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Introduction
Racial segregation of black residents, while declining modestly over the past two decades, is nonetheless extraordinarily high in the United States.  In 2000, the average black person in the United States lived in a neighborhood that was 51% black (despite accounting for only 12.7% of the US population) and 33% white.  The average white person lived in a neighborhood that was 80% white and only 7% black.  Employing the dissimilarity index, the standard measurement for segregation, the average black-white segregation index for US metropolitan areas in 2000 was 65.1, a decline of 8.8 percentage points since 1980.  Hispanic-white and Asian-white segregation, while significant, are considerably lower than black-white segregation.  Dissimilarity indices for Hispanics-whites are in the range of 50.0 and for Asian-whites in the range of 40.0. (Data from Mumford Center Report Dec. 18, 2001)

In the international context, Musterd (2005: 334) presents data drawn from a variety of studies that indicate segregation levels for American blacks are very high compared to levels of segregation for various ethnic groups in European cities (e.g., Turks, Moroccans, Pakistani, Black Caribbeans, etc.).  Segregation levels for US Hispanic and Asian groups, however, are more in line with segregation of ethnic groups in European cities.  After reviewing the studies, Musterd concludes, “levels of ethnic segregation tend to be higher in the US compared to Europe.  However, if we omit the Black population, the differences are much smaller than perhaps expected, and in some European cities they even are comparable with US metropolitan area averages.”

In this paper we first examine what accounts for the level of racial segregation in US urban areas, and, in particular, why, at least for American blacks, it is so much higher than is the case for ethnic groups in Europe.  We will, thus, be particularly sensitive for possible explanatory conditions that exist in the US but not in Europe.  

We next examine US policies that have been directed towards racial segregation.  Like France, the dominant ideology (as well as cultural mythology) in the United States is that of equality of all citizens before the law and equal opportunity for all citizens as individuals.  US policies directed towards residential racial segregation have reflected this ideology in that they have been either aimed directly at preventing illegal discrimination on the basis of race or they have been targeted to individuals on the basis of their income needs.  

In contrast, American policies in education and employment have included an “affirmative action” component.  This component (frequently termed “positive discrimination” by French commentators, although this term is not used in the United States) provides an advantage to blacks and, in some cases, members of other minority groups in admission to education institutions and in hiring decisions.  Affirmative action is hotly contested; it is viewed as a temporary deviation from the dominant American ideology, although much of the debate is concerned with how long “temporary” means.  The adoption of affirmative action policies results from an understanding that the history of slavery, followed by systematic and pervasive discrimination against blacks well into the 20th century made it impossible for most individual black Americans to start from a position of equal opportunity.  It also results, probably more directly, from the riots and social unrest of the 1960s.  The events of that period challenged the thinking of many American intellectuals and policy makers and led them to conclude that the demands of social stability required extraordinary efforts (even if it meant breaking temporarily with the dominant ideology) to ensure that the black population be economically and socially integrated into the fabric of American society and its institutions.

Explaining Racial Residential Segregation Processes in the United States
Musterd explains the higher level of segregation in US metropolitan areas as an artifact of slavery, which, of course, existed in the United States but not in European countries.  However, while obviously true, this is, in many respects too simple a response.  Massey and Denton (1993: 10) note that “high levels of black-white segregation were not always characteristic of American urban areas.  Until the end of the nineteenth century blacks and whites were relatively integrated in both northern and southern cities; as late as 1900, the typical black urbanite still lived in a neighborhood that was predominantly white.”

Explanations of high levels of racial residential segregation of blacks in US urban areas can be subdivided into five (not mutually exclusive) categories:

· Artifacts of other non-racial economic or demographic characteristics that explain residential patterns.

· Behavior reflecting differential preferences (which, in a pejorative sense might be called “prejudices”) of blacks and whites concerning the desired racial composition of the neighborhood they wish to live in.   

· Discriminatory (and illegal) behavior on the part of participants in the residential allocation process, including members of institutions involved in the residential allocation process (e.g., realtors, mortgage lenders, etc.).

· Governmental institutions through which the residential allocation process occurs that provide incentives for or facilitate segregated residential patterns.

· Public policies that directly or indirectly affect the residential allocation process.

We examine each of these in turn.

Artifacts
It is possible that at least some of the segregation measured in dissimilarity and exposure indices reflects segregation resulting not from race but from factors that are related to race, such as income or other demographic characteristics that reflect differences in taste for housing such as family size, age of household head, education levels, etc.  Thus, for example, if neighborhoods differ by income level (i.e., reflect segregation by income) and if blacks are disproportionately low-income, then some of the segregation expressed in standard indices of racial segregation might actually reflect economic rather than racial factors.

