion that highlights the need for stronger policies
that support renter rights.

0.2 Background and

Methodology

This study utilized a community-based participatory research (CBPR) ap-
proach involving tenants from poor and minority communities in the design
and implementation of the survey. The survey was reviewed by the project
partners. Power U finalized, piloted and implemented the survey. The sur-
vey covered the key areas of housing costs, quality and legal issues.

The survey was undertaken in 2008 and 2009 by staff, residents and
volunteers of Power U. The information was collected largely through door
to door canvassing in the Liberty City, Little Haiti, Wynwood, Allapat-
tah, Overtown, Coconut Grove, and Little Havana neighborhoods. Most of
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these neighborhoods are predominantly low-income and their central loca-
tions make them targets of gentrification and redevelopment.8 A total of
954 surveys were collected - making this one of the largest survey samples
of Miami renters of its kind. DataCenter analyzed the survey data and
co-wrote the final report with the assistance of Community Justice Project
(CJP) of Florida Legal Services.

In addition to the survey, CJP conducted a study of eviction cases filed
in Miami-Dade County. They reviewed the dataset of all evictions filed
in the 16 months between January 2008 and April 2009 and analyzed the
dockets of over 24,000 residential eviction cases. Some of the results of that
survey are also discussed.

Who Was Surveyed
As can be seen in the map below, the survey respondents are from the
poorest neighborhoods in Miami. Sixty-four percent of surveyed residents
make below 50 percent of the median family income for the city of Mi-
ami. These residents represent very low-income renters for whom public
and other forms of affordable housing are especially crucial.

Figure 1: Cost Burden by Respondent, City and County

The predominant racial group surveyed is Latino/Latina making up 47
percent, followed by Black/African American with 38 percent and Haitian
American with 8 percent. Fifty seven percent of the survey respondents
are female and 43 percent are male respondents. The age groups are fairly-
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Table 1: Profile of Survey
Respondents

Race/Ethnicity %
Hispanic/Latino 47
Black/African American 38
Haitian American 8
White 3
Other 1
Asian <1
Native American/Pacific Islander <1
Gender %
Female 56
Male 43
Transgender <1
Age %
18-35 39
36-54 40
55 and over 21
Language %
English 45
Spanish 41
Creole 7
Other <1
Source: Power U Rental Survey 2009

evenly distributed, with the smallest group
being 55 and older making up only 21 per-
cent. The language makeup is fairly evenly
split between English (45%) and Spanish
(41%), with Creole being third (7%). Six
percent of those surveyed speak two or more
languages.

About the Neighborhoods
The neighborhoods where the surveys were
conducted have rich histories and strong
community identities that are being threat-
ened by redevelopment and gentrifica-
tion. The neighborhoods are described be-
low.

Liberty City, also called Model City,
was created in 1934, initially as a single New
Deal housing project.9 Located in the north
of Miami, the majority of its residents are
African American with a small (3%) Latino
population. Like other black neighborhoods
in Miami, it was a vibrant neighborhood
that faced “white flight, abject poverty, low
educational achievement, high unemployment rates, urban blight, and
crime.”10 It has recently suffered from residential gentrification due to its
“prime location near the downtown area, availability of inexpensive, vacant
land, and a politically marginalized populace” followed by devastating loss
of homeownership and resident equity due to the foreclosure epidemic.11

Little Haiti is home to thousands of Haitian immigrants who arrived
after 1980. The enclave is comprised of “largest concentration of [Haitian
Americans] living at or below the poverty line.”12 Little Haiti is another
neighborhood feeling the pressures of gentrification. “With very little un-
developed land remaining, developers are looking at older neighborhoods,
such as Little Haiti, as new candidates for development. Residents who
are pushed out of Little Haiti will find it very difficult to locate alternative
housing. Moreover, for Haitians dependent on the Creole-speaking services
accessible only in Little Haiti, displacement from the neighborhood could
have deeper consequences for their well-being.”13

