Position:   As a result of Public Housing Agency (PHA) deregulation under the Public Housing Reform Act of 1998 (QHWRA), Congress must take steps to improve the annual and 5-year plan (also known as PHA Plans) process.   Strong and immediate action is necessary due to the fact that the PHA Plan process is the primary vehicle for holding housing agencies accountable to the federal government and communities under deregulation.  

Background:

The Quality Housing and Work Responsibility Act of 1998 (QHWRA) requires Public Housing Authorities (PHAs) to set forth their policies for operating public housing in Annual and Five-Year Plans that must be submitted to HUD.  The law also requires that residents plan a significant role in shaping these Plans and policies through Resident Advisory Boards.  

There are problems with the PHA Plan Process.  Findings of monitoring efforts conducted by resident and advocacy groups indicate a record of uneven performance, with many housing agencies not complying with the statutory and regulatory requirements of the new law, as it relates to PHA Plans.  At the local level, many residents, resident councils and Resident Advisory Boards (RABs) encountered problems with the PHA Plan process.  Some public housing authorities failed to establish Resident Advisory Boards or provide them with the resources they needed to effectively participate in the process.  In many cases, plan documents and relevant attachments were not easily accessible or were unobtainable and public hearings were not held during times convenient for residents.  Compounding the problems, HUD was not in a position to be alerted to the problems as no information regarding the process was sought other than a blanket certification of compliance. 

Recommendations:

In light of the above, the Millennial Housing Commission should recommend that:

1) Congress pass authorizing language coupled with an appropriation that would create a competitive grant program to which resident organizations and not-for-profit groups can apply for funding that would allow for the provision of outreach and training assistance on the PHA Plan process to Resident Advisory Boards (RABs), housing agencies and local government entities.

2) Congress pass authorizing language clarifying the role of the Resident Advisory Board to be that of assisting the Public Housing Agency in authoring the annual and 5-year plan, not simply commenting and submitting recommendations on a draft plan developed by the Public Housing Agency.

3) Congress pass authorizing language establishing as a minimum requirement that Public Housing Agencies provide RABs with basic resources that would enable them to function effectively.  At a minimum, these resources should include assistance in the areas of:  childcare, transportation, office and meeting space for RAB work, computers with internet access, resources for telephone and postage expenses, and photocopying resources.

4) Congress pass authorizing language requiring the Department of Housing and Urban Development to make further revisions to the PHA Plan template that would allow the instrument to obtain pertinent information about the plan process.  For example, the template should require PHAs to report on their compliance with the mandatory provisions of the statute such as the earned income disregard and Section 3.  Further, for any planned activity that may result in the loss of public housing units (i.e., HOPE VI, demolition/disposition, conversion and homeownership), the PHA plan should request information on whether the residents have been contacted and involved in discussions, the number of affected units (occupied and vacant) and a brief list of reasons why the nits are under consideration.

5) Congress pass authorizing language extending the time to review, study and discuss the draft plan from at least 45 days prior to the public hearing to at least 60 days before the public hearing.

6)  Other – Attached are recommendations made by resident organizations and advocates who participated in a PHA Plan citizen monitoring project conducted by the Public Housing Residents National Organizing Campaign, in conjunction with the Center for Community Change.  

To improve the PHA Plan process, Congress and HUD must:

1.  Do more to ensure that resident and RAB participation begin early in the process, is continuous, and is substantive.

In order to gain active and meaningful resident involvement, the RAB and other residents must be included at the very beginning of the PHA Plan process, and their participation should enrich the entire Plan process.  RAB and resident involvement should not be limited to simply commenting on a draft Plan already written by PHA staff (as respondents frequently complained).  Rather, the RAB and residents should be integrally involved as co-writers of the draft Plan, including each of the required policy attachments.  This is consistent with the law and regulations that call for the RAB to "assist and make recommendations regarding the development of the PHA Plan."

