
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

March 27, 2020 

 

Mayor Lori Lightfoot 
121 N. Lasalle 

Chicago IL 60601 

lori.lightfoot@cityofchicago.org 
 

 

Dear Mayor Lightfoot: 

The Chicago Housing Initiative is a citywide coalition of housing advocacy organizations composed of 

Chicagoans without homes and at risk of homelessness. We share your deep concerns about the wellbeing of 

people who lack a home in which they can “shelter-in-place” amidst the COVID-19 pandemic.  We applaud the 
recent steps your administration took to locate emergency shelter beds and quarantine housing options. We write 

to offer our suggestions and partnership for further steps we believe are urgently needed in order to save lives and 

protect public health in this time of crisis.  The suggestions take the form of two initiatives: 

1. The immediate leasing of vacant Chicago Housing Authority units to house the homeless. 

2. The creation of a pathway to forgiveness for rent and mortgage payments for Chicagoans affected by the 
medical and economic consequences of COVID-19. 

Taken together, these initiatives will immediately reduce the current population experiencing homelessness and 

prevent precariously housed people from falling into homelessness during the crisis, when the ability to “shelter-

in-place” is paramount. 

We are available to partner with your administration to operationalize and add capacity to these initiatives. 

 

1.  INITIATIVE 1:  IMMEDIATE USE OF VACANT C.H.A. HOUSING UNITS TO REDUCE THE 

NUMBER OF HOMELESS PEOPLE UNABLE TO “SHELTER IN PLACE” 

The Chicago Housing Authority’s substantial resources must be brought to bear on the crisis at hand.  We ask that 

you immediately direct the CHA to use the 1,887 vacant public housing units they report1 in their inventory to 

house people experiencing homelessness.   

Taken together, our city’s streets and shelters host 5,290 Chicagoans without a permanent home2.  Whether living 

in tent encampments or mass congregate shelters, these individuals can neither “shelter-in-place” nor comply with 

minimal CDC recommendations for social distancing.  Crowded, unsafe, and often unsanitary conditions put 

thousands of peoples’ lives at risk—including the homeless themselves, shelter staff, volunteers, and their 
families.  At the level of public health, mass congregate shelters undermine attempts to contain the spread of 

 
1 Chicago Housing Authority Quarterly Report, 3rd Quarter 2019, page 7, https://www.thecha.org/about/plans-
reports-and-policies/cha-quarterly-reports 
2 City of Chicago 2019 Homeless Point-in-Time Count & Survey Report, page 4, 

https://www.chicago.gov/content/dam/city/depts/fss/supp_info/Homeless/2019PITReportFinal110819.pdf 
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COVID-19.  In the same way that schools, sports arenas, theaters, restaurants, and bars have been declared a dire 

public health risk, mass congregate shelters need to be urgently replaced with more appropriate means of shelter 

for as many shelter residents as possible, as quickly as possible, using every available resource. 

To that end, the Chicago Housing Authority, a sister agency of the municipal government, must be brought 

immediately into active collaboration with the citywide response to the COVID-19 crisis.  In order to safeguard 

the health of all Chicagoans, we ask that you issue an immediate directive to the CHA to deploy its extensive 
vacant housing stock of nearly 2,000 apartments to provide housing to individuals and families experiencing 

homelessness.  We also urge you to engage the CHA about its available liquid assets3, including returns from its 

last bond issue4.  The city can no longer abide CHA’s chronic inability to match needy families with available 
housing units.  With waitlisted families and shelter-families often one-and-the same, we urge shift in focus away 

from bureaucratic technicalities toward how we can take action to respond to urgent matters of life and death. 

Fortunately, matters of life and death allow for new processes.  CHA’s admissions policies give priority access to 

victims of federally declared disasters. With President Trump approving the federal disaster declaration for the 

State of Illinois 23 hours ago, the CHA should follow its Admissions and Continued Occupancy Policy (ACOP) 

and Administrative Plan, which clearly direct priority access to all persons displaced as a result of COVID-19.  
This includes those who cannot shelter in place as the governor has ordered because they have no home and 

cannot remain at homeless shelters because of the risks associated with living in congregate settings.  

The CHA should use the authority under the ACOP and Administrative Plans to allow residents experiencing 

homelessness to move into vacant units immediately, providing names, social security numbers and signed 

releases of all adult household members to begin the admission process.  With both government agencies and 

employers at decreased capacity for routine paperwork, CHA should grant tenants temporary waivers and 
extensions for documentation requirements. We take inspiration from the incredible work that CHA undertook to 

house evacuees immediately after Hurricane Katrina.  CHA has a chance once again to provide a lifeline to 

individuals and families amid a disaster. 

