Millennial Housing Commission

April 30, 2001

Chicago, Illinois

Testimony by William T. Riley, Executive Director

CHAC, Inc

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

SECTION I.

A. Introduction

Thank you for the opportunity to offer testimony before this Commission on the topic of Consumer-Based Assistance.  My name is William T. Riley.  I am the Executive Director of CHAC, Inc., a private contractor which, for the past five years, is responsible for the administration of the Chicago Housing Authority’s Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher Program. It is a privilege to have the opportunity today to discuss the status of the voucher program and the challenges and barriers that some of our clients encounter. 

CHAC, Inc is a subsidiary corporation of Washington, DC based Quadel Consulting Corporation. We are responsible for the administration of the largest privatized Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher Program in the country. I am pleased to report that CHAC has succeeded in meeting both contractual and SEMAP goals and has turned a once troubled program into a national model. CHAC’s performance demonstrates that privatization is a viable option for applying the business notion of customer service to a public program offering consumer-based assistance.

B. Definition of Consumer-Based Assistance

Consumer-based assistance enables our clients to make informed choices about where they want to live. To be a truly beneficial program I believe it demands a commitment of resources and a focus on each client’s individual and special needs. 

Today, CHAC assists over 28,000 low-income families and individuals. Before they are issued a voucher, each household head receives detailed training covering the benefits of the subsidy; tips on negotiating a lease with a landlord; and how to recognize discrimination in the marketplace. The emphasis in our briefings is to view the voucher not as a handout, but as a hand up that could potentially be the first step toward breaking the household’s cycle of poverty. 

In spite of program intentions and a Public Housing Authority’s (PHA’s) efforts, many families face significant barriers to housing choice.

SECTION II.

I see the three main barriers that some of our clients encounter as: 

(1) an inability to take the decision-making power into their own hands and to make informed decisions;

(2) a lack of adequate program funding that allows a PHA to expand the focus of  assistance to address individual and special circumstances; and 

(3) market-related forces that act as a road block to housing for some. 

A. Assisting the Client to Make an Informed Choice

To make any (good) decision, the consumer must first be informed, educated, and aware of the choices available. In 1999, CHAC commissioned The Urban Institute to conduct a study on why some participants had difficulty using the voucher within the allotted search time. The findings of that study identified the clients comprehension level as one of the barriers to success. This problem is even more challenging for clients with some language barrier. Twelve percent (12%) of the families we assist are bilingual, have English as a second language, or are non-English speakers. Not surprisingly, language barriers affect the ability of some clients to successfully lease in the private market. Many times, not enough consideration is given to these barriers by the local administering agency. Low reading and comprehension levels, as well as the language barriers, are important factors to consider when developing program materials and training tools. 

2. Complicated and Confusing Policies

Over the years, the program rules were revised and procedures added (or updated). Many of these changes, while well intentioned, have caused unnecessary confusion for tenants as well as program administrators, landlords, and applicants. A recent example of this is found in the complicated and cumbersome new procedures covering earned income exclusions for persons with disabilities (issued as a final rule in January 2001). This rule entitles a family with a disabled member to receive 24 months of earned income exclusions over a 48-month period. During the first 12 months of the total 24 month entitlement period, the family receives the benefit of a 100 percent earned income exclusion and during the second 12 months the family is entitled to a 50 percent exclusion. At any time in the 48 month period, there may be a break in the exclusion period. I believe that an easier solution for providing an earned income exclusion could have been developed. I also believe that the new form 50058 will not keep track of whether the family is receiving the proper entitlement amount. Therefore, it will be difficult to monitor by either HUD or the PHA.        

3. Professional Bias

Sometimes, there is a tendency for program staff to think that they know what is best for the client and, therefore, will emphasize a particular type of information.  For example, experts and service providers alike tend to assume that moves to low poverty neighborhoods are always better than remaining in the neighborhood where the family already has support systems in place. Consequently, they may neglect to provide important information that could be useful to the client. 

The role of the program staff must be to provide clear and concise information and to acknowledge that ultimately the choice as to how and where to use the subsidy is the consumer’s.   

