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1100 Seventeenth Street, N.W. 10th floor, Washington, D.C. 20036

Tel:  202.466.2636;  Fax:  202.466.2247;  E-Mail:  stpp@transact.org
June 29, 2001

Millennial Housing Commission

800 N. Capitol St. NW

Suite 680

Washington, DC 20002

Dear Millennial Housing Commission:  

The nation’s challenge to provide affordable housing for Americans is intrinsically linked to many other public policies.  This letter asks the Millennial Housing Commission to consider the relationship between transportation and housing as it reviews federal housing assistance programs.  Specifically, the Surface Transportation Policy Project (STPP) asks the Commission to recognize how the high costs of car ownership--which auto-oriented transportation and land use policy have made a basic need in the U.S.--can block many American families from graduating from housing assistance to renting a home or apartment without public subsidies, or alternatively to owning a home.  Finally we recommend that federal housing programs should be integrated with transportation policies and investments, specifically so that public housing residents can conveniently and affordably gain access to jobs, commercial services, and reliable public transportation.

According to the 1999 Bureau of Labor Statistics’ Consumer Expenditure Survey, American households now spend as much on transportation as they do on shelter--approximately $7,015 or 18.9 percent of all expenditures
.  As families devote more of their budget to transportation, they have less disposable income to spend on basic necessities such as food, medicine and, most importantly, shelter.  This is especially the case for the country’s poorest families who spend nearly twenty percent of their expenditures on owning and operating a depreciating asset—their cars.   In terms of income, the twenty percent of American families earning less than $12,503 annually devote a full 39 percent of their income after taxes on transportation.  Comparatively, the wealthiest twenty percent of American families spend only 13.4 percent of their income after taxes on transportation.  

Moreover, American who live in sprawling and car-dependent metro areas tend to have the largest portion of their family budget devoted to transportation.
  These figures are complicated by the fact that American families in the lowest income quintile actually spend twice as much as they earn.  While some of this discrepancy can be explained by under-reporting, experts at the Consumer Expenditures Survey note that much of the discrepancy is due to borrowing and living off of savings.  This has important implications in that the poorest American families often have to compromise their savings (and opportunities to move from poverty through home ownership) to be mobile.

All of these statistics point to the need to take a hard look at transportation when considering affordable housing policies.  STPP’s report, Driven to Spend, found that residents of more sprawling metro areas tend to spend a much higher portion of their family budget than residents of more compact, traditional metro areas with good public transportation service.  Therefore, one way to increase home ownership may be to reduce auto-dependence, thereby increasing disposable income, savings for homeownership or college educations, and retirement.  

Planning models such as “Smart Growth,” which seek to create walkable, transit-oriented, communities with both jobs and housing have been shown to reduce automobile dependence.  Other programs, such as the Location Efficient Mortgage program, allow families to qualify for larger loans if the house they hope to buy is in a relatively compact, transit-or pedestrian-oriented neighborhood.  Such programs begin to direct the incomes of people receiving public housing assistance to investments that increase in value, rather than to short term expenditures that depreciate in value such as owning a car.  

Thank you for reviewing this letter.  If you would like more information on the relationship between transportation and housing, please see the STPP report, Driven to Spend, on our website http://www.transact.org.  

Sincerely,

Michelle Garland




Nancy Jakowitsch

Campaign Analyst




Program Assistant

� The vast majority of household expenditures on transportation are spent on personal vehicles.  Of the $7,011 families spend annually on transportation, $6,614 is dedicated to vehicle purchase, insurance, maintenance, gasoline, finance charges, and other miscellaneous expenses.  





� Surface Transportation Policy Project.  Driven to Spend, 2000.  Available at http://www.transact.org  





