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, After a brief review of the urban poverty context, this paper considers the role of housing policy as
part of an urban poverty strategy. Section II examines housing mobility as a technique that can enable poor
families to escape urban ghettos. Section III explores economic integration as a component of ghetto
rebuilding efforts. Section IV then seeks to ground the paper’s housing policy recommendations in broader
thinking about urban poverty strategies.

1. The Context -

A quarter of a century ago, after widespread urban riots, the Kerner Commission told us that America
was moving toward two societies, “one black, one white—separate and unequal.” The Commission enjoined
the nation to address pervasive residential segregation, including particularly the isolation of urban minority
residents from the suburbs to which, increasingly, jobs were moving,. ! D '

After the 1992 Los Angeles riot—according to some the worst urban riot in our history— we did not
even appoint a new commission. It would have struck many as “redundant,” it was said; there was a “weary
familiarity” in the anger and despair that greeted journalists as they hit the streets of devastated areas tq inter-
view the mostly young, poor, minority, jobless protagonists.2 '

Today racial residential segregation remains intense3 and in many major cities concentrations of ghetto
poverty, particularly black ghetto poverty, are growing.# Fortune Magazine, hardly a journal of extremist
social commentary, describes American society circa 1993 as consisting of an “Us”—“mostly white,
ensconced in suburban comfort, full of plans and ambitions,” and a “Them”— “mostly black and brown and
yellow, mired in the mean streets of the inner city, future doubtful.”> Newsweek sounds a similar theme.
Decades of racial progress, the magazine says, have given way to growing resentments on both sides of the
color line that are savaging our politics, our schools, our communities, our lives. First among black resent-
ments is: “Much of this [black] underclass lives all but penned up in projects and deteriorating ghettos . . .
without any realistic prospect of escaping.”®

The poor, it is said, have always been with us, and always will be. Perhaps so. But in many major
cities unrelieved concentrations of impoverished, disproportionately black families, under the changed
economic and social conditions of the post World War II years, appear to be a virulent new strain of the poverty
disease that has become one of our most important domestic policy issues.” Nicholas Lemann calls the urban
underclass “the principle problem in American domestic life—a problem that poisons not just race relations
but also our attitudes toward education, law enforcement, and city life itself.”8 As Jason DeParle of the
New York Times puts it,

“[T]he poverty and disorder of the inner cities lacerate a larger civic fabric, drawing people
from shared institutions like subways, buses, parks, schools and even cities themselves . . .
The increasing concentration of urban poverty undermines faith in Government as the instru-
ment of the popular will, producing an epic tale of governmental breakdown told in terms of
crowded clinics, failing foster care, ineffective law enforcement and burdened or neglected
social services. Perhaps most damaging of all is the effect that urban poverty has on race rela-
tions. It is like a poison in the national groundwater that is producing a thousand deformed
fruits, from race-based campaigns for public office to taxicabs that do not stop for black men
at night.”9

Even though most Americans (217 of 249 million) are not poor, and even though most of the 32 mil-
lion poor do not live in urban ghettos, the Lemann and DeParle observations {and those of Fortune and
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Newsweek) help to explain why urban ghettos are a problem for Americans out of all proportion to the number
of persons who live in them.10

The evolution of our end-of-the-century form of the urban poverty disease has been charted by a
number of observers.!! With the end of legal segregation in the 1950s and 1960s, working- and middle-class
blacks were able to flee inner-city ghettos (though frequently to communities which were or would soon
become predominantly black), weakening institutions and stripping the ghetto of its mainstream role models.
In the 1940s, 1950s, and as late as the 1960s, says William Julius Wilson, such blacks in ghetto communities
provided stability and reinforced and perpetuated mainstream behavior patterns. Their departure left behind
much higher concentrations of the most disadvantaged of the black population and removed an important
“social buffer” that had helped keep alive the perception that education was meaningful, employment a viable
alternative to welfare, and family stability the norm, not the exception.!2

Then, during the 1970s and 1980s, northern cities lost dramatically large numbers of blue-collar and
low-skill jobs. Simultaneously these cities also experienced large increases in their populations of young
blacks with no education beyond high school, the offspring of those who had migrated to northern cities during
the 1950s and 1960s when inner-city jobs requiring only limited education and skills were far more plentiful.
As low-skill jobs dispersed to the suburbs or disappeared because of technological change, unemployed blacks
were left in job-poor, inner-city locations.13

