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Before a landlord can evict a tenant in Philadelphia, the landlord must first enroll and 

participate in the Philadelphia eviction diversion program for at least 30 days, unless there 

is an imminent threat. Yet, there are still gaps in the equitable enforcement of housing 

laws. In Pennsylvania, we conducted a data scan, policy surveillance of eviction laws, 

and stakeholder interviews to understand the gaps in the equitable enforcement of 

eviction laws. Our primary focus was on the county and city of Philadelphia, but we also 

reviewed the data and laws for the state of Pennsylvania. Below is a discussion of these 

laws, including a comparison with the four other jurisdictions we studied: 1) Detroit, 

Michigan; 2) Jackson, Mississippi; 3) St. Louis, Missouri; and 4) Seattle, Washington.1   
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KEY POINTS 

Overall, the reasons for eviction vary greatly across and within our study jurisdictions. For 

instance, across the study jurisdictions (state, county, and city levels), there are only two 

reasons for evicting a tenant that are the same: 1) nonpayment of rent; and 2) 

illegal/criminal activity. Otherwise, the number of and type of reasons for eviction vary. 

Figure 1 shows the different number of reasons for evicting tenants in each state. Figure 

2 illustrates the five legal reasons for evictions in Pennsylvania as well as the additional 

reasons for evictions under Philadelphia (county-city) law.2 Moreover, Pennsylvania 

and Philadelphia provide notice requirements for the eviction process, which are featured 

in Figure 3. 

Figure 1. Number of reasons for evicting a tenant in each state 
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Figure 2. The Legal Reasons for Eviction in Pennsylvania and Philadelphia 
County-City1 

 
  

 
1 In Philadelphia, if a landlord violates the law then the tenant can only be evicted if the tenant violates the law for 
fails to pay the rent. Otherwise, the landlord has to have good cause to evict the tenant.   

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1AZ5IH7e9zGm88J6rok-QHWFcRUkg4Rzp/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1AZ5IH7e9zGm88J6rok-QHWFcRUkg4Rzp/edit
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Figure 3. Notice Requirements for the Court Eviction Process 

 

A comparison of tenant eviction protections is featured in Figure 4. Of the five states we 

studied, the State of Washington offered the most tenant protections. However, 

Philadelphia offers the most tenant eviction protections of all the places (state, county, 

and city) we studied for several reasons. First, Philadelphia law provides tenant 

protections against eviction when a landlord has violated the law. Second, before evicting 

a tenant, the landlord must provide written notice, which includes the good cause reason 

for the eviction and date of termination. Third, after notifying the landlord, the tenant can 

either challenge the eviction in court or file a complaint with the Fair Housing Commission 

within 15 business days of receiving the notice of good cause.  

Fourth, in Philadelphia, the landlord must participate in an eviction diversion program for 

at least 30 days before being able to file an eviction action in court. The law requires a 

landlord to notify the tenant of the program. The landlord’s failure to participate in the 

program is an allowable defense for the tenant in eviction court proceedings. Fifth, 

Philadelphia law provides protections against evictions for being a victim of domestic 
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abuse or sexual violence, and includes general protections against unfair rental practices. 

Philadelphia law also provides protections against retaliation. Sixth, Philadelphia law 

provides that the process for evictions includes a required court order, which is enforced 

by the sheriff or court-appointed officer.  

Figure 4. Tenant Eviction Protections 
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Figure 5 shows a comparison of illegal lockout protections and consequences. 

Philadelphia offers the most tenant protections against illegal lockouts of the study places. 

A tenant may contact the police, and the tenant can immediately regain possession, if 

their landlord is not able to show verification of an eviction order.  Any tenant who regains 

possession with the help of the police may terminate their lease agreement within 30 days 

without any penalty. A tenant may also recover damages, fees, and court costs. 

Figure 5. Illegal Lockout Protections and Consequences 
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STUDY FINDINGS 

Based on our policy surveillance of eviction laws and stakeholder interviews, we found 

three main gaps in the enforcement of housing laws in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania that 

create an inequitable housing enforcement system. Each gap is discussed below. 

 

Unclear Laws and Lack of Familiarity  

A Court order makes the eviction process formal. When places do not make it clear that 

an eviction order is required before a tenant can be physically evicted, it leads to 

inequitable enforcement of housing laws. Pennsylvania and Philadelphia laws do mention 

court orders, but they do not say if it is required before a tenant can be physically evicted. 

