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I would first like to thank the Millennial Housing Commission, especially the co-chairs, Susan Molinari and Richard Ravitch, for inviting me to speak today.  I appreciate the opportunity to add my voice to the voices of others who have spoken and will speak today about an issue that is very important for all of us and a priority of the Archdiocese of Chicago: decent, affordable, and available housing throughout the city and metropolitan area.

I first became aware of the fundamental need for shelter when I was Bishop of Yakima preaching the social Gospel to migrant workers in Washington State.  Their work is seasonal and so they work for seven or eight months of the year, if they are fortunate, and earn about $11,000 a year, $20,000 if their wife joins them in the fields.  In those fields, I was going around and talking to them about their dignity as sons and daughters of a loving God.  I was visiting them in homes that were built for seasonal workers, essentially summer shacks, some with running water, but none with heat or insulation, with small children, living there year-round.  I was visiting some of them who were living by the river for water in cars.  I was visiting others who were living in the fields themselves in housing that was made of cardboard boxes and plastic.  I was visiting others of them, if they were better off, living in recreational vehicles parked next to a house of someone whom they knew and connected for electricity to that house.  But in case after case after case, the preaching about the dignity of the human person fell flat because they were living in totally undignified circumstances.  I began, therefore, to talk about the situation in that area, which is rural, and there is a kind of dignity in rural poverty because there is space and children can play out of the house in relative safety.  When you come into the situation of urban poverty, even better conditions are more degrading.  

I returned to Chicago, where I was raised, in 1997 having been installed as the new Archbishop, and found a city that is rebuilding itself.  Therefore, an opportunity is given us to avoid the mistakes of the fifties, which so marked this city for the last generation or two, to achieve a different configuration of people and of neighborhoods, and this time to get it right.  And so I thought perhaps I should try, with the help of my staff, to become more public in advocacy of decent, affordable, and, most of all, available housing in all areas of the city, for all peoples, of whatever race or culture.  You know far better than I as commissioners that there are all kinds of variables in this concern.  I am not an expert.  I try, however, to focus attention on the question, and then to use the resources and agencies of the Archdiocese, which includes Cook and Lake Counties, to try, in a concerted way, to enable the conversation to take place and to shape public opinion.  But also to provide certain services, particularly human services, and the services that a parish community can give in a neighborhood which finally depends on human relationships.

Why then is affordable housing a fundamental issue for the Catholic Church?  Shelter is a human right.  It does not mean, as it means for most of us, market-rate housing, a house, a condominium, or an apartment.  It means also for many people, affordable family housing; affordable rental housing for people who will never own a house, who are not capable of owning a house; public housing; transitional shelter; or even homeless shelter.  There is a “continuum of housing” and I believe that all types of it, from homes that are owned and homes that are rented to homeless shelters, should be valued and should be protected.  Because the people who inhabit these shelters are men and women made in the image and likeness of a loving God.  They have the right, therefore, to shelter, opportunity, and quality of life.  

Decent, affordable, and available housing, however, should continue to be developed and must be open to families of all incomes and colors, not just because of the shelter it provides, but also because a dwelling is not just a private refuge, or should not be, it is a base for relationships.  Therefore, the way in which our people are housed determines the kind of community life that we have.  It enables us to serve the common good and not just private interests.  It provides opportunities, if indeed it is done right, opportunities for relationships.  Then, the Church finally is not in the housing business; it is in the relationship business.

What then is the Archdiocese of Chicago doing to address the affordable housing crisis in the region?  We are active on the following fronts to promote more affordable housing and inclusive communities in Chicago.  

