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Foreword
This is a surprising report. It is, to my knowledge, the first fully-

Residents are an under-utilized resource for the management

documented account of what the actual users of public housing, those

and improvement of public housing. Public housing residents are

who live in it day in and day out and know it from the inside out,

resourceful and knowledgeable about the conditions of the housing

think about it, and what suggestions they have for it. It well deserves

in which they live; they have to be, to get by. They have many ideas

being listened to.

for improvements in practices and policies, but they are rarely asked.
Although official policies, long debated and fought for and refined,

What do the residents have to say? Not what you’d think, from
most accounts. To summarize briefly:

require substantial resident participation in housing authority and
HUD decisions, those policies are rarely fully implemented. A little
bit of encouragement could go a long way to make public housing

Public housing works. It provides good, substantial housing,

better, more efficient, better maintained, and better managed. As this

at affordable rents, with security for occupancy, for hundreds of

report shows, public housing residents are articulate, thoughtful, and

thousands of our fellow inhabitants every day. It is housing of good

experts in what’s right and what’s wrong with public housing. The

quality they could not get in the private market place (and which the

writers of this report, having let public housing residents speak for

private market place could not be expected to supply). They like it,

themselves and having done their own research, present their

appreciate it, and want to help make it work.

findings, make some recommendations based on what they have
found, and draw some conclusions. They deserve close examination,

More public housing is needed. This is documented not only by

and then action. One of the implications stands out for me:

statistics, but by the lived experience of those needing housing. Some
of the stories of the thousands on waiting-lists for public housing,
often for years, are hair-raising.

Public housing, indeed decent housing for all, should be a
right of all persons in a civilized democratic society. The private
market provides housing when it is profitable to do so; that is the

Yet public housing units are regularly being lost. The report

way the private market works, and is accepted in our society. Private

raises real questions about programs like HOPE VI, which, in the

providers of housing recognize this. They acknowledge that the

name of creating mixed housing, reduce the number of units

market will not meet the needs of those of lower income. Those needs

available to those most in need in existing developments today,

become particularly acute in times of economic recession and high

without adequate protection for those displaced or out in the cold.

unemployment, but are on-going even in good times. Government
exists to fulfill the basic needs of its members that they cannot fulfill

The image of public housing projected in the media is unbal-

for themselves; it is an expression of the fact that we live in social

anced and often badly out of touch. Public housing residents do

communities in which we need to help each other, in which it is

indeed have problems, and they suffer from the presence of petty

unfair that some disproportionately have the benefits of living in

criminals, druggies, some residents with mental problems, some

society while others suffer from their lack of those benefits, even

with uncontrollable youngsters. But they do not do so at a rate any

when they are necessities of life, such as shelter and decent living

greater than many others housed elsewhere in our society, and their

environments. This report concludes that housing should be a right.

problems are rendered more tractable by at least having decent

Guaranteeing it is one of the reasons we have government to begin

housing in more secure neighborhoods than they would have without

with; public housing, vastly expanded and utilizing the input of its

public housing. Many outsiders, both in the media and among policy

residents, can help meet that right.

makers, ignore these facts.
I believe this report is persuasive in its findings and conclusions.
See if you agree.
Peter Marcuse
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Executive Summary
In America’s cities, community is one of the most valuable resources for low-income
people – family, friends, and places of worship provide essential support such as childcare,
jobs, transportation, and senior care. Housing that is affordable, safe, and stable is central to
ensuring low-income families’ right to that community. But for many, the right to remain in
their neighborhoods has been in danger. Over the past few decades, the availability of housing
that is truly affordable for low-income people has been diminishing at an alarming rate
– a trend that has become painfully obvious with the recent housing and economic crises.
The Right to the City (RTTC) Alliance is a grassroots coalition that emerged in 2007
as a unified response to gentrification, calling for a halt to displacement of low-income
people (disproportionately people of color, LGBTQ, and youth of color) from their historic
neighborhoods. RTTC stands firmly in the conviction that building and maintaining strong
communities requires undoing neo-liberal economic policies. These policies promote,
among other tenets, deregulation – reducing government regulation of anything that could

“I found myself in a
terrible situation with
two minor children by
myself and one step
from being in a shelter
and one step from
living out of a car.
Public housing
rescued my family.
Public housing saved
me and kept my family
together.” -Washington, D.C. Focus
Group Participant #14

diminish profits, and privatization – selling government-owned enterprises and services to
private investors.
In this report, RTTC is focused on the effects of these policies on public housing and its
residents. We chose this focus because public housing represents the most urgent level of
need in this country, and because immediate federal action could have a long-term impact
in terms of stabilizing the quality of life for low-income communities across the United
States. Public housing traditionally has not relied on the private market, making it one of
the last sources of stable and permanently affordable housing. But this is precisely why it has
been under attack. For public housing, neo-liberalism has fueled policies of disinvestment,
demolition, and privatization of government-provided affordable housing. Rather than invest
in low-income communities and build opportunity for those that live there, the government
has prioritized the deconcentration of poverty and the displacement of low-income people
from their communities through programs such as HOPE VI. We Call These Projects Home
counters the underlying premise of the deconcentration theory by providing evidence that
the problems with public housing are due to lack of resources and services in low-income
communities, rather than simply the concentration of low-income people.
This research and the resulting report is a collaborative effort, designed and implemented
by organizations across seven cities that participate in RTTC and work to preserve and
improve public housing in their communities. Because RTTC believes that solutions to
the U.S. housing crisis should come from those with first-hand experience, this report
places the voices of public housing residents at the forefront. We Call These Projects Home
provides evidence directly from the experience of residents, who argue that public housing
is a valuable resource that should be expanded and maintained. In addition, we offer a new
vision of housing and call on the federal government to make stable, safe, and permanently
affordable housing a universal right. We offer policy recommendations for public housing that
are grounded in this vision.
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Right to the City Vision for Public Housing
Public housing can take various forms: from high rise apartment buildings like those in New
York, to low-rise, multi-family homes in Miami and New Orleans, to converted vacant units
in condominiums. We believe that public housing that already exists should be fully funded
and restored to meet high living standards, and that new public housing should be built or
created from existing housing in the private market. The government should think creatively
about new public housing and ensure that it is developed in a holistic manner – with strong
community services, job creation and training for public housing residents, educational
programs, and environmentally focused design and construction. We do not think public
housing should be confined to any specific aesthetic, but we do believe that all public housing
should include vibrant, healthy, accessible developments that support long-term stability and
quality of life for poor and working class families and communities.

Selected Findings
By using a participatory action research process, talking to hundreds
of residents, and analyzing an extensive amount of quantitative
and qualitative data, Right to the City has reached the following
conclusions:
Public Housing is one of the only options available

“I found myself in a terrible situation with two minor children by

to very low-income people for secure, stable, and

myself and one step from being in a shelter and one step from

permanently affordable housing.

living out of a car. Public housing rescued my family. Public

Millions of low-income people desperately need the safety net that

housing saved me and kept my family together.”

public housing can provide. This research shows that public housing

-Washington, D.C. Focus Group Participant #14

is increasingly important in these uncertain economic times because
it is actually affordable and does not depend on fluctuations in the
private market.
Policies of disinvestment are the root cause of many

“I had asked them for years to fix the outside of the building.

of the current problems in public housing.

Raw sewage had come up through people’s toilets and flooded

Despite the well-documented increase in the need for low-

their houses and apartments. Mine was swollen in between the

income housing over the last decade, the federal government has

top and bottom floor and you could smell it.”

continuously disinvested in public housing, one of the best options

-Oakland Focus Group Participant #4

for housing low-income people.
• Disinvestment causes disrepair and dangerous living conditions
for residents.
• Residents are bearing the brunt of disinvestment as rents and
fees rise and resident services are cut.
• Disinvestment causes vacancies: Over 1 in 10 units sit vacant in
the cities included in this study.
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Rather than build more units of housing for low-

“It affected my life a lot moving from St Thomas… after they tore

income people, HUD continues to demolish units of

it down we moved into the Lafitte housing development. They

public housing without adequately replacing them.

had us mixed up in a lot of situations…You split up people from all

As a result of the Housing Opportunities for People Everywhere

kinds of generations, all kinds of public housing and you made it

(HOPE VI) program, around 104,000 public housing units

bad for us to live….” -New Orleans Focus Group Participant #4

nationwide have been lost since 1995, without adequate replacement.
• Demolition of public housing results in the displacement of
low-income people, the destruction of communities, and
hardships in the lives of those displaced.
• The demolition of public housing has created a culture of fear
amongst public housing residents around the country.

Negative images and stereotypes dominate the

“When you hear public housing [in the media] you think

media’s coverage of public housing and perpetuate

gunshots, fires, crimes, and drugs, and murders, and killings. But

misconceptions about residents.

they also do not tell you that the next-door neighbor is there for

A review of 400 newspaper articles revealed the prevalence of

you. They got your back. These projects – they are considered

negative images about public housing.

a family. We call these projects home. That is what people really

• Guns and poverty are the two most prevalent words found in the
articles about public housing.

need to know. That’s the positive side of it.”
-Miami Focus Group Participant #8

• Although most reporting on public housing in the mass media
focuses on crime and violence, residents see public housing as a
vibrant community and a good place to live and raise a family.

Residents do not feel that they have adequate input

“I’m the one who lives [in public housing]…the people who control

into decisions that are made about public housing

the budget at the housing authority, they never lived in the public

and have difficulty holding HUD and Public Housing

housing. They don’t know what we need in public housing. They

Authorities accountable for their actions.

don’t sit out at night and watch the children play. They don’t

Currently, HUD does not have strong enough mechanisms in place to

know what goes on in public housing.”

ensure that residents have a meaningful voice in decision-making and

-New Orleans Focus Group Participant #2

consequently, residents do not feel like they have adequate power in
shaping decisions about public housing.
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Selected Recommendations
Based on the findings of this report, it is clear that the federal government must
recognize public housing as a critical resource and sensible option for providing
housing to low-income people. In order to save our communities, the Right to the City
Alliance calls for the United States federal government, including the Department of
Housing and Urban Development, Congress, and the Obama Administration to take the
following actions to remedy the housing crisis:
Preserve and strengthen existing public housing
• Congress immediately restore full funding to the Public Housing
Operating Fund by allocating $5.08 billion in funds in 2011 and
provide full funding in subsequent years.
• Congress pass the Together We Care Act to create jobs and
increase access to services for public housing residents;

Ensure all public housing is community controlled,
fully transparent, and fully accountable to the
residents
• HUD restore funds for resident participation and use these
funds for resident decision-making activities.
• HUD collect and make publicly available data on public housing

alternatively, HUD could create such a program through its

in a manner that is consistent and accessible, including Section 3

Resident Opportunities and Self Sufficiency (ROSS) program.

reporting forms, data from Moving to Work cities, vacancies, and

• HUD allocate adequate amounts of stimulus funds towards

number of people on waitlists.

Public Housing Operating and Capital Funds.
• Congress oppose the Transforming Rental Assistance program
proposed by HUD and keep public housing public by not
converting it to a new type of project-based voucher, or by
generally fusing funding with the Section 8 voucher program.

Fill vacancies
• Congress allocate $7.999 billion over five years to
rehabilitate all 120,000 vacant units of public housing.
• HUD create and implement streamlined rules and regulations
for the management of public housing waitlists so that there is a

Stop Demolition

consistent and effective waitlist process across PHAs.

• Congress enact a moratorium on the demolition on all public
housing.
• Congress ensure that the Choice Neighborhood Initiative truly

Expand public housing
• Congress amend the Quality Housing and Work Responsibility

invests in communities by prohibiting funds to be used to

Act (QHWRA) so that there are no barriers to constructing new

demolish public housing and mandating one-for-one

public housing units.1

replacement of all hard units that have been lost.

• HUD prioritize current public housing residents for jobs
associated with new construction by enforcing Section 3.
• HUD and PHAs create and implement plans to convert vacant
condominiums and foreclosed properties into public housing.

1 – The Quality Housing and Work Responsibility Act includes a provision, § 9g(3), that prohibits PHAs
from using money from their capital or operating budgets to create new public housing units if it
would increase the number of public housing units of the PHA – essentially an amount that would
exceed what was already constructed.
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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I. Beyond Bricks and Mortar: Introduction

The Crisis of Neo-Liberal Housing Policy
Strong communities are at the crux of a strong society.

What is the Theory of Deconcentration?
Rather than invest in low-income communities and build

For low-income people, community often is the most valuable

opportunity for those that live there, over the last few decades, the

resource – family, friends, and places of worship provide essential

government has prioritized the deconcentration of poverty and

support such as child care, jobs, transportation, and senior care.

the displacement of low-income people from their communities.

Housing that is affordable, safe, and stable is central to ensuring

Proponents of the deconcentration theory argue that the problem

low-income families’ right to community. But for many, the right to

with public housing is that poor people living near each other will

remain in their urban neighborhoods has been in danger.

create and sustain a culture of poverty that fuels social problems such

The availability of housing that is truly affordable for low-income

as crime, drug use, and violence. In order to alleviate poverty, this

people has been a growing problem over the past decades, and

theory posits, public housing should be dismantled and low-income

exploded into the mainstream’s consciousness with the current

people should be moved to “better neighborhoods” where they can

housing crisis.

access opportunities such as jobs, good housing, good schools, and

In order to devise effective solutions to the current housing

other services. The remedy of deconcentration as applied to the

crisis, we must first identify root causes. Some policymakers and

redevelopment of public housing has caused significant suffering

commentators now acknowledge that our present predicament is

with little impact on the underlying problem of poverty. Furthermore,

a consequence of “neo-liberal” economic policies that promote,

the implementation of policies based on these theories has wreaked

among other tenets, deregulation – reducing government regulation

havoc on the lives of many public housing residents and other low-

of anything that could diminish profits and privatization – selling

income people – predominantly people of color – causing an ongoing

government-owned enterprises and services to private investors.

crisis in cities across the United States.

The Right to the City Alliance, a coalition that emerged in 2007 as

This report counters the underlying premise of the

a unified response to gentrification and a call to halt the displacement

deconcentration theory by providing evidence that the problems

of low-income people, who are disproportionately people of color,

with public housing are due to lack of resources and services in

LGBTQ, and youth of color from their historic urban neighborhoods,

low-income communities, rather than simply the concentration of

stands firmly in the conviction that building strong communities

low-income people themselves. In doing so, it offers a new vision.

requires undoing neo-liberal economic policies. To achieve this goal,

Fundamentally, the Right to the City Alliance believes that public

the Alliance promotes and practices the strengthening of grassroots

housing – and, indeed, all housing – should be a right. We envision

movements, investing in low-income communities of color and

our work connected to a broad social justice movement that, over

devising new policies from the ground up.

time, will advance demands that address the needs of all sectors of

In the context of U.S. housing policy, neo-liberalism has caused

society who need protection of safe, quality, affordable, and stable

policymakers to favor affordable housing programs that employ

housing. We have seen in recent years that the commodification

market-based strategies. Instead of a right to housing, current

of housing and the impacts of speculative investment and finance

federal policies are based on the commodification of housing

capital have been devastating not only for poor families, but also for

–from something “that provides shelter, protection, privacy, space

thousands of middle class families and first-time home buyers. Home

for personal, and family activities into something that is bought and

foreclosures and predatory lending practices have devastated the

sold and used to make money.” For public housing, neo-liberalism

entire life savings of hard-working people, while bank executives

has fueled policies of disinvestment, demolition, and privatization

have walked away with a financial killing. We believe that every

regarding government-provided affordable housing.

aspect of the housing market must be addressed in order to realize a

1

universal right to housing.
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Why Public Housing?
In this report, Right to the City focuses on the question of

of public housing (in cities such as New Orleans and Atlanta, the
public housing infrastructure has been all but decimated). We raise

public housing and housing for the lowest income families in our

the voices of its residents because they have too often been dismissed

cities. Public housing is currently at the highest level of crisis and

as mere collateral damage of the government’s implementation of

need in this country, and we believe that immediate federal action

these policies.

could have the greatest long-term impact of stabilizing the quality

In February 2008, grassroots groups from the seven cities that

of life for communities across the United States. Since the very

make up the Right to the City Alliance convened and formed the

inception of public housing programs, we have seen that public

Housing and Urban Development (HUD) Workgroup. We created the

housing is a critically important component to ensuring the long-

HUD Workgroup to recognize the devastating impact that current

term stability of low-income families and Black, Latino, Asian, and

elements of public housing policy – disinvestment, deregulation,

Pacific Islander communities in our cities. First and foremost, this

demolition, privatization, and displacement – have had on the

is because public housing does not rely on the private market and

members of the grassroots groups throughout these cities. The

therefore it has consistently provided the most effective and stable

Workgroup has been dedicated to the development of this report

safety net for people in need. Public housing is also the barometer,

because we identified a gaping hole in the literature and policy

the standard from which we can measure the quality of safe and

papers concerning modern-day U.S. housing policies: the perspective

affordable housing for all sectors of society.

of impacted communities.

