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PROBLEM

A central mission of the Millennial Commission is to address the critical shortage of affordable housing in the United States.  The critical issue facing public housing authorities is how to get very low-income (“poor”) families ready to leave public housing to obtain affordable housing.  How do housing authorities prepare poor people to join the ranks of those seeking “affordable housing?”  The last eight to ten years of federal housing policy, welfare reform, and the human desire to improve the quality of one’s life has opened the door to poor people to move forward into the economic mainstream of the United States.  Public housing authorities are “on the ground” with the nation’s poorest and bear a responsibility in facilitating a change in their circumstances in this new millennium. 

Poor people in the United States have been isolated in poverty for decades in public housing developments.  Federal policy, until the Housing Act of 1998, mandated that public housing authorities almost wholly serve the “poorest of the poor” in aging and often decaying dwelling structures, and in the least desirable and vital areas of their city or county.  Despite the enormous responsibility placed on public housing authorities to be an effective landlord, federal funding to operate the housing, address deferred maintenance, and make major progress on capital improvements to the buildings and sites has been inadequate and unpredictable.  

In addition to the challenge of managing public housing in “decent, safe, and sanitary condition,” tens of thousands of families, elderly, and disabled come to the public housing authority in search of this precious public asset each year.  The supply of affordable housing for the “poorest of the poor”, through the use of a public housing unit or a voucher, is extremely scarce, and far from meeting the demand.  Tens of thousands of poor families languish on public housing authority program waiting lists.

The most egregious aspect of this problem is that until the early nineties, public housing authorities were cast solely as housing entity/public sector landlords, and remained largely inactive in dealing with the economic and social injustice taking place as they “warehoused the poorest of the poor.”

Public housing authorities must be effective and efficient operators of housing.  Public housing authorities must utilize the tools in their toolbox to build more units.  However, the more profoundly important step public housing authorities must take is to help each family in the “public housing neighborhood” have a chance to succeed.  

As stewards of the public trust, public housing authorities must take on the role as coordinators who address economic development, job opportunities, wealth creation, education, transportation, health, and community safety leading to self-sufficiency. 

The Section 8 program faces the same problems.  As private rental markets tighten, more poor families cluster in higher poverty census tracts.  The Section 8 families desperately need the same access to services, transportation, and opportunities to advance themselves and their families.  

Despite the context of welfare reform, relaxed federal housing policies, and a relatively strong economy, poor people remain on the edge in urban America.  Public housing authorities are positioned to support and guide the hopes, dreams, energies and talents of poor people. 

 A coherent and comprehensive federal policy combining housing with economic development can provide the key to unlocking the potential success --- one family at a time!

As public housing authorities forge solutions in their respective localities, an additional challenge which we face is how to introduce in a call to action the plight of the very poor when affordable housing is frequently defined as families earning 80%-120% of the area’s median income (a.m.i.).  The Housing Authority has broken the 20% a.m.i. average barrier with a wide array of programs and strategies, but it is clear that families earning $ 12,647 (22%) still need help.  Nationwide the average still hovers around 17%.

Public housing authorities are in a position to provide this crucial linkage of resource provider, government agency, and business to individual families.  Although public housing authorities develop strategic plans to address this complex set of issues, funding predictability for their execution is constantly threatened. The competition for domestic discretionary funds is intense, and particularly so in the Subcommittee for HUD, VA, and Independent Agencies.  Public housing and poor people usually finish last.  

BACKGROUND


Most public housing authorities are dependent on federal funds, although some do receive some local contribution. Understanding federal policy, statutes, and regulations is critical to understanding Housing Authorities. Enabling legislation at the State and County or City level created local public housing authorities. Operating within a matrix of Federal, State and County or City control to serve a local jurisdiction has built a deep understanding in public housing authorities of the complexities of public and private coordination.  

The Housing Authority of the City of Los Angeles was created in 1938 to deal with the blighted living conditions in the City, and to build and manage war worker housing.  

The Housing Authority has evolved over 63 years into a responsive organization addressing the housing and housing-related challenges of 2001.  The Housing Authority owns and manages 7500 public housing units, and owns and manages another 1500 units of assisted senior housing and a mix of market rate and scattered site housing.  The Kumbaya Construction Company was created to rehabilitate aging properties while training residents for employment.  Public housing residents are at least 50% of its workforce.

