
Enacting a Progressive Housing Agenda 

Peter Dreier 

The election of Pres ident B i l l  C l i nton has put the problems of our 
cit ies, inc lud i ng housing and poverty, back on the national agenda. 
What does it rea l ly mean to say that an issue l i ke housing i s  "back on 
the agenda"? After twelve years of Reagan-B ush anti-housing policies 
(pol icies enacted with the compl ic ity of the Democrats i n  Congress, I 
m ight add), we have come so far from any real v is ion of a decent fed­
eral hous ing po l icy, that even return ing to where we were in 1 980 
wou ld leave us far beh ind the curve. 

I think al l  of us i n  th is  room ton ight can agree that twelve years of 
cutbacks i n  federal housing ass istance, and twelve years of bank de­
regulation, have had a devastati ng impact on American cit ies. During 
the last decade, the American establ ishment basical ly became ind i ffer­
ent to the needs of its poorest cit izens. A l l  you have- to do is walk 
down the street going home or on your way to work and you w i l l  
either step over o r  be  confronted by  someone who  doesn 't have any­
th ing to eat, or any place to l ive. Th is  s i tuation d idn 't exist in America 
1 5  years ago, certa i n ly not at the magn itude we see today. Because 
many suburban commun ities reject a l l  forms of low- and moderate­
i ncome housing, our centra l cit ies have become places in wh ich poor 
people are concentrated in ghettos and barrios. The severity of the so­
cia l  and economic problems plagu i ng our centra l cit ies has worsened 
noticeably over the last 1 5  years. 

Housing and American Competitiveness 
My role th is even ing is supposed to be as the rad ical on the pane l .  I 

would l i ke to begin my presentation, however, in a d i fferent role: as a 
champion of busi ness and economic growth.  I bel ieve that the funda­
mental prob lems now facing the U n ited States have to do with our na­
t ion's abi l ity (or lack of abi l ity) to compete in the global marketplace, 
and the productivity (or lack of productivity) of our workforce. S imply 
put, any country i n  wh ich the majority of the population- i ncluding a 
sizable portion of the m iddle c lass-m ust spend a th i rd to a half of its 
i ncome j ust to keep a roof over i ts head is no longer competit ive in the 
i nternational marketplace . 

I don't say th is  enti rely out of pol it ical exped iency. As Boston's Di­
rector of Housing for ten years, I was repeated ly confronted by the 
area's severe labor shortage. Despite the fact that Boston area salaries 
and wages are some of the h ighest i n  the country, many i n  our grow­
ing labor force s imply cou ldn't afford to l ive in or near the city. This 
was true for employees of banks, i nsurance compan ies, hospita ls, 
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schools, pol ice forces, and many other sectors. H igh hous ing prices 
were the weak l i n k  in the "Massach usetts M i racle. " 1  

For our part i n  city government, we d i d  a l l  we cou ld .  We wrote re­
ports about the crit ical lack of affordable hous i ng; we jawboned busi­
ness leaders to get them commi tted to affordable hous i ng; and we de­
ve loped programs to expand the supply of hous ing  at a l l  pr ice leve ls .  
We rea l i zed that, i n  at  least th i s  respect, the concerns of the city's ma­
jor employers d iverged from the narrow self- interests of the c i ty's rea l 
estate industry, part icu l ar ly landlords and deve lopers . So we worked 
hard to br ing the CEOs of the big employers-the uti l i ty compan ies, 
the hospita ls ,  the banks, the insurance compan ies, the big manufactur­
ers and h igh tech fi rms-on board. 

Th rough an umbre l l a  organ ization cal led the Boston Hous ing Part­
nersh ip, the city's major bus i ness leaders part ic ipated in a private­
publ ic-commun ity venture to expand the capacity of nonprofit Com­
mun ity Development Corporat ions to bu i ld  and rehab i l itate affordable 
housi ng. I t  has been a tremendous success, and became the insp i rat ion 
for the federa l Commun ity Hous ing Partnersh ip  program .  

