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TRAINING: Testers go through a six-hour class like this one being taught by Joel Ibanez
where they learn to ask questions and write comprehensive reports about their experiences.
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The Morning Read: On lookout for bias

Undercover testers help group find landlords who
discriminate.

By JAMES B. KELLEHER
The Orange County Register

COSTA MESA — When she walked into the offices of a sprawling apartment complex off
Harbor Boulevard here earlier this month, Lisa E. introduced herself the way she often does
these days:

With a lie.

"I'm looking for a one-bedroom apartment,”" she said.

"Just for yourself?" the rental agent asked.
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Now it's true that Lisa, a 37-year-old single mom who has lived with friends in Fullerton while
she studied holistic healing and massage, is back in the market for a place of her own.

With three teen-age kids, however, she's not even considering a one-bedroom. Yet that's the
story she stuck with for the next 30 minutes as the agent took her through three models,
pointing out features and answering questions.

Lying isn't something that sits well with Lisa. She's a believer in positive thinking and an
admirer of New Age guru Deepak Chopra. She regards dishonesty as not only wrong, but
unhealthy.

But on that particular afternoon, she was working as an undercover tester for the Fair Housing
Council of Orange County. And on that job, a little deception - Lisa prefers to call it "acting” -
helps her do her job: checking out discrimination complaints against local landlords.

"It's not like I'mtotally lying," Lisa said as she sipped a chai latte at a nearby Starbucks, writing
up her report on the visit. (Like all the Fair Housing testers interviewed for this article, Lisa
requested that the Register not publish her last name or any photos that revealed her identity,
because she needs anonymity to do her work.)

"l really am looking for a place for me and my kids, and going into these places helps me
visualize what it is | want. Besides, I'm helping people.”

HIGH-STAKES TEST

Lisa was the "control" - the would-be renter without disabilities - in a test designed to see
whether the complex's rental agents acted differently toward an obviously disabled applicant
who also came looking for an apartment.

It's a new focus for the council, which grew out of the civil-rights movement of the 1960s. For
years, the council focused on discrimination based on national origin or race. But the private,
nonprofit group, which receives its funding from government agencies, recently received a 15-
month, $159,000 grant from the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development to look
into the problem of discrimination against the disabled.

Lisa and the second tester - a disabled 42-year-old former respiratory therapist from Costa
Mesa named Christie R. - visited the complex within 15 minutes of each other.

Both women told the agents they were single, childless and earned an identical amount of
money each month. The only difference between them was Christie's wheelchair.

After their tours of the complex, the two went their separate ways and filled out long detailed
reports. When those are compared, any disparate treatment might be evidence of
discrimination, giving the council a reason to follow up with another test, a stern letter or a
lawsuit.

Like all the testers, neither woman is an employee of the council. They're paid a small stipend -
typically about $45 - to conduct the tests and write their reports. Usually, their obligation ends
there. But if the council pursues legal action against a landlord, the testers may be asked to

testify.
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