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Well, Congress has promised to pass something like the president’s homeland defense bill by the time it adjourns in early October. But that’s only about 60 congressional working days from now. Almost everything else is going to have to wait till next year.

That includes any serious consideration of a report published two weeks ago by something called the Millenium Housing Commission. Congress created that commission, about two years ago, to recommend what Congress should to meet the nations housing needs. 

The commission is made up of private experts representing all sectors of housing interest, from low income advocates to high-end developers. 

The Commission’s report contains lots of good ideas, ranging from ending homelessness, to providing new help to low income renters and homebuyers, and reorganizing the federal housing delivery system to empower state and local governments to have greater responsibility and flexibility for delivering federal housing assistance their areas

The report will help a number of the good ideas it endorses get enacted. One of those is already pending in congress in the form of two identical bills –House Bill 951 in the House and Senate Bill 677in the Senate. Those identical bills have  major importance to this state. [They} repeal the so-called ten year rule, which applies to housing bonds issued by this state and any other state.

That rule greatly reduces your state housing agency’s capacity to support housing. It forces the agency to use most repayments of tax exempt bond-financed mortgages to buy back bonds instead of being used to make new mortgages. That ten year rule is costing this state $350 million in lost low interest mortgage opportunities during the next five years, funds that could finance more than 5600 homebuyer loans.

Those two bills to repeal the ten year rule are already cosponsored by nearly two thirds of both the House and Senate and everyone in the Michigan congressional delegation,

You helped build that support. But there’s difference between building support and finally getting action. To get action you have to demand it. So I urge you to contact every member of your congressional delegation this week, to thank them for their cosponsorship, but to ask each of them to make that cosponsorship real by making sure Congress enacts House bill 951 and Senate bill 677 before it adjourns this fall.

Regrettably, one idea in the Millennial Housing Commission’s report is a really bad one. It’s a proposal for to subsidize building apartments for upper income renters. Under that proposal, you could get a federal subsidy for every apartment you build, even if four out of five of the them are rented to very affluent people, as long as a mere one out of five of the new apartments are rented to people who make up to 80% of the areas median income.

The other four fifths of all the subsidized apartments could be luxury apartments for the richest renters in any state. Think of it. As long as you rent one out of five of the apartments you build for someone who makes as much as 80% of median income, you could get a subsidy for the other four fifths of your apartments, no matter how high the incomes of those they were rented to.In Michigan, developers could get a subsidy for building apartments for very affluent people. as long as they rent one out of five of those of the apartments built rent to people who make up to $42,000 a year in Ann Arbor,  $39,300 in Detroit, $35200 or here in Lansing. 

And remember, these relatively high income limits are only on the one in five apartments that are rent restricted al all. All the rest of the subsidies would go to renters who make more–potentially much more. 

Now the report does suggest that Congress might consider permitting – but not requiring the states to limit use of this subsidy and to require deeper targeting in a particular state. But the political reality is that developer pressure in most states would keep most states from limiting developer access to this otherwise unlimited federal subsidy. That’s like giving states authority to limit their citizens’ access to the federal tax deduction for homeowner mortgage interest. Fat chance.

Advocates of this idea of subsidizing upper income renters argue that you can’t get something past congress unless it helps everybody all up the way up the income ladder

Well, folks, that’s just baloney. We won a nearly 50% increase in the housing tax credit just two years ago not because it helped renters over 60% of area median, but by proving that it doens’t help anyone over 60% of median income. 

In fact, we had to defend the housing credit from repeal just a few years ago, because conventional apartment owners and developers, including some in this state, believe even subsidizing apartments at the 60% income level unfairly competes with market rate owners and developers.

Advocates of subsidizing upper income apartments also assert such subsidies would help created mixed income developments. 

Well, if you want mixed income, you don’t have to have to give a rich renters subsidies to get it. subsidies limited to apartments for those those who make the median income or less, for example, 

would still be mixing low income tenants with other renters who earn up to $55000 in Ann Arbor, $49000 in Detroit, and $44,400 here in Lansing.

Advocates of this bad idea also argue that we have to take the income limits off housing subsidies nationwide so that you can build apartments even for the richest renters in cities like New York and Boston, where, they argue, rents are just too high for everyone. 

These advocates of federal subsides for upper income renters don’t stop to ask why your tax dollars should help pay for the rent for housing Boston’s upper income people. They don’t say much about what responsibility Boston and other high cost areas have for meeting their own housing costs?

We hear lots about police and firemen and teachers around the country who can’t afford a home near where they work, but nobody seems to advocate that maybe we in those higher cost areas ought to pay our teachers and public safety workers a higher wages to help pay housing costs which exceed their salaries. And how about encouraging employers to pick up a share of their employees housing costs in higher cost areas?

How to allocate the very limited share of federal dollars which will ever be available for housing subsidy is a moral as well as legislative judgment. As a matter of conscience, I question how we can justify aiding those who need less help, before aiding those who need more, often drastically more. As taxpayers, we should  reject doing so. 

