An overview of member selection in a housing co-op.

Some but not alf co-ops funded under the Federal/Provincial Affordable Housing Program (AHP) have rent-
geared-to-income assistance avaifable for some units or have units for special needs households. There may
be spedial rules attached to this funding about how applicants are selected. But co-ops have always aimed
to treat RGI, special needs and market households in the same way. It is a deeply held value of housing co-
ops that everyone should have equal treatment, rights and responsibilities. It is important to preserve this
value by creating an approach to member selection that can be applied to all epplicants.

“Statement of non-discrimination

Co-ops should adopt a statement of non-disaimination to apply to all applicants. The Modef Membership
By-law, published in 1996 through the Co-op Housing Bookstore, has a statement that reads: “The co-op
will not discriminate against applicants because of: race, ancestry, place of arigin, colour, ethnic origin,
ditizenship, creed, sex, sexual orfentation, age, marital status, family status, handicap, receipt of public
assistance.” This makes the point that membership is open and will not be refused without a good reason.

Recommended membership criteria -

The driteria for membership, for alf applicants, that we recommend for co-ops are:

Age. One member of the household is 16 years or older.

Financial responsibility. The housshold will pay the nlwnfh!y housing charges in full and on time.
Household size. The co-op has units suitable to the household size.

Membership responsibilities:

o The member will treat other members with resped.

© The applicant is willing to contribute to the operation and life of the co-op.
© The household will maintain the unit.

Mandate. The applicant meets the co-op’s mandate (if any).
Age

Age is part of the recommended criteriz a5 3 reminderthat anyone 76 years end older can be a member.
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Financial responsibility
The expectation Js that a household will be able to pay housing charges in full and on time.

Household size

For someone to become a member, the co-op must have at least one unit that is suftable to the
household’s size and composition.

Membership responsibilities

The expectation that members will meet certain membership re_sponsfbilfties is what makes co-ops different
from other kinds of social housing. The three responsibilities identified above in the recommended
membership criteria are requirements induded in many co-op’s by-laws and policies.

Mandate

Your co-op may have a mandate that all members or members in a particular. set of units must fit. For
example, some co-ops provide housing for senjors or people with special needs.

Unacceptable membership criteria

Some criteriz for selecting members should not be used by co-ops including

fikely to be a good neighbour
likefy to make a long-term commitment to living in the co-op

household income is below the income cut-off for a market unit
abilfty to live independently.

The problem with these criteria s that they can be used to discriminate against people — people who are

disabled, who are students, and who are Jower income. Another problem is that they are too vague. They
are based on assumptions that may or may not be true. One person’s idea of a ‘good’ neighbour could be
guite different from another’s. In the same way, “long-term’ could mean different things to different people.

What standard do we use to decide who is a good neighbour and who isn’t, or who will stay fong
enough and who won't?

Income cut-offs are based on the assumption that no one can afford to pay more than 25 percent or 30
percent of their gross income on housing. This assumption isn't always true. Many people manage, with
considerable hardship, to pay more. The level of 2 person’s income doesnt say anything about their ability
to manage their income. The Ontario Human Rights Code does not permit landlords to use arbitrary
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income cut-offs. Income information must only be considered together with credit and rents| history
information. '

Co-ops should be extremely cautious about making decisions on an a,bplicant’s'ability to five independently.
Under the Ontario Human Rights Code disabled persons have the right to equal treatment in housing.
Landlords and social housing providers have 3 ‘duty to accommodate’ a disability to the point of ‘undue
hardship.” This means co-ops may have to make changes to help someone with a disability live in the co-op,

even if it means an extra cost to the Co-0p. Any co-op considering a refusal on these grounds should
consult a lawyer.

Once the membership criteria are in place in a by-law, your co-op should make sure that staff and volunteers
involved in the member selection process understand them and use them correctly.

The co-op should then accept applicants — unless there is dear proof that they don't meet one of the
membership criteria. Rejection for any other reason is wrong.

Member selection process

There are two main goals of member selection. One goal is to minimize vacangy foss. Another goal isto
attract households who are willing to make a positive contribution to the co-op. The ‘“traditional” member
selection process has the foflowing steps: : ‘

-»

The co-op holds an information meeting.
Interested applicants receive and il in an application form.

The co-op checks whether the applicant meets the membership criteria. This may include a credit check,
landlord check and interview.

The co-op board approves or rejects recommendations for membership and informs applicants of the
results.

Rejected applicants have the right to appeal the board’s dedision.
Approved applicants are placed on a waiting list for a suitable unit.

Many housing co-ops may still use this traditional process for member sefection, but more and more co-0ps
have made changes. Some do not have orientations until affer move-in and sorme do not do interviews.
Others have developed a flexible approach in which the number and order of steps varies depending on
the needs of the applicant. the skills and availability of volunteers, and housing market conditions.
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Checks on financial and membership responsibiiities

Many housing co-ops use credit checks, landiord checks, interviews, and information meetings as sources of
information about whether an applicant meets the membership criteria. These checks can be useful
methods of getting information on potential members. With the exception of credit checks, the quality of
the information we get from these sources depends on the quality of our approach — the preparation and

skills we bring to these tasks. That is why volunteers and staff who do member selection must always strive
to improve their skills in these areas.

