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pROBLEM AS big as the affordable-housing crisis calls for a big so-
[cion. It should be at the top of America’s domestic-policy agcnga—
hecause it 1 driving poor families to financial ruin and even starting
o engulf families with moderate incomes. Today, over 1 in 5 of 4ll
renting families in the country spends half of its income on housing.*
America can and should work to make its cities livable again.

Meaningful change comes in various shapes and sizes. Some solu-
especially those involving fundamental

tions are slow-going and costly,
are more immediately feasible.

rform. Other solutions, smaller ones,
Consider the courts.

Legal aid to the poor ha
gan years and was decimated durin

s been steadily diminishing since the Rea-
g the Great Recession. The result is
that in many housing courts around the country, 90 percent of land-
lords are represented by attorneys, and 90 percent of tenants are not.”
Low-income families on the edge of eviction have no right to counsel.
.But when tenants have lawyers, their chances of keeping thcir.homes
;ncrcfase dramatically.”* Establishing publicly funded legal ser.wccs for
SZ:'IOme families in housing court would be 2 C?St-effca:; H;:c
at would prevent homelessnesss decrease evictions,
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without a lawyer. Eighteen years later, the. c.ourt heard the ¢y, X
Gail Lassiter, a poor black North (?arolmnan, who appeareq
counsel at a civil trial that resulted in her parental rights being term;,
nated. This time, a divided court ruled that defendants haq 2 right
counsel only when they risked losing their physical liberty, Incarcer,.
tion is a misery, but the outcomes of civil cases also can be devastating.
Just ask Ms. Lassiter.

Good lawyers would raise defenses tenants often dont, because
they either are unaware of them or, like Arleen, are too nervous 44
intimidated to mount a strong argument. They would curb frivoloys
evictions and unchecked abuses and help prevent tenants from signing
bad stipulations. If it weren’t so easy to evict someone, tenants like Do.
reen and Patrice could report dangerous or illegal conditions withoyt
fearing retaliation. If tenants had lawyers, they wouldn’t need to go to
court. They could go to work or stay home with their children while
| cheir attorney made their case. And their case would actually be made.

Courts have shown little interest in addressing the fact that the

FAby,
Without

majority of tenants facing eviction never show up. If anything, they
have come to depend on this because each day brings a pile of evic-
tion cases, and the goal of every person working in housing court, no
matter where their sympathies lie, is just to get through the pile be-
cause the next day another pile will be there waiting. The principle of
due process has been replaced by mere process: pushing cases through
Tenant lawyers would change that. This would cost money, not only i#
attorney salaries, but also in the hiring of more commissioners, judges
and clerks to handle the business of justice. Every housing court would
.nCCd 0 be adequately funded so that it could function like a cou™®
msrcI::c:” (():1 :11;1 E:i(:ion ashscm.bly.linc: stamp, .stamp, sfa.mp. | pildres
Ditcting ad upst::ort ?vhlle Investment in our cities an | sevic?
ool am in the form of a few hours of leg o
2005 to 2008 in the“;"s“canh i exar.nple, il th‘(‘)to familics
with logal st outh Bronx provided more than 1,3 "
and prevented eviction in 86 percent of ca$
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cost around $450,000, but saved New York City more than $700,000
o estimated shelter costs alone,” The consequences of eviction are
many—and so are its burdens on the public purse,’

The right to counsel in civil matters has been established around
the world: not just in France and Sweden but also in Azerbaijan, India,
Zambia, and many other countries we like to think of as Jess progressive
than our own.” If America extended the right to counsel in housing
court, it would be a major step on the path to a more fair and equitable
society. But it would not address the underlying source of America’s
eviction epidemic: the rapidly shrinking supply of affordable housing.

[¥ WE ACKNOWLEDGE that housing is a basic right of all Americans,
then we must think differently about another right: the right to make
as much money as possible by providing families with housing—and
especially to profit excessively from the less fortunate. Since the found-
ing of this country, a long line of American visionaries have called for
2 more balanced relationship, one that protects people from the profit
motive, “not to destroy individualism,” in Franklin D. Roosevelt’s
words, “but to protect it Child labor laws, the minimum wage,
workplace safety regulations, and other protections we now take for
granted came about when we chose to place the well-being of people
2bove money.