The Housing Authority also administers 40,000 Section 8 vouchers in its largest rental assistance programs and in programs targeted to serve special populations, such as persons with AIDS, persons with a developmental disability, and the homeless.  In so doing, the Housing Authority has formed numerous partnerships with non-profits to provide the service component. 

The Housing Authority initiated a pre-Urban Revitalization /HOPE VI redevelopment at Harbor Village (formerly known as Normont Terrace).  When the Department of Housing & Urban Development (HUD) implemented the Urban Revitalization Program, the Housing Authority competed for and received a grant for a major revitalization of Pico-Aliso, and subsequently applied for and received a HOPE VI grant to revitalize the contiguous Aliso Village community.  Pico-Aliso and Aliso Village form a gateway to East Los Angeles, and comprise the largest public housing revitalization area West of the Mississippi.

The Housing Authority has a comprehensive resident services approach to promote the greatest possible level of resident progress and self-sufficiency. It provides and coordinates programs to address: racial and cultural diversity, language barriers, resident leadership training, a full array of supportive services (transportation, child care, etc.), job training and placement, entrepreneurial training and support, resident owned businesses, computer learning, merit-based scholarships, graduation recognition, remedial education, and cultural, recreational, artistic and sports events and activities.  

The Housing Authority has a public safety department, which works closely with site staff and residents to supplement the Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) and improve community safety. 

For seven consecutive years the Housing Authority has been a high-performing agency based on the HUD rating systems.     

The 3,400 public housing authorities throughout the United States are grappling with issues the Millennial Commission is studying. Housing production, preservation, consumer-based housing and community linkages are ongoing challenges for large and small, urban and rural housing authorities. 

The unique value of public housing authorities is the  long and ongoing service to the lowest income population. Nationwide, public housing families earn an estimated 17% of median family income.  Despite this poverty, people living in public housing mirror the trends and problems of society at large.  Young people face the normal obstacles of growing up.  Single parents and working families face the barriers of finding and keeping a good job.  The elderly and disabled face the challenges of finding needed services.  Unlike most landlords, public housing authorities try to assist residents by offering quality housing in a service-rich environment.

Public housing has become an important vehicle for helping to strengthen families, improve their skills, education, and economic status and, ultimately, to reduce dependence on government programs.  Wages are the primary source of income for 37.3 % of public housing’s employable residents [employable is defined as all adults who are not full-time students, disabled, or over 60 years of age.] Employment has been growing, and the Housing Authority works to continue its growth.  Concurrently, resident average income has risen from 17% of the area median to an estimated 22%.  

Even these positive outcomes show that achieving the goal of full employment and improved family income to lift the families out of poverty is far from met.  It is just beginning.

ISSUES

•  Unless people expect to succeed, the public housing authorities that embark on this role of “community linkage” change agent will fail.


( Economic development is a primary tool to mitigate problems of inter-racial and inter-cultural diversity. Training for employment, and preparation in job readiness is a fundamental solution to the strife, violence, turf wars, etc. that plague not only public housing, but poor neighborhoods in general.
( HUD’s revolutionary HOPE VI efforts have served, in large measure, to demolish and remove 100,000 public housing units from the 1.2 million units in the inventory. The program works well for communities receiving a grant, but leaves far too many individuals behind. HOPE VI is in a sense a cosmetic approach toward change.  It doesn’t address the acute and growing shortage of housing for the poorest of the poor, or even those in need of affordable housing. Recent estimates show a nationwide shortage of 4.4 million units.


( Housing families is simply not enough.  Housing Authorities must develop an economic development strategy, which reaches every public housing and Section 8 participant.


( How can the public housing authority empower individuals into the mainstream of the workplace?  Is the public housing authority engaged sufficiently with the families to assist them through their first, second, third, and even fourth job?


(  Except in heavily funded demonstrations, Section 8 participants are not moving into middle class communities in numbers that the Congress and HUD would like to see as evidence of success.


( Resident training, supportive services, educational opportunities, and jobs are absolute prerequisites to individual success.  The massive federal cuts to the capital fund decimate this preparatory foundation for success.


( Individual progress and community success cannot be sustained without community safety, and constructive alternatives to drugs and crime.  Elimination of the Drug Elimination program will be devastating to future success.

(  Incentives for individuals, partners, and private business sectors need to be part of the strategy of linking the “human capital” of job ready and motivated public housing residents and Section 8 participants with the local job market. 