The Right to the City Alliance believes that public housing can

Through this extensive research process, we have found that

take various forms: from high rise apartment buildings like those

despite current policies and theories that argue that public housing

in New York, to low-rise, multi-family homes in Miami and New

is a failure and should be done away with or deconcentrated, our

Orleans, to converted vacant units in condominiums. We believe that

research shows that public housing is and always has been a vital

public housing that already exists should be fully funded and restored

and necessary option for low-income communities of color. Overall,

to meet high living standards, and that new public housing should

residents believe that public housing provides a strong sense of

be built or created from existing housing in the private market.

community and want to see public policies that strengthen rather

The government should think creatively about new public housing

than dismantle it.

and ensure that it is developed in a holistic manner – with strong
community services, job creation and training for public housing
residents, educational programs, and environmentally focused design
and construction. We do not think public housing should be confined
to any specific aesthetic, but we do believe that all public housing
should be vibrant, healthy, accessible developments that support
long-term stability and quality of life for working class families and
communities.
The Alliance believes that solutions to the U.S. housing crisis
should come from those with first-hand experience: low-income
people – predominantly people of color – in America’s cities. This
report provides a unique and critical contribution to the affordable
housing debate, by placing the voices of public housing residents at
the forefront. Public housing has been under attack by modern-day
housing policies, and consequently, there has been a severe shortage
I. Beyond Bricks & Mortar: INTRODUCTION
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II. The Real Experts:
A Different Kind of Data

Figure 1. Focus group participant
demographics
Male 23.7%

Female 76.3%

Gender
Other 10.7%
Multi-Racial 3.6%
White 1.8%

African American
or Black 69.6%

Latino/a or
Hispanic 76.3%

Race
Working part-time 11.8%
Retired 29.4%
Working full-time 17.6%

This research project was a joint effort by various organizations across seven cities
(New York, Miami, Washington, D.C., San Francisco, Oakland, New Orleans, and Los Angeles)

Unemployed 41.2%

that participate in the HUD Workgroup of the Right to the City Alliance. All participating

Employment

organizations are working to preserve and improve public housing in their communities.
They include ten grassroots, membership-led organizations: Community Voices Heard (NYC),
Families United for Racial and Economic Equality (NYC), Good Old Lower East Side (NYC),

0-2 years 5.2%
16+ years 63%
3-5 years 2%

Friends and Residents of Arthur Cappers and Carrollsburg (DC), Just Cause Oakland (Oakland), Miami Workers Center (Miami), Mothers on the Move (NYC), Picture the Homeless
(NYC), POWER (San Francisco), Survivors’ Village (New Orleans), and Union de Vecinos
(Los Angeles). Participants also include three resource organizations – Advancement Project,
DataCenter, and the Urban Justice Center – and several individual academics, legal and policy
advocates, and researchers who served as an Advisory Board. The HUD Workgroup embarked
on this research project to interject residents’ voices into policy discussions about public
housing.
Utilizing a Participatory Action Research (PAR) model, the HUD Workgroup employed
various research methods to explore the above questions. The PAR model ensures that those
being “researched” (in this case, public housing residents) are also actively involved in the
design, implementation, and analysis of the research. PAR is used so that those who are
directly impacted by an issue or policy can determine how the given issue is studied. The
HUD Workgroup developed several mechanisms for direct resident input into this research,
including data workshops in each city where researchers and organizers shared with residents
the quantitative data collected by the resource organizations and obtained feedback from
residents to determine areas for further research. We also worked with residents to develop
focus group questions and to analyze data collected through focus groups.
RIGHT TO THE CITY ALLIANCE – WE CALL THESE PROJECTS HOME

6-10 years 15.2%
10-15 years 15.2%

Time in Residence
Average Age 49 years
Average # of children in household 1.7
Average # of adults in household 1.9
The Sample Participants for this research were selected using a
purposeful sampling technique. Researchers were looking to find
in-depth information from those living in public housing or those
on the waiting list in seven cities. The seven cities were selected
because they are large urban areas where there is active public
housing organizing, and they are an active member in the Right
to the City Alliance. Residents participating had to currently be
living in public housing or be on a public housing waiting list. The
average household size was two adults and two children. Of those
who lived in public housing, the majority had lived there for over
16 years (63%). Of those who were on the public housing waitlist,
the average time on the waitlist was six years. While this was
not intended to be a representative sample, these figures can be
compared to the general public housing population: 45% of public
housing residents are Black, 23% are Latino, 45% are between
18-61 years old, and 29% have lived in public housing for 10 or
more years.2
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TIMES

Research Methods

TIMES

To explore the above research questions, the following research methods were used, within a PAR model:

Journal of

Journal of

Qualitative Analysis: Eight focus

Data Workshops: In April of 2009, the

Literature Review: In order to under-

groups were held in six cities (six in English,

ofheld community
RTTC HUDJournal
Workgroup

two in Spanish) with a total of 72 people (see

data workshops in NYC, Washington, D.C.,

potential downsides, and current practices

Figure 1 for demographic information). The

San Francisco, Oakland, Miami, Los Angeles,

of the public housing system, researchers

focus groups were transcribed, translated,

and New Orleans. Each workshop brought

reviewed and analyzed an extensive number

and analyzed using the N6 data analysis pro-

together public housing residents to discuss

of articles, essays, and books by academics,

gram and are the source of the quotes used

and analyze the public housing data that

lawyers, policy analysts, and advocates.

throughout the report. In addition, in depth,

the project’s researchers collected, and to

Members of the Advisory Board assisted in

one-on-one interviews were conducted in

identify additional information to explore.

referring researchers to pertinent literature.

order to develop the resident profiles found

Popular education methods were used to

Researchers also reviewed legislation focus-

throughout the report.

share and gather feedback on the data.

ing on public housing and the most recent

3

stand the history, legal framework, benefits,

Annual Plan for each of the Public Housing
Authorities (PHAs) in the seven cities being

TIMES

studied.

Media Review: Researchers reviewed and

Quantitative Analysis: Researchers

analyzed 400 articles from eight cities (50

completed a comparison analysis of HUD

per city). At the time, the eight cities were all

Resident Characteristic Reports (RCRs) in

cities where grassroots organizations were

five cities from 2009 and data from “A

participating in the research project. The

Picture of Subsidized Households” from

articles reviewed have appeared in major

2000.4 In addition, an analysis of rent and

newspapers over the last three years, were

income data from the “American Community

Journal
randomly selected
usingofWestlaw media

TIMES

Survey” was completed for all seven cities.

search, and were analyzed using N6, a

Additional data was collected through

qualitative data analysis program. Research-

conversations with representatives from

ers looked for the most prevalent themes in

Public Housing Authorities (PHAs) in the

each city and nationally, while also identify-

participating cities for information on

ing what issues were not mentioned in the

vacancies and waiting lists, and Freedom of

coverage of public housing.

Information Act (FOIA) requests submitted
to the same PHAs for RCRs to obtain the
following information: units, income, total
tenant payment, race/ethnicity, household,
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and length
of stay.
Journal

of
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III. Roots of the Current Crisis:
A Brief Background of Public Housing

What is Public Housing?
“Public housing” is a term specifically associated with a government program that started
over 70 years ago. Presently, there are 1.16 million public housing units located in about 14,000
developments in every state and several territories.5 About 1.04 million units are currently

Public Housing is housing that is
owned and operated by the
government.

occupied housing 2.3 million people.”6 For the purpose of this report, public housing will be
distinguished from the more general “affordable housing” category, which can take many
forms (including public housing) and serves both renters and homeowners on a spectrum
of income levels.7 Unlike many affordable housing programs, public housing does not rely
upon the private market and serves only low-income renters. Public housing is distinct from
affordable housing programs such as “tenant-based” Section 8 housing vouchers, which help
tenants rent units in the private market, and “project-based” Section 8 and other federal

1.16 million units of public housing
provide homes for 2.3 million people

programs that directly subsidize low-income people to live in affordable housing in the
private market. Historically, several federal programs that have relied on the private market
have seen affordable units with restricted rents return to market rate when the rent and
occupancy restrictions expire, and as real estate inflation has made other uses of the property
more profitable. By not relying on the private market, the millions of poor people of color in
public housing are better safeguarded from these fluctuations of the private market.

A Brief History of Public Housing
Initially public housing was created as a response to the economic crisis of the Great

1937 Wagner-Steagall
Housing Act

Depression. It was created relatively late in the New Deal period by the Wagner-Steagall
Housing Act of 1937 and was to be built and run by local Public Housing Authorities (PHAs).
Through this legislation, policymakers sought to adopt a housing and employment program
that would quell unrest during an economically unstable time and “head off any great outburst
of protest or revolt” by the “multitudes left unemployed, impoverished, and often homeless.”8
From the beginning, though, the public housing system failed to receive adequate investment from the federal government. Because public housing units were first created at the

Wagner

Steagall

start of World War II,9 war needs diverted materials from housing construction, and public
housing was predominately used as temporary housing for war industry workers, rather than
for the poor.10 After the war, construction of both permanent and emergency housing for

The Housing Act of 1949

“upwardly mobile” veterans became the priority – housing for the poor and people of color
was not.11 The Housing Act of 1949 authorized the construction of 810,000 public housing
units (though they were not completed until the 1970s),12 but also provided federal subsidies
for land through “urban renewal.”13 At this point, “public housing was built with more haste
than care, and with a limited realization of (or concern with) what meeting its prospective
residents’ housing needs would actually have meant.”14
Simultaneously, the Act created an incentive for housing authorities to evict higher-income
tenants.15 This, coupled with Federal Housing Administration loans being doled out primarily

Truman

to the White middle class,16 caused the growth of working and middle class White suburbs on
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one side and working class and poor Black urban areas on the other – a shift which helped
shape the racial composition of public housing. For example, examining the racial make-up

1973 Nixon declares moratorium
on public housing construction

of residents of housing under the New York City Housing Authority in the 1950s reveals
that by 1969, the White population was only 27.9%. This is in comparison to 1954 when the
White population was 74.9% in federal-funded developments, 73.6% and 87% in city-funded
developments,17 and over 53.5% in state developments.
Coincidentally, or perhaps purposefully, as the demographics of public housing changed,
federal disinvestment grew. Indeed, the 1970s brought the advent of programs that attempted
to use the private market to meet the need for affordable housing. In 1973, then-President
Nixon froze federal funds for all housing programs and instituted a moratorium on the
creation of additional public housing.18 That same year, Congress enacted Section 8 of the 1937
Housing Act, which created project- and tenant-based vouchers to generate a private market
system for affordable housing,19 leaving public housing as the sole housing option that would
remain unaffected by the ever-fluctuating market.
In the 1980s, an era marked by the aggressive implementation of neo-liberal economic
policies in the United States, the Reagan Administration “turned bureaucratic stinginess into
deliberate curtailment of funds and support.”20 Decreasing spending on public housing was
part of the massive budget cuts for social safety nets, rendering the construction of public
21

housing during this period almost nonexistent. Funding for the maintenance of existing

Figure 2. Total Number of Public Housing
Units in the United States 1949-2010

public housing stock was slashed, which caused many units to fall into disrepair. Most of the

1,500,000

HUD funds that were left were diverted to the Section 8 voucher program.22 The Reagan

1,200,000

Administration also created the Low-Income Housing Tax Credit Program (LIHTC) through
the Tax Reform Act of 1986, which represents another program reliant on the private market

900,000

system to generate affordable housing. Since then, no funds have been provided to build new

600,000

public housing since the mid-1990s (with the exception of HOPE VI ), and nearly all public

300,000

23

housing developments have been built before 1985.24 It also marked a period when the federal
government’s support of PHAs began to dwindle.

0

The 1990s initiated yet another stage in public housing: decentralization and deregulation.
The National Affordable Housing Act of 1990 looked like it would result in “decentralization
of control, with a greater freedom of action of local authorities.”25 But once again, budget
allocations did not correspond to policy – by 1991, HUD’s budget had been reduced by $54.6
billion from the amount authorized at the beginning of the 1980s.26
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Resident Organizing and Public Housing Resident Participation
Throughout all of these phases, there has always been resident organizing in public hous-

1936 First resident organization
at First Houses

ing. Resident organizing began with the construction of the nation’s first development – First
Houses of New York City – in 1936. While a resident association formed at First Houses in
that same year, its primary concern was with organizing social functions, not impacting public
housing policy.27 But in the 1940s, WWII-veteran organizing pressured housing authorities for
more housing and stronger resident control.28
During the urban unrest of the 1960s, resident participation in policy became established in
federal law. In 1967, it became a requirement for PHAs to consult with residents on modernization projects within the Comprehensive Improvement and Assistance Program (CIAP).29
In 1969, the rent strike of three St. Louis public housing developments led to negotiations
with the St. Louis Housing Authority where residents won representation on the PHA’s Board
of Commissioners and resident involvement in management of all developments.30 These local
victories would impact early federal policymaking around resident participation.
The 1970 Housing Act held that tenant programs and services included “the development
and maintenance of tenant organizations which participate in the management of low-income
housing projects” and “the training of tenants to manage and operate such projects.”31
The Act also encouraged PHAs to include residents on their governing boards.32 In 1971,

Boston Housing Authority staff and tenants

the first resident management corporation formed in the Bromley-Heath public housing

sign a Bromley-Heath Tenant Management

development in Boston. The poor building conditions found at these developments led to

Corporation contract in 1980.35

33

the formation of bottom-up, grassroots organizations by residents for the purposes of gaining
control over their living situations.
This history has influenced various organizations both locally and nationally, including
the groups that participated in this report’s research – Community Voices Heard, Families
United for Racial and Economic Equality, Friends and Residents of Arthur Cappers and
Carrollsburg, Good Old Lower East Side, Just Cause Oakland, Miami Workers Center, Mothers

1990s Flowering of tenant
organizing groups in
public housing

on the Move, Picture the Homeless, POWER, Survivors’ Village, and Union de Vecinos – that
have organized public housing residents to win improvements to public housing.34 They have
been fighting to prevent budget cuts to public housing, to ensure one-for-one replacement
of demolished units of public housing, and to stop the loss of public housing units through
privatization and demolition.

Deconcentration, Privatization, and Deregulation of Public Housing
As noted in the introduction, neo-liberal policies have limited the potential of public housing since its inception. This problem has only worsened over the last decade, as cities across
the country have sought to privatize public housing in various ways and as federal housing
policies and funding priorities continue to favor market-based programs over public housing.
With decades of privatization, we now have more than enough information to conclude that
the implementation of housing policies based solely on market solutions can detrimentally
impact the lives of many low-income people. Unfortunately, these policies continue to be
implemented. This report will explore some of the reasons why and how public housing is a
better option than market-based housing to meet the needs of low-income people of color.
Neo-liberal housing policies have taken various forms. For instance, the New York City
Housing Authority (NYCHA) is currently considering selling off portions of its unused
RIGHT TO THE CITY ALLIANCE – WE CALL THESE PROJECTS HOME
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property to private developers, including parking lots and “air rights,” or the space above or
adjacent to its property.36 In New Orleans, the housing authority plans to replace over 4,500
demolished public housing units with predominantly private market housing. Privatization
is part of a larger federal housing policy and programs such as HOPE VI, the new Choice
Neighborhood Initiative, Moving to Work (MTW), and Transforming Rental Assistance. Along
with ensuring that public housing will be forever lost to the market, it has meant that the
public funds that are spent on affordable housing programs are less subject to public accountability and oversight. Furthermore, privatization means that low-income people are displaced
from their housing and do not receive the same protections in terms of rent caps and eviction
protection. Privatization also means a lack of federal regulation in areas such as resident
participation in decision-making and rent increases.
Along with privatization, another prevailing neo-liberal trend in public housing policy has

Figure 3. A comparison of Section 8 vouch-

been deregulation – the elimination of federal rules and monitoring of PHAs. Several recent

ers and traditional public housing from the

policies exemplify this trend, including MTW and asset management. Without adequate

perspective of a tenant

37

protections from the federal government, local housing authorities are free to implement
policies and practices that have catastrophic effects for the residents involved.

