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Introduction
Chairwoman Waters, Ranking Member McHenry, and members of the
Committee, I am pleased to join you today to speak to the value of housing choice
voucher expansion. My name is Ben Metcalf. I am the Managing Director of the Terner
Center for Housing Innovation, a research and policy center dedicated to the vision of a
country in which we live in vibrant, sustainable and affordable homes and communities.
I also speak today from the perspective of having run the State of California’s
Department of Housing and Community Development and from having overseen
multifamily housing programs for the United States Department of Housing and Urban
Development during the Obama Administration. In my testimony, I will be speaking to
the ways in which an expansion of the housing choice voucher program could have a
transformative impact on our current affordable housing crisis, offering a potential to
functionally end homelessness, remediate housing cost burden for low-income
households, and spur construction of new desperately needed housing. I will also be
noting five key areas of reform that would aid such an expansion in work more
effectively, which include:
● Accelerating deployment of known, critical fixes to the existing housing voucher
program;
● Prioritizing the most vulnerable populations as we undertake expansions
toward universal vouchers;
● Accompanying voucher expansion with a targeted renters tax credit for those
low income households who are approaching a phase-out of eligibility for rental
assistance as their incomes rise;
● Mandating minimal capacity standards for voucher administering entities and
having new vouchers administered by the same entities that are overseeing
state and local affordable housing programs wherever possible; and
● Pairing vouchers with a robust production-oriented strategy.

Our Housing Affordability Challenges Today

First, let me set the stage as to what we know of the housing affordability crisis
nationally. With wages for those below the median income having not kept pace with
rising housing costs, today we see a seemingly ever growing population of households
experiencing severe housing cost burdens that limit their ability to afford food, health
care, invest in their children’s education, save for retirement and recover in the wake of
natural disasters.
Nationally, the median income of renters has only slowly climbed since the Great
Recession, and in fact only recently recovered to its level before the dot com crash at the
start of the 2000s. At the same time, growing rental costs have significantly outstripped
changes in income. Low-cost units, defined as renting for $600 or less per month, are in
decreasing supply, with the share of rental units that are low-cost dropping to only 25%
in 2017. The share of apartment rentals for $1,000 or less dropped over this time as
well, and without an accompanying growth in income, families are left overly
cost-burdened.
Renters’ Incomes Haven’t Caught Up to Housing Costs
(Percent change since 2001, adjusted for inflation)

Source: Center for Budget and Policy Priorities tabulations
of the Census Bureau’s American Community Survey

Coastal states, such as California, Washington, Oregon, New York, and
Massachusetts, are top ranked for both having the largest percentage residency of
extremely low-income renters, as well as the least available, affordable rental-housing.
The housing shortage in these states extends up the income ladder, hurting those
making up to the area median income as well. One of many factors driving the
significantly larger housing shortages in these areas, and as a result the increasing
number of cost-burdened households, is the lack of HUD investment into subsidization
of affordable housing for low-income households. Research has demonstrated a clear
linear relationship between the percentage of extremely low-income renters who are

cost-burdened and HUD investment in rental subsidies, such that the greater HUD’s
investment in rental stock the smaller the proportion of extremely low-income renters
are cost-burdened in a given metro.1
Rental Homes Affordable and Available per 100 Extremely Low Income Renter
Households by State

Source: National Low Income Housing Coalition Tabulations of 2019 ACS PUMS Data

Housing Stock Deficit as Proportion of a State’s Housing Stock (Dynamic Estimate
Considering interstate migration flows)
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Source: Freddie Mac, based on CPS, HVS and Moody’s Analytics estimated data (based on 2018
figures)2

