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Now

espite its stark visibility, homelessness
was virtually ignored during the

presidential campaigns. Itshould not
be an afterthought or a special problem to be
tackled once the needs of the middle class are
addressed. Rather, it should be an integral part
of President Clinton’s econermic strategy. This
means increasing the availability of affordable
housing, ensuring adequate incomes and social
services for all people, and safeguarding the civil
rights of homneless people.

By conservative estimates, on any given
night more than 700,000 Americans,' in-
cluding approximately 140,000 children, sleep
on the streets or in shelters.? In any given
year, two million men, women, and children
are homeless in urban, suburban, and rural
areas across the country.® Millions more are
at risk of homelessness.

According to the latest government data,
the number of people living in poverty
increased from 13.5 percent in 1990 to 14.2
percentin 1991.* Over 35 million people now
livebelow the povertyline.® About 40 percent

of those people spend 70 percent or more of

their income on housing.® This means that
for growing millions of Americans, 2 missed
paycheck, a health crisis, or a high utility bill
could bring the threat of homelessness.

Ending homelessness requiresmore than
building more shelters and soup kitchens.
Such emergency measures provide critical
survival aid: a meal for the day and a bed for
the night. But shelters and soup kitchens do
nothing to address factors which lead to
homelessness: the lack of housing, jobs, and
social services. Thus, they are not the answer.
Ending homelessness means going beyond
emergency relief to long-term solutions. To-
gether with many others, the National Law
Center on Homelessness and Poverty is
currentdly working on national policies to
mmplement such solutions.” The Clinton ad-
ministration can help.

Housing

The national shortage ofaffordable hous-
ing is a leading cause of homelessness.®
Currently, only one-third of those eligible for
housing assistance from any level of govern-
ment actually receive it.® New policies are
needed to make more affordable housing
available. Supportive housing options which
include social services should be made avail-
able for people with mental disabilities or
substance dependencies.

Specific policies should depend on local
needs. In areas where housing units exist but
are not affordable to low-income people,
subsidies such as housing vouchers should be
provided to make those units affordable. In
areas of the country where there is a shortage
of decent housing, new units should be
developed through a combination of federal
incentives such as tax credits and direct
federal funding. Federal subsidies should be
coupled with measures to control costs, such
as limiting rents to actual Jandlord expenses
plus a reasonable rate of profit. New units
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created through direct federal aid should be
held by public or private nonprofit entities.
Using vacant property should be a top
priority. Property in a reasonable state of
repair is the quickest and most cost-effective
way to create new housing units. Moreover,
federal law requires that unused and
underused federal buildings and land, in-
cluding office buildings, hospitals and military
housing, be used as facilities to help horneless
people.”? Successful projects that provide
assistance, including housing, job training
and day care, are underway in cities around
the country. An executive order to imple-

ment existing law vigorously and expansively

could make a substantial difference.
Income

Adequate income is another part of
housing affordability. Of the total adult
homeless population, 17 percent currently
have steady or part-time jobs, but donotearn
enough to pay for housing.!’ In a 1989
survey, 55 percent of homeless individuals
surveyed reported that they had looked for
work in the past month.”? And of the total
poor population —over 35 million people —
approximately 40 percent are paying over 70
percent of their income for housing.’® As a

result, many people are at risk of becoming

homeless. In order to ensure adequate in-
come, earned income should be supplemented
to make work pay, job programs should be
created for homeless people who are able to
work, income assistance should be provided
for people who cannot work, and priority
should be given to making sure that homeless
people receive existing assistance for which
they are eligible.

The recently passed expansion of the
EarnedIncome Tax Creditwas an important
first step. In addition, a special refundable
credit should be created for working home-
less people. It should be made available
immediately and it should be sufficient to
cover the costs of a security deposit and one
month’s rent.

Job training prograrns should be created
for homeless people who are able to work.
They should be coupled with job referral or
Jjob creation programs, focusing primarily on
critical public needs such as housing renova-

tion and construction and infrastructure
repair. These programs should include sup-
portservices to provide transportation, access
to telephones, bathing facilities, clothes, and
child care.

Income assistance should be provided to
homeless people who are not working. Such
assistance should be tied to local housing

‘costs; currently, income assistance programs

fall well below such costs, Assistance should
be extended to cover all who need it, includ-
ing twoparentfamilies and single individuals.

Finally, priority should be given to en-

sure that homeless people receive existing

assistance for which they are eligible. Ac-
cording to numerous studies, 25 to 30 percent
of homeless people are eligible for federal
disability benefits, but only four percent
actually receive assistance.* An aggressive
outreach program, which could be imple-
mented by executive order, should be
instituted to help homeless people sign up for
these benefits and to use them to find
housing.

Services

Social services must be available for
homeless people and people at risk of home-
lessness. They should include medical and
mental health care, substance abuse treat-
ment, and education for homeless children.
All social services should be coordinated with
housing and income assistance. The govern-

ment should provide health care which

includes preventive care, it should help people
who are mstitutionalized apply for federal
disability benefits and food stamps before
they are discharged, and make sure that
homeless children are given access to public
schools.

According to recent studies, about 25
percent of homeless people are mentally
disabled'"and about 17 percent have signifi-

cant health problems.'® Preventive health

care should be provided, and mental health
and drug abuse treatment should include
access to residential care, if needed.
Current federal law provides that people
who are institutionalized may apply for
federal disability benefits and food stamps
before discharge.'” But this policy, designed
to prevent homelessness, is not being imple-
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mented. An executive order requiring vigor-
ous and immediate implementation could
help prevent indigent institutionalized per-
sons from being discharged onto the streets.
Similarly, current law requires public
schools to educate homeless children.'* How-
ever, according to the U.S. Department of
Education, 28 percent of all homeless chil-
dren are not attending school.'® An executive
order requiring vigorous federal monitoring
of the law could help ensure that homeless
children get the education they need to avoid
becoming homeless adults.
Civil Rights
Finally, homeless people’s civil rights
must be safeguarded. Laws that criminalize
conduct in which homeless people must
engage, such as public sleeping, are cruel and
have been held unconstitutional.®® More-
over, attempts to sweep homeless people
away do nothing to solve the problem.
Federal regulations that criminalize home-
less people’s conduct should not be enforced
and cities receiving federal funds should be
prohibited from enforcing such laws. Fur-
ther, rules that prevent homeless people from
voting, such as permanent address require-
ments, should not be enforced. Homeless
people must be guaranteed the right to vote,
so they gain access to the political process.

Conclusion

Homelessness bears terrible human, so-
cial and economic costs. Unless the new
administration acts quickly to end homeless-
ness, there is the risk that these costs will be
accepted as tolerable. A vigorous, fast-track
strategy is needed to implement the solutions
we have outlined, President Clinton, we call
on you to join us and to end homelessness now.
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