There are losers and winners. There are losers because there are
Winners, “Every condition exists,” Martin Luther King Jr. once wrote,
“Smply because someone profits by its existence. This economic ex-
Ploitation is crystallized in the slum.™

Exploiration. Now, there’s 2 word that has been scrubbed out of
the Poverty debate.® It is a2 word that speaks to the fact that poverty
S nog just 2 product of low incomes. It is also a product of extractive
Markers. Boosting poor people’s incomes by increasing the minimum
"8 or public benefits, say, is absolutely crucial. But not all of those
%ddh.l'swxusmvm the pockets of the poor. Wage hikes are tem-
Nﬁmwabngwizh them, just as food stamps are worth less
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payday loans do so not to buy luxury items or cover unexpected €

if groceries in the inner city cost more—and they do, o much .
percent more, by one estimate."” Poverty is two-faced—, Matger X
come and expenses, input and output—and in a world of expl()itof
it will not be effectively ameliorated if we ignore this plain fe ati

History testifies to this point. When the Americap labor.m |
ment rose up in the 1830s to demand higher wages, landeq Capita] .
not lock arms with industrial capital. Instead landlords rooted for .
workers because higher wages would allow them to collect higher re ‘
History repeated itself 100 years later, when wage gains thy Wo |
ers had made through labor strikes were quickly absorbed by rising.
rents. In the interwar years, the industrial job market expanded, by
the housing market, especially for blacks, did not, allowing landjords
to recoup workers’ income gains. Today, if evictions are lowest each‘
February, it is because many members of the city’s working poor ded;-
cate some or all of their Earned Income Tax Credit to pay back rent,
In many cases, this annual benefit is as much a boost to landlords as to
low-income working families.* In fixating almost exclusively on what
poor people and their communities lzck—good jobs, a strong safety
net, role models—we have neglected the critical ways that exploitation
contributes to the persistence of poverty. We have overlooked a fact
that landlords never have: there is a lot of money to be made off the
poor.” The "hood 75 good.

Exploitation thrives when it comes to the essentials, like housing
and food. Most of the 12 million Americans who take out high-interest

penses but to pay the rent or gas bill, buy food, or meet other regular
| expenses. Payday loans are but one of many financial technic.luesl’
from overdraft fees to student loans for for-profit colleges—sP ecthesly
designed to pull money from the pockets of the poor.* If the poorP i{
more for their housing, food, durable goods, and credit, and if they fn ;
smaller returns on their educations and mortgages (if they 8¢ retlf is &
at all), then their incomes are even smaller than they appear o

fundamentally unfair. ;
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Those who profit from the current situation—and those indiffer-
o i—will say that the housing market should be [eft alone to
regulate itself. They don’t really mean thar. Exploitation within the
housing market relies on government support. It is the government
(hat legitimizes and defends landlords’ right to charge as much as they
want; that subsidizes the construction of high-end apartments, bid-
ding up rents and leaving the poor with even fewer options; that pays
landlords when a family cannot, through onetime or ongoing housing
assistance; that forcibly removes a family at landlords’ request by dis-
patching armed law enforcement officers; and that records and publi-
cizes evictions, as a service to landlords and debt collection agencies.
Just as the police and the prison have worked to triage the ill effects of
rising joblessness in the inner city (like social unrest or the growth of
the underground economy), civil courts, sheriff deputies, and homeless
shelters manage the fallout of rising housing costs among the urban
poor and the privatization of the low-income housing market.”

Landlords like to describe themselves as a special breed. But they
are neither alone in making a living off the poor nor are they so dif-
ferent from the rest of us. Large-scale historical and structural changes
have given urban landlords the opportunity to make good money,
sometimes spectacular money, by providing housing to struggling
families at 2 cost the law has deemed fair and just. If given the same
Opportunity, would any of us price an apartment at half of what it
could fetch or simply forgive and forget losing thousands of dollars
When the rene checks didn’t arrive? Emphasizing the importance of
%ploitation does not mean haranguing landlords as greedy or heart-
less: It means uncovering the ironies and inefficiencies that arise when
Policymakers try to help poor families without addressing the root
C:::Zst:f; their poverty. It means tryinfg to understand landlords’ and

CCeptance of extreme inequality—and our own.
igen;ga:d-less of ?ow landlords came to own property—sweat, intel-
fising r;n: ingenuity for some; inheritance, luck, or fraud for othcrsf
S mean more money for landlords and less for tenants. Their
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fates are bound and their interests opposed. If the profits of urbg
landlords were modest, that would be one thing. But often they 5
not. The annual income of the landlord of perhaps the worst trailer
park in the fourth-poorest city in America is 30 times that of hjg ten-

ants working full-time for minimum wage and 55 times the annyg|’

income of his tenants receiving welfare or SSI. There are two freedoms

at odds with each other: the freedom to profit from rents and the free.

dom to live in a safe and affordable home.*

THERE 1s A way we can rebalance these two freedoms: by signifi "

cantly expanding our housing voucher program so that 2// low-income
families could benefit from it. What we need most is a housing pro-
gram for the unlucky majority—the millions of poor families strug-
gling unassisted in the private market—that promotes the values
most of us support: security, fairness, and equal opportunity. A uni-
versal housing voucher program would carve a middle path between
the landlord’s desire to make a living and the tenant’s desire, simply,
to live.