B. Providing Services Focused on Each Client’s Specific Needs  

In addition to building consumer awareness, low-income families need material resources that make affordable housing and economic independence a viable possibility. 

1. Additional barriers

Low income families face challenges that a housing subsidy alone is unable to overcome. Additional funding and services are needed to ensure a successful move. Examples of such needs are for: 

· security deposit assistance; 

· pre- and post-move counseling to ensure that they can make a good transition; 

· small repair funds to enable smaller landlords to make quick repairs and comply with HQS; 

· holding fees for owners to secure a vacant unit while the PHA performs the necessary inspections and rent determinations; and 

· Households with one or more persons with disabilities need access to unit modification funds covering the cost of alterations that allow for independent living.

HUD should allow more housing agencies, particularly those with low voucher utilization in high cost markets, the flexibility that is available under the Moving to Work (MTW) model. The Chicago Housing Authority is one of only twenty (20) public housing agencies in the country to have received approval as a Moving to Work Demonstration site. Funds that are allocated to support the monthly voucher cost can be used to purchase services needed to help voucher holders succeed in finding and remaining in good, decent housing. 

3. Considering Other Variables that Lead to Self-Sufficiency

In addition to their housing needs, each family faces some unique circumstances that affect its ability to obtain housing or achieve economic self-sufficiency. Our clients are typically single parent, female-headed households (86%) with an average of 2 to 3 children. Many of these families have problems utilizing their housing voucher because of poor credit history, prior poor performance as a renter, family or social issues. 

Furthermore, even the finest affordable housing development in America is of no value to the consumer if it is located in an area that is inaccessible to public transportation, in an area where there are no job opportunities, or is far from good schools and other supports or amenities desired by the resident. The offer of housing assistance should be balanced with opportunities for families to work toward complete independence from public subsidies over a reasonable period of time. Housing alone will not suffice. 

New ways should be explored to encourage more employer- assisted housing in job growth areas. Establishing linkages between the housing administrator and employers in the region to open new job opportunities for the employable participants and offering tax incentives to employers who provide housing or transportation assistance for low-income employees will open new value added housing opportunities.

A bold suggestion may be to consider granting a wage increase income exclusion to families who are voluntarily willing to accept a time-limited voucher. That is, a family would agree that their housing assistance would terminate in five to seven years. In exchange for the time-limited voucher, a set payment standard would be established and any wage increases achieved by the family during that period of time would not be included as income for purposes of calculating the family’s share of rent. This would allow them to pocket the increased income and build up their savings for when the housing subsidy would end. Each family would also be backed by the full services and benefits of the housing agency’s FSS Program during this transition period. 

C. Removing Market barriers

Beyond educating our consumers and providing material resources, many families experience market related barriers in some form of discrimination. 

· Eighty five percent (85%) of CHAC’s clients are African American and thus more acutely encounter the possibility of race-based discrimination. 

· Family size is yet another factor. Particularly, households with one or more teenage children find it more difficult to locate landlords willing to rent to them. 

· The stereotyping of former residents of public housing as high-risk tenants and the stigma attached to persons receiving any form of public assistance also discourages participation by owners. 

In most areas of the country, landlords are allowed to discriminate against voucher holders. In Chicago, discrimination against Section 8 participants is banned under the City’s Human Rights ordinance, which forbids discrimination on the basis of ‘source of income’. This is not the case in the rest of Cook County or in the five other counties that comprise the entire Chicago MSA. A family with a housing voucher that is backed by the Federal Government should be permitted to rent a unit that is within the approved program limits anywhere in the country. The Federal Government could aid in removing barriers by supporting and enacting legislation barring discrimination on the basis of source of income. 

Section III.

A. Conclusion

In conclusion, the Housing Choice Voucher is an important component of our federal housing policy. Many of the households who are fortunate to receive the benefits of this program have had to overcome difficulties along the way. This testimony addresses many of these barriers and provides some recommended solutions. If the government intends to provide consumers with every opportunity to exercise their right to make good housing choices and enjoy the full benefit of this program, ways must be identified to overcome the barriers.     

Thank you for your time.
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SECTION I.

