FOOD FOR THOUGHT FOR THE MILLENIAL HOUSING COMMISSION
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National Center for Lead-Safe Housing

Poor housing condition deserves to be highlighted as part of the housing crisis as well as housing affordability.
Discussion and debate about housing usually focuses on affordability problems.  In fact, the poor physical condition of many low-income properties poses a separate set of pressing problems that demand attention and can command additional resources.  

Link housing to more popular issues to build political support.

As a stand-alone issue, affordable housing has never commanded much political support.  In truth, housing’s important connection to other more politically popular concerns is seriously undervalued.  “Connecting the dots” for policy makers and the public could significantly expand the base of political support for affordable housing.  In particular, demonstrating how confronting the housing crisis can advance energy conservation and environmental health goals offers significant promise in broadening support for making housing a national priority.  

Energy Conservation

Our houses consume far more energy than our automobiles, yet little attention is paid to home energy efficiency.  The single biggest ticket items for energy savings are replacing old single-pane windows with energy efficient windows and adding insulation.  The current concern over rising energy prices and electrical power supply shortages could be tapped to build support for a national campaign for “energy efficient housing rehab,” which could be accomplished through a variety of subsidy mechanisms.  Placing housing on the national energy conservation agenda – where it rightfully belongs – could change the political chemistry for affordable housing and open doors to new partnerships with other private and public sector interests.  For example, the electric power industry in California has pledged $1 billion in investments in energy conservation.  The greatest energy savings benefits would be achieved by targeting older, low-income properties in declining condition.  

Environmental Health

The US economy spends approximately $100 billion each year on environmental protection, with almost all pollution controls motivated by concern over human health.  These resources are currently being inefficiently allocated, as a robust body of research makes clear that indoor exposures typically exceed outdoor exposures by 10-fold, with older properties in substandard condition posing the greatest hazards.  Because young children spend more time indoors than adults, this most biologically sensitive (and politically appealing) population is at special risk to housing-related environmental health hazards.  The Millenial Housing Commission should declare:  The number one environmental health hazard in the US is substandard housing.  The hazards include:  peeling lead-based paint and lead-contaminated dust, carbon monoxide from poorly vented appliances, pesticide residues, and allergens that cause asthma and other respiratory diseases.  Childhood asthma, in particular, is a hot-button issue because it is the leading cause of absences in elementary school, costs the US health system billions of dollars, and rates of childhood asthma continue to rise steadily.  While the causes of asthma are complex, there is strong evidence that mold, mildew, dust mites, rodent and roach infestation, and other factors related to poor housing condition are important contributors and triggers.  Housing advocates and policy makers need to tap the well of public support for environmental health to justify increased resources for affordable housing – with funds targeted based on the environmental regulatory system’s “worst first” template.  Policy makers and politicians need to appreciate the striking disparities in risk for housing-releated health hazards that disproportionately affect low-income families and children of color.  

Take key steps to make US housing lead-safe.

Over the past decade, understanding of the sources and pathways of children’s exposure to lead hazards and the effectiveness of control measures has increased substantially.    HUD’s new lead-safety regulation forces property owners and managers to confront the reality of lead-based paint in most older properties, and its general approach of integrating lead safety into other housing activities is reasonable and consistent with good science and real world experience.  

Lead poisoning prevention pays huge dividends to society.    

If a child becomes lead-poisoned, society in general bears a cost – for medical intervention, special education, reduction in the child’s IQ and lifetime earnings, and potential impacts on future crime levels.  These costs are high relative to the cost of preventing the child being lead-poisoned in the first place.  While the number of lead-poisoned children has declined to less than one million, lead poisoning remains a serious threat in many neighborhoods with older housing in substandard condition.   Research shows that, once a child is lead-poisoned, it is very difficult and expensive to reduce the child’s blood lead level and in most cases impossible to undo the neurological damage done.  Prevention is only real prescription for lead poisoning – and prevention requires action before children are poisoned to control lead hazards, particularly deteriorated lead-based paint and lead-contaminated dust that settles on floors and other surfaces, which is the foremost pathway of poisoning.  

Lead Safe Housing is an achievable goal.  

The goal of making the US housing stock is achievable within 10 years through strategies that calibrate the response to the risk.  Although 38 million housing units have some lead based paint, properties that are well maintained with intact paint rarely poison a child.  Serious lead hazards are heavily concentrated, probably in not more than 5 million units.  These units tend to be very old, very poorly maintained, and concentrated in older, very low-income neighborhoods.

· Accessible and Economical Evaluation Tools – Because paint condition is as important as its lead content, regular visual inspection for deteriorated paint in older housing is an important tool.  Visual inspection is useful for identifying high-risk housing but is not adequate to determine that housing is lead-safe.  Because lead-contaminated dust is invisible to the eye, the only way to be sure a property is safe is sampling lead dust for laboratory analysis.   Lead dust sampling can play an important role in screening high-risk housing as well as “clearance testing” to ensure that lead dust hazards are not left behind after paint repair and rehab projects.  

