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Best Prac ces in Controlling    
Bedbugs: What Advocates and 
Housing Providers Should Know 
 
     The Centers for Disease Control and Preven on 
(CDC), the Environmental Protec on Agency (EPA) 
and the Department of Housing and Urban Devel-
opment (HUD) have seen drama c increases in 
complaints concerning bedbugs. Experts suspect 
that the resurgence is associated in part with 
greater interna onal and domes c travel, lack of 
knowledge regarding the complex measures need-
ed to prevent and control bedbugs, and increased 
resistance of bedbugs to available pes cides.  
     For domes c violence agencies opera ng shel-
ters and transi onal housing programs, bedbugs 
are a concern not only because of the impact on 
residents’ comfort, but also because of the costs 
associated with extermina on efforts. Media re-
ports indicate that several domes c violence shel-
ters have been affected by bedbug infesta ons, 
forcing some programs to temporarily evacuate 
residents and dispose of ma resses, bedding, and 
wooden furniture. 
     Eradica ng these pests from affected units can 
be costly, and preven ng re-infesta on can be 
frustra ng, because bedbugs easily travel from 
one unit to another, through no fault of the resi-
dents. The epidemic has caused great confusion 
among housing providers and residents struggling 
to find the best ways to control and eliminate the 
infesta ons. In some cases, the confusion has re-
sulted in erroneous evic ons. Federal government 
agencies have devised best prac ces for housing 
providers and residents experiencing infesta ons. 

This ar cle highlights some of these recommenda-
ons. 

 
What Are Bedbugs? 
 
     Bedbugs are external parasites that feed on 
human blood. They amass in apartments, shelters, 
hotels, nursing homes, hospitals, buses, trains and 
other areas where people frequently sleep. During 
the day, they can hide in ma ress seams, 
bedframes, headboards, wall cracks or screw 
holes, or any clu er or objects around a bed. They 
spread from home to home by hitchhiking on peo-
ple, or in their luggage or clothing. Thus, bedbugs 
are o en unknowingly transported from one 
home to another, making it difficult to assign re-
sponsibility for new infesta ons. HUD has stated 
that although clu er can provide more places for 
bugs to hide, the presence of bedbugs is not a 
mark of poor sanita on. Bedbugs do not transmit 
disease to humans, but they can cause other 
health problems, such as allergic reac ons, sec-
ondary infec ons, anxiety and insomnia. 
 
Why Are Bedbugs Difficult to Eliminate? 
 
     Elimina ng bedbugs can be more expensive 
than elimina ng other pests because it requires 
mul ple visits by a licensed exterminator. Control 
in mul family housing, such as domes c violence 
shelters and transi onal housing facili es, is much 
more difficult than in single-family homes because 
bedbugs frequently travel between units, either 
by direct transport by humans or through voids in 
the walls. As a result, there are addi onal costs 
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and complexi es associated with coordina ng and 
encouraging par cipa on from mul ple residents. 
Thus, controlling infesta ons in mul family hous-
ing requires heightened coopera on and diligence 
from housing providers and residents. 
 
What Can I Do? 
 
     For housing providers and residents, the follow-
ing sec on highlights recommenda ons made by 
the CDC, EPA and HUD to address bedbugs. 
     Integrated Pest Management Plans. Housing 
providers should develop integrated pest manage-
ment (IPM) plans, which are comprehensive ap-
proaches for comba ng bedbugs. A good IPM plan 
calls upon management and residents to cooper-
ate in preventa ve and treatment measures. 
These measures include educa ng staff and resi-
dents in iden fying, repor ng and responding to 
bedbug problems, monitoring and inspec ng 
units, reducing clu er and cleaning all items with-
in an infested area, sealing off cracks and holes, 
professionally applying pes cides and/or heat 
treatment to affected areas, and laundering lin-
ens. 
     Tenant Coopera on and Educa on. Residents 
are the first line of defense against bedbugs. 
Therefore, housing providers should work closely 
with residents and strongly encourage them to 
cooperate with management to eliminate infesta-

ons. Some housing providers have found that 
community educa on can play a key role in 
ge ng residents to follow IPM plans. For exam-
ple, housing providers should train residents how 
to report the suspicion of possible bedbugs in a 
housing unit or other areas of the property. They 
should also educate residents about their preven-
ta ve responsibili es, such as reducing unreason-
able clu er, checking bedrooms frequently, and 
laundering linens regularly to discourage bedbugs 
from se ling. Furthermore, residents should be 
encouraged to cooperate in treatment efforts by 
allowing their clothing and furniture to be heat-
treated, and by not placing infested furniture or 
other items in common areas. Housing providers 
should not discourage resident coopera on by 