California is home to seven of the top ten most expensive cities for renters. Even
during the pandemic, when housing costs were dropping nationally, California renters
saw a 12% increase in average rent prices. Despite softening rental prices due to
COVID-19, in San Francisco, average rental costs are still $3,500 per month for a
two-bedroom apartment, a widely unattainable price for most renters to meet. To put
the average renter income and rental cost disparity in California into perspective, since
2000, rents in California have grown by 37%, while average wages have only increased
by 8% (the figure for income growth includes high-income renters, many of whom are
salaried, as well as minimum-wage workers).3 The National Low Income Housing
Coalition estimated nearly 1.3 million California renter households are extremely
low-income, 76% of which are severely cost-burdened, and the state lacks nearly 1
million rental homes that would be affordable and available to these renters.4
The housing affordability crisis has translated into a growing homelessness crisis,
with California at the forefront. 2020 marked the fourth consecutive year homelessness
rose in the United States, with the growth entirely concentrated in the unsheltered
population.5 Nearly a third of the country’s homeless population resides in California.
From 2019 to 2020, California saw the largest absolute growth in homelessness
compared to any other state, with an additional 10,270 residents experiencing
homelessness. In addition, California’s homeless population is more likely to be
unsheltered. HUD’s 2020 Annual Homeless Assessment Report (AHAR) found that 70%
of California’s residents experiencing homelessness sleep outside, representing roughly
113,000 unsheltered residents out of 161,000 individuals experiencing homelessness
within the state.
Continuums of Care (CoC) with the Highest Percentages of People Experiencing
Homelessness who were Unshletered in each CoC Category
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In addition to the toll on individuals and families, rising housing costs in
economically-productive areas, driven by housing supply restrictions, can negatively
impact employment growth and productivity.6 According to research by economists
Chang-Tai Hsieh and Enrico Moretti, the lack of affordable housing in cities like San
Francisco and San Jose costs the U.S. economy about $1.6 trillion a year in lost wages
and productivity.7 In addition, research is increasingly showing that local growth
controls and local discretion in the permitting process are significantly associated with
rising residential segregation and inequality.8 While land use regulations can serve
important purposes (such as green space conservation), excessive regulations constrain
supply and largely benefit existing property owners at the expense of renters and
working-class households.9
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Furthermore, the lack of affordably-priced housing supply has led to an increase
in net domestic out-migration from economically productive regions, such as those
found in California. The loss of lower- and middle-income residents from California,
over 400,000 in 2019, eclipses the relatively small in-migration of higher-income
residents, totalling around 50,000.10,11 Throughout the 2010s, the Census Bureau’s
Current Population Survey found that roughly 23% of out-migration in California was
explained by housing costs. In March of this year, the Public Policy Institute of
California conducted a statewide survey, finding 43% of Californian’s considered
moving due to housing affordability, with 33% considering moving out of the state
completely. Residents concentrated in high cost cities such as the San Francisco Bay
Area (49%), San Diego (44%), and Los Angeles (39%) are most likely to report housing
affordability as a source for considering a move.12 Out-migration from California has
also impacted housing costs in neighboring states, such as Idaho.13
California Lost Middle- and Lower- Income Adults, Gained Those with Higher Incomes

Source: Public Policy Institute of California, based on American Community Survey Data

The national housing crisis has only been exacerbated as communities face an
ever-growing risk of displacement due to wildfires, earthquakes, flooding and other
natural disasters. For example, in a recent study evaluating the impact of rising sea
levels on affordable housing in coastal communities, the authors found that small
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Californian and northeastern cities are at highest risk of flooding.14 For instance, in
nearly all cities examined in this study, affordable housing units are at greater risk of
flooding than general housing units, with 40% of affordable housing units in California
predicted to be at risk of flooding by the year 2050. Affordable housing complexes are
less likely to be resiliency-ready in response to flooding and natural disasters as a result
of the increased costs to fortify existing structures, and renters of these affordable
housing units are less likely to be insured.
More than 10 Million Renters Live in Areas Prone to Natural Disasters

Source: Joint Center for Housing Studies tabulations of US Small Business Administration; Disaster
Loan data; US Census Bureau, American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates.

