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Housing:  Navigating Public Housing Assistance for People with Disabilities

OVERVIEW 
The housing industry is generally a private market, although federal, state, and local public authorities are involved in planning, market regulation, permitting, land use regulation, development, oversight, and other areas of housing policy.  
Since the Great Depression, government has specifically played a significant role in issues surrounding housing affordability and accessibility.  The federal government eventually established the Housing and Urban Development agency (HUD) in 1968 to coordinate national housing policies and programs, a task it still administers today.   Ultimately, goals surrounding issues of affordability and accessibility include: 

· Increasing home ownership

· Assisting low income renters

· Fighting discrimination in housing markets

Programs working to achieve these goals come in three basic forms: 

· Public Housing: Housing owned and operated by the government, rented to qualified individuals at below-market rates.
· Tenant Based Subsidies: Payments made directly to/on behalf of qualified individuals for housing. 
· Project Based Subsidies: Subsidies, grant, and loan programs for organizations to construct affordable housing.   

Federal assistance programs, funded through HUD, are both tenant and project based.  Additionally, most public housing is federally funded, with some localities supporting additional housing units.  
State programs in California are operated through either the department of Housing and Community Development (HCD) or the California Housing Finance Agency (CalHFA).  Except for direct mortgage assistance and lending programs through CalHFA, state programs are almost always project based, involving organizations and localities instead of individual households. 

Any tenant based programs, federal or state, are administered through local Public Housing Authorities, also known as PHAs.  PHAs are the consumer service and relations offices for all government based programs and exist to assist households with housing services.  

The following represent the most common government housing programs accessed by persons with disabilities:    

Federal Assistance
Public Housing
· Program: Rental housing owned/operated by local housing authorities

· Eligibility: Low to very low income housing (80% or lower of median county/metropolitan area income)

· Availability: Proposed 2008 budget supports 5 million public housing units across the country; wait lists vary depending on locality, from a few months to a year
Housing Choice Vouchers (Section 8)

· Program: Vouchers provided to families/individuals with disabilities to defray monthly rent 

· Eligibility: Very low income  (below 50% of county/metropolitan area median income)
· Availability: ~200,000 people with disabilities nationwide receive Section 8 assistance; wait lists vary depending on locality, from a few months to multiple (2-3) years 

Section 811 Supportive Housing for Persons with Disabilities

· Program: Funds provided to nonprofit organizations to develop rental housing with supportive services available to low-income adults with disabilities

· Eligibility: Very low income with a physical/developmental disability or chronic illness
· Availability: $237 million allocated in FY 2007 with $125 million proposed for FY 2008
Section 202 with Section 808 Housing Grants 
· Program: Section 202 funds provided to construct or rehabilitate affordable housing for senior citizens; Section 808 grants tied to Section 202 funds support assistance programs for seniors with a physical/developmental disability or chronic illness 
· Eligibility: Section 202: housing for very low income senior citizens (62+); Section 808: housing grants for seniors with a physical/developmental disability or chronic illness
· Availability: $735 million allocated for all Section 202 housing programs in FY 2007 with $24 million allocated for disability assistance grants; Proposed FY 2008 budget allocates $570 million for all Section 202 housing programs with $25 million for disability assistance grants
State Assistance
California Department of Housing and Community Development 

Programs: Provides funding to organizations and developers for a broad range of programs, including rental assistance, farm worker housing, self-help housing, and homeownership programs.  Programs include:
· Multifamily Housing

· CalHome

· Community Development Block Grants

California Housing Finance Agency 
Programs:  Funds subsidized loan and grant programs for development of rental housing and first-time homebuyer programs.  Programs include: 
· Affordable Housing Partnership

· CalHFA Housing Assistance
· HomeChoice 

· Mental Health Services Act (MHSA) Housing Program (in collaboration with the Department of Mental Health)
All programs are available to persons with disabilities, but the HomeChoice program is available only to this population.  HomeChoice is a partnership between Fannie Mae and CalHFA, providing home loans and mortgage payment assistance to moderate/low-income persons with disabilities.  Additionally, the MHSA Housing Program funds capital costs with development, acquisition, construction, and/or rehabilitation of housing specifically for persons with mental illness and their families.  
Local Assistance
Public Housing Authority: Most counties and/or cities have a PHA that operates federal housing programs (Section 8, Public Housing), and in some cases additional programs specific to the locality.  In the eight rural counties in California without PHAs, HCD sponsors Housing Assistance Programs to provide similar services.  

NAVIGATING THE SYSTEM

When searching for affordable housing options, individuals should first contact their local Public Housing Authority.  Each PHA offers unique services and programs, but at the very least offers Section 8, Public Housing, and affordable housing resources.  HUD also maintains an affordable housing database and resource websites.  In general, however, HUD and HCD are coordinating and funding entities for developers and organizations, while PHAs are the consumer resource and service entities for individuals.  CalHFA is the service provider of subsidized loan programs for California.
Even with PHAs, however, navigating the housing system and finding appropriate and timely options can be challenging.  A host of non-profit and government charter organizations provide housing assistance for people with disabilities, or technical assistance for developers of affordable housing.  These organizations include: 

· Centers for Independent Living (located in most cities/counties throughout California)

· ABILITY House

· Accessible Space Incorporated

· Corporation for Supportive Housing

· Housing counseling centers (including PHAs and other organizations, ie: Housing Rights Inc., Community Housingworks, Pacific Community Services)
· Rural Community Assistance Corporation 
HOUSING INVESTMENT SUCCESSES

Some highlights of government investment in public housing assistance:  
· $36 billion in federal funds allocated to support approximately 5 million public housing units, new construction, and nearly $16 billion in low income rental assistance in the President’s proposed 2008-2009 budget

· Nearly $5 billion in California bond propositions passed (1C in 2006 and 46 in 2002) for low income housing projects  

· More than 15,000 housing units constructed or rehabilitated using California’s proposition bonds in 2007, the majority of them for low income individuals
· Nearly $70 million in additional affordable housing infrastructure investment announced by Governor Schwarzenegger despite budget setbacks  
HOUSING INVESTMENT CHALLENGES
Despite significant investment in affordable housing, concerns regarding housing availability, accessibility, and affordability still exist.  Three of the key challenges specifically facing California include: 

1. Resources are limited: Proposition 46 and 1C funds are protected from budget reductions, and the Governor has pledged to continue investing in the state’s infrastructure, but additional funding for affordable housing can not be expected at this time due to current budget limitations. 

2. There are multiple housing policy priorities: While affordable housing is a key component to the Governor’s vision for the California housing market, it also competes with other priorities such as mixed use, transit oriented, and sustainable development.  
3. Demand for affordable housing in California is high: Nearly 2.7 million California households have HUD-classified “very low incomes,” or incomes of 50% or less the median family income.  California also sustains high costs of living.  More than 75% of Californians spend over 30% of their income on housing costs (the HUD defined level of “affordable” housing), while more than 60% spend over half of their income on housing costs.  A number of Californians, then, qualify for affordable housing assistance, and many attempt to use subsidized housing services. 
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