(  For all of the efforts the Housing Authority has taken to bring poor non-working or low-wage individuals to employment success, the reality is we are still in a pre-enterprise stage of development, and trying to get in position to assist individuals at the next level of economic development.

(  The Housing Authority is working to identify the values and skills that would sustain Section 8 and public housing individuals in good or bad economic times. Just as it is far easier to locate housing in a soft market with an 8-10 % vacancy rate than it is when the market tightens to a 3% vacancy rate, so is it easier to find a job in a good economy.   

( The Housing Authority must continue to learn how to recognize the individuals in our housing system who, with a little effective assistance, can take off on their own.

( The Housing Authority must work closely with the individuals throughout their conversion process because it has been observed that the residents and participants move from a mental construct of “nothing” to “something” to lose.   

HOUSING AUTHORITY’S RESPONSES TO THE PROBLEMS & ISSUES

· CONSTRUCTION/APPRENTICE PROGRAM:  Utilizing Section 3 of a 1968 Housing Act, and HUD regulations for contracting with Resident Management Corporations, the Housing Authority developed programs to support construction projects on public housing sites in which residents gain entry into one of 13 construction trades.  Residents from 1995 to the present have earned over $ 15 million.  Resident-owned businesses have also been developed (e.g., De-trashing Company, a Moving Company, and a Security Company.)  Joint ventures with other partners have been implemented. Total expenditure on these contracts was approximately $ 6.1 million.

· WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT: The Housing Authority has administered job training and placement programs since 1990, and has transitioned from the Job Training Partnership Act (JTPA) to the Workforce Investment Act (WIA) programs, and operates Welfare to Work (WtW) programs, the JOBS-PLUS Program, and HOPE VI Community Service Programs. Each program has supported the efforts of hundreds of individuals to progress toward economic independence. The Housing Authority received the highest performance rating as a WIA agency, and was the nation’s first public housing authority to obtain a Department of Labor Welfare-to–Work grant. The four-part Workforce Development action plan is: 1) access training, 2) access jobs, 3) access additional resources, 4) expand services.

· SECTION 8 FAMILY SELF-SUFFICIENCY (FSS):  Since 1993, the FSS program has assisted families to gain and maintain independence.  Over 3,100 families participate in the FSS Program.  1070 families have escrow accounts.  $432,000 in escrow funds have been distributed to the 74 families who have achieved full independence from federal assistance. 33 program graduates have purchased homes. Over $4,600,000 is currently escrowed.  The Housing Authority received a Federal Home Loan Board grant to assist F.S.S. families achieve homeownership through Individual Development Empowerment Accounts (I.D.E.A.). The Bank of America handles these escrow accounts from the FHLB. The Bank of America matches the F.S.S. account for each qualifying family on a 3:1 basis, up to a maximum grant of $ 10,000.  These escrow accounts serve as a source of primary capital accumulation and will assist hundreds more families reach the dream of homeownership.

· COMMUNITY-BASED & RESIDENT-OWNED BUSINESS INITIATIVE:  Resident-owned businesses started in 1996.  These businesses take residents with limited education, no work history, and some abuse of drugs, and prepare them for responsibility and accountability.  The Housing Authority helps administer the businesses.  Besides the businesses that support construction, the residents are considering a pre-occupancy training and program support business, and an on-site animal control office.

· JOB CREATION INVESTMENT INITIATIVE: Over 40 % of employable residents are still unemployed, with more than 19,000 individuals in need of a job. Recognizing the adjacency of Section 8 “clusters” and public housing sites, the Housing Authority is considering the possibility of an equity partnership in a commercial or industrial project in exchange for a guarantee of job slots for Housing Authority people, and repayment of the up front investment capital.

· COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMS: The Housing Authority has developed a comprehensive network of programs addressing: education, childcare, health care, transportation, resident involvement, and youth initiatives. To increase educational and communication opportunities, the Housing Authority established the Computer Learning Center network. The Housing Authority utilizes the City’s contribution from the Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) to operate five “satellite” One-Stop centers, and is in the process of becoming a full City One-Stop, which should open the door to additional resources for the public housing communities. Subject matter experts are developed in all of the key areas of health, transportation, childcare, etc. to serve as technical assistance people, and locators of the resources in those areas.