Why an Expansion of the Housing Choice Voucher Program is Needed
Given the multifaceted negative consequences that result from the current
housing affordability crisis, the federal government should make the expansion of
housing assistance a priority. Housing assistance--through both demand and supply
side subsidies--works. Renters with financial assistance are less likely to experience
homelessness, housing instability, or overcrowded, unsafe housing conditions.
Government-funded rental assistance reduces poverty and improves overall health
outcomes for children. Children in families who received rental assistance demonstrated
more prosocial behavior and fewer negative behavioral problems and sleep
disruptions.15 In limited longitudinal studies, children who received rental assistance to
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move to low-poverty neighborhoods earned more in adulthood and were more likely to
attend college than children who remained in their original census tract whose families
did not receive housing aid.16,17 Adults too benefit from rental assistance, experiencing
lower rates of diabetes, obesity, and reporting significantly lower rates of anxiety and
depression. And research done by the Terner Center shows that when living in
high-quality, affordable housing, households invest in their own economic mobility as
well as their childrens.18
But federal rental assistance has been inadequate to meet the need for some time.
Today, approximately 1 in 4 eligible households are receiving assistance under the
current system, with many cities' housing choice waitlists either years long or closed
entirely.19 Despite this persistent deficit in available housing-assistance opportunities
for eligible households, from 2010 to 2020, the quantity of federally subsidized
tenant-based housing vouchers remained stagnant.20
The Supply of Federally Subsidized Units Has Remained Essentially Flat Since 2010

