I.  Introduction

The Housing Authority of the City of Los Angeles (HACLA) respectfully submits additional comments to written testimony previously provided to the Millennial Housing Commission on June 4, 2001.  The purpose of this supplement is to provide additional information underlying the recommendations.

The Housing Authority’s drive to see public housing residents obtain employment is motivated by a combination of value sets.  It is our experience that employed residents are much more stable in terms of their social values.  Housing developments with higher percentages of employed residents are, “on the whole”, more stable-with lower eviction rates, lower crime rates, etc.  Sustained employment stabilizes individuals and families.  Children are the main beneficiaries of more stable families.  While these points were made in the original written testimony, the lives of families and children mandate some additional information.   

Personal choice is a fundamental aspect of the “American culture”.  The current administration has sounded this theme in the education policy in which families and/or individuals have a greater choice in where to get their education.  PHAs would argue that residents of public housing should also be given the opportunity for greater choice.  In the case of public housing resident choice, it is not for an educational voucher system; rather it is a request for the choice between working or welfare, between stability or chaos, between educated or uneducated children.  

One way in which this goal can be accomplished is by expanding the role of traditional economic development to PHAs.  PHAs are able to take on a more comprehensive antipoverty policy approach.  This approach must be a job-centered strategy, as this is the best way to integrate the poor into the mainstream economy.  A job-centered strategy seeking to integrate people into the mainstream economy has economic and social benefits, since it gives people the economic and social resources to become active members of thriving communities.
  

II. How will the Housing Authority’s recommendations break the cycle of poverty?

The “How Welfare and Work Policies Affect Children: A Synthesis of Research” study conducted by the Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation (MDRC) in some states, reported that there are positive affects on families and their children for those who have participated in innovative welfare-to-work programs.  This study reported positive results in work encouragement, reduced dependence on public services, and a reduction in poverty, which produce some very positive impacts on children’s school performance and achievement, mental stability, and overall social behavior.  The improvements in school achievement correspond to an increase of 5 percentage points in a test score from the 25th percentile to the 30th percentile.  The MDRC study is further supported by the Children’s Defense Fund as it reported that an increase in income can lead to better school performance and achievement for children, better health care and childcare, better overall health, and can decrease the level of family stress.

These positive impacts on children however do not stem merely from the fact that their parents are working, but from their rise in income. The MDRC study identified that the programs that supplemented the earnings of working families led to higher school achievement, especially for the children of long-term welfare recipients.   In other words, children succeed when the family has economic resources through employment that provides a sufficient income to keep the family out of poverty.  If parents are working in jobs that provide sufficient income, families are able to make “more choices” due to their increase in income, and the children benefit. 

As mentioned in the original testimony, there are 1,365 more of the Housing Authority’s residents who have become employed since 1994.  The amount of total income from wages increased $23.1 million during the 1994-2001 period, and as a result of this increase, there are 820 fewer residents receiving welfare income in 2001 than in 1994.  These positive results speak to the continuous success of the Housing Authority’s Economic Self-Sufficiency Programs.  However, the success of the Housing Authority’s array of resident self-sufficiency programs relies on a successful public safety effort.  Thanks to the Public Housing Drug Elimination Program (PHDEP) and the Housing Authority’s continued deficit funding of a Public Safety Department, crime rates in the Housing Authority’s public housing communities have declined by 46% over the past five years.  The decline in year 2000 alone was 13%.  This improvement in the reduction of crime rates is an important support to self-sufficiency efforts.

The above employment and crime statistics only begin to tell the story of the Housing Authority’s proven record of success in its resident programs and services.  Many of these services are targeted not only to the adults residing in public housing, but also to the youth.  At this year’s “graduation gala”, 64 of the 160 graduating students in public housing were awarded HACLA scholarships for their scholastic excellence.  These scholarships not only cover many student costs such as tuition and school materials for higher education to help these students pursue their goals and aspirations, but also identify the students as role models for other children in the developments.  Education is a key factor to the escape from the snares of poverty.

