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ADDITIONAL HOUSING VOUCHERS NEEDED TO
STEM INCREASE IN HOMELESSNESS
By Douglas Rice
“One of the changes in attitudes that I want to see here in Washington and all across the country is a belief that it is
unacceptable for children and families to be without a roof over their heads in a country as wealthy as ours.”
— President Obama, speaking to reporters on March 24, 2009.
“An extensive body of careful research has demonstrated that housing vouchers are critically important both for
preventing families with children from becoming homeless and for helping those who enter the shelter system to leave it
for permanent housing and not become homeless again.”
— Jill Khadduri, noted researcher and former HUD Policy Director.1
With strong evidence that poverty and homelessness are rising, Congress should consider
realigning budget priorities to provide rental assistance to more low-income families by funding new
housing vouchers.
Rental assistance is key to reducing homelessness among families with children. Housing
vouchers are a particularly effective form of rental assistance because they are flexible and costeffective, making housing affordable even for families with very low incomes, according to
numerous studies.
The Obama Administration will not release the full details of the President’s 2010 budget until
next month, but early indications suggest that it will not propose new rental assistance. Thus, the
responsibility to do so will fall to Congress.
Homelessness Rising as Job Losses Mount
During the last three recessions, the number of Americans living in poverty — and the number
living below half of the poverty line — has risen markedly, with the largest increases occurring in
recessions with the highest unemployment.2 Families with incomes below half of the poverty line
face the greatest risk of becoming homeless, as they have the most difficulty paying rent. For
example, a family of four with income below half of the poverty line has a monthly income of less
than $833, which itself falls below the $900 average cost of a modest two-bedroom apartment.3
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As job losses have mounted in recent months, rising numbers of families are falling into poverty
and losing their homes.
•

Since the recession began 16 months ago, the number of unemployed or underemployed
Americans has risen by 10 million.4 Unemployment will almost certainly get worse before the
job market recovers. Goldman Sachs recently projected that the unemployment rate, now at
8.5 percent, will rise to 9.6 percent by the end of 2009 and 10 percent by the end of 2010. Most
economists anticipate that the unemployment rate will remain above pre-recession levels for
several years.

•

Historically, changes in food stamp enrollment have closely tracked changes in poverty.5 Since
the recession began, the number of people receiving food stamps has risen by 4.6 million, or
16.8 percent. In 19 states, at least one-fourth of children are now enrolled in the food stamp
program. This is strong evidence that poverty is rising substantially.

•

New data indicate that homelessness among families with children is climbing sharply in many
communities. In the nation’s capital, for example, the number of families with children living in
emergency shelters or transitional housing or on the street increased by 25 percent in the past
year.6 While no comprehensive national data are available, these and other local reports are
supported by two recent national surveys. One showed that one in five responding school
districts reported having more homeless children in the fall of 2008 than over the course of the
entire 2007-2008 school year.7

This spike in homelessness is worsening what was already a large and persistent problem. Even
before the current recession, an estimated 1.6 million people, including 340,000 children, were
homeless and living in emergency shelters or transitional housing over the course of a year. Many
more adults and children were living on the street, in shelters for victims of domestic violence, or
temporarily in the homes of friends and relations.8
Homelessness can have adverse long-term consequences for children. Housing instability and
homelessness lower school performance, increase the chances of a child having to repeat a grade,
and reduce high school completion rates. Homelessness also puts children at greater risk of serious
physical health problems.9
Expanding the Voucher Program Can Help Fight Homelessness
Created in the 1970s, the Housing Choice Voucher Program has become the dominant form of
federal low-income housing assistance. Currently, about 2 million low-income families use vouchers
to help pay for housing they find in the private market.
Housing vouchers are flexible, cost-effective, and successful in making rental housing affordable
even for families with very low incomes, and numerous studies show they can play a critical role in
reducing homelessness among families with children.10 Because families can use vouchers almost
immediately, vouchers can rapidly address rental housing needs when homelessness is rising.
(Production subsidies are also essential, particularly for housing populations such as the elderly or
people with disabilities, or where decent quality rental housing is in scarce supply.11 Directing such
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subsidies through the newly-created National Housing Trust Fund would ensure that the
investments benefit high-risk families.12)
Until recently, Congress made substantial annual investments to expand rental assistance, funding
an average of about 80,000 new vouchers every year from 1976 to 2002. Congress funded no new
vouchers, however, during the five years from 2003 to 2007 — even though the number of poor
households spending at least half of their income for housing increased by 940,000, or 25 percent,
during this period.13
To alleviate the current increase in homelessness and reduce homelessness over the longer term,
the federal government should expand the voucher program. Congress could start by funding
200,000 new housing vouchers this year as part of the 2010 HUD appropriations act or a 2009
supplemental spending bill.
Housing Assistance in Stimulus Legislation Not Sufficient to Meet Rising Need
In recent months, the Administration and Congress have done much to strengthen the safety net
and ease the hardships that families have experienced during the recession. The American Recovery
and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) temporarily expanded unemployment and food stamp benefits, for
example, and provided $1.5 billion for a new Homelessness Prevention and Rapid Re-housing
Program (HPRP). This temporary program will help families cover one-time costs such as security
deposits or moving costs, short- or intermediate-term rental assistance, and housing search
assistance or other services.
Yet these resources will fall well short of addressing the increase in housing instability and
homelessness. As rising numbers of people lose jobs and fall into poverty during the recession, the
number of homeless American households — which already exceeds 1 million over the course of a
year — could increase by a third in 2009 and 2010 according to one estimate by the National
Alliance to End Homelessness. Homelessness will likely remain elevated in 2011 as well. The
HPRP funds can assist roughly 500,000 households over the next three years, or about 167,000
households per year — a significant number, but one that meets only a fraction of the likely increase
in need.14
In addition, families may not receive rental assistance under HPRP for longer than 18 months.
With a number of forecasters projecting that unemployment will remain above pre-recession levels
into 2014, and with a significant share of families being at risk of homelessness due to limited job
skills (which makes it hard for them to compete in markets where jobs are scarce), many families will
need rental assistance for a longer period.
A portion of the assistance under HPRP also will be needed to offset the expected decline in
turnover in federal rental assistance caseloads during the recession. In the voucher program, for
example, about 220,000 vouchers become available to families on waiting lists in a typical year as
other families exit the program. As job losses and worsening employment prospects make it more
difficult for families to “graduate” from the program, however, fewer families leave. Consequently,
the number of housing vouchers that become available due to turnover could fall by as much as
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100,000 per year during this recession.15 Similar trends would reduce the number of assisted units
available in other programs such as public housing.
The nation may be on the cusp of the largest increase in homelessness since the surge experienced
during the deep recession of the early 1980s. Additional housing vouchers will be needed to stem
this increase, as well as to address the persistent, long-term problem of homelessness.
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