TIME TO GOPRO BONO

The Devastating
Impact of Evictions on
Connecticut Families'

By CECIL J. THOMAS

emember, for a moment, your
Rchildhood home. If you are a par-

ent, envision the home in which you
raised, or are raising, your children. What
words would you use to describe that
place and the associated memories? What
do we strive for in the creation of appro-
priate spaces and environments in which
to raise children?

For many, our childhood homes evoke
positive memories: of more carefree times,
of safety, stability, and security. This is not
a universal truth for all, and particularly
untrue for Connecticut’s low-income fam-
ilies. For low-income children—in Con-
necticut and across the country—safe-
ty, security, and stability in a childhood
home is an elusive promise, in particular
because of evictions. For low-income chil-
dren and their families, evictions present
a full panoply of harmful effects, devas-
tating in impact and enduring for years.

The Fragile Families study, conducted by
Princeton University and Columbia Uni-
versity, illuminates the many challeng-
es and disadvantages facing low-income
American families.? The related research
on the prevalence of evictions among
American children is shocking. The study
estimates, when accounting for both for-
mal and informal evictions, that close to
15 percent of children born between 1998
and 2000 in US cities were evicted from
their homes by age 15 These numbers
become even more staggering when ex-
amining the effect on low-income fami-
lies, as more than 1 in 4 children in fam-
ilies living below the federal poverty line
experienced an eviction by age 15.* Chil-
dren born to Black and Hispanic mothers
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are significantly more likely to experi-
ence eviction than children born to white
mothers or mothers of other racial and
ethnic backgrounds.’

As I write this, the COVID-19 pandem-
ic rages on, causing significant illness,
death, economic hardship, and countless
other harms. While Connecticut® and Cen-
ters for Disease Control” eviction morato-
riums stopped many evictions in 2020, an

necticut, reported that they were “Very
likely” or “Somewhat likely” to leave
their homes due to eviction within two
months.! Connecticut households with
children reported these risk-of-eviction
levels at significantly higher levels than
households without children.'

Numbers of this scale are overwhelming,
and may belie the devastating harms®
that each of these evictions will present

“And as | was green and carefree, famous among the barns
About the happy yard and singing as the farm was home,
In the sun that is young once only, Time let me play and be

Golden in the mercy of his means...”

—Dylan Thomas, “Fern Hill” (1945)

avalanche of evictions is expected some-
time in 2021, when those protections ex-
pire. Between May and October of 2020,
an estimated 8 million Americans have
newly “slipped into” poverty, with Black,
Hispanic, and families with children dis-
proportionately affected.® Childhood pov-
erty in Connecticut was on the rise even
before the pandemic, increasing from 13
percent in 2010 to 14 percent in 2018.° Es-
timates of the impending eviction crisis
are staggering. Stout Risius Ross, a glob-
al advisory firm, estimates that between
128,000 and 169,000 Connecticut renter
households are at risk of eviction.'® The
October 28 to November 9, 2020 US Cen-
sus Bureau Housing Pulse Survey found
that 67.3 percent of surveyed adults, in
renter-occupied housing units in Con-
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to the affected family. The eviction crisis
is one that disproportionately impacts
people of color, particularly women with
children. Evictions cause homelessness
and housing insecurity. The speed of the
eviction process forces families into shel-
ters, or housing of last resort, or into over-
crowded situations that further the spread
COVID-19." The record of the eviction
operates as a permanent obstacle to se-
curing future housing, as many landlords,
even publicly-subsidized landlords, often
refuse to rent to tenants with an eviction
record. Evictions severely increase debts
and financial harms, in the form of late
fees, court filing fees, marshal service and
attorneys fees, missed work, and lost or
damaged personal property. Children’s
educational progress is affected, particu-
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larly at a time when distance-learning at
home has become a “new normal.” The
resulting housing instability forces chil-
dren to move into different school sys-
tems, with different teachers and class-
mates, and causes social instability in lost
connections to supportive people, plac-
es, institutions, and organizations. The
harms to physical and mental health, for
both mothers and their children, has been
found to last years after the eviction has
been completed. Simply put, evictions are
traumatic and devastating, and we are
facing an impending avalanche of evic-
tions in the months ahead.

I understand that the scope of the prob-
lem is enormous and daunting. I am re-
minded, though, of that old story of the
child on the beach, throwing starfish back
into the ocean to prevent them from dry-
ing up under the approaching noonday
sun. When challenged on the futility of
these efforts, the child picks up yet anoth-
er starfish, throws it back into the ocean,
and replies, “I made a difference for that
one.” There are approximately 21,000 law-
yers admitted to practice in Connecticut.’
What would happen if each of us under-
took representation of just one low-in-
come household facing eviction in the
year ahead?

Numerous studies, which will be ad-
dressed in a future column, have demon-
strated the beneficial impact of providing
representation to tenants facing eviction.
The resulting benefits to the represented
family are broadly impactful, and result in
significant realized savings in societal and
government costs. There are many ways
that you can help. Consider signing up to
provide eviction defense representation
through CBA Pro Bono Connect,'® which
will allow you to receive access to training
and to be connected to Connecticut’s legal
aid providers for case referrals.” You may
also consider supporting one of Connecti-
cut’s legal aid programs, that are the pri-
mary providers of direct representation to
tenants facing eviction. These programs
all face significant funding cuts in the
year ahead, due to the economic impact of
COVID-19. Finally, please lend your sup-
port to legislative efforts to provide access
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to justice to tenants facing eviction. Legis-
lation to provide counsel to tenants facing
eviction were introduced in Connecticut
in 2016 and 2019, and we are long over-
due for progress in this area.

Any and all of these efforts will be impact-
ful. You will help level an uneven playing
field, stand in the breach of an impending
eviction crisis, and ensure access to justice
for those who have no other meaningful
hope of retaining a lawyer. Most impor-
tantly, your representation might provide
some measure of safety, security, and sta-
bility for a child in that most evocative of
places: her childhood home.
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