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For an up-close view of the affordable housingisfisvhich predated the mortgage-driven
financial crisis of 2008 but has deepened since thi@ a full-blown national emergency—one
place to be was the Jesse Owens Memorial CompliseiRed Bird neighborhood of Dallas.
There, in the early morning hours of a typicallpting day this past July, thousands of
impoverished Texans lined up for a chance to get waiting list for federal housing assistance,
the first time in five years that the county goveant had accepted applications. Back in May
another 21,000 people had applied for a shot 805sPots on the Dallas Housing Authority’s
waiting list—still better odds than in nearby Plantere 8,000 people applied for only 100
available housing vouchers.

Similar gatherings, with similar casinolike oddayh occurred around the country with a sort of
stealthy frequency. In Oakland, California, whigieaed its waiting list in January, officials
expected as many as 100,000 people to apply f00Q0,0uchers. In Atlanta, sixty-two people
were injured in 2010 at an East Point shoppingezemhere 30,000 lined up after the local housing
authority opened its waiting list for the first #nmn eight years. Even small communities like
Aiken, South Carolina, saw hundreds queuing updtoRer for a chance at housing aid about as
likely as seeing three cherries in a row on a Vefjatsmachine.

Another way you can find tangible evidence of tbeding affordability crunch is by visiting one

of New York City’s exploding number of homeless|strs, where a record 41,000 homeless
people bed down each night, including more thafBQad children. Thé&lew York Times recently

told the story of one of those children, fourthagaN-Dia Layne, who travels two and a half hours
each day between her Upper Manhattan shelter argtheol in Brooklyn’s Brownsville
neighborhood. In Cleveland, the number of homéiasslies and kids grew so rapidly this past
summer that for the first time shelters were fortedliminate daytime meals, housing-search
assistance and other services in order to moveesstk the overnight shifts, according to Brian
Davis of the Northeast Ohio Coalition for the Hoasal.

You'll find another, even less-noticed symptomlwod hiousing crisis scattered in the rising number
of foreclosed homes that have been “occupied”—fradee of banks and legal authorities—by
former owners and other displaced people. From Bsieh, New York, to Minneapolis to Miami

and back to Oakland, more and more people have tmthe logical conclusion that one solution

to the housing crisis is to settle down in vacanhbs seized by banks. Some of these occupations,
like those organized by groups like Take Back thad, are part of an organized resistance to
banks and mortgage lenders. Community groups rggeiried with Occupy Wall Street protesters
to help a homeless family in Brooklyn’s East Newk aeighborhood move into a foreclosed
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home that has sat vacant for three years. Some ‘ait@ipations’—as in the case of a woman in
Fort Bend County, Texas, facing criminal chargesveive people at the end of their rope merely
trying to keep a roof over their head. Indeed, &3 Megas, which has one of the highest
foreclosure rates in the country, some 300 famdiesevicted each day by the constable’s office,
many of them people who have been hanging on reddiomes.

The one place you won'’t hear any discussion, mess acknowledgment, of the nation’s spiraling
housing affordability crisis is around Washingt®g;, by its political class and its media enablers.
There the conference rooms and cable news studimswveith talk of deficit reduction via sharp
budget cuts, with special relish for so-called diionary programs like housing assistance.
Indeed, in the midst of rising homelessness, rampafessness and the lingering foreclosure
crisis, Congress recently slashed the federal hguejency’sbudget by $3.8 billion.

“For the past decade federal housing programs bege treading water,” says Doug Rice, a
housing policy expert at the Center for Budget Boticy Priorities, “while need among low-
income families has grown at an alarming rate.’ekd] the nation’s housing affordability crunch
was severe even before the “lesser depressiorckstiow, amid rising poverty and the anemic
recovery-in-name-only, housing-starved Americamg fanother threat: deeper cutbacks to federal
housing assistance as part of the bipartisan dbsesgh budget deficits. “Today the housing
safety net isn't just frayed,” says Neil Donovaxeeutive director of the National Coalition for the
Homeless. “It's missing. And still everyone’s beitwdd to walk the tightrope without any net.”

* % %

By nearly any measure, there are fewer and fewerelaffordable to working-class and poor
Americans. The federal housing agency’s annuakassent finds that “worst-case housing needs
grew by 42 percent from 2001 to 2009, and natiopwigtre is a shortfall of nearly 3.5 million
housing units for the poorest households. Accorttingarvard University’s Joint Center for
Housing Studies, the share of renter householdstivé most severe cost burdens—that is, where
more than half of income goes to rent and utilitiggew from a fifth to a quarter over the past
decade and has doubled in the past half-centurg.adrhousehold incomes stagnated for most of
the past decade and then dropped during the ecorwisis, the nation saw its already inadequate
stock of cheap rental housing shrink even faster.

Confronting this yawning affordability gap, the gomment did almost nothing. Congress managed
to beat back some of the Bush administration’s negregious proposals, like converting housing
programs into block grants. But a decade lateer@dtousing aid reaches barely the same number
of households, despite population growth and wangeneed. This form of malign neglect has also
led to the deterioration of much of the nationt®bpublic housing stock, where the unpaid
maintenance and repair bill tops $26 billion arhslates into leaky roofs, failing boilers, broken
windows and the loss of thousands of apartmentSldieland, says Davis of the Northeast Ohio
Coalition, the repair backlog means that publicdmog units sit vacant, leaving hundreds of
families stranded each year on a waiting list thatteady 11,000 households strong.

In the wake of this lost decade, Congress’s receinof $3.8 billion from the housing budget is the
fiscal equivalent of a gut punch. According to @enter for Budget and Policy Priorities, the
cutback represents a remarkable 9.2 percent reductia budget that is “lower than any [federal
housing] budget since 2003, in inflation-adjusteaiis.” The programs that took the biggest hits
are public housing repair and maintenance, prodoatf affordable homes, and housing assistance
for seniors and people with disabilities. And altbb the largest federal rental assistance program,
Housing Choice Vouchers, avoided the most dracoruds) there’s no doubt that voucher waiting
lists will continue to grow nationwide.
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The punishing housing budget for 2012 offers aeta$tvhat is to come as a result of the
Congressional Republicans’ success holding thetoptinstage during this past summer’s debt
ceiling standoff. The deal struck to raise the asliling, and the pre-Thanksgiving collapse of the
“supercommittee,” triggers nine years of cuts s&cdetionary programs like housing aid. Indeed,
according to OMB Watch, beginning in 2013 the budfgal will cut discretionary programs by 14
percent and may lead to a nearly $6 billion redurctor housing programs.

Although housing assistance takes only one peneyedfy federal budget dollar, right-wing
ideologues since at least the Reagan years hagaukad “deficit reduction” as a pretext for
achieving their dream of eliminating governmentsing aid. Reagan infamously slashed the
housing budget at a time of recession and the eaneegof modern homelessness, while the deficit
exploded. There’s no question that when it comd®tgsing assistance, the Reagan legacy lives
on. This year the Cato Institute outlined a platattkle the budget deficit that would, among other
things, “terminate” the Department of Housing anty&h Development. And Reagan’s Tea Party
descendants in Congress promise further chopsdiullget ax for housing and other safety net
programs.

Among affordable housing advocates, optimism abmeitoming years is in short supply; the
mood is nearer to resigned desperation. As Shedal€y, longtime president of the National Low
Income Housing Coalition, recently wrote to her rbens, “I can say with certainty that there has
been no time in my memory when the core federajamos that help poor people keep body and
soul together have been under such threat.” Eveadlocates’ major victory of recent years—
legislation passed in 2008 to create a NationalsihmuTrust Fund aimed at building millions of
affordable homes—is still caught in the twin snaskdeficit hysteria and the fallout from the
foreclosure crisis. Congress has not authorizethggafunding, something unlikely to happen in
the current austerity environment, while long-témmancing of the trust fund remains uncertain. In
the near term, advocates are mostly fighting remrd actions, hoping to forestall the most
devastating cutbacks and trying to work around Hady zealots in Congress.

More controversially, many Beltway homeless advesand trade associations over much of the
past decade have largely abandoned efforts to ssltlie fundamental causes of homelessness.
Instead of broad campaigns to tackle the housifaydsbility crisis, these groups and some large
foundations have focused on smaller efforts tangetiomeless subpopulations. This narrow
approach was championed by the Bush administraticimarismatic and divisive “homelessness
czar,” Phil Mangano, who prioritized programs ainadhe “chronically homeless”—mainly
mentally ill long-term street dwellers. Mangano dmsltrade-group allies hectored states and
localities to develop “ten-year plans” to end hoasshess but did next to nothing to back up the
plans with housing resources. Indeed, Mangano peshthe ten-year-plan gospel as the Bush
administration was taking the knife to federal hoggprograms.

Nearly a decade later, there’s mounting evidendbefailures of the underfunded ten-year plans,
most starkly in the soaring number of homelesgichil, families and working poor who were
largely left out of Mangano’s approach. And an ayireg chorus of local and national homeless
advocates are criticizing the narrow Beltway foonssubpopulations. Donovan of the National
Coalition for the Homeless calls it a “cowardly wafynot admitting that we’re not devoting the
resources we need to do the job” and says it'sabnsive way of doing social policy” that fails to
address the scope and causes of the homeless crisis

Sadly, many Obama administration officials havepaeld the subpopulations approach, switching

the focus of federal homeless policy to militaryerans. The 100,000 Homes Campaign, launched
in 2010 with corporate and foundation backing,mskematic of the lingering PR appeal as well as
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the fundamental limits of the subpopulations appinodhe campaign has been the subject of
fawning mainstream press reports, even thougto#s @f finding 100,000 homes over three years
would address the needs of only a small fractiothefestimated 3.5 million Americans who are
homeless every year.

Despite the bleak policy landscape and the worgeafifordability crisis, many local advocates and
people working on the front lines talk about theewed energy and hope generated by the nascent
Occupy movement and the revived national discoabseit income inequality. Donovan talks
hopefully about the “other 1 percent”"—the homekmss poor—saying that the concentration of
wealth and power in the hands of the superrichrégue is “causing the other 1 percent to agitate,
and to show that homeless people are something thizwe a herded mass. They’re saying, Enough
is enough.”

It may be only a flicker of hope, but it appeareddsonate in the first Occupy encampments, from
Zuccotti Park to Oakland to the nation’s capitdiene poor and homeless people were a significant
presence. Donovan tells the story of one OccupyB@cipant, who spoke out at an October
protest: “This homeless US marine stands up ansl $&gught for the entire country. And in the
service | was taught not to leave anyone behind.sag, Don’'t house only homeless veterans—
house everyone!”
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