Source: Joint Center for Housing Studies tabulation of HUD, Picture of Subsidized Households and
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Housing choice vouchers are an important component of the overall system for
delivering housing assistance, complementing project based subsidies such as the Low
Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC), HUD multi-family, and public housing. The most
important advantage of housing vouchers is that they give recipients the freedom to
choose the kinds of housing and the locations that best meet their needs. Federal
housing construction programs have historically clustered assisted families in
low-income, central city neighborhoods, contributing to both concentrated poverty and
racial segregation. Housing Choice Vouchers -- by providing tenants with the option of
finding housing in the private market in many different neighborhoods -- have the
potential (if not fully realized) to help counteract patterns of poverty concentration and
racial segregation by enabling low-income renters to find and afford housing in
neighborhoods throughout a metropolitan region.21
In addition, housing vouchers serve as an important complement to the resources
that local and state governments use to build more affordable housing. Additional
project based vouchers can help affordable housing projects pencil, by increasing the
amount of commercial debt a project can leverage to assist with construction, and by
offsetting the need to find additional gap funding sources to accompany low income
housing tax credit equity. In particular, through LIHTC, local bond measures, and
inclusionary zoning ordinances, state and local governments can fund the production of
new affordable units, but often struggle with finding funding to support ongoing
operating subsidies, especially for very-low income households. This creates a barrier to
housing the most vulnerable households -- including formerly homeless individuals,
especially in higher cost regions, where the gap between income and LIHTC rents
requires additional subsidy. For example, in 2017, California enacted No Place Like
Home, a $2 billion bond funded program intended to provide permanent supportive
housing to formerly homeless individuals. But because of a lack of available vouchers,
the state was compelled to authorize funds that would otherwise have been used to build
much needed new units to be used as a capitalized operating subsidy reserve. This
reserve is only a temporary stopgap measure, since the operating reserves run out after
15 to 20 years, forcing a subsequent expensive recapitalization. The upshot: funds that
could be used to build more affordable housing now sit idle in project bank accounts as
reserves. An expanded voucher program could solve this operating revenue/expense
mismatch, and make more affordable units available for individuals experiencing
homelessness.
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Expansion of the Housing Choice Voucher Program Must be Accompanied
by Program Reform
While we work to expand the housing voucher program, it is important to recognize and
address challenges with the existing housing voucher system that limit its effectiveness
in its current form. And we must anticipate unintended negative consequences that are
likely to accompany any significant expansion.
Even today, a significant share of households who receive vouchers struggle to readily
use those vouchers to access appropriate housing. This is especially true in supply
constrained, high cost markets. For example, according to HUD’s new online tool to
evaluate Housing Choice Voucher programs at the national, state and local levels,
California currently has a leasing potential of 11,285. Leasing potential is the number of
additional units that could be leased for a full year while still maintaining HUD’s
recommended reserves. The Housing Authority of the City of Los Angeles alone has a
leasing potential of 2,337.22
Nationwide, an estimated 10 percent of vouchers are unused (despite the affordability
crisis), due to difficulties in finding units that meet minimum quality standards or fair
market rents, limits on where voucher holders can live and the short-time frame allowed
to find a unit, as well as landlord discrimination and/or unwillingessness to deal with
HUD rules and inspections.23 In a pilot study conducted for HUD, researchers screened
more than 341,000 online listings in 5 cities and found fewer than 9,000 that appeared
to be eligible for voucher use.24
As further detailed in the Terner Center’s recent published Federal Framework, below
are five actions that should accompany increased investment into the voucher
program25:
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First, accelerate deployment of known, critical fixes to the existing
housing voucher program, including:
● Updating and refining HUD’s process for setting Fair Market Rents. Fair Market
Rents set the maximum level for rents allowed under the voucher program. HUD
calculates these rents every year at the county level, but the process is
ill-equipped to address markets with rapidly rising or dropping rents, nor has it
served markets with significant rent variation at the sub-county level. Set the
rents too high and program costs can increase significantly (as well as push rents
upward), but if they are set too low, households will be unable to find adequate
units or be constrained to living in poorly resourced neighborhoods. HUD’s Small
Area Fair Market Rent demonstration, which calculates fair market rents at the
zip code instead of the county level, holds important lessons for improvements in
FMR calculations, and current research efforts by HUD to investigate methods
for increasing the accuracy and timeliness of the FMR setting process are critical
to continue and expand.26,27
● Making the current housing quality standard program less onerous for owner
participation. The voucher program currently requires that landlords must meet
a minimally acceptable level of physical quality for participating units. These
housing quality standards can be a major challenge to owner participation and
can cause a time delay such that a voucher holding household falls out of the
program. HUD must improve its ability to quickly resolve housing quality
standards, by employing technology solutions such as video inspections or
random sampling to lower the bar to participation -- differentiating minor issues
from more profound health and safety issues. Pushing for significant upgrades
can force units and/or owners out of the program, particularly in cases where
Fair Market Rents are close to existing market rents. The federal government
should instead support local governments in building out their own building code
inspection capacity in order to more broadly serve the housing market and
protect renters.
● Making it harder to directly or indirectly discriminate against voucher holders
seeking to rent housing. Today in much of the country it is permitted to
discriminate against voucher holders without penalty. And, even in states and
jurisdictions where voucher non-discrimination laws are now formally in place
(such as California), landlords are able to sidestep that obligation to rent to
voucher-holding households by imposing high security deposit amounts, credit
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standards, and/or by listing their units at rents just above the Fair Market Rent.
The bipartisan Choice in Affordable Housing Bill, authored by Senators Coons
and Kramer offers a number of fixes to these issues, including providing
landlords with signing bonuses and better aligning financial incentives for
voucher administering entities.
● Investing heavily in renter counseling and landlord outreach. Today, inadequate
marketing to landlords, along with little support for them in understanding the
mechanics of the voucher programs or their legal obligations greatly limit uptake.
Scalable models exist with high-performing public housing authorities. Similarly,
a significant expansion of renter counseling for renters who receive vouchers to
help them better understand their rights and options has been shown to greatly
increase the likelihood of timely leasing and geographic mobility.28
Second, prioritize the most vulnerable populations as we undertake
expansions toward universal vouchers. This includes requiring that new
vouchers be prioritized for formerly homeless populations or other vulnerable or
extremely low income populations, in alignment wherever possible with state and local
affordable housing programs. And this may also include priorities for other special
populations that align with other areas of capital investment where vouchers can be
beneficially project based, such as individuals with disabilities, youth aging out of foster
care, the elderly, or those with extremely low-incomes living in communities at risk of
displacement who can’t otherwise be readily housed within LIHTC developments.
Third, accompany voucher expansion with a targeted renters tax credit
for those low income households who are approaching a phase-out of
eligibility for rental assistance as their incomes rise. Expanded voucher
assistance should be paired with a renters tax credit for those with low to moderate
incomes who still struggle with housing burdens. Creating a targeted tax credit could
ensure expanded assistance avoids the twin challenges of the “subsidy cliff” and asset
limits, where renters lose their assistance if their income goes above a certain level and
where they are prohibited from building savings that can facilitate greater economic
mobility. Research has shown that these cliffs can serve as a disincentive to work,
particularly when even moderate incomes are insufficient to cover the gap between
subsidized and market rents. Enacting a renter’s tax credit targeted at working
households who earn low incomes yet still face high housing cost burdens would create a
more robust ladder of housing opportunity. This type of credit could support transitions
out of rental assistance and potentially into affordable, entry-level homeownership, if
28
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those renters were able to accumulate more savings for a down payment. Lastly, while
the existing operational complexity of vouchers may be a worthwhile trade-off for
very-low or extremely low-income households, that complexity may be harder to justify
if and as more vouchers are made available to those earning between 50-80% of area
median income, especially when the share of rent those households can afford
approaches the fair market rent standard in their jurisdictions. In these cases, the tenant
share of rent may substantially outweigh HUD’s share of rent. At a certain point, that
relatively modest benefit may become too cumbersome to justify, either from a renter or
landlord’s perspective.
Fourth, mandate minimal capacity standards for voucher administering
entities and have new vouchers administered by the same entities that are
overseeing state and local affordable housing programs wherever
possible. The current system requires HUD to work through thousands of voucher
administering public housing authorities (PHAs) to implement the voucher program.
Many of these are low capacity, with inadequate technology platforms, and don’t
otherwise engage in new housing construction. Ensuring PHAs that do administer
vouchers have quality staffing and robust systems in place to monitor and manage new
vouchers is critical. In addition, today PHAs often sit outside of the mainstream
affordable housing capital subsidy delivery structure, meaning that opportunities to
couple vouchers with production-based subsidies for greater impact are lost. HUD must
have the flexibility to allocate new vouchers to state or regional governments, or other
non-traditional entities such as community development financial institutions or project
based rental assistance contract administrators, in order to better coordinate tenant
based assistance with other efforts to address gaps in affordable housing.
Fifth, pair vouchers with a robust production-oriented strategy. Broader
purchasing power by a growing number of voucher holding households risks further
driving up rents, which could lead to higher program costs and greater housing cost
burdens for non-voucher holding households. Addressing constraints to housing supply
at the lower end of the market is therefore paramount for avoiding market distortions,
especially where supply is most constrained, and to make sure the housing stock that is
coming online creates access to a diverse array of communities and in ways that support
climate imperatives and racial equity. This requires the federal government to work
constructively with local governments to do away with exclusionary housing policies and
local regulatory barriers. It also requires a larger share of new housing vouchers, whose
rents would be pegged to market rents, to be project based into new rental housing
communities. For traditional affordable housing, including permanent supportive
housing, the additional commercial debt facilitated through project based vouchers is
already used to close funding gaps that otherwise complicate the production of new low
income tax credit funded affordable housing, particularly in higher cost markets. But an