The idea is simple. Every family below a certain income level
would be eligible for a housing voucher. They could use that voucher
to live anywhere they wanted, just as families can use food stamps to
buy groceries virtually anywhere, as long as their housing was neither
too expensive, big, and luxurious nor too shabby and run-down. Their
home would need to be decent, modest, and fairly priced. Program

administrators could develop fine-grained analyses, borrowing from
arkCI, o

algorithms and other tools commonly used in the private m
electing

prevent landlords from charging too much and families from s
more housing than they need. The family would dedicate 30 percent
of their income to housing costs, with the voucher paying the rest.

A universal voucher program would change the face of poverty

in this country. Evictions would plummet and become rare occur
d imme

rences. Homelessness would almost disappear. Families woul
invest 10

l diately feel the income gains and be able to buy enough food,
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heir children through schooli : o 8
pemselves and their ¢ ough schooling or job training, and of
:w «r modest savings. They would find stability and have a sense of art
’ nership over their home and community.
Universal housing programs have been successfully implemented e
all over the developed world. In countries that have such programs, N
every single family with an income below a certain level who meets d
basic program requirements has a right to housing assistance. Great -
Britain’s Housing Benefit is available to so many households that a
journalist recently reporting on the program asked, “Perhaps it is easier
0 say who does not get it?” “Indeed,” came the answer. This benefit,
wansferred directly to landlords in most cases, ensures that paying rent ' -
does not plunge a family into poverty. The Netherlands’ Housing Al-
lowance operates in a similar way and helps provide good homes to
nearly one-third of all its tenants. It has been remarkably successful at
housing the country’s poorest citizens."”
There is a reason why these countries have come to rely on vouch-
ers. Although vouchers are not everywhere the most efficient option—
particularly in expensive cities—they are the best way to deliver a
national program. In theory, you could solve the problem by expand- s
ing public housing, tax credits, homeownership initiatives, or developer st
incentives. But each of these options quickly confronts the problem 0j-
of scale. Vouchers are far more cost-effective than new construction, ws,
whether in the form of public housing or subsidized private develop- :":;
ment. We can’t build our way out. Given mounting regulatory and s
“nstruction costs, offering each low-income family the opportunity nal
 live in public housing would be prohibitively expensive. Even if it the

weren’t, building that much public housing risks repeating the failures s

of . . .

the past, by drawing the nation’s poorest citizens under the same
fOOfand . . . . d 50

contributing to racial segregation and concentrated poverty.

' Would a universal housing program be a disincentive to work? It
15 3 fa; R i
L AIr and important question. One study has shown that housing

ist S :
» ance leads to a modest reduction in work hours and earnings, but

ther 3
s have found no effect.” In truth, the status quo is much more of
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a threat to self-sufficiency than any housing program ¢

. ) . Uld bc. Fa 4
lies crushed by the high cost of housing cannot afford Vocationg] nu.
raj

. : would al ; |
ing or extra schooling that would allow them to acquire peyy skills

and many cannot stay in one place long enough to hold down g,
the

Jsame job. Affordable housing is a human-capital investmeng

> Just Jike
Steady the
ome smg||

tence; they
want to thrive and contribute: to become nurses (that was Vanettys

job programs or education, one that would strengthen and
American workforce. By and large, the poor do not want g

life. They don’t want to game the system or eke out an exis

dream) or run their own charities (that was Arleen’s). A stable home
would extend to them the opportunity to realize those dreams,
Landlords in most states are not obligated to accept families with
housing vouchers, and many don’t because they shun extra building-
code mandates or the administrative hassle. A universal voucher pro- |
gram would take their concerns seriously. Some building codes are
critical to maintaining safe and decent housing; others are far less 50.
Enforcing a strict building code in apartments where voucher holders
live can be an unnecessary burden on landlords and drive up costs.”
But even if code enforcement and program administration were made
much more reasonable and landlord-friendly, some property owners—
particularly those operating in prosperous areas—would still turn away
voucher holders. They simply don’t want to house “those people.” If we
continue to permit this kind of discrimination, we consign voucher
holders to certain landlords who own property in certain neighbor-
hoods. Doing so denies low-income families the opportunity to move
into economically healthy and safe neighborhoods and hobbles our
ability to promote integration through social policy. Accordingly, 3
universal voucher program would not only strive to make participation
attractive to landlords, it would also mandate participation. Just =
we have outlawed discrimination on the basis of race or religion, dis
crimination against voucher holders would be illegal under a universal
voucher program.

