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Introduction 

Arkansas is the only state in the U.S. without an implied warranty of habitability — a basic 

protection that holds landlords accountable for maintaining livable housing.1 Although there 

have been legislative efforts in recent years to ensure safe and sanitary living conditions for 

tenants of rental properties in Arkansas, those efforts have been limited. The state adopted 

minimum residential quality standards in 2021, but tenants still lack meaningful legal recourse 

when landlords fail to meet those standards.2 The substandard housing conditions that occur in 

the absence of enforceable habitability standards affect individual and community health. This 

explainer provides information on the impact of housing on health, the housing status of 

Arkansans, the effects on substandard or unstable housing on maternal and infant health, and 

policies designed to improve housing, including implied warranty of habitability. 

Housing Conditions 

Aging infrastructure, economic disparities, and rural-urban divides all contribute to the ongoing 

challenges of housing conditions in Arkansas. Individuals and families who rent property in the 

state may face challenges securing safe and healthy housing. Common problems include 

plumbing and electrical deficiencies, mold and mildew, pest infestations, poor insulation, and 

other environmental hazards.3 According to a 2017 health impact assessment by the Arkansas 

Community Institute and the Central Arkansas Re-Entry Coalition, tenants with limited financial 

resources are especially at risk, often remaining in hazardous conditions due to fear of 

retaliation, limited housing alternatives, or lack of knowledge about their rights. These 
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challenges are particularly pronounced for low-income renters, older adults, children, and 

pregnant women. 

Young people are especially vulnerable. On a single night in January 2024, Arkansas had the 

highest rate of unsheltered, unaccompanied youth in the nation at 66%, followed by California 

and Oregon, both at 60%.4 According to Arkansas Department of Education data, 295 children 

in the state were unsheltered during the 2024-25 school year.5 Research shows that those who 

grow up with unstable housing are more likely to be unhoused in the future.6  

Poor housing conditions can also disrupt family stability. Families experiencing eviction, unsafe 

living conditions, or frequent moves are more likely to encounter intervention by child protection 

systems.7 Housing challenges can increase parental stress and expose children to unsafe 

conditions. When children are removed from their homes, lack of stable housing can also delay 

reunification, as parents are often required to secure safe, adequate housing before regaining 

custody. Ensuring that families in Arkansas can remain together in safe, stable housing is not 

just a housing issue; it is important for family preservation and long-term child well-being. 

Why Housing Matters for Health 

Housing is a key driver of health, shaping exposure to risks and access to resources across 

every stage of life.8 In the United States, people who experience homelessness die nearly 30 

years earlier than the average American.9 A person’s environment influences access to 

education, employment, public safety, proper nutrition, medical care, and transportation.10 In 

Arkansas, deficits in these areas are linked with increased morbidity and reduced life 

expectancy, especially in certain parts of the state.11 For example, a more than 10-year 

difference in average life expectancy exists between Phillips County (68 years) and Benton 

County (78.8 years).12 Polk County, which is ranked as one of the worst counties in the state 

for severe housing problems, has a life expectancy of 72.6 years, two years below the average 

life expectancy in Arkansas and almost five years below the national average.13 

Poor housing conditions are also associated with health conditions such as asthma, heart 

disease, cancer, and respiratory illness.14 For children, unsafe housing can affect physical and 

mental health and interfere with academic performance. Research shows that even intermittent 
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periods of housing instability during childhood can elevate mental health risks later in life, and 

instability during the first three years of life has the strongest correlation with later poor health 

outcomes.15 Unsafe housing can also contribute to chronic stress in adults and families, which 

contributes to a wide range of poor physical and mental health outcomes. These challenges 

are often intensified for those with fewer resources. 

WHY HOUSING IS CRITICAL FOR EXPECTING FAMILIES  

Arkansas consistently ranks 

among the worst states in the 

nation for maternal and infant 

health outcomes.16 The state’s 

rates of both maternal 

mortality17 and infant mortality18 

typically are among the nation’s 

highest. 