By 1980, the impact of these two developments was of “catastrophic proportions,” leading to socially
isolated communities characterized by high rates not only of joblessness but also of teenage pregnancies, out-
of-wedlock births, single-parent families, welfare dependency, and serious crime.!4 Whereas in 1960 most
adults were working, even in poor black neighborhoods, such neighborhoods came to house few middle- or
working-class families; the great majority of their adults was unemployed. Poor neighborhoods not organized

around work, Wilson believes, constitute “the most fundamental and most significant change in the black com-
munity over the last several decades.”15

For poorly educated youth in such inner-city areas the underground economy may seem to be the only
option, an option that pushes their neighborhoods further along a downward spiral:

Large concentrations of those who have become dependent on the urban under-
ground economy pose serious problems (crime, drug abuse, loitering, vandalism)
that dissuade businesses from locating nearby and push out more economically
stable families and others who eschew such behaviors. As a consequence, not
only do local employment opportunities further deteriorate, reinforcing neighbor-
hood economic decline, but also selective out-migration of more mamstream—
onented residents spatially isolates the most disadvantaged.!6 N

John D. Kasarda places these ghetto-specific developments in a wider central city context which he
terms the functional and demographic transformation of older, larger U. S. cities. “Functional transformation”
refers to the cities’ change from centers of production and distribution to centers of administration, informa- _
tion exchange and higher-skill service—with the attendant loss of blue-collar and low-skill jobs.
“Demographic transformation” refers to the cities” population change in the post World War II years from pre-
dominantly white to heavily or predominantly minority. These transformations, Kasarda says, contribute to
minority urban unemployment, to the spatial isolation of low-income minorities, and to rising levels of urban

poverty and welfare dependency, accompanied by crime, poor schools, deteriorating infrastructures, and resi-
dential and commercial decay.!”
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Calling Kasarda’s “spatial isolation” by its rightful name of racial segregation, Douglas S. Massey
makes the further point that bootstraps have been denied to blacks who are born and grow up in such ghetto
communities. Residential mobility, according to Massey, has been the crucial avenue of social mobility in
America, the central mechanism by which families improve socioeconomic prospects for themselves and their
children. For most American ethnic groups, Massey says, socioeconomic mobility is a cumulative process:
economic advancement (a better job, a raise) is translated into residential progress (a neighborhood with better
schools, peer influences, social contacts, etc.), which in turn leads to additional socioeconomic gains (children
Teceive better education and get better jobs). Americans appear to agree, for nearly three-quarters of them
believe that a good neighborhood is more important than a good house.!8 Yet this normal avenue for cumu-
lative socioeconomic advancement is largely closed to blacks because of racial barriers to residential
mobility.19

In addition, because blacks in general have lower incomes and higher poverty rates than whites, pre-
dominantly black neighborhoods are likely to have the highest concentrations of low income levels and
poverty. Decreases in blue-collar inner-city jobs disproportionately affect such neighborhoods. The result is
that growing concentrations of poverty reinforce themselves as increasing unemployment further drains
income and erodes the ability of local businesses to survive.20 '

Massey supports his thesis with analyses that point to racial discrimination— not income levels, black
locational preferences, or any other reason—as the primary explanation for black residential segregation. But
whatever the causal factors, pervasive racial segregation bars much of the black population from America’s
normal avenue to socioeconomic progress. Racial segregation, Massey concludes, is responsible for a “new,
concentrated form of urban poverty,” and is a primary structural factor behind the creation of the underclass.2!

Enter housing policy. For if Massey is right, a major cause of our modern strain of urban poverty is
the residential confinement of large portions of our minority poor, especially blacks, to Wilson’s “neighbor-
hoods not organized around work.” Should it not be the office of housing policy to relieve that confinement
by opening avenues of residential mobility that could lead to socio-economic advancement? (And, as we argue
in Section III, to improved chances for “rescuing” at least some desolate inner-city neighborhoods through the
community rebuilding process.)

