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Jerry Howard, chief executive officer of the National Association of Homebuilders, 
says he wants to know when President Barack Obama and Republican challenger 
Mitt Romney are going to outline plans for reviving the U.S. residential property 
market.  

He’s not the only one. So far, discussions about housing by Obama and Romney 
on the campaign trail have been limited and vague, which makes the two 
politicians sound like they support most of the same ideas.  

One reason for the relative silence: There are few solutions with wide appeal.  

“The lack of talking about housing policy is not because it’s not important,” said 
Mark Calabria, director of financial regulation studies at the Cato Institute, which 
promotes free- market policies. “It’s because there’s not an easy answer.”  

While the housing market is showing signs of recovery, the improvement is still 
meager compared to the damage. New home sales are still 50 percent below the 
average rate over the past 40 years. Almost 11 million families are “underwater” -- 
saddled with more debt than their homes are worth after five years of declining 
home prices.  

After nearly four years in the White House, Obama is facing criticism that his 
relief programs for borrowers have lacked broad and aggressive measures and 
have reached fewer families than intended.  

Blueprint Delayed  

Moreover, some promised initiatives remain undone. The president has yet to 
unveil a blueprint for overhauling the nation’s housing finance system and 
winding down Fannie Mae (FNMA) and Freddie Mac (FMCC), the taxpayer-
owned companies that back about 60 percent of the U.S. home loan market and 
have been supported with $190 billion of capital injections. New regulations 
governing mortgage securitization that were mandated by the Dodd-Frank Act in 
2010 have yet to be written.  



On the campaign trail, Obama’s discussion of housing focuses primarily on 
helping distressed homeowners refinance into historically low interest rates. That’s 
a position that doesn’t alienate voters who resent government aid going to 
delinquent borrowers, since most people who qualify for refinancing programs 
must be current on their mortgages.  

“The issue is so divisive, because everybody feels you need to do something about 
the housing market,” Calabria said. “But there’s still a lot of the feeling of, ‘I don’t 
want to bail out my neighbor who isn’t paying his mortgage’.”  

Refi Expansion  

On a visit to Nevada last week, where 60 percent of homeowners are underwater, 
Obama urged Congress to vote on a Senate bill that would expand a government 
program that helps such borrowers cut their interest payments.  

Activist groups typically aligned with Democrats say that’s not enough. They want 
more details on the president’s future plans for foreclosure prevention, 
neighborhood aid, and overhauling the housing-finance system.  

“Assuming there’s not a radical shift in the alignment of Congress, what’s 
President Obama going to do differently in his second term to achieve his goals?” 
said Alan Jenkins, executive director of the Opportunity Agenda, an organization 
that promotes economic opportunity.  

Brian Deese, deputy director of the National Economic Council at the White 
House, said Obama has been talking about a broad set of housing initiatives in 
recent public appearances, including a proposal to spend $15 billion on 
redevelopment of neighborhoods devastated by the housing crisis.  

“He has a proposal on the table, and if Congress will work with us to make some 
progress on it, it would make a material difference for those communities,” Deese 
said.  

Few Details  

For his part, Romney has provided few details on how he would approach the 
housing market and foreclosures differently than Obama.  

He has shifted his position on whether the government should intervene to stop 
foreclosures. He told a Las Vegas newspaper last year that the housing market 
should be left to hit bottom on its own. Then, in January, Romney told Florida 



voters that a “more concerted effort” was needed, saying “the idea that somehow 
this is going to cure itself by itself is probably not real.”  

Romney was overheard at a fundraiser in April saying he might abolish the 
Department of Housing and Urban Development, the department that his father, 
George Romney, headed during the administration of President Richard Nixon.  

It wasn’t until earlier this month that the Republican nominee posted a four-point 
plan on housing on his campaign website.  

Similar Approach  

The plan criticizes Obama’s record and then recommends broad steps that are 
similar to the current White House approach. It calls for promoting alternatives to 
foreclosure, restarting lending to creditworthy borrowers, reforming Fannie Mae 
and Freddie Mac, and selling the 200,000 foreclosed properties owned by the U.S. 
government.  

The Obama administration, through various programs, has been working on all 
those options. Romney’s campaign declined to provide details describing how he 
would attain any of these objectives.  

“A Romney administration will protect taxpayers and ensure that private capital 
forms the basis of our housing finance system,” Amanda Henneberg, a 
spokeswoman for the Romney campaign, said in an e-mail.  

While the housing market is showing signs of progress, the improvement is not 
necessarily apparent to voters, especially those living in swing states such as 
Nevada, Florida and Ohio that have been deeply affected by the downturn.  

Sales Rising  

Sales of new homes rose in July to a seasonally adjusted annual rate of 372,000, 
up 25.3 percent from a year earlier, according to the U.S. Commerce Department. 
Prices are up in most states, and homebuilder stocks have surged nearly 80 percent 
this year, compared with a 16 percent gain for the Standard & Poor’s 500 Index.  

Still, much of the pickup in home prices has been driven by investors. The Federal 
Reserve and other regulators have expressed concern that banks are unwilling to 
lend to any but the most qualified residential borrowers.  

Howard, whose 140,000-member organization represents the home construction 
industry, said an economic recovery, including a reduction in the unemployment 
rate, hinges on a housing recovery.  



“I can’t for the life of me fathom why this has not been more of a visible issue,” he 
said. “We absolutely wish we were hearing more from both candidates.”  

‘Drum to Beat’  

Barry Zigas, director of housing policy at the Consumer Federation of America, 
which advocates for consumers, said promoting homeownership and housing 
“have always been a reliable drum to beat on behalf of the middle class.”  

Now, he said, homeownership has become harder to promote because it starts a 
debate about who must bear the cost of fixing the market.  

“I’m not sure either side has any good ideas,” Zigas said. “When you start to look 
at this problem, you have to talk about money, and that seems to be a problem no 
one wants to broach.”  

Pressure is mounting for the candidates to start doing just that. A coalition of 
activist groups is waging a campaign with petition drives and town-hall meetings 
to urge the presidential candidates to respond before the Nov. 6 election to 
questions about how they’d aid homeowners in distress.  

The Home for Good campaign, whose members include the Opportunity Agenda, 
the National Urban League, and the National Council of La Raza, this week sent 
letters to Obama and Romney asking them to provide detailed solutions on 
housing-related issues. The groups are also collecting petitions they plan to deliver 
to the candidates.  

“Neither one has wanted to point attention to, on one hand an inconsistent strategy 
and on the other hand an unfulfilled strategy,” Jenkins said, referring to Romney 
and Obama, respectively. “Now it does seem to be in their interest to get specific.”  
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