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Executive Summary

During the foreclosure crisis, hundreds of thousands of Californians were forced out of their homes, 
only to face skyrocketing rents. Housing costs are now catastrophically high, forcing many families 
to choose between paying rent and buying necessities like food and medicine, and pushing others 
into shelters or onto the street. Low income people of color are among the most vulnerable renters in 
this crisis. California legislators have introduced myriad bills to address the problem, but most of the 
enacted bills tackle housing production, while few offer relief for California’s 17.5 million struggling 
renters.1  Why have legislators implemented so few policies that would help the 17.5 million Californians 
who rent? One answer may lie in the vast amounts of money the real estate industry has poured into 
state politics in the last decade.  

Since 2008, the largest real estate lobbying groups in California have spent a staggering $110.3 
million to elect candidates and decide the fate of legislation in line with their members’ interests. 
The California Building Industry Association (CBIA), the California Apartment Association (CAA), and the 
California Association of Realtors (CAR), were amongst the biggest political spenders year after year. 
These groups represent some of the largest real estate investors, developers, and property managers 
in the world, and consistently rank among the biggest political spenders in the state, along with heavy 
hitters like Chevron and the California Chamber of Commerce.

The deck is stacked against renters. Corporate landlords, real estate developers and investors, and 
the lobbying groups that do their bidding outspend tenant advocates by millions. No one on the pro-
tenant side can come close to matching the scale of political spending the CAR, CAA and CBIA have 
sustained over the last decade. Simply put, protections for California renters aren’t profitable for the 
real estate industry, and the groups with the financial resources to exert influence on state policy are 
dedicated to protecting the industry’s profit margins.

›› Between 2008 and 2018, the CAR, CBIA, and CAA spent $10.7 million to elect state 
lawmakers friendly to their business interests.

›› Since 2008 the CAA, CAR, and CBIA spent over $44.7 million to influence whether 
legislation lives or dies. 

›› During the 2017-2018 session alone these three entities spent $7.6 million lobbying  
for or against legislation in their members’ business interests.

›› In the 2018 Prop 10 fight, the CAR contributed $8 million, and corporations with 
representation on the CAA’s board contributed $25.7 million to multiple PACs.

We can’t allow lobbyists representing some of the world’s largest real estate investors, developers 
and property managers to set the housing policy agenda for the state of California. For too long, 
they have used their money and influence to promote a profit-driven approach at the expense of 
less lucrative, but necessary tenant protections. Renters in California need legislators to stand up to 
the greed of the real estate industry and advance policies that protect the rights of the millions of 
Californians who rent.
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California’s housing crisis requires a comprehensive set of solutions that accounts for the fact that 
different aspects of our crisis require different solutions.

We recommend:

1.	 State level legislation allowing local governments to set reasonable rent protections. 
This is the single most important policy solution. Combined with proposed 
protections against rent gouging, such legislation could stabilize rents in California 
cities.

2.	 “Just-cause” eviction. California’s no-cause evictions are contributing to 
homelessness and wreaking havoc on people’s lives. 

3.	 Emergency rental assistance to support tenants through rent increases or sudden 
unanticipated expenses, thus preventing the unnecessary trauma of displacement 
and homelessness.

4.	 Prohibition on source of income discrimination, preventing landlords from refusing 
to rent to people whose payment, in part comes from government-issued rental 
housing vouchers, such as Section 8.

California’s housing situation has been dire for years, but there are tangible policy solutions legislators 
can advance to offer necessary relief to renters. Lawmakers need to decide whether or not they 
agree that all Californians deserve to live in safe and stable housing in the cities and communities 
they call home.
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During the foreclosure crisis, hundreds of thousands of California families were forced out of their 
homes, only to face skyrocketing rents. Housing costs are now catastrophically high despite stagnant 
wages, forcing many families to choose between paying rent and buying necessities like food and 
medicine, and pushing others into shelters or onto the street. The federal government defines housing 
as affordable if it costs no more than 30% of a household’s income. Over half of California’s 17.5 
million renters2  are “rent burdened,” meaning they pay more than 30% of their income on rent. Low 
income people of color are particularly at risk.  48% of white renters are considered “rent burdened,” 
compared to 59% of Black renters and 57% of Latinx renters.3  California allows landlords to evict 
tenants without providing a reason, which has contributed to an eviction epidemic; nearly 500,000 
households faced eviction between 2014-2016.4  Black renters are the most likely to face eviction 
nationally,5  particularly low income Black women.6 

California legislators have introduced myriad bills to address the housing crisis. However, most of 
the bills enacted tackle housing production, which is just one of three policy arenas where action is 
needed.7   The other two arenas of policy, protection and preservation, are less financially lucrative 
for the real estate industry, but necessary to offer relief to struggling tenants now. Protection policies 
include measures like rent control, “just cause” eviction laws, and “fair chance” housing ordinances 
that ensure renters at risk of homelessness or discrimination have rights and support. Preservation 
policies speak to the need to maintain current affordable housing stock at risk of converting to market 
rate or luxury housing. The production of new housing does not address these immediate needs, and 
each year the number of units built (even with new funding) is paltry relative to the millions of families 
struggling under sky-high rents. 