It's a l so important to  recognize t he  potent i a l ly h uge roles hous ing 
can p lay i n  putt ing Americans back to work.  After twelve years of the 
Reagan-B ush adm in i strat ions, we have a hous ing ind ustry that's fa l l i ng 
apart. Despite record-low interest rates, the Rea lty, mortgage banki ng, 
and home bu i ld i ng  i ndustries are in cr is is .  Hous ing and economic de­
velopment go hand in hand, not on ly from the perspect ive of the busi­
ness commun ity i n  genera l ,  but a l so from the po int  of v iew of the con­
struct ion industry, of construction un ions, and of a l l  the local eco­
nomic m u lt ip l ier effects. If we, the l i bera l do-gooders in th i s  room,  
want to  e levate hous ing to  the  front burner of  the nat iona l  agenda, i t  
w i l l  have to be not on ly appea l i ng  to America's soc ia l  consc ience, but 
a l so by convinc ing the bus i ness commun ity and m iddle-c lass taxpayers 
of the crit ical l i n k  between affordable hous i ng, jobs, and the long-term 
future of the American economy. 

The hous ing issue today i s  where the health care and ch i ld  care i s­
sues were a decade or so ago. For years, advocates tried to put health 
care and ch i ld care on the nation's agenda. B ut unt i l the nation's major 
bus i ness commun ity recogn ized that these were bottom-l i ne issues for 
the nation's competitiveness, not s imply soc ia l  welfare programs, they 
rema ined marg ina l ized on the pol it ical agenda. Today we are d i scuss­
ing some k ind of nationa l  health care p lan .  There is w ide d isagreement 
about how to go about it, - but there i s  a consensus that someth ing dra­
matic m ust be done to provide un iversal health care at a reasonable 
cost. 

The ch i ld-care issue i s  moving up the agenda for the same reasons. 
And I th ink that the hous ing issue i s  not far beh ind .  I n  some industries, 
un ions are lead i ng the fight to make hous ing an issue at the barga i n i ng 

87 



Berkeley Planning Journal 

table. Only a few years ago, the Taft-Hartley Act was amended, after a 
long lobbyi ng campaign led by the Boston Hotel Workers un ion ,  to al­
low housing to be considered a negotiable benefit. Right now, only a 
few corporate leaders understand the importance of the housing cris is 
for the economic wel l-being of the enti re society. B ut I th i nk  the mood 
is changing. Housing is the largest item in every American fam i ly's 
budget, much larger than health care and ch i ld care combined .  Busi­
nesses, and the entire society, pay for the h igh cost of housing i n  many 
ways. It is the respons ib i l ity of housing act iv ists to educate America's 
business leaders on this issue. 

Meeting America's Low-I ncome Housing Needs 
The housing problems currently fac ing the Un i ted States are rea l ly 

qu ite s imple. Accord ing the H U D's own numbers, there are approxi­
mately 1 3  or 1 4  m i l l ion low-i ncome households el ig ible for some form 
of housing subsidy. Less then a th i rd of th is group-on ly 29 percent of 
el ig ible households-are actual ly receiv ing subsidy payments. They 
l ive in publ ic or subs id ized developments, or they receive rent vouch­
ers. The rest have to deal with the i r  housing prob lems in the private 
market. But their incomes are too low to f ind affordable housing, given 
the housing prices in most major commun ities in the Un i ted States. 

What w i l l  i t cost to solve this problem? If these approximately n i ne 
m i l l ion el ig ible households were to receive the housing subsid ies they 
are entit led to, the cost would be an add it ional 20 -bi l l ion dol lars per 
year. We would need another 20 b i l l ion dol lars to mainta in  and up­
grade the current supply of publ ic and assisted housing. F ina l ly, it 
wou ld take four to five b i l l ion dol lars yearly to bu i ld the 200,000 to 
300,000 new un its a year we need to make a dent in the existi ng af­
fordable housing shortfa l l .  Th is  adds up to about $50 b i l l ion to meet 
the needs of those el ig ible for housing assistance or otherwise too poor 
to part ic ipate in the private market. 