Shifts in Funding Priorities: The Move Towards the Market

TRADITIONAL
PUBLIC
HOUSING

V

In past decades, the federal government has shifted spending away from the public housing
system and towards market-based subsidized housing programs, such as voucher programs.
There are a number of reasons why vouchers fail to be effective substitutes for extremely
low-income households. First, vouchers require residents to search and find their own
housing within a limited period of time. If the resident is unsuccessful, he or she loses the
subsidy. Second, the voucher program gives considerable power to landlords. For example,
a Section 8 landlord can evict a resident who has rented for more than one year without
having to give a reason. Also, the program allows landlords to impose their own screening and
deposit criteria. A normal market rate deposit can often be several thousand dollars, a fortune
for a family whose rent might be $50 a month. Third, there is no Section 8 manager on-site to
answer questions; vouchers separate residents from the supportive networks of public housing communities, including project managers, who play a crucial role in placing new residents.
Lastly, residents can get kicked off a voucher program very easily – simply missing a letter
from the PHA can result in a missed appointment that is grounds for taking away a voucher,
as is not being able to pay a utility bill. Add to all this the fact that vouchers are not even necessarily cost-effective – the Center for Budget and Policy Priorities reports that it is typically
more cost-effective to preserve existing public housing than to provide vouchers for displaced
public housing tenants,38 and that a large-scale plan to replace public housing with vouchers

SECTION 8

Housing that is owned and
0UcTaaTRTXeX]V
operated by the federal
e^dRWTaaTRX_XT]c
government

A voucher that a tenant can

>]RTPS\XccTS
use as part of their rent when
bTPaRWU^aW^dbX]VXb
renting
from a private
landlord
c
R^\_[TcT

\dbc[^^ZU^aP]S
UX]SW^dbX]VfXcWX]P
After receiving a voucher,
Once
admitted, search for
RTacPX]_TaX^S^U
recipient must look for and find
housing is complete
cX\T
housing within a certain period
of time

;P]S[^aSRP]TeXRcP 7^dbX]V0dcW^aXch
\dbcVXeTVa^d]Sb
e^dRWTaaTRX_XT]c
Landlord can evict a voucher
Housing
Authority must give
U^aTeXRcX^]
fXcW^dcaTPb^]
grounds for eviction

recipient without reason

ATRX_XT]c\dbcWPeT ATbXST]cS^Tb]^c
Recipient must have enough
]TTSPST_^bXc
money to afford a deposit
PUU^aSPST_^bXc

Resident does not need a
T]^dVW\^]Thc^
deposit

Manager on-site to answer
<P]PVT\T]c]^c
questions

Management not necessarily

<P]PVTa^]bXcTc^
accesible
]TbbTRPaX[hPRRTbXQ[T P]bfTa`dTbcX^]b
Cost to preserve a unit:

2^bcc^_aTbTaeTP
d]Xc)%$!

$6,520

Cost to move a tenant to
Section 8 program:
2^bcc^_aTbTaeTP
d]Xc)&'

$7,080

would increase federal costs significantly.39 Notably, adequate funding to preserve public
housing would cost $6,520 per unit per year, while the annual cost of a replacement voucher,
including transition costs, comes to $7,080 per unit per unit.40 Still, policymakers continue to
promote and prioritize these market-based programs. Despite the fact that preserving public
housing is a cost-effective way to stabilize low-income people, neo-liberal ideology has taken
precedent over practical policymaking, and ultimately has had a detrimental impact on the
lives of many low-income families.
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Moving to Work Demonstration Program
The Moving to Work Demonstration Program (MTW) was created in

Figure 4. When vouchers allow local

1996 under the Omnibus Consolidated Recessions and Appropriations

housing authorities to combine funding

Act in Section 204. It was designed to provide PHAs and HUD with

streams, it can lead to the permanent loss of

more flexibility in providing housing assistance for low-income people.

public housing, as funding initially

Specifically, the goals of MTW were to:

earmarked for a public housing

• Reduce cost and achieve greater effectiveness in federal expenditures
• Give incentives to families with children in which the head of household is
working, looking for work or preparing for work by participating in job training,

development can be used instead for
Section 8 vouchers.
Standard Funding

Funding under
the MTW program

educational programs, or other programs that assist people in securing employment and becoming economically self-sufficient

Federal
Funding

Federal
Funding

• Increase housing choices for low-income families
In order to accomplish these goals, PHAs receive waivers that make them exempt
from most of the existing statutes and regulations traditionally governing public housing and Section 8 vouchers, and are allowed to combine funds for public housing and

Public Housing

Section 8

Public Housing/
Section 8

vouchers (i.e. they do not have to keep them separate). MTW PHAs also face fewer
reporting requirements than non-MTW agencies. According to HUD, in 2009, there

V

V

V

V

were 39 PHAs authorized for MTW.

V

V

V

V

V

V

V

V

V

V

V

V

Overall, MTW has been detrimental to residents. In many locations, residents
have faced unaffordable rents, strict work requirements, and time limits to receiving
housing assistance.41 For those on vouchers, many experienced greater difficulty using
them in some housing. Evidence also indicates that MTW has harmed the lowestincome residents and potential residents.42 Significant problems to the physical and
financial futures of some MTW PHAs have also been reported. For example, two
reports – one conducted by the Urban Institute and the other by the Office of the
Inspector General (OIG) – expressed concern about the effectiveness of MTW, citing
a lack of HUD oversight, too few resources available to effectively run MTW sites
and an inability of PHAs to develop clear objectives on their own as problematic.43
Ultimately, the relaxed requirements have meant less accountability in how PHAs
plan, report, and use funds, and have made it more difficult to access information to
evaluate the MTW program.
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Two Theories ABOUT poverty
The Deconcentration of Poverty Theory
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Deconcentration Theory Fuels Current
Public Housing Policy

The Right to the City Theory

Privatization and deregulated HUD programs such as HOPE VI

Right to the City believes that poverty is not contagious or created

and Moving to Work are based on the theory of the deconcentration

by poor people, but is caused by systems of oppression such as

of poverty, an approach that wrongly prioritizes the dispersion of

racism, classism, gender discrimination and homophobia. We believe

low-income people over the investment of resources into poor

that these systems have influenced decades of bad government policy

neighborhoods. Deconcentration emerges out of the idea that poverty

such as disinvestment in and demolition of public housing. In turn,

is contagious and the conditions associated with poverty such as

these policies cause many of the current problems facing public

crime and violence are a result of poor people living in close proxim-

housing residents. We believe that poverty and the problems

ity to one another rather than deeply rooted causes such as racism

associated with it will be solved by investing in communities rather

and government disinvestment.

than dispersing them. Government should invest resources and

While these programs aim to move public housing families to

services in low-income communities, improve the physical conditions

“better neighborhoods,” they are based on faulty assumptions about

of public housing, and bolster community programs. As this report

public housing residents and therefore often fail to improve condi-

will explain, this can be done through expanding public housing, fully

tions for low-income residents44 and address the root causes of pover-

funding existing public housing, and investing in job creation and

ty. Furthermore, research does not support the notion that economic

training for residents. Beyond improving housing conditions, these

integration results in more successful lives for low-income people.

policies will build strong families, a strong sense of community, and

In this report, we aim to disprove the theory of deconcentration by

improved health and well-being for residents.

sharing the experiences of public housing residents and laying out
the Right to the City’s counter theory for the eradication of poverty.
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The Right to the City Alliance’s
Vision for Public Housing

Right to the City believes that public housing is a critically important component to ensuring that
low-income people of color have a right to stay in their cities. First and foremost, this is because public
housing does not rely on the private market and therefore provides a safety net for people in need.
We believe that instead of pursuing failed market-based solutions, the government should think creatively
about new public housing and ensure that it is developed in a holistic manner – with strong community
services, job creation and training for public housing residents, educational programs, and environmentally focused design and construction. We do not think public housing should be confined to any specific
aesthetic, but we DO believe that ALL public housing should meet the following criteria (many of which
are the current requirements of public housing):
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%*4563#

PUBLIC All units will be owned,

QUALITY LIVING CONDITIONS

RENT CAPS Public housing

SAFETY NET PHAs will adjust

regulated, and managed by the

All units will meet a minimum

residents should not be required

tenants’ rent requirements if

government and will not rely on

quality standard regulated by

to pay more than 30% of their

they lose their job or incur a

HUD.

income for rent and utilities.

reduction in their income.

the private market.
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/05

%0
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INCOME LIMITS Families

CULTURALLY RELEVANT

PERMANANTLY

ACCESSIBLE All persons

must be “low-income” (i.e. their

COMMUNITY SERVICES

AFFORDABLE In order for units

qualifying for public housing

income may not exceed 80% of

The PHA will provide a variety

to be permanently, not tempo-

will be given housing regardless

the local median income) to be

of culturally relevant community

rarily, affordable to low-income

of their race, color, ethnicity,

eligible for public housing. At

services for professional and

people, for housing to have a

gender, abilities, religion, nation-

least 40% of the new families

personal development such as

long-term stabilizing effect on

ality, place of origin, citizenship

admitted each year must be

job training and childcare, and

local communities, and for build-

status, sexual orientation, or

%0
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“extremely low-income” (i.e.

will ensure that policies guar-

ings to remain in good condition,

non-serious/non-violent criminal

their incomes are at or below

antee the expression of cultural

the federal government will

background.

30% of the local median).

identity and diversity.

provide operating subsidies, at
the full level needed, to all PHAs.
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systems that place residents as
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for overseeing public housing,

the primary decision-makers,
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that threaten the right to health

%0
/05

smaller regions.
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access to employment options,
health-care services, schools,
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Road Map to the Report

social facilities.

This report is organized into seven sections, including the introduction and conclusion, with each
section further divided into Background, Findings, and Summary and Related Recommendations.
The third section, Research Findings, is broken into five chapters, each addressing a different component
of the public housing system. Each chapter concludes with a summary along with one or more policy
recommendations that correspond to the chapter. Following the Research Findings is a section on the
political and budgetary context for public housing. The final section is a more detailed set of recommendations for HUD, Congress, PHAs, and policymakers on how to improve and sustain public housing
now and in the future. These recommendations are divided into immediate, intermediate, and long-term
solutions for public housing.
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Three-and-a-Half
Million Homeless
… and Counting
The Desperate Need
for Public Housing
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“The best thing about [public housing] is having
a stable roof over your head. You can rely on it
and you know the price won’t go sky high.”
- Miami Focus Group Participant #9

Background
Millions of low-income people of color desperately need the safety net that public housing

Figure 5. The federal government defines

can provide. Although the severity of the housing crisis has dominated recent news coverage,

income categories as percentages of the

the problem is not new. As Figure 6 shows, the population of “very low-income” renters has

local area median. This creates categories

grown over the last 25 years, partly due to population growth, but also as a result of stagnating

that adjust depending on the income range

or declining wages and benefits. In addition, in 2005, households with “worst case needs,” i.e.

of a given area.
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very low-income unassisted renters who either pay half or more of their income for housing
or who are living in severely substandard housing, rose to six million, a 16% increase from
2003.47 As demand has grown, the supply of housing for low-income people has shrunk, inten-

Median income

sifying the crisis. This is seen in the substantial declines in the actual number of affordable,
available, and physically adequate rental units accessible to households with worst case needs.
As Figure 7 shows, there is an extreme shortage of affordable housing units. The National Low

Low-Income: Income between 51% and 80%

Income Housing Coalition (NLIHC) reports a gap of 6 million units for extremely low-income

of area median

renters, and a shortage of 5 million units for low-income renters across the country.48
Median income

Figure 6. Change in Low-Income Renter Population (1978-2005)
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Extremely Low-Income: Income at or
This crisis has hit low-income people of color the hardest. At the start of the recession, 33%
of the Black middle class was already in danger of falling to a lower economic level.49

below 30% of area median

According to United for a Fair Economy, from 1998 to 2006, Blacks lost $71 billion to $93
billion in home-value wealth from subprime loans. This was called the “greatest loss of wealth
in recent history for people of color.”50
Figure 7. Shortage of Affordable, Available, and Physically Adequate Rental Units (2005)

For every 10 Extremely Low-Income Renters

For every 10 Very Low-Income Renters there

there are only 3.5 units available.

are only 6.8 units available.
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The Impact of the Economic Crisis
on People of Color
While it is clear that the economic and housing crisis affects all low-income people,
the effect on low-income people of color has been disproportionately dire. Black
unemployment is now at 15.1%, compared with 8.9% for Whites; in 2008, the typical
Black family had only a dime for every dollar of wealth possessed by the typical White
family.51 Thirty percent of Black renters and 27% of Latino renters spend half or more of
their income on housing. Foreclosure rates are three times greater in mostly
minority neighborhoods, and 85% of worst-hit neighborhoods – where the foreclosure
rate is double the regional average – have majority Black and Latino homeowners.52
According to a study on foreclosures in New England, the foreclosure rate on a per unit
basis was more than five times higher in largely non-White, poor neighborhoods than in
largely White, low poverty neighborhoods.53
Today an estimated 12 million renters and homeowner households pay more than 50% of

Figure 8. Extremely Low-Income Renters57

their annual incomes for housing. Overall, 16.4 million renter households face unaffordable
53

housing costs, with rent and basic utilities costing more than 30% of their income.54 Nearly all
households in this latter group have “low-incomes,” nine out of ten have “very low-incomes”

Extremely low-income renters now
comprise about 25% of all renters.

and two out of three have “extremely low-incomes.”55 Table 1 documents these divisions for
the six cities analyzed in this report.
Table 1. Low-Income Families that Spend 50% or More of Income on Rent57
Extremely Low-Income

Very Low-Income

Chicago

89.1%

10.0%

Los Angeles

68.1%

24.7%

Miami

53.3%

35.9%

New Orleans

73.1%

21.2%

Nearly 9 out of 10 of these extremely low-

New York City

72.0%

22.2%

income renters pay more than 30% of their

Oakland

81.4%

16.7%

income toward rent

San Francisco

84.6%

10.9%

Washington, D.C.

90.2%

7.3%

Source: U.S. Census, American Community Survey 2005-2007. Adjusted for family size.

Additional indicators of the desperate need for public housing are the numbers of people
sitting on waiting lists for public housing and the homeless who are living in shelters, on

These nine million renters compete for only
6.2 million homes they can afford.

the streets, or with family and friends. Table 2 reports some of these indicators. While these
figures are striking, they reflect only a fraction of the need for public housing. Waiting list
procedures vary from city to city. In some areas they are always open; in others, they are open
for a brief period every few years. Thus, waiting lists provide only a minimum assessment of
the need. This combined with a lack of accurate data on homelessness, as well as the startling
statistics in Table 2, suggests that the true numbers for those seeking public housing in many
cities have been dramatically underreported.

These households have the highest and
fastest-growing housing cost burdens.
= 1 million renters
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Table 2. Public Housing Waitlists and Sheltered and Unsheltered Homeless Population by
City

Chicago
Los Angeles
Miami
New Orleans
New York City
Oakland
San Francisco
Washington, D.C.
Total

Applicants on PH

Homeless

Homeless

Waitlist59

Sheltered60

Unsheltered61

27,134

4,346

1,633

12,174

11,442

57,166

59,003

3,227

1,347

17,276

990

629

131,077

46,955

3,306

11,314

2,342

2,496

24,609

2,400

2,771

11,417

5,666

378

253,145

77,368

69,726

“If it wasn’t for public
housing I’d probably be
homeless, cause you
know I don’t make
enough money to live
outside public housing.”
-New York City Focus Group Participant #10

This problem will only intensify as the economic crisis continues to unfold, as unemployment rates climb to new heights,61 and as former homeowners continue to be displaced by
foreclosures. In this context, it becomes increasingly clear that public housing is needed to
help alleviate the crisis and provide housing for those most in need.

Findings
Public Housing is one of the only options available to very low-income people of color for
secure, stable, and permanently affordable housing.
1. PUBLIC HOUSING PROVIDES LOW-INCOME PEOPLE, PARTICULARLY PEOPLE OF
COLOR, WITH A TRULY AFFORDABLE HOUSING OPTION. This research shows that public
housing is increasingly important in these uncertain economic times because it is actually
affordable. In 1969, the Brooke Amendment provided a cap on the percentage of income
that a public housing tenant could be required to pay.62 Initially, rent could not exceed 25%
of an individual’s income, but the 1981 Housing and Community Development Amendments
increased that percentage to 30%.63 With a few exceptions, only the Section 8 Housing Choice
voucher program and public housing provide families housing with this type of protection.
Given the limitations of the Section 8 program, particularly for extremely low-income
households, public housing provides the lowest-income families with one of the only available
housing options truly affordable to them. This is especially important for low-income people
living in urban areas, where rents in the private market and other cost of living expenses are
often very high. Focus group participants, many of whom are currently on the waiting list for
public housing, expressed it was their only option to stay afloat financially.
“The good thing I see about [public housing] as a renter in the private market is that
you pay according to your income. In the private market you pay according to what
the landlord wants. My rent has been going up tremendously and it’s getting to be
beyond my income. So, I’m trying to get into public housing to balance it out with my
income.” -Miami Focus Group Participant #4
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As seen in Table 3, in the cities studied, those living in housing in the private market without any public subsidy paid an average of $993 per month on rent.64 Those living in public
housing, by contrast, only paid an average of $348 per month.65 Families living in public
housing, therefore, are saving an average of $645 per month that can be used towards the cost
of necessities such as food, transportation, and childcare.66 Focus group participants noted this
extra money is essential to help them pay for basic needs. A participant in Washington, D.C.
noted why she needs the money she saves by living in public housing:
“The extra money…I may be young but I still got debt so that is where most of it
goes. Either to paying that off and saving towards moving into my own little place.”

