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1.01  General
This procedure is designed to provide clear guidance to the Occupancy staff responsible for the critical functions of receiving and processing applications for a PHA’s public housing.  Occupancy is the point at which most families first encounter the PHA and the crucial first impression they gain from the way they are treated is likely to carry forward for their residency.   Furthermore, of all the activities the PHA carries out, Occupancy is the one that has the heaviest burden of statutory compliance and the greatest possibility for an inadvertent error resulting in Civil Rights violations.
The Procedure explains how staff are to perform the various tasks required to carry out the PHA’s Admissions and Continued Occupancy Policy by describing the specific steps and methods to ensure that the process is:
· In full compliance with HUD requirements and the Board’s policies;
· Clear and understandable to applicants; and
· As convenient as possible for applicants.
This Procedure is designed to be used in conjunction with other PHA procedures covering Verification, Opening and Closing Waiting Lists, Updating the Waiting List and Removing Applications from the Waiting List, Applicant Screening, Pre-Occupancy Orientation Classes, and Informal Hearings for Rejected Applicants.   In total, these procedures provide a clear roadmap to lead staff through the entire occupancy process in a manner that answers the majority of staff questions and eliminates, as much as possible, the likelihood that two applicants in similar circumstances would be treated differently.  The best way to prevent disparate treatment (and Civil Rights violations) is first to ensure that the underlying policy is sound and then to implement that policy in a manner that is fair and consistent.
1.02	Communicating with Applicants
The first step in PHA’s application process is for PHA staff to ask all applicants how to communicate with them and whether they need a form of communication other than written materials because of a disability.  If the applicant expresses a need for some other form of communication, it will be noted in the application file and staff will use that manner of communication in the future[footnoteRef:1].   [1:  The PHA must bear the expenses of alternative forms of communication, which might include but not be limited to staff taping or reading written materials for persons with vision impairments, providing Telecommunication Device for the Deaf or qualified sign language interpreters for persons with hearing impairments, and staff reading and explaining materials to applicants or their designees for persons with cognitive impairments or learning disabilities.] 

Unless applicants with disabilities request some other form of communication, all initial communications with applicants will be first class mail sent to the applicant’s last reported address.  Even when contacts are made by telephone, confirmations will be mailed, when possible, because written communications  help reinforce the information provided by telephone and provide better file documentation than notes of telephone calls.  
Failure to respond to PHA letters (or other method designated by an applicant with disabilities) will result in withdrawal of an application from further processing.  See the Procedure on Updating the Waiting List and Removing Applications from the Waiting List for the correct method to withdraw applications.
1.03	Accepting Pre-Applications
Pre-applications may be accepted only for waiting lists that are open. (Required, REV-2 ¶ 2-1)  See the Procedure on Opening and Closing Waiting Lists.
Written pre-applications for open waiting lists must be accepted from anyone who wishes to apply.  Subsequent review will eliminate applications of families that do not qualify. (Required, REV-2 ¶ 2-1(a)(2) 
Every pre-application must be completed and signed by the head of the household, spouse, and any other adult members who will be a part of the household.  Staff must be prepared to assist any applicants who might have trouble completing the pre-application.  This assistance might take the form of answering questions about the application, helping applicants who might have literacy, vision, hearing or language problems and, in general, making it possible for interested parties to apply for public housing.  
PHA is required to assist any applicants with disabilities that ask for assistance in the completing the application process. (Required, 24 CFR § 8.6)
If an applicant’s first language is Spanish, the Occupancy Technician will refer the applicant to one of the designated Bilingual Technicians.  If the first language is other than Spanish or English, the Technician will give the applicant the Request for a Translator handout.  This handout, in several different languages, asks the applicant to bring with them a family member, friend, or other person who can translate for the applicant.
If any applicant needs assistance in filling out the pre-application, an Occupancy Technicians will provide assistance.  If applicants need help because they are not fluent in English, the bilingual Occupancy Technician will help, but if applicants’ first language is neither Spanish nor English, the applicant will be requested to return with an individual who can interpret.  PHA, while required to provide reasonable accommodations to persons with disabilities, is not required to employ staff skilled in every language applicants might need.