2.  Ensure that residents and RAB members are provided ongoing training focused on key aspects of the PHA Plan process.

As PHAs develop plans for the future of their public housing and involve residents in this planning process, the PHA and the residents necessarily have to address many complex issues.  If the residents are to have a full chance to participate in this process, they must have access to training on such issues as budgeting, maintenance and management policies, and a variety of legal requirements and constraints, including the legislative and regulatory requirements regarding tenant participation. 

3.  Provide the essential resources that enable RABs to secure independent technical support and to function independently of the housing agency.

As one resident commented, “Without an active, city-wide resident organization and Legal Aid (a not-for-profit, legal services program), the RAB would have never been able to understand the documents, requirements, and policies.  RABs must have their own technical support at the table with them.”

4.  Do more to ensure that important documents are made available for public review as required by law, and that RABs and residents have easy and timely access to these documents.

RABs and other residents did not have the federally mandated full and timely access to the PHA Plan template and the essential supporting documents.  Federal law and HUD’s regulations clearly require that the template and all supporting documents be made available for public review.  One of the respondents suggested that several complete packets of the template, as well as attachments and supporting documents, be made available at each public housing development -- at no cost to residents.

5.  Do more to ensure that there are more meetings that contribute to RAB and resident understanding and deliberation.  

Residents and advocates suggested that there should be more meetings in order to generate and secure greater resident involvement.  Such meetings could be used to more fully explain the Plan's purpose as well as the unfolding Plan process.  This is consistent with the law's requirement that the RAB "assist" the PHA, and the regulations’ requirement that "reasonable resources" be provided to the RAB, including "means for them to become informed on programs covered…and to hold meetings with assisted families."  One advocate recommended breaking the process up into separate meetings, each dealing with one of the key components of the required Plan content.  Of course, it is essential to allow residents to attend all meetings relating to the Plan, something that not all PHAs permitted.

6.  Do more to ensure that there is effective communication between housing agencies, RABS, and other residents.

Quite simply, in order to secure resident participation, PHAs must improve communication with residents.  Communication must commence very early in the Plan process and continue throughout.  This entails informing residents in a clear manner that meetings are scheduled, the purpose of the meetings, and that a draft Plan is available for their review.  At two of the sites, RAB members or other residents were called to a meeting by the housing agency, but were not fully cognizant that the meeting was a "RAB meeting", or that the topic of discussion was about a PHA Plan.

7.  Extend the time available to review, study, and discuss the draft Plan.  

The current requirement that there be 45 days advance notice that materials are available should be extended to at least 60 days.  Residents need more than 45 days to obtain the materials, read them, assess them, debate their merits, act as accountable resident organizations regarding any possible endorsements or proposed modifications, and then prepare written and/or verbal comments.

8.  Use resident-friendly language in materials.  

The language in the template is complex and difficult to understand, so difficult that one resident commented that "only lawyers can make sense of it". Therefore, HUD must simplify it so that residents can participate more fully and independently.  Some also suggest that materials be provided in the other significant languages of residents, and that tapes be prepared for those whose reading skills are limited.

9.  Ensure that there are public hearings at "convenient" times and locations.  

There should be public hearings at several (if not all) projects, and conducted at times most convenient for residents.  The law and regulations require that the hearing be at a convenient location, but are silent about the time of day that hearings are conducted.

10.  Reduce PHA officials' hostile behaviors toward residents.  

The regulations require housing agencies to "conduct reasonable outreach activities and to encourage broad public participation in the PHA Plans."  A prerequisite to increased resident participation is eliminating the intimidation from PHA officials that residents feel.  Some residents reported that PHA officials harassed and belittled residents.  If PHA officials respect residents, trust that they have much to contribute, and consider them to be partners, then more participation will be realized.  One practical action that could foster greater confidence among residents is to ensure opportunities for residents to meet privately and independently from the PHA staff.

11.  Actively monitor Public Housing Agency compliance with planning requirements, and apply sanctions when agencies fail to comply.  This must be the case particularly where it concerns threshold matters such as the RABs’ role to “assist” in the PHA Plan process, RAB composition, RAB access to information, and addressing RAB comments.

