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Then in September, Dallas
City Council approved a record
$6 billion budget, including
$500,000 to support eviction
legal services forDallas tenants.

Throughout the saga, evic-
tion defense organizations have
been applying for funding and
advocating for theirwork. Some
city officials believe the legal aid
should be funded by the city,
while others think it should
come from philanthropic and
county sources.

Mark Melton, a founder of
the Dallas Eviction Advocacy
Center, said government and
private funders would each pre-
fer that the other fund the ef-
forts.

“The unfortunate reality is
there are limited sources out
there to go find money for any-
thing, and it’s not as if the city
doesn’t contribute to the kitty
that someone else just automat-
icallywill,”Melton said.

At a budget meeting in early
September, City Manager Kim-
berly Bizor Tolbert said she
drafted a revision to the budget
after a majority of City Council
members asked about funding
for eviction defense. The fund-
ing won’t be permanent, she
said, unless the council indi-
cates otherwise.

“I would not commit that
this isgoing tobeanongoingex-
pense on the general fund and
we shouldbe sending amessage
very loud and clear that council
wants to use 2027 as a bridge
year,” Tolbert said. “And beyond
that we should be looking at
having this being done outside
the city.”

Despite the end-of-budget
decision, the question ofwheth-
er Dallas should support evic-
tion defense efforts with city
funds remains ongoing.

Pandemic aid ended
The city has distributed

funds for tenant aid in thepast.
Dallas had a previous evic-

tion assistance initiative meant
to help tenants impacted by
COVID-19, which was funded
by the American Rescue Plan
Act. The initiative was a part-
nershipbetween theCityofDal-
las Office of Equity and Inclu-
sion and Legal Aid of North-
WestTexas.

COVID-19-related tenant
support programs such as the
Texas Rent Relief Program —
whichused federal funds topro-
vide assistance for tenants at
risk of eviction because of the
pandemic — ended in 2023 af-
ter all of the available funds
were distributed, according to
theTexasStateLawLibrary.

Jason Simon, vice president
of government affairs for the
Apartment Association of
GreaterDallas, said the associa-
tion advocated for rental assis-
tance policies during the pan-
demic.Hesaid it is thebestpoli-
cy solution.

“Our beliefmay be thatmost
tenants facing eviction don’t
necessarily need a lawyer, they
need rent money,” Simon said
“And lawyers aren’t rent. Our
perspective was if we could get
dollars into the hands of renters
to pay their rent, that would be
thebest kindof policy solution.”

Simon said legal defense
isn’t a core function of govern-
ment. He said rental assistance
helps people pay rent and keeps
clients housed while eviction
defensedelays theprocess.

Melton said this isn’t an ei-
ther-or situation.He saidDallas
isn’t currently considering a
rental assistance program and
that those efforts work better in
tandem with eviction defense
initiatives. During COVID-19,
lawyers stopped evictions and
ensured that landlords took the
rental assistance, he said.

After the pandemic, thou-
sands of Dallas County resi-
dents face evictions every year.
Eviction filings inDallasCounty
rose to their highest level in
2024, reaching about 50,000,
according to a report from the
ChildPovertyActionLab.

A previous rejection
The city put out a call for

proposals to fund eviction de-

fenseefforts inFebruary,but the
funding never reached organi-
zations.

Dallas had previously allo-
catedmoney to launch a $1mil-
lion program for eviction de-
fense and requested that orga-
nizations submit proposals in
February.

The Dallas Eviction Advoca-
cy Center, Legal Aid of North-
West Texas and Need a Break
Inc. submitted bids for the pro-
gram, according to city records.

However, City Council voted
in June to reject proposals for
the program, following a rec-
ommendation fromcity staff.

During the June meeting,
Thor Erickson, director of the
Office of Housing and Commu-
nity Empowerment, said the
applications were being reject-
ed because the office needed to
establish stronger performance
standards. Those included en-
suring a certain number of peo-
ple were being served and orga-
nizations were set up in Dallas
courts.

The city had awarded rec-
ommendations for two vendors,
JuanitaOrtiz, directorof theOf-
fice of Procurement Services,
said. One vendor didn’t agree to
the terms, and the city wasn’t
able to reach anagreementwith
the other vendor, Ortiz said.
That’s when the city realized it
had gaps in the program that
needed to be addressed, she
said.

The two primary pro bono
legal aid providers in Dallas are
the Dallas Eviction Advocacy
Center and Legal Aid of North-
West Texas, Ashley Flores, se-
nior director of theChild Pover-
tyActionLab, said.