1.04	Applicant Orientation
PHA will conduct regular applicant orientations to provide information about the application process.  This orientation will be held as often as needed (usually twice weekly – once in English, once in Spanish - when only the mixed population waiting list is open, more often when the family waiting list is open).
At the orientation session, PHA will describe the steps of the application process, eligibility and screening.  The presentation of the information will be delivered by an Occupancy Technician, and the Occupancy Technician Manager will conduct the question and answer session afterwards.
All applicants will be given a handout on Reasonable Accommodations for Applicants with Disabilities or Handicaps.  The purpose of this handout is to explain PHA's responsibilities for reasonable accommodation and to provide examples of what reasonable accommodations might entail.  In addition, all applicants will be asked to complete the Special Unit Requirements Questionnaire.  This form lets the PHA know if an applicant household requires any special features which, in turn, permits the PHA to place the household on the appropriate waiting list and house them appropriately [footnoteRef:2]. [2:  The use of these forms will assist both the applicant family and the PHA.  Applicants will be informed of the PHA's legal responsibilities for reasonable accommodation and the PHA will know whether applicant families need accessible or specially adapted units.] 

Another subject to be covered at the applicant orientation will be how the waiting list works, including the various sublists based on unit type, size and features.  Examples will be described of various families and the waiting lists upon which they will be placed.  Applicants will be informed that those qualifying for more than one size of unit will be given an opportunity to designate which list they wish to be placed on.
If the PHA applies for site-based waiting lists, applicants will also be provided a handout that describes each of the developments (location, amenities, etc.) including the approximate waiting time by bedroom size for each development.  The waiting times will be updated often enough to give new applicants the current average length of wait for each size unit at each development.  Applicants will also receive an explanation of the lottery that will be used to award excess 1 bedroom units (over and above those needed for two-person families).
1.05 Taking Applications
Only the approved PHA Pre-application for Public Housing will be used.  This form collects only information sufficient to make a preliminary determination of eligibility and to place an applicant on the correct waiting list.  The detailed information necessary to verify an applicant’s eligibility, rent and compliance with screening requirements will not be collected until the application nears the top of the waiting list.  This eliminates pointless duplication of efforts by both applicants and staff. 
When applicants submit their pre-applications, the Occupancy Technician staffing the window will quickly review the pre-applications for completeness and consistency.  The applicants will also submit the Special Unit Requirements Questionnaire.  If there are any inconsistencies or missing information, the Technician will point out these issues to applicants for their correction while they are still in the office.
1.06	Creating Applicant Files and Waiting List Placement
On a daily basis, the Occupancy Technician Manager will assign the received pre-applications to Technicians for initial processing.  At this stage in the process, the Occupancy Technician who receives this file is responsible for ensuring that the paper file is created, the correct information is entered into the automated waiting list system, the applicant is placed on the correct waiting list and the paper file is filed correctly.
Once the Technician has received the pre-application, she/he will input the information from the pre-application into the computer system.  If there is any missing or inconsistent information that may affect the applicant’s placement on the appropriate waiting list, the Technician is responsible for obtaining the necessary information.  
If an applicant, based upon household composition, qualifies for more than one bedroom size using the Occupancy guidelines specified in PHA’s Admissions and Occupancy Policy (Attachment 1), the Technician must contact the applicant and ask the family to declare which bedroom size they want to wait for.  The Technician shall explain to the applicant the status and approximate waiting time for each bedroom size they qualify for, and that if the family opts for the smaller bedroom size, they may not request a transfer to a larger unit until their family size or circumstances change. The applicant will be asked to declare, in writing, the sublist upon which they wish to be listed.