However, if income rather than race were the factor driving black-white segregation, then one would not expect racial segregation to be occurring once income were controlled for, i.e., within neighborhoods segregated by income, and one would expect segregation indices for middle and upper-income blacks to be lower than those for lower-income blacks.  This is not the case.  Dawkins (2004) reports, on the basis of his review of studies over the past 30 years, that black-white segregation is high across all income levels.  Massey and Denton (1988: 86) provide data showing that black-white dissimilarity indices varies little for different income groups or for different education or occupation groups.  They conclude (p. 88)

No matter how socioeconomic status is measured, therefore, black segregation remains universally high while that of Hispanics and Asians falls progressively as status rises.  Only blacks experience a pattern of constant, high segregation that is impervious to socio-economic influences.  The persistence of racial segregation in American cities, therefore, is a matter of race and not class.

Fischer (2003), however, employing an entropy index that permits decomposition of segregation into racial and income components, finds that the relative importance of income compared to race increased from 1970 to 2000.  On average the share of segregation that was due to racial/ethnic characteristics for the 60 largest metropolitan areas declined from 81.2% in 1970 to 64.9% in 2000, while the share due to income class increased from 17.7% to 33.8%.  Fischer’s data indicate that segregation rates remain considerably higher for blacks relative to non-blacks and are particularly high for poor blacks relative to all other groups.

After reviewing a large number of studies reflecting several different approaches to the problem of sorting out race from income and other effects, Dawkins concludes ((2004: 384), “recent evidence suggests that racial differences in income alone are insufficient to explain much of the observed pattern of black-white residential segregation.  Evidence from recent household-level studies suggests that blacks are consistently less likely than whites to translate income gains into moves to more affluent white neighborhoods.”  Charles (2001:218) concurs, noting “most research suggests that economic differences are not an adequate explanation of the extreme and persistent levels of racial residential segregation.”  Furthermore, Charles presents data from the four metropolitan areas examined in the urban inequality study (Atlanta, Boston, Detroit, and Los Angeles) showing that housing expenditure does not differ among racial/ethnic groups, suggesting that blacks have the resources necessary to gain access to housing in neighborhoods throughout the metropolitan area.

In an earlier article, Galster (cited in Musterd, 2004:339) estimated that less than 10% of racial segregation is explained by the social position of households, a conclusion quite similar to studies by Peach in the UK (Musterd, 2004:339)

Another possibility is that blacks and whites have access to different kinds and quality of housing market information and that, if housing market information declines with distance from an individual’s current neighborhood, blacks may not be as aware as whites of housing opportunities in primarily white neighborhoods not close to their current residence.  However, after reviewing evidence from recent studies, Dawkins (2004: 386) concludes that blacks and whites do not differ in their assessment of housing cost and availability in different parts of the metropolitan area (see also Charles, 2001:223).

Behavior Based on Differential Preferences for Neighbors
It is, of course, possible that black segregation, or some portion of it, more or less reflects black preferences, i.e., that most blacks prefer to live in mostly or completely segregated neighborhoods and their private decisions in the process of seeking housing simply reflect that.  Similarly, whites may prefer to live in mostly white neighborhoods, and their decisions to choose housing in mostly (or virtually completely) white neighborhoods and to avoid housing in neighborhoods with a substantial number of black households simply reflect that preference (note that these preferences and the behavior based upon them may reflect prejudices but not illegal discriminatory behavior).  Much of the answer to the question of whether preferences drive behavior that results in segregation revolve around what is meant by terms such as “mostly segregated,” “substantial number of black households,” etc.

Surveys have found differentials in preferences among blacks and whites for the racial composition of the ideal neighborhood in which they wish to reside.  Clark (1991) found that, on average blacks did not wish to live in an area that was more than 50% white, while whites did not wish to live in an area that was more 20% black.  (Interestingly, this suggests that, although blacks are much more accepting of living in substantially mixed neighborhoods than are whites, nonetheless, for metropolitan areas where black population is 20% or less - i.e., most such areas - the average black would be unhappy living under circumstances in which the dissimilarity index indicated complete integration, whereas the average white, if Clark’s survey is to be believed would be content with this circumstance.)   Clark, citing Schelling’s classic article on segregation, also notes that even small differences among racial groups in preferences for segregation/integration can lead to large differences in the actual amount of segregation.  Charles (2001:238-9) reports results from a survey of black preferences in the urban inequality study that indicate high black preference for an integrated neighborhood (but with 50% or more of the integrated neighborhood being black) and a low preference for all white or all black neighborhoods or neighborhoods that are substantially white (which, however, as noted above, would be the typical neighborhood in a completely integrated metropolitan area).  Dawkins’ review of the research literature, however, leads him to conclude that black preferences for self-segregation can account for only a small proportion of observed segregation levels in metropolitan areas (see also Clark, 1991, for a review of the literature on racial residential preferences). 