“I have a great deal of
medical expenses.
So really, to have to pay
fifteen or sixteen or
twenty-two hundred
dollars a month in rent
anywhere else… I
couldn’t afford it.
I would be homeless.”
-Oakland Focus Group Participant #2

-Washington, D.C. Focus Group Participant #9
Another resident in Oakland credited her ability to pay for her medical bills due to the
money she saves paying low monthly rent she pays in public housing:
“I have a great deal of medical expenses. So really, to have to pay fifteen or sixteen
or twenty-two hundred dollars a month in rent anywhere else… I couldn’t afford it. I
would be homeless.” -Oakland Focus Group Participant #2
Table 3. Tenant Payment for Public Housing vs. Private Market (per household) (2009)67
Average Tenant
Payment in
Public Housing

Census-Median Difference PH Rent and
Gross Rent
Gross Median Rent

Chicago

$268

$863

$595

Los Angeles

$419

$1056

$637

Miami

$245

$826

$579

New Orleans

$283

$908

$621

New York City

$544

$1044

$498

Data Not Made Available

$1036

N/A

$327

$1262

$937

Data Not Made Available

$1011

N/A

Total Average

$348

$993

$645

National Average

$313

$824

$511

Oakland
San Francisco
Washington, DC

Additionally, some PHAs do not require public housing residents to pay for utilities such as
gas and electricity, which does away with the need for deposits and credit checks inherent in
private utilities, as well as making the housing more affordable. Several focus group participants listed this among the advantages of living in public housing:
“Another thing about living in public housing at this moment – the utility bills. You
don’t have to pay utility bills in public housing. That takes the whole burden off of
some of the poor families that are living in public housing.”
-New Orleans Focus Group Participant #1
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2. PUBLIC HOUSING PROVIDES LOW-INCOME PEOPLE OF COLOR WITH A
PERMANENTLY AFFORDABLE HOUSING OPTION AND IS A SAFEGUARD AGAINST
EVICTION, HOMELESSNESS, AND DISPLACEMENT. As noted above, the Brooke
Amendment ensures that public housing residents will have permanent, low-cost housing that
is unaffected by trends in the private market or by a sudden change in family fortune. Focus
group participants remarked on the safety net that public housing provides them:
“The good thing about living in public housing is, God forbid anybody gets sick or a
loved one passes away and there is only one income coming in – they lower your rent.
If you lose your job and you have zero income you don’t have to pay rent until you can
find your job.” -Washington, D.C. Focus Group Participant #11
Public housing offers an important protection against eviction and displacement, especially

“The good thing about
living in public housing
is, God forbid anybody
gets sick or a loved one
passes away and there is
only one income coming
in – they lower your rent.
If you lose your job and
you have zero income you
don’t have to pay rent
until you can find
your job.”
-Washington, D.C. Focus Group Participant #11

for low-income people living in gentrifying neighborhoods. These protections, in turn, allow
residents the ability to continue living in their homes for long periods of time, regardless of
a sudden decrease in family income or increase in surrounding market value. Of the cities
included in a study conducted by the National Association of Housing and Redevelopment
Officials, 21% of public housing residents lived in their homes for over 20 years. By comparison, only 2% of residents living in the market-based Section 8 program have lived in their
homes for over 20 years.68 Additionally, of those residents that participated in our focus
groups, 63% reported having lived in public housing for over 16 years. This longevity is good
for residents and the community because it provides stability and allows people to establish
roots and networks in their neighborhoods. The permanent affordability of public housing,
and the protections provided against eviction and displacement, helps explain this longevity.
Several focus group participants noted the important role public housing played in providing
a secure home for their families:
“I found myself in a terrible situation with two minor children by myself and one step
from being in a shelter and one step from living out of a car. Public housing rescued
my family. Public housing saved me and kept my family together.”
-Washington, D.C. Focus Group Participant #14
“If I wasn’t living in public housing I would probably be homeless; begging on the
streets for the rest of my money to pay the rest of my bills.”
-Miami Focus Group Participant #2
“[Without public housing] I would have probably been struggling with the children.
They might have been taken away from me. I would have never been able to take care
of my grandchildren and it would have just been a terrible thing for me.”
-Washington, D.C. Focus Group Participant #7
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Summary & Recommendations
Public housing is desperately needed to counteract the market’s inability to produce of safe
and stable housing that is affordable to the lowest-income families. As shown above, while
other subsidized housing programs are also important, public housing provides a crucial
safety net for many people. It is often the only option for permanent affordable housing
for low-income residents. Despite a worsening housing crisis and an increasingly unavailable stock of truly affordable housing for low-income people, the government continues to
implement housing policies and practices that fail to address the needs of the lowest-income
families, most often families of color.
In order to alleviate the shortage of housing for low-income people, Right to the City is
calling on the federal government to enact the following solutions:
1. Build more public housing
Due to the severe shortage of housing for low-income people and the inadequacy of the
private market to address the housing crisis, it is clear that more public housing is needed. In
addition to preserving and protecting current public housing, the Right to the City Alliance is
calling on Congress to amend the Quality Housing and Work Responsibility Act so that there
are no barriers to constructing new public housing units, and to use the American Recovery
and Reinvestment Act (the stimulus bill) to build additional public housing.
2. Pass a “Right to Housing” bill that secures housing for every person
living in the United States
In order to address the severe housing crisis facing the United States, the federal government
must ensure that housing is a right rather than a privilege. As such, Right to the City Alliance
recommends that Congress pass a “Right to Housing Act” that ensures housing security for
everyone and includes requirements that keep public housing as a permanent resource.
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2

They Run it Down
to Tear it Down

Government Disinvestment in
Public Housing

“[The] housing authority was not responding to the
problems that were happening to the building.
Someone broke in the window and I asked them
to fix it but they never fixed the window.”
-San Francisco Focus Group Participant #2

Background
Figure 9. Housing Authority Budgets

Despite the well-documented increase in the need for low-income housing over the last
decade, the federal government has continuously disinvested in public housing, one of the
best residency options for low-income people. As a result, PHAs nationwide only receive 89%

Local housing authority budgets Although

of the funding that they need and many housing projects are falling into disrepair. Of the cit-

each local housing authority determines its

ies in our study, there is a collective operating deficit of $206 million (see Table 4). The overall

exact funding structure differently, most

federal operating deficit for FY 2009 is $848 million. The FY10 Federal Budget as enacted

housing authorities have the following:

69

allocates about $7.3 billion for the Public Housing Capital and Operating Funds. Because
70

federal law mandates that housing agencies maintain rents that are affordable to low-income

Rents (tenants in public housing pay 30%

people, tenant payments do not cover operating or capital costs for public housing. To fill this

of their income in rent) Rent can make up

gap, the Public Housing Operating Fund and Public Housing Capital Fund were created by the

anywhere from 5% -35% of a housing

Quality Housing and Work Responsibility Act in 1998. However, these federal dollars have

authority’s budget.

71

not filled the gap and housing authorities are left without the funds needed to maintain
housing for millions of people. In fact, due to federal underfunding, it is estimated that from

Federal capital funding This funding

2002 to 2008 public housing lost nearly $3 billion nationally in operating subsidizes alone.

comes from the federal government and is

Below are the operating deficits for selected PHAs for 2009.

used by a local housing authority for physical

72

repairs and construction ONLY.
Table 4. PHA Operating Deficits
Operating Budget

Deficit as a

Federal operating funds This is federal
money that is used for maintenance, staff,

Deficits

Total Budget

Percentage of Budget

$27,800,00074

$881,928,66075

3%

and operating expenses like heat and

Los Angeles

$8,000,00076

$850,000,00077

1%

hot water.

Miami
New Orleans

Chicago

New York City

$7,500,000

79

$259,590,000

3%

$3,500,00080

$224,055,05981

2%

$127,000,00082

$2,742,000,00083

5%

78

Oakland

$8,470,000

San Francisco

$2,300,00086

Washington, D.C.

$11,550,000

$289,499,061

4%

$206,000,000

$5,657,769,529

4%

84

88

Total

85

$192,696,749

1%

$218,000,00087

1%

89

City/State funding Most housing
City/State
authorities do not receive city or state
Operating

funding, but a few receive minimal
subsidies.
Capital
Rentjust for
This funding is almost always used

operating expenses.
City/state funding
$1,188,829

The FY09 Federal Budget as enacted allocated about $6.9 billion for the Public Housing

RentCity/State
City/State
$38,882,039
Operating
Operating
Capital
Capital

Capital and Operating Funds. This was clearly not enough. The Administration tried to but89

tress this funding with the stimulus bill, which provided a one-time allocation of $4 billion for
public housing capital repair needs. The stimulus, however, will likely only be used to try and
start to cover the enormous backlog of repairs and as a result, is certainly not enough to assist
with any capital repairs that arise during the year. As of February 2010, President Obama
90

had requested $4.829 billion for the Operating Fund and $2.044 billion for the Capital Fund.91
The Administration claims that this request means they are fully funding the Operating Fund
– which based on the current formula, they are – but according to industry leaders, including

Rent
Rent

Operating funding
$148,435,573

Capital funding
$139,285,177

Chicago (FY2010)
City/state funding
N/A

City/State
City/State

Operating
Rent
Operating
$27,000,000
Capital
Capital

Operating funding
$ 26,500,000

Rent
Rent

Capital funding
$42,500,000

Los Angeles (FY2010)
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City/State
Operating
Capital
Rent
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the Public Housing Authorities Directors Association, to truly provide sufficient funds for

Figure
10. Federal Operating Fund Shortfalls
&

public housing in 2011, Congress would need to appropriate $5.08 billion for the Operating

(2000-2009)

Fund and $22 billion for the Capital Fund. Therefore, the Administration’s proposal is actu-

%
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ally $250 million short for the Operating Fund and $456 million short for the Capital Fund.

&

Proposed funding for the Capital Fund, in fact, is lower than it has been in the last five years.93

$

As noted above, a lack of adequate funding and active disinvestment in public housing has

%

92

been a problem for public housing since its advent, but has recently culminated in a fiscal

#

crisis. Many PHAs have been forced to cut back on maintenance for public housing units –

$

leading to the deterioration, and ultimately demolition, of tens of thousands of units94 – and

"

have had to raise rents and cuts services for tenants. The constant dearth of federal funding

#

has truly had an impact on people’s lives: only one in four low-income households eligible for

!

federal housing assistance actually receives it.95 Thus, disinvestment has a significant impact

"

HUD Defined Need
Actual Funding

on both public housing stock and the residents that live there.
!


Findings
Policies of disinvestment are the root cause of many of the current problems in public
housing, including disrepair, dangerous conditions, vacant units, increased rent burden, and



reduction of services for low-income residents.
1. Disinvestment in public housing causes disrepair and dangerous
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Figure 11. Federal Disinvestment in Capital

living conditions for residents.

Funding (2001-2008)

Without adequate federal support, public housing authorities across the country have
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neglected to carry out basic repairs for many of the nation’s ageing housing developments,

&

and much of the country’s housing stock has fallen into disrepair. Lack of repairs causes
dilapidated conditions in public housing, which in turn leads to dangerous living conditions

%
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for residents and their children. In New York City, for example, the total amount of federal

&

capital funds committed to public housing shrunk from over $4 billion in 2001 to $2.5 billion
by 2008, producing a $137 million operating deficit.96 The New York City Housing Authority
(NYCHA) has also not had the appropriate funding needed to maintain its 3,338 elevators,
causing them to frequently malfunction. Since 2001, residents and employees of NYCHA
have reported 300 injuries due to the faulty elevators. One of these incidences resulted in
the death of a young boy who was killed while attempting to escape from a stalled elevator.
Focus group participants discussed the lack of basic repairs and the burden that new fees for
repairs create for them. Oftentimes residents cannot afford these fees so repairs go undone. A
resident in Oakland described his situation:
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“I had asked them for years to fix the outside of the building. Raw sewage had come up
through people’s toilets and flooded their houses and apartments. Mine was swollen in
between the top and bottom floor and you could smell it.”
-Oakland Focus Group Participant #4
2. Residents bear the brunt of disinvestment as rents and fees rise
and residential services are cut.
Despite the decline in living conditions, the budgets of PHAs are being balanced on the backs
of low-income residents. Without full government funding, many PHAs have attempted to
close budget gaps by raising rents, imposing fees, and cutting services for public housing
residents. Along with data from focus groups, a review of annual plans from PHAs in our
seven cities indicates the direct correlation between federal disinvestment and increased
burdens on tenants. For example, the 2009 annual plan from the Miami-Dade Public Housing
Authority cites examples of various policy changes that will be made in order to fill the budget
deficit. These include, among other things, rent increases and limiting the ability of residents
to move:
“MDHA may make discretionary policy revisions…to cover any shortfall in federal

“They’ve come in my
apartment maybe three
or four times and they
never give me new floors
even though there’s lots
of problems. They
[management] don’t do
much for us, everything
they give us they charge
us now. If I had extra
money, I’d put in a new
floor for myself.”
-New York City Focus Group Participant #4

funding, including but not limited to, limiting moves, increasing minimum rent,
reducing payment standards, implementing revised occupancy standards, and
termination of assistance...”97
Such detrimental policy changes are not unique to Miami. For instance, in 2008, due to
federal funding shortages, NYCHA was forced to close dozens of community centers meant
to provide services for residents.98 Table 5 documents all the cities in this study where PHAs
have explicitly implemented policies of raising rents and cutting services according to
their annual plans. In addition, many focus group participants have recently had their rent
increased. One New York City resident explained:
“The rent that I pay now is overwhelming. I pay $1000 so I think I deserve to get the
treatment and services that are provided for that amount of money.”
-New York City Focus Group Participant #5
Between 2000 and 2009, rents for public housing in the cities studied increased an average
of $91, or 35%, as federal funding continued to decrease.99 In certain cities this increase has
been more pronounced. In New York City, for example, rents were raised by 55%.
Many PHAs have also begun seeking out higher-income tenants over the last decade as
a way to help bridge their funding gaps. In New Orleans, residents making over $15,000
increased from 8% to 28% of the total housing population. In New York City, the average
income increased by 20%. This means there are fewer units available for those most in need of
public housing.
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Figure 12. Vacancies and total units

Table 5. Rent Increases, Service Reduction, and Funding Changes100

in select cities:
Rent
Increases
Chicago

X

Los Angeles

X

Miami

X

Reduction in
Services

New Orleans
New York City

X

Oakland

X

Increase in # of
Vouchers/Decrease in money
for public housing
X

X

X
X

X

X

X
X

Los Angeles 267 out of 2,973 units vacant (9%)
Oakland 462 out of 3,306 units vacant (14%)
Miami 2,105 out of 11,080 units vacant (19%)

X

San Francisco
Washington, D.C.