Once the above steps are completed, the application will be placed on the waiting list based on PHA’s local preferences for admission and the date and time of application.  While there is one overall waiting list based simply on date and time of application, offers are made from the sublists based on the type of building needed (mixed population or general occupancy) and size of unit (by bedroom size), so it is of great importance that each applicant be placed on the appropriate sub-list.  Statutory priority for elderly and displaced persons and applicants with disabilities apply only to the mixed population buildings.  (See 24 CFR Part 5.405)
1.07 	Ineligible Applicants
It is possible at this stage find an applicant ineligible based upon the information supplied on the pre-application (income is higher than allowable, not a citizen or eligible immigrant).  It is the responsibility of the Technician to review the pre-application for initial eligibility based upon the applicant’s self-certification.  If the applicant is not eligible, the Technician will follow the steps for applicants who are found ineligible in Section 1.15.
1.08	Notification of Applicants
Applicants will be notified by mail of their place on the waiting list based upon their self-certification, and how long a wait they may reasonably expect on the list before getting to the top, attending pre-occupancy classes, being screened, and being offered a unit.  Additionally, the letter will state that the information supplied by the applicant will be verified and the applicant screened using PHA procedure prior to an offer of housing.  Finally, the letter will stress the importance of the applicant staying in touch with PHA and reporting any changes in family circumstances such as a new address, telephone number, additional or fewer family members and any change in employment or training status or income.  The reason to stress the importance of keeping this information up to date is because it may change the sublist on which the applicant should be placed.
1.09	The Applicant’s Paper File
Once the pre-application has been entered into the system and placed on the waiting list, the Technician will create a folder for the applicant containing the pre-application, special unit needs questionnaire, a copy of the letter sent, and any other additional notes or correspondence; and label the folder with the applicant’s application number.  The folder will then be filed with the other active folders in the appropriate sublist category.
1.10	Waiting List Update
At least once each 12 months, the Occupancy Technicians will assist with updating the waiting list using the process outlined in the Procedure on Updating the Waiting List and Removing Applications.  
In addition to the regular annual update, Occupancy Technicians will update individual applicant information upon request by the applicant family, e.g. change of address or telephone number, change in family size or composition, change in employment status, etc.  The Technician will also document any changes to the applicant’s file.
Additionally, any changes in site-preference for mixed population applicants shall be handled by the Technicians who will make the appropriate change on the computer system and document the applicant’s file.
1.11	Referral to Pre-Occupancy Orientation Classes
Families move up the waiting list as applicants with older applications in the same or higher Preference categories are housed.  Staff will record the average turnover by bedroom size so they can give applicants as much advance notice as possible about when they are likely to be housed.
When an applicant has risen on the list to the point at which the expected wait for housing is four to five months, the applicant will be referred to Pre-Occupancy Orientation Classes (Described in the Procedure on Pre-Occupancy Orientation Classes).  Refusal to attend pre-occupancy classes will result in rejection.
The PHA will offer a reasonable accommodation to applicants with disabilities in the way pre-occupancy classes are offered.  Obviously, the classes must be offered at an accessible location on an accessible route.  Less obviously, some applicants, because of mental or emotional disabilities may not be able to attend classes in large rooms or in large groups.   The PHA has the right to insist that all applicants attend the classes, so long as the PHA makes reasonable accommodations in the way they are offered to applicants with disabilities.
After each applicant completes pre-occupancy classes, the final stages of application processing will begin.
1.12	Applicant Interview and Eligibility Verification
When applicants have risen on the waiting list to the point where they are between four and one half and four months from being offered a unit, the Occupancy Technician Manager will assign their folders to Occupancy Technicians to complete the eligibility verification and release of information process.  From this point on, each applicant is the responsibility of a specified Technician until processing is completed.  Duties are not to be subdivided among Technicians and folders are not to be transferred from one to another unless a Technician is unable to complete his/her duties, in which case, work will be re-assigned.
The first step in the eligibility verification is that the Technician will schedule an interview with the applicant. There are two purposes served by the application interview:  up-to-date information is collected from the applicant and information is provided to the applicant.