First of all, with federal government help, we are building affordable housing, sponsored by the Archdiocese, for low-income seniors.  I have dedicated three of these homes since I have come to Chicago and it is one of the most gratifying things that I do.  This is done through HUD’s Section 202 program and some other sources of funding, including Catholic Charities’ own contribution from the collections we take among Catholics in the Archdiocese.  Over the last 12 years, Catholic Charities has developed 928 affordable apartments (791 of which have a federal rent subsidy) for low-income seniors in Chicago and suburban Cook County.  In addition, 142 apartments (all of which have a federal rent subsidy) are currently being developed.  We have tried to do these developments in places that have not been racially mixed, and yet the housing is racially mixed.  And a lot of persuasion has gone on; a lot of conversation has taken place.  It becomes acceptable when people who own their own homes in proximity to these senior affordable housing developments recognize that the value of their own home, which is, of course, a middle-class, working-class investment that they depend upon to provide for their children, does not decline.  If that is not put in question, if we can develop this housing that is racially, culturally, and religiously mixed, and put it in the middle of middle-class, working-class neighborhoods, where the home is their primary asset, and show that it does not change in value, then we can talk.  Because then it is obvious that if they do not want mixed housing, it is just because of personal prejudice, not because there is any economic reason.

Secondly, we are building affordable housing for low-income families, not just elderly, through the City of Chicago’s New Homes for Chicago program.  The Archdiocese has committed $3 million in an ecumenical endeavor, along with other faith communities, toward the goal of building 10,000 single-family, affordable homes throughout Chicago to make the desire, the dream of homeownership a reality for families who otherwise would not be able to afford it.  In addition, several Catholic parishes in Chicago have started up their own housing development corporations and are building affordable family housing in their neighborhood communities.  And many other parishes are trying to provide the social guarantees for mortgages.  So a parish, through their friendship with a family that has poor credit, and not putting up any money themselves, will go to a bank and through their support for this family will assure the bank that they will see the payments are made.  It is an inexpensive way of providing social credit necessary for banks to give mortgages, and it is very effective in turning a poor risk for a bank into a low risk.


We are also promoting acceptance of affordable housing at the parish level through a program called Welcoming Our Neighbor.  We ask every local parish, and there are 379 of them in the Archdiocese, to welcome two low-income families who have moved from public housing into the parish’s neighborhood by informing them of parish activities, helping connect them with community resources, befriending them.  When you listen to people who have been moved out of these large public housing developments that are being razed, what you recognize when they are not overjoyed in going into a neighborhood where they have far superior housing, is that while they have gained better housing, they have lost a community.  As one of them told me, “Cardinal, if my car breaks down, I am lost.  I know no one here to whom I can go for help.  At least in the public housing development, there were people to whom I could go.  I knew which were the safe apartments and which were not.  I could wind my way around.  I had a community.”  And so the parishes are to come forward and welcome these people and to create a community anew.  And let them know that if something goes wrong, they have someone, a doorbell to ring, somewhere they can go.

In addition, the Catholic Campaign for Human Development distributed nearly $150,000 in local grants in the year 2000 to seven community-based organizations in Chicago, who are advocating for more fair, affordable, accessible, and safe housing in their communities.  A few of these groups that we are helping to fund you will hear from this afternoon.  Catholic Charities also operates seven homeless shelters and six transitional housing programs throughout Cook and Lake Counties.  In the suburbs, and in Lake County, which is, in many ways, the developing county of this two-county Archdiocese, we are suddenly seeing not only the working poor, but also middle-class, and sometimes what we would consider upper middle-class, people who now find themselves without a paycheck, living as they have been, from paycheck-to-paycheck, are coming up for emergency help.  In food and clothing, but sometimes also for shelter for the first time in their lives because of the transitions in the economy and the dysfunctions which are visited upon some families.

What then does the Archdiocese think the role of the federal government should be in providing and maintaining affordable housing?  In your mission statement, this is the neuralgic point.  It is obvious when you are identifying the role and importance of housing in relationship to everyone else.  When you analyze existing federal, state, and local housing programs and private sector delivery systems, what is neuralgic is what are the recommendations for the federal government’s role in creating initiatives that connect all of this because it is very complicated.  

