Housing Committee
JOINT FAVORABLE REPORT

Bill No.: HB-6939
AN ACT AUTHORIZING STATE FUNDING FOR THE RIGHT TO COUNSEL
Title: PROGRAM.

Vote Date: 3/6/2025
Vote Action: Joint Favorable
PH Date: 2/18/2025
File No.: 231

Disclaimer: The following JOINT FAVORABLE Report is prepared for the benefit of the
members of the General Assembly, solely for purposes of information, summarization and
explanation and does not represent the intent of the General Assembly or either chamber
thereof for any purpose.

SPONSORS OF BILL:
Housing Committee
REASONS FOR BILL:

The bill would amend the existing language for the right to counsel program. Established in
2021, the right to counsel program utilized American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) funds
allocated to Connecticut during the Covid-19 pandemic to provide free legal counsel to
tenants at risk of eviction whose income is at or below 80% AMI (Average Median Income). If
enacted, this bill would modify the funding source from, "using available federal funds" to,
"using available federal or state funds".

RESPONSE FROM ADMINISTRATION/AGENCY:
None expressed.
NATURE AND SOURCES OF SUPPORT:

Jason Rojas, House Majority Leader, Connecticut General Assembly — House Majority
Leader Representative Jason Rojas supported this bill because it increases access for
Connecticut residents to critical services and information. Rojas provided data on the Right to
Counsel Program and added that it is "not only fiscally responsible, but also socially
beneficial.”

Greg Kirschner, Executive Director, Connecticut Fair Housing Center- Greg Kirschner
submitted testimony in support of the bill. Kirschner expressed his support with examples of
summary eviction cases the Connecticut Fair Housing Center has assisted with. Kirschner
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endorsed the program as not only a benefit to renters but also for the state. Connecticut
benefits financially but because it helps to prevent additions to the homeless population.

Jess Zaccagnino, Policy Counsel, American Civil Liberties Union of Connecticut: Jess
Zaccagnino testified in support of the bill. Zaccagnino believed this bill provides legal advice
and information to individuals about their rights as renters when faced with eviction they
otherwise would not have access to.

Alison Weir, Executive Director, Connecticut Veteran Legal Center: Alison Weir submitted
testimony in support of the bill. Weir explained that her organization represents veteran
clients and helps connect them with available resources, including on housing. This bill allows
veterans access to help through the Connecticut Veteran Legal Center with not only housing
but also legal advice, and if needed, proper representation. Weir used examples of cases
where the Veteran Legal Center successfully helped veterans who faced eviction, and those
wins were made possible by the right to counsel program.

Angela Schlingheyde, Executive Director, The Connecticut Bar Foundation: Schlingheyde
offered testimony in support of the bill and highlighted the importance of the program.
Individuals they helped included but were not limited to; the disabled, low income, and victims
of domestic violence. Schlingheyde cited a 2023 study that demonstrated the positive impact
of the right to counsel program. Schlingheyde stated that landlords also benefit from this
program because it increases the likelihood that tenants will pay any back rent that is owed to
them in a timely manner. Overall, Schlingheyde supported this bill.

Jamey Bell, Executive Director, Greater Hartford Legal Aid: Jamey Bell supported this bill
because the right to counsel program has prevented evictions and disruptive displacements
for thousands of Connecticut residents. Bell stated the right to counsel program allowed the
Greater Hartford Legal Aid, "to more than double the attorney resources devoted to defending
tenants facing eviction and assisting tenants in addressing uninhabitable housing conditions".
Without additional funding for the program, fewer people will access legal aid. Bell shared the
findings of independent evaluators confirming the program'’s success.

Deborah Witkin, Executive Director, Connecticut Legal Services — Deborah Witkin supported
this bill and shared highlights from the Connecticut Bar Foundation's report on the first ten
months of the right to counsel program. The report cited several major outcomes: helping
thousands of people avoid eviction, preventing a disruptive move and other forms of
disruptive displacement, and minimizing the harm of forced moves. The report also noted
there was a 60% increase in the number of tenants represented in evictions across the state
compared to the pre-pandemic average, and in cases involving full representation, right to
counsel attorneys achieved approximately 73% of all clients' case goals.

Amy Peltier, Coalition and Advocacy Director, Partnership 4 Strong Communities — Amy
Peltier supported this bill and demonstrated that the program "prevented evictions or
disrupted displacements for 6,050 clients" and "achieved 73% of clients' stated case goals
and saved them costly legal fees." Peltier added that since 2021, 24 jurisdictions have
followed Connecticut's lead by establishing RTC programs.

The following testimonies submitted general support of the bill:
Joshua Caskey
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Timothy Gabriele
Raphael L. Podolsky Eli Sabin, Legislative Coordinator, CT Voices for Children
Chris Senecal, Sr Public Policy Officer, Hartford Foundation

NATURE AND SOURCES OF OPPOSITION:

Several Anonymous sources have submitted testimony in opposition, all with concerns that
this bill would cause landlords a significant financial burden. Under this bill, landlords who
face issues of renters who are non-compliant with either rental payments or lease obligations
would endure high costs when dealing with the eviction process. Testimony submitted by
these anonymous sources also raised the concern that funds allocated in this program would
only be accessible to renters and exclude landlords from obtaining funding to help with
eviction costs and other related expenses. Lastly, concerns that the Connecticut housing
market would drastically decline, increasing homelessness and causing the state to fund
additional resources.

Bob De Cosmo, President, CT Property Owners Alliance — Bob De Cosmo opposed this bill
and asserted, "housing providers are suggesting that the primary function of the current
program is to allow tenants to life rent-free for as long as possible.”" De Cosmo also believed
this program, or an equivalent program, should be made available for housing providers.

Samuel Eddinger, Investor — Samuel Eddinger testified in opposition to this bill. Eddinger
stated, "legal aid tactics often delay eviction proceedings, allowing rent arrears to accumulate
and worsening the situation for tenants" putting tenants into a position where the payment
arrangement becomes untenable, resulting in eviction. Eddinger added this bill raises
constitutional concerns under the Equal Protection Clause, furthermore, the same resources
provided to assist tenants with legal counsel should be made available to landlords.

The following testimonies submitted general opposition to the bill:
Adam Bonoff

Robert Jackson

Paul J Januszewski, Grtr Enfield Landlord Assoc.
Omar Khan

Jenny Mora

Evon Muschinsky

Somatie Ramlal

Andrzej Rokicki

Tyler Smith

Banmatie Ramlal

Debbieann Durkin

Keshwar Ramlal

Reported by: Arianna Tsikitas, Clerk Date: 3/28/2025
Jasmine Jones, Assistant Clerk
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