Stable, safe housing is 

important for healthy 

pregnancies and healthy 

babies. Housing insecurity 

before or during pregnancy has 

been linked to higher levels of 

maternal stress and depressive symptoms, which in turn contribute to adverse birth 

outcomes.19 

A look at a single Arkansas county may help to illustrate the connection between housing and 

health. In Lee County, which is among the Arkansas counties with the highest rates of severe 

housing problems (see Figure 1), 19% of residents have at least one of four housing problems: 

overcrowding, high housing costs, lack of kitchen facilities, or lack of plumbing facilities.20 The 

county also has a high rate, 14%, of babies born with low birth weight.21 This striking overlap 

between housing deficiencies and poor infant outcomes highlights the importance of housing 

as a public health intervention point. Homelessness is both a cause and effect of health 

FIGURE 1: PERCENTAGE OF RESIDENTS WITH SEVERE 

HOUSING PROBLEMS BY COUNTY20 
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disparities in the state, and this bi-directional relationship is especially burdensome among 

vulnerable populations including mothers, infants, children, and seniors.22  

FIGURE 2: HEALTH EFFECTS OF HOUSING23,24

 

IMPACTS ON THE HEALTHCARE SYSTEM 

Unstable or substandard housing conditions also strain the healthcare system. Individuals 

living in inadequate housing are more likely to require emergency care or hospitalization for 

conditions that could have been prevented with safe, stable housing, such as asthma attacks, 

injuries, and chronic disease complications.23 A 2020 study found that poor housing quality is 
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associated with increased odds of both medical usage and hospitalization, even after 

controlling for income and insurance status.25 

Providing access to stable housing can improve health and reduce healthcare costs. A 2015 

study compared tenants residing in low-income public housing that had been redeveloped 

using sustainable, “green” construction practices with tenants whose housing had been 

renovated using traditional, “non-green” methods.26 The researchers found that new, 

environmentally friendly construction practices increase the self-reported general, physical, and 

mental health of tenants. 

Solutions That Support Healthy Housing 

Housing-related health issues can be decreased through multiple policy pathways at both the 

federal and state levels.  

MEDICAID SUPPORT FOR HOUSING-RELATED SERVICES 

States can address housing-related health issues through various Medicaid mechanisms, 

including waivers, state plan amendments, and managed care flexibilities.27 A 2018 survey 

conducted by the National Center for Healthy Housing found that 13 states provided Medicaid 

reimbursement for home-based asthma services, three states planned to begin providing 

reimbursement for these services within a year, and 19 states were exploring this option.28  

Arkansas has used a Section 1115 Medicaid demonstration waiver to implement a program 

called Life360 HOMEs that seeks to reduce homelessness by identifying young adults at high 

risk for long-term poverty and helping them build their emotional, physical, and social skills.29 

However, there remain significant opportunities to expand and align Medicaid policy to support 

housing-related interventions that improve health outcomes and reduce costs. For example, 

North Carolina became the first state to use community-based organizations to address the 

housing needs of Medicaid enrollees when it launched the Healthy Opportunities Pilots 

Program. The purpose of the program was to test and evaluate the impact of providing 

evidence-based, non-medical interventions related to the housing and other social needs of 

Medicaid enrollees.25 As of July 2025, the program is no longer being funded by the North 
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Carolina General Assembly, but it could still serve as an example for Arkansas. Key 

components of the program included: 

o Identifying variations in housing resources and needs. 

o Defining and pricing housing services in Medicaid. 

o Engaging diverse stakeholders across sectors. 

o Developing sustainable financial models. 

HOME-BASED INTERVENTIONS 

Home-based interventions are a strategy for improving health outcomes linked to housing 

conditions, particularly for children and families living in older or low-quality housing. These 

evidence-based approaches focus on reducing harmful exposures inside the home to improve 

health and reduce preventable medical costs. Examples include replacing windows to 

decrease lead dust throughout the household and installing mechanical ventilation to decrease 

indoor pollutants.  

Statistics suggest Arkansas would benefit from expanded home-based interventions. In 2021, 

112 children in Arkansas were reported to have elevated levels of lead in their blood.30 A study 

conducted in Chicago and funded by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development 

showed that replacing windows led to a significant decrease in lead dust throughout the 

household.31 On average, lead dust declined by 54%, and the percentage of children 

experiencing earaches, respiratory allergies, headaches, and uncomfortable indoor 

temperatures declined. There was also a predicted economic benefit of $2.5 million from gains 

in lifetime earnings due to avoided loss of IQ. 