In addition, it may be that self-segregating behavior of blacks does not fully reflect their preferences, but, to some extent their perceptions of the likely acceptance of black residents in predominantly white neighborhoods.  Drawing upon data from the Urban Inequality study, Charles (2001:227-232) notes that blacks and whites generally agree on the desirability of communities as residential locations (though areas characterized by high minority concentrations or “open to minorities” are perceived as more desirable by blacks and somewhat less so by whites), but that blacks perceived some communities as less open or welcoming to a new black neighbor than others.  He observes:

These results suggest that minority-group members have very clear ideas about which communities are welcoming to “people like us” and which are not.  If blacks and Hispanics act on their perceptions and avoid searching for and/or securing housing in areas perceived as unwelcoming of them, the behavior will influence actual residential patterns.

Charles also cites research indicating that this dynamic does, in fact, occur, as does avoidance of areas where minorities feel they will be discriminated against by real estate institutions.

The preferences of whites have been the subject of more research.  The hedonic regression approaches cited by Dawkins (2004:390) indicate that whites are willing to pay a higher cost for housing if it is located in white submarkets   Household mobility studies also suggest white preferences for living in all or mostly white neighborhoods; For example, Crowder (2000) finds that the probability of individual whites leaving a neighborhood increases with the size of the minority population in the neighborhood, controlling for other factors.  It is not clear, however, whether most whites are actually averse to living with black neighbors, or whether they perceive higher percentages of black residents as a signal of other types of neighborhood distress or decline.  In either case, prejudice is at the root of their housing choices.

Discriminatory Behavior
Although it has been illegal to discriminate on the basis of race in housing markets since passage of the Fair Housing Act of 1968 and in credit markets since the Equal Credit Opportunity Act of 1974, nonetheless there is substantial evidence that such discrimination continues to exist, and it is possible that such discrimination contributes to the high rate of black/white segregation in the United States.  Realtors may discriminate illegally against black home seekers in a variety of ways in terms of the types of neighborhoods they are shown housing in, the amount and type of housing they are shown, information they are given about the availability of specific units, and advice they are given about neighborhood features and the availability of financing.  In the rental markets, apartment owners/managers may discriminate illegally by not accurately disclosing the availability of units or, more directly, by simply choosing not to rent to otherwise qualified blacks.

The existence of illegal discriminatory behavior in housing markets has been established repeatedly through paired audit tests.   The methodology is described by Turner et al. (2002:i).

In a paired test, two individuals – one minority and the other white – pose as otherwise identical homeseekers, and visit real estate or rental agents to inquire about the availability of advertised housing units.  This methodology provides direct evidence of differences in the treatment minorities and whites experience when they search for housing.

Turner et al. (2002) conducted and examined 4600 paired tests in 23 metropolitan areas in 2000, a follow up to a similar study that had been conducted in 1989.  The study found that discrimination against blacks had declined since 1989, but was still substantial in both sales and rental markets.  In sales markets white homebuyers received favorable treatment compared to blacks in 17.0% of the tests (down from 29.0% in 1989), while in rental markets whites received favorable treatment in 21.6% of the tests (compared to 26.4% in 1989).

Illegal discrimination also exists in credit markets.  Turner et al (1999) review the literature, and, although noting that there are significant gaps in the research, conclude that “minority homebuyers in the United States do face discrimination from mortgage lending institutions.”  They cite research indicating that minorities are less likely to receive information about different kinds of loans, are more likely to receive less time and information from loan offices, and are more likely to be quoted higher rates.  In a later paired testing audit pilot study of mortgage lending practices in Los Angeles and Chicago, Turner et al. (2002b: 39) report that, while in the majority of cases minorities and whites received equal treatment in both areas, nonetheless, “in both Los Angeles and Chicago African-Americans and Hispanic homebuyers face a significant risk of experiencing less favorable treatment than comparable whites when they visit mortgage lending institutions to inquire about financing options.  

Governmental institutions through which the residential allocation process occurs that provide incentives for or facilitate segregated residential patterns.

It has been argued that features of American local government institutions contribute to racial segregation in U.S. metropolitan areas.  In addition, since these institutions and the intergovernmental context in which they are set differ considerably from those in European countries, it is possible that these differences may explain the higher incidence of racial segregation in the U.S.  