As I mentioned, many different agencies of the Catholic Archdiocese are working to promote homeownership by building affordable housing for low-income families.  And we would hope, since there is a continuum of housing, that Congress and HUD would continue to fund and support public housing, affordable rental housing, and, in the process, assist families who find it impossible really to own a home because they have bad credit and little or no income.  We would also hope that Congress and HUD would continue to advance and to protect the ownership of affordable family housing.  Public housing; affordable rental housing; affordable family housing.  Four points then I would like to make before I close.  In terms of the cooperation possible between the various levels of government and the private sector, we would ask that Congress and HUD:

1. Sustain public housing by fully funding revitalization programs, such as the one we are involved in here with the Chicago Housing Authority.  Congress and HUD have guaranteed the Chicago Housing Authority $1.6 billion over 10 years to help carry out its Plan for Transformation to rehab and rebuild 25,000 units of public housing.  I strongly urge that the federal government do its part to ensure that there is adequate funding, a sufficient number of units, and a comprehensive array of services available for families who are being relocated.  The Transformation Plan presents this tremendous opportunity, as I mentioned previously, for everyone involved to create a city much different from the one I grew up in during the fifties.  The federal government plays a vital role in ensuring the ultimate success of this endeavor.  The numbers are disputed here.  You will find the people who will ask this afternoon for a very active federal role.  I am not asking for that as such; there are political complications.  I would hope, however, that you could find a way to help us sort it out, to do the kind of monitoring and perhaps mentoring necessary to see that this plan does not sink of its own weight in political quicksand.  
2. Create more affordable rental housing by establishing a National Affordable Housing Trust Fund.  Many have asked for such a fund; I am echoing here the United States Catholic Conference’s request.  Studies have revealed that one of the most serious shortages of affordable housing in this country is rental housing for very low-income families.  We propose, therefore, that more funding be allocated for the preservation and the creation of affordable rental housing.  I am one of 425 national religious leaders who have signed on in support of a National Affordable Housing Trust Fund.  While the proposed HUD budget significantly increases the number of Section 8 vouchers, it no longer includes the requirement that a portion of vouchers be used for disabled persons who lack housing.  And as disabled myself, I very deeply regret that.  The difficulty around Section 8 vouchers in Chicago is not only we are not exactly sure how many are available, how many should be available, but also whether there is any housing to receive them.  With the very tight housing market, it is fine to have a voucher in your hand, but in fact you cannot use it because there is no housing available to receive it.
3. Develop more affordable family housing by supporting, where appropriate and possible, faith-based organizations, such as Catholic Charities, who meet the governmental standards and are able to be partners in such a way that the Constitutional requirements are met.  As pointed out earlier, Catholic Charities has successfully partnered with HUD through the Section 202 program to develop affordable housing for the elderly.  Catholic Charities is now proposing a pilot project to build affordable housing and offer supportive services to low-income families.  Again, that is where the church community can enter in.  Not so much giving the money, although we are trying to do as much of that as possible, but to provide the services so that the community is not lost, so there is security for all concerned as we move toward a different configuration of housing in our neighborhoods.  We hope that this new model is supported by HUD and funded by Congress.
4. Protect homeowners by passing federal regulations to combat predatory mortgage lending abuses.  The kind of abuses where people who have high equity, but very low income, lose their house because they are given loans knowing that they can never meet the conditions for repayment.  What is happening in the gentrification of the city is that people who have grown up in a neighborhood, maybe born there, can no longer afford to pay the taxes on their homes because the property values have risen so much as the city regentrifies.  And so, we have a new segregation, sometimes by race, but more often now by class.  And that will not get us anywhere we should be if we are going to begin a new era.  The City of Chicago passed the first anti-predatory mortgage lending ordinance in the country last summer.  The State of Illinois passed regulations to curb predatory lending two weeks ago, which we hope the state government and courts will enforce, and not overturn, before they are scheduled to go into effect on May 17th.  And the federal government now has the opportunity to prevent such practices nationwide, so that poor people who do not understand all the conditions of what they are signing do not lose their home and their dignity.  We are encouraged that HUD Secretary Mel Martinez and Attorney General John Ashcroft both appear, at least at this point, to be advocates of fair housing and we hope that Congress will support and promote similar regulations at the federal level to defend homeowners from predatory mortgage lending practices.
I thank you for your time and consideration.
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