Implementation of mechanical ventilation has also proved to be beneficial. A longitudinal study 

conducted in 152 affordable homes across multifamily properties in Chicago and New York City 

found that mechanical ventilation was effective in reducing levels of five common indoor 

pollutants and improving the respiratory and cardiovascular health of residents.32 

Housing improvements that address asthma triggers have proven cost-effective. A review by 

the Community Preventive Services Task Force found that home-based, multi-trigger, multi-

component interventions for children and teens with asthma improved quality of life, reduced 
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symptoms, and lowered healthcare use.33 Economic evaluations showed a return of $5.30 to 

$14 for every $1 invested. In Massachusetts, a Medicaid program offering home visits and 

environmental remediation for children with uncontrolled asthma resulted in fewer attacks, 

urgent care visits, and missed school days, along with a positive return on investment.34 

LEVERAGING HOSPITAL COMMUNITY BENEFIT SPENDING 

Home-based interventions have demonstrated promising outcomes on a small scale, but 

broader and more sustainable impacts can be achieved by leveraging nonprofit hospitals’ 

community benefit expenditures to support housing and health initiatives. Under federal tax 

law, nonprofit hospitals are required to invest in activities that address community needs.35 

While many assume that most of that investment goes to community health improvement 

activities and charity care, a national analysis found that in 2015, just 25% of total community 

benefit spending supported charity care and just 5% supported community health 

improvement, while the remaining 75% went toward Medicaid shortfalls, teaching, research, 

and subsidized services.36  

While large urban teaching hospitals often have the resources needed to support community 

health benefit programs, smaller rural hospitals typically have more limited resources. Given 

that approximately 44% of Arkansans live in rural areas, greater funding and support for 

hospital programs that target issues in the community such as poor or unstable housing, even 

if these investments are smaller than those in urban settings, could help address housing-

related health challenges in the state.37  

Hospitals can boost their community health benefit spending by, for example, screening 

patients for housing insecurity and connecting them to community organizations that can help. 

Some states have mandatory thresholds for community health benefit spending. Utah and 

Illinois require that nonprofit hospitals’ spending on community health improvement match or 

exceed, respectively, their property tax liability. Oregon has a community health benefit 

spending threshold that is revisited every two years.38 Policymakers could consider adopting a 

similar threshold in Arkansas as one way to address housing-related health issues. 
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Legal Landscape Related to Tenant Protections  

The federal government sets minimum property maintenance standards for housing receiving 

federal assistance, requires landlords to disclose lead hazards, and ensures fair housing 

without discrimination.39 However, there is no comprehensive national housing health code, 

and many health-related protections are left to state and local jurisdictions. 

As noted above, Arkansans are particularly vulnerable because Arkansas is the only state 

without a statewide basic tenant rights law — an implied warranty of habitability — requiring 

landlords to maintain a habitable rental property.1 This absence leaves many tenants with 

limited recourse when faced with serious housing deficiencies such as structural hazards, 

mold, faulty plumbing or wiring, or heating failures. 

Arkansas Act 1052 of 202140 marked progress by establishing minimum residential quality 

standards for rental agreements — such as access to hot and cold running water, functioning 

electrical and plumbing systems, and functional roofing — but the law does not provide tenants 

with an avenue to enforce those standards in court.41 If a landlord fails to meet these 

obligations, the tenant’s only option under the law is to terminate the lease without penalty. 

Some cities, including Little Rock, have taken additional steps. Arkansas’s capital city has 

codified key tenant protections for multi-family housing, including the provision of hot and cold 

water, plumbing, heating and air conditioning, and a functioning roof, in addition to general 

maintenance.42 However, such protections are limited to specific localities, and many rural 

areas and small towns in Arkansas lack housing codes altogether. 

This lack of statewide protections is especially concerning given that 40% of Arkansas homes 

were built prior to 1978, increasing the risk of lead exposure, poor insulation, and outdated 

infrastructure.43 Without statewide enforceable habitability standards, tenants in substandard 

housing — particularly those with fewer financial resources — often have no formal path to 

demand safe, healthy living conditions. Despite multiple legislative attempts over the past 

decade, Arkansas has yet to adopt comprehensive renter protections to ensure habitability. 
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Conclusion 

Arkansas is an outlier in the U.S. in regard to basic tenant protections from poor living 

conditions, which can lead to poor health outcomes. Establishing regulatory protections like 

those in other states could improve clinical outcomes, reduce medical costs, and increase 

tenants’ overall health and well-being. Potential savings resulting from fewer days of missed 

work and school and more appropriate medical utilization could offset the costs of improving 

housing conditions in Arkansas. 
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