Why have legislators implemented so few policies that would help the 17.5 million Californians who 
rent?  One answer may lie in the vast amounts of money the industry has poured into state politics 
in the last decade.8  This report examines campaign contribution and lobbying expense data from 
several publicly available sources to chart the industry’s sustained spending over the last decade.9

Since 2008, the largest real estate lobbying groups in California have spent a staggering $110.3 
million to elect candidates and decide the fate of legislation in line with their members’ interests. 
The California Building Industry Association (CBIA), the California Apartment Association (CAA), and 
the California Association of Realtors (CAR), were amongst the biggest political spenders year after 
year. These entities represent some of the largest real estate investors, developers and property 
managers in the world, and consistently rank among the biggest political spenders in the state, along 
with heavy hitters like Chevron and the California Chamber of Commerce.10  These groups wield 
influence by collecting huge sums of money from their members, and directing these millions to 
promote a housing agenda that prioritizes their members’ financial returns at a moment of crisis for 
California residents.

The deck is stacked against renters. Corporate landlords, real estate developers and investors, and the 
lobbying groups that do their bidding outspend tenant advocates by millions. No one on the pro-tenant 
side can come close to matching the scale of political spending the CAR, CAA and CBIA have sustained 
over the last decade. A sample of some of the larger affordable housing advocacy and homelessness 
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prevention organizations shows a total of just $842,000 spent lobbying at the state since 2008. That 
means that for every dollar spent by these advocates, the industry has spent $131. An already brutal 
housing market is made worse by the fact that the groups with the financial resources to exert influence 
on state policy are dedicated to protecting the real estate industry’s profit margins.

We can’t allow lobbyists representing some of the largest real estate investors, developers and property 
managers in the world to set the policy agenda. While housing pressures continue to escalate for 
California renters, organizations like the California Apartment Association brag about their track record 
“defeating onerous proposals that threaten the rental housing industry,” 11 including state and local “just 
cause” eviction laws that would protect renters from unwarranted evictions. The CBIA categorizes bills 
into “Housing Killers” and “Housing Creators.” 12  In defining a bill as a “killer” or “creator”- good for the 
industry, or bad -  they look at whether the bill will “balance the housing crisis unfairly on the backs 
of a few versus a more egalitarian distribution”.13  Presumably, the CBIA is concerned about bills that 
might benefit California’s 17.5 million renters in a way that reduces the ability of the relative few in the 
industry to profit from the crisis. But ordinary Californians, and especially lower income Black and 
Latinx communities, have disproportionately borne the brunt of the state’s housing crisis for years.14

The fact is, tenant protections do not generate profit for the housing and real estate industries, and 
a dearth of protections for tenants enables predatory practices to continue unabated. The profit 
motivation of the industry is thus in tension with the needs of California renters. Ordinary people 
struggling just to make rent don’t have millions to spend lobbying lawmakers year after year – these 
Californians need state lawmakers to stand up for them in spite of the pressure these legislators may 
feel from the industry. 

Real Estate Industry Groups Spend Millions to Influence California Elections
Between 2008 and 2018, the California Association of Realtors consistently ranked as the top campaign 
spender from the finance, insurance, and real estate sectors 15  spending $6.7 million between 2008 
and 2018 on California Assembly, Senate, and statewide candidates.16  Their peers, the California 
Apartment Association spent nearly $1.9 million, and the California Building Industry Association spent 
over $2.1 million in campaign contributions over the same period. Together, these three entities have 
spent $10.7 million to elect lawmakers friendly to their business interests. Another consistent top 
spender, the Western Manufactured Housing Communities Association, spent just under $1.9 million 
since 2008 to advance the interests of manufactured community owners, operators, and developers.17  



Leveling the Playing Field: 
How California Lawmakers Can Stand up to the Real Estate Industry to Protect Tenants 

 5 

Including the Western Manufactured Housing Communities Association, these entities have spent in 
excess of $12.6 million to influence election outcomes since 2008. 

The table below reflects campaign spending by the CAA, CBIA, and CAR during the 2016 and 2018 
election cycles. Together, these three associations spent more than $3.9 million in the last two 
election cycles alone.