Melton said he was expect-
ing the Dallas Eviction Advoca-
cy Center to get the full funding
allocated for eviction defense in
the2026budget.

He said he had gone to the
city asking it to contribute funds
to the organization’s eviction
defense efforts. Later, the city
asked organizations to submit
proposals for funding.

After submitting for the
funding, Melton said, he was
told by the city that his organi-
zation would be awarded
$500,000, instead of the full $1
million.Hesaid it surprisedhim
that the city would allocate half
of the money to another group
when his organization was do-
ing themajority of thework.

“We’re alreadydoingall of it,”
Melton said. “We’re already in

every court every day, standing
up and ready to represent every
single tenant that walks
through thedoor.”

The center represented ten-
ants in about 8,300 cases over a
12-month period ending in
June, according toMelton.

Flores said the lab used to
run a court observation pro-
gram with SMU law students
and that during that program
theadvocacycenter represented
the largest share of tenants.

When the proposalswere re-
jected,Melton said, the advoca-
cy center was left with a $1mil-
lion hole that it needed to fill.
The center’s budget is about
$2.5million,Meltonsaid.Other
funding for the center usually
comes from Dallas County and
private sources.

Without funds, Melton said,
hemayhaveto layoff staffmem-
bers, which would mean fewer
people are being represented in
court. “This operation doesn’t
operate on magic,” Melton said.
“It operates on cash.”

Merrit Klapperich, a deputy
director and attorney at Legal
Aid of NorthWest Texas, said
the city’s decision not to fund its
application during that funding
cycle was disappointing news.
Klapperich said the organiza-
tion is evaluating other funding
opportunities and partnerships
to sustain itswork.

Claiming the bill
The September budget revi-

sion took $500,000 in funding
that was originally allocated to
street outreach and moved it to
evictionadvocacy.

The city had allocated more
funds than its current contract
for street outreach, Erickson
said. The contract is nearly
$700,000, and the additional
funding would have been used
tohelp theprogramgrow.

That contract will stay fund-
ed, and $500,000 from the ad-
ditional funding will now be
used for eviction defense in-
stead, he said.

Council members also con-
sidered taking funds from the
city’s election fund or from
Flock camera funding but only
approved the city manager’s re-
vision.

Council member Cara Men-
delsohn said during the meet-
ing that eviction defense isn’t a
city function but that people on
the street, whom first respond-
ers are sent to help, is a city is-

sue.
In making the budget, Tol-

bert said this funding wasn’t
originally included because the
city determined that eviction

advocacy work could be sup-
ported through nonprofits and
DallasCounty funds.

When the Dallas Eviction
Advocacy Center first started, it

took only private dollars, Mel-
ton said.

The center’s goal is to help
people facing eviction, regard-
less of factors such as where
they live or their income. Gov-
ernment fundingcancomewith
red tape that requires an intake
process to ensure someone
qualifies, he said. In theminutes
before an eviction hearing, that
isn’t alwayspossible, he said.

Philanthropic funders want
organizations to seek a more
permanent funding source after
proving an initial concept, he
said. Meanwhile, government
sources want programs that
benefit the area to be funded
throughphilanthropy.

In search of permanent
funding sources, the center re-
ceived its firstgovernmentgrant
from Dallas County about two
years ago, he said. The center
submitted a proposal to the city
hoping to continue to find fund-
ing.

The county allocated $1mil-
lion to the center last year, and
the contract is up for renewal
soon,Melton said.Although the
organization serves the entire
county, about 60% of the ten-
ants the center serves in Dallas
County are from the city of Dal-
las.

He said other cities could
theoretically contribute, but
they represent only a small frac-
tion of the overall cases com-
pared with Dallas. He said the
center relies on being able to
represent every person in the
room and can’t get into a situa-
tion where cities are asking that
specific funds go to its residents.

DallasCityCouncilultimate-
ly included $500,000 for evic-
tion defense in its budget. The
city could put out a request for
proposals again as it allocates
those funds.

Now that funding has been
included, Melton said he looks
forward toworkingwith the city
butcontinues tobe frustratedby
theprocess.

City support for eviction defense an ongoing issue
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Faustino Ybarra shows a lease termination letter he received at Bonnie Apartments in Dallas’ Oak Cliff neighborhood in
August. In this budget cycle, the city landed on $500,000 for eviction defense, but it could be reluctant to do so again.
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Dallas had a previous eviction assistance initiative meant
to help tenants impacted by COVID-19.
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Mark Melton, talking with Lenita Dunlap, helped found the
Dallas Eviction Advocacy Center.