I want to focus now on how we should spend it. We can 't spend 
prec ious hous ing dol lars on subs id ized housing the way we did in the 
1 960s and 1 970s. The American people won't buy it. They associate 
subs id ized hous ing with homeless shelters; with low-income house­
holds that are d isruptive and ant i-socia l ;  with h igh r ise publ ic housing 
projects; and with developers who use the i r  pol it ical connections to 
make money through government subsid ies. 

A Progressive Housing Agenda 
A progressive hous ing agenda for the 1 990's should be based on 

four princip les. The first i s  the creation of a un iversa l rent entitlement 
to fi l l  the gap between market rents and what poor and worki ng class 
households can actua l ly afford to pay for housing. There is no reason 
why we cannot prov ide every low-i ncome American who does not 
l ive in subsid ized hous ing developments with a rent cert ificate. The 
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Reagan and B ush Adm in i strat ions gave a lot of l ip serv ice to th i s  idea, 
but never put the i r  money where their  mouth was. 

A un iversal rent a l l owance program w i l l  go a long way toward solv­
ing  the hous ing problems of the poor. The Gautreaux Program in Ch i­
cago has been very successfu l in he lp ing poor fam i l ies who use cert i fi­
cates to fi nd apartments i n  Chicago's suburbs. The program involves 
counse l i ng  for apartment-seekers and outreach to suburban land lords. 
A study at Northwestern Un ivers i ty found that fam i l ies that part ic ipate 
in the program not on ly get better housi ng, the adu lts f ind better jobs 
and the kids do better i n  school .  H U D  is  now try ing to rep l icate the 
Gautreaux Program i n  several cit ies through a new "Moving to Oppor­
tun ity" program.  

B ut the Gautreaux program is successfu l ,  i n  part, because it i s  re la­
tively sma l l .  The program's sk i l led staff are able to locate apartments i n  
Chicago's suburbs for its part ic ipants, bu t  these fam i l ies represent on ly 
a t iny port ion of a l l  low-i ncome households. A un iversal hous ing -al­
lowance program would have to contend with the fact that i n  tight 
hous ing markets w ith few apartment vacancies, giving people vouch­
ers i s  l i ke g iv ing people food stamps when the supermarket shelves are 
empty. There is no p lace to go. 

Th i s  i s  part icular ly true in many suburbs, wh ich cont inue to use 
"snob zon ing• to keep out rental housi ng. So part of any un iversa l 
hous ing a l low ing program m ust be to break down the barriers to renta l 
hous ing in m idd le-income and affl uent commun it ies. That w i l l  requ i re 
a strong comm itment by the federa l  government to overcome res is­
tance from local governments and neighborhood N IMBYism.  

The second hous ing pol i cy pr inc ip le  comes d i rect ly from the local 
housing successes of the 1 980s. The future of American hous ing pol icy 
rests with nonprofit commun i ty-based organ izat ions .  In Boston,  com­
mun ity-based nonprofits were the backbone of the Flynn regime's 
hous ing pol icy. Today, in most major American cit ies, CDC's, tenants 
groups, un ions, and church organ izations are in the bus i ness of bu i ld­
ing affordable housi ng. They need more support and they need to ex­
pand the i r  capacity. They are the on ly type of organ ization that can 
successfu l ly  bu i ld  m ixed-i ncome housi ng, especia l ly i n  margi na l  and 
poor neighborhoods. 