HOUSING AUTHORITY PROGRESS & PROGRAMMATIC TRENDS

The diversity and comprehensive approach outlined in programs and responses section has been effective.  Along the path of implementation, it is imperative to pause occasionally and evaluate progress toward the goal of building a self-sufficiency platform for each family.  In order for the Millennial Commission to consider any recommendations, it is critical to provide a sense of our progress. It is recognized that there are detractors with respect to the overall effectiveness of public housing authorities, especially public housing authorities functioning outside of the more narrowly defined “housing role.”  To that end, the Housing Authority offers the following for consideration:

Have the Economic Self-Sufficiency Programs been successful in increasing the number of public housing residents who have earned income?

The answer is yes.

•
The amount of resident income from wages has more than doubled in the last seven years from $ 20.7 million to $ 43.8 million.

•
The percentage of total resident income from wages has increased from 33.7% to 54.5% during the same period.

•
There are 1,365 more residents who have become employed since 1994.

•
The amount of total income from wages increased $ 23.1 million during the 1994-2001 period.

Have the economic self-sufficiency programs been successful in decreasing the amount of welfare received by public housing residents?

The answer is yes.

•
The amount of resident income from welfare has decreased from $ 26.1 million to $ 17.6 million in the 1994-2001 period.

•
The percentage of total resident income from welfare has decreased from 42.3% to 21.9 % during the period.

•
There are 820 fewer residents receiving welfare income in 2001 than in 1994.

Have the economic self-sufficiency programs been successful in the developments, which historically have the lowest amounts of income from wages?

The answer is yes.

•
The results are even more dramatic in the four developments, which had an average of 17.7% of total income from wages in 1994.

•
The amount of resident income from wages more than tripled since 1994.  In 1994, the wage income increased from $ 2.2 million to $ 7 million.

•
The percentage of income from wages at Gonzaque Village, Hacienda Village, Imperial Courts, and Jordan Downs rose from 7.7% to 42.9%.  This represents an increase of almost 250%.

•
The number of employed residents at the four “worst sites” from a wage standpoint went from 221 to 545.

Does the increase in employed residents signify that the residents are now self-sufficient and not in need of additional efforts?

The answer is ABSOLUTELY NOT.

In expanding our mission to include a statement that we will assist residents to self-sufficiency efforts, the Housing Authority of the City of Los Angeles has “ stepped way outside the box.”  We have crossed over into the field of job training, development, and placement.   

The expansion of programs and services provides an opportunity for maximum benefit of federal, local and state dollars in creating a holistic approach of dealing with each family. We don’t want to provide a safety net.  We want to provide a vehicle for each family to move forward and become economically integrated into the locality.  

· The Housing Authority provides housing services to approximately 20% of the City’s and 14% of the County’s welfare recipients.

· The Housing Authority receives nearly $8 million annually to provide adult and youth participants with employment classroom training, on-the-job training, basic skills, GED preparation, gang and drug prevention and intervention and supportive services through one of the largest Workforce Investment Act (WIA) and Welfare to Work programs in the City of Los Angeles.  

· Our JTPA program was the City of Los Angeles’ highest performer at the close of the program in June 2000.

· We provide a safe, stable living environments, which not only benefits the community, but also allows for greater success in implementing other programs, such as Welfare to Work and Workforce Investment Act, exemplified by our success rates.  One of our partners in Jobs Plus, the Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation, has conducted research of Wow programs for many years.  One study in Minnesota illustrated clearly that families who receive services and housing rate higher on a multitude of quality of life issue (e.g. children performing better in school, less domestic violence,etc).

· The Housing Authority’s Welfare-to Work (WtW) grant program is rated by the U.S Department of Labor as the most successful WtW program in the Western Region, and by the City of Los Angeles as their highest performer receiving the City Welfare to Work funds.  

· In the last two years alone, the Housing Authority directly placed over 1,350 participants in employment, through our in-house Community Service Centers, Jobs Plus, HOPE VI, and Welfare to Work programs. 

· In addition, over 5,200 residents were referred in 2000 to our network of partners for services ranging from child care to senior activities programs through our Community Service Center network.  

An example of immediate success when linking on-site Family Supportive Services and Job Training and Placement activities with housing:  


Dana Strand:  Increased the average monthly income from a 2000 level of $945 (11,340 annually) in six months after our on-site CSS program began, to $1,131 per month, or $ 13,571 annually.  

