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It’s Time to Re-Brand
the “Housing Crisis”
by Randy Shaw‚ Nov. 18‚ 2008

Digg  

From the 1970Õs through much of

the Clinton years, affordable

housing advocates made little

progress maintain ing the federal

governmentÕs 1949 commitment to

provide safe and affordable housing Òfor all Americans.Ó But startin g in the

late 1990Õs, activists made gains by reframin g the Òhousing crisisÓ from a

problem identifie d with the  very poor, to one that also impacted Òworking

familie s.Ó In the go-go days of the real estate bubble, this re-branding won

the broadest politica l support for affordable housing had seen since the

1960Õs. But then came the foreclosure crisis and credit crun ch. This

component of the Òhousing crisisÓ became front-page news and a constant

topic on the campaign trail, while  homelessness, and the million s of familie s

livin g in unaffordable and/or un healthy rental housing, was ignored. When

middle -class people are being threatened with the  loss of their homes, the

problems of low-in come renters are put on the back-burn er. This helps

explain the surprisin g defeat of an affordable housing set-aside initia tive

(Prop B) in progressive San Francisco, and demonstrates why housing

activists must re-brand the affordable rental housing crisis to get traction in

the current climate.

When one examin es public attitude s toward homelessness and the affordable

rental housing crisis over the past nearly thre e decades, a pattern is clear:

when the economy is buzzing and good times predomin ate, public concern

over those Òleft outÓ of the boom is at its highest. But in down times, like

today, focus is on the struggling middle-class homeowner, not on the housing

problems of the longstanding ill-housed population .

Tough Times Require Reframing

We just fin ished a presidential campaign in which the term Òhousing crisis,

presidential campaignÓ appears 468,000 times when Googled. And yet I

could not readily fin d a single mention  of the housing crisis in terms of a

shortage of affordable rental housing, or its most public manifestation ,
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homelessness.

Talk to anyone involved with federal housing policy and they will te ll you that

HUD is a mess. This is a standard result of eight years of Republican rule,

with the  Nixon, Reagan and Bush Administration Õs all doin g incalculable

damage to both HUD and federal housing programs.

Since Bush took office, activists have won increased housing funding at the

state and local level using the politica lly effective argument that such

programs help the workin g and middle -class. But evidence is emerging that

this analysis no longer has as much traction, as politicia ns and the media

redefin e the housing crisis to focus on struggling homeowners, not renters.

San Francisco’s Prop B

Ben Malley describes below how some activists in terpret Prop BÕs defeat. My

own take is that the answer goes beyond the common explanation s -- Mayor

NewsomÕs opposition , last-min ute anti-B ma ilers and robo calls, a risin g city

budget deficit, the  measureÕs alleged over-ta rgetin g of those of very low

incomes, and the overall fin ancial meltdown --and reflects a seismic shift in

voter attitude s about the nature of what we call our Òhousing crisis.Ó

Consider this: I did n ot talk to a single person prior to Ele ction Day who

thought Prop . B would lose. Despite all of the factors noted above, the

consensus among both supporters and opponents of the measure was that

ÒSan Franciscans will always vote for affordable housing.Ó

There was ample basis for such confidence. In 2002, a poorly run  San

Francisco housing bond campaign still got well over 50% of the vote. The

2004 bond got nearly 66%. Eight supervisors put Prop B on the ballot,

makin g it hard to believe that the mom and apple pie housing measure could

not get a bare majority.

But Prop B did not even get 48% of the vote, and lost by nearly 16,000 votes.

And San Francisco voters rejected Prop B on a local ballot in  which

progressive supervisor candidates won all thre e ÒswingÓ races, and in which

voters came out in droves to oppose Prop 8 and support Barack Obama.

Potential Next Steps

New Surveys:  In  the late 1990Õs, the Nation al Low-In come Housing Coalition

conducted focus groups in suburban areas to come up with a more politica lly

effective message for affordable housing. Locally, Dianne Spauldin g of the

Non-Profit Housin g Association  of Northern Californ ia has engaged in

pollin g toward a similar goal.



Updated  Th ursd ays

These surveys proved very effective, and contribute d to the passage of a

Nation al Housin g Trust Fund earlie r this year. Now a new set of polls and

focus groups must proceed to come up with a message that prevents the

foreclosure crisis from drown ing out the need for more public support for

affordable rental housing.

Reframing Attitudes :  The Tenderloin  Neighborhood Development

Corporation  has an astonishing number of projects in the pipelin e, and has a

particula rly great track record of producin g affordable family un its.

What struck me when I got TNDCÕs 2007 annual report was that citywide

housing advocates seem to focus less on the great thin gs that are being done

than on the ever present Òneed.Ó This need is said to be both voracious and

unlimite d, likely leading many voters to figure why bother fun ding Prop B if

little  systemic imp act will occur.

There is a great need, but creatin g the impression that the city cannot reduce

it is not a great strategy to get increased public support.

We have seen the same phenomenon around homelessness. It is an article  of

faith among many progressives and conservatives that Mayor NewsomÕs

Òfailure Ó in combatin g homelessness is evidenced by the numbers currently

livin g in shelters or on the streets.

It has become politica lly irre levant that San Francisco has created more

permanent housing for homeless single adults than any city in  the United

States ever has over a five year period. In stead, advocates ignore what has

been accomplished and focus on the familie s or other population s not

housed, helping to lead key portion s of the electorate to conclude is that

homelessness is too intractable problem to justify addition al funds.

Housing activists need to follow the  lead of school advocates by promotin g a

message that affirms the  successes of the past without imp lyin g a lack of

ongoing need. High test scores are not attacked out of fear that they will

reduce school funding, but instead build public support for more  money --

affordable housing can be similarly reframed once advocates feel comfortable

acknowledging that public fun ds have brought real gains.

New Leadership/Coalition Politics

Who are the elected officia ls at any level of government who speak out on a

regular basis about affordable rental housing?

Barney Frank used to be a leading nation al figure , but he is now focused on

foreclosures. Who has replaced him? Who is out there speakin g at a state

level?



Eight San Francisco supervisors endorsed Prop B, but none engaged in a

high-p rofile  public campaign for the measure. WouldnÕt that leadership  have

proved helpful?

I also thin k that affordable housing does not involve the diversity of group s

that it did in  the past decade. Labor, senior, and other groups have their own

problems and prioritie s--by re-branding itself for the  Age of Foreclosures, the

affordable housing movement could also look at potential new allies and to

broaden its base.

These are but a few ideas to start a larger debate. The Òworking familyÓ

paradigm for the  affordable rental housing movement can no longer carry the

day, and what replaces it is yet to be discovered.

EMAIL  THIS STORY          PRINT FRIENDL Y

Copyright © 2005-2008 Beyond Chron.org. All rights reserved.

RSS News Feed