· Controlling Serious Lead Hazards – Research and evaluation studies have demonstrated the effectiveness of a range of hazard control strategies aimed at repairing peeling paint, correcting the cause of the paint failure, and controlling lead dust hazards.  Strategies that rely on cleaning alone are usually only effective for six months or less.  The cost of hazard control intervention depends on the extent of the hazard and the intensity of the intervention.  In many properties, window replacement removes a major risk for lead hazards.  Making floors smooth and cleanable increases the likelihood of controlling lead dust hazards over time.

· Targeting Highest Risk Units – Each locality with significant prevalence of children with elevated blood lead levels should proactively screen high-risk housing for peeling lead paint and dust hazards.  Whenever hazards are identified (either through environmental sampling or through the identification of a poisoned child), action must be taken to protect the child and ensure that the same property does not poison again.  Code enforcement and subsidies should be focused on highest risk neighborhoods.  If lead hazards are found in high-risk housing, the locality should revoke certificates of occupancy if the LBP hazards are not controlled.  If identified lead hazards cannot be promptly and safely controlled, families with young children should be relocated to lead-safe housing.  The resulting increase in the family’s rent burden should be partially or fully subsidized for low-income families.  HUD Section 8 vouchers are an excellent vehicle for providing this subsidy.  Properties with lead hazards that have reached the end of their economic lives should be demolished – with replacement units provided in cities with tight housing markets.  

· Mainstreaming Lead Safety – Research has shown that modest changes in painting and rehab practices can avoid the inadvertent creation of lead hazards.  Lead-safe work practices are essential for any maintenance or repair activity involving painted surfaces in older properties.  Instead of being viewed as the exclusive province of a specialized ‘lead abatement’ industry, lead safety needs to be mainstreamed into all painting, maintenance, and rehab activities through one-day training courses in lead-safe work practices already approved by HUD and EPA.  Lead-safe paint repair and lead-safe rehab need to become the industry norm.  

Determine how to identify and control other hazards in housing cost effectively.  

Many health hazards in substandard housing are interrelated in cause and effect.  For example, moisture problems and water damage cause paint deterioration as well as encourage the growth of mold, mildew, and other allergens associated with asthma.  Because these other hazards are not as well understood as lead poisoning, research and evaluation studies are needed to validate hazard assessment tools and cost-effective control interventions.  Emphasis must be placed on developing tools and protocols that are affordable and accessible to low-income high-risk housing.  In addition, solutions need to be appropriate for integration into existing systems for housing maintenance and rehab rather than stand alone strategies.  

Legislative Recommendations

The Millenial Housing Commission should consider including in its legislative recommendations to Congress several changes to conform federal law to current knowledge and recent experience related to making US housing lead-safe.  

A. Focus requirements for lead hazard evaluation and control on properties built before 1960, instead of the current 1978 threshold.  Properties built before 1960 are much more likely to contain lead-based paint, higher concentrations of lead in the paint, and lead-based on more surfaces.  In most cases, lead safety can be addressed in post-1960 properties by following lead-safe work practices and relying on real estate disclosure and clearance testing.  

B. Substantially increase the current threshold of $25,000 per unit in federal rehab funds triggering “abatement” projects, which must be performed by certified abatement contractors.  This trigger is unrealistically low since most federally-funded rehab projects exceed $25,000, and may work in practice to unnecessarily increase rehab costs and discourage cities’ use of block grant funds for rehab.  HUD requirements for lead-safe work practices by remodeling and rehab contractors with basic training in lead-safety followed by clearance testing provide a reasonable performance-based standard for most federally-funded rehab projects

C. Rather than regulating painters and remodeling contractors as “lead abatement contractors,” Congress should make lead-safe painting and rehab the national norm through one-day training in lead-safe work practices.  Congress should discourage states from regulating rehab work as “lead abatement” and provide resources for HUD to widely offer training courses in lead-safe work practices at no or low cost.  

D. Recognize the Sampling Technician discipline in federal statute and as part of EPA’s model state program in order to build capacity for clearance testing and reduce its cost.  Dust testing should be greatly expanded because it focuses on the foremost pathway of exposure, can flag high risk properties before a child is poisoned, and provides a low-cost, performance-based standard for ensuring that painting and rehab projects do not lead hazards behind to poison a child.  

E. Enact legislation to launch a substantial national effort to encourage the replacement of single-pane windows in older housing with energy efficient windows through grants, loans, and tax subsidies.  This initiative would serve the dual objective of reducing lead hazards in older housing.  Requiring contractors to get one-day training in how to control, contain, and clean up lead dust would help to make lead-safe work practices the industry norm.  Clearance dust testing would provide a low-cost quality control check.    
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