Charging it with a mobility mission respecting the confined urban poor would merely be the most
recent of numerous shifts in “housing policy”—temiporary way stations for the depression poor; construction
Jobs; slum clearance; home ownership; a decent home in a suitable environment. From excluding welfare
families and serving only the “aristocracy of the poor,” to building concentrated enclaves for the very poor.22
From shelter as an end in itself, with public housing authorities barred from providing social services,23 to
mandating public housing authorities to foster “family self-sufficiency.”24 From rigid adherence to societal
norms of racial separation?’ to desegregation.26

Against such a varied background the Cisneros HUD Administration is plainly entitled to shape its
own view of housing policy, and indeed may be ready to embrace the mobility mission. Secretary Cisneros
has said that among HUD’s highest priorities is to attack the “Extreme Spatial Segregations In Our
Communities by Race, Class and Income,” an attack which is to include “Mobility Strategies for People to

Seek Opportunity” and “De-Concentration of Poorest Populations.”2? The question, of course, is how—and
to that we now turn. S

II. The Mobility Mission.

Chicago’s Gautreaux Program is a starting point for a discussion of mobility. The program derives
from a 1966 housing desegregation lawsuit by black public housing residents against the Chicago Housing




92 NEW BEGINNINGS

Authority and HUD. Following liability determinations, HUD has since 1976 provided Section 8 rental
subsidies and funded a fair housing organization, the Leadership Council for Metropolitan Open Communities,
to assist 300-400 public housing families a year to rent apartments in the private market throughout the
Chicago metropolitan area in census tracts having a black population of under thirty percent.28

Seventeen years and five thousand families later it appears that Gautreaux families who move to the
suburbs do much better, economically and educationally, than Gautreaux families who move within Chicago.
Studies by Northwestern University show that even though the Gautreaux Program involves little or no assis-
tance in job placement, Gautreaux mothers who move to the suburbs are significantly more likely to find jobs
than Gautreaux mothers who move within the city. The studies also show that Gautreaux children in the
suburbs are more likely to remain in school, enter and graduate from college, and find jobs than their city coun-
terparts.2? The findings strongly suggest that moving to a better neighborhood—Massey’s “crucial avenue of
social mobility”— works for the ghetto poor. Indeed, albeit after many years, the Gautreaux findings eventually

led HUD to pronounce that “living outside of an area of poverty by itself has positive effects for high-risk
families.”30 ' /

In 1991-92, Congress finally responded to the Gautreaux experience and appropriated $70 million
from fiscal 1992 and 1993 funds for a “Moving to Opportunity” (MTO) demonstration in up to six large cities.
The demonstration is modeled on Gautreaux but uses low poverty rather than freedom from racial impaction
as its locational criterion.3] The fiscal 1992-93 appropriations will supply approximately 1,900 new Section 8
certificates and vouchers.32 For fiscal 1994, Congress greatly expanded MTO, appropriating $164 million
which should provide about 4,350 additional certificates and vouchers.33

Under HUD’s MTO guidelines (issued after long delay in August 1993) public housing families with
children may enter the program if they live in a participating city’s “high-poverty” census tracts—defined as
tracts with a poverty population of at least 40 percent. Families selected from an MTO waiting list will be split
randomly into three groups. The “experimental group” may move only to low-poverty census tracts— those
with poverty populations of less than 10 percent. Experimental families are to receive intensive housing coun-
seling services from a nonprofit organization working with the local housing authority. The services include
aggressive recruitment of landlords, home visits to participating families, advice concerning the advantages of
low-poverty areas, instruction and assistance in carrying out housing searches, and modest supportive services
after a move is made. Section 8 “comparison” families will receive only the more limited counseling usually
provided by the PHA to Section 8 participants; they are not restricted to low-poverty census tracts but may
move anywhere. A second control group will not receive Section 8 subsidies at all, and most will therefore
continue to reside in public housing. The demonstration is expected to get underway in mid-1994.34

Gautreaux and MTO bristle with interesting questions. For example, what are the requisites for
success? Landlord recruitment? Counseling? Housing search assistance? Post-move support? All of these?
Some only? If so, which ones? At the threshold, however, we need to know (1) whether the favorable
Gautreaux experience can be replicated in other metropolitan areas and, if so, (2) whether the Gautreaux/MTO
approach can be “scaled up” to involve larger numbers of families.

