Chapter 2
Case Study B: Federal Housing Policies Impacting Low-Income Communities

In 1990, the U.S. Congress passed a new federal housing policy called the Cranston-Gonzales National Affordable Housing Act (Karger & Stoesz, 2005). The overall goals of the new law were to

· decentralize federal housing policy;

· use nonprofit sponsors to help develop and implement housing services (community housing development organizations);

· link housing assistance more closely with social services;

· facilitate home ownership for low- and moderate-income households;

· preserve existing federally subsidized housing; and
· initiate cost sharing among federal, state, and local government and nonprofits.

The law created block grants for state and local governments through two programs called Home Opportunities Made Equal (HOME) and Homeownership and Opportunity for People Everywhere (HOPE).

· The goal of the HOME Investment Partnerships Program was to increase the supply of affordable housing units, targeting low-income households. The law required that 15% of funds be used for projects sponsored by community housing development organizations (which are similar to community development corporations). Funds could be used for tenant-based rental assistance, property acquisition or rehabilitation, or new construction (for more information on HOME, see http://www.hud.gov/offices/cpd/affordablehousing/index.cfm).

· The HOPE program. One of the programs, HOPE VI, aimed to improve neighborhood conditions by revitalizing distressed public housing com­munities (creating mixed income communities in their place), and assisting residents with moving to better housing in less distressed neighborhoods through the use of Section 8 housing vouchers (for more information on HOPE VI, see http://www.hud.gov/offices/pih/programs/ ph/hope6/about/).

One of the more controversial components of the new law was HOPE VI and its provision to tear down existing public housing communities and replace them with mixed-income communities. One of the main reasons for instituting this policy change was the argument that many federally subsidized rental units had been clustered in poor inner-city neigh­borhoods, which actually raised their rates of poverty and accompanying problems (Urban Institute, n.d.). Research by William Julius Wilson (1987) and others also demonstrated the negative impact of living in poor communities, including poor educational and mental health outcomes, and increased teen pregnancy, delinquency, and crime (Levanthal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000). For example, Brooks-Gunn and colleagues (1993) found that children growing up in low-income neighborhoods had lower IQs, more teenage births, and higher school dropout rates than children growing up in affluent neighborhoods, even when family-level differences were controlled. Furthermore, research showed that black and white adolescents living in the worst neighborhoods in large cities experienced a sharply higher risk of dropping out of school, even after controlling for individual characteristics (Crane, 1991). Several national and regional studies also found that residing in low-income neighborhoods was associated with higher rates of criminal and delinquent behavior (Sampson & Groves, 1989; Simons, Johnson, Beaman, Conger, & Whitbeck, 1996).

As of 2005, the HOPE IV program had spent $5 billion to replace public housing projects with mixed-income housing, including awarding 446 grants since 1992 to 166 cities (Urban Institute, n.d.). Approximately 63,100 severely distressed units had been demolished, and 20,300 were slated for redevelopment. The program was successful in leveraging billions of dollars in other public, private, and philanthropic investments. Many HOPE IV projects offer high-quality, mixed-income living environments and contribute to the health and vitality of surrounding neighborhoods (Urban Institute, n.d.). However, there have been mixed results regarding what happens to former residents of demolished public housing projects. A HOPE VI panel study conducted by the Urban Institute (n.d.) in five public housing developments in Atlantic City, Chicago, Durham, Richmond, and Washington, DC found that:

· The vast majority of working-age former public housing recipients were still living far below the poverty line for a family of three.

· Residents who were employed had slightly increased incomes.

· Welfare use among residents had declined (most likely as a result of welfare reform).

· Overall employment rates did not change.

· Residents in the study reported high rates of material hardship, including late rent and utility payments and difficulty paying for food.

The reaction from public housing residents to HOPE IV was also mixed, ranging from a desire to improve their communities and rid their neighborhoods of blight, to a sense of uncertainty and fears over losing their affordable homes, as well as connections to their communities. Some residents had lived in their homes and their communities most of their lives and didn’t want to leave. Others felt that change was needed, but they were uncertain about their future, including if they would be able to return to the new mixed-income community replacing their former homes. In some communities, residents were very engaged in developing HOPE IV proposals and projects, while in others they were disengaged and ill-informed.

Questions About the Housing Case Study:

1. Assume you are a community organizer who has been assigned to a community that is about to develop and implement a HOPE IV project. Your job is to work with existing public housing residents to engage them in the HOPE IV process, including developing a plan to demolish existing units and rebuild mixed-income housing in their place. Thinking about your role, what do you believe are the most important economic, political, and/or social issues impacting the community and your work with residents? What do you know? What else do you need to learn? How would you go about gathering more information?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
2. Based on your analysis, which community organizing approach or approaches would you use? Why?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
3. Describe the sources of external power important to this issue, and how you would view and approach them.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
4. Describe the ultimate outcomes of your organizing work, based on the approach you selected.
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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