Wynwood, Buena Vista and Allapattah are working class Latino
neighborhoods. These neighborhoods are at risk of wholesale gentrifica-
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tion. Wynwood is being developed into a major hub for arts and fashion.
“Allapattah is facing wide spread slumlord situations and Buena Vista is
getting assaulted with raising rents for working class people as Wynwood
is gentrified.”14

Overtown, once considered the Harlem of the South, is a predomi-
nantly Black community located adjacent to downtown. “More than 50
percent of its residents live in poverty. This marks a dramatic shift from
less than 50 years ago, when many Black residents owned businesses and
homes.”15 The decline of the community began when a major highway
project ran through the central business district of Overtown. “More than
10,000 people were removed from the area, mirroring the abandonment of
many urban areas across the country by the federal government, indus-
try, and working- and middle-class whites. Long neglected, the Overtown
neighborhood has in recent years become an area of interest to the city and
to developers.”16

Coconut Grove is one of the oldest neighborhoods in the City of Mi-
ami. It was established more than a century ago and settled by people from
the Bahamas with many descendants of the first families still living here.
Many of the original Bahamas-style pine houses can still be found in the
neighborhood. Coconut Grove “contrasts sharply with its affluent neigh-
bors, with 25 percent of residents earning $12,000 or less just blocks from
the upscale CocoWalk mall and downtown Coconut Grove. The biggest
challenge today in the West Grove is ameliorating the effects of gentrifica-
tion brought about by land values in the area. Homes within a block of
the West Grove border have tripled in value over the past five years.”17

Little Havana was named in the 1960s when Cubans began migrating
to the city. Though many Cubans have left the area, it is now home to
many other new immigrant communities from the Carribean, Central and
South America and has a population that is 98 percent Latino.18 Like the
other neighborhoods, it is vulnerable to gentrification but will also be par-
ticularly impacted by the proposed new baseball stadium.

0.3 Rental Costs

April is an African American mother living in Overtown. In the 40 years
that she has lived in Miami, she has moved six times. Two years ago, she
lost her job and with it her apartment. She initially had nowhere to go with
her children and ended up living in the streets. She found a one-bedroom
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apartment and now lives there with three adults and six children. It is
extremely difficult for her and her family to have that many people living
in such a small apartment where they have to share beds and space. This
causes a lot of fights among them and, for April, the situation makes her
feel depressed and stressed. In addition to overcrowding, she’s experienced
numerous issues with her housing that exacerbates her already difficult liv-
ing situation. Unable to pay utilities, her lights and water were cut. Their
food went bad and they had no water to bathe in or drink. Their home also
has problems with pests, cracks in the door and holes in the walls. When
she reported these housing issues to the landlord, he said he would fix it but
never did. She is finding various health problems emerge in her family such
as headaches, asthma and coughing.

Table 2: Rental Costs

Household Monthly Income %
1−500 7
501−1000 38
1001−1500 24
1501−2000 18
2000orabove 13
Household Monthly Rent %
1−400 9
401−600 31
601−800 37
801−1000 18
1001orabove 5
Number of Persons Unemployed %
One 34
Two 14
Three or more 6
Persons on Fixed Income %
One or more 35
Subsidized Housing %
Public housing waiting list 8
Receive section 8 vouchers 8
Cost Burden of Renters %
None 13
Moderate (30%-50%) 28
Severe (50% or more) 59
Total burdened (>30%) 87
Source: Power U Rental Survey 2009

According to the National Low Income
Housing Coalition, a household in Miami-
Dade County would need an annual income
of $45,000 to afford the HUD fair mar-
ket rent for a two-bedroom apartment.19

Even housing that is called “affordable” has
rents that are reaching unaffordable lev-
els. A Miami-Herald report found that
affordable units are often increasing the
rent to the maximum level allowed each
year.20

The only rental units affordable to
the average renter are heavily subsidized
units. Yet, many of the existing afford-
able development already have lengthy wait-
ing lists. This was most apparent when
70,000 people applied for public housing
and housing vouchers within 30 days of
when the County opened up its lottery in
2009.21

Rent cost burdens, when a household
pays more than 30 percent of their income
on housing, have predominantly occurred at
the lowest income levels.22 This lack of affordability is apparent in the
survey responses. The survey found that 87 percent of families were expe-
riencing a rent cost burden.