As to replication, the Leadership Council’s experience suggests that aggressive landlord recruitment,
at least at the outset of a program, and effective housing search assistance by dedicated counselors, are the keys
to successful Gautreaux-type administration. Gautreaux families receive: (1) thorough information about the .
Section 8 program; (2) an understanding of the potential advantages (especially respecting job and school
possibilities) of moving to low-poverty areas; (3) detailed, relevant information about the metropolitan area;
(4) instruction in “selling” themselves as good tenants to hesitant landlords; (5) housing search assistance,
including transportation and instruction in search techniques; and (6) some post-move support services.
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Performing these tasks well is a considerable challenge, even for an experienced, dedicated fair housing group
such as the Leadership Council. Will there be enough such strong groups to “go around”? And even if there
are, will other metropolitan areas have rental market vacancy rates as high as those in the Chicago area and as
-many landlords willing to rent to low-income, inner-city, minority families? (The Leadership Council has
worked hard over a period of years to “open up” the Chicago area rental market to Gautreaux families; it might
take a long time to match its record elsewhere.)

The scale-up issue also presents a challenging question: whether other areas—indeed, the Chicago
area itself—could support far higher levels of such moves to low-poverty areas. The small Gautreaux Program
has proceeded uneventfully; its. families have encountered only modest levels of racial discrimination or
harassment, and there has been virtually no government or community opposition. A substantial enlargement
of the non-threatening Gautreaux numbers might alter this benign experience. Or a “ceiling” in available
apartments might soon be encountered, either because of low vacancy rates or landlord attitudes. And even
apart from these unknowns, it remains to be demonstrated that Gautreaux-type programs can be administered
for much larger numbers of participating families without sacrifice of quality.

MTO may answer some of these questions, but MTO is limited to a few cities35 and provides, initially
at least, only a modest level of certificates and vouchers. MTO’s $234 million authorization for 6,250 certifi-
cates and vouchers is but a small fraction of the total of about $5 billion authorized in fiscal years 1992 through
1994 for some 145,000 units of additional Section 8 assistance.36 And its ten-year evaluation period is a long
time to wait to determine the potential of the Gautreaux mobility approach.

The central policy question may be framed this way: Can Gautreaux-type mobility administration be
successfully infused into conventional Section 8 programs run by public housing authorities, so that all or
some large portion of families receiving Section 8 certificates and vouchers may be afforded a realistic oppor-
tunity to move to better neighborhoods?

Dallas offers something of a case study suggesting an affirmative answer— that, if mandated to do so
by HUD and/or Congress, public housing authorities (not just nonprofits) can operate successful mobility
programs on a large scale. A 1987 consent decree settling a challenge to segregation in the Dallas Housing
Authority’s public housing and Section 8 programs required DHA to take the following steps, among others,
in its Section 8 program: (i) establish a housing mobility division with a staff of at least six; (ii) assure that
within three years 50 percent of DHA’s Section 8 families would live in census tracts where fewer than 10
certificates were in use as of the date of the decree (“non-impacted areas™); and (iii) assure that within three
years 15 percent of DHA’s Section 8 families would live in the suburbs.37

To administer the six-person mobility division, DHA transferred a budget analyst with a strong financial
and real estate background. Within six months DHA promoted him to run the entire Section 8 program, backed
by a staff of 18, including 12 counselors. As required by the consent decree, the Section 8 office contacted all
DHA public housing and Section 8 families. At convenient locations, including all DHA developments, coun-
selors ran briefing sessions and distributed information packets on the Section 8 program and the “portability”
of certificates and vouchers throughout the Dallas metropolitan area. Many existing Section 8 units were
inspected and found to be in violation of housing quality standards, which helped persuade residents to move.
Simultaneously, counselors contacted hundreds of landlords and established an extensive list of apartments
available to Section 8 families in non-impacted areas. Counselors “signed up” many landlords by presenting
Section 8 families as an asset— families, trying to improve their lives, who carried with them a guaranteed rent
stream. Interested families were provided van transportation to visit available units.38
































































































