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November 10, 2004

The Honorable Alphonso Jackson

Secretary

U.S. Department of housing and Urban Development

451 Seventh Street, N.W.

Washington, DC 20410 

Dear Secretary Jackson,

I write on behalf of the Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments (COG), to express concern about reduced Fiscal Year (FY) 2004 funding levels and proposed changes to the Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher Program contained in the Administration’s FY 2005 budget. COG is a regional organization of 19 local governments in the metropolitan Washington region.  COG has a long history of addressing affordable housing issues in the metropolitan Washington region, including issues affecting the Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher Program and the local families it serves.
First, we encourage HUD to reverse the FY 2004 voucher renewal guidelines as outlined in Notice PIH 2004-7, issued on April 22, 2004.  We believe the new guidelines will lead to the underfunding of many local Public Housing Agencies (PHAs) resulting in many families losing needed housing assistance.  The funding shortfalls will also increase the burden on other local programs, such as homeless service providers and locally-funded rental assistance programs, as these agencies struggle to fill the void left by the decrease in Housing Choice Voucher Program assistance.
Although HUD recently announced steps to mitigate the FY 2004 funding crisis created by the voucher renewal formula (limiting cost-per-unit adjustments to the number of vouchers under lease at August 1, 2003, with some adjustment for inflation), we are concerned that these changes will not actually solve the funding problem for PHAs in our area this fiscal year.  
Looking beyond 2004 issues, we oppose the proposed Flexible Voucher Program (FVP) outlined in HUD’s FY 2005 budget, as well as the proposed funding cut for the program.  The Administration’s proposed funding for Section 8 tenant-based vouchers is cut by more than $1 billion below that for FY 2004.  Yet, estimates suggest an additional $1.6 billion is necessary to maintain current levels of voucher assistance.  In addition, we believe HUD should reinstate the voucher renewal formula in use prior to FY 2004 which based voucher renewals on costs in the most recent quarter for which the PHA has submitted data to HUD.
The proposed FVP would replace the current unit-based allocation of Section 8 funds with a fixed dollar amount in a block grant to PHAs.  We are greatly concerned the fixed dollar amount will not keep pace with the cost of providing rental assistance to needy families.  As a result, fewer families would be served, the rent-burden on needy families would increase, and some families may even lose their assistance.  Additionally, the FVP permits numerous substantial programmatic changes to the Section 8 voucher program which will have dramatic impacts on voucher holders.  The changes will also burden other local organizations, already struggling to maintain services within limited budgets, serving the area’s neediest families.
The Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher Program is the nation’s largest rental assistance program.  It is successful in assisting thousands of local families with housing costs.  We are sensitive to the cost concerns expressed by HUD and administration officials.  We stand willing to engage in a comprehensive and fundamental dialogue with HUD about the future of the Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher Program.  We strongly believe any efforts to improve the program should build on its proven positive aspects.

Sincerely,

Phil Mendelson

Chair Board of Directors

Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments

cc:
Honorable Barbara Mikulski
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Dear Secretary Jackson,

I write on behalf of the Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments (COG), to express concern about reduced Fiscal Year (FY) 2004 funding levels and proposed changes to the Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher Program contained in the Administration’s FY 2005 budget. COG is a regional organization of 19 local governments in the metropolitan Washington region.  COG has a long history of addressing affordable housing issues in the metropolitan Washington region, including issues affecting the Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher Program and the local families it serves.

First, we encourage HUD to reverse the FY 2004 voucher renewal guidelines as outlined in Notice PIH 2004-7, issued on April 22, 2004.  We believe the new guidelines will lead to the underfunding of many local Public Housing Agencies (PHAs) resulting in many families losing needed housing assistance.  The funding shortfalls will also increase the burden on other local programs, such as homeless service providers and locally-funded rental assistance programs, as these agencies struggle to fill the void left by the decrease in Housing Choice Voucher Program assistance.

Although HUD recently announced steps to mitigate the FY 2004 funding crisis created by the voucher renewal formula (limiting cost-per-unit adjustments to the number of vouchers under lease at August 1, 2003, with some adjustment for inflation), we are concerned that these changes will not actually solve the funding problem for PHAs in our area this fiscal year.  

Looking beyond 2004 issues, we oppose the proposed Flexible Voucher Program (FVP) outlined in HUD’s FY 2005 budget, as well as the proposed funding cut for the program.  The Administration’s proposed funding for Section 8 tenant-based vouchers is cut by more than $1 billion below that for FY 2004.  Yet, estimates suggest an additional $1.6 billion is necessary to maintain current levels of voucher assistance.  In addition, we believe HUD should reinstate the voucher renewal formula in use prior to FY 2004 which based voucher renewals on costs in the most recent quarter for which the PHA has submitted data to HUD.

The proposed FVP would replace the current unit-based allocation of Section 8 funds with a fixed dollar amount in a block grant to PHAs.  We are greatly concerned the fixed dollar amount will not keep pace with the cost of providing rental assistance to needy families.  As a result, fewer families would be served, the rent-burden on needy families would increase, and some families may even lose their assistance.  Additionally, the FVP permits numerous substantial programmatic changes to the Section 8 voucher program which will have dramatic impacts on voucher holders.  The changes will also burden other local organizations, already struggling to maintain services within limited budgets, serving the area’s neediest families.

The Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher Program is the nation’s largest rental assistance program.  It is successful in assisting thousands of local families with housing costs.  We are sensitive to the cost concerns expressed by HUD and administration officials.  We stand willing to engage in a comprehensive and fundamental dialogue with HUD about the future of the Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher Program.  We strongly believe any efforts to improve the program should build on its proven positive aspects.

Sincerely,

Phil Mendelson

Chair Board of Directors

Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments

cc:
Honorable Paul S. Sarbanes
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