Pennsylvania law says that a judge shall issue an eviction order if the landlord proves 

that an eviction is warranted.3 For evictions connected to criminal activity, the court shall 

issue an order for immediate eviction.4 Yet, the laws do not specifically say whether a 

court order for eviction is required before a tenant is physically evicted.5  

Philadelphia law discusses a court order for eviction in the law that prohibits illegal 

lockouts.6 The law says that the required process for evictions includes a court order, 

which is enforced by the sheriff or court-appointed officer.7  
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To understand how the eviction laws regarding reasons for eviction were being applied, 

we showed interviewees in each place, one eviction law that represented the main reason 

for eviction in that place. After showing interviewees the law, we asked their interpretation 

of the law, and from their perspective, whether the law for each place was enforced as 

written. In Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, there was considerable lack of clarity and 

familiarity with the law covering reasons for evictions, illustrated by the figures 6 and 7. 

Figure 6. Interview Responses for Eviction Laws from Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 

 

Figure 7. Interview Responses for Illegal Lockout Laws from Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania 
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Multiple stakeholders involved in the housing enforcement system reported lack of clarity 

and familiarity with eviction and illegal lockout laws. A community stakeholder in 

Philadelphia highlighted landlord’s lack of understanding of the laws, stating: 

“We’ve definitely encountered landlords who will just put out tenant stuff as 

part of the illegal eviction. So a tenant will come home, and the landlord will 

have put all their stuff out on the lawn or in the trash or something like that 

. . . I would say that landlords definitely feel they have the right to take tenant 

stuff or move tenant stuff or throw tenant stuff out if the tenants are not 

paying, but they’re really not supposed to. ” (Community Stakeholder, 

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania) 

This lack of housing law knowledge extends beyond landlords. As illustrated in Figure 7, 

many of the legal stakeholders we interviewed did not recognize the illegal lockout law 

from their jurisdiction, with one governmental housing enforcement officer noting that the 

law confusing. Even mediators tasked with helping landlords and tenants resolve cases 

outside of court often lack basic knowledge of housing law and eviction processes. In 

explaining the out-of-court diversion program process for tenants and landlords, one legal 

stakeholder in Philadelphia noted:  

“. . . A lot of times through the [eviction] diversion program, you’ll wind up in 

a mediation . . . you’ll meet with a volunteer mediator who is usually an 

attorney. Usually [the volunteer mediator] has no idea how the landlord 

tenant process works . . .” (Legal Stakeholder, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania) 

The equitable enforcement of eviction laws is further eroded by some stakeholder’s 

inconsistent application of the law.  

Inconsistencies in Eviction Laws and Processes 

The inconsistent application of housing laws was present in every place that we studied, 

including places that enacted tenant friendly laws (Washington and Pennsylvania) 

because judges still often defer to landlords. Specifically, even when there are tenant 

friendly laws, many judges either do not apply tenant friendly laws or apply the laws in a 
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way that benefits landlords. Thus, the power imbalance between landlords and tenants 

still remains regardless of the adoption of tenant friendly laws.  

A legal stakeholder in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania likened the eviction court process to 

a game of chance, highlighting the built-in variability in eviction processes and how 

outcomes depend heavily on which judge, or legal service provider is present on a given 

day: 

“No, not at all [responding to whether all 12 judges on the roster have the 

same knowledge base of housing law]. I often explain to clients that coming 

to municipal court is a lot like coming to a casino. There are many, many, 

many luck factors here that determine the outcome that you're going to get 

on any particular day. Which judge is sitting, which attorney from community 

legal services is there that day, or which commissioner, can affect the 

outcome you're going to receive. Basically, different people will approach 

things in different ways, which will affect the outcome.” (Legal Stakeholder, 

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania)  

Other stakeholders in Philadelphia also highlighted inconsistent enforcement of certain 

laws because judges do not agree with the law. For instance, a legal stakeholder 

described that “three quarters of the judges in [the Pennsylvania] system don’t believe in 

the validity of [the lead] law [which requires landlords to provide lead-safe certificates to 

tenants].” The law says that a landlord without a lead-safe certificate cannot collect rent. 

Because some judges feel the law is invalid, in eviction cases, the judge will not allow 

tenants to argue that a landlord has not fulfilled this standard, and thus the tenant did not 

need to pay rent. According to the legal stakeholder, instead of applying the lead law, the 

judges rule in favor of the landlord and evict the tenant.  

