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Actors in the Agenda Setting Process
Virginia Code 55 – 225.3   Habitability Law in Virginia
	Official actors in the policy making process have the responsibility and the power to make decisions by law and the Constitution.  The Legislative Branch, Executive Branch, and the Judicial Branch are considered official actors.  
	For Virginia Code 55-225.3, the main official actor of the Legislative Branch is the Virginia General Assembly.  The Virginia House of Delegates are legislators that introduce bills and make laws.  They also have meetings, hearings, fund-raising events, news media interviews, and communicate with constituents about upcoming public policies.  General Assembly members political party affiliation (Republican or Democrat) may play a part in whether votes will be available for the bill to be passed.  Tensions between parties could influence someone vote.  
	Eleventh District Delegate Sam Rasoul from Roanoke referred Virginia Code 55-225.3 to the Committee on General Laws on January 9, 2019 (Bill tracking, retrieved July 10, 2023).   There were many changes to the wording within the bill.  One example of a change in the wording was that the landlord must fully comply with the minimum standards set forth in the International Property Maintenance Code and any additional requirements of applicable building and housing codes materially affecting health and safety (Bill tracking, retrieved July 10, 2023). Most of the bill set forth compliance expectations of the landlord.  
	Virginia Local Governments, specifically County Board of Supervisors and City Managers, are responsible for executing the laws for Virginia Code 55-225.3 Habitability Law.   Local Government Managers have a direct influence on the habitability law and the agenda setting.  Each state has its own laws concerning rental guidelines.  In Virginia, landlords have the right to collect rent payments, security deposits, and terminate the tenancy if the tenant does not comply (Virginia, retrieved July 10, 2023).  Landlords in Virginia must provide a tenant property in good condition and respond to repair requests in a timely manner (Virginia, retrieved July 10, 2023).
	The official actor of the Executive Branch is the Governor.  The Governor ensures laws are faithfully executed and oversees executive orders.  They will also address public concerns as necessary.  The Governor will be specifically concerned about the dwellings that citizens are living in being unsafe.
	For the Judicial Branch, the courts have the final word in the creation of laws and they determine the acceptable application of many policies.  Many court filings have been done between a landlord and tenant to settle a dispute. 
	Unofficial actors in the policy making process do not have any legal authority but are interested in protecting or promoting the interests of others or themselves.  The unofficial actors of the Virginia Code 55-225.3 Habitability Law are shown below along with their interest in the subject and their effect in the policy making process.   
	Unofficial Actor
	Interests
	Effect

	Landlord Association 
	Represents the rental housing industry by providing legislative and advocacy services.  
	Positive

	Tenants/Citizens
	Due a safe and secure place to live.
	Positive

	Virginia Department of Housing and Community Development (DHCD)
	Provides resources for community development and housing needs.  Provides programs to ensure the health, safety, and welfare of citizens through grants, housing credits, zoning, building codes, etc.
	Positive

	Zoning Departments
	Regulates real estate for intended purposes (resident or business use)
	Positive

	Building Contractors
	Responsible for the construction site and materials used to construct a building.
	Positive

	Utility Department
	Provides the community with electricity and water.
	Positive

	Insurance Companies
	Provides rental insurance to tenants, provides accident/liability/property insurance to landlords.
	Positive

	Attorneys
	Provide legal advice and creates real estate contracts
	Positive

	Media
	Plays a “watchdog” role in ensuring government is not abused. Media coverage plays an important part in informing the public about important issues.
	Neutral

	Interest Groups
	Ensures that residents have a voice and are heard.  Ensures a common interest to a public policy.
	Positive or Negative

	Local Businesses
	Supply goods and services to citizens who live in the community.
	Positive

	Churches
	Members of the community who are concerned about the welfare of their church members.
	Positive



	All of these unofficial actors are aware of the responsibility of landlords to provide proper maintenance and upgrades to their buildings.  Community services such as the Utility Department expect pipes and lines to be in working order to eliminate wasteful use of electricity and water.  Local businesses and churches thrive when their members are having their basic needs met at home.  People are more giving, helpful to others, and have goals to look forward to (Action, retrieved July 11, 2023).  
	The Virginia Housing and Community Development Department (DHCD) has an Eviction Reduction Program to help detour evictions.  The program provides flexible financial assistance for those who are at risk of eviction, eviction preventive services, and mediation between landlords and tenants (Virginia, retrieved July 12, 2023).  DHCD also provides assistance to first-time home-buyers and tax credit programs to improve access to affordable housing (Virginia, retrieved July 12, 2023).  The DHCD has a lot of influence with the General Assembly to ensure funding is met to provide for these programs.  
	Building Contractors must be aware of the safety guidelines after the project is complete since people will be occupying the buildings.  In Virginia Beach, two infants were killed in two separate incidents (three months apart) due to window screens not being properly secured to the apartment building.  The families felt the property manager and the building owner should have known the windows were dangerous especially since this was the second occurrence (Family, retrieved July 10, 2023).
	The Landlord Association can provide essential resources to help landlords better understand their responsibility to provide appropriate housing.  The Association can also provide landlords with attorneys who specialize in tenant complaints.  The Association is a firm supporter in landlord rights.
	In the Agenda Universe, “all ideas could arise and be discussed in a society or political system” (Birkland, p. 211).  Agenda setting in the policy making process is crucial to the process of identifying the problem.   The group who can create and promote the most effective depiction of an issue has an advantage in the battle over what will be done about the problem (Brikland, p.220).  In this case, the Habitability Law is being influenced mostly by political elites and interest groups who want to ensure tenant safety.  Less powerful groups can use grassroots efforts to try to overcome the difference in influence in more powerful groups.  Funding is often difficult for these individuals so it would be vital for them to directly sway their House of Delegates representative or local government officials.   
	Strategic aspects of the problem definition include using a focusing event to bring awareness of a topic.  One example occurred in Lynchburg, Virginia.  An apartment complex caught on fire due to poor wiring of a bathroom exhaust fan affecting ten apartments (Residents, retrieved July 14, 2023).  This is a fundamental reason the Habitability Law was created to ensure landlords are doing proper maintenance on their buildings.  
	Another strategic approach is using symbols. Several examples for the Habitability Law include the image of a child holding a blanket during an apartment fire, someone’s death or the death of a beloved pet, or someone hurt falling down dilapidated steps.  All of these images help to advance their argument that landlord oversight is needed.  
	Problem indicators also help make the point of change by using aggregate data.  The use of numbers in policy debates appear to have realistic value to some members of interest groups.  Recently, two Virginia landlords had to pay $225,000 in violations due to the Service-members Civil Relief Act.  In this case, a service member was unjustly evicted from their apartments because they failed to identify them as members of the military (Department. Retrieved July 14, 2023).  The fine was a significant amount of money that could have been prevented if the landlord had known the legal requirement of listing his military status in the lease agreement.
	“Changes in indicators and focusing events may bring the issue to greater knowledge and policy-maker attention and at the same time may induce groups to form coalitions to promote their common interests.  These coalitions can attract greater attention from policy makers and create greater access to the policy-making process, thereby balancing the power of the elites” (Birkland, p.235).  The unofficial actors can use venues to establish a connection with policy makers such as the media and other regulatory agencies.  They can present their case in front of congressional committees and subcommittees.  Other agencies that might find their topic sympathetic, or they may find it easier to advance the topic at the local level instead of the state.  Groups that use their power effectively are often more successful getting their agenda passed.
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