Table 1: Statewide Campaign Contributions by Real Estate Industry Groups, 2016-2018

California Apartment  
Association

California Association  
of Realtors

California Building  
Industry Association

2016 $405,050 $1,093,200 $364,474

2018 $452,680 $1,141,400 $445,250

Total $857,730 $2,234,600 $809,724

By contrast, organizations lobbying for affordable housing and homelessness prevention have not 
contributed to any candidates in any election since 2008, and most have non-profit 501(c)(3) tax 
status that legally bars them from making campaign contributions.  

Real Estate Industry Groups Spend Millions to Shape Legislation in their Interests 18

Between 2007 and 2018, the California Apartment Association spent $9.7 million lobbying to promote 
or kill proposed legislation in Sacramento. Over the same period, the California Association of Realtors 
spent nearly $14.9 million and the California Building Industry Association spent more than $20.5 million. 
Together the CAA, CAR, and CBIA, acting on behalf of the corporate interests they represent, spent more 
than $44.7 million to influence whether legislation lives or dies since 2008. Over the 2017-2018 legislative 
session these three entities spent a combined $7.6 million: $1.8 million by the California Apartment 
Association, $2.6 million by the California Building Industry Association, and $3.2 million by the California 
Association of Realtors.

The volume of housing focused bills has steadily increased since 2008, with a spike in the number of 
bills filed during the 2017-2018 legislative session. Bills have addressed relaxing environmental reviews, 
overriding local zoning control, property taxes tied to transfers of ownership, price gouging related to 
disasters, evictions, rent control, development standards, transit-oriented development, and funding 
for affordable housing. Corresponding with the increase in legislation introduced, the CAR’s lobbying 
spending increased 44% between 2014 and 2018.
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Ballot Measures: The Proposition 10 Fight

The Proposition 10 fight to repeal Costa-Hawkins, the state law limiting local rent control, 
featured many of the same players who have used their money to influence elections and 
legislation over the last decade. This proposition would have created the opportunity for 
local renter protection and affordable housing preservation, but the real estate industry 
fought this measure hard. The California Association of Realtors Issues Mobilization PAC 
contributed $8 million alone ($4 million to two different PACs), and corporations with 
representation on the California Apartment Association’s board contributed $25.7 million 
to PACs. The largest of five anti-Prop 10 PACs raised over $53 million.

While a significant amount of money was raised in support of Prop 10, these 
contributions were nearly $30 million less than the real estate sector’s PAC 
contributions. $23 million of the $25 million to support Prop 10 came from a single 
donor, the AIDS Healthcare Foundation, which does not have a sustained history of 
financially backing housing initiatives. This is a sharp contrast with the real estate 
industry’s millions spent over the past decade to defeat pro-tenant legislation.

Recommendations: A Way Out of the Crisis
California’s housing crisis requires a comprehensive set of solutions that doesn’t prioritize housing 
production to the exclusion of less lucrative strategies like tenant protection and the preservation 
of affordable housing. The varied aspects of our crisis require tailored solutions. However, the 
scale of money in politics promoting a highly profitable production-centered agenda without 
tenant protections raises the question: To whom are legislators accountable? Short of reforming 
the landscape of campaign contributions and lobbying, California’s elected representatives should 
launch a major initiative to provide immediate relief to struggling renters caught in the growing gulf 
between increasing housing costs and stagnant incomes. 

We recommend adding sorely needed tenant protections through the following policy initiatives:

1.	 Legislation allowing local governments to set reasonable rent protections.  
This is the single most impactful action the state could take, layered on top of the proposed 
statewide prohibition on rent gouging. Rent protections are the only way to curb predatory rent 
increases and quickly offer relief to renters at scale without a massive outlay of public funding. 

2.	 “Just-cause” eviction policies to prevent displacement driven by landlord greed.  
Such policies require landlords to provide a justification for an eviction. A strong just cause 
policy should also require financial relocation assistance in no-fault evictions where the tenant 
has done nothing wrong, and establish the right to counsel to ensure that court decisions on 
evictions are fair and tenants have a fighting chance.

3.	 Emergency rental assistance to support tenants through rent increases or sudden unanticipated 
expenses, thus preventing the unnecessary trauma of displacement and homelessness.

4.	 Prohibit source of income discrimination, in an effort to prevent landlords from refusing 
to rent to people whose payment, in part, comes from government-issued rental housing 
vouchers, such as Section 8.  
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ACRE would like to acknowledge the critical role the National Institute on Money in 

Politics, as well as the California State Lobbying Search tool play in supporting research 

that exposes who uses financial contributions to set policy at all scales of government.

California’s housing situation has been dire for years, but fortunately there are tangible policy solutions 
legislators can advance to offer necessary relief to renters, and in particular Black and Latinx renters, 
who feel, and have felt, the pressure most. Lawmakers need to decide whether or not they agree that all 
Californians deserve to live in safe and stable housing in the cities and communities they call home.
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