Three institutional features of local government in the United States have, when taken together, been implicated as  contributors to racial segregation.  First, land use control in the United States is a function of local governments through the zoning process.  Second, it is, in most states, relatively easy for new local governments to be formed through municipal incorporation processes.  Third, local government finances in the United States are heavily dependent on the local property tax, with relatively low amounts (compared to European countries) of intergovernmental revenue provided through higher levels of government and no general fiscal equalization program.  As Altshuler et al. (1999:29) explain (see also, Burns, 1994; Weiher, 1991):

The ease of municipal incorporation permits the creation of many local governments within metropolitan areas.  The motive for incorporation is to exercise land use controls over the local setting.  As a consequence, Americans with sufficient resources are able to influence who their neighbors are by using land use controls to raise the price of housing beyond what lower-income households can afford.  In addition, the fiscal system facing local governments in the United States provides incentives to keep poor people out, since low-income households will consume more in public services than they will contribute in local taxes.

The result is the system of multiple and fragmented local governments, highly stratified by income as a consequence of pursuing exclusionary (but not illegal) zoning strategies, that is characteristic of metropolitan areas in the United States.  These strategies are fiscally “rational” given the structure of local government and intergovernmental finance.  

While these structural characteristics clearly contribute to the high degree of economic segregation in U.S. metropolitan areas, they would appear, at first glance, to contribute to racial segregation only insofar as race and income are correlated.  And, as has been discussed above, only a small portion of racial segregation, as measured by the dissimilarity index, is attributable to the correlation of race and income.  However, Burns (1994:86-89) shows that, in addition to fiscal reasons, race has also been a major reason for new municipal incorporation (she shows, for example, that the population of newly created municipalities in counties with substantial black populations is nearly completely white).  She argues (1994: 117)

Americans have discovered in local institutions effective barriers to racial and economic integration.  Living within particular city boundaries means that schools will not be integrated, that neighborhoods will not be integrated, that offensive industry will not be apparent, and that taxes will not be higher… The way in which Americans have constructed local autonomy means that we have created a space in American politics where race and class are embedded in boundaries.

Indeed, Weiher (1991) argues that municipal boundaries themselves convey signals about race that result in segregation substantially beyond what would be expected through fiscal zoning alone (which would only account for segregation resulting from the correlation of income and race).  Thus, some municipalities are perceived by potential residents as relatively integrated and welcoming of racial diversity, while others are seen as racially homogenous and perhaps more hostile to diversity.  He writes (1991: 194) that fragmentation in U.S. metropolitan areas matters and facilitates and permits individuals to act on their preferences for the racial characteristics of their neighbors:

Political boundaries are manifestations of the widespread recognition of place, a spatial unit with its own identity, separate and recognizable from other spatial units.  Once discrete spatial units exist they can begin to acquire attributes, and it is possible to support sorting across urban geographies.  Individual preferences are matched with the attributes of place in the calculus of persons making location decisions.

Weiher’s empirical work shows that neighborhood level segregation processes are diminishing in importance (consistent with the decline in the dissimilarity index over time), while municipal level racial sorting has increased.  He uses analysis of variance to demonstrate that the amount of variance in segregation accounted for by municipal jurisdiction relative to census tract increased substantially between 1960-1980.  

The above discussion suggests that the institutional framework of American local government facilitates the exclusionary preferences of residents, to the extent that they exist, more so than is the case in European countries.  This is buttressed by differences in policies as well.

 Public policies that directly or indirectly affect the residential allocation process

Historically, a variety of public policies, many operating through the institutional structure described above, have contributed directly or indirectly to the high levels of black/white segregation in the United States.  Some of these have long since been declared unconstitutional or illegal, while some remain largely in effect today.  

Although explicit racial zoning was declared unconstitutional in 1917 (Nelson et al.: 2004), restrictive neighborhood covenants, implemented by quasi-public homeownership associations, were not declared unconstitutional until 1948.  These covenants effectively committed property owners from selling or renting property to blacks (and to Jews and sometimes other ethnic groups as well) and were enforceable through the courts (see Massey and Denton, 1993: 36).   Discrimination by private owners, acting on their own, in selling or renting housing was made illegal by the passage of the Fair Housing Act of 1968.

More long-lasting were the “redlining” practices by which the federal government effectively discriminated against the provision of mortgages to homes in racially-mixed neighborhoods or to black homebuyers wishing to move into white neighborhoods (and, more generally, to homes in black neighborhoods).  The Federal Housing Administration insurance program, established in the mid-1930’s and the Veterans Administration loan guarantee program, established at the end of World War II, provided federal mortgage insurance to lenders in order to encourage mortgage lending and the homebuilding industry, which was dormant during the depression years.  FHA and VA insured housing mortgages became a major source of homeownership for the middle class during the post-war years.  However, in order to protect the federal investment (if the borrower defaulted on the mortgage, a federal insurance payment would have to make up the difference, if any, between the amount of the mortgage and the value of the house), the federal government imposed stringent underwriting standards.  These standards, in addition to being concerned with the condition of the house, also applied to the neighborhood environment, and particularly neighborhood stability which was seen as related to maintenance of the value of the house.  As Massey and Denton (1993:54) write:

In evaluating neighborhoods, the agency…manifested an obsessive concern with the presence of what the 1939 FHA Underwriting Manual called “inharmonious racial or nationality groups.”  According to the manual, “if a neighborhood is to retain stability, it is necessary that properties shall continue to be occupied by the same social and racial classes… As a result of these policies, the vast majority of FHA and VA mortgages went to white middle-class suburbs, and very few were awarded to black neighborhoods in central cities… Given the importance of the FHA in the residential housing market, such blanket redlining sent strong signals to private lending institutions, which followed suit and avoided making loans within the affected areas.

While the FHA and the VA ended redlining during the 1960s, it was not until passage of the Community Reinvestment Act of 1977 that redlining was essentially rendered illegal by private lenders.  

The FHA program also reinforced patterns of segregation in U.S. housing markets in other ways.  The earliest FHA mortgage insurance programs enabled and encouraged middle-class white families to obtain financing for new housing in the burgeoning suburbs, while lending institutions denied loans to older, inner-city neighborhoods and appraisal practices discouraged racial mixing (Calmore 1993).  Later FHA programs -- which were intended to expand credit to older neighborhoods and less affluent borrowers -- sometimes played a role in the abandonment of urban neighborhoods by white homeowners.  Black families, whose other options were severely constrained by discrimination in the private market, often bought homes in neighborhoods with depressed or declining property values, and were sometimes encouraged by unscrupulous lenders and real estate agents to borrow more than they could afford.  Thus, in some communities, FHA programs contributed to residential resegregation, high foreclosure rates, and neighborhood disinvestment (Massey and Denton 1993).  

Some policies the United States does not have – or not have to the same extent as European countries – also may contribute to racial segregation.  Unlike most European countries, the United States has a very small proportion of social housing.  Approximately 3.5% of the American housing stock is publicly owned or subsidized, and only 1.7% is actually publicly owned (public housing).  Thus, to the extent that social housing is located on a non-racial basis by the public sector, this mechanism for achieving racial integration is largely missing in the United States.  To the contrary, public housing has been located quite explicitly on a racial basis in the United States.  Originally, public housing regulations and handbooks encouraged the assignment of households to projects on the basis of their race and the racial composition of the surrounding neighborhoods (Jackson 1985).  And subsequent efforts to desegregate existing projects have generally been ineffective.  

Because of strict income limitations on residency and the fact that public housing is concentrated in a small number of large cities, public housing residents are very poor (it is housing as last resort) and disproportionately minority, with most large “projects” being nearly completely minority.  (Massey and Denton, 1993:203, provide data for the black racial isolation index in several major metropolitan areas for 1977.  The average isolation index was 67.6 for the metropolitan area as a whole, but 81.1 for public housing projects in those areas.)  Local governments, which own, build and site public housing sited it, in the period where most public housing was being constructed, virtually all in minority enclaves rather than in integrated neighborhoods, thus reinforcing segregated patterns (See Karn and Wolman, 1992: 180ff; Downs, 1993: 20; and Nivola, 1999:23).  Legal challenges in several cities have argued that these local governments have violated the civil rights of public housing tenants by denying them the choice of living in non-segregated communities and the courts have consistently upheld these claims (see Goering, 2003:39).

The lack of effective region-wide public transit systems in the United States compared to Europe also constrains the poor more to the central city in the US (see Glaeser et. al, 2000), thus reducing the potential for suburban racial integration (although, consistent with our previous discussion, low-income whites are much more likely to live in suburban jurisdictions than are low-income blacks, suggesting factors other than income are at work).

Finally, land use policies adopted by local government in the United States can also contribute to racial segregation.  “Exclusionary zoning” policies include such mechanisms as minimum lot size requirements that serve to increase prices and restrictions on multi-family units that serve to reduce the availability of rental units to low-income households.  Pendall (2000: 135) examined the 25 largest U.S. metropolitan areas and found that jurisdictions with low-density only zoning housed only half as many blacks as other jurisdictions within the region.  He found that this result flowed from what he termed a “chain of exclusion,” through which low-density zoning reduced housing growth, restricted the supply of multi-family and rental housing, and, as a consequence reduced the growth of the minority population, who disproportionately live in such housing.  By contrast local governments in most European countries have considerably less control over land use and regional or national levels of government correspondingly greater control (Downs, 1993:17).  