A. Introduction

Thank you for the opportunity to offer testimony before this Commission on the topic of Consumer-Based Assistance.  My name is William T. Riley.  I am the Executive Director of CHAC, Inc., a private contractor which, for the past five years, is responsible for the administration of the Chicago Housing Authority’s Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher Program. It is a privilege to be given the opportunity to discuss the status of the voucher program and the challenges and barriers that some of our clients encounter. CHAC, Inc is a subsidiary corporation of Washington, DC based Quadel Consulting Corporation. We are responsible for the administration of the largest privatized Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher Program in the country. CHAC has succeeded in meeting contractual and SEMAP goals and has turned a once troubled program into a national model. CHAC’s performance demonstrates that privatization is a viable option for applying the business notion of customer service to a public program through consumer-based assistance.

B. Definition of Consumer-Based Assistance

Before defining this idea of consumer-based assistance, it is important to understand the difference between a consumer and a recipient. Too few public housing agencies (PHAs) or service providers may refer to their clients as consumers.  Instead, they view their clients as recipients of aid.  Recipients are individuals who receive goods and services and thus remain passive in the assistance process.  Consumers, on the other hand, make decisions and choices related to acquiring desired goods and services and thus participate actively in the process.  The Housing Choice Voucher Program was designed to empower families to be consumers and thus proactive in making housing choices.  As a company, we have placed a strong emphasis on our staff treating clients as customers who are entitled to high quality service.  During the last five years, CHAC has received national recognition for providing quality consumer-based assistance.

CHAC defines consumer-based assistance as enabling clients to make informed choices about where they want to live. In this instance, the housing agency acts as the facilitator by raising awareness and providing education. Secondly, consumer-based assistance demands focus on each client’s individual and special needs. Accordingly, for clients who want extra assistance, we must shift our approach from providing universal services to offering more personal, flexible, and responsive service.  

C.  Housing Choice Voucher Program and CHAC

The intent of the housing choice voucher program is to: (a) provide financial assistance for poor families, the elderly and the disabled to rent quality housing in desirable neighborhoods; and (b) facilitate the opportunity to achieve economic self-sufficiency. Today, through a consumer-based approach to assistance, CHAC assists over 28,000 low-income families and individuals to live in decent, safe and sanitary private rental housing. Each voucher holder receives detailed training that covers the benefits of the subsidy; tips on negotiating a lease with a landlord; recognizing discrimination in the marketplace and what they can do to combat it; and offering opportunities to use the assistance anywhere in the country.  We encourage our clients to look beyond their present environs, particularly if they are living in a high poverty neighborhood that does not provide adequate housing, employment or quality educational opportunities for their children. The emphasis in our briefings is to view the voucher not as a handout, but as a hand up that could be the first step toward breaking the cycle of poverty for the consumer.  In spite of program intentions and PHA’s efforts, many families face significant barriers to housing choice and are far from attaining the highest level of consumer-based assistance.

SECTION II.

The negative factors that impact poor families’ choices vary from those which are self-inflicted to those inherent in the marketplace. The barriers that our clients face involve: (a) an inability to make informed decisions and take the decision-making power into their own hands; (b) a focus of current assistance on a narrow set of needs that overlook individual and special circumstances; and (c) market-related forces acting as a road block to housing. Further, program policies, as established by either HUD or the local housing agency, may present additional obstacles for clients.  

C. Assisting the Client to Make an Informed Choice

1. Education and Language Barriers

In order to make any (good) decision, the consumer must be informed, educated, and aware of his/her choices. In 1999, CHAC commissioned The Urban Institute to conduct a study to identify the barriers that prevent Section 8 holders in Chicago from successfully locating and leasing housing. Six focus groups were held with Section 8 participants who had failed to find a unit within the allotted time. The findings of that study identified clients literacy level as one of the barriers to success. 

“Many participants reported they were overwhelmed by the amount of literature handed out at the briefing…It was not clear if the participants were bewildered by the amount of material, or if they were also flustered by the format and style it was written. Some participants reported they did not even read the information packet. Given the relatively low literacy levels of CHAC’s population, it is likely that some individuals were actually unable to read the materials and that a number of others found them difficult to understand. Although participants recalled seeing CHAC’s video on the Section 8 Program, it was apparently not sufficient to address the gaps in their comprehension.”
 

