Outline of Talking Points
Thank you for allowing me to address the Board on an issue important to the effectiveness of local Housing Choice Voucher programs.

The Housing Choice Voucher Program is the largest federally funded low-income housing assistance program.  Nationally, it serves approximately 2 million families.  As of June 30 of last year, 27,649 local families were receiving assistance through the voucher program.  An additional 52,542 families in the region are on waiting lists to receive assistance.

On January 30, President Bush signed into law the HUD appropriations act for 2004.  The bill, as passed by Congress, provided enough funding to cover all vouchers currently in use.  In May, HUD announced changes affecting the funding structure of the Housing Choice Voucher program for calendar year 2004 and made retroactive to January 1 of this year.  
In the past, HUD provided each housing agency with enough funds to cover the costs of the vouchers they were authorized to administer.  Funding was based on the actual cost per unit housing agencies accumulated for each voucher leased during the last three months of the previous calendar year plus an inflation amount.  With the new changes, however, the per unit cost will be a fixed amount for each voucher based on an agency’s average per unit cost for the three month period May – July 2003.  HUD also reduced administrative fees and has lowered the region’s fair market rent.
Local public housing agencies are in the process of determining the specific impacts these changes will have on our ability to effectively serve our clients.  Anticipated funding shortfalls through year end vary across jurisdictions, but estimates include $120,000 for Arlington County, $218,291 in Fairfax County, $264,708 for Loudoun County, $400,000 in Montgomery County and $4 million dollars for the District of Columbia.  Cost containment steps already taken by several local housing agencies include:
· Increasing the amount of income families must contribute toward their rent.  Currently, families pay 30% of their adjusted monthly income towards rent and utilities, or a minimum rent amount of $25 for the most needy.  Montgomery County has increased the minimum amount of rent vouchers holders are required to pay to $50 per month (the maximum amount allowed by HUD).  And housing agencies may need to require families to pay up to 40% of their adjusted monthly income to help defray program costs.   
· Decreasing the number of vouchers available to families.  As of July 1, the City of Alexandria Redevelopment Housing Authority has ceased issuing new vouchers to families on their waiting list.  Such action may ensure that family contributions do not rise above 30% of income, but will significantly decrease the number of families that can be served.  In some cases, especially in high-rent areas, housing agencies may need to increase family contributions as well as reduce the number of available vouchers.

· Lowering the voucher payment standard.  In response to the reduction of the region’s fair market rents for fiscal year 2005, several local housing agencies have lowered the voucher payment standard.  Housing agencies have the option of setting voucher payment standards at levels between 90% to 110% of the fair market rent.  During the past fiscal year, this set the payment standard for 2 bedroom apartments at $1,339.  As of October 1, housing agencies in Alexandria, Arlington and Montgomery County have had to lower their voucher payment standards from 110% to 100% to 103% of the 2-bedroom fair market rent making these vouchers worth $1,187 to $1,222 a reduction of 9.5% to 12.8% from 2004 payment standards.  Effective December 1, Fairfax County is lowering its voucher payment standards to 93.5% of 2005 fair market rents.
Impacts of HUD's changes to the voucher program for voucher families are anticipated to include:
· A decrease in the number of units available to program participants due to the decreased value of vouchers.  During fiscal year 2004, 2-bedroom market rents in the City of Alexandria were 16.2% higher than the 2004 fair market rents.  The lower payment standards will make it difficult for voucher families to locate units with rents falling within the federal rent limits.
· An increase in the number of homeless families in the region as voucher families find it more and more difficult to locate rental units at or below the region’s fair market rent or who lose their current units because they can no longer afford to pay their share of the rent.

· The reconcentration of low-income families in high poverty areas where rents are cheaper.  
· And a decrease in the number of families who purchase homes through the voucher program.  
Total funding shortfalls for local voucher programs are not yet known.  However, as the previously mentioned estimates indicate, local housing choice voucher programs can anticipate a combined minimum shortfall of approximately $5 million dollars.  We are here to ask that you approve the resolution presented before you and agree to sign and forward the letter drafted to Alphonso Jackson, Secretary of the Department of Housing and Urban Development, expressing local concerns about HUD’s changes to the Housing Choice Voucher program.  House and Senate staff are currently working to finalize the VA-HUD Appropriations bill before Congress returns next week, so your immediate response is essential.