The Costs of Racial Residential Segregation in the United States

Racial residential segregation imposes costs not only on the disadvantaged (segregated) group, but on the society as a whole.  Harry Holzer’s calculations on the cost, both to blacks and to the entire society are worth quoting at length (Altshuler et al.: 1999, p. 70).  He found:

very large negative effects of segregation on blacks when comparing the least segregated to the most segregated metropolitan areas…  An increase in segregation from the level of the least segregated areas to that of the most segregated reduced high school graduation rates by 12 percentage points.  Similar increases in segregation caused college graduation rates of young blacks to drop by 2.5 to 5 percentage points, the percentage of those not employed or in school to increase by 7.5 to 15 points, annual earnings to decline by 20 to 40 percent, and the probability of being a single mother to increase by 10 to 20 percentage points.  Holzer then linked these adverse consequences on individuals to costs for the metropolitan area and beyond.  Assuming that worker productivity is proportional to earnings and that blacks are about 15 percent of the population in large metropolitan areas, then, in a steady state over time, a 20 to 40 percent reduction in earnings due to high segregation translates into a 3 to 6 percent decline in productivity for the area as a whole.

Much of this adverse impact of racial segregation is transmitted through its effect on concentrated poverty (Jargowsky, 1997: ch. 6).  Most high-poverty and economically distressed neighborhoods are predominantly minority as well (Massey and Denton 1993; Jargowsky 1997, 2003).  Jargowsky noted that in 1990 34% of poor blacks, but only 6% of poor whites lived in areas of highly concentrated poverty (areas where at least 40% of the residents were below the federal poverty line).  In fact, Massey and Denton (1993) have argued that concentrated poverty is the direct result of racial segregation, and that the problem of concentrated poverty and neighborhood distress would not exist in the absence of segregation (review in Massey 2001). 

Living in areas of concentrated poverty has a variety of perverse effects on residents through “neighborhood effects’ – the effects of living in a neighborhood of concentrated poverty that the same individual (or household) would not experience if living in a different (non concentrated poverty) neighborhood.  These include the greater probability of being a victim of crime, the likelihood of poor public services, the lack of connection to employment networks, and peer effects that result in socially unproductive behavior (for a review of this literature, see Ellen and Turner, 2003).
Policies to Reduce Racial Residential Segregation in the United States  

The Role of the Federal Government

As the above discussion has indicated, the high levels of residential segregation typical of U.S. cities today have resulted in part from both active participation and tacit acquiescence by the federal government.  At their inception, federal housing programs incorporated many of the prevailing practices of the private housing market and were explicitly discriminatory as a result.  And as new housing programs evolved, successive administrations repeatedly missed opportunities to aggressively combat discrimination and segregation, instead allowing prevailing practices and patterns to continue. 

Federal performance in fair housing law enforcement has also been largely inadequate.  Although the 1968 Fair Housing Act outlawed discrimination on the basis of race in housing market transactions, it placed most of the burden for recognizing and combating illegal discrimination on the victims themselves.  Moreover, the Act restricted HUD's enforcement authority, allowing it only to investigate complaints and attempt conciliation.  In the face of evidence that the incidence of housing discrimination remained high, Congress passed the Fair Housing Amendments Act of 1988, adding families with children and persons with disabilities as protected classes and strengthening enforcement mechanisms both in HUD and in the Justice Department.  Since then, HUD has expanded both enforcement and education activities, providing funding for local fair housing organizations and state fair housing agencies and initiating its own enforcement actions.  Recent paired-testing evidence suggests that these efforts – along with changing public attitudes – may have had an impact on the incidence of housing discrimination (Turner et al 2002a).  

Components of a Comprehensive Fair Housing Policy
To be effective, a federal strategy to combat segregation (and ultimately, lead to residential racial integration) would have to be both multi-dimensional and sustained over time.  Given the complexity of the causal forces now sustaining residential segregation in the US, one-dimensional strategies are unlikely to succeed.  Instead, three broad types of policies need to be implemented simultaneously: 1) policies that empower minority homeseekers to move to neighborhoods of their choice; 2) policies that promote equitable investment in minority neighborhoods; and 3) policies that encourage – or nurture – the stability of diverse neighborhoods.  

The federal government has implemented some policies in both of the first two categories, but none in the third.  For example, as discussed earlier, federal law prohibits race-based discrimination in housing market transactions, and both the Department of Housing and Urban Development and the Department of Justice have investigated complaints and brought legal action on behalf of blacks seeking to rent or buy housing in neighborhoods of their choice.  More recently, the federal government has experimented with programs that link rental housing subsidies with mobility counseling and search assistance in order to help low-income minorities move to low-poverty or low-minority neighborhoods.  These assisted housing mobility programs are discussed in greater detail below.