The majority of those surveyed are low income. Of survey respondents
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who reported a positive (non-zero) income, the median monthly household
income is $1,200. Over one third of residents had a household income
between $501 and $1,000 per month. More than half of the households
surveyed (54%) reported at least one person as unemployed. Thirty five
percent of households also reported household members with fixed-incomes.
Additionally, 18 percent of respondents reported being on a public housing
waiting list and only 8 percent responded that they currently receive Sec-
tion 8 housing vouchers.

The median rent for those surveyed was $650. The survey found that
87 percent of households surveyed suffered from a housing cost burden.
More than half (59%) are severely cost burdened in that they are spending
more than half of their income on rent. The neighborhoods surveyed are
experiencing cost burden significantly higher than either the City of Miami
or Miami-Dade county.

Figure 2: Cost Burden by Respondent, City and County

Utilities are also a part of the total cost of housing and create an ad-
ditional cost-burden on the household. The average bill for utilities in
the survey respondents is 103 dollars for electricity and 30 dollars for gas.
“Lack of affordable housing has been linked to inadequate nutrition, espe-
cially among children. Relatively expensive housing may force low-income
tenants to use more of their resources to obtain shelter, leaving less for
other necessities such as food. Children from low-income families receiving
housing subsidies showed increased growth compared with children whose
families were on a subsidy waiting list, an observation consistent with the
idea that subsidies provide a protective effect against childhood undernu-
trition.”23
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Low-Income renters in Miami are living in overcrowded conditions

As the cost-burden of renting increases, families are forced to combine
households in order to afford the rent. Numerous studies have shown that
such overcrowding has an impact on the physical and mental health of
residents.24 Using American Community Survey (ACS) data from 2003,
a study from RISEP found that “although more than 42,000 families in
the City of Miami cannot afford more than a one bedroom dwelling, the
average family in the city in 2003 had at least 3 members, suggesting the
need for at least two bedrooms.”25 The survey found that overcrowding is
an issue for a quarter of the residents.

Based on the survey respondents, the average number of bedrooms was
1.7. A U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) study
analyzed various measures of overcrowding.26 One of the accepted measures
is persons per bedroom (PPB). If a residence has more than 2 persons per
bedroom, it is considered overcrowded. As seen in Figure 3, one quarter of
the respondents were living in overcrowded homes, much higher than the
9 percent of residents of Miami in general. Over one third of respondents
in one-bedroom apartments were overcrowded and one-quarter in two or
more bedroom apartments were overcrowded.

Figure 3: Percentage Overcrowded Renter Homes by Number of Bedrooms

(a) *uses PPR >1 vs. PPB>2
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0.4 Housing Conditions

Lance is a 29-year-old African American living in Overtown. Though he
was born and raised in Miami, Lance has moved 30 times in his life. This
was due to frequent periods of unemployment and not being able to pay his
bills. In his current home, he finds it hard to pay his rent of $650 because
he isn’t working. He’s had his lights and water turned off and has gone
hungry. His household consists of four people (two of them children) that
are sharing a one bedroom. He cannot afford to move. The paint in his
home is peeling, but the landlord hasn’t done anything about it. One time
the roof collapsed and they had to go to the hospital. He and his family
have experienced various health issues due to their housing conditions such
as headaches, coughs and shortness of breath.