Credit checks

You can use credit checks to gather information to help you dedide if you think the household will pay the

monthly housing charges. Your local co-op housing federation (ifyou have one) may be able to help you
get a creot check service at & good price.

i your co-op is subject to the Soci/ Housing Reform Act, you can only use infermation from a credit check
about the household’s rental housing history.

Landiord checks

You can use Jandlord checks to gather information to help you decide if you think
*  the household will pay the monthly housing charges
the household will maintain the unit reasonably well.

Some applicants have no credit rating, which makes a Jandlord check a very important source of information
about financial responsibility.

Privacy legislation means that the co-op must have the applicant’s signed permission to talk to a previous
landlord. You have a duty to advise the fandlord if the information they provide could be disclosed to
anyone else. For example, if you refuse an applicant based on information from the fandlord you would
disclose this to the applicant. Since these privacy requirements make it harder to get an honest landicrd
check, it is good to seek contact information from as many previous fandlords as possible. Some co-ops find
it more convenient to use 2 professionaf landlord checking service.

Orientations

An information meeting or some other form of orientation to living in @ housing co-op is an important part
of the member selection process. The orientation can take place some time before the interview, on the
same day or during the intenview. In addition to providing basic information about your co-op, the
orientation should give people enough information about co-op living so they can dedde whether it
appeals to them. Of course, many people looking for affordable housing may be desperate enough to say

yes to almost any housing they can get. Still, giving applicants enough information to decide for themselves
if they want to five in the co-op is the best method of selection.
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An orientstion can also be held after move-in. Ifthat is the case, you still need some way for applicants to

get information about co-op living so that they can decide if they want to follow through with their
application.

Interviews

Interviews may offer a useful opp ortunity to
°* getinformation about an applicant’s financisf and membership responsibility
explore with the applicant the pros and cons of co-0p membership for them.

Interviewss will only be successful if intenviewers have the right skills and knowledge. Many local federstions
have workshops and other resources on interviewing. '

In some co-ops, either volunteers or 3 staff person may handle all interviewing. In other co-ops, applicants
- ére not interviewed. Any of these approaches can work.

fyou do interview applicants, it's okay to work from a set of prepared questions, but the interview should
be flexible enough that it doesn ¢ rely on asking exactly the same questions in the same order all the time.
Good interviews are more of a discussion than a serfes of questions and answers. The questions just get

the discussion started. Questions need to be directly refated to the membership criteria and in dlear, plain
language.

Some questions are not appropriate. These indude questions that have Yyes or no answers, questions that
don't relste to the membership criteria, questions that are too personal or questions that are already on the
application form. The following kinds of questions should not be asked:

*  Why do you want fo move?

This question can be too personal for some people, like those who are living in a shelter. Also, the

question doesn’t refate to the membership criteria. It is enough to ask the applicant why they want to fve in
the co-op.

Wil you be & good neivhbour?
This is 2 yes-no question. In addition the word ‘good” isn't clear, since one person’s idea of & good
neighbour may be different from another person’s idea.

What comymittee will you join?

This question doesn’t apply to the membership responsibilities ariterion, because a member can contribute
to the co-op in lots of different ways, not just on a committee.

*  Whet experfence do you have in co-oos?

This question is venr narrow, and doesn * fink 1o any of the membearshio criterfs.
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Ideally an interviewer will not know if an applicant Is an RGI or market household. But often applicants will
share this information. Internviewers should discourage discussion of a household’s RG status. /s not
relevant to the issue of membership, and sheuld not affect the membership dedision.

Written reasons for refusal

Your co-op should give written reasons for refusal to all applicants. Giving written reasons is a way to hold
ourselves more accountable when we refuse an applicant. It makes our member selection process fairer and
more transparent. If the credit check, landlord check or interview do not provide clear grounds for refusing

an applicant that can be set out in wiiting, the co-op should approve the applicant. If in doubt, take & risk
on the applicant.

Appeals

ifthe co-op refuses an applicant, they shouid have the right to appeal the decision.

if your co-op is subject to the SHRA, there are some rules you must follow. The process befow meets those
requirements:

No directors take part in the intendew or member selection committee decision, unless they have made a
commitment not to be involved jn any appeal process.

The board should give the member selection committee or staff the authority to refuse an application
without taking it to the board. The board hears appeals of refusals. After the time to request an appeal
has passed, the board receives a report on all refusals, and confirms the dedsions.

The member selection committee or staff reccmmends acceptance of membership applications to the
board. Of course, the board may disagree with the recommendation and refuse the membership. If the
refused applicant requests an appeal, the board hears the appeal, inviting the applicant to attend.

Even if your co-op does not have to folfow the SHRA, you may want to use this process.

it is 2 good practice not to have board members directly involved in the first stages of the membership
process. This ensures that board decisions on appeals are impartial and fair to applicants.

Final words

Fairness requires that the member selection process your co-cp uses treats market applicants and RGl and
spedal needs applicants in the same way. The process also needs to be both effident and respectfui of
spplicants so that you can keep units full while ettracting households who have an interest in contributing
to the operation and fife of the community. The bottom line is to recognize that the best member selection
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approach is one that refies less on rejecting unsuitable applicants and more on educating applicants about
co-0ps 50 they can ‘selfselect’ in or out of becdming a co-op member.
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