In addition to policies intended to enhance mobility and neighborhood choice, federal programs have sought to promote more equitable patterns of investment in minority neighborhoods by explicitly prohibiting lending institutions from denying financing based on a neighborhood’s racial composition, and by creating incentives for neighborhood reinvestment.  For example, the Community Reinvestment Act requires regulated financial institutions to provide credit to households and businesses in the communities from which deposits are drawn, and many cities use federal block grant funds to subsidize business and residential investments in minority neighborhoods. 

Although the federal government has not adopted programs with the explicit goal of preserving the stability of diverse neighborhoods, some local programs have focused on the need to minimizing “white flight” from diversifying neighborhoods.  One potentially promising strategy is to insure the current resale value of homes in a neighborhood undergoing racial change, encouraging white homeowners – who may fear that property values will decline over time – to stay.  Because insured homeowners know that the resale value of their homes will not decline, they do not trigger the avalanche of sales that would precipitate declining values.

Within the context of a comprehensive package of pro-integration policies, assisted housing mobility can play an important role – directly helping low-income minorities make pro-integrative moves.  The remainder of this section focuses on recent experience with this type of program and on the evidence of its effectiveness.

Potential and Performance of Assisted Housing Mobility

One of the most promising federal strategies for overcoming residential segregation and the perverse effect noted above resulting in areas of highly concentrated poverty for many blacks is the Housing Choice Voucher Program, which supplements rent payments for about 1.7 million low-income families and individuals.  Recipients rent a house or apartment in the private market and contribute about 30 percent of their incomes toward rent.  The Voucher Program pays the difference – up to a locally defined “payment standard.”  To participate, families must find a house or apartment that meets the program’s housing quality standards with a landlord who is willing to accept vouchers (Millennial Housing Commission, 2002). 

The Housing Choice Voucher program provides a potentially powerful tool for addressing the failures of past housing policies.  Effectively implemented, vouchers can promote mobility and combat segregation by enabling low-income minority households to find affordable housing in predominantly white or racially mixed neighborhoods.  Nationally, the evidence is clear that this kind of “tenant-based” assistance is far less likely than public housing programs to concentrate needy households in high-poverty and high-minority neighborhoods.  Only 22 percent of voucher recipients live in high-poverty neighborhoods (greater than 30 percent poor) and a majority (59 percent) live in neighborhoods that are less than 20 percent poor (Devine et al 2003). In contrast, 54 percent of public housing residents live in high-poverty neighborhoods (Newman and Schnare 1997).  

During the 1990s, the Department of Housing and Urban Development explicitly promoted the potential of the voucher program as a tool for racial desegregation and poverty deconcentration.
  Some of the initiatives launched during this period were explicitly race-based, while others focused on enabling families to move from high-poverty communities to lower-poverty, less distressed neighborhoods.    The remainder of this paper focuses on the role that Housing Choice Vouchers can play and on reforms needed to strengthen the program’s performance.  

Most voucher recipients are not geographically clustered, and rental housing in which recipients could use vouchers is quite widely dispersed.  HUD research on the location of Housing Choice Voucher households in the nation’s 50 largest metropolitan areas finds that the stock of rental housing in which vouchers can be used is widely dispersed and that most voucher recipients are not geographically clustered (Devine et al 2003).  Specifically, within 50 largest metro areas, the voucher program utilizes only about 2 percent of all occupied housing units and 6 percent of all rental units with rents below the applicable Fair Market Rents (FMRs).  Virtually all census tracts contain at least some units of below-FMR rental housing, and 83 percent have at least some voucher recipients living in them.  In 90 percent of all tracts with any voucher recipients, the program accounts for less than 5 percent of all households. The share of tracts where voucher recipients account for more than 10 percent of households is very small – only 3 percent of all tracts with any voucher recipients living in them.  And voucher recipients account for more than a quarter of all households in less than 1 percent of tracts.

The neighborhoods where voucher recipients are concentrated tend to be poorer than tracts where only a small share of households are voucher recipients.  Specifically, the poverty rate averages 40.4 percent in tracts where vouchers account for more than a quarter of all households, compared to 19.5 percent where they account for less than 5 percent of households.  This does not mean that vouchers are clustered in all or most high-poverty neighborhoods, or that the presence of voucher recipients causes higher poverty rates.  Instead, it suggests that clustering is more likely to occur in higher poverty neighborhoods, and that lower poverty neighborhoods are highly unlikely to have more than a few recipients living within them.