The Florida Residential Landlord and Tenant Act states that “a land-
lord has an obligation to maintain a dwelling up to all applicable building,
housing, and health codes.”27 Poor health can often be attributed to an
unhealthy home environment. Many studies have shown correlations be-
tween poor housing conditions and degraded health, “including respiratory
infections, asthma, lead poisoning, injuries, and mental health.”28

Figure 4: Housing Conditions by Respondent and City

Low-income renters in Miami are living in substandard and uninhabit-
able conditions

The survey sought to document housing conditions of rental properties
and found that the conditions are substandard. Three quarters (76%) of
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Table 3: Housing Problems

Number of Housing Problems %
More than one 57
More than two 44

No housing problem 24
Type of Housing Problem %

Roaches 59
Rats/Mice 26

Excessive Dust 26
Mold/Mildew 26

Termites 23
Cracks/Holes in Walls 22

Electrical Problems 20
Faulty Windows 20

Wet/Moist Walls 19
Plumbing Leaks 19

Faulty Doors 16
Leaky Roof 16

Faulty Floors 14
Rusty/Brown Tap Water 9

Sewage Backup 8
Type of Health Problem %

Depression 22
Asthma 19

Headaches 18
Fatigue 13

Insect/Spider Bites 13
Skin Rashes 12

Coughing 11
Trouble Breathing 9

High Blood Pressure 8
Injuries from Faulty Work 4

Children w/ Learning Disabilities 2
Cancer 2

Bronchitis 2
Heart Attack 1

Eating Disorder 1
Lead Poisoning 1

Experienced A Health Problem 56
Landlord Repair Time %

Less than a week 47
One to two weeks 18

Three weeks or longer 19
No repair 15

Source: Power U Renter Survey 2009

the residents surveyed experienced some
type of housing problem. More than
half (57%) had more than one issue
and almost half (44%) had two or more
of the substandard housing conditions
surveyed. Comparing the survey re-
sults with conditions of the greater Mi-
ami area from the 2007 American Hous-
ing Survey (AHS), the surveyed neighbor-
hoods had much higher incidence rates
of these substandard conditions. Fig-
ure 4 shows that poor housing con-
ditions in the surveyed neighborhoods
were between 4 and almost 10 times
higher than those for the metropolitan
area. This demonstrates that not only
are renters severely cost burdened, but
they are being forced to live in sub-
standard, illegal and unhealthy housing
units.

The following looks at the key housing
condition problems experienced by the re-
spondents and the types of health impacts
each may have had on the families who ex-
perienced them.

Pests

The survey found significantly more than
half of residents (59%) reported cockroach
problems. In addition, one quarter (26%) of
surveyed households had seen rats or mice in
the past three months and almost one quar-
ter (23%) had termites. Cockroaches and ro-
dents are pests that can cause allergic reac-
tions and trigger diseases. Cockroaches are
especially dangerous for children. Studies
have found that there is an increased risk for
hospitalization for children with asthma who are sensitized and exposed to
cockroaches.29 Similarly, mouse allergen also acts as an key cause of allergy
and asthma illness.30 Furthermore, “intrusion by disease vectors (e.g., in-
sects and rats) and inadequate food storage have long been identified as
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contributing to the spread of infectious diseases.”31

Structural issues

Structural defects permit entry of cockroaches and rodents; leaking
pipes and other sources of water provide them with water to drink.32 Poor
physical housing quality can also increase potential for injury. Burns from
exposed heating sources and falls from “unprotected upper-story windows
and low sill heights, slippery surfaces and poorly designed stairs with in-
adequate lighting,”33 are common injuries from substandard housing. The
survey found various structural problems in many of the homes including
cracks/holes in the wall (22%), faulty windows (20%), electrical problems
(20%), plumbing leaks (19%), faulty doors (16%), leaky roof (16%) and
faulty floors (14%).

Mold and mildew

There is a well documented link between
the presence of mold and mildew and breath-
ing conditions such as asthma which is “be-
lieved to be mediated by residents’ aller-
gies to fungi.”34 For example, in a study of
1,000 children between the ages of 6 and 7, a
highly significant association between mold
and wheezing was found.35 Another study
found that “Damp, cold, and moldy housing
is associated with asthma and other chronic
respiratory symptoms, even after potentially
confounding factors such as income, social
class, smoking, crowding, and unemployment are controlled for.”36

Beyond asthma, there are other health issues related to damp housing
conditions. For example, “cross-sectional epidemiological studies have also
established associations between damp and moldy housing and recurrent
headaches, fever, nausea and vomiting, and sore throats.”37 The environ-
ment created by dampness in homes is ideal “for mites, roaches, respiratory
viruses, and molds, all of which play a role in respiratory disease patho-
genesis.”38 House dust mites (HDMs) can emerge in parts of homes where
humidity is greater than 50 percent and temperatures are warm to mild.
They can cause serious allergic symptoms, including bronchial asthma and
“persons with high levels of HDMs in their homes have a five times greater
risk of developing atopic dermatitis,” which is a chronic skin disorder.39
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One quarter of survey respondents are experiencing mold and mildew
in their homes and 19 percent have wet or moist walls.

