
 
 

The Need for Re-Entry Housing Supports 
to Slow the Spread of COVID-19 

 
 
9,520 people incarcerated in Pennsylvania’s state prison have contracted COVID-19 as of the beginning 
of January 2021.1 In addition, 4,368 staff members contracted the disease. Prison is the perfect 
environment for a disease like COVID, where the virus can jump from prisoner to employee and back 
again. Unfortunately, the virus is not held back by prison walls. It moves into the outside community 
when employees go home to their families. 
 
PA Secretary of Corrections John Wetzel wrote in an article about COVID-19 in October 2020, “The 
number of inmates per square foot is emerging as one of the key factors in the amount of virus spread 
in a facility. Social distancing in a crowded prison is not possible. This is why many systems have 
reduced their populations.”2 Sec. Wetzel submitted this article to the PA Senate Democratic Policy 
Committee as part of his testimony on January 7, 2021, where he also stated that he would like to see 
another 2,500 inmates released in order to allow for better social distancing for those who remain.3 
 
Secretary of the PA Board of Pardons Brandon Flood also testified at the January 7 hearing. Sec.  Flood 
spoke in favor of releasing older inmates who are at highest risk of COVID-19. Besides protecting those 
individuals, he noted that it costs the Commonwealth $500 a day to incarcerate someone over the age 
of 50, as compared to $100 a day for younger inmates.4 
 
However, releasing people from prison is not a simple matter. One of the biggest hurdles individuals 
face when leaving incarceration is finding a place to live. Besides the general shortage of affordable 
homes, many landlords reject applicants with a criminal history. Housing policies against justice-
involved individuals also prevent returning citizens from moving in with family whose landlords do not 
approve. Other individuals have overdue utility bills or terminations on their records because they 

 
1 The Marshall Project; https://www.themarshallproject.org/2020/05/01/a-state-by-state-look-at-coronavirus-in-
prisons#prisoner-state.  
 
2 Wetzel, J. and Davis, J.; “The Response to the COVID19 Crisis by the Pennsylvania Department of Corrections”; 
Victims & Offenders: An International Journal of Evidence-based Research, Policy, and Practice, 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/15564886.2020.1830324.  
 
 
3 ABC27 coverage of the Senate Democratic Policy Committee hearing, January 7, 2021; 
https://www.abc27.com/news/health/coronavirus/coronavirus-pennsylvania/pa-senate-democrats-discuss-impact-of-
covid-19-in-state-prison-system/.  
 
4 Testimony of Sec. Brandon Flood; https://www.senatormuth.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Brandon-Flood-
Board-of-Pardons.pdf.  
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were not able to suspend their service contracts before being incarcerated. This prevents them from 
re-establishing utility service. 
 
The difficulty returning citizens face in securing housing furthers racial inequities, since people of color 
are more likely to be swept up by the criminal justice system. According to the Vera Institute, “In 
Pennsylvania, Black people constituted 11% of state residents, but 37% of people in jail and 47% of 
people in prison.”5 This also means that keeping people behind bars gives COVID-19 greater access to 
Black Pennsylvanians, exacerbating the toll the disease has taken on the Black community in general. 
 
The lack of housing is the main reason why many individuals eligible for parole cannot be released. On 
the other hand, prisoners who reach the end of their sentences must be released regardless of 
whether they have a home to go to. People released from prison without stable housing are 2 ½ times 
more likely to recidivate.6 
 
COVID-19 brought urgency to the housing problem. It is essential that non-violent prisoners be 
released to allow for better social distancing of those still incarcerated. Limiting the spread of the 
disease in correctional facilities also protects employees who might otherwise become infected at 
work then bring the disease home to their families and other community members. COVID also 
requires that people have homes to shelter in. To fight COVID, we need to get people out of prisons 
and provide safe housing options for them in their communities. 
 
There are many model programs for helping returning citizens find stable housing. Approaches include 
dedicated housing vouchers, master leasing, and landlord incentives, usually tied to supportive 
services. Many of the programs listed in the appendix serve returning citizens with mental health 
concerns and were funded through the PA Commission on Crime and Delinquency’s (PCCD) Mental 
Health Justice Advisory Committee (MHJAC). They serve as model for helping any returning citizen. 
 
Unfortunately, funding for such programs is extremely limited. Many of the programs listed could not 
continue for lack of funding. New money, such as the Fiscal Recovery Fund, is essential. 
 
Providing subsidized rent and utility assistance, especially when coupled with supportive services, 
allows returning citizens to find appropriate housing in the private market. Landlords have confidence 
that the rent will be paid and that they can contact supportive services staff if there is a problem. 
Landlord mitigation funds serve the same purpose. State support is required for rental and utility 
assistance, supportive services, outreach to landlords, and administration.  
 