As we mentioned in the original testimony, the Computer Learning Centers (CLCs) in eleven of the Housing Authority’s public housing developments, are continuing the commitment to education and skill development for adults and children.  The CLCs provide an infrastructure to enable residents to achieve educational and employment skills.  The learning concept is a guided, open entry, open exit educational approach.  Fundamental remedial skills such as math, reading, and writing are provided, as well as Office Skills training, GED preparation, ESL support, and life skills training.  Services include providing training in basic computer skills, providing students with after-school tutoring and remedial educational assistance, providing internet access to residents as an educational tool for research, and providing lab times for completion of student reports/essays or projects.  Janice Bledsoe, a resident of Imperial Courts, has been a consistent and faithful participant at the Imperial Courts CLC.  She is currently enrolled in Los Angeles Trade Tech College.  Ms. Bledsoe stated, “the Computer Learning Center has motivated me to go to school.  Since I have been a participant, my computer skills have improved greatly and it makes my college studies easier to understand.  I am able to surf the web and find information for class projects and mid-term assignments.  My life has been enriched since I have been a participant at the CLC”.  Ms. Bledsoe’s story is not an isolated case. There are many similar success stories in the Computer Learning Centers.

( Workforce Investment Act One-Stop Services

The Housing Authority has grown its social service infrastructure into one of the most integrated, seamless delivery systems with one of the nation’s best success rates in helping clients secure permanent employment.  The Housing Authority’s Community Service Centers (CSCs) are a key component of this social service structure.  The primary goal of the Housing Authority’s CSCs is to assist public housing residents and Section 8 participants to move toward economic self-sufficiency.  The Housing Authority is a designated Los Angeles City One-Stop employment service provider.  After successfully operating Job Training Partnership Act (JTPA) programs for ten years, the CSCs converted on July 1, 2000 to the Workforce Investment Act (WIA) programs.  Funded by the Department of Labor and administered through the City of Los Angeles Community Development Department, the WIA Programs include the Title I Adult and Dislocated Workers program, the Youth Opportunities System (YOS), and Childcare Training.  Through the WIA funds provided by the Department of Labor and Drug Elimination Program funds provided by HUD, the Housing Authority is able to provide adult and youth participants of CSCs, Welfare-to-Work and Jobs Plus Programs with employment, classroom training, on-the-job training, GED preparation, gang and drug prevention/intervention, and many other essential supportive services that aid in the transition to self-sufficiency.  In 2000 over 5,200 residents were provided services or referred to our network of partners for services ranging from childcare to senior activities programs through our Community Service Center network and partner programs. 

( Jobs-Plus Program:

The Housing Authority’s Job-Plus Program has been producing positive results since its inception in 1998.  Cumulatively, there are 727 residents registered in the program with 392 of these placed in employment (a 54% job placement rate to date).  Of the 392 employed residents, approximately 84% are employed in full time jobs.  These results lead to better conditions for families and, most importantly, the children of these families, as the family income rises.  In the year 2000, the Jobs-Plus Program was supplemented with the Youth Opportunity Movement program to continue its commitment to families, children, and self-sufficiency.  This complementary program co-located in the William Mead Jobs-Plus offices and began offering education, job training, and job placement for youth ranging from 14 to 21 years of age.  

( Section 8 Family Self-Sufficiency Program:

We are now also beginning to see the first graduates of the Family Self-Sufficiency (FSS) Program.  Issuing escrow checks is beginning to become routine with many graduates of FSS planning to use their escrow checks for down payments to purchase their own homes.  For some that future is already here.  Chanda Peters, a graduate of the Housing Authority’s FSS Program, has been living in that future since 1997.  Ms. Peters and her three daughters left their native New York and moved to Los Angeles in 1987.  She and her daughters basically had nothing but each other and had to start all over again in a new city.  Having no job, Ms. Peters signed up for public assistance and Section 8 housing.  In 1995 she enrolled in the Housing Authority’s FSS Program.  In a five-year span after enrolling in the FSS Program, Ms. Peters progressively broke from public dependency, and regained independence and a self-sufficient life.  In 1997 she completed and graduated from the FSS Program, and by 1998 she was able to make a down payment on a home with the escrow check she received on her FSS graduation day.  For Ms. Peters and her children, the down payment on a home signifies much more than just a roof over their head.  It represents a promise for a better future.  She now has full-time employment and is economically self-sufficient, while her three daughters are doing well in school.  The oldest of her daughters is completing her second year at UCLA.  The second eldest is about to enter her first year at UC Riverside while the youngest is about to enter high school. This is how employment, income, and education, break the cycle of poverty.  

Thanks to the Jobs-Plus, Welfare-to-Work, Family Self-Sufficiency Programs, Community Service Center One-Stop services, and Computer Learning Centers, families and their children are able to break through the many economic and educational barriers that have kept them from achieving self-sufficiency.  In the last two years alone, the Housing Authority directly placed over 1,350 participants in employment through these programs.