Health problems experienced by residents

The survey explored various types of health conditions actually experi-
enced by the respondents. More than half (56%) experienced at least one
health issue. The most common condition was depression (22%), followed
by asthma (19%) and headaches (18%). In addition, some respondents ex-
perienced fatigue, spider/insect bites and skin rashes.

Landlords unresponsive to repair requests

Even though most families experienced some housing issue, landlord
response to addressing issues was problematic for many respondents. One
third of the households (37%) reported landlords took one week or more to
make repairs, with some zip codes/neighborhoods reaching as high as 54
percent. In addition, 15 percent of respondents reported that the landlord
failed to make any repairs at all.

0.5 Renter Protections

Manex is 33 years old and lives in Little Haiti. He moved to Miami from
Haiti three decades ago. Recently, he’s been unemployed and as result, is
having trouble paying for his rent and utilities. When he lost his job, he
fell behind on his rent and did not have anyone that he could reach out to
for support. His landlord evicted him and he ended up living in a shelter.
Now, he lives with five other people, three of whom are children, in a one-
bedroom home. He feels his home is over occupied but doesn’t have money
to move. His home has problems with roaches and rats. He reported these
problems to his landlord but the landlord told him it was his fault and didn’t
do anything to address the issues. His family is dealing with asthma. Both
his housing and work situation are extremely stressful. He worries about
being able to pay his bills as well as his inability to find employment. The
lack of privacy and alone time further exasperates his anxiety.

The affordable housing shortage in Miami is coupled with a legal and
political system that has very few protections for renters. There is no
governmental agency at the city, county or state level whose function it is
to mediate private landlord-tenant disputes.
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Table 4: Lease and Tenure

Lease Type %
Verbal month to month 40
Written month to month 27
One year lease 24
Six month lease 3
More than a year 2
Sublet <1
Not sure 4
Times Moved in the Last Five Years %
Zero 30
One to two 48
Three to four 16
Five or more 6
Source: Power U Rental Survey 2009

In the Florida Legal Services eviction
study described below staff reviewed a num-
ber of dockets in which renters who had com-
plained of housing problems such as sewage
overflow or leaking roofs were unable to get
rent reduced or an order of repair from a
County Court judge. Indeed, the residents
had been evicted or were forced to move out
without ever getting an opportunity to speak
to a judge. Substandard housing conditions
and a failure by the landlord to repair can be
grounds for tenants to withhold rent. How-
ever, if landlords then file eviction actions,
the tenants are required to pay the entire rent
to the court clerk as a precondition to de-
fending themselves. Many tenants have spent
the rent repairing their housing. Others have
learned through previous experience that there is little or no likelihood that
the Court will reduce their rent or return any portion of their rent, even
though they may have had legitimate reasons for withholding it. Thus ten-
ants are further victimized while landlords avoid responsibility for building
and health codes.

The foreclosure crisis adds yet another element of vulnerability towards
eviction on renters. “According to the National Low Income Housing Coali-
tion (“NLIHC”), more than 20% of all properties facing foreclosure na-
tionwide are rental units. Because rental properties often house multiple
families, the NLIHC calculated that renters make up approximately 40%
of the families facing eviction.”40

Low-Income renters in Miami do not have written leases

Written long-term leases provide stability in housing and rent prices.
Yet very few survey respondents had written year-to-year leases. Most had
month to month leases. To terminate a month-to-month lease, landlords
are only required to give 15-day notice to vacate. Furthermore, since land-
lords can increase the rent with only 15 days notice, tenants live in a state
of perpetual insecurity. Forty percent of respondents said they had oral
month-to month leases. Oral leases do not provide the minimal security
of a basic description of the rights of the parties. The next largest group
had written month-to-month leases (27%). The short tenure of many of
the residents surveyed reflects the level of housing instability. Nearly half
of those surveyed had moved one or two times in the past five years. Over
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20 percent had moved three or more times in the past five years. Only 30
percent of the respondents had lived in the same location for more than
five years.