More than anyth ing e lse, the successes of Canad ian hous ing pol icy 
are based on twenty years of support for what they ca l l  the "th i rd sec­
tor" : nonprofit, commun i ty-based developers . In Canada, low-r i se, 
m ixed-i ncome, nonprofit socia l  hous ing has been popu lar  and success­
fu l .  It has not met w ith the same N IMBY prob lems that subsid ized 
housing confronts in the U .S .  I 'd urge Secretary Cisneros to spend a 
few days v is i t ing Canad ian cit ies to see what a successful  nonprofit so­
cia l  housing program can be. 
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The third pri nciple i s  the renovation and modern ization of our exist­
ing low-i ncome housing stock: about four  m i l l ion un i ts, or about two 
percent of the nation's housing stock. We m ust spend at least $20 b i l ­
l ion to br ing America's publ ic hous ing up to acceptable standards. The 
figure for the nat ion's privately owned but federal ly subs id ized pro­
jects i s  not known.  

B ut s imply physical ly rehab i l itat ing our federal ly assisted projects 
w i l l  not solve the problems created by poverty and a l ienat ion. There is 
more to subsidized housing than bricks and mortar. It is important to 
restore these developments as commun ities where people l ive. That 
i nvolves giving res idents a stronger voice in the management of thei r  
complexes, provid ing socia l  services and  job  tra in ing to  he lp  move 
res idents into society's mai nstream, and, in some cases, offering low­
i ncome res idents opportun it ies to become owners. The chal lenge of 
low-i ncome home ownersh ip, however, is not to adopt jack Kemp's 
proposal of hand ing the keys to d i lapidated housing to people making 
$6,000 a year, and saying, "Congratu lations, you are a homeowner." 
I nstead, the chal lenge is to find ways to establ ish l im ited equ ity co-ops 
so that tenants can take control of their housing, can handle or oversee 
bu i ld ing maintenance and management on their own, can develop 
support ing socia l  and publ ic serv ices, and can develop workable 
strategies for combating crimes and drugs . 

Moreover, as we modern ize that stock, we need to understand that 
there was a fundamental m i stake in the way many low-income projects 
were bu i lt . The m istake was physica l ly and soc ia l ly to "ghettoize• the 
poor. The so l ution to that m i stake is m ixed-i ncome housing. It is crit i­
cal to revise tenant-selection regulat ions to a l low res idents of subsi­
d ized hous ing who •make it" to remain there, i f  they choose, without 
pena l iz ing them with dramatical ly h igher rents. In fact, part of any 
modern ization program (where boarded-up apartments are rehab i l i­
tated) should be a po l i cy to encourage the working poor and working 
class fam i l ies to l ive i n  publ ic housing. A few experiments along these 
l i nes-in Chicago, Boston, and e lsewhere-have been successfu l .  

The fourth housing pol icy should focus o n  rebu i ld i ng the socia l  fab­
ric of neighborhoods, in part by channel ing private cred it to work ing­
class homeowners and sma l l  busi nesses in i nner city neighborhoods. 
The Commun ity Reinvestment Act (CRA) has been a powerful tool to 
leverage capital investment in under-served commun ities across the 
country. S i nce its enactment in  1 977, the CRA has resulted in thou­
sands of partnersh ips between commun ity groups, state and local gov­
ernments, and private lenders to revita l ize neighborhoods in urban and 
rural areas. But the CRA has not fulf i l led its promise because of lax en­
forcement by the four bank ing regulatory agencies and mixed mes­
sages from Congress. 
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The federa l government can help steer private capital to i nner city 
commun ities in several ways: by stream l i n i ng the agencies i nvolved i n  
enforc ing the CRA; b y  requ i r ing regu lators t o  use "test i ng" methods 
(pa i rs of "shoppers") to uncover lend ing d i scr im inat ion, wh ich i s  rou­
t inely done to uncover hous ing d i scrim i nation; by i ncorporat ing com­
mercia l  (part icu larly sma l l  bus i ness) loans w ith i n  the CRA's j u r isd ic­
t ion; by br inging mortgage banks and private mortgage i nsurance (PMI) 
f irms (both key players i n  res idential mortgage lend ing cha in)  wi th i n  
the CRA's j ur isd ict ion; b y  address ing red l i n ing b y  i nsurance compa­
n ies in s im i lar ways; and by rev i s i ng federa l po l i cy to encourage pri­
vate pens ion funds to invest i n  affordable housi ng. 