X

San Francisco 563 out of 6263 units vacant (9%)

X

D.C. 2,225 out of 10,599 units vacant (21%)

3. Disinvestment causes vacancies: Over 1 in 10 units sit vacant in the
cities included in this study.
Without proper funding to maintain developments, many housing authorities warehouse

NYC 6,500 out of 160,195 units vacant (4%)1

empty units deemed unsafe for tenant occupancy. Rather than invest a small amount to
restore these units, PHAs leave them vacant, allowing units to fall even further into disrepair
ultimately denying housing to people. A public housing resident in New Orleans described
this practice:
“They run down the property so they can tear down most of the housing, displace
people and put up less dense housing. It’s happening not just here, but all over the
country. They don’t want no poor people here, especially our color.”
-New Orleans Focus Group Participant #3
In the PHAs examined, 27,410 public housing units (12% of the total stock) are currently
unoccupied.101 Nationally, 120,000 units sit vacant (10% of the total national public housing
stock).102 Often, housing authorities underreport the number of vacant units, so it is probable
that far more units sit vacant in these cities. By keeping these units vacant, PHAs are losing
crucial revenue that could be used to conduct repairs and provide resident services. Many
residents also fear that once a housing authority begins to warehouse apartments within a
development, demolition and displacement will soon follow. One resident spoke about the
unsettling feeling caused by warehoused units:
Chicago 12,909 out of 36,884 units vacant (35%)
“The landscaping deteriorated to the point where it was almost unlivable… So it was
really very scary. You know… boarded up place next door to me, boarded up place in
front of me…it was very uncomfortable. It was almost as if they were saying the rest of
you guys – the ones that are left – need to hurry up and get out.”
-Oakland Focus Group Participant #2
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Resident Snapshot
“This was a scary time for me...
I am on a fixed income.”
Anne Washington was born in Trinidad, but has lived in New York City since 1970. She has
been a resident of Grant Housing in Harlem since 1978. She is an active member of
Community Voices Heard (CVH) and believes that being involved with CVH has changed her
life in many positive ways. It has made her feel that she is involved in something important
that will make real differences in her life and in her community.
Recently, the NYCHA raised Anne’s rent.
“It was devastating because my rent went up like $400 and I am on a fixed income. I
had to talk with Housing a lot and walk them through the whole thing with all of the

Anne Washington

details for so long. It took four months before they finally adjusted my rent to the
appropriate level... A lot of people have had their rents raised for reasons like the ones
I described.”
Anne has had problems getting NYCHA to do basic repairs.
“I had a gas leak in my apartment. My carbon dioxide alarm kept going off. Me and
my daughter were getting headaches and my daughter was feeling like she couldn’t
breathe very well. I called the housing repair line twice. Two separate times the
housing repair guy came to my apartment and said that they couldn’t find a leak... So
I called the Fire Department. They sent someone over who came, did a test and found
the leak... Even to this day the repair they did on my stove wasn’t good enough. I don’t
have a leak, but the stove is still defective. I have found that when I am dealing with
Housing I have to be extremely forceful in order to get a simple repair.”
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Summary & Recommendations
Even with additional stimulus funds, many PHAs are struggling to meet costs due to
systematic federal disinvestment over the past several years. This has caused the deterioration of the current public housing stock and dangerous living conditions for residents. As a
result, the budgets of PHAs are being balanced on the backs of public housing residents, with
increases in fees and rent and decreases in services and repairs. Minimal stimulus funds have
been channeled to repair public housing, but these are insufficient to even cover the backlog
of repairs that need to be done. Accordingly, the federal government must fully fund public
housing to begin to address the issues caused by years of disinvestment.
In order to address the problem of federal disinvestment in public housing, Right to the
City is calling on the federal government to enact the following solutions:
1. Preserve and strengthen existing public housing
Due to the trend of disinvestment over the last two decades, PHAs nationwide are experiencing operating deficits and residents are suffering from rent increases, lack of services, and
delays on basic repairs. Additionally, capital repair needs continue to go unmet. As a result,
the nation’s public housing stock is in disrepair and thousands of units sit vacant. In order
to remedy this and ensure that public housing can continue to be a resource to millions of
low-income people, particularly people of color, HUD and Congress must fully fund public
housing.
2. Fill all vacancies in public housing
Due to disinvestment, 120,000 public housing units sit vacant across the country.103 These
units are a valuable and desperately-needed resource for low-income people. However, as
they sit vacant, they are subject to further deterioration and create a culture of fear amongst
residents. Moreover, millions of people wait to get into public housing. In order to alleviate
these problems, Congress should allocate $7.999 billion over five years to rehabilitate all
120,000 vacant units of public housing.104 In addition, all public housing authorities should
open waiting lists permanently and work with HUD to assist in identifying need for public
housing.
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3

Lost in the Fray

REDEVELOPMENT
HEIGHTS

The Demolition
of Public Housing
and Displacement
of Residents

“I think their main goal is to build condominiums and
put two, three or four families there… I am really
scared that it’s going to happen because I don’t
know if we are going to lose our apartment. They do
whatever they want and probably will leave us on
the streets. I don’t want to go back to a shelter.”
- San Francisco Focus Group Participant #6

Background
Along with continual disinvestment, since 1995 at least 104,000 public housing units
nationwide have been lost without replacement, a practice that has displaced thousands of
low-income people.105 Instead of building new units of public housing, renovating vacant
units, or restoring developments that have fallen into disrepair, HUD has chosen to demolish
thousands of units of public housing without adequately replacing them. The demolition of
public housing has mainly been fueled by the Housing Opportunities for People Everywhere
(HOPE VI) program.
The foundation for HOPE VI was laid in 1989 when Congress established the National
Commission on Severely Distressed Public Housing, which was charged with identifying and

Figure 13. Condition of destroyed public
housing units through HOPE VI (1992)

eradicating severely distressed public housing and devising a plan to eradicate this stock.
The Commission found that 86,000 units – 6% of the public housing stock – were severely
distressed, and urged Congress to create a revitalization plan for these units.106 Congress’ plan,
HOPE VI, was aimed at transforming “severely distressed” public housing into “mixed-income” housing developments.107 To do this, public housing units would be either rehabilitated
or demolished. Originally, however, if demolition was proposed, units had to be replaced on
a one-for-one basis.108 HOPE VI as initially devised and designed was not created to diminish
the number of units in the public housing system.
But two years later, a law reauthorizing funding for HOPE VI eliminated this one-for-one
replacement requirement.109 Even though no funding was taken away from HOPE VI, recipients of HOPE VI grants now were free to demolish units without replacing them with hard

83,000

72,000

habitable

distressed

units.110 Furthermore, despite the designation of only 72,000 severely distressed units, HOPE
VI funded the demolition of 155,000 units, more than double the number designated (see
Figure 13).111 The elimination of the one-for-one replacement requirement and the HOPE VI
program generally has been hugely detrimental to people’s lives and has greatly diminished
the amount of public housing stock available to those who truly need it.
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Public Housing Demolitions
• Between 1995 and 2008, about 200,000 public housing units have been
demolished altogether.112

Figure 14. Net loss of units through
HOPE VI

• Since 2006, another 230,000 units have been slated for demolition.113
• Only about 50,000 units demolished through HOPE VI have been or plan to be replaced
with new public housing units114 and as of late 2007, only 32,000 replacement units have
50,000
rebuilt

been built.115

Planned loss of
348,000 total
units.

• About 57,000 former public housing families were given vouchers instead of public
housing replacement.116
• Between 1994 and 2004, 45,539 households (81%) did not return to redeveloped HOPE

200,000 units
demolished

VI sites (see Figure 15).117

32,000
planned for
construction

• Almost 50,000 units of non-public housing that serve income groups higher than the
displaced households are included in HOPE VI redevelopments.118

230,000
units planned
for demolition

In some cities the replacement statistics are even bleaker. For instance, the HOPE VIfunded redevelopment at the Scott Homes/Carver Homes in Miami, as originally approved
by HUD, only planned to replace 9% of the original units. In New Orleans, the redevelopment
plan for St. Thomas only calls for 12% replacement of affordable housing units.119 HOPE
VI-fueled demolition has displaced thousands of low-income people and created a culture of
fear, including in cities where public housing has not yet been demolished.
Meanwhile, HUD has had no long-term relocation assistance plan for all of the residents
that have been displaced by the HOPE VI program. Because most residents do not have the
means to rent market rate housing, and because available public housing units are scarce,

Figure 15. Only 19% of residents who were
displaced by a HOPE VI development have
returned to their HOPE VI sites (19942004)
not-returned
81%

returned
19%

they must either rely on support from family and friends or utilize the voucher system. While
also an important source of affordable housing, relying solely on vouchers as a replacement
to public housing can be problematic because the program has many barriers for residents to
access affordable housing.
The effects of HOPE VI and demolition generally have had a significant negative impact
on the health of cities and the wellbeing of communities. To describe the impact of displacement on the individual and local community level, Dr. Mindy Thompson Fullilove has coined
the term root shock: “the traumatic stress reaction to the destruction of all or part of one’s
ecosystem.”120 Indeed, decades of research demonstrate that displacement has significant impacts on well-being and housing stability.121 Among the most notable effect is the “disruption
of the community ties and place attachments that are at the foundation of well-functioning
communities.”122
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WHAT HAPPENS TO
RESIDENTS UNDER HOPE VI?

V
V

$

V

V

V

V

V

V

V

When a development enters the Hope VI

and the residents are

If there are vacancies in another development, residents can be relocated

program, the buildings are slated for demolition

relocated.

within the housing authority. (But in most public housing systems, vacan-

and/or renovation . . .

V

V

V

V

V

V

V

V

cies are rare. In New York the waiting list for a vacant apartment is over
eight years.)

V

V

$

+$

V

V

V

V

V

V

V

V

V

$$

+$

V

V
V

V

V

V

V

V

V

V

V

V

V

V

V

$

V

VV

V

V

V

V
V

VV

VV

VV

V

V

V

Those that cannot be moved to another development will be given vouchers,

Those that do find housing with vouchers will

but these vouchers can only be used with housing that meets particular rent

have new expenses such as security deposits and

criteria - so this housing tends to be in low-income neighborhoods - often
lower-income than the neighborhood the displaced residents are coming
V

V

V

V

V

V

V

V

V

V

V

V

V

V

V

from. It’s also common for landlords to descriminate against voucher

V

V

utilities.

V

V

V

V

V

V

V

V
V

$

V

V

V

V

AND find that the
support networks that
had sustained them in

VV

V

V

V

V

V

V

V

the past have been
V

V

V

V

scattered to the wind.

V

V

$
V

V

V

V

holders (even though it’s illegal).
MEANWHILE . . .

+$ +$

If the building is
completed (thus far
only
65%
of
Hope
VI
V
V
V
V
V

V

V

V

V

+$

+$
V

V

V

V

V

V

V

V

V

V

V

V

V

MOST RESIDENTS WON’T MAKE IT BACK
The housing authority will have lost touch with
V

VV

V

V

V

V

many of them . . .
V

V

V

V

V

V

V

projects that have
begun have been
completed) the new

Several more will be denied right of return due to
problems with their paperwork . . .

building is likely to
have fewer units of
public housing

and a small group of families will return to
rebuild their lives in their old neighborhood.

available than in the
original development.
IV. RESEARCH FINDINGS–CHAPTER THREE: LOST IN THE FRAY

35

+$
V

V

V

New Orleans: Disaster Fuels
Unwarranted Demolitions
Perhaps there is no better example of demolition and the displacement that
inevitably follows than in post-Hurricane Katrina New Orleans. Two years after
the storm, on September 21, 2007, HUD approved the demolition of most of New
Orleans’ public housing – most of which were either not damaged at all by the storm
or sustained minimal damage – and a replacement of far fewer public housing units.
Thereafter, approximately 4,500 public housing units in New Orleans, more than 70%
of the city’s public housing stock, were demolished. It seemed as if this demolition
was almost planned to rid the city of “certain populations.” For example, former New
Orleans City Council President Oliver Thomas acknowledged that he was addressing
Blacks when he said that New Orleans did not need “soap opera watchers” to return to
the city.124 And the then-Secretary of HUD, who is charged with providing affordable
housing to and promoting economic development for disadvantaged communities,
stated that New Orleans “is not going to be as Black as it was for a long time, if ever
again.”125
Indeed, without the construction of stable, deeply affordable housing, there have
been few other options for displaced public housing families, namely Black residents,
in New Orleans. The most recent data available shows that in Orleans Parish, 38,000 affordable housing units sustained severe or major damage from Hurricane Katrina, but
as of August 2008, only 37% of this stock had been replaced.126 At the same time, the
current location of many residents whose homes were demolished and who are now
displaced is simply not known.127 Housing Authority of New Orleans (HANO) officials
admitted that after Hurricane Katrina, they did not systematically keep track of the
location of public housing residents.128 Moreover, it is also unlikely that residents were
ever asked in a broad or systematic way about their desire or intent to return to New
Orleans public housing.129 In light of HANO’s poor tracking system, and because public
housing residents have been scattered and forced into unstable living conditions since
the storm, any housing opportunities that arise in redeveloped public housing sites will

Figure 16. After Hurricane Katrina,
approximately 4,500 units of public housing were demolished in New Orleans (more
than 70% of the city’s housing stock)

likely pass by displaced residents. This is particularly of concern given strategies like
those devised by the St. Bernard developers where they kept the waiting list for public
housing on the phase one redevelopment open for only 23 days.130 These tactics, if unchecked, foretell a reality of permanent displacement for New Orleans’ public housing
residents.
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Findings
Rather than build more units of housing for low-income people, HUD continues to demolish
units of public housing without adequately replacing them.
1. Public housing continues to be lost in cities across the country.
Of the cities included in this study, New Orleans has lost 6,090 units of public housing
between the years of 2000 and 2009; Washington, D.C. has lost 1,576 units over the same
period, Miami has lost 1,564 units, and Los Angeles has lost 968 units.131 Some of the public
housing developments that have been rebuilt, moreover, are restricted in occupancy to certain
populations, such as senior citizens and people with disabilities. While low-income housing
should continue to be made available to these groups, without building more housing, restrictions placed on replacement units of public housing limit options for other low-income families, often families of color. As an example, Figure 17 shows the number of units that PHAs
report have been demolished or sold to the private market in the last year in Los Angeles.
Figure 17. Public Housing Units Lost in Los Angeles132

“I had a good friend that
lived in Scott Carver…
she told me when she
had to move out it was
like leaving a piece of her
behind because for 26
years that was all she
knew. Talking to her
about that, you could
understand, you could
feel the anger; you could
feel the hurt in her voice.”
-Miami Focus Group Participant #7

$
13,811 Original Units

$

$

$

382 Units Demolished

$
6,421 Units Sold

$
7,008 Units Left

2. Demolition of public housing results in the displacement of lowincome people (predominately people of color), the destruction of
communities, and hardships in the lives of those displaced.
Demolition of public housing displaces low-income people and destroys communities that
have existed for generations, causing excessive problems for those affected. In fact, 21.4%
of our focus group participants reported being displaced, with 23.1% of those residents still
not back in any type of subsidized housing an average of four years later. A participant from
New Orleans who was displaced from the St. Thomas housing development and moved to the
Lafitte housing development talked about the difficulty of this transition:
“It affected my life a lot moving from St Thomas… after they tore it down we moved
into the Lafitte housing development. They had us mixed up in a lot of situations.
It was hard living in this place…You split up people from all kinds of generations, all
kinds of public housing and you made it bad for us to live… it is very stressful, it is hard
for us. Especially young Black women.” -New Orleans Focus Group Participant #4
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One participant in San Francisco was notified three years ago that her development was
going to be demolished and rebuilt with new housing. Below, she discusses some of her fears
related to these demolition plans:
“It takes a year or two [to rebuild] and where are you going to stay all that time? It’s
horrible to hear the news, especially if you are a single mother. I’ve been worried since
they told me three years ago, even if they just say that good things are going to happen. I’d rather live in my house the way it is now. I have two bedrooms for each of my
kids and I sleep in the living room but I at least have stability. But I’m very nervous;
I don’t know what I am going to do when the time comes. They are saying good
things, like they are going to help us with the move or that they are going to reimburse the money we spent moving and that we could move to another place there, but
I don’t understand how they are going to do it because we are a lot people. So I am
really worried.” -San Francisco Focus Group Participant #6
Others discussed the stress created by having to suddenly move to a different place:
“Because me for one, my family we were kind of derailed by the new
neighborhood.” -Miami Focus Group Participant #2
3. The demolition of public housing has caused a culture of fear
amongst public housing residents.
As public housing is demolished around the country, those that still live in public housing
watch anxiously as they await a similar fate. Focus group participants articulated the fear that
they could be next:
“They have lied so much to me, until I just don’t want to hear them no more. I don’t
want to go to the meeting no more when they come because I know that it is going to
change within a certain amount of time. And they are going to be saying something
different. But when they want us to get out they’ll be having us get out in a hurry and
force us out. We’ll be forced out.” -San Francisco Focus Group Participant #2
“I did hear about other housing being demolished for HOPE VI. They were being
renovated but many people couldn’t come back to their homes and they ended up
in shelters. I couldn’t do that again, I really don’t know what I would do if I lost my
home.” -San Francisco Focus Group Participant #8

“They have lied so much
to me, until I just don’t
want to hear them no
more. I don’t want to go
to the meeting no more
when they come because
I know that it is going to
change within a certain
amount of time. And they
are going to be saying
something different. But
when they want us to
get out they’ll be having
us get out in a hurry and
force us out. We’ll be
forced out.”
-San Francisco Focus Group Participant #2
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Summary and Recommendations
Despite the high need for affordable housing, PHAs across the country have continued
to demolish public housing units. As focus group participants reported, the demolition of
public housing displaces residents, destroys communities, and creates additional hardships for
displaced residents. Furthermore, in cities where demolition has not yet happened, a sense of
fear looms for public housing residents. HUD policies like HOPE VI allow for this demolition
without one-for-one replacement of hard units. Demolition and displacement were not the
intent or charge of the HOPE VI program, but have become its legacy.
In order to address the demolition of public housing and displacement of residents, the
Right to the City is calling on the federal government to enact the following solutions:
Institute a moratorium on demolition of public housing and require
one-for-one replacement of already demolished hard units.
To alleviate the devastating consequences that policies of demolition and the resulting
displacement have had on people’s lives, Right to the City believes the federal government
should institute a moratorium on demolition of public housing. The federal government must
also require one-for-one replacement of all hard units of public housing that have already
been lost due to demolition.
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Resident Snapshot

“In D.C., gentrification and displacement are tearing
apart families, communities, and neighborhoods.”