The simple, unavoidable fact is that worst case housing needs are almost all concentrated at the lower end of the income ladder. The more than six million renters among us earning who less than 61% of median income have 90% of all housing needs classed as “worst case” and 2/3 of all housing needs classed as “severe”. Four million of those six million – two out of three - have incomes lower than 30% of the median income in their areas. 

Households over 60% of Median have only nine percent of worst case needs and only 30% of those classed as severe. People earning more than their area’s median income have only a tiny 1.3% of all worst case housing needs.

Devoting all housing credit production for the next ten years to just the six million low income households with worst case needs would create only enough apartments for half of them. The other half, especially the four million with the lowest incomes would continue to go without. 

As long as too few dollars are provided even to meet worst case rental needs, all  additional help should go to those with greatest needs among both renters and owners.

The other big problem in the Millennial Housing Commission report is that that it assigns no serious priorities among its major recommendations, nor does it estimate their cost. 

Conservatively, the cost of implementing the report’s major recommendations appears likely to cost at least as much each year as Hud’s current thirty three billion dollar budget. And that’s just not going to happen, because the theme of the commission’s report might have been “what a difference a day makes.” And that day was September 11.

That was the day the federal surplus disappeared. Between tax losses due to the recession already underway, which the terrorist attack accelerated, and new federal spending against terror and on defense and a lot of other things the events of September 11 have turned a 200 billion dollar a year federal surplus into a 200 billion dollar a year federal deficit.

So most of the commission’s recommendations will not be enacted in the form they have been offered and a number probably won’t be enacted at all. And the proposal to subsidize upper income rents shouldn’t be enacted under any condition.

Much has changed since 9/11. One thing that has not changed, however, is the great need among low income people who depend on us for housing help. 

There are people on the streets in Lansing today and in every other city all across the country who have no place to sleep tonight. There are married couples at jobs in cities across America who do not earning enough between them in two minimum wage jobs to rent a safe or decent place to live for themselves and their children. There are old people and families in tumbled down places desperate for a little help. There’ll be children getting off the school bus at the homeless shelters this afternoon and trying to do their homework there tonight for the school they went to today, which may not be the one they went to last week or will go to next month.

Whether almost any of these people get new housing help to help them make a better life for themselves is largely up to you.

Look, realistically, despite the new report, housing ranks usually ranks about 42 or 43 in Congress’s priorities, depending upon where you rank  fruit flies and sand storms. Its up to you, the voters, to make things happen in for housing in Washington 

Money is very limited. But whether we get any additional federal help for Michigan and her sister states depends entirely on you. How will your legislators know what the people in this state need by way of housing help and what you can do with it, unless you tell them.

And, if you don’t tell them, who will?

Believe me, they’ll listen. Those folks know it was you who sent them to Congress. They know how important your vote is. All the lobbyists in Washington, are not worth one determined citizen from home in the outer office.

So, when was the last time you – yes, you, and you, and you – met with your congressman or senator to make the case for housing? So call for an appointment this week– here or in Washington - with each of your senators and your representative, just as soon as they are able to see you.

Tell them your story. Take them out and show them the need in their own hometown. Take them to existing developments of which you are proud, to show them what you can do, if they’ll give you the tools to do the job.

If you don’t do your advocacy work, others who are pleading for the same money, for other less vital causes will simply drown you out and crowd you out. And with you the people who need your help.

We cannot simply settle for the scraps from the federal, left when the other claimants for government help have already won their share.

Yes advocacy is tough. It takes a lot of effort. It’s tiresome. And it can be very discouraging. But as Eli Wiesel, who survived the utter evil and total abandonment of Auschwitz to become part of the common conscience of our time, has warned us: “The opposite of love is not hate. It is indifference

The events of 9/11 have taught us many lessons. We have seen what evil can do. What a handful of homicidal zealots in mindless, malignant thralldom to a cruel and unforgiving god can do to inflict pain and death and devastation. But we have also seen everyday people rising to the challenge of heroism, by  helping their fellow citizens in need.

Most of us think we’re never called upon to become heroes. But As Bobby Kennedy reminded us mare than a quarter century ago - 

Each time a man stands up for an ideal or acts to improve the lot of others or strikes out against injustice, he  sends a tiny ripple of hope and – crossing each other from a million different centers of energy and daring –these ripples build a mighty current which sweep down the mightiest walls of oppression and resistance

So, Every one of us is called upon to be a hero every day, by using well the precious housing resources we convince the government and private sector to entrust to us and by advocating as much more help as we can to for those who need it most to make a better life for themselves and their families.

One of the lessons of 9/11 is the reminder that we that we are all mortal and that, when our appointed hour sooner or later arrives, it won’t make any difference how we die.  What will matter is how we have lived.

9/11 reminds us all forcefully that life is not a dress rehearsal. We really only do go round once. Let’s make the most of it!

Good luck and good bye.