Financing the Agenda 
So where do we get the money? The homeowner mortgage in terest 

deduction-the b iggest hous ing subsidy in the country-is pol i t ica l l y  
untouchable. For  most of the  last decade, I gave speeches j ust l i ke th i s  
and  wou ld  ask, "How many people here are homeowners?" Depend­
i ng on the audience, somewhere between none and a l l  of the people 
i n  the aud ience would ra ise the i r  hands. Then I would ask, " How 
many people here l ive in subsid ized housi ng?" The people who were 
homeowners d idn 't raise their hands. Then I would say, "We l l  excuse 
me, but whether you know it or not, you l ive in subs id ized hous ing."  
The U n ited States last year gave away $47 b i l l ion i n  homeowner de­
ductions, ha l f  of wh ich went to the eight percent of households that 
earn over $80,000 a year. Forty-seven b i l l ion dol lars was four  t imes 
H U D's 1 990 budget. Four years ago Senator jay Rockefel ler of West 
Vi rgi n i a  bought a mans ion in Georgetown, and you and I gave h i m  a 
quarter of a m i l l ion do l lar  homeowner deduction .  

We can reform the current "mansion subsidy" by us ing the model of 
the earned i ncome tax cred it .  It's been one of the few major socia l  pol­
icy success stories of the last few years. The earned i ncome tax cred it 
i s  bas ica l ly an i ncome subsidy to the poor. It i s  a popular  and success­
ful program, in part because it rewards the work ing poor stuck in low­
wage jobs. 

Rather than get r id of the homeowner deduct ion, we need to 
"progressify" it, to turn it i nto a tax cred it for poor and work ing  c lass 
people based on the i r  i ncome, not on how big or expensive their 
house i s .  That i s  not the way to do housing. A progressive homeowner 
tax cred it has several advantages. I t  d i rects tax subsid ies where they 
can do the most good: to people who need it to afford homeowner­
sh ip, not to those who cou ld afford to buy w ithout any government 
help. I t  w i l l  i ncrease demand for homeownersh ip  among people who 
currently cannot afford to own, so it w i l l  he lp the housing industry­
homebu i lders, Rea ltors, and lenders-who are currently the major op­
ponents of any reform of the current regress ive homeowner tax sub-
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s idy. It is a lso more pro-business, because by expanding homebui ld­
i ng, it w i l l  create jobs and stimu late the larger economy. 

One other money idea. Obvious ly, no national agenda to rebu i ld  
our economy, revital ize our cit ies, and expand hous ing opportun ities 
can succeed un less we develop to convert our m i l itary economy to a 
civ i l ian economy. B ut there is one m i l itary program I wou ld defi n i tely 
save; the most progressive housing program in  the Un i ted States is run 
by the Department of Defense. All over this country, as wel l  as i n  m i l i­
tary bases around the world, the federal government pays 1 00  percent 
of the capital and operat ing cost of housing for low- and m idd le­
income m i l itary personne l .  We have long had two publ ic housing pro­
grams in the U .S . :  a relatively unsuccessfu l one run by local housing 
authorities in our i nner cit ies, and a successfu l one run by and for the 
m i l itary a l l  over the country. When we tal k  about defense conversion, 
we often ta l k  about the m i l itary learn i ng from the civi l i an sector. I n  the 
area of publ ic housing, the civi l ian sector would do wel l  to learn from 
the successes of the m i I itary. 

The New Politics of Housing 
F ina l ly, let me ta l k  about the new pol itics of housing pol i cy. The 

reason that housing has long been off the pol icy agenda is not because 
we have lacked good ideas for programs and pol icies. It is because 
poor and work i ng c lass people in the Un i ted States lack pol it ical 
power. They lack a voice i n  government, whether i n ·Wash ington D.C. ,  
or in  Sacramento, Cal iforn ia, or i n  most city ha l l s .  The i r  interests are 
overwhelmed by those of specia l  interests and busi ness groups. The 
th ree most important reforms that would truly put housing and urban 
poverty back on the pol it ical agenda have l itt le to do with housing or 
socia l  programs. The reforms are fundamenta l ly pol i t ica l .  