To address this issue, CHAC developed a new simplified briefing packet that incorporated suggestions that make the required materials easier to read and comprehend. The problem is a more challenging one for clients with some language barrier. Twelve percent (12%) of the families we assist are bilingual, have English as a second language, or are non-English speakers. Language barriers affect their ability to successfully lease in the private market. Low reading and comprehension levels as well as the language barriers are important factors to consider when developing program materials and training tools. 

2. Complicated and Confusing Policies

Over the years, the program rules were revised and procedures added (or updated) to address: litigation settlement agreements; federal administration changes that amended philosophy; and attempts to streamline the program (i.e., the statutory merger of the Certificate and Voucher Programs in 1999). Many of these changes, while well intentioned, have caused unnecessary confusion for tenants as well as program administrators, landlords, and applicants. Recent examples of this are found in the complicated and cumbersome new procedures covering income exclusions for people with disabilities, numerous changes in the HUD Family Report form 50058, and annual revisions to the Moderate Rehabilitation Program contract renewal and rent determination process.

The problem is also shared across jurisdictions.  Participant families who choose to move from Chicago to a jurisdiction administered by another entity must sort out the differences in the ways that both the sending and the receiving housing agency administer their respective programs. While the option to port out and move to any part of the country exists, the legislation and policies as they stand are complicated and cause confusion for the client in making an informed choice. Differing rent negotiation policies, utility allowances, inspection criteria, processing times and even occupancy standards governing unit sizes add to the confusion faced by the family who is seeking a better life in a better neighborhood. They must wonder if it is worth the effort. In many areas, the landlords also experience confusion when more than one PHA is administering the program in the same community.  As a result, they are forced to  comply with more one set of rules and policies.

3. Professional Bias

In some cases, there is a tendency for program staff/the housing agency to think that they know what is best for the client and therefore push a particular type of information.  For example, experts and service providers alike tend to assume that moves to low poverty neighborhoods are better than the neighborhood where the family already has support systems in place. Consequently, they neglect other information that could be useful to the client.  The role of the program staff must be to provide clear and concise information and to acknowledge that ultimately the choice as to how and where to use the subsidy is the consumer’s.   

Recommendations

· Local administering agencies need to develop program materials that are tailored to the comprehension levels of participants and cater to the bilingual needs of clients.

· HUD should conduct a complete review of the program eligibility and leasing requirements with the intent of simplification, particularly across jurisdictions, and make recommendations to Congress (where legislation is needed).

· Housing agencies should be allowed to develop strategies to make managing Housing Quality Standards inspection compliance less costly and more effective. As examples, authorize the administrators to reward good property owners with incentives or less frequent unit inspections when their units have a history of “passing”.

· Agency personnel and service providers must be trained to leave professional bias aside and ensure and support the client’s ability to choose the best housing opportunity for his/her family.

Outcome

Empower and enable consumers to make educated and informed choices that ultimately lead to self-sufficiency and increased self-esteem.

D. Providing Services Focus on Each Client’s Specific Needs  

In addition to building consumer awareness, low-income families need material resources that make affordable housing and economic independence a viable possibility. Rent subsidies are the most obvious primary benefit of the Housing Choice Voucher Program. With an average yearly income of participants in Chicago being under $10,000, the clients and landlords rely heavily on the subsidy to cover the majority of the monthly rent.  

2. FMR is Still a Problem

While the program does provide financial assistance, the Fair Market Rent (FMR) structure adds another roadblock for the voucher holder. In this six county region, the FMR’s are set at the 50th percentile for the entire Chicago MSA.  Each administrating agency within the MSA chooses to set their own voucher payment standards at anywhere between 90-110% of the HUD approved FMR. Rent levels vary tremendously within neighborhoods, communities, counties, and regions. While the payment standard may be more than adequate for one area, it does not come close to supporting rents charged for unassisted units in another. CHAC has set its voucher payment standards at 110 percent of the FMR and, even at this level, not all neighborhoods are open to our clients. We are in the process of developing a request for higher exception rents for those neighborhoods. 