Those programs that were funded by PCCD/MHJAC received small grants ranging from $97,000 to 
$150,000 for a two-year period. Consequently, they were only able to help small numbers of people (4 
– 20). We recommend dedicating $25,000,000 to quickly move 2,000 - 2,500 incarcerated individuals 
into subsidized homes in their communities. 
 

 
5 Vera Institute of Justice; Incarceration Trends in Pennsylvania; 
https://www.vera.org/downloads/pdfdownloads/state-incarceration-trends-pennsylvania.pdf; 2019 (2015 data). 
 
6 Bender, D.; No Home To Return To; Housing Alliance of Pennsylvania; 2012; p. 5. 
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Appendix of Model Re-Entry Housing Programs 
 
 
Master Leasing – government or nonprofit entity leases homes from property owners then 
subleases to program participants, usually at a reduced rent. Master leasing is useful when 
landlords are wary of the intended tenant because of a characteristic such as criminal history or 
mental health issue. 
 
Bridge Housing – provides subsidy for private market rentals until participant can afford private 
rent or obtain permanent subsidy such as Housing Choice Voucher or public housing. 
 
Landlord Mitigation Fund – provides assurance to landlords who accept “high risk” tenants that 
rent will be paid and any damages will be covered. Experience shows that the funds are rarely 
utilized, but they provide comfort to landlords who are then willing to rent to people who might 
not otherwise pass screening requirements. 
 
Behavioral Health & Justice Housing – Greene County, PAi 
• Master leasing 
• Supportive services 
• Funded by two-year grant from the PCCD/MHJAC 
  
Justice Master Leasing Program – Columbia Co, PAii 
• Master leasing 
• Education and training programs geared toward employment 
• Funded by two-year grant from the PCCD/MHJAC 
 
Supportive Housing Justice Initiative Program - Lackawanna County, PAiii 
• Master leasing 
• Supportive services, especially financial literacy and life skills 
• Funded by two-year grant from the PCCD/MHJAC 
 
Justice Bridge Housing Program - Union County, PAiv  
• Time-limited rental housing vouchers 
• Security deposits 
• Supportive services 
• Funded by two-year grant from the PCCD 
 
Mental Health & Justice Housing – Allegheny Countyv 
• Emergency housing, bridge housing, and master leasing 
• Supportive services, including employment assistance and behavioral health support 
• Funded by two-year grant from the PCCD/MHJAC 
 
  



Housing Stability Initiative - McKean Countyvi 
• Emergency housing, bridge housing, master leasing 
• Supportive services 
• Funded by two-year grant from the PCCD/MHJAC 
 
Landlord Mitigation Fund – Allegheny County, PAvii 
• Encourages landlords to accept tenants who have negative indicators, including criminal 

histories 
• For tenants who receive a housing subsidy 
• Provides financial assurance up to $3,000 beyond the security deposit 
• Funded by PHARE 
 
Landlord Risk Mitigation Fund – Fargo/Moreland, NDviii 
• Focus on housing people experiencing homelessness 
• Guarantees up to $3,000 in losses over two years 
• Tenants have supportive services; service provider is liaison with landlord 
• Free mediation to resolve problems 
• Funded grants and contributions 
 
Landlord Mitigation Fund - Washington Stateix 
• Incentivizes landlords to rent to tenants who receive rental assistance. 
• Provides up to $1,000 for move-in upgrades 
• Covers up to 14 days lost rent and physical damages up to $5,000 
 
 

 
i https://www.pccd.pa.gov/Funding/Pages/Grants-App.aspx 
 
ii Ibid. 
 
iii Ibid. 
 
iv Diana T Myers and Assoc.; Housing Authority Reentry: Reducing the Risk of Recidivism through Housing Stability in 
Union County, PA; 2015; Diana T. Myers and Assoc.; JUSTICE BRIDGE HOUSING PROGRAM: A Successful Reentry 
Program of the Housing Authority of Union County, Pennsylvania; 2016 ; https://pahra.org/wp-
content/uploads/2018/04/Justice-Bridge-Housing-Toolkit.pdf.  
 
v Ibid. 
 
vi Ibid. 
 
vii https://www.post-gazette.com/local/city/2017/05/13/Allegheny-County-fund-would-encourage-more-landlords-to-
rent-to-subsidized-tenants/stories/201705130018; https://archive.triblive.com/local/pittsburgh-allegheny/grant-
intended-to-spur-allegheny-co-landlords-to-accept-high-risk-tenants/  
 
viii https://www.fmhomeless.org/lrmf  
 
ix https://www.commerce.wa.gov/serving-communities/homelessness/landlord-fund-programs/landlord-mitigation-
program/  
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