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On February 28, 2025, The North Carolina Civil Rights Law
Review hosted a Conference entitled Conference on Race, Class, Gen-
der, and Identity: Grants Pass, Homelessness, and Housing Justice.
Kenni Cummings, Executive Director of the South Carolina Tenant
Union, delivered the presentation transcription below, in tandem with
their piece Sealing the Record, Securing the Future: Fighting for Evic-
tion Sealing Legislation in South Carolina. The transcription and piece
have been edited together for consistency and cohesion. It was an
honor to host Kenni Cummings, and The North Carolina Civil Rights
Law Review is excited to publish this writing based on their engaging
presentation and thought-provoking work.

My primary work is organizing tenants in their buildings, try-
ing to get maintenance requests fixed and rent stabilized. I also organ-
ize tenants on a much larger scale, so that we have different policies
that protect them on the state level. The South Carolina Tenant Union
was established in 2020.! In South Carolina, tenants live under one of
the harshest eviction systems in the country.? Like North Carolina,
South Carolina does not have very many tenant protections.® In 2021,
the organization received a $200,000 grant. [ was asked to join on as
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a staff organizer but was unable to take the position due to my own
housing insecurity. I stayed in relationship with the South Carolina
Tenant Union, and at the same time, my friend got a position with the
organization. My friend communicated to me that there was no clear
supervisor, so I decided to help my friend out. Through this, I was able
to work my way up through the ranks of the organization, ultimately
finding my role as the Executive Director.

We have to analyze the problems associated with housing and
understand the environment and landscape that we are in. Firstly, I
would like to be explicit about what organizing means, because many
people here are going to become lawyers and I want to make sure we
are all on the same page. Someone can approach the work that they
are doing as an organizer and still be a very good lawyer. When I talk
about organizing, I am talking about bringing people together to ad-
dress their collective concerns. The methodology employed here is
called Structure Based Organizing.* The goal is to figure out what the
problem is, create a list of demands, and go after those imposing the
problems ferociously. Being a community organizer in the U.S. South
is incredibly challenging as far as partnerships and relationships go.

I want to take you through a one-on-one organizing technique
I'use. When I am having a conversation with someone, [ want to know
what makes them angry. In South Carolina, a lot of people are angry
because they want all children to succeed. I ask, “so what are your
hopes,” and in this case, for children. I want them to tell me all the
beautiful things they want for the kids. I pull that anger and hope to-
gether to ask “so what are you going to do? Because there is an evic-
tion crisis in South Carolina and children are the biggest victims.”
When you are able to reflect these steps back to people, they move.

One of the main reasons this country lacks sustainable housing
policy is that society as a whole struggles with relationship building.
That is why I focus so much on it. For example, I have built relation-
ships with my co-panelists today, and I can build on their wisdom and
shared resources. Relationship maintenance also helped the South
Carolina Tenant Union make actionable legislative change during the
2025 cycle. We maintained our relationships with partners in policy
spaces, like the ACLU for example, and overtime they were able to
see that we were not just some “cute” organization, we were really
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forming a powerhouse for tenant justice. We were able to build a
statewide network of direct service organizations, called the South
Carolina Tenant Coalition. The policy folks have been able to create
draft legislation that could seal the evictions of people in South Caro-
lina. We are able to take that draft back to the Union and give con-
structive feedback from the people who are directly impacted by being
houseless. Our direct service providers do not do advocacy, but they
provide us with stories of people they service in the community.

So many of us are in our own silos doing individual work, and
that often slows progression towards widespread viable solutions. For
lawyers, they must be very mindful about making connections but do
so with their profession in mind. Thus, lawyers must approach organ-
izing in a way that brings other people along.

South Carolina has one of the highest eviction filing rates, and
many tenants go to court with little to no understanding of the law.’
This phenomenon is not connected to COVID; these numbers were
high before the pandemic and continued to be high after.® Entire com-
munities have become locked out of stable housing because of a single
eviction on their record.” From Greenville to Charleston, families
struggle under a system that treats housing as a privilege instead of a
human right. In many areas of Charleston, land is zoned for single
family housing®. For the last three years in Charleston, there has been
a 30% increase on the rent for most of the people living in the city. In
addition, there is no rent cap.’ In many cases, people are just trying to
figure out how to manage that.
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This crisis isn’t unique to South Carolina.!? This trend mirrors
what is happening across the Southern United States.!! Tenant protec-
tions are weak, rents rise faster than wages, and housing instability
disproportionately impacts Black, working-class, and low-income
families.!? In neighboring North Carolina, tenants face many of the
same obstacles: high eviction filing rates, limited legal options, and
lasting harm from public eviction records.!® These shared truths reflect
a system that prioritizes profit over people.