Even more difficult, a participant receives training on how much he/she can afford to pay for rent and utilities with the voucher. If he moves to another jurisdiction within the region (“ports”), he may find that units are unaffordable because the receiving agency has set different payment standards from the housing authority that originally issued the voucher. 
3. Additional barriers

Low income families face challenges that housing subsidy alone is unable to overcome. Additional funding and services are needed to ensure a successful move. Examples of such needs are: security deposit assistance; pre- and post-move counseling; small repair funds to enable small landlords to ready a unit; and holding fees for owners to secure a vacant unit while the PHA performs the necessary inspections and rent determinations. Households with one or more persons with disabilities need access to a unit modification fund covering the cost of alterations that allow for independent living.

Not surprisingly, families relocating from public housing developments to the private market face even greater barriers to opportunity. They need, and receive, significant personal and financial assistance throughout their housing search at great expense to the CHA. Well over 98% of former public housing tenants successfully rent a unit in the private market with the assistance of a voucher and support of a counselor who helps throughout the leasing process. Without such assistance, their success rate for using their vouchers would be significantly lower.

The housing choice voucher program does not provide adequate funds to ensure that all families benefit from the same level of counseling that relocatees receive. Instead, non-relocatees experience a variety of roadblocks and barriers along the way to occupying decent, safe and sanitary housing that meets program criteria. In Chicago, voucher holders who did not receive the moving assistance that relocatees received were at a disadvantage when searching for housing in good neighborhoods. CHA relocatees are guaranteed funds to cover moving expenses and the entire security deposit. To address this inequity, the CHA obtained approval from HUD to convert 200 housing vouchers to funds for counseling current participant families to make a move to an area of higher opportunity through landlord outreach in low poverty neighborhoods. A loan fund to assist in readying units for disabled households, a security deposit loan pool, and direct one-on-one counseling are components of this CHAC administered program. Since the inception of this initiative, the mobility counseling program has assisted over 1,000 moves to low poverty areas at a cost between $1,000 – 1,100 per successful move.

3. Considering Other Variables that Lead to Self-Sufficiency

In addition to their housing needs, each family faces some unique circumstances that affect its ability to achieve economic self-sufficiency. Our clients are typically single parent, female-headed-households (86%) with an average of 2 to 3 children. Many families have problems utilizing their housing voucher because of poor credit history, prior poor performance as a renter, family or social issues. In spite of initiatives such as CHAC’s mobility counseling program, federal legislation acts to hinder self-sufficiency and act as an institutional barrier. The Quality Housing and Work Responsibility Act of 1998 (QHWRA) established several policies that are inconsistent with the notion that housing agencies should assist voucher families to become economically self-sufficient or to move into opportunity neighborhoods:

· Income targeting requirements (at least 75% of all new admissions must be extremely low income); 

· Elimination of the mandatory FSS obligation and allowing a reduction in program size as families graduate from the FSS Program; and

· Capping the percentage of household income that may be initially spent on housing.

Further, even the finest affordable housing development in America is of no value to the consumer if it is located in an area that is inaccessible to public transportation, in an area where there are no job opportunities, or is far from good schools and other supports and amenities desired by the resident. The offer of housing assistance should be balanced with opportunities for families to work toward complete independence from public subsidies over a reasonable period of time. Housing alone will not suffice. Voucher payments when matched with complimentary services, such as employment or transportation, adds to the social value of the program and economic independence.  

Recommendations

· HUD should expand the program to allow more housing agencies, particularly those with low voucher utilization in high cost markets, the flexibility that is available under the Moving to Work (MTW) model.  The Chicago Housing Authority is one of only twenty (20) public housing agencies in the country to have received approval as a Moving to Work Demonstration site.  While the primary goal of this designation is to test the effects of deregulation, the most significant benefit to the participants and the private rental market is the flexibility granted to the CHA to design its own system of offering rental assistance.  Funds that are allocated to support the monthly voucher cost can be used to purchase services needed to help voucher holders succeed in finding and remaining in good, decent housing.  Pre- and post-move counseling, credit repair, landlord outreach, security deposit assistance, and search assistance are only a few ways that converted funds will be used to increase the likelihood of success.

