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Applying Work Requirements to Housing Programs

Problem 
The welfare reform programs enacted at the federal and state level in the mid-1990s have resulted in substantial progress:

· From 1996 to 2000, the conventional poverty rate has fallen from 13.8 percent to 11.3 percent. This translates into approximately 5.3 million fewer people living below the poverty line.

· The poverty decreases have been greatest among black children, having fallen by one-third, from 43.8 percent to 33.1 percent (a reduction of 1.1 children). This is the lowest rate of black child poverty in US history.

· The poverty rate among single mothers has fallen from 44 percent to 35.7 percent, a reduction of 700,000.

· There was a 2.8 million reduction in child poverty over the same period.

· Welfare recipients have been reduced from 12.9 million in 1996 to 5.8 million in 2000 (Figure).

· The employment rate of single mothers has increased dramatically. The employment rate of never-married mothers is up nearly 50 percent. Employment among single mothers who are high school dropouts is up by two-thirds, while employment among young mothers (aged 18 to 24) has nearly doubled. Research by June O’Neil shows that in the period after the enactment of welfare reform, policy changes accounted for roughly three-quarters of the increase in employment and decrease in dependence. By contrast, economic conditions explained only about one-quarter of the changes in employment and dependence.
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The principal reason for this progress has been the work requirements in welfare reform. As welfare recipients have worked more, their incomes have risen and more have escaped poverty. For example, employment rates among single mothers have improved substantially. The experience of welfare reform strongly suggests that work requirements are an effective strategy for raising incomes among the poor. As a result, the nation’s welfare programs are now better addressing the policy objective of providing temporary aid to those in need, rather than fostering a “culture of dependency,” as had been the experience of the previous Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) program.

Like welfare, the nation’s housing assistance programs were originally drafted to provide temporary rather than permanent assistance. Current Population Survey annual data for 2001 indicates that 30 percent of householders with children on housing assistance do not work. In addition, another nearly one-half work less than full-time (Figure). Estimates indicate that approximately one-third of eligible recipients do not receive housing assistance. From a social policy perspective, this makes it even more important for incentives that increase income and reduce dependency to be applied to housing assistance programs. If employment can be substantially increased among housing assistance recipients, more funding will be freed for assistance to the unserved eligible as recipients with rising incomes transition out housing programs and into unsubsidized housing. 
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Recommendation:

The Millennial Housing Commission should recommend application of work requirements to housing assistance programs. Able bodied, non-elderly recipients in public housing and project-based Section 8 housing should be required to work a substantial number of hours per week. Recipients who are unable or otherwise fail to maintain the required level of formal employment should be required to participate in job training, career-related education or community service work.  Those who are employed for only a few hours each week should supplement  their employment with participation in these other constructive activities.  Participation in work activities under the Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) program should be countable toward the housing work requirements and the TANF and housing work programs should be closely coordinated.

Able-bodied, non-elderly recipients of certificates and vouchers and similar residents in new production units should be required to demonstrate a high level of employment over the previous six months prior to entering the program, and should be required to certify a continuing level of such employment at reasonable intervals. As in the case of public housing, job training, career related education and community service could be used to comply with this requirement. Enforcement of work requirements should be the responsibility of the public housing authority rather than the landlord.
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