HUD’s apparent failure to monitor housing agency compliance with PHA Plan requirements, and HUD’s lack of action in cases where there was failure to comply, discourages greater resident participation.  It also creates an unfortunate opportunity for the development and implementation of public housing policies that are inconsistent with statutory or regulatory requirements.  Sanctions should be applied to housing agencies for failing to act in accord with the Public Housing Reform Act and HUD’s regulations implementing the Act. 

Public Housing Residents National Organizing 

Campaign (the Campaign)

c/o Center for Community Change

1000 Wisconsin Avenue, N.W.

Washington, D.C.  20007

202-342-0519 (P)

202-342-1132 (F)

Position:  The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development’s (HUD) HOPE VI program is hurting more than it is helping residents of “distressed” public housing.  As a result, the Millennial Housing Commission should send a report to Congress that calls for a major evaluation of the program from the time of its inception to date.  The report should also call for a major overhaul in how the program is administered by local housing agencies as well as Congressional Hearings that enable residents and others to present first-hand experiences with the HOPE VI program. 

Background:

HOPE VI, which stands for Housing Opportunities for People Everywhere, is a HUD competitive grant program that distributes funds to Public Housing Authorities to revitalize severely distressed (socially and physically) public housing properties.     HOPE VI is the direct result of the National Commission on Severely Distressed public Housing.  The Commission recommended that Congress fund a 10-year program to remove and replace severely distressed public housing units.  The first HOPE VI grants were awarded in 1993.  Since the program’s inception, HUD has awarded over 274 grants totaling close to $4 billion.  Grants have funded programs in roughly 119 housing authorities in 32 states, the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico, and the Virgin Islands.  Essentially, there are two types of HOPE VI grants: revitalization and demolition (though HUD has funded planning grants as well).  Revitalization grants allow housing authorities to demolish, rehabilitate, reconfigure, or replace obsolete and severely distressed public housing developments.  The demolition grants allow PHAs to expedite the demolition of severely distressed public housing.

HUD says that the goals of HOPE VI are to:

1) Change the physical shape of public housing in order to make it less dense and more conducive to community building -- replacing the worst public housing developments with apartments or townhouses that blend with their surrounding communities.

2) Reduce concentrations of poverty by encouraging greater income mix among public housing residents and by encouraging working families to move into public housing and into new market-rate housing being built as part of the “revitalized” community.

3)  Establish support services to help residents get and keep jobs.

Impact and Recommendations: 

The nation is losing valuable public housing units while the need for public housing is great.   On average, the HOPE VI program provides funding for the demolition of 11,000 units of public housing each year.  Approximately half the time, this demolition is done in conjunction with the construction of new housing.  This new housing includes homeownership, tax credit and market rate units.  In the other half of cases, units are demolished without the construction of any new housing.  Even when new units are constructed under the HOPE VI program, the number of public hosing units for renter families is reduced on average by 55 percent.  

This loss in public housing units comes at a time when public housing is greatly needed.  There are over 1 million applicants for public housing lingering on waiting lists in just 40 out of 3,400 Public Housing Agency jurisdictions.  Nationwide, some 5.4 million households were determined to have “worst case” housing needs.  While other housing programs are designed to provide housing only for households at certain income levels, public housing provides opportunities for affordable homes for families of a wide range of incomes, particularly the very poor. 

In light of the above, the MHC should recommend to Congress that it:

1) Revive the public housing production program.

2) Restore the one-for-one replacement requirement, at least in regards to unit removal under HOPE VI.

The original residents of HOPE VI sites are not benefiting from HOPE VI resources.  In many cases, only a small percentage of the original residents are returning to HOPE VI sites.  A 1999 HUD Inspector General report on 10 HOPE VI grants revealed that, in the case of 6 out of the 10 grants, less than 50 percent of the original residents returned to HOPE VI sites.  The impact of this pattern has been that many original residents have not benefited from community and supportive services and have not benefited from investments made into revitalized public housing communities.

In light of the above, the MHC should recommend to Congress that it:

1) Pass authorizing language mandating that all original residents be the primary beneficiaries of HOPE VI resources including but not limited to sustainable community and supportive services.