Debra Frasier is 56 years old and has lived in Washington, D.C. for most of her life, and
in public housing for 15 years. She is a leader with Friends & Residents of Arthur Capers
Carrollsburg, a resident-driven community organizing group that is fighting for resident
participation, resident-led policies, and one-for-one replacement of demolished homes.
In 2001, Friends & Residents became the first resident group in the country to win the
guarantee of one-for-one replacement of public housing units demolished in a D.C. public
housing development under the federal program, HOPE VI.
Debra was displaced from her home due to HOPE VI redevelopment.

Debra F

rasier

“The housing authority sends you to places where a dog wouldn’t want to live. They
sent me and my daughter on a bus to look at a few places. These places were just awful. Screens were hanging out of windows; the backyard was like a jungle. Just a mess.
These places were much worse than the public housing.”
When she was relocated, she felt alienated and disconnected in her new neighborhood.
“You don’t know where the bus is, where to go, you get on the wrong bus, you’re
stressed and disoriented. Your life is totally new and confusing. Once we moved to
this neighborhood, I became an outsider. Most people in this area have lived here for
years; it’s a well established community. When I walk outside, sometimes some of the
neighbors wave, sometimes they don’t. Some never do. In public housing, everyone
was friendly. I could count on folks to watch out for my children.”
Many residents experience similar problems with relocation.
“It’s creating more problems then there were before. First, is that residents are getting
lost in the fray. The housing authority doesn’t keep up with the residents that are
going to be relocated. Once people move, they can’t find them and there’s no follow
up. Some of our elderly and disabled are suffering the most. I know people who
were displaced and forced to move to places where they knew no one. All of us were
dispersed so we have no friends where we end up. There’s no one to check on you.”
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4

The Myth of the
High-rise Hell Holes

Media Misrepresentations of
Public Housing

“They put the negativity of public housing in the
newspapers, like crime. Put the positive in there.
Why can’t we get mentioned as positive people?
Mention how nice the neighbors are. Mention
how the yard is still clean.”-Miami Focus Group Participant #12

Background
For many people, the term public housing conjures up negative images of “high-rise hell
holes” filled with drug dealers, guns, and violence. These stereotypes reflect racial biases that
are deeply embedded in the American psyche and perpetuated by the mainstream media.
As with many stereotypes, these images of public housing are rooted in some half-truths:
public housing residents in America’s big cities do deal with a fair share of crime and violence.
However, there are many other significant issues facing public housing residents, including
disinvestment of government resources, gentrification and displacement of residents, lack
of access to social services, and failing schools in low-income neighborhoods, to name a
few. These issues are the root causes of the crime, violence, and poverty that exist in public
housing, yet they are often missing entirely from media coverage about public housing. The
images favored by the media also omit the positive aspects of public housing such as family
ties and a strong sense of community amongst residents. Beyond simply misinforming the
public, these stereotypes also fuel the proponents of the deconcentration theory, providing
them with faulty evidence that the problem with public housing is the residents, poor people
of color, rather than the root causes of poverty. These stereotypes are significant because
they shape how the general population and decision-makers view public housing and in turn,
influence policymaking about public housing.
As part of this project, we reviewed and analyzed 400 articles from major newspapers

Figure 17. Most common words found in
media review (400 articles)

GUN
444
POVERTY
389
CRIME
324
GANG
233
DRUG
207

over the last three years in the eight cities included in this study (50 per city). We randomly
selected the articles using Westlaw media search (“public housing” as the keyword) and
subsequently analyzed them using N6, a qualitative data analysis program. Researchers looked
for the most prevalent keywords and then categorized these words into themes for each city
and the nation as a whole. We also identified which issues were not mentioned in the articles.

Findings
The primary theme that appears in news articles about public housing is the prevalence of
social problems such as poverty, drugs, violence, and gang activity. This is true across cities
and news sources. Few stories, in fact, exclude one of these themes. In the articles analyzed,
the reporter frequently cites public housing as the source of social problems. This leads to a
near universal consensus in the articles analyzed that the current public housing program is a
failure.
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Figure 18. Frequency of most used words

1. Guns and poverty are the two most prevalent words found in the
articles.

(400 articles)

Below are two figures (Figures 18 and 19) that organize the media review data by city and
keyword, with totals for each word at the bottom. By far the most common word in articles
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Figure 19. Frequency of Most Used Words by City (50 Articles Per City)
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In the articles analyzed, the most prevalent answer to fixing the social problems associated
with public housing was to demolish the buildings and replace them with mixed-income
developments. In many of the articles, the assumption was made that concentrating lowincome people in one area sustains their poverty and provides an environment friendly to
crime, drugs, and violence. An excerpt from one of the articles reviewed exemplifies this type
of reporting:
“I think the romanticism that goes with the ‘good old days of public housing’ belies
the harsh realities of crime and social malaise that had been created as a result of
a concentration of low, low income folks,” said Michael P. Kelly, who directed the
troubled Housing Authority of New Orleans from 1995 to 2000...Women that would
put their babies in bathtubs at the sound of gunfire, that was a reality; coming home
from your job and having to walk through young people participating in drug trades.”
-New York Times, December 26, 2006
IV. RESEARCH FINDINGS–CHAPTER FOUR: THE MYTH OF THE HIGH-RISE HELL HOLES

43

Mixed-income developments are portrayed as superior, as they break up these so-called
pockets of poverty and the social problems associated with them. This media portrayal is in
line with the underlying premises of the deconcentration theory.
2. There is a lack of reporting on root causes of problems and

Figure 20. In the articles we analyzed,

solutions to improve public housing.

public housing non-residents are quoted

Given the perceived failure of public housing that is reported, little discussion has focused on

nearly four times as often as public housing

ways to improve the current public housing program. In addition, while the articles report on

residents.

social problems such as violence, drug use, and poverty, they do not provide further analysis
of whether or why these problems are more prevalent or concentrated in public housing than

Non-Resident

Resident

in other spaces. It is as if it is dangerous simply because it is public housing:
1,240

336

“(Public housing) always seemed so dangerous. And it was: In the late 1980s and early
1990s, police arrested residents for mob violence, racial harassment, drug dealing. At
one point, they raided a crack house in the complex, arresting 10 Los Angeles-based
gang members.” -Los Angeles Times, September 18, 2006
The articles neither make connections to the root causes of problems in public housing
units (federal disinvestment in public housing and other social programs, joblessness, or lack
of services in communities), nor do they suggest solutions to these issues.
The media also lacks an analysis of the negative effects of mixed-income housing programs
such as HOPE VI, focusing only on the few positive results it has had on former public housing residents. The articles fail to mention the significant number of low-income housing units
that are lost when a public housing site is converted into a “mixed-income” development.
Moreover, they omit any analysis of what happens to families after they are displaced. Instead
the articles cast programs such as HOPE VI, which displaced hundreds of thousands of public
housing residents, as purely positive:
“HOPE VI has changed the way we think. I can’t say this enough: Our whole way of
developing public housing has changed…Without exaggeration, (HOPE VI) has been
truly the most effective and the most powerful economic development program we
have ever undertaken in America.” -San Francisco Chronicle, February 23, 2006
While some articles include quotes from policymakers and experts, any thorough, proper
critique of mixed-income housing programs would require input from public housing
residents. In the articles we reviewed, non-residents were 3.5 times more likely to be quoted
than residents (See Figure 20). Furthermore when residents were quoted, it was often solely
due to community organizing efforts of grassroots organizations to push resident voices to the
forefront of the discussion.
Public housing residents, those most directly impacted by policy changes favoring the
creation of “mixed-income” developments, lack a clear voice in the articles analyzed.
Coverage instead seeks out only the opinions of policymakers and experts, which subsequently adds to the negative stereotypes surrounding public housing and its residents. The stories
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that residents could tell – such as the impact of disinvestment and displacement – are not
reported at all. Further, the portrayal of public housing in the media is often starkly different
from how residents themselves perceive their homes and communities.
3. Although most reporting on public housing in the mass media
focuses on crime and violence, residents see public housing as a
vibrant community and a good place to live and raise a family.
“If I ran into somebody who asked me about public housing, I would mostly talk about
my own personal experience. I would let them know that my mama had eight girls
and one boy. She did a good job and she’s been in public housing all her life. I’d let
them know that my mama never been on drugs a day in her life. She never smoked
cigarettes. I’d let them know I was raised in a house with a mama and a daddy. I’d let
them know what a good girl I am and how all her daughters are falling straight in her
footsteps.” -New Orleans Focus Group Participant #2

“They don’t like public
housing because ‘oh they
have food stamps and
this that and the other
and we sit on our butts all
day’. Not all of us sit on
our butts all day. I work
for a living, just like everyone else in this apartment
complex. They work for a
living, so why judge us?”
-New Orleans Focus Group Participant #3

Media stories that focus on public housing often exclude what residents cite as the most
positive aspects of public housing. While residents recognize that some aspects need to be
changed, they also believe that the media focuses exclusively on negative coverage, rarely
analyzing the root causes of the problems or any positive aspects of the program. Residents
who participated in our focus groups commented on this trend in the media:
“What [the media] shows of public housing… is drugs, crime, and prostitution. But it is
not like that in public housing, from what I’ve seen of public housing they only have
working class citizens in public housing.”-New Orleans Focus Group Participant #1
“[The public] should know that we are the ones working hard. They don’t know that;
what they know is what they hear in the news; that we are thieves that we are in gangs
that we are drug addicts, but that is not true.” -San Francisco Focus Group Participant #8
Residents also noted how the media rarely portrays the vibrant sense of community present
in many public housing developments:
“When you hear public housing [in the media] you think gunshots, fires, crimes, and
drugs, and murders, and killings. But they also do not tell you that the next-door
neighbor is there for you. They got your back. These projects – they are considered
a family. We call these projects home. That is what people really need to know. That’s
the positive side of it.” They are a family when they don’t have nothing. When you
have an older lady 60 or 70 living alone, these projects are their home. Cause they say
they got that person bringing them bottle water. Bringing them food, doing things
for them…[T]aking these kids and taking them off the streets…they got somewhere.
They got a home. They can say ‘I may live in the projects but I got a home and I’m not
under a bridge.’” -Miami Focus Group Participant #8
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Summary and Recommendations
Our review revealed that the media disproportionately focuses on social problems in public
housing, often by repeatedly using loaded words like “gun” or “gangs.” By contrast, many
residents focus on the tight knit communities in public housing, reporting that it is a good
place to raise a family. Furthermore, articles about public housing rarely provide the residents’
perspectives or identify the root causes of the problems in public housing, fueling support for
deconcentration theory and perpetuating racial stereotypes. Lastly, solutions for improving
the current system are rarely offered, and if they are, they simply praise methods that
demolish projects, such as HOPE VI.
In order to combat the negative framing around public housing in the media, the
Right to the City Alliance is calling on the media to enact the following solutions:
1. Assign reporters to cover all housing.
Local media in particular need to have reporters on staff that cover housing, including public
housing. Such coverage should be part of overall reporting on the U.S. economic crisis and
recovery, and should cover housing not as an industry, but as a public good.
2. Give full and balanced reporting by actively and prominently
including the voices of residents.
To provide the public with a more balanced and accurate portrayal of public housing, the
Right to the City believes media outlets must actively seek to include residents’ voices and
perspective in reporting. Since the media greatly affects how everyone, including
policymakers, view public housing, the media has a significant responsibility to go out of
its way to ensure that residents’ lived experiences and viewpoints are represented in local,
regional, and national coverage.
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5

It’s Our
Community

Lack of Real Resident Input
and Housing Authority
Accountability

“This is our community, and who best will know
what is right for the community than the people
who live here. It’s our community and we should
have the right.”-New York City Focus Group Participant #6

Background

133

In theory, resident participation is built into the governance and history of public housing.
The Housing and Community Development Act of 1987 established resident councils, but the
structure has existed informally since the 1970s.134 HUD’s regulations, which govern tenant
participation, give public housing residents “a right to organize and elect a resident council to
represent their interests” as a means to provide “input into housing authority policy
making.”135 The regulations allow residents to participate at two levels: through resident
councils, which provide a vehicle for public housing residents to engage in the
decision-making process in their own buildings and/or development, and through
jurisdiction-wide resident bodies which allow them to participate in decisions across
developments, throughout their towns, and across cities and/or counties.
In 1986, HUD published regulations on resident participation that were later revised in

Part 964 of Title 24 in the Code of Federal

1988 with additional provisions on resident management.136 However, in 1994, new regulations

Regulations (CFR), is commonly referred

removed many of these provisions and established the current guidelines for resident partici-

to as the “964 regs,” and allows residents

pation. Part 964 of Title 24 in the Code of Federal Regulations (CFR), commonly referred to

to organize at both the development and

as the “964 regs,” allow residents to organize at both the development and jurisdiction levels

jurisdiction levels (i.e. city/county) and places

(i.e. city/county) and places responsibilities on PHAs to ensure that the resident participation

responsibilities on PHAs to ensure that the

system is functional.

resident participation system is

In 1998, the Quality Housing and Work Responsibility Act required PHAs to develop

functional.

one-year and five-year plans in consultation with resident advisory boards (RABs). If a
jurisdiction-wide resident body in compliance with the “964 regs” did not already exist, PHAs
were required to help establish the resident advisory boards (RABs). In addition to meeting
with the RAB to develop their annual plans, PHAs must hold public hearings for the general
resident population to comment on draft annual plans before they are submitted to HUD for
approval. These annual plans are central to policymaking since they include all of the major
policy changes and plans of a PHA in any given year.
Another milestone in resident participation policy came in 2001 when it became mandatory
for PHAs to fund resident participation through Tenant Participation Activities (TPA) funds.
PHAs must distribute these funds at $25 per housing unit, with $10 (or 40%) going to the
PHA for the administration of such activities.137
While all of these measures aim to include residents in policy decisions, the current
resident participation platforms are void of real power. In practice, residents have very little
decision-making power since resident councils are limited to an advisory role. This lack of
power and input makes it nearly impossible for residents to hold PHAs accountable for their
actions.
In addition, despite the requirement that local PHAs fund TPA, those funds are often
redirected to other uses. The massive mismatch in technical expertise between a well-funded
public housing authority staff138 and extremely poor public housing residents balancing jobs
and childcare often makes meaningful participation impossible. Indeed, it often breeds a
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cynicism which can lead some resident leadership to simply rubber stamp management
policies in return for personal recognition and other favors. HUD simply does not have strong
enough mechanisms in place to overcome these inequities and ensure that residents have
a meaningful voice in decision-making. Consequently, residents do not feel like they have
adequate power in shaping decisions about public housing.

Findings
1. Residents do not feel that they have adequate input into decisions
that are made about public housing and have difficulty holding HUD
and PHAs accountable for their actions.
Public housing residents feel current means for resident participation are superficial and fail
to provide any accountability. Focus group participants described why residents should have
more input in public housing policy:
“I’m the one who lives [in public housing]…the people who control the budget at the
housing authority, they never lived in the public housing. They don’t know what we

“I don’t think they are
helping out. I think we
should be the ones kind
of surveying our own
community, because we
would know our residents
more than they do, we
interact more.”
-New York City Focus Group Participant #14

need in public housing. They don’t sit out at night and watch the children play. They
don’t know what goes on in public housing.”-New Orleans Focus Group Participant #2
“I think that poor people should know how that money is being spent because at
the end of the day it is our money, not their money, it is ours. So we should have the
right to decide how to spend that money and also decide who is going to receive that
money.” -San Francisco Focus Group Participant #8
Many residents also feel PHAs do not effectively communicate with residents about public
housing policy, commenting on the lack of information provided to residents by housing
authorities:
“And they don’t put flyers around saying there is a meeting in HANO [the Housing
Authority of New Orleans]. We have to go to the top officials to get a notice on a
meeting, which is ludicrous.” -New Orleans Focus Group Participant #3
“We know there is money for housing, but the question is what are they doing with it.
Public housing has been there for years and years, but the conditions are still bad.
It would be good to include the community and let them know how the money is
being spent.” -San Francisco Focus Group Participant #6
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Public Housing Waiting Lists
Lack of PHA accountability has also caused a colossal problem with public housing
waiting lists. Thousands of low-income people are waiting to access public housing all
across the country. These low-income applicants on average will wait years to obtain
public housing. In the PHAs included in this study, people on the waiting list wait an
average of 22 months to obtain housing. Our focus group participants fared even worse,

“I’ve had to reapply again,
and again, and again. For
15 years I’ve been on a
waiting list.”
-Miami Focus Group Participant #8

waiting an average of 72 months. While these numbers are high, they only show a fraction
of the need for public housing, as waitlist data is inaccurate and incomplete. The waitlists
also exemplify the problems of mismanagement and ineffectiveness of PHAs due to
deregulation and lack of oversight by HUD. HUD provides little direction for local PHAs
to follow in maintaining waitlists. Some PHAs maintain an open waitlist policy and track
the number of applicants seeking entry into public housing. Other authorities close their
lists for months and sometimes years, leaving no mechanism for tracking the demand for
public housing in these cities. Cities such as Miami, meanwhile, purge all names on their
waitlist every several years, forcing people to reapply every time they wish to be
considered for a public housing unit. Such inconsistencies create significant hardship
for low-income public housing residents and make it difficult to track the true need
for public housing.