Evictions

An analysis by Florida Legal Services of eviction cases filed in Miami-
Dade County found that the majority of renters (75%) failed to even re-
spond to eviction complaints in the complex court system. This could be
due to a lack of knowledge or a lack of faith in the court system. The
requirement to pay all allegedly past due rent to the court (regardless of
the condition of the property) likely also depresses responses. Moreover,
of those who did respond, most of their responses were dismissed by the
court without any hearing due to a failure to conform to the rent deposit
requirements. A separate review of a number of court files showed that
many of the dismissed responses contained valid defenses. In fact, several
responses which fully conformed to all court procedures were nonetheless
dismissed without a hearing. This inability to access the courts is espe-
cially of concern since a disproportionate number of evictions occur in the
poorest city neighborhoods (which overlap with the zip codes in the renter
survey). The poorest 5 of 80 (6%) zip codes, which have 11 percent of the
county’s renter households, had 15 percent of eviction actions filed.

Due to lack of information, complex procedural requirements, short time
periods, and harsh rent deposit requirements, it is impossible for most ten-
ants to respond to eviction cases or to even get a hearing. It is the court’s
responsibility to offer even handed justice; however, while there are many
resources available for small landlords, there are very few for tenants. For
example, the joint Court and Florida Bar webpage hosts twenty-one de-
tailed court forms to assist landlords in the eviction process and no court
forms for tenants at risk of losing their homes. Furthermore, the system is
severely overtaxed, with little time to spend addressing the tenant’s con-
cerns. Representation is largely unavailable with legal services programs
overwhelmed by the crush of cases.

Impact of Evictions and Displacement

Evictions have a serious impact on poor families. “Evicted families gen-
erally end up in worse housing, with higher housing costs. Displacement
and relocation can also result in loss of a job, problems in school, loss of
personal possessions and severe mental health impacts.”41 In addition to
the dislocation, there is the additional financial burden of paying a substan-
tial move-in cost. Most landlords require first and last month’s rent plus
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a security deposit. According to the survey, respondents paid a median of
$1,200 for move-in costs. The survey found that 77 percent of respondents
paid more than one type of fee. As seen in the previous section, the median
household income was $1,200 a month. Thus these moving costs would be
an extreme hardship for poor families.

0.6 Conclusion

This study was launched based on anecdotal information that advocates
of Power U and Florida Legal Services had been hearing about the chal-
lenges faced by renters in the Miami. The survey was implemented to
document the extent to which the issues existed throughout at risk and
low income neighbhorhoods in Miami. The research portrays a severely
depressing picture of the conditions faced by low-income residents. The
survey results showed that the respondents paid an unaffordable share of
their income in rent. It also documented that many residents were living in
badly maintained buildings. In addition, many of these families were living
in neighborhoods significantly impacted by the unbridled development and
gentrification of the past decade. These same families adversely impacted
by the boom are now also suffering in the housing collapse. Moreover, the
lack of legal protections for renters virtually guarantees that they can be
taken advantage of by unscrupulous landlords with little possibility of re-
course.

The issues are deep and structural and have resulted from the housing
boom and bust cycles but also from gentrification, unbridled development
and the fundamental lack of legal protections. Comprising almost two
thirds of the city, the needs of renters should be prioritized by housing ad-
vocates and city and county agencies. They must address the issues of lack
of affordability, lack of renter protections and substandard housing condi-
tions that put families at risk. The city must work together to improve
access to quality affordable rental housing in all of Miami for all residents.
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