· For porting households, HUD should consider allowing the receiving housing agency to accept the affordability calculation performed by the initial housing agency.

· Housing policy should consistently encourage self-sufficiency.

· New ways should be explored to encourage more employer- assisted housing in job growth areas. Establishing linkages between the housing administrator and employers to open new job opportunities for the employable participants and offering tax incentives to employers who provide housing or transportation assistance for low-income employees will open up new value added housing opportunities.

· The program should offer more ways to encourage voucher holders to achieve economic self-sufficiency. Consider granting a wage increase income exclusion to families who are voluntarily willing to accept a time-limited voucher. That is, a family would agree that their assistance would terminate in five or seven years. In exchange for the time-limited voucher, any wage increases achieved by the family during that period of time would not be included as income for purposes of calculating the family’s share of rent. This would allow them to pocket the increased income and build up their savings. Other approaches would be to include a shallow, flat subsidy for working families, or income exclusions for families who move to and remain in a low-poverty neighborhood.

Outcome

The housing agency is adequately funded to provide customers with one-on-one, client specific attention, which helps to accelerate the pace at which self-sufficiency is achieved. 

C. Removing Market barriers

Beyond educating our consumers and providing material resources, families face market related barriers in some form of discrimination. 

· Eighty five percent (85%) of CHAC’s clients are African American and thus more acutely encounter the possibility of race-based discrimination. According to a CHAC commissioned study by the Urban Institute, “Actual encounters with racial discrimination was not a major issue for these participants, but few ventured to look in predominantly white areas because they believed they would be unwelcome.”

· Family size is yet another factor. Particularly, households with one or more teenage children find it more difficult to locate landlords willing to rent to them. 

· Due to the requirements associated with this federal program, many owners are reluctant to participate and would prefer to rent to market rate tenants. 

· The stereotyping of former residents of public housing as high-risk tenants and the stigma attached to persons receiving any form of public assistance also discourages participation. 

· In some communities, high rent levels make the use of the voucher impossible.

In most areas of the country, landlords are allowed to discriminate against voucher holders. In Chicago, discrimination against Section 8 participants is banned under the City’s Human Rights ordinance, which forbids discrimination on the basis of ‘source of income’. This is not the case in the rest of Cook County or in the five other counties that comprise the entire Chicago MSA. A family with a housing voucher that is backed by the Federal Government should be permitted to rent a unit that is within the approved program limits anywhere in the country.

Recommendations

· The Federal Government could aid in removing barriers by supporting and enacting legislation barring discrimination on the basis of source of income. 
· The Federal Government (through HUD) could provide additional resources to local administrations in support of local efforts to remove barriers for program participants and landlords.   

· In order to balance housing opportunity with the trend toward the building of high-end rental property, federal or state laws should require communities to make available a fair share of affordable housing.
· PHAs should make an effort improve the reputation of the Section 8 program; good management and public relations will help to improve the program’s image and attract new landlords.

Outcome

Fewer opportunities for market-related discrimination to hinder consumer housing choice.  

Section III.

A. Summary

Recipient- rather than consumer-based assistance seems to be the dominant approach to public aid. However, CHAC’s performance as a private contractor of Chicago’s Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher Program demonstrates the benefits of the latter approach. Consumer-based assistance empowers the client to be proactive in making informed housing choices and in using public resources to achieve a higher level of self-sufficiency. 

In order to increase consumer understanding and awareness of housing-related issues, 

(1) housing agencies must pay careful attention to client education and language levels when designing program materials; 

(2) HUD should move toward simplifying program eligibility and leasing requirements across jurisdictions; and 

(3) service providers must be trained to safeguard the client’s ability to choose the best housing opportunity for his/her family. 

The socio-economic value of public resources in promoting self-sufficiency can be enhanced by 

(1) extending the Moving to Work flexibility (of converting voucher funds for the provision of other essential services) to all housing agencies; 

(2) allowing porting households to transfer their subsidy calculation performed by the initial housing agency to the receiving agency; 

(3) ensuring federal housing policy and legislation consistently pushes for family self-sufficiency; 

(4) encouraging employer-assisted housing in job rich areas; and 

(5) offering incentives for accepting a time-limited voucher. 