Structural Limitations 

Our interviews of key stakeholders illustrate the broad discretion housing enforcers have 

and how it can negatively impact tenants. While landlords are often granted leniency and 

permitted to “slip through” procedural requirements, tenants report facing arbitrary or 

punitive decisions from judges. These structural limitations in the eviction process are in 
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large part a result of the wide discretion judges and law enforcement have in following 

and applying the laws. 

A legal stakeholder in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania described the challenge of arguing 

unlawful eviction cases before judges unfamiliar with housing law, who may impose 

inappropriate standards or focus on irrelevant factors such as tenant behavior: 

“. . . Sure, I’ve seen [the law on unlawful evictions]. And I got news for you. 

Just because you go [see] a judge and try to say, hey, this person got locked 

out, let her back in. They’ll say, ‘I’m not convinced. The other side had a 

better argument than you did. The other [side] said they were a crappy 

tenant.’ [And then] you’re saying, ‘Your Honor, that's not the measure of this 

thing. We had a contractual relationship with this person. They deliberately 

breached it.’ And then you have to go to take that to [the] Superior Court, 

because the judges are scholarly and all that, but they’re pretty much like 

the next 30 people you’re gonna meet on a bus, no two are alike. Some of 

them were gifted criminal lawyers, and that’s how they got made judges. 

Doesn’t mean they know what a lease is . . .” (Legal Stakeholder, 

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania) 

These structural limitations, as well as unclear laws, stakeholder unfamiliarity with the 

laws, and inconsistent application of the laws are systems-level problems that cannot be 

fixed with individual level solutions. To create an equitable housing system, we suggest 

legal stakeholders (legislators, judges, government officials, lawyers, and law 

enforcement) partner with tenants and tenant advocacy groups to implement system-level 

changes, using the Health Justice Framework. 

DEVELOPING AN EQUITY-CENTERED APPROACH 

The housing enforcement system is fraught with confusion, inconsistencies, and power 

imbalances that are fostered by enforcement official’s broad discretion. As a result, 

tenants remain unprotected, even in places with tenant friendly laws. This inequitable 

system can only be improved by giving tenants power and opportunities to participate in 
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the enforcement of housing laws. The Health Justice Framework provides a roadmap for 

these changes. Below is a summary of the three principles that guide the framework8 and 

how they should be applied to the housing enforcement system. 

 

By using these principles, legal stakeholders can improve their efforts to illuminate the 

inequitable enforcement of housing laws, support community-driven change, and provide 

financial supports and accommodations. Below is a discussion of the Health Justice 

principles using promising practices and recommendations proposed by Philadelphia 

stakeholders. The Health Justice Impact Tool we created provides steps legal 

stakeholders (legislators, judges, government officials, lawyers, and law enforcement) 

can use implement the three Health Justice principles. 

Truth and Reconciliation  

To transform the housing enforcement system, legal stakeholders should work with 

tenants and tenant advocacy groups to undertake a truth and reconciliation process that 

gives tenants information and acknowledges the inequities in the enforcement system.  
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Some governments have adopted a truth and reconciliation process to address racism 

and fix inequitable systems. For instance, Providence, Rhode Island adopted a truth and 

reconciliation process to address racism. The Rhode Island process began with the 

mayor of Providence and a group of advisers meeting to develop “a plan for sharing the 

state’s role throughout history in the institution of slavery, genocide of Indigenous people, 

forced assimilation and seizure of land; followed by city leaders reviewing laws and 

policies that resulted in discrimination against Black and Indigenous people; and 

concluded with community discussion about the state’s history and the ways in which 

historical injustices and systemic discrimination continue to affect society today.”9 This 

promising practice should be used as a model for the housing system. 

A truth and reconciliation process for housing enforcement would require legal 

stakeholders to be honest about their lack of knowledge of the laws and inconsistent 

application of laws, which harms tenants, particularly tenants from marginalized racial and 

ethnic communities. Then, in partnership with tenants and tenant advocacy organizations, 

legal stakeholders should create a truth and reconciliation process. At a minimum, the 

process must provide opportunities for tenants to tell legal stakeholders about the harm 

tenants have suffered. The process should also include information collected by 

community partners and community-based participatory research, which evidences the 

harmful impact of the inequitable enforcement of the housing system. 

After this process, legal stakeholders need to work with tenants and tenant advocacy 

groups to create and implement structural changes to the enforcement system. 

Community-Driven Structural Change  

Community-driven structural change enables tenants to directly hold landlords and legal 

stakeholders accountable for the inequitable enforcement of housing laws. A promising 

practice for community-driven structural changes is the creation of a publicly accessible 

website with best and promising practices for the equitable enforcement of housing laws. 