2) Pass authorizing language guaranteeing all original residents the right to return to revitalized HOPE VI communities and prohibiting housing agencies from placing unreasonable and unjust restrictions on re-admission to revitalized communities.

3) Pass authorizing language requiring HUD and housing agencies to track original residents relocated from HOPE VI sites.  Tracking data should be available to all original residents of the site.

4) Conduct a thorough investigation into why many original residents are not returning to revitalized HOPE VI sites.  One vehicle for this inquiry should be Congressional Hearings (including field hearings) at which residents, advocates and others can be given the opportunity to present experiences with the HOPE VI program.

The Congress and HUD should provide an adequately clear and consensus definition of “distressed” properties.  HUD’s definition of “distressed” has changed several times since the inception of the HOPE VI program.  Because of the lack of clarity and consistency in the definition, many residents and advocates feel convinced and are concerned that Public Housing Agencies may be demolishing developments/units that can otherwise be rehabilitated at a reasonable cost.  There is also concern that the HOPE VI program can be a significant departure from what the National Commission on Severely Distressed Public Housing envisioned when it recommended a revitalization program.  Over the years, the HOPE VI program, more and more, has become a demolition and mixed-income housing program rather than a fix-it-up program.  This is a departure from the Commission’s Final Report.  In its Report to Congress, the Commission expressed strong support for the public housing program.  The preface to the Final Report said, “the Commissioners … came to this task with a strong and abiding commitment to continue to preserve – and as necessary revitalize – the Nation’s public housing resources, both human and physical.”  The preface went on to say, “This National Action Plan provides the blueprint by which we can realize our goal of providing decent, safe, and sanitary public housing by the year 2000.”   

In light of the above, the MHC should recommend to Congress that it:

1) Evaluate the current definition of “distressed” against the qualifying factors for HOPE VI grant awards made since 1993.

2) Thoroughly evaluate the goals of the HOPE VI program as compared to the recommendations made by the National Commission on Severely Distressed Public Housing.

There must be meaningful and effective resident involvement in the HOPE VI application and implementation process from start to finish.  HUD initially took significant steps in addressing this issue through the publication of its guidance document on Resident and Community Involvement; however, more work needs to be done in this area.  In particular, the MHC should recommend to Congress that it:

1) Pass authorizing language that unequivocally establishes a threshold for resident participation.  For instance, HUD’s FY 1998 guidance document on Resident and Community Involvement states that “Involving residents and the community in the planning process and in shaping the HOPE VI application should start well before the application is submitted, ideally a year or more before submission.”  Clearly, the guidance document recognizes the importance of early involvement in the planning process, but does not make involvement a year or more before submission a requirement.  Because of the complexity of the HOPE VI grant process, Congress should pass authoring language that makes mandatory this provision and others related to resident participation.

2) Pass authorizing language requiring residents and housing agencies to have to reach consensus on key matters prior to submission of a HOPE VI application.  Such matters should include but not be limited to replacement housing, relocation plan, re-occupancy and community and supportive services.  Over the years, many HOPE VI grants have been the subject of legal action and aggressive organizing efforts by residents and their supporters.  HUD acknowledges that one result of these actions has been the slow implementation of grants.  Requiring residents who are to be impacted by HOPE VI and housing agencies, at least a year prior to submission, to reach consensus on key matters may result in revitalization plans that closely mirror the desires of those who are the primary stakeholders and most impacted by the process – residents. 

Position:  the Millennial Housing Commission should recommend to Congress that it repeal the 8-hour Community Service requirement.

Background:  The Quality Housing and Work Responsibility Act of 1998 mandates that all residents of public housing perform 8 hours of “community service” each month or face eviction.  Certain residents are exempt from this requirement, such as the elderly, disabled, students, and those working a certain number of hours or participating in work-related programs.  Representative Charles Rangel (D) of New York has introduced a bill calling for the repeal of the provision.

Recommendation:  

The Public Housing Residents National Organizing Campaign (the Campaign) and its affiliates believe that the requirement is akin to forced labor.  The Campaign believes that Congress and HUD should do more to invest in the social and economic capacity of public housing residents through the effective implementation of Section 3 of the 1968 Housing Act and other programs, instead of imposing a punitive community service requirement.  In light of the above, the Millennial Housing Commission should recommend to Congress that the provision be repealed.