III.  The Housing Authority’s role in economic development

Many PHAs are currently ready to expand their role in cities to become important participants and partners in traditional economic development.  It is through economic development, in the form of job creation and development, that PHA residents will be able to make a transition towards self-sufficiency.  Along with job creation, the continuation and innovation of supportive services and programs are critical, not only for this transition but also for the future retention in self-sufficiency.  However, it is traditional economic development in the form of job creation that will be the most influential factor in aiding PHA residents to succeed.  Through job creation and work-promoting activities, PHAs will be able to benefit tenants by strengthening and stabilizing individual families and their surrounding communities and neighborhoods.

The Housing Authority is currently taking on the role of economic development in order to better serve its clients/residents and to break the often generational history of dependency and poverty.  The Housing Authority’s economic development goals, and current or proposed projects/programs that support them are as follows:

1. Invest in and create employment opportunities to benefit residents

· Proposed HACLA Economic Development Fund.  

This program proposes to investigate the possibility of investing HACLA reserve funds into job producing development projects near existing housing developments.  Investment in the million dollar range can be expected to produce up to 50 job opportunities on an ongoing basis for residents of nearby housing developments and/or the Section 8 program.

2. Expand the expertise for developing job opportunities

· Existing Welfare-to-Work (WTW) Program.  

The WTW Program, funded by the Department of Labor, provides assistance to more than 2000 individuals to aid the move from dependence to self-sufficiency.  In addition, the technical capacity of this program has supported the Housing Authority’s efforts to obtain the additional sources of funding to support self-sufficiency efforts of the Housing Authority’s residents.

· Existing Jobs-Plus Program.  

This national demonstration and research program initiated by HUD, targets individual housing developments to study best practices in moving welfare dependent residents to obtain and retain employment.  The Housing Authority was one of six public housing authorities, nationwide, selected to participate in the program.  Rent incentives and intensive programming to assist and support families in meeting the challenges of moving to self-sufficient employment are some of the innovative features of this program.

3. Seek new activities in conjunction with new asset acquisitions

· The existing Asset Development and Acquisition Program.  

This program is anticipated to acquire up to 300 units annually in an effort to substantially increase the Housing Authority’s inventory of affordable housing.  In particular, the program seeks existing properties that can be profitably acquired and managed at affordable rental housing prices.  The full development of this capacity can allow the Housing Authority to begin to consider the acquisition of mixed-use properties as an intermediate step toward acquiring commercial/industrial property, which, if planned properly, can be profitable while simultaneously providing job opportunities to HACLA residents.

4. Seek new activities in conjunction with old asset redevelopment

· Existing and proposed HOPE VI redevelopments.  

The main vehicle for repositioning the aging assets of the Housing Authority’s public housing program has been complete redevelopment of selected housing projects at Normont Terrace (now Harbor Village), Pico Aliso, Aliso Village, and the now proposed Dana Strand Village redevelopment.  The HOPE VI program provides substantial grant funds for the Housing Authority to leverage in making these redevelopment efforts successful.  These efforts also use job training funds and job placement agreements to create job opportunities in conjunction with the redevelopment projects.  In addition, the redevelopment of Aliso Village provides the opportunity of developing a commercial shopping center that will provide both shopping services and job opportunities for the community.  This directly connects the redevelopment of the housing developments to job opportunities nearby.  Expansion of this concept will be sought in future redevelopment efforts. 

Other goals proposed are exploring the incubation of small businesses and developing the capability to grow existing resident owned businesses.   

IV. Conclusion

Public Housing residents generally tend to be on the bottom or near the bottom of the economic ladder.  The poor have a long history of being isolated in poverty to the point of being “warehoused” away from the economic mainstream of their cities. This isolation stems from the unfair negative stigmatization and stereotypes that have been placed on the poor throughout history, and results in a deepening degree of deprivation with each successive generation.  In a sense, the poor are seen as the “undeserving” class of our society.  It is time to stop blaming the poor for the challenges they endure.  Blaming does not stop poverty.  As Herbert J. Gans, sociologist and city planner, stated, “it is time that the general public, elected city leaders and officials support measures to reduce poverty by assuring poor parents and their children that the steady and decent jobs that offer the best chance of escape from poverty are available to everyone”.
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