This is the point in the application process when the annual income, adjustments to income, assets, preferences, citizenship/eligible immigration status, family composition and relationships, full-time student status, disability, age, and social security numbers will be verified using the Procedure on Verification 
The application interview will be conducted using the following checklists, in order:
· Basic Application Checklist
· Annual Income Checklist
· Asset Checklist
· Adjusted Income Checklist
· Preference Checklist
Using the checklists ensures that all applicants are asked all required questions, triggers the signing of all appropriate releases for third party verification forms, and may stimulate applicant questions about PHA, the rest of the application process, or other information important to the applicant family.  All adult family members should be asked the questions from the checklists and should sign and date each checklist.  This protects all parties by ensuring that all parties are asked important questions, and none were omitted.
At the application interview, all adult members of the applicant’s family are required to sign the appropriate releases, including the release of criminal history information, so that PHA may obtain the verifications necessary for certification.  Refusal to sign releases will cause the applicant to be rejected[footnoteRef:3].  The releases signed at this stage also include those required for applicant screening.  (Required,  24 CFR § 960.206) [3:  Under the provisions of the federal privacy act, neither agencies nor individuals are supposed to release information about an applicant without the applicant's written consent.  Since screening is performed on the family as a whole, releases will be needed from all adults.  The PHA is within its rights to make signing releases a condition of application so that anyone who refuses to sign is rejected for admission.
] 

Once the criminal history release form has been signed, the Technician will order the criminal history report immediately because of the length of time required to obtain this information. Upon receipt, the criminal history report goes directly to the Occupancy Specialist Manager (or designee) who is responsible for reviewing this information.  Should any person other than the Occupancy Specialist Manager or designee inadvertently receive criminal history information, it should promptly be delivered to the Occupancy Specialist Manager or designee.  This information is confidential and will be stored securely, used appropriately and disposed of appropriately.
Immediately following the application interview, the appropriate verification forms will be mailed out to the third party verification sources.  Each such mailing will include a stamped, self-addressed return envelope.  The Occupancy Technicians will follow-up any third-party verifications not received with telephone verifications that are properly documented.
1.13 Updating the Electronic File
As verification forms are received (at least once per week) the Occupancy Technician will update the electronic file of each applicant assigned to him/her.  Thus, by the time all information has been received, a complete electronic profile that can feed the Tenant Accounting and Tenant Information Systems will have been constructed.
1.14	Eligibility Determination
If, as a result of the verification process, it is discovered that the applicant requires a different unit size, or preference status has changed in a way that impacts their waiting list position, the applicant will be so notified and their waiting list position will be adjusted based on the verified preference, unit size required, and date and time of application.  At this point, processing may be suspended until the application again nears the top of the now corrected sublist. 
At the conclusion of the verification process, the Technician will review the applicant's file and check for eligibility and qualification for the Upward Mobility Preference.  The checklists will be reviewed to ensure that all information triggered by the checklists has been received and that everything is available to determine eligibility and compute rent.  Following the file review, the applicant will be sent one of three letters described below in 1.15.
1.15	Notification of Applicants about eligibility and preferences
(a)	Any applicants found to be ineligible as a result of the verification process will be sent a rejection letter by the Occupancy Technician.  (Required, 24 CFR  § 913.109 & § 960.206)  They will get a letter headed “Based upon the information you supplied in your application for housing, you are not eligible for admission...”.
Ineligible applicants will be informed of their right to an informal hearing if requested within 10 days of the receipt of the rejection letter.  (See Procedure on Informal Hearings for Rejected Applicants) They will also be advised of their right to due process in a court of law if they feel the ineligibility decision was based upon illegal discrimination. Once the decision to reject is final, the application will be filed with other rejected applications. (Required, 24 CFR  § 960.207) Rejected applications will be held in the main Occupancy Office for three years and archived after three years or until the next HUD Occupancy Review, whichever is sooner.
(b)	Applicants who are eligible but do not qualify for the Upward Mobility Preference will be sent a letter headed “You are eligible for housing, but do not qualify for a Preference for Admission at this time...”.  This letter will also provide an estimate of the date the family can expect to receive an offer of housing, based upon the unit size and type needed.