Position:  Preserve the Local Option of Housing Authorities to Set/Maintain Sensible Ceiling Rents
Background: Major Public Housing Rent Options





Under federal law and current regulations, several factors can determine the rent a public housing family is charged.  These are some of the key rent options:

Income-Based Rent

This rent is set at 30-percent of adjusted household income and changes with family income.  Deriving from the 1969  “Brooke Amendment”, this is the maximum rent a local housing authority can charge.

Ceiling Rent


This is a maximum rent set at the option of the local housing authority for a given housing unit, regardless of the income of the occupant household.  (In New York City, ceiling rents were created to encourage families to stay in the community. They are based solely on the size of the unit and are uniform citywide–for a 2-bedroom unit, the ceiling rent is now $495 monthly.  About 1 out of 7 households are now charged ceiling rents, rather than income-based rents.)

Flat Rent


Under the 1998 Quality Housing Act, housing authorities must offer residents a “flat rent” option (by 2001) based on market rent levels in the surrounding neighborhood.  Flat rents will vary from one development to another, depending on rents being charged in nearby private rental market.

Minimum Rent

Under the 1998 Housing Act, housing authorities can charge minimum rents (up to $50 monthly) regardless of family income. 

Termination of Ceiling Rents
Following  the 1998 Quality Housing & Work Responsibility Act, HUD adopted final regulations requiring  that ceiling rents be terminated and replaced by flat rents by Year 2003.   Such a phase-out is not specifically required by the 1998 law, which requires only that flat rents be offered as an option.    

There is substantial concern that the end of ceiling rents in strong-market cities will result in higher, income-based rents for many households.  These rent increases may press higher-income, working families to leave public housing, or pay substantial rent increases.  (In NYC, it is estimated that a household earning about $32,000 will experience a 60-percent rent increase.)  A significant number of moves by working families may destabilize public housing communities and make it more difficult for housing authorities to maintain or achieve a diverse, economic tenant mix.

Recommendation
In general, we oppose the view that public housing rents should be based, in any way, on neighborhood market rents.   Moreover, we believe that ceiling rents can help to sustain economically diverse public housing communities.  Offering ceiling rents–uniform maximum rents, depending only on unit size, should be a local option for housing authorities who view them as beneficial.  

We recommend that the Quality Housing & Work Responsibility Act be amended to enable housing authorities to have the local option to set and/or maintain sensible ceiling rents.  The ceiling rents should reflect, at a minimum, the actual maintenance and operating costs for similar public housing units across the jurisdiction.  Some upward adjustments in current ceiling rents may be necessary.

Position:  Remove/Modify the Prohibition on Expansion of the Public Housing Stock
Background: The 1998 Housing Act and Public Housing Development/Preservation

Under the 1998 Quality Housing and Work Responsibility Act, local housing authorities are prohibited from using federal funds for the development and expansion of the public housing stock..  The net result is to reduce the supply of public housing nationwide, when this prohibition is combined with demolition occurring under HOPE VI and the removal of the one-to-one replacement requirement.  Instead, the 1998 law encourages public-private partnerships permitting PHAs to invest federal funds in private “mixed-finance” developments.

Recommendation
We believe the further development of public housing is vital to meet the need for affordable, low- and moderate-income housing in many localities.  Public-private developments are no substitute: PHA-leased units would be subject to expiration–like many private HUD-subsidized developments.  If , at expiration of subsidy arrangements, and owner opts out, the result is the displacement of resident households and the loss of public investments/equity that make such development possible.  In contrast, public housing development is an option that provides ongoing, permanent “brick and mortar” housing resources for low income families. 

PHAs should have the local option of developing public housing and expanding the stock, as well as other development options.   This is particularly so, when the PHA is “high performing”, has a strong track record in development, and is situated in a tight, high-cost rental market with a severe shortage of affordable housing.  At the least, we recommend the prohibition be waived in such situations.

