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Mr. Chairman, and members of the Committee, my name is Amy S. Nelson and I am the 
Executive Director of the Fair Housing of the Dakotas (FHD).  The FHD is a non-profit agency 
which serves North and South Dakota.  We work to eliminate housing discrimination and to 
ensure equal housing opportunities for all.  The FHD educates the public on Fair Housing Laws 
and also investigates allegations of housing discrimination.  When discrimination is found, we 
assist complainants in filing complaints of housing discrimination with the North Dakota 
Department of Labor (NDDOL) and/or in state or federal court.   
 
People contact our office with a variety of housing questions.  Unfortunately, in recent years we 
have seen an increase in the number of contacts to our office regarding domestic violence and 
related issues.  The most common scenario is from a female who is residing with a partner who 
is abusing her.  Most often, there are also young children in the home.  The female is trying to 
determine if she will be held to her lease should she vacate.  Other contacts to our office have 
involved females who have left an abusive situation and been held to the lease requirements by 
her landlord.  I’ll discuss one of these scenarios which occurred in 2008 to a person who 
contacted our office.   
 
Our client was living with her boyfriend and their child in 2006 in Fargo.  Both were on the lease.  
Following escalating incidents, one evening she feared for her safety and locked herself in the 
bathroom at their apartment and called the police.  There was some minor damage to the 
bathroom door as a result.  The police came and calmed her boyfriend down and she left with 
the child to stay with friends.  Because the police were called, she alerted her landlord to the 
situation and asked to be released from her lease so she could move out.  Her landlord told her 
that she would not be liable for the damage or lease if she got her boyfriend to sign a statement 
that he was releasing her from the lease.  The next day, with a friend and fearing what she 
might confront, she met with her boyfriend and he signed the statement.  Given the stress of the 
situation and wanting to vacate as soon as possible with a friend present, she dropped the 
statement into her landlord’s rent box and proceeded to vacate.  She also attached a note which 
included her new mailing address and asked the landlord to send her a copy of the statement.  
She never received.  She and her child then moved to Williston and in with her parents to get 
back on their feet.  Her ex lived at the apartment a few more months and then moved out a 
state.  Her police complaint remains open due to unpaid child support.  In 2008, she felt she 
was in a position to get out on her own and applied for an apartment.  She had worked very 
hard to turn things around for her and her child.  However, she was denied the first apartment 
that she wanted to rent.  She could not understand why given she had a good job and income.  
She visited with the prospective landlord and was told that she had received a bad landlord 
reference indicating that she owed over $2,000 because she gave improper notice and for rent 
which was not paid following her vacating.  She obtained a copy of the reference being given by  



 
 
 
her former landlord and not only did it note this but it also indicated police involvement due to 
“Domestic”.  Not only was she upset to find that she owed this money, but also that her privacy 
was violated like that.  I contacted the landlord regarding my concerns at sending a tenant back 
into a dangerous situation to obtain a release as well the discrepancy about the release from the 
lease and that a domestic police call was being noted on landlord referrals.  The landlord’s 
attorney stated that they saw nothing wrong with the reference because they felt a need to tell 
the truth.  Our client chose to continue residing with her parents rather than get rejected by 
other landlords and is reviewing her options.   
 
This is just one example given by a tenant who contacted our office last year.  In these 
situations, not only is the victim having to leave an emotionally charged situation, go out on their 
own often with young children, with limited to no funds, and typically into a shelter, but she also 
has to deal with still paying the rent at a property she cannot reside in safely and/or be held to 
what occurred at that property.  I understand that there needs to be a balance with the rights of 
a housing provider.  Consequently, it is our view that with proper notice any damage should be 
the responsibility of the abuser and any unpaid rent should be the responsibility of the tenant 
who continues to reside at the unit.  Anything unpaid should be pursued by the housing provider 
through Small Claims Court like any other situation involving outstanding debt by a renter.   
 
Our office went from 1 or 2 contacts on this issue in 2006 to 12 in 2008.  These numbers may 
seem low but they are increasing.  Seeing this trend, in 2007 we worked with a local domestic 
violence prevention organization in putting together a fact sheet on fair housing and domestic 
violence.  In 2008, we received requests from the public for 75 copies of this fact sheet.  Most 
often these copies went to housing providers and organizations assisting vulnerable populations 
because victims were fearful of receiving the publications at their home.  As the fact sheet 
documents, under the Violence Against Women Act (VAWA), subsidized housing providers are 
required to have certain policies in place to assist victims of domestic violence, dating violence, 
sexual assault and stalking.  Fair Housing Laws can apply since women are overwhelmingly the 
victims of this type of violence so it becomes a gender discrimination issue.  The fact sheet also 
notes several cases which were filed as fair housing violations.  However, the VAWA currently 
only requires such policies when the property is subsidized of when tenants are on housing 
assistance.  This leaves a large gap of the rental housing industry in North Dakota uncovered.   
 
The Fair Housing of the Dakotas supports passage of Senate Bill 2171.  I thank you for the 
opportunity to provide testimony today and please let me know if you have any questions.  
Thank you. 
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