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Good morning.  My name is Steven Swanger and I am employed as the Director of Tenant Services for the Cambridge (MA) Housing Authority.  I also serve in a volunteer capacity as a commissioner of the Sudbury (MA) Housing Authority.

Conventional public housing offers an unparalleled venue in which to address the related issues of poverty, disenfranchisement and lack of educational and vocational opportunity.  Programs rooted in public housing place the fulcrum of the lever of social policy close to that end of that lever at which force is exerted.  Arranged thus, the arc of the business end of the lever can swing wide, effecting real and lasting change.

If I have one message for you in the short time available today, it would be this:  as a nation we should expand programs which provide public housing residents with the skills and resources to gain economic and social mobility and we should root these programs in and make them a regular and integrated feature of the public housing system – HUD at the federal level and LHAs locally.

In 1984, the Cambridge Housing Authority developed a program to reduce the high school dropout rate among its teenagers.  Seventeen years later, the dropout rate among program participants is a non-issue and 85% of the program’s graduates go on to college.

In 1997, we developed the third iteration of a program of education and employment services for adults (the previous two had to be dismantled due to funding cuts).  That program has served nearly three times the number of residents anticipated and has more than doubled its projected job placement rate, with an average annual wage increase of nearly $4,000.

The success of these programs lies first and foremost in their roots in public housing – in the knowledge of the public housing administrators and residents who developed and run them and in the accessibility of services to residents who often feel isolated and alienated.  Rather than working out of a downtown office of the local employment and training agency, our staff are part of the fabric of the public housing community, working within yards of residents’ homes to build bridges which start in public housing and lead to the social and economic mainstream.

The second key to our success lies in the fact that we have developed an array of services, rather than taking a one-size-fits-all approach.  Rather than focusing simply on job placement, on a single large-scale training program or even exclusively on adults, we developed a spectrum of educational and vocational services which encourage both youth and adults to enter where they need to – in an Adult Basic Education class, an after-school homework center, a computer class, a bridge-to-college program – all of which lead ultimately to job placement.

Third, all of our services utilize a case management approach in which we seek to address the multiplicity of issues which make it difficult to escape from poverty.  While economic mobility is always the goal, it may be necessary to deal with domestic issues, for example, before more strictly vocational issues can be addressed.  

It is important to note here that basing economic development services in a housing authority does not imply necessarily that the authority must become a service provider, per se.  In fact, in most instances, the Cambridge Housing Authority acquires services from existing providers with specialized expertise, utilizing its its expertise and its funding to fill gaps in existing service provision, leveraging services from existing providers which are: 1) targeted specifically to public housing residents who might otherwise not be served due to lack of sufficient funding and/or commitment to do the outreach and bridge-building required to reach into family housing developments; 2) tailored to the particular needs of authority residents; and 3) accountable to the housing authority rather than to an agency with less investment in serving the public housing population.  

The last factor in our success in assisting our residents to achieve economic advancement, and this is related to the need to leverage services tailored to the particular needs of public housing residents, is that we recognized from the outset that change does not occur overnight, nor is it necessarily a straight line process.  While more affluent families can purchase services to ease the demands of family life, folks raising a family in poverty -- sometimes working one or two entry level jobs and trying simultaneously to raise a family and participate in education or training programs – folks in these circumstances may well need to start and stop and then start again.  Moreover, the kind of experiential learning involved in the world of work is largely a matter of trial and error.  Thus, the first training experience or job placement should not necessarily be seen as the last and losing or quitting a job or program shouldn’t necessarily spell failure.  

Now let me touch briefly on the down side of this story:  comprehensive programming requires substantial, sustained financial commitment.

Maintaining funding for our programs has been a constant struggle.  Commitment to public housing-based support services is sporadic at best, as evidenced by the axing of the highly successful Public Housing Drug Elimination Program at the hand of the President.  

Let me close, if you would, with a few very specific comments about current HUD self-sufficiency programming and several more generalizable principles which I urge the Commission to consider as it makes its recommendations:

First, the specifics:

 Unfunded and under-funded mandates, especially the one-size-fits-all type exemplified by HUD’s public housing Family Self-Sufficiency Program, result in programming which is largely ineffective and often inappropriate to local conditions.

 The Public Housing Drug Elimination Program should be reinstated.

 Funding for the former Economic Development and Supportive Services Program, now known as the Resident Service Delivery Model under the rubric of Resident Opportunities and Self-Sufficiency, should be increased.

And, finally, the more general recommendations with which I would close:
 Since the inception of the public housing program in the 1930s, we have dithered over whether public housing is about more than bricks and mortar.  It is.  Without support services to help families move into the social and economic mainstream, public housing is largely a holding action.  With well-conceived economic development services integrated into the regular operations of local housing authorities, however, public housing provides an unparalleled opportunity to provide economic opportunity to a huge segment of our most disenfranchised citizens.

 Such programs should be physically based, insofar as is feasible, on-site in public housing developments.

 They should be interdisciplinary and holistic in nature, utilizing a case management approach to assist residents to deal with the multiplicity of variables which drive families into poverty and keep them there.

 They should be designed around the assumption that a long-term investment will be necessary to effect real change.

 They should adhere to goals which allow for the trial and error process which is inherent in experiential learning.

 And finally, in light of the above, programs aimed at assisting public housing residents to advance economically should be funded at levels adequate to provide quality services.  The Commission should recommend that funding for economic development programming should be integrated into the operating budgets of local housing authorities.  If unwilling to go that far, the Commission should recommend at a minimum that funding be authorized and made available under 3 - 5 year terms (subject, of course, to annual performance review).

 Thank you.
