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Rhyme But No Reason

Introduction

In its FY 2004 budget and in subsequent authorizing legislation
(H.R. 1841 and S. 947) the Bush Administration proposed a major
restructuring of the Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher program. The
administration’s plan, Housing Assistance for Needy Families (HANF),
radically alters thirty years of federal housing policy by proposing to
block grant vouchers to the states. The administration cites the success of
the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) welfare reforms
that were enacted in the mid-1990s as one of the prime justifications for
HANF. As PHADA has already noted, though (Advocate, June 18, 2003),
the only real similarity between HANF and TANF is the fact that they
intentionally rhyme.

PHADA believes the block grant proposal is ill advised, unneces-
sary, and will create serious problems for housing agencies and the
millions of low-income residents they serve. Included in this special
publication are some of the major reasons illustrating PHADA'’s point.
Housing professionals are encouraged to share this publication with
their boards, Members of Congress, state and local elected officials,
residents, the media, and others.

Public Housing Authorities Directors Association
511 Capitol Court, NE
Washington, DC 20002
(202) 546-5445; www.phada.org
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... The beauty of the current system — however imperfect —is Congress is required to shift
funding based on how many vouchers are used, taking into account market rates and other real-
life factors. Maybe the White House has rent control, but other people do not. Block grants are
not likely to keep up with real world housing costs. n
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b ... The state of Illinois does not have an administrative structurein

placeto operate astatewide voucher program nor, in view of our current

fiscal situation, does it have the means to put one in place. n
— — lllinois Governor Rod Blagojevichl
in a letter to HUD Secretary Mel Martinez, April 7, 2003
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bk Please make no mistake, the cumulative effect of these proposalswould have adevastating

impact ontheability of both the Philadel phiaHousing Authority (PHA) and the Housing Authority
of the City of Pittsburgh (HACP) to achieve their respective missions of delivering housing and

other vital social service programs to the poorest segments of our population. ?
— — Philadelphia Mayor John F. Street and Pittsburgh Mayor Tom Murphy
in a letter to Pennsylvania Senators Arlen Specter (R) and Rick Santorum (R), May 5, 2003

United States House of Representatives

b There' s just no groundswell for it [HANF]” said Rep. Jim Walsh, a

Syracuse Republican who headsthe House A ppropriations Subcommittee that
overseeshousing programs. Walshworriesthat upstateNew Y ork communities

" wouldloseout if the statetook over the program, becausethebulk of thestate’ s
political power restsin New Y ork City.

Supporters acknowledge that the program isn’'t perfect. In some
communities, housing vouchers go unused. But Walsh noted that Congress
recently instituted reforms intended to solve that problem. n

— — Representative James T. Walsh (R-NY) in the Buffalo News, June 26, 2003

United States House
of Representatives

... This[block grant] bill is scaring the living daylights out of a lot of

people. ...[it is] the first step towards the dismantling of HUD. n
— — Representative Maxine Waters (D-CA), May 22, 2003
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Some of The Major Problems with HANF
HUD'’ s proposal contains many flaws. Below are some of the most significant concerns PHADA has identified.

The legislation is unnecessary and misdirected

The Republican chairmen of the Senate and House VA/HUD
appropriations subcommittees (Senator Christopher Bond of
Missouri and Representative JamesWal sh of New Y ork, respec-
tively) have both stated they believe recently-enacted voucher
changes, which were designed to improve the program and
prevent fund recaptures, should be given a chance to work
before other changes such as HANF are even considered.
Senator Bond has al so expressed serious reservations about the
likelihood of futurefunding cutsunder HANF (see centerfold).

Theproposal purportstosolveaproblemthat nolonger exists. HUD
cites low utilization rates as one of the hill’s main justifications.
However, in aMay 22 appearance before the House of Represen-
tatives housing subcommittee, HUD Assistant Secretary Michael
Liu conceded that thisisno longer amajor concern asthe voucher
lease-up rate is now approaching 96 percent nationwide.

HUD says the voucher program is “too complex and overly-
prescriptive.” PHADA agrees, but points out that HUD could
simply seek legislation to improve the program and implement
regulatory changes to give public housing agencies more flex-
ibility at thelocal level.

Having administered the program since its inception in the
1970s, local housing agenciesaremost familiar withit and have
developed the requisite expertise. In contrast, most states sim-
ply do not have the administrative capacity to run the program,
akey point referenced by Representative Patrick Tiberi (R-OH)
in the House's May 22 HANF public hearing. Indeed, almost
one-third of the states have no experience with the Section 8
voucher program, while othershaveonly alimitedinvolvement.

Through its title and references to TANF, the bill gives the
impression that the majority of voucher families are welfare
recipients, and that HANF is needed for them to achieve self-
sufficiency. The redlity is that less than 1/5 of all voucher-
holders receive TANF as their sole source of income.

Significant Budget Problems

Theadministration hasalready proposed morethan $2 billion
in cumulative public and assisted housing budget cuts since
taking officein2001. TheHUD planwouldlikely continuethis
pattern and basically forecasts future funding reductions
under the “insufficient funds’ section. States will be placed
in the unenviable position of contributing non-federal re-
sources to continue subsidizing current recipients, or face
the need to reduce or even terminate housing assistance.
Governorsand statelegislatorswill beforced to makethehard
decisions that Washington has heretofore deferred.

The HUD budget plan takes $100 million that would otherwise
be available for HAs to use for low-income housing purposes,
making themoney avail abletoinexperienced state operationsso
they can build administrative infrastructures to eventually run

the program. At a minimum, this seems an imprudent use of
sorely needed funds given theinexperience of the statesand the
severe housing crisis that exists in many part of the country.

Capping administrative fees at 10 percent of budget authority
means that a majority of states/territories— 34 — will actually
lose administrative fees compared to their current fees HAs in
their states receive. In many cases, states simply will not have
adequate funds to run the program.

Hardships for the Poor

0 Thebill may resultinsignificant rent increasesfor the elderly,

disabled and families because it changes the basis for the
maximum initial tenant contribution from adjusted income to
grossincome. This proposed change will also create disincen-
tives for residents to seek employment and attain self-suffi-
ciency because earned income disregards would be elimi-
nated. Similarly, the bill would not set any maximum rent that
residents might subsequently have to pay as rent.

States, many of which are now running huge budget deficits,
may be tempted to use voucher funds for other purposes,
leadingtofewer housing resourcesat thelocal level. Whilesome
provisionsin the pending billstry to precludethisfrom happen-
ing, some members of Congress (who have previously served
in their state legislatures) have indicated cash-strapped states
might still be tempted to use targeted funds for other purposes.

The proposal creates “middlemen” in the fifty state capitals.
Themiddlemenwill, inmany cases, continueworkingwithlocal
HAs, but the states will now take their share of the pie to pay
their own bureaucracies. In the end, this will translate into
fewer dollars actually allocated to meet local housing needs.

A Local Emphasis is Needed

O The bill will actually make the program more complex and

difficult to administer as states will now have to run two
separate programs. This is so because the bill contains
“grandfathering” provisions requiring that current rules be
applied for five years to residents presently on the program,
while the new rules would apply to new admissions accepted
after thebill becomeslaw. Thiswill createadministrativechaos
in many communities.

The bill takes discretion away from localities regarding their
preference and admission policies, and instead centralizes
those policies in state capitals. This is contrary to the prin-
ciples of true devolution of authority to the most local level.

By virtue of their proximity and the nature of the relationship to
municipa government, housing authorities are more responsive
to the public in their communities. Also, housing agencies have
already established good working relationships with landlords.
Thisis one of many reasons why landlord groups have such as
theNational L eased Housing A ssociationandtheNational Multi-
Housing Council oppose HANF.