Vouchers alone will not remedy existing patterns of segregation and poverty concentration.  In most communities around the country, the performance of the federal Housing Choice Voucher program falls far short of its potential.  As currently administered, vouchers do not provide equal access to low-poverty and low-minority neighborhoods for all poor households.  Tenant-based assistance produces better locational outcomes in suburban areas than in central cities, for white recipients than for African Americans and Hispanics, and for the elderly than for non-elderly families and disabled people.  It is important to note that tenant-based assistance still consistently outperforms public housing, even in central cities, even among African Americans and Hispanics, and even among families and disabled recipients.  But it clearly has the potential to offer better locational outcomes – especially for minority families currently living in central city communities (Turner and Wilson 1998).
HUD’s analysis of voucher locations in the 50 largest metro areas nationwide illustrates that minority and central city recipients are not gaining access to the same opportunities as white and suburban residents (Devine et al 2003).  Specifically, 25 percent of African American recipients and 28 percent of Hispanics live in high-poverty neighborhoods, compared to only 8 percent of whites.  In addition, about one third of central city recipients (34 percent) live in high-poverty neighborhoods, compared to only 6 percent of suburban recipients.  Blacks and Hispanic voucher recipients in the suburbs are much more likely to gain access to low-poverty neighborhoods than those in central cities, but even in the suburbs blacks and Hispanics are at a disadvantage relative to white voucher recipients.  Specifically, 45 percent of suburban black recipients and 40 percent of suburban Hispanic recipients live in low-poverty neighborhoods, compared to 59 percent of suburban white recipients.

The HUD analysis also finds that minority voucher recipients are more likely than whites to be geographically clustered (Devine et al 2003).  As discussed earlier, only a tiny fraction of all census tracts in the nation’s 50 largest metropolitan areas have substantial concentrations of voucher recipients (recipients accounting for more than 25 percent of households).  But most of the voucher recipients who live in these tracts (83 percent) are minorities. In contrast, only 47 percent of voucher recipients are minority in tracts where they account for under 2 percent of all households.  In other words, white voucher recipients are much more likely to gain access to a wider array of lower-poverty neighborhoods, and less likely to be clustered in higher-poverty neighborhoods. 

Unequal outcomes for minority voucher recipients are attributable in part to the persistence of housing market discrimination in metropolitan rental markets nationwide.  Findings from the most recent national paired testing study (Turner et al. 2002a) show that black and Hispanic renters continue to face high levels of discrimination in metropolitan housing markets nationwide, although discrimination against black renters has declined significantly since 1989.  No significant change occurred for Hispanic renters.  As of 2000, the incidence of consistent adverse treatment nationwide is 20 percent for black renters and 23 percent for Hispanic renters.  

The most frequent form of discrimination against both black and Hispanic renter is denial of information about available housing units.  This is a critically important form of discrimination because it so clearly limits the options from which minority homeseekers can choose.  The opportunity to actually inspect available units also represents an extremely damaging form of discrimination, and estimates of discrimination against blacks and Hispanics are also statistically significant on this measure.  Housing discrimination denies minorities free and full access to apartments and homes they can afford, and raises the costs and time involved in housing search (Yinger 1995).  Although discrimination is not the only reason why racial and ethnic segregation persist in metropolitan housing markets today, it plays an important role, discouraging blacks and Hispanics from seeking opportunities in predominantly white areas (Charles 2003).  

Other market barriers also make it difficult for families to access the full range of neighborhoods potentially available to voucher recipients.  In hot rental markets, taking advantage of a voucher can particularly difficult.  Specifically, in communities where vacancy rates are low and rents are rising, landlords have no trouble finding tenants for units in good neighborhoods.  Under these circumstances, voucher recipients are at a real disadvantage.  Many of the landlords who own good housing in desirable neighborhoods want nothing to do with the federal voucher program.  They fear that low-income families will make risky tenants and undesirable neighbors, or that red tape and bureaucratic hassles are inevitable (Turner, Popkin, and Cunningham 2000).  As a result, some landlords simply do not accept vouchers, or only accept them in properties in less desirable neighborhoods.  In addition, owners of desirable rental properties in healthy neighborhoods may charge higher security deposits and/or application fees, adding to the challenges voucher recipients face in searching for housing.

In fact, HUD’s analysis of for the 50 largest metropolitan areas nationwide concluded that voucher usage was disproportionately low in about half of all neighborhoods that offer below-FMR rental housing (Devine et al 2003).  HUD researchers classified voucher usage in a particular census tract as disproportionately low if the ratio of voucher recipients to below-FMR rental units was less than half the ratio for the jurisdiction as a whole.  The share of suburban tracts with low voucher utilization was 52 percent, while the share of central city tracts was 45 percent.  Moreover, 20 percent of suburban tracts and 12 percent of central city tracts that had at least some below-FMR rental housing had no voucher recipients.

Mobility counseling and housing search assistance can help low-income families use their vouchers to access opportunity-rich neighborhoods.  Over the last 15 years, public housing authorities across the country have partnered with non-profit organizations to create