Reform number one: Campaign f inance reform, an item now on 
Pres ident C l i nton 's agenda. We need to remove the lega l i zed bribery 
system that currently makes it imposs ib le to deal constructively with 
urban issues and urban prob lems, because business dom inates tax 
po l icies and spend ing priorit ies. 

Reform number two: Voter registration reform. The Un i ted States 
has the lowest leve l of voting of any major democracy in the world . 
Not surpris i ngly, it's mostly the poor and the people in cit ies that don 't 
vote. Th i rty years after the Voting Rights Act, there are sti l l  enormous 
obstacles i n  our crazy qu i l t of voter registrat ion laws. The most pro­
gress ive voting reform b i l l  we cou ld possibly enact i s  the so-cal led 
"motor-voter b i l l " :  a law that would automatica l ly register people to 
vote when they took out the i r  driver's l icense or registered the i r  car. By 
some estimates, motor-voter wou ld increase voter registrat ion among 
the poor from about 55 percent to over 90 percent. Whether th is i n­
crease in voter registrat ion changes the dynam ics in electora l pol i tics 
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depends, i n  part, on whether act iv ists use it to mobi l ize people around 
i ssues and cand idates . 

Motor-voter leg is lat ion was passed by Congress last year, but vetoed 
by Pres ident B ush .  Pres ident C l i nton has said he would s ign it th i s  year 
if it were aga i n  passed by Congress. Unfortunate ly, there are members 
of Congress (both Republ ican and Democrat) who are sayi ng, "Wait a 
m i nute, I got e lected by the people that vote, not by the people that 
don't vote. Why should I make it eas ier for people who m ight not vote 
for me?" B ut th is  motor-voter b i l l  s imply says that anybody who has a 
car and registers it is automatica l ly a voter-as a l most every other de­
mocracy i n  the world does .2  

Reform number three: Labor law reform . When she fi rst fought for 
pub l ic  hous ing in the 1 930's, Catherine Bauer recogn ized that pub l ic  
hous ing was as m uch a jobs program as a soc ia l  program.  The back­
bone of the Pub l ic  Hous ing act of 1 93 7  was the American labor move­
ment, wh ich at the t ime i ncl uded between 35 and 40 percent -of 
American workers. S i nce then, and espec ia l ly dur ing the last twelve 
years, the work ing people of the U n ited States have been d i senfran­
ch ised by the federal government's cold war aga i nst labor un ions.  As a 
resu lt, the U n ited States has some of the most regressive labor laws i n  
the world .  Fortunate ly, a few weeks ago Labor Secretary Robert Re ich 
noted that labor law reform of the type that w i l l  leve l the p lay ing field 
be�ween America's work ing people and busi ness w i l l  be a major e le­
ment of the C l i nton reform agenda. 

There are lots of other po l i t ical and programmatic reforms I cou ld  
ta l k  about: the  HOME program, what to  do about the commun ity 
hous ing partnersh i p  b i l l ,  and what to do with pub l ic  hous ing.  Yet un­
less we change the po l it ical c l imate of power in th is  country through 
th ree reforms-labor law reform, voter registrat ion reform, and cam­
paign fi nance reform-a l l  of those hous ing reforms that us hous ing pol­
icy wonks love to debate and suggest w i l l  be purely academ ic.  

NOTES 

1 Dreier is  referring to Massachusetts' success in pu l l ing out of the recession of 
the early 1 980s into econom ic leadership in  new h igh technology in  the late 
1 980s-eds. 

2Congress enacted a somewhat watered-down •motor-voter" b i l l  in  june 1 993 .  
Pres ident C l inton s igned it immediately. 
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