Street Democracy, a legal services organization in Detroit, provides both direct legal 

service and legal advocacy to help prevent evictions.  For this study, Street Democracy 

created a website for community activists, attorneys, and judges, listing best and 

https://eviction.streetdemocracy.org/dl/home
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promising practices for the enforcement of housing laws before, during, and after the 

eviction court process. The website also allows participants to quickly share advocacy 

ideas, while activists and legal practitioners can score and compare their place. 

In addition, many of the stakeholders we interviewed recommended that housing laws 

and the enforcement of the laws must be changed to support the life and family 

circumstances of those facing evictions. Below are some representative quotations: 

● "I think one [thing] that often frustrates me . . . is [that] the law often tries to 

operate in a vacuum, and it doesn't work that way. People have lives." 

(Community Stakeholder, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania)  

● "[If] I was gonna change the law itself, I would make it easier for a tenant to 

enforce [or] require a landlord to make repairs to a property. This is a huge 

problem that often ends in eviction or a tenant leaving because there isn't 

really a great way to force the landlord to make repairs . . .  a tenant has a 

right to withhold rent, but it's kind of complicated. I would like to change the 

laws around withholding rent to make it more simple for a tenant to actually 

follow. I'd like those laws to be codified. Like right now our habitability and 

withholding rent laws all exist in a court case from the seventies, and it's a 

great court case. It lays out all the steps, but how is a tenant gonna read 

this Pennsylvania Supreme Court case?" (Community Stakeholder, 

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania) 

Furthermore, legal stakeholders should work with tenants and tenant advocacy 

organizations to deter evictions and limit the harm of evictions. For example, the 

stakeholders we interviewed pointed out that social services should work directly with 

tenants to deter evictions. Moreover, interviewees highlighted that the notice 

requirements for evictions were often too short. Thus, some Philadelphia stakeholders 

recommended giving tenants more time and flexibility for a physical eviction:  

“Those agreements [mediation] are often broken… [because] there's no 

enforcement behind the mediated agreement. It's just like, essentially, a 

handshake deal. So, if somebody says they'll pay $500 a month in addition to 
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their rent, a lot of times, they don't pay anything, and it's just a tactic to buy 

more time.” (Legal Stakeholder, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania)  

Many tenants have already suffered harm because of the inequitable enforcement of 

housing laws. Hence, policymakers and housing regulators should provide financial 

supports and accommodations directly to tenants to repair this harm. 

Financial Supports and Accommodations  

Based on the experience of those we interviewed in specific places, we recommend that 

government stakeholders provide tenants with financial supports, such as rental 

assistance, instead of giving the money to landlords. The funds could still be in the form 

of a voucher, as with SNAP benefits, but the funds would go directly to the tenant to 

ensure that tenants harmed by the housing system actually receive the benefit. 

Philadelphian interviewees also highlighted the importance of rental assistance going 

directly to the tenant: 

“. . . Sometimes we [as a community organization funded by the government] 

end up paying money through targeted financial assistance to people who are 

really crappy landlords who the tenant was trying to withhold rent from because 

the landlord wasn’t making repairs and the place is just in really terrible shape. 

And paying out that targeted financial assistance from the landlord's 

perspective solves the problem because now they’ve gotten the money for rent 

and now they can kind of move forward and they’re not going to evict the tenant. 

But for the tenant, they still don't have those repairs made . . .” (Community 

Stakeholder, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania) 

Additionally, Philadelphia stakeholders noted that the inequitable enforcement of housing 
laws was in large part due to the lack of affordable housing. 

Health Justice Impact Tool 

Based on the Health Justice Framework10 and Health in Partnership’s Root Cause Test,11 

the Health Justice Impact Tool provides questions to answer to ensure that the three 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BSOkUVSX2I7SjuSNtXsafNV057cWNq1x/edit
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guiding principles of Health Justice (truth & reconciliation; community-driven structural 

change; and financial supports & accommodations) are fulfilled. Figure 8 is a visual 

representation of the tool. 

Figure 8. Health Justice Impact Tool Visualization12  

 

In partnership with tenants and tenant advocacy groups, legal stakeholders should use 

the tool to identify enforcement gaps in order to create an equitable housing system An 

equitable housing system would not only foster all individual’s ability to thrive, particularly 

individuals from racially and ethnically marginalized groups, but also provide tenants with 

equal power and resources to hold housing enforcement actors accountable.  
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