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Stable housing is essential to ensure people can lead 
healthy, fulfilling lives. Without stable housing, it is 
much more difficult for people to obtain education and 
employment.1 It is especially important to ensure that 
children have a stable place to live. Research shows that 
young people who experience homelessness are more 
likely to have mental health issues and poor cognitive 
outcomes.2 These negative impacts translate into 
significant costs to the public. People who experience 
homelessness are much more likely to use high-cost 
emergency services and to be targeted by police and 
put in jail.3 

Everyone should have access to stable, affordable 
housing. However, policies that stem from the war 
on drugs deny housing to many based on misguided 
ideals of deterring people from using or being around 
drugs. Underlying these ideals are the assumptions that 
people who use drugs and their families do not deserve 
housing; cannot be good tenants or neighbors; and 
punishing them will persuade others not to use drugs. 
On the contrary, harsh penalties that remove and restrict 
people from housing contribute to the very negative 
outcomes the drug war supposedly seeks to prevent: 
harm to children, reduced education and employment, 
and deteriorating health (including increased drug use 
and overdose death).4 Instead of shutting people out, 
we should be opening the doors so that everyone has a 
place to call home and access to the services that will 
help them stay housed and healthy.

Housing maintained by federal and state governments 
and rented to people with low incomes, known as public 

housing, provides a place to live for many who would 
otherwise not be able to afford it. However, federal law 
requires that leases for public housing prohibit tenants 
and other people deemed to be under the tenants’ 
control from engaging in “any drug-related criminal 
activity,” on or off the housing premises.5 Federal “One 
Strike” policies encourage immediate eviction after 
suspected drug activity, regardless of whether such 
activity is problematic.6 Eviction for drug-related activity 
does not even require an arrest or criminal conviction.7 
Once evicted for drug-related activity, federal law 
requires housing authorities to ban access to public 
housing for three years, though authorities in at least 12 
states impose even longer bans.8 When first employed in 
the mid-1990s, the One Strike policies had an immediate 
effect. Six months after authorities implemented One 
Strike policies, nearly 20,000 people were denied 
housing for criminal or drug-related activities: more than 
double in the preceding six months.9

Similar restrictions exist in the federal Section 8 program, 
which provides vouchers to help people pay for rentals 
of private property. People who have been evicted for 
drug activity are disqualified from receiving Section 8 
vouchers for a minimum of three years, even if never 
convicted of a drug offense.10 These policies have forced 
many people onto the street and put many families in 
the impossible position of choosing whether to forego 
housing or to turn away family members who would make 
the entire family ineligible for assistance.

Private landlords also perpetuate the war on drugs 
mentality by denying leases to people with criminal 
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convictions, including drug convictions. There are very 
limited protections against discrimination based on 
criminal record, giving wide discretion to landlords to deny 
housing based on often old and irrelevant convictions. 
In one survey, nearly half of landlords said they would 
not overlook a person’s record.11 Closing private housing 
options to people with criminal records disproportionately 
harms people of color, who are far more likely to be 
targeted and prosecuted for drug offenses.

A recent troubling iteration of the war on drugs in 
housing has taken form. Cities are using local ordinances 
to evict people who call for emergency services to 
respond to an overdose.12 Instead of ensuring that 
people who survive overdose are connected with 
appropriate follow-up services, cities are focused on 
kicking people to the curb where they are more likely to 
experience negative health outcomes, including another 
overdose. These laws will jeopardize lives by deterring 
people from seeking help during an overdose and will 
only compound homelessness.

The relationship between homelessness and substance 
use is complex, but research shows that providing 
immediate housing and access to supportive services 
without requiring abstinence from drugs (known as 
“Housing First”) to people who have serious substance 

use needs improves health and safety and saves 
money.13 Permanent supportive housing, which provides 
a place to live and available supportive services for as 
long as a person needs, is a particularly promising model 
for people with chronic substance use needs.14 

The war on drugs has forced families from their homes 
and prevented people from finding stable housing for 
at least three decades. These cruel policies have only 
harmed health and safety and increased costs to the 
public. We should focus on making sure everyone has 
a stable place to call home, regardless of whether they 
use drugs. In particular, we should prioritize:

• Ending evictions and removing bans on housing based 
solely on drug-related activity.

• Investing in Housing First programs and permanent 
supportive housing.

• Restricting landlords from using criminal background 
checks to deny prospective tenants, like the city of 
Berkeley, CA has done.15

• Providing eviction protection to people who call for 
help during an overdose emergency (i.e., expanding 
911 Good Samaritan laws).

• Funding legal assistance for people facing eviction.

Across the United States, there are 
increasing accounts of landlords 

evicting people who overdose or people 
suspected of drug use or activity, even 
if landlords are not explicitly mandated 

to do so. These evictions can come 
without a drug arrest or conviction. 

Drug use should not determine access 
to stable, safe, affordable housing.
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