Summary & Recommendations
Current public housing resident participation platforms do not give residents sufficient
decision-making power, a fact echoed by focus group participants. Residents want to have
more input into PHA policies, budgets, and practices. Furthermore, without increased
resident participation power, residents will be unable to hold local PHAs accountable for
their decisions and actions.
In order to address the demolition of public housing and displacement of residents,
Right to the City is calling on the federal government to enact the following solutions:
1. Ensure that all public housing is community controlled, fully
transparent, and fully accountable to residents.
Due to trends in deregulation and decentralization, PHAs across the country are becoming
less and less accountable to residents. In order to ensure transparency of public housing
authorities and increased accountability for public housing residents, Right to the City
believes that the federal government should impose stricter oversight and accountability
mechanisms on public housing. This means stringent monitoring of compliance with resident
participation requirements and proactive efforts by HUD to promulgate regulations concerning the maintenance of public housing waiting lists.
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Resident Snapshot
“It’s wrong the way they treat people; seems like
they don’t care.”
Emma is a 57-year-old woman who has lived in San Francisco her whole life. She has been
active in People Organized to Win Employment Rights (POWER) since it was founded almost
13 years ago. After spending many years on the waiting list, Emma finally got into public
housing in 2008. Currently Emma is a leader in POWER’s Bayview Organizing Project
fighting for environmental justice and accountable development in the community of
Bayview Hunters Point.
Emma spent two years trying to get on the waitlist for public housing.
“I wanted better housing; I wanted to have my own place. So I thought that would be a
good idea; to put my name on the [public housing] list…First time I tried to get on the

Emma Harris

list, they [San Francisco Housing Authority (SFHA)] had a lottery. That was 1998 and
I didn’t get picked for that one, so they sent me a card, ‘sorry try again later.’ And then
[in 1999] I called the housing authority, to give my information… but I had to wait
several months [till 2000] to get on the list.”
SFHA told Emma she would only have to wait two or three years for public housing, but she
spent seven years on the waitlist.
“When I first got on, they [SFHA] didn’t tell me where I was on the list. They didn’t tell
me anything about it. So I waited. Finally, I kept calling and calling, and then the lady
gave me an appointment to come down, and then they told me where I was on the list.
I called a lot to see where I was and how long it would take. But it seemed like they
[SFHA] would give you the run around. They’d tell you, ‘you can’t call at this certain
time,’ and they’d tell you they’ll let you know, or to call your worker and give you the
number to call. But a lot of the time she wasn’t there or told you to call back; seemed
like they didn’t want to tell you anything.”
Emma’s health suffered because she was forced to live a rundown single occupancy hotel.
“You have to share a bathroom and you don’t have a kitchen…The bathroom would be
so bad you didn’t want to go in there... It’s not healthy when you are not clean. I got
colds a lot there, I was sick a lot… I got depressed. I stayed in my room and I wouldn’t
come out for nothing.”
In 2007 Emma finally got into public housing.
“I did, last year [2008], my first thanksgiving dinner there. It felt good because I hadn’t
cooked in so long, because of the whole thing. Now it’s good to be able to do that. And
eat better, because I couldn’t do that at the other place… Eat my vegetables and stuff
that I need to eat. But I feel good there; it’s like home now.”
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V. Bailouts, Budgets, & Bills:
Current Political Climate
The findings in this report paint a clear picture of the public housing crisis. As public
housing residents have testified here, current problems in public housing are due to HUD’s
failure to address root causes and its efforts to create policies to deconcentrate poverty,
including disinvestment, displacement, and privatization of public housing. Current policies
take isolated and disconnected approaches to public housing and thus prevent public housing
from reaching its full potential (resulting, for instance, in the demolition of units without
replacement).
As the country continues to suffer from the worst recession in decades, the housing crisis
has hit a breaking point and poor people of color are suffering. The time to act is now –
under the leadership of President Obama and Congress, Shaun Donovan and HUD have the
opportunity to drastically change current policies to correct these missteps and address root
causes. The voices in this report, as well as current grassroots movements across the country,
indicate the urgency with which public housing residents want and need these comprehensive
policy changes.

Bailout, Budget, and Funding
The economic downturn has affected all people living in the U.S., but it has hit low-income

Figure 21. Government support in comparison

people, particularly those of color, very hard. Unfortunately, the government’s response to
the economic crisis exemplifies the inequity in U.S. policies. As we know, the economic crisis
began with the failure of several corporations, the resulting downward spiral of stocks, and
the loss of thousands of jobs. Congress and the Bush and Obama Administrations responded
by bailing out various banks and corporations, including Fannie Mae, Freddie Mac, AIG,
and Bank of America for a total of $1.1 trillion,139 while virtually ignoring low-income people.
Public housing, which has been in a severe crisis for many years, only received $4 billion from
the stimulus package. Further, much of these funds are not actually reaching the communi-

Bank bailouts
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ties most in need of this federal investment because certain funds have only been allocated to

Stimulus funds for
public housing
4 Billion

“high-performance” PHAs, a distinction that excludes most large PHAs like those in Chicago,
New York, and Los Angeles.140 The funding gap between federal investment in banks and public housing exemplifies the economic injustice of current policies and reflects the concerns of
residents about the budget and policy priorities of HUD and local PHAs, including their lack
of transparency and accountability.
Disproportionate funding is also a problem in regular appropriations made by Congress.
Indeed, Congress has already underfunded HUD’s operating budget for five consecutive
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years. As we mentioned earlier, to fully fund public housing in 2011, Congress needs to
141.

Capital

appropriate $5.08 billion for the Operating Fund and $22 billion for the Capital Fund.142 At this
point, President Obama has only requested $4.829 billion for the Operating Fund and $2.044
billion for the Capital Fund.143 Current Operating Fund allocations, if adopted, would result
in full funding this year; however, proposed funding for the Public Housing Capital Fund is
the lower than it has been in the last five years.144 In addition, even if there was full funding
of both funds according to current formulas, many advocates and experts believe that the
current formula, as it stands, does not provide PHAs with sufficient funds to cover operating
costs. Moreover, the formulas fail to account for the country’s economic crisis and make
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proper adjustments – a particular problem given the high cost of market-rate housing,
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and the rapid rate of disinvestment across all sectors. We know that systematic disinvestment
in public housing directly impacts the effectiveness of local PHAs – who become forced to cut

Figure 23. Federal spending on housing in
comparison

critical services and raise rents to make up for the deficit – and unfortunately, the proposed
2011 budget does not appear to fulfill this gap.
Meanwhile, the Administration has proposed $350 million for “Transforming Rental
Assistance” (TRA), a multiphase initiative that will turn public housing into a new type of

$144 Billion

project-based voucher “akin to the [current] project-based voucher program.”145 It will also
combine 13 different funding sources into one streamlined funding source. The details of the
initiative are still being fleshed out, but HUD expects to convert 300,000 units during the first
phase. We believe, however, that this initiative attacks traditional public housing with further
deregulation and privatization and moves public housing more towards the voucher program,
which as discussed above, is not a sufficient substitute for the permanent affordability of
traditional public housing and will create a variety of problems for residents. The new reliance
on the private market will not provide residents with all of the protections and benefits that
public housing provides, e.g. resident participation, permanent public ownership, and public
oversight, among others, and as recent history has shown that, ultimately, residents will be
displaced and community networks will be broken. Furthermore, TRA fails to recognize
a critical piece of information, which is demonstrated in this report – the fact that many
residents want to live in public housing as it is.
As the Administration chips away at public housing, federal subsidies for homeowners,146

$46 Billion

which tend to benefit higher-income households, have been growing.147 In 2008, the federal
government spent three times more on tax breaks for homeowners than on housing assistance for low-income renters, even when combining multiple affordable housing programs.
In total, these efforts cost the government $144 billion.148 During this same time, the federal
government allocated only about $46 billion for housing assistance for low-income renters.149
This is particularly troubling given that the majority of home mortgage tax deductions, the
largest of the homeowner subsidies, benefit households with incomes between $100,000 and
$500,000.150 The National Housing Trust Fund, which is targeted at low-income families and
was recently adopted by Congress, is an excellent first step in shifting these inequities, but it
has yet to be funded and its impact remains uncertain.
Overall, the government’s priorities remain in the wrong place – it continues to spend the
majority of its housing subsidies on those who need it least. This represents a major shift in

Tax breaks for
homeowners

Housing
assistance for
low-income
renters

the government’s historical role when it comes to housing, and it is time to make the
pendulum swing back in the direction for providing for those who need help.
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Political and Legislative Movement
In the past year or so, the Administration and HUD have started to make efforts to shift
federal funds to make up for Congress’ disproportionate funding and refocus the priorities of
low-income housing, but some substantial concerns remain.
Choice Neighborhood Initiative: The Administration has sought additional funding
to rename and reform HOPE VI by announcing the Choice Neighborhoods Initiative (CNI)
in Spring 2009, which aims to comprehensively reform ten of the poorest and “most challenged” urban areas in the country.151 Recognizing the important role that infrastructure plays
in community development, CNI intends to take a more holistic approach to neighborhood
revitalization by transforming schools, transportation systems, and businesses within local
communities. While the initiative’s comprehensive approach is an important step, some concerns remain. A majority of the $250 million152 budget for CNI will be used for housing reform
efforts that are similar to the objectives of HOPE VI – a program that has largely failed our
lowest-income residents. Indeed, HUD Secretary Donovan has claimed, “We all see Choice
Neighborhoods as a celebration of HOPE VI.”153 Unfortunately, CNI fails to correct the flawed
aspects of HOPE VI. For example, CNI does not require one-for-one replacement of hard
units that have been demolished,154 a necessary provision to avoid past HOPE VI mistakes and
prevent the displacement of hundreds of families. Unlike HOPE VI, but problematic nonetheless, CNI also allows for-profit private developers155 to apply for federal funding, allowing for
lapses in oversight and accountability to residents.
Section Eight Voucher Reform Act: In June 2009, the latest version of the Section
Eight Voucher Reform Act (SEVRA) (H.R. 3045) was introduced, expanding the current
Moving to Work program and renaming it the Housing Innovation Program (HIP).
Exempting local PHAs from various federal rules and regulations, this program continues
the current policies of deregulation, presenting significant risks to residents and potentially
exposing 750,000 low-income people to rent increases.156 Sadly, as shown through this
research, local PHAs have already instituted dramatic increases in tenant rents to make up
for recent federal underfunding, so any additional increases as a result of HIP would be
devastating for many residents.
Section 3 of the Housing and Urban Development Act of 1968: In October
2009, HUD informed PHAs that it is mandatory to submit the reporting form documenting
compliance with Section 3 of the Housing and Urban Development Act of 1968. Section 3 is
a law that creates jobs, contracting, and training opportunities for certain residents and businesses in areas that receive funding from HUD. The resident beneficiaries of Section 3 are
low- and very low-income people, including public housing residents. All HUD funds received
by PHAs are subject to Section 3. This means that PHAs must ensure that at least 30% of all
employees newly hired for public housing administrative, modernization, or construction jobs
are Section 3 residents. The law’s appendix provides forty-two examples of how PHAs can
offer training and employment opportunities to Section 3 residents, as well as examples of efforts to award contracts to Section 3 businesses. Specifically, the October notice stated: “Each
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year…[HUD] awards billions of federal dollars for the rebuilding of distressed communities, administration of Public Housing Authorities, development of affordable housing units, and removal of dangerous
hazards in homes…[T]he completion of these projects typically result in numerous employment and
contracting opportunities that fuel local economies across the country and create a multiplier effect
for HUD financial assistance. Section 3…represents the Department’s policy for promoting…[these] opportunities…to low- and very low-income residents (regardless of race and gender) in the communities
where HUD funds are spent…”157 This notice was a significant signal that HUD, under the new Administration, was going to start ensuring Section 3 compliance so that contract, job, and training opportunities would in fact go to public housing and other low-income residents.
Together We Care Act: In December 2009, Representatives Barney Frank, Nydia Velazquez, and
Maxine Waters introduced the “Together We Care Act,” a bill to establish a national pilot program to
train and certify public housing residents as home care aides. The bill also provides for home care
assistance to Medicaid-eligible recipients of federal housing assistance (including public housing
residents). The legislation is a great example of how measures related to public housing can go beyond
bricks and mortar and toward impacting residents as individuals and as members of a community.
The job training will give public housing residents the opportunity to have well-paying, stable careers
in the vastly expanding healthcare sector, while the home care assistance will re-establish the notion
that services can and should be an element to public housing.
TRANSFORMING RENTAL ASSISTANCE In early 2010, the HUD unveiled its draft proposal, Transforming Rental Assistance (TRA), which would convert all of the HUD housing programs for the
lowest-income families, including public housing, to a single program with a single funding stream.
While the details are still being fleshed out, TRA immediately raises some red flags. It appears to make
public housing more akin to a project-based voucher and will expose public housing to the instability
and pitfalls of the private market by making public housing subject to a mortgage. While the length of
the use restriction for that mortgage is still being figured out, the whole idea threatens the stability of
public housing being permanently affordable. In addition, there does not appear to be enough protection if there is a default related to the mortgage. There are many questions with TRA, but as it stands,
we are most concerned that it appears to steer public housing out of the public domain and into the
throes of the private market.
In the midst of the economic turmoil, the recent attempts of Congress, HUD, and the Obama
Administration to reform public housing have opened a narrow window for important change and
improvement. New and bold approaches to policy are crucial to effectively reinvest in public housing
communities and help them reach their full potential. Especially in light of the recent economic crisis,
public housing policy reforms are urgently needed to ensure the preservation of public housing as a
stable resource for low-income people of color.
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VI. Recommendations:
Toward a Right to Public Housing
Based on the findings of this report, it is clear that there is a desperate need for the federal
government to address the shortage of low-income housing in the United States. This report
also shows that public housing is a critical resource for low-income people, particularly people
of color. While Right to the City believes that the government should ultimately be responsible for addressing the housing crisis, we recognize that a multi-faceted, multi-sectored
approach is critical to truly solving this crisis. For example, the media must exemplify and
encourage responsible and thorough reporting, and the philanthropic community must
support public housing organizing.
In terms of the scope of this report, however, the Right to the City Alliance calls on the
United States federal government, including the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development (HUD), Congress, and the Obama Administration, as well as local Public
Housing Authorities (PHAs), to take the following immediate, intermediate, and long-term
actions to remedy the housing crisis.

Immediate Solutions: Preservation
1. Preserve and Strengthen Existing Public Housing
“The government should pay more attention to public housing and actually put money
into public housing so the repairs, and anything public housing needs, will be taken
care of. Right now, the government isn’t putting money into public housing. That’s
why a lot of buildings are really breaking down – people’s windows, people’s ceilings –
everything is really breaking down because there is no money to repair.”
-New York City Focus Group Participant #10
Due to the trend of disinvestment over the last two decades, PHAs nationwide are experiencing operating deficits and residents are suffering from lack of services and delays on basic
repairs. Additionally, capital repair needs continue to go unmet. As a result, the nation’s public
housing stock is in disrepair, thousands of units sit vacant, residents lack access to quality
services, and programs such as job training are rarely available. In order to remedy this and
ensure that public housing can continue to be a resource to millions of low-income people,
Right to the City recommends that:
• Congress immediately restore full funding to the Public Housing Operating Fund by
allocating $5.08 billion in funds in 2011 and provide full funding in subsequent years.
• Congress allocate $22 billion to fund unmet capital needs in public housing developments.158
• Congress pass the Together We Care Act to create jobs and increase access to services for
public housing residents; alternatively, HUD create such a program through its Resident
Opportunities and Self Sufficiency (ROSS) program.
• HUD allocate adequate amounts of stimulus funds towards Public Housing Operating
and Capital Funds.
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• PHAs use capital funding to invest in green jobs programs to make public housing more
energy efficient.
• PHAs invest in full rehabilitation of all existing public housing units.
• HUD prohibit PHAs from fusing funding for the Section 8 and public housing programs.
• Congress oppose the Transforming Rental Assistance program proposed by HUD and
keep public housing public by not converting it to a new type of project-based voucher,
or by generally fusing funding with the Section 8 voucher program.

2. Institute a Moratorium on Demolition of Public Housing and Ensure
One-for-One Replacement of Already Demolished Hard Units
“They need to…build us bigger and better housing. Stop tearing them down. If you tear
them down…build more. Out here you have a lot of homeless people. You have people
coming out of foreclosures. Those people are going to be homeless.”
-Miami Focus Group Participant #3
This report shows the devastating consequences that policies of demolition and the resulting displacement have had on people’s lives. Too many residents are being stripped of their
housing. Accordingly, we recommend that:
• Congress enact a moratorium on the demolition on all public housing.
• Congress ensure that the Choice Neighborhood Initiative truly invests in community
by prohibiting funds to be used to demolish public housing and mandating one-for-one
replacement of hard units that have been lost.