Your leadership can ensure that the CHA rises to this opportunity.  We applaud the steps you’ve taken to secure 

hotel rooms as quarantine housing for Chicagoans diagnosed with COVID-19.  We are also profoundly grateful 

for your administration’s efforts to address the endemic overcrowding in homeless shelters in order to move 
towards compliance with CDC recommendations.  Nevertheless, these remedies will prove insufficient—both 

with regard to the scale of the current crisis, and the scale of the city’s homeless population.  The Chicago 

Coalition for the Homeless estimates a need for at least 2,800 units of isolation housing for people living on the 

streets and in life-threatening vulnerable categories in Chicago’s shelters.  Without the directed intervention of the 
CHA, mass congregate homeless shelters will remain a clear and present danger to those living and working in 

them, and to the public health of our city. 

Nor can CHA do this alone.  We ask you to issue a simultaneous directive to the Department of Public Health to 
create a medically-informed framework for triaging  the most vulnerable residents of homeless shelters, tent 

encampments, nursing homes and other congregate living facilities to prioritize their immediate access to these 

vacant public housing units.  Whether they were forced into a nursing home, into a shelter, or out onto the street, 

our fellow Chicagoans' conditions attest to a simple truth: Chicago’s affordable housing crisis has now become 

a public health crisis. 

 

 

 
3 Chicago Housing Authority FY2018 Comprehensive Annual Financial Report, page 40 https://cha-assets.s3.us-east-

2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/2019-07/2018%20CAFR.pdf 

 
4 Municipal Securities Rulemaking Board (MSRB), Electronic Municipal Market Access (EMMA), 

https://emma.msrb.org/ER1150992-ER900284-ER1300753.pdf 
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INITIATIVE 2:  WORK TO SUPPORT A FREEZE ON COLLECTION OF RENT AND MORTGAGE 

PAYMENTS AND A CANCELLATION OF HOUSING DEBT FOR THOSE IMPACTED BY THE 

COVID-19 CRISIS. 

To prevent a new mass housing crisis from being the next face of the COVID-19 outbreak, we ask you to use your 

power to urge Governor Pritzker to issue a moratorium on evictions and foreclosures, a halt to all court hearings 

and filings for evictions and foreclosures, and amnesty on the collection of rent, mortgage, and utility payments 
throughout the duration of the COVID crisis. 

As you act to do what is directly under your own control to reduce the current population experiencing 

homelessness during the COVID-19 outbreak, our coalition would like to work with you and Governor Pritzker to 

develop and implement the mechanisms that will prevent additional families who are precariously housed from 

falling into homelessness due to infection or COVID-19 related economic distress.  As workers experience layoffs 

and severe pay cuts, Chicagoans who live paycheck-to-paycheck are at escalating risk of homelessness. 

While we applaud Chief Judge Timothy Evans’s stopgap measures to slow down the pace of evictions and 

foreclosures amidst the COVID-19 pandemic, we will need more than a temporary pause on the court processes 
by which families become homeless.  Instead, we ask your Administration to use its power to convey to Governor 

Pritzker the extreme urgency of ending all court hearings and filings for evictions and foreclosures during the 

pandemic and developing a freeze and amnesty on payments of rents and mortgages for those affected by 
COVID-19. 

Public health experts now predict that these unique economic conditions are likely to continue for several months, 

and potentially resurge with a second wave of COVID-19 outbreaks in the fall.  If nothing is done at the nexus of 
housing and health, we can predict a frightening scenario.  With current homelessness magnifying the spread of 

infection and economic recession pitching new rounds of people into homelessness, the spiral toward a public 

health nightmare in Chicago will follow swiftly.  Under these circumstances, it is critical that the City of Chicago 
make every possible resource available to protect housing for those who have it and provide it for those who 

don’t. 

 
We do not expect your administration to undertake these efforts alone, and our organizations, community leaders, 

and volunteer network will provide and organize every resource we can to support the steps and labor necessary to 

make these initiatives possible and manageable.  Nearly everyone in Chicago feels some level of powerlessness in 

the fog of COVID-19.  The profound power of the mayor’s office—the power to house people and save lives—
supplies potential hope to Chicagoans in bleak times.  We look forward to partnering with you to bring that power 

into motion, turn Chicagoans’ hopes into homes, and secure our public health. 