Applicants who do not qualify for Preferences will be given 10 days in which to request an informal meeting to discuss their failure to qualify for Preferences.  They will also be advised of their right to due process in a court of law if they feel the decision to deny a Preference was based upon illegal discrimination.  The informal meeting, if it occurs, will be conducted by the Agency employee who denied the Preference and one other PHA employee.  (Required, 24 CFR 960.211(k)
At the informal meeting, PHA is under no obligation to justify or defend either its definitions of the Preference categories, or its verification requirements relating to the Preferences.  The Agency need only justify its decision to award or deny the Preferences. 
Depending upon the specific sublist an applicant is on, failing to qualify for a preference may or may not mean that the applicant will have to wait longer for public housing.  For example, an applicant who needs an accessible unit will typically be listed on the very short sublist composed only of families who need accessible units.  It will often be the case that no one with a preference will be ahead of such an applicant.  At the other extreme, a family waiting for a three bedroom general occupancy apartment who moves from the preference sublist to the no-preference sublist may have a very significantly longer wait for an offer of housing.
(c)	Applicants who are eligible and qualify for the Upward Mobility Preference will be sent a letter headed “You are eligible and qualify for a Preference for Admission.”.  This letter will also describe the timetable for the next steps in the application process, so that applicants will begin assembling the money needed for a security deposit, preparing to give notice to their current landlord and be expecting to hear from the Occupancy Specialist scheduling the offer/leasing interview.
1.16	Review of Applicant files Prior to Transferring them to the Occupancy Specialists
The final step to be performed by each Occupancy Technician prior to turning the file over to the Manager of Occupancy Specialists will be a review of the file.  The Technician will go back over all the checklists to be certain that all verification forms required for the family’s circumstances have been received or that alternate forms of verification have been received.  Next, the Technician should review the internal consistency of materials in the file.  For example, if the applicant stated a certain income in the interview and the information received is significantly different, the Technician should be sure that he/she understands the underlying reason for the difference.  Such an anomaly could be a result of a change in circumstances, a misunderstanding at the interview (by either the Technician or the family), or fraud.  It is important to be certain that no such changes are fraudulent, since fraud is grounds for rejection.  Finally, the Technician will review all the financial information to make sure that everything the Occupancy Specialist will need to determine annual income and adjusted income and compute rent is included in the file.
The Quality Control Specialist will review a random set of completed files each week for each Occupancy Technician to ensure that all work is correct, complete, and timely.  The quantity of work completed by each Technician will also be monitored.  Work that is done incorrectly or insufficient amounts of work completed will be followed up, initially with training and counseling, and, following training, with progressive discipline.
1.17	Transmittal of Files to the Manager of Occupancy Specialists
Once the final reviews of files have been completed, the files of eligible applicants will be transferred to the Occupancy Specialist Manager who will assign the applicant file to an Occupancy Specialist for screening, unit offer and placement. 
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Attachment 1.  Occupancy Guidelines from PHA’s Admissions and Occupancy Policy
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The following principals govern the size of unit for which a family will qualify.  Generally, two people are expected to share each bedroom, except that units will be so assigned that:
(a)	It will not be necessary for persons of different generations or opposite sex, other than husband and wife, to occupy the same bedroom, although they may do so at the request of the family.
(b)	Exceptions to the largest permissible unit size may be made in case of reasonable accommodations for a person with disabilities.  
(c)	Two children of the opposite sex will not be required to share a bedroom, although they may do so at the request of the family. 
(d)	An unborn child will not be counted as a person in determining unit size.  A single pregnant woman may be assigned to a one bedroom unit.  In determining unit size, PHA will count a child who is temporarily away from the home because the child has been placed in foster care, kinship care, or is away at school. 
(e)	A single head of household parent shall not be required to share a bedroom with his/her children, although they may do so at the request of the family. 
(f)	A live-in attendant may be assigned a bedroom.  Single elderly or disabled residents with live-in attendants will be assigned one or two bedroom units.
(g)	Single individuals applying to Mixed Population buildings who wish to live in one bedroom units (rather than efficiencies) will participate in a lottery to determine whether they will be offered a 1 BR or an efficiency.