3. Ensure that all Public Housing is Community Controlled,
Fully Transparent, and Fully Accountable to the Residents
“I think that the residents should have more input. Because if we had more input, they
wouldn’t be putting up fences around the Lafitte development.”
-New Orleans Focus Group Participant #2
Due to trends in deregulation and decentralization, PHAs across the country are becoming
less and less accountable to residents. In order to ensure PHA transparency and to increase
the accountability to public housing residents, Right to the City believes that the federal
government should impose stricter oversight and accountability mechanisms on public
housing. To do this, we recommend that:
• HUD require the ownership of public housing to be permanently public.
• HUD fully fund resident participation and direct these funds toward resident decisionmaking activities.
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• HUD fully fund tenants’ associations without interference from PHAs.
• Congress convert the 964 Regulations into federal law and adjust the regulations so that
they provide resident bodies with the power to veto PHAs on particular policy decisions
such as those that allow for the demolition of public housing or govern the allocation of
funds in PHA budgets, and establish a clear grievance procedure that allows residents to
hold HUD and PHAs legally accountable.
• HUD collect and make publicly available data on public housing in a manner that is
consistent and accessible, including Section 3 reporting forms, data from Moving to Work
cities, vacancies, and number of people on waitlists.
• HUD discontinue the Moving to Work program.

Intermediate Solutions: Expansion
4. Fill all Vacancies in Public Housing
“I’m from the Ingersoll Housing, and they got 500 empty apartments in there. I would
try to fill those empty apartments.” -New York City Focus Group Participant #14
Currently, 120,000 public housing units sit vacant across the country.159 These units are a
valuable and desperately-needed resource for low-income people. While we know the need
exists, the true level of need for public housing is often unknown due to disorganized and
disjointed waitlist processes. Regardless, as units sit vacant, they are subject to further
deterioration and create a culture of fear among residents. Filling vacancies will neither
empty waitlists for public housing nor provide housing for all those who need it, but it will
provide desperately needed additional units. In order to alleviate these problems,
we recommend that:
• Congress allocate $7.999 billion over five years to rehabilitate all 120,000 vacant units of
public housing.160
• HUD create and implement streamlined rules and regulations for the management of
public housing waitlists so that there is a consistent and effective waitlist process across
PHAs.
• PHAs work directly with HUD to accurately track and document the need for public
housing.
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5. Expand Public Housing
“There should be more of public housing because people are doubling up because
they can’t pay the rent out there and families are either doubled or tripled up in the
complex [they] are in now.” -New York City Focus Group Participant #5
Due to the severe shortage of housing for low-income people and the inadequacy of the
private market to address the housing crisis, it is clear that more public housing is needed.
In addition to preserving current public housing, the Right to the City Alliance calls on the
federal government to build more public housing so that no one will have to wait for public
housing. We recommend that:
• Congress amend the Quality Housing and Work Responsibility Act (QHWRA) so that
there are no barriers to constructing new public housing units.161
•Congress use additional funds, including stimulus funds, to expand public housing by
creating 200,000 more units of public housing.
•HUD prioritize current public housing residents for jobs associated with new
construction by enforcing Section 3.
• HUD mandate the use of green technology for all new public housing to ensure energy
efficiency and sustainability.
• HUD provide opportunities for public housing residents to be trained for green jobs
associated with projects to “green” public housing.
• HUD eliminate any time limits or work requirements associated with public housing that
restrict people’s access to permanent housing.
• HUD and PHAs create and implement plans to convert vacant condominiums and
foreclosed properties into public housing.
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Long Term Solutions: Right to Housing
6. Create a Right to Housing in the United States
“I don’t think there is enough housing for all, because if we had enough then you
wouldn’t have so many homeless people on the streets. If they had housing available
they wouldn’t be living under a bridge. -San Francisco Focus Group Participant #6
In order to address the severe housing crisis facing the United States, Right to the City
believes that the federal government must ensure that housing is a right rather than a
privilege. As such, we recommend that:
• Congress pass a “Right to Housing” bill that secures housing for every person living in
the United States and includes requirements that maintain public housing as a
permanent resource.
• Congress ratify the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights
(ICESCR).162
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VII. Conclusion: A Call to Action
This report highlights the perspective of those who have been dismissed as mere collateral
damage of U.S. modern-day housing policies – public housing residents. These residents
came from the cities that make up the Right to the City Alliance. Our objective was to give
a human face to the effects of neo-liberalism and deconcentration theory in contemporary
housing policy, which repeatedly fail low-income people and people of color, and have a
catastrophic effect on low-income communities where public housing serves as an essential
network and support system. The consequences of current housing policies have exploded
into the mainstream consciousness as the country continues to grapple with the housing crisis
plaguing virtually every U.S. neighborhood. As this report illustrated, this crisis is rooted in
misguided, systematic decision-making executed for decades. We conclude with conviction
and confidence that, as a nation, we can no longer afford displacement, insecurity, and
destruction of communities as good housing policy.
Public housing is at the most urgent level of crisis and need in this country, and immediate
federal action could have the greatest long-term impact of stabilizing the quality of life for
communities across the United States. Public housing does not rely on the private market,
making it one of the last sources of stable and permanently affordable housing in the United
States. But this is precisely why it has been under attack – and consequently, why it has been
virtually decimated – by modern-day housing policies. When we set out to draft the content
of this report, we were aware that this represented a challenging fight in the current political
climate. But as shown by the recent melt-downs of our financial institutions, housing market,
and overall economy, the status quo is not working for the majority of people in the United
States, particularly for people of color. It is time for a new direction.
Right to the City has offered a new vision of housing, grounded in the experiences of public
housing residents who participated in the research for this report: a vision of stable, safe and
permanently affordable housing as a universal right. We have offered immediate, intermediate
and long-term policy recommendations for public housing that are informed by this vision.
Our report is part of a larger campaign to shift the terms of the debate and win policy changes
for communities in desperate need of a revamped public housing system.
We can no longer afford to wait for change.
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VIII. Appendix
Appendix 1: Advisory Board

The advisory board consisted of researchers, policy advocates, and academics with specific
expertise in public housing. The advisors provided guidance and feedback on literature review, quantitative research, and report content and structure. While the advisory board played
a critical role in reviewing and providing feedback for this report from the research design
through the writing phase, their role was limited to suggestions and recommendations. They
did not serve as the final decision-making body for the content of the report. Accordingly, the
content of the report does not necessarily reflect the positions or priorities of the advisors or
their respective organizations.
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Appendix 2:
Organizing Efforts of Base-building Advisory
Team Members

Community Voices Heard – New York City, New York
Community Voices Heard’s (CVH) public housing campaign has been fighting to save and
improve public housing in New York City since 2006. The New York City Housing Authority
(NYCHA) is in a state of financial crisis – currently operating with a $137 million deficit – and
NYCHA is attempting to balance its budget on the backs of its residents through increases
in rents and fees as well as cuts in services for residents. CVH’s public housing campaign
has been focusing on securing funds from our elected officials at all levels – city, state, and
federal – to ensure the stability of NYCHA for its low to moderate income residents. Leaders
in the public housing campaign helped fight to secure $120 million from New York City in
the 2006 budget, and fought to secure an additional $3.5 million from New York State in the
2007 budget, which was the first year since 1998 that the State has given public housing any
operating funds. CVH has also helped fight off NYCHA’s application for the Moving to Work
federal waiver, which other housing authorities have used to limit lengths of stay for public
housing residents, impose tough work requirements, and privatize or demolish public housing
stock all together. The campaign has primarily employed a direct action strategy by
mobilizing public housing residents to put pressure on elected officials in City Hall, Albany,
and Washington, D.C. to fund NYCHA. CVH uses a variety of other strategies to further the
goals of the campaign, including base-building, lobbying, media work, and coalition-building.
Miami Workers Center – Miami, Florida
Miami Workers Center (MWC) focuses its public housing organizing efforts on the
preservation of public housing. Much of their work has been on the historic fight for justice
for residents who were displaced from their homes in the Scott/Carver development. In
1999, HOPE VI hit Scott/Carver and as a result, in 2004, 850 units were demolished and over
1000 people displaced. For the next few years, plagued by corruption and mismanagement,
no public housing was built to replace these units. This represented one of the worst HOPE
VI cases ever. Because of active organizing by MWC and its members, MWC won a historic
agreement with the mayor and the Miami-Dade Housing Authority in 2007. Both agreed to
MWC’s five demands: one-for-one replacement of demolished units that would be located
within the community; the right to return for former residents; a community-led control
process; jobs for people in the community; and eco-friendly, green development. This policy
victory, unfortunately, was short-lived, and ended abruptly when HUD took over the local
housing agency and negated everything in the agreement between the local government and
the community. Despite this, MWC continued to organize locally and by the end of 2008, the
Board of County Commissioners (BCC) passed a resolution directing the mayor to re-build the
lost units and safeguard all residents’ right to return.
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While successful at securing another policy victory, MWC and residents have not yet seen
those units built. This year, builders are planning to construct 355 low-income units, of which
only 177 will be public housing. Falling far short of the 850 units supported by the BCC, MWC
is no longer satisfied with policies promised on paper and is reinvigorating their efforts
to demand that local officials gain the political will to make policies a reality and produce
tangible results. Because of MWC and resident organizing, there has been some indication
that vacant units will be opened to former residents who are homeless, not in public housing
currently, or on waitlists. MWC will continue to push forward until every former Scott/Carver
resident has had their right to return upheld. 2010 also finds MWC actively exploring more
ways to bring former Scott/Carver residents together to rebuild that community that has now
been dispersed and torn apart.
POWER– San Francisco, California
POWER is organizing in the neighborhood of Bayview Hunters Point, where 80% of the
San Francisco’s public housing is concentrated. POWER believes that it is precisely this high
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concentration of public and subsidized housing that has stabilized the neighborhood for
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concentration of families and children. Therefore, one of its biggest priorities is protecting,
improving, and expanding public and subsidized housing in Bayview and across San Francis-
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co. Over the last five years, POWER members have also led many mini-campaigns to improve
conditions in the complexes where they live. Some of their victories include: replacing broken
sewage lines, improving exterior lighting, expediting mold and mildew remediation, and
winning disability access improvements.
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Appendix 3:
Snapshot of Who Lives in Public Housing Now
The following figures provide56%
a statistical breakdown of demographics, socioeconomics,
and other data of public
56%housing residents in the United States. Some significant facts include:
• 2.3 million people live in public housing
• Over half of the residents are considered extremely low-income.
• Almost 50% stay in public housing – the only viable option – for over five years.
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Appendix 4:
Index of Key Public Housing Legislation
1937 As a part of the New Deal, the Wagner-Steagall Housing Act created public housing
and directed local public housing authorities to manage the developments. The Act aimed to
reduce unemployment and eliminate unsafe and unsanitary housing conditions.
1949 While the Housing Act authorized the construction of 810,000 public housing units, it
also created federal subsidies to clear public land (slum clearance) through “urban renewal”
and sold that land to private developers – one of the first steps towards privatization.
1968 The Fair Housing Act created 26 million new public housing units to be built within 10
years and forbade discrimination in housing.
1969 Amending the Housing Act of 1937, the Brooke Amendment ensured that no public
housing resident would have to pay more than 25% of an individual’s income, making housing
attainable and more affordable for the lowest-income people, and gave subsidies to housing
authorities to cover deficits.
1973 By enacting Section 8 of the 1937 Housing Act, Congress attempted to utilize the private market to create affordable housing by using vouchers. Tenant-based vouchers enabled
low-income residents to choose where they lived, but this was based on the wrongful assumption that a landlord would always be willing to rent a unit at the price set by the local housing
authority.
1981 The Housing and Community Development Amendments increased the rent cap so
that residents would not pay more than 30% of their income on rent, creating an increased
burden on residents.
1986 Created through the Tax Reform Act of 1986, the Low Income Housing Tax Credit
program (LIHTC) gave tax credits to developers and businesses for constructing affordable
housing, though not all of the new units had to be affordable – some could be market rate
units – limiting the number of units accessible to the lowest-income people.
1990 The National Affordable Housing Act decentralized HUD control, giving greater
freedom to local housing authorities, but also encouraged the involvement of tenant- and
community-based organizations.
1992 The Housing Opportunity for People Everywhere (HOPE VI) program authorized
demolishing ”severely distressed” public housing and allowed federal funds to go to private
developers to build “mixed-income” developments – developments that are not required to
serve only those residents who need affordable housing the most.
1998 The Quality Housing and Work Responsibility Act (QWHRA) established the Public
Housing Operating Fund and Public Housing Capital Fund. With these new funding sources,
PHAs are prohibited from using money from either source to create new public housing units
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if it would increase the number of public housing units of the PHA – essentially an amount
that would exceed what was already constructed. This is a huge barrier to building new units.
The QHWRA also established the Community Service and Self-Sufficiency Requirement,
which forces all public housing residents (except those who are elderly, disabled or working at
least 30 hours a week) to contribute eight hours per month of community service or participate in an economic self-sufficiency program or risk not having their lease renewed. To make
PHAs enforce this rule, HUD has the ability to sanction PHAs.
2002 In March 2002, the Supreme Court of the United States unanimously upheld the “OneStrike Rule,” in the case HUD v. Rucker, which was brought by four California residents. The
One-Strike Rule which was originally first adopted by the Housing Act of 1937 via §1437d(l)
(6), unreasonably allows public housing authorities to evict residents if any member of his or
her household, or a guest, is caught using illegal drugs or is involved in drug-related criminal
activity on or near the premises, even if the resident was unaware of the activity.
2008 Establishing permanent funding from Freddie Mac and Fannie Mae, the National Affordable Housing Trust Fund provides for long-term investment in affordable rental housing
for low-income people, but fails to provide support for public housing residents. This fund has
been severely impacted during the economic downturn.
2009 Commonly referred to as the stimulus package, the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) invested billions of dollars into the U.S. economy but provided only $4
billion for capital improvements and repairs for public housing, compared to $475 billion for
homeowners.
2009 If passed, the Section Eight Voucher Reform Act (SEVRA) aims to streamline polices to
more effectively and efficiently serve low-income people. It also expands the Moving to Work
program (MTW) that exempts many local PHAs from federal regulations, potentially exposing 750,000 low-income families to rent increases. The bill has already been voted out of the
House committee.
2009 An Obama Administration proposal, the Choice Neighborhood Initiative (CNI) holistically approaches revitalizing communities and the surrounding infrastructure, including
public transportation, schools, and businesses. Unfortunately, the bulk of the funding will be
used for housing reform efforts that parallel the problematic HOPE VI.
2010 Transforming Rental Assistance is a new initiative HUD is proposing that will convert
all of the HUD housing programs for the lowest-income families (including public housing) to
a single program with a single funding stream. While the details are still being fleshed out, this
will make public housing more akin to a project-based voucher and will expose public housing
to the instability and pitfalls of the private market.
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Appendix 5: Limitations of Research

The research team faced various challenges in accessing and using HUD data as thoroughly
as we would have liked. Specifically, initially the Resident Characteristic Report (RCR)
database required a password and login that we were unable to obtain and therefore unable to access the information. We submitted FOIA requests to individual agencies but the
turnaround time was long, and the process cumbersome. The data did not become accessible
online until late in the research process.
Another limitation of the RCR reports is that PHAs that receive federal Moving to Work
(MTW) waivers do not have to report on their residents. Consequently, there were significant
gaps in data for Oakland and Washington, D.C., both of which are MTW cities. Furthermore,
many PHAs are only required to report on a fraction of their residents which means that the
full picture of what is happening in those cities is not made public. Finally, within the HUD
data in general, there were inaccuracies. Often city level data would differ from public housing
agency level data though they covered the same area in the 2009 reports. We had to use the
best of our knowledge and experience of the public housing programs in the cities to sift
through the inconsistencies and exclude data as needed.
Additionally, we faced other limitations in trying to compare data over time. HUD’s data
from 2000 and HUD’s data for 2009 used different variables and were not easily comparable.
Because analysis over time is critical to understanding the impact public housing policies have
had on residents, it is important to be able to do comparative analysis. With that limitation,
we did find a limited set of variables that were the same in both datasets to be able to such
an analysis. However, this analysis was not as extensive as we would have liked. Additionally,
the RCR limitations we refer to above (such as no reports for MTW cities and incomplete
reporting) affected the comparative analyses as well.
Our research was also impacted by shortfalls in the organizational infrastructure in specific
cities such as Chicago and Los Angeles. While we began the project with the intention of
employing all the above research methods in eight cities, organizations in Chicago and Los
Angeles did not have the capacity to carry out all of the research components. Consequently,
we were unable to collect qualitative data in those cities.
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