expanded voucher program should also be used to spur otherwise market-rate
construction to take on project based vouchers for a share of their units, enabling such
developments to offer mixed-income housing while financing against the voucher
enabled revenue stream. By functionally de-risking a share of a multifamily market-rate
project’s forecasted rental revenue, a voucher expansion could stimulate construction of
new housing, particularly if paired with expanded federal investment into shallow
subsidy programs such as those used by market rate developers, including the
tax-exempt bond program, the Federal Housing Administration’s 221d4 or 236
programs, and/or a more aggressive set of debt products that might be made available
by Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac. Programs like these require less regulatory oversight
than traditional affordable housing capital programs, are available “over the counter”,
and cost far less on a subsidy per unit basis. By leveraging commercial debt secured by
project based voucher revenue, more expensive deep capital subsidy sources can be
avoided, while still achieving the same depth of affordability for the residents of those
project based voucher units.
Conclusion
In summary, our current housing voucher program plays a critical role in helping
vulnerable individuals and households to affordably access needed housing. An
expansion to that program should markedly help to remediate widening inequality and
reverse place-based racial and income segregation. Furthermore it would directly
complement efforts to address homelessness in high cost states, where the gap between
production based subsidies and very low incomes profoundly limit the ability to reach
the most vulnerable families.
But any effort to move towards universalizing vouchers must be accompanied by
reforms to the voucher program to increase its effectiveness. Above all, we must move in
tandem to unlock and enable new housing supply in our most supply-constrained and
economically vital regions.
Taken together, these changes to federal housing policy could put us on a path toward
having a country where all families have a shot at the middle class and can live in homes
and communities that are vibrant, safe, and affordable.