Lastly, some market-related barriers to housing choice can be removed through 

(1) federal legislation barring discrimination on the basis of source of income; and 

(2) strategies that make managing Housing Quality Standards compliance less costly and rewarding for good property owners. Implementation of the aforementioned recommendations will enable consumers to make educated housing choices whilst utilizing material resources to become economically independent.  

B. Conclusion

The Housing Choice Voucher is an important component of our federal housing policy.  History demonstrates that allocating financial resources toward the subsidizing of private market housing is a cost-effective way to provide for the shelter needs of America’s low-income households. Unfortunately, there is a lack of adequate funds to meet all of the nations housing demands. Many of the households who have been fortunate to receive the benefits of this program have had to overcome difficulties along the way.  This testimony addresses many of these barriers and provides some recommended solutions. If the government intends to provide consumers with every opportunity to exercise their right to make good housing choices and enjoy the full benefit of this program, ways must be identified to overcome the barriers.     

Recommendations for Ensuring a Higher Level of Consumer-Based Assistance
· Local administering agencies need to develop program materials that are tailored to the comprehension levels of participants and cater to the bilingual needs of clients.

· HUD should conduct a complete review of the program eligibility and leasing requirements with the intent of simplification, particularly across jurisdictions, and make recommendations to Congress.

· Housing agencies should be allowed to develop strategies to make managing Housing Quality Standards inspection compliance less costly and more effective. As examples, authorize the administrators to reward good property owners with incentives or less frequent unit inspections when their units have a history of “passing”.

· Agency personnel and service providers must be trained to leave professional bias aside and ensure and support the client’s ability to choose the best housing opportunity for his/her family.

· HUD should expand the program to allow more housing agencies, particularly those with low voucher utilization in high cost markets, the flexibility that is available under the Moving to Work (MTW) model.  The Chicago Housing Authority is one of only twenty (20) public housing agencies in the country to have received approval as a Moving to Work Demonstration site.  While the primary goal of this designation is to test the effects of deregulation, the most significant benefit to the participants and the private rental market is the flexibility granted to the CHA to design its own system of offering rental assistance.  Funds that are allocated to support the monthly voucher cost can be used to purchase services needed to help voucher holders succeed in finding and remaining in good, decent housing.  Pre- and post-move counseling, credit repair, landlord outreach, security deposit assistance, and search assistance are only a few ways that converted funds will be used to increase the likelihood of success.

· For porting households, HUD should consider allowing the receiving housing agency to accept the affordability calculation performed by the initial housing agency.

· Housing policy should consistently encourage self-sufficiency.

· New ways should be explored to encourage more employer- assisted housing in job growth areas. Establishing linkages between the housing administrator and employers to open new job opportunities for the employable participants and offering tax incentives to employers who provide housing or transportation assistance for low-income employees will open up new value added housing opportunities.

· The program should offer more ways to encourage voucher holders to attain economic self-sufficiency. Consider granting a wage increase income exclusion to families who are voluntarily willing to accept a time-limited voucher. That is, a family would agree that their assistance would terminate in five or seven years. In exchange for the time-limited voucher, any wage increases achieved by the family during that period of time would not be included as income for purposes of calculating the family’s share of rent. This would allow them to pocket the increased income and build up their savings. Other approaches would be to include a shallow, flat subsidy for working families, or income exclusions for families who move to and remain in a low-poverty neighborhood.

· The Federal Government could aid in removing the barriers by supporting and enacting legislation barring discrimination on the basis of source of income. The Federal Government (through HUD) could provide additional resources to local administrations in support of local efforts to remove barriers for program participants and landlords.   

· In order to balance housing opportunity with the trend toward the building of high-end rental property, federal or state law should require communities to make available a fair share of affordable housing.
· PHAs should make an effort improve the reputation of the Section 8 program; good management and public relations will help to improve the program’s image and attract new landlords.
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