Many residents are now entering the workplace.  The average income from employment increased from $ 9,870 to $ 12,647 in the period from 1994-2001.  The Department of Housing and Urban Development, at the behest of Congress, has established a wide range of options for earnings disregards.  These range from minimum rents, to flat rents, to deductions for workplace expenses, child care, etc. As a result, public housing authorities are not experiencing large rental income increases; however, we trust that in the future, more flexibilities for a basic market rate rent level to meet expenses will be allowed.  At that time, the amount of direct federal subsidies to public housing authorities will decrease.  Our efforts today in sustaining our momentum will save the federal treasury many times over in the future.

More importantly, the trend toward more entry-level workers in public housing represents the challenge for the millennium.  We are at a crossroad.  As a nation, we can continue to subsidize these working poor families with no clear vision as to a next step.  We can also decide to make a further investment to provide jobs, job training, and supportive services so that these employed families can move up the economic ladder.  

The Housing Authority of the City of Los Angeles has taken a leap of faith.  It is our belief that it is our responsibility to create an environment for residents to earn a living wage.  The logical next step is for public housing authorities to move into the economic development arena.

In the 1970’s and 1980’s, public housing authorities were mandated to only be landlords.  In the late 80’s, we began to move into resident leadership development.  In the 90’s, Congress, HUD, and public housing authorities, began to formalize resident leadership by creating Resident management Corporations, Resident Councils, etc.  Slowly but surely, more resident involvement in fighting crime and eliminating drugs, and starting small businesses began to flourish among the 3400 public housing authorities.  At the end of the 90’s until today, more supportive services, community outreach, job readiness, job training, and job development is expanding throughout the country.  

Now, it is time to move to the next stage of development and create ongoing opportunities for residents to participate in the economic livelihood of the community.  There may be 3400 different ideas on how to best achieve that long-term connection with the economic development plans of the community, but it seems clear that Congress is in a position to provide some assistance, access to capital, and access to technical experts to design some models for the nation’s public housing authorities on behalf of the resident corporations, and resident population of these federally subsidized housing units.   Together, we must prepare these working poor families for the second, and third job, and lasting self-sufficiency.

The long-range plan is to get public housing residents to be eligible for the “affordable housing units” which are, understandably, a major part of the Millennial Commission’s efforts.

RECOMMENDATIONS

®   We request that the Millennial Commission make a declaration that public housing authorities appear to be in the best position to locally link resources in an effective plan of action, and that public housing authorities also serve as an ongoing engine of opportunity for residents who move through the portals of this precious public housing asset.


®    Congress should restore the cuts to the Capital Fund and funding for the Drug Elimination Program immediately.  While it is understood that the Millennial Commission will not be submitting a Report in time to effect change in this current year, if the cuts remain in place, the Commission could certainly be on the record so that cuts made in this current year would be retroactively restored

®   An economic strategy plan for public housing residents or Section 8 participants should be in place before any new units are built, and a realistic economic development plan should be in place for each household moving onto housing assistance.  Housing for poor people with no supportive and other advancement opportunities is a retreat to the days of “warehousing the poor.”

®   Create a Section 8 “Voucher Success Fund” to assist public housing authorities in moving participants outside of the clusters of poverty in high poverty census tracts.  The extra funding helps to provide counseling and case management resources to individually prepare poor people to present themselves in middle class neighborhoods.

®   Expand the resources available for the JOBS-PLUS program, which is a saturation level employment program, and a vehicle to create communities that support work.  Only six cities have been involved in the demonstration, but many other communities need to learn from the lessons learned to date.

®    Consider making public housing authorities eligible applicants for funding availabilities in all federal agencies involved in creating more livable and sustainable communities (HHS, DOL, DOJ, etc.). Exploring funding creative economic development proposals from public housing authorities, in coperation with the Economic Development Administration and HUD funds.  For example, a public housing authority might use funds to become an equity partner in a light manufacturing, or other commercial development.  In return the authority would receive a return on the investment on a sliding scale dependent on how many job slots would be available on an ongoing basis for public or Section 8 residents.  A demonstration project with the public housing authority, the EDA, and HUD as partners would be a targeted and relevant starting point.

 Alternatively, the Congress could earmark  funding incentives for those agencies that will commit to working closely with the very low-income residents of public and Section 8 housing.  For instance, a funding bonus to law enforcement under the Department of Justice would be available if the services are rendered in public housing.
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