assigning blame for infesta ons, nor should resi-
dents be punished by evic on or being charged 
for treatment efforts.  
     Prompt Response to Reports. Housing provid-
ers should respond urgently to any resident’s re-
port of bedbugs. Preferably within 24 hours, they 
should contact the resident with informa on and 
recommend immediate treatment measures. 
Within a reasonable me a er the report, a 
trained staff member or pest control professional 
should inspect the infested unit, as well as units to 
the le , right, above and below. If the inspec on 
confirms infesta on, then the infested unit and 
the surrounding units should be treated according 
to the IPM plan, with the length, frequency, and 
method of treatments depending on the severity 
and complexity of the infesta on and resident 
coopera on. If possible, the treatment should 
start within a few days of the inspec on. To treat 
recurring infesta ons, housing providers could 
require non-chemical treatment of a new resi-
dent’s furniture upon move-in, and some domes-

c violence programs have taken this approach. 
Residents should not be charged for these ser-
vices. P 
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For technical assistance or requests for  
trainings or materials, please contact: 

 

Karlo Ng, kng@nhlp.org 
Catherine Bishop, cbishop@nhlp.org 

Na onal Housing Law Project 
703 Market Street Ste. 2000 

San Francisco, CA 94103 
Phone: (415) 546-7000, x. 3116 
www.nhlp.org/OVWgrantees 

 

This project was supported by Grant No. 2008‐TA‐AX‐
K030 awarded by the Office on Violence Against Women, 
U.S. Department of Jus ce. The opinions, findings, conclu‐

sions, and recommenda ons expressed in this publica‐
on/program/exhibi on are those of the author(s) and do 
not necessarily reflect the views of the Department of 

Jus ce, Office on Violence Against Women. 

Technical Assistance Ques ons of 
the Month: Cost of Lock Changes;  
Evic ons from Shelters 
 
Q. I have a client who needs to change her locks 
due to domes c violence. The landlord said it is 
fine for her to do this, but that she is responsible 
for the costs. The client cannot afford to pay for 
the lock change. What can she do? 
 
A. The answer to this ques on will depend on 
your state’s landlord-tenant laws. You should first 
consult state law to determine whether your juris-
dic on has a law requiring owners to change the 
locks if necessary due to domes c violence and, if 
so, which party is responsible for paying. Na onal 
Housing Law Project has a compendium of these 
state laws at h p://www.nhlp.org/node/1436. If 
your state does not have such a law, the landlord 
s ll may have a duty under the common law to 
take reasonable precau ons to protect tenants. 
Ask a housing advocate for assistance in research-
ing whether such a duty exists in your jurisdic on. 
If the landlord does have a common law duty to 
protect his or her tenants, you can cau on the 
landlord that failure to change the locks could ex-
pose the landlord to liability if the abuser returns 
and harms your client. You also may want to em-
phasize to the landlord that the cost of a lock 
change is rela vely minor when compared to the 
poten al harm to the tenant and damage to the 
unit that may result if the locks are not changed. 
Addi onally, in some states, vic m compensa on 
funds may cover lock changes. If it is prac cal to 
do so, you also could use the restraining order 
process to seek an order requiring that the abuser 
provide funds to the landlord to change the locks 
or reimburse the client for these costs. 
 
Q. What procedures must a domes c violence 
shelter follow before termina ng a resident’s   
tenancy? 
 
A. There is no one-size-fits-all answer to this ques-

on. It will depend on your state and local land-
lord-tenant laws, as well as the type of funding 

that the shelter receives. Researching the shelter’s 
funding sources is a good place to start. For exam-
ple, the Department of Housing and Urban Devel-
opment (HUD) has issued regula ons se ng forth 
the basic procedures that must be followed by 
programs receiving Con nuum of Care Program or 
Emergency Solu ons Grant funds. Addi onally, if 
the shelter is receiving state or local funds, its 
grant agreement with the funder or state and lo-
cal regula ons may set requirements for termi-
na ng a resident’s assistance. At a minimum, due 
process may require that a shelter receiving gov-
ernment funds give residents a wri en no ce and 
a mee ng before being terminated from the pro-
gram. This could be sa sfied by giving the resident 
a wri en reason why she is being terminated 
(ideally explaining which program rule was violat-
ed), and an opportunity to discuss the grounds for 
termina on with someone other than the ini al 
person who made the termina on decision. A er 
the mee ng, the resident should receive a wri en 
explana on as to why or why not the termina on 
decision was upheld. In addi on to researching 
funding sources, you also may need to contact a 
housing advocate to determine how and when a 
landlord-tenant rela onship is formed in your 
state. For example, some states consider factors 
such as the length of an occupant’s stay, or 
whether the occupant paid any rent or fees. P 