: rose
A well-designed program would ensure a reasonable rent that
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. the rate of inflation and include flexible provisions allowing land-
jords © receive a m<-)dest rate of return. It would also provide them
wich steadier rental income, less turnover, and fewer evictions. If we
are going 10 house most low-income families in the private rental mar-
ket, then that market must remain profitable. “The business of hous-
ing the poor,” Jacob Riis wrote 125 years ago, “if it is to amount to
anything, must be a business, as it was business with our fathers to
put them where they are. As charity, pastime, or fad, it will miserably
fail, always and everywhere.”™ And yet, housing is too fundamental
2 human need, too central to children’s health and development, too
important to expanding economic opportunities and stabilizing com-
munities to be treated as simply a business, a crude investment vehicle,
something that just “cashes out.”

Making a universal housing program as efficient as possible would
require regulating costs. Expanding housing vouchers without stabi-
lizing rent would be asking taxpayers to subsidize landlords’ profits.**
Today, landlords overcharge voucher holders simply because they can.
In distressed neighborhoods, where voucher holders tend to live, mar-
ket rent is lower than what landlords are allowed to charge voucher
holders, according to metropolitan-wide rent ceilings set by program
administrators. So the Housing Choice Voucher Program likely costs
not millions but billions of dollars more than it should, resulting in
the unnecessary denial of help to hundreds of thousands of families.
In fact, economists have argued that the current housing voucher pro-
8"m could be expanded to serve all poor families in America without
4dditional spending if we prevented overcharging and made the pro-
gram more efficient.”

Even if we did nothing to make the voucher program more cost-
fffective, we still could afford to offer this crucial benefit to all low-
'nc.ome families in America. In 2013, the Bipartisan Policy Center
;Se[l::]vaz;d that expanding housing v?uchers to all.renting families

. the 30th percentile in median income for their area would re-

Quire ap additiona $22.5 billion, increasing total spending on housing
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assistance to around $60 billion. The figure is likely much less, a5 ¢
estimate does not account for potential savings the expanded prog
would bring in the form of preventing homelessness, reducing health
care costs, and curbing other costly consequences of the affordable
housing crisis.* It is not a small figure, but it is well within our capacity,

We have the money. We've just made choices about how to spend
it. Over the years, lawmakers on both sides of the aisle have restricted
housing aid to the poor but expanded it to the affluent in the form of
tax benefits for homeowners.” Today, housing-related tax expenditures
far outpace those for housing assistance. In 2008, the year Arleen was
evicted from Thirteenth Street, federal expenditures for direct housing
assistance totaled less than $40.2 billion, but homeowner tax benefits
exceeded $171 billion. That number, $171 billion, was equivalent to |
the 2008 budgets for the Department of Education, the Department |
of Veterans Affairs, the Department of Homeland Security, the De-
partment of Justice, and the Department of Agriculture combined.”
Each year, we spend three times what a universal housing voucher pro-
gram is estimated to cost (in total) on homeowner benefits, like the
mortgage-interest deduction and the capital-gains exclusion.

Most federal housing subsidies benefit families with six-figure in-
comes.” If we are going to spend the bulk of our public dollars on the
affluent—at least when it comes to housing—we should own up t©
that decision and stop repeating the politicians’ canard about one of
the richest countries on the planet being unable to afford doing more:

If poverty persists in America, it is not for lack of resources.

A UNIVERSAL VOUCHER program is but one potential policy recom
mendation. Let others come. Establishing the basic right to housing
in America could be realized in any number of ways—and probably
should be. What works best in New York might fail in Los Angeles.
The solution to housing problems in booming Houston or Atlanta of
Seattle is not what is most needed in the deserted metropolises of the
Rust Belt or Florida’s impoverished suburbs or small towns dotting the




Epilogue: Home and Hope 313

jandscape One city must build; another must destroy. If our cities and
an '

rowns are rich 1
oblems—so0 t00 must be our solutions.

n diversity—with unique textures and styles, gifts and

Whatever our way out of this mess, one thing is certain. This de-
gree of inequality, this withdrawal of opportunity, this cold denial of
basic needs, this endorsement of pointless suffering—by no American
value is this situation justified. No moral code or ethical principle, no
piece of scripture or holy teaching, can be summoned to defend what

we have allowed our country to become.
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