Eviction filings often do not tell the whole story. There are so
many reasons why evictions are filed against tenants.!* Evictions
could be prompted by delayed repairs or as a retaliatory action against
the tenant.!> Even when tenants prove their case, or the filings are dis-
missed, the eviction is permanently on their public record.!®

South Carolina has no formal or standard process to seal evic-
tions.!” A single filing can lead landlords or screening companies to
deny someone housing, which traps families in a cycle of perpetual
displacement.!® We have thousands of people living with either their
family or friends, in their car, or in hotels because eviction filings are
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preventing them from getting into secure housing.! This burden over-
whelmingly lands on Black renters, single mothers, and low-income
families.?’ This phenomenon occurs not only in South Carolina, but
across the entire Southern United States.?! As we think about house-
lessness, we need to think about who we are in relationships with, and
who we are listening to. I have relationships with people who are
houseless, and I myself have been houseless at a point. It is a different
orientation to doing this organizing when homelessness is at the fore-
front, and those impacted by it are the voices you are listening to.

Our push for eviction sealing legislation is guided by a simple
principle: no one should be permanently punished for an eviction fil-
ing.?? We are calling for reforms that would seal eviction filings when
tenants prevail on their case or settle. Moreover, we are looking for
legislation that would automatically seal older records after a defined
period and restrict third-party screening companies from profiting off
outdated eviction histories.

The power and motivation behind this campaign comes from
those who have lived this unjust experience. At the South Carolina
Tenant Union, impacted tenants are not just part of the conversation—
they control the narrative. I think that those who are most affected by
current eviction laws tend not to be in the room when policy decisions
are made. In many cases, these voices do not have a relationship with
the legislative body or are ignored by individuals who have the capac-
ity to do something about their concerns. In order to address this defi-
ciency, we have tenant leaders give their testimony to the legislature
and meet directly with lawmakers to share their deeply personal sto-
ries.”> We have seen that the people impacted by these problems are
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often the one closest to finding the solution. Tenant leaders also or-
ganize on the ground to create a community favoring eviction re-
form.?* Their experience shapes our strategy and gives our demands
real grounding.

With this in mind, it is imperative to recognize that meaningful
policy change takes more than personal stories. In order to address
this, we have built broad coalitions, working hand-in-hand with Legal
Aid lawyers, housing policy researchers, faith leaders, and community
allies to stimulate change. There has to be real conversations about the
cost of living and rent prices. Together, we are drafting policy that is
both practical and rooted in tenants’ lived experience. When grass-
roots power meets legal expertise, lawmakers cannot look away. Un-
fortunately, a lot of these legal experts are losing funding for their very
important work.

I just want to touch on faith-based housing for a second. Let
me just say, denominations know how to do housing. I grew up in the
Methodist church and for their pastors, they have a housing parsonage.
If that specific church cannot get a parsonage, then they have housing
allowances. There is a history in this space, and it should be explored.
Something I am excited about with the Coalition I mentioned earlier
is that 3 of our major cities in South Carolina have interfaith justice-
focused groups. They are going to be signing on to support the eviction
sealing legislation. Moreover, faith-communities help with temporary
and transitional houses that are run out of churches and other worship
centers. I am working with some churches in the Charleston area to
build relationships with them so they can sign on to a year-long com-
mitment to walk with my organization.

Legislation reform is not easy. Moving forward, we are going
to need more people to commit to doing housing reform. Corporate
landlords with hefty pockets and misconceptions about eviction seal-
ings are obstacles.?> Some of these entities argue that eviction reform
would allow “bad tenants” to get off the hook for their prior records.?¢
The truth is eviction filings often only show just a snapshot of a par-
ticular moment, and they hurt those already facing the greatest

24. See id.

25. Robbie Sequeira, Landlords Cry Foul as More States Seal Eviction Rec-
ords, STAELINE (Aug. 21, 2024, 5:00 AM), https://stateline.org/2024/08/21/land-
lords-cry-foul-as-more-states-seal-eviction-records/.

26. 1d.



2026] SEALING THE RECORD 27

barriers.?” We have learned how important it is to support tenants’ sto-
ries with factual data. We have made efforts to connect legislators di-
rectly with impacted people, and frame eviction sealing as a civil
rights and economic justice issue.?® In several ways, the capitalist so-
ciety we are living in is a hellscape for many people.

Again, this fight is not just happening in South Carolina.?® Ten-
ant organizing, legal advocacy, and policy reform efforts are growing
across the South—from North Carolina, to Georgia, to Alabama. The
North Carolina Tenant Union is forming advocacy groups throughout
the state.’® It is a fight being taken on throughout the nation.! These
shared struggles and subsequent solutions strengthen our resolve and
strategies for organizing.*?

Eviction sealing would not solve every facet of the housing
crisis.®® It is one step in a long process. We will still need increased
tenant protections, and policies to stop displacement in its tracks. But
sealing eviction records would remove one of the most punitive barri-
ers that families face and create a path towards rebuilding and stabili-
zation.>*

Our work is about more than organizing and passing legisla-
tion; it is about shifting power to tenants. When impacted individuals
come together and claim space, their demands for justice do more than
change the law—they reshape what is possible. That is at the core of
this work: building a South where one eviction filing cannot define
your future. We are looking for housing to be treated as a human right.
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