HUD Seeks Residents’ Input on New Policies
As part of its Transforming Rental Assistance (TRA) initiative, the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) is proposing to change the manner in which the low-income housing programs are funded, as discussed in detail on page __ of this issue of the Bulletin.  HUD currently provides deep rental assistance to more than 4.3 million households though 13 different programs administered by three different divisions within HUD—Public and Indian Housing (PIH), Multifamily Housing, and Community Planning and Development (CPD).  The three major programs are vouchers, public housing and project-based Section 8.  One of HUD’s reasons for transforming rental assistance is that there are some unjustifiable differences among the programs.  For example, there are differences among the rules for setting rents, owner incentives, characteristics of contracts, family income requirements, target groups to be served, the local agencies (if any) that administer the programs, tenant mobility, physical condition standards for the units, and access to private capital for maintenance, upkeep and renovation.  
In discussing federal rental assistance, HUD has set forth some broad principles.  According to HUD, rental assistance should: 

· Be simple to use and administer.
· Be flexible in that it may be either tenant-based or project-based.
· Assure resident choice/resident mobility.
· Reduce the number of families with worst-case housing needs.
· Provide affordability for extremely low-income families.
· Promote deconcentration of race and/or poverty for people and places.
· Create opportunities to leverage capital for improving the quality of the housing.
· Help residents achieve self-sufficiency.
HUD Efforts to Engage Residents  
Because HUD is considering significant changes to low-income housing, it organized three meetings—one in October involving public housing, another in November for the voucher program and the third in January regarding project-based Section 8.  In each instance, these meetings were held with the housing industry, and included a few academics and advocates.  At the October public housing meeting, two residents were invited at the urging of the National Low Income Housing Coalition (NLIHC), and those residents rightly noted the dearth of resident representation.  (The other meetings may not have had any resident representatives.)  HUD Secretary Shaun Donovan noted the residents’ concerns and decided to take action.  
HUD staff asked the National Housing Law Project (NHLP) to identify a representative group of public housing tenants and a representative group of voucher participants to meet with the Secretary and HUD staff for the purpose of discussing: 

· The future of the HUD rental assistance programs.
· Ways to maintain resident voices as policy proposals move forward.
· Building an engaged and informed group of residents with an ongoing, meaningful participatory role in HUD policies and programs.
NHLP, honored by the request, agreed to undertake that effort. In late 2009, NHLP reached out to its national
 and local partners and the Housing Justice Network to identify a group of public housing residents. HUD senior staff then held a web-based meeting with a large number of public housing residents
 and their partners. Further, the Secretary met with a smaller subgroup of 37 public housing residents and some of their partners.
  A second meeting with the Secretary is planned with public housing residents, voucher participants and project-based Section 8 residents.
  That meeting is tentatively scheduled for mid-April.  Prior to the next meeting, senior HUD staff will conduct a web-based meeting to discuss voucher issues with the voucher participants and will host at least one other web-based meeting with resident representatives of the three major affordable housing programs to discuss its TRA proposal.  
Prior to the HUD meetings, the public housing residents and voucher participants engaged in a number of telephone calls to determine common issues, prioritize those issues and address the issues and questions posed by HUD regarding the general proposal for the transformation of rental assistance programs.  The issues on which the Secretary sought residents’ opinions included: 
· Resident organizing and involvement in PHA planning.
· Resident protections and responsibilities.
· Resident choice of where to live.
· Services that best promote resident success.
· Public and private rental housing.
· Shifting rental assistance programs to a single funding stream.
For each of these topics, residents were asked to address a series of questions.  These questions included the following:  
Group 1: Resident organizing and involvement in PHA planning

· When is resident involvement most important?

· How involved in planning processes are residents in your community? Should residents be more involved?  What policies/programs would allow for that?

· Do residents in your community organize to collectively improve public housing?  If yes, do residents get money for resident organizing? From where? How is the money spent?

· Do you feel PHAs are responsive to your community’s organizing needs?  If so, what makes it work well?  If not, how could it be improved?

· How effective are Resident Advisory Boards (RABs)? How can they be improved?

· Has asset management changed your experience with PHA planning processes?  For better or worse? In what ways?
Group 2: Resident protection and responsibilities

· If you were designing a housing program, what resident protections would you make sure to include?

· What resident protections do you think are most important?

· Are current HUD rules on resident protections adequate?  How can they be strengthened?

· What is the minimum someone should pay in rent? What is the maximum?

· What is the best way to set rents?  Is percentage of income always the right way?

· For what offenses should residents be evicted?

Group 3: Resident choice of where to live
· Should public housing residents have the chance to move with a Section 8 voucher? Why? Why not?

· Should public housing residents have to stay in public housing for some amount of time before being able to move with a voucher?

· Should the chance for a public housing resident to have a voucher depend on a resident completing training or services?

· Have there been any efforts in your area to organize voucher tenants?  Do you think it can be done?

· How easy/hard is it for public housing residents to get on waiting lists in your community? Should there be one-stop shopping to apply for subsidized housing? For how large an area? 

Group 4:  Services that best promote resident success

· How do you define success? Does the definition differ for families with children? Families with elderly members? Families with disabled members?

· Based on that definition, what services could help residents reach their goals?

· Assuming that there’s a limited amount of money available for subsidized housing and supportive services, what tradeoffs would you and others in your community suggest, in order to have access to better services?

· What’s the best way for you to access services? Be connected with those that exist in the community, or have more services available to you in the public housing development?

· In your community, what partnerships exist between public housing agencies and service providers?
Group 5:  Public and private rental housing

· If you have lived in both public and privately owned rental housing, what are the similarities? What are the differences?

· What qualities of privately owned affordable rental units would you like to see in public housing?

· Are there things about privately owned affordable housing that concern you?

Group 6:  Shifting rental assistance programs to a single funding stream

· What are the benefits of a single funding stream?

· What are the risks?

· What opportunities are created if HUD moves rental assistance programs to a single funding stream?

Next Steps
Public housing residents, voucher participants and project-based Section 8 residents will soon engage with HUD to address their issues and concerns regarding the TRA proposal.   This will be done in web-based meetings and at the mid-April meeting. Voucher participants and public housing residents who are leaders in their community, along with their partners, are urged to contact NHLP if they are interested in joining in this effort. 

� The national groups included NLIHC, National Peoples Action (NPA), National Economic and Social Rights Initiative (NESRI) and the Advancement Project.


� This meeting was recorded and may be accessed. To listen to the recorded phone conference, please follow these steps: (1) Dial 1.866.803.1430 to access the playback center; (2) Press “1” to indicate you would like to listen to the recording; (3) Enter 5144940# for your Conference ID; (4) Enter 4295292# for your Playback ID.


� These 37 residents, selected from a pool of 60 who expressed interest in attending and who were able to participate in a series of web-based meetings and phone calls, are from 17 states plus the District of Columbia and represent 28 cities.  They are from small cities of under 100,000 (including Meriden, Connecticut; Houma, Louisiana; Cleveland, Tennessee; Charlottesville, Virginia; Dublin, California; and Camden, New Jersey) to some of the largest cities in the nation (such as New York City, Los Angeles, Chicago, Philadelphia, Detroit, Baltimore, Boston, Washington, D.C., Nashville-Davidson and Seattle).  There are also residents from mid-sized cities (less than 500,000), including New Orleans, Kansas City, Miami, Minneapolis, Cincinnati, Buffalo and Sarasota. Finally, there are residents from smaller cities of less than 200,000, including Richmond, Virginia; Tacoma, Washington; and Clarksville, Tennessee.  The residents also reflect the diversity of the resident population of public housing, representing families with children and families with disabled or elderly household members. Additionally, the residents represent working families and those who are unable to work or are retired.  The racial and ethnic diversity of public housing residents is also well represented.  


� NHLP is not organizing or identifying the Section 8 project-based residents. HUD is assuming that responsibility. 
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