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Pennsylvania —

It’s Your Right.



Who is PHRC?

Two-Part Mission:
• Enforce PA non-

discrimination laws
• PA Human Relations Act

• PA Fair Educational Opportunities 

Act

• Promote Equal Opportunity 

for ALL in PA



Promoting Equal Opportunity

Key Partnerships
• Community Relations & 

Activities Task Force
PA Attorney General
PA State Police
Other local, state & federal partners

• PHRC Advisory Councils
Blair, Cambria (Johnstown), Centre, 
Montgomery, Monroe, and York counties

• Local Commissions
• Advocacy Organizations



Promoting Equal Opportunity

Training
• schools, employers, 

community organizations

Request online at 

www.phrc.state.pa.us
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Three Regions Served by PHRC



What Classes Are Protected?

• Race or color
• Sex (includes LGBTQ)
• Age (40 or over)
• Religion
• National Origin
• Ancestry
• Disability

• Use, handling or training of support animals for 
disability

• Familial status
• Retaliation



PHRC Intake Process

Request for Information. 
Caller sent paper questionnaire or 

referred to website for on-line filing

Questionnaire or Initial Inquiry 
Received

(Walk-In, Fax, Mail or On-line)

Assigned to Intake Investigator 

Information assessed for timeliness 
and jurisdiction.  Complainant 

Interviewed

(If not timely or not 
jurisdictional)

Complainant is suspended.  If 
appropriate Complainant is 

referred to EEOC or HUD

(If timely and jurisdictional)

Complainant Drafted and 
mailed to Complainant for 
signature and verification

*Once a signed complaint is 
received the complaint is filed

If signed complaint is not 
returned the case is 

suspended



PHRC Complaint ProcessComplaint Filed

Complaint Docketed

Complaint Served

Respondent Answer

Investigation

Fact-Finding Conference
(in most cases)

Voluntary 
Settlement

(without finding)

Continued 
Investigation

Finding

No Probable 
Cause

Probable 
Cause

Possible 
Appeal

Conciliation Effort

Settlement
Public 

Hearing*

Charge not 
established

Discrimination 
Found

Cease & Desist 
Order & Remedy

Compliance
Possible Court 

Review

Possible Court 
Review

It is approximately 90 days from the 
service of the complaint to a scheduled 
fact finding

If no settlement is reached, on average it takes about 1 year 
to complete the investigation.  Housing cases are considered 
priority and generally completed in much less time. Cases in 
which it appears as though probable cause exists will be 
accelerated. If PC is found, approx. 45 days is given for 
conciliation efforts. PHRC can subpoena documents and 
depose witnesses if needed but will only do so if it
is necessary.

If conciliation efforts fail the case is referred 
to the legal department for public hearing. 
Depending on the time needed for discovery, 
a public hearing could be convened in as little 
as 6 months.



• HUD: 4 or more properties or if you publically advertise 
vacancies and/or get Federal funding with even only 1 
property

• PHRA: 1 property regardless of funding or advertising

• You have 180 days from the act of harm to file a complaint 
with PHRC and 365 days to file a complaint with HUD.

Housing Jurisdiction



Hoarding

Hoarding: the inability to discard warn-out or 
worthless objects even when they have no 
sentimental value



Best Practices

1. Establish a written reasonable accommodation

policy. The policy is distributed to all new

tenants and annually or upon renewal.

2. Conduct annual property inspections. Clearly

state what is expected and the outcomes of

non-compliance

3. Use the same or similar check list for

inspections that is used for new rentals

4. Be sure to send a copy of the report to the

tenant and follow up with dates for re-

inspection if necessary.



Best Practices Continued

5. Keep a listing of local agencies like the Area

Office on Aging, Community Action Center or

United Way.

6. Use community newsletter to address hoarding

and cleanliness.

7. If you have concerns ask if the tenant needs

assistance and provide the listing with the footnote

that you are not recommending any particular

agency

8. Follow your policies with every tenant but be

open to a reasonable accommodation request



Service/Support Animals

• It’s not a choice.

• It’s a right.

• It’s a necessity.

• It’s a support animal.

• Under the Pennsylvania Human 

Relations Act, it is illegal to discriminate 

against individuals who use support or 

guide animals for a disability.



Service and Support Animals in PA

• No certification or license is required

• Animal does not need to wear a vest or special 
tags

• Many fraudulent sites that make people believe 
that certifications or vests are needed – they are 
not!



Service vs. Support Animals

What is the difference between a “service” and “support” animal?

• A service animal is generally trained to perform a 
specific task.  A service animal generally supports 
someone with a physical disability.

• A support animal may not have any special training 
but instead serves a function for the individual with a 
disability such as keeping them calm or helping them 
manage a condition that we cannot see or is not 
obvious.



Emotional Support Animals

• An emotional support animal may not have any special training 
but instead serves a specific function for the individual with a 
disability.  The individual benefits emotionally and/or physically 
from having the animal.

Examples include: 

• An animal that helps to alleviate an individual’s anxiety

• An animal that reduces an individual’s depression

These animals are generally helping an individual manage a 
condition that we may not be able to see or that is not obvious.



Service Animals

• A service animal is generally trained to perform a specific 
task.  A service animal works, provides assistance or 
performs tasks to support someone with a disability.

Examples include: 

• Pulling a wheelchair
• Providing mobility support
• Guiding individuals with vision impairments
• Detecting and alerting individuals of oncoming 

seizures



Housing Provider Rights

When presented with a request regarding a service or 
support animal, a Housing provider can ask two questions:

1. Does the person seeking to use and live with the 
animal have a disability?  

2. Does that person have a  disability-related need for the 
animal?

If the answer to both are yes 
then… 



Housing Provider Rights

• Housing provider CAN ask for proof of need but 
NOT tenant’s actual medical condition 

• Medical note of need does not need to be from 
primary physician

• If need is documented no pet fees can be 
charged



Housing Provider Rights

A Housing provider CAN:

• Deny the individual’s request if documentation is not 
provided timely

• Deny the individual’s request if the specific assistance 
animal poses a direct threat to the health or safety of 
others (cannot be speculative)

• Deny the individual’s request if the animal would cause 
substantial physical damage to the property

In all scenarios, before denying a request, an individualized 
assessment must be made.



Housing Provider Rights

A Housing provider CAN:

• Require that all individuals with animals follow state 
and local regulations (such as requiring licensing or 
vaccinations as applicable)

• Issue violations if the animal’s conduct violates the rules 
of the housing provider 

• Hold a tenant responsible if the animal causes physical 
damage to the housing unit



Assistance and Service Animal Integrity Act

• Imposes a criminal penalty 

• Does not change the requirements for granting a 
reasonable accommodation

• Landlords and property managers are still required to 
make an individual assessment of the need for the 
animal

• Does not prohibit tenants from requesting a reasonable 
accommodation for their service or support animal



Sexual Harassment and Housing



Overview of Harassment

The term harassment covers a wide range of 
behaviors of an offensive nature. It is commonly 
understood as behavior intended to disturb or 
upset, and it is characteristically repetitive. It is 
typically intentional behavior which is found 
offensive, or intimidating. 
The behavior must be unwelcomed!



The Key Word Is…. 

UNWELCOMED UNWELCOMED

UNWELCOMED UNWELCOMED 

UNWELCOMED UNWELCOMED 

UNWELCOMED UNWELCOMED 

UNWELCOMED UNWELCOMED 



What is it?

• Unwelcome sexual advances, requests for sexual favors, and other verbal or 

physical harassment of a sexual nature.

Sexual Harassment



• Courts recognize two types of sexual 

harassment 

– Quid pro quo i.e. when a housing provider or agent, 

or contractor applies conditions to access or retention 

of housing or housing related services based on the 

victims’ submission to sexual conduct

– Hostile environment i.e. when a housing provider or in 

certain circumstances another tenant, engages in 

sexual behavior of such severity or pervasiveness 

that it alters the terms or conditions of tenancy and 

results in an environment that is intimidating, hostile, 

offensive 

Sexual Harassment



• The harasser can be the landlord, tenant, property 

manager, maintenance worker or someone who is not 

associated with the property such as a contractor or 

property inspector

• In some case the harasser has actual power or authority 

over the victim but not always

• In other cases, the power is perceived based on the 

harassers size, position, popularity, etc.

Sexual Harassment



Types of Harassment

• Physical
• Verbal
• Visual
• Written
• Can be sexual in nature (based on someone’s 

gender) or non-sexual in nature (based on 
another protected class)



Written Harassment – Social Media

• New area of concern for both housing providers and 

tenants

• Laws around social media and harassment are evolving

• New policies or revisions to current harassment policies 

specifically to address social media

• Harassing co-workers or tenants via social media

• Posting content that could create a hostile living 

environment



An organization is responsible for acts of harassment in their span of control 

where the organization (or its agents or supervisory employees) knows or 

should have known of the conduct, unless it can show that it took immediate 

and appropriate corrective action.”

What Are The Organizations Responsibilities?



1. Liability
• A property owner or manager may be either directly or 

vicariously liable for sexual harassment. 

• A property owner who engages in or directs his or her 

employees in sexual harassment or who knows or should have 

known but fails to take action to stop it is directly liable for any 

resulting harm

• Some complainants will not only file a complaint against the 

company but they will file a complaint against 

the individual as well

Housing Provider Liability



2. Harassment by Tenants
• Did the property manager know about it?  

• Did the employee report it even if incorrectly?

• Did someone else report it on behalf of the employee?

• Did the accused have previous allegations of the same or similar behavior?

• If “Everyone” knows then “Management” knows.

• If the property manager was aware, what was their response?

• How prompt was the action taken?

• What remedial actions were taken as a result?

• Could the harassment have been prevented?

• Did the action(s) taken stop the harassment?

Housing Provider Liability



3. Harassment by Third Parties
• Harassment by a non-employee

• Customer, vendor, client, independent contractor, employee of another 

company (security, temporary employees, water vendor, etc.)

• Housing Provider is still responsible if

• They had control over the alleged harasser

• They had knowledge of the harassment

• They could take actions that would have prevented/corrected the 

harassment

Company Liability



Do you have an adequate written 

anti-harassment policy? 

• Does it define behavior that constitutes harassment?

• Does it make the consequences for such behavior clear?

• Do you actually enforce the policy consistently?

• Was the policy communicated and implemented?

Reasonable Care to Prevent Harassment



Policy Considerations

• Are all protected classes covered?

• Does it allow for informal reporting?

• Do you encourage people to report issues?

• Is the language appropriate for YOUR employees and residents?

• Was the policy effectively communicated?

Reasonable Care to Prevent Harassment



Manager’s Responsibilities

• Be proactive – managers who see or hear harassing behavior must address it 
immediately

• Should not allow inappropriate behavior to continue even if it appears no one is 
offended

• Should set the example

.

Reasonable Care to Prevent Harassment



Reasonable Care to Correct Harassment

Immediately Address Complaints! 
• Take PROMPT action

Address Complaints Correctly
• When a complaint is reported to you, what do you say?

Consider the impact of these statements…
-“That’s horrible!”
-“Are you ok?”
-“That doesn’t sound like Sally.”
-“I’m sure you misunderstood.”
-“They didn’t mean anything by it…”



Reasonable Care to Correct Harassment

The correct statement to make is…

“Thank you for bringing this to me.  We take complaints very  seriously.  We 
will look into this right away.”

Your next question may be the most critical….

“How do you want me to handle this?”

Depending on your position, give the employee options…
1. Do you want to report this to the owner/property manager?
2. Do you want me to report this to owner/property manager?
3. Do you want me to go with you to report this to the owner/property 

manager?



Reasonable Care to Correct Harassment

Thoroughly Investigate Complaints!
• Be neutral
• Interview both the alleged victim and the alleged harasser
• Interview all witnesses identified by the alleged victim
• Interview other witnesses you believe could provide information as 

well even if not specifically identified
• Review evidence if available

While investigating
• Eliminate any direct contact with the tenant
• Tell the alleged victim that you are investigating
• Document all interviews 



If there is merit to the complaint
• Take appropriate action – consistent with your policy

• Redistribute policy

• Review policy in detail with all residents

• If warranted, take swift and appropriate action i.e. appropriate 
discipline or discharge if necessary

Reasonable Care to Correct Harassment



Always
• Protect tenants from retaliation

• Keep information confidential.  Only share as much information as 
needed with those that need to know

• Inform the tenant of the outcome of your investigation

• If the allegations did not have merit, explain why

Reasonable Care to Correct Harassment



• Preventing harassment and maintaining a good work 
environment requires several things

Strategies for Prevention



• Leadership is the first piece of the puzzle
• Your top-level leaders believe in a harassment free environment.
• Residents and employees believe the leaders will hold them accountable if 

they behave inappropriately
• Leaders and frontline managers know what the environment is like.  
• Leaders (at all levels) will, regardless of the situation or persons involved, 

take immediate and effective actions when harassment takes place.

Strategies for Prevention



• Employee engagement is the second piece of the puzzle
• Employees are respectful to the residents
• Employees have skills to deal with interpersonal challenges in the 

workplace
• Do not engage in excessive personal relationships i.e. be professionally 

friendly
• Do not give residents your personal email, phone number or address 
• Limit social media contact 
• It’s ok to leave the apartment if you believe you are being harassed
• If necessary, request that a co-worker or manager accompany you to the 

apartment when you have a work order to complete

Strategies for Prevention



• Compliance and Prevention are last pieces of the puzzle
• Effective and well communicated policies specifically for residents

• Effective and easy to use reporting processes

• Timely, thorough and fair investigations

• Timely responses and resolutions

• On-going training for all including not just compliance type trainings but 
others such as diversity, cultural competence, workplace civility, stress 
management, effective skills to deal with those suffering from mental 
health or cognitive disabilities etc.

Strategies for Prevention



Cumberland County 

January 1, 2014-December 31,2018

• 71 current open cases across all categories

• 4 open housing cases

• 332 closed cases across all categories

• 29 closed housing cases

Housing Complaints



Potential fair housing act violations are vastly 

underreported. But why?

• Afraid of being homeless

• Sense of being helpless or powerless

• Don’t know who to call

• No one will believe me

• Focused on obtaining housing not filing a 

complaint

Housing Complaints



Jinada Rochelle, Director of Enforcement 

Central Office

333 Market Street, 8th Floor

Harrisburg, PA 17101

717-787-9780

Contact Us