 

Within the urgent context of COVID-19, we request your response by next Friday, April 3rd.  We look forward to 

working with you to put our capacity behind the labor and tasks of making these initiatives come to fruition. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Access Living- Adam Ballard, Housing and Transportation Policy Analyst 

Chicago Housing Initiative- Leah Levinger, Executive Director 

Jane Addams Senior Caucus- Lori Clark, Executive Director and Debra Miller, Board Member 

Logan Square Neighborhood Association- Tami Love, Lead Organizer and Housing Organizer 



 

 

Lugenia Burns Hope Center- Rod Wilson, Executive Director & Antwain Miller, Housing Organizer 

Metropolitan Tenants Organization- John Bartlett, Executive Director 

Neighbors for Affordable Housing- Pastor Shawna Bowman and Nick Kryczka 

ONE Northside- Rabbi Suzanne Griffel, ONE Northside Leadership Council 

People for Community Recovery- Cheryl Johnson, Executive Director 

Pilsen Alliance- Moises Moreno, Pilsen Alliance 

 

Cc:   

Governor J.B. Pritzker 

Maurice Classen, Office of the Mayor, Chief of Staff Maurice.Classen@cityofchicago.org  

Daniel Lurie, Office of the Mayor, Policy Director, Daniel.Lurie@cityofchicago.org  

Rachel Leven, Office of the Mayor, Deputy Policy Director, Rachel.Leven@cityofchicago.org  

Candace Moore, Office of the Mayor, Chief Equity Officer, Candace.Moore@cityofchicago.org 

Commissioner Allison Arwady, M.D., Chicago Department of Public Health, Allison.Arwady@cityofchicago.org 

Megan Cunningham, Chicago Department of Public Health, Managing Deputy Commissioner, 

megan.cunningham@cityofchicago.org  

Carolyn Lopez, Chicago Board of Health, President, Carolyn.Lopez@cityofchicago.org  

Commissioner Marisa Novara, Department of Housing, Marisa.Novara@cityofchicago.org  

Daniel Kay Hertz, Policy Director, Department of Housing, Daniel.Hertz@cityofchicago.org  

Commissioner Lisa Morrison Butler, Department of Family and Support Services, 

Lisa.Morrison_Butler@cityofchicago.org  

Maura McCauley, DFSS, Director of Homeless Prevention, Policy and Planning, 

Maura.McCauley@cityofchicago.org  

Alisa Rodriguez, DFSS, Assistant Director of Human Services Programs, Alisa.Rodriguez@cityofchicago.org  

Golnar Teimouri, Intergovernmental Affairs, Golnar.Teimouri@cityofchicago.org  

Angela Hurlock, Chicago Housing Authority, Board Chair, AHurlock@thecha.org  

James Bebley, Chicago Housing Authority, Chief Operating Officer, JBebley@thecha.org 

Patricia Rios, Chicago Housing Authority, Chief Administrative Officer, prios@thecha.org  

Jennifer Hoyle, Chicago Housing Authority, Director of Strategic Management and Partnerships, 

JHoyle@thecha.org  

Ann McKenzie, Chicago Housing Authority, Chief Development Office, amckenzie@thecha.org  

Mary Howard, Chicago Housing Authority, Chief Resident Services Officer, MHoward@thecha.org 
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Otis Wright, Chicago Housing Authority, Director, Intergovernmental Affairs, OWright@thecha.org 

Alderman Harry Osterman, Chairman, City Council Committee on Housing and Real Estate, 

Harry.Osterman@cityofchicago.org, harry@48thward.org  

Alderman Walter Burnett, Vice Chairman, City Council Committee on Housing and Real Estate, 

walter.burnett@cityofchicago.org  

Alderman Roderick Sawyer, Chairman, City Council Committee on Health and Human Relations, 

Roderick.Sawyer@cityofchicago.org  

Alderman James Cappleman, Vice Chairman, City Council Committee on Health and Human Relations, 

James.Cappleman@cityofchicago.org  

Alderwoman Susan Sadlowski Garza, Chairwoman, Progressive Reform Caucus of Chicago City Council, 

Susan.Sadlowski-Garza@cityofchicago.org  

Alderman Jason Ervin, Chairman, Black Caucus of Chicago City Council, Jason.Ervin@cityofchicago.org   

Alderman Roberto Maldonado, Chairman, Latino Caucus of Chicago City Council, 

Roberto.Maldonado@cityofchicago.org  

 

Lieutenant Governor Juliana Stratton, juliana.stratton@illinois.gov   

Anne Caprara, Governor’s Office, Chief of Staff, Anne.Caprara@illinois.gov   

Anne Spillane, Governor’s Office, Legal Counsel, Anne.Spillane@illinois.gov  

Emily Bittner, Governor’s Office, Communications Director, Emily.Bittner@illinois.gov  

Grace Hou, Secretary, Illinois Department of Human Services, Grace.Hou@illinois.gov  

Ryan Croke, Illinois Department of Human Services, Chief of Staff, Ryan.Croke@illinois.gov 

Dulce Quintero, Illinois Department of Human Services, Assistant Secretary of Operations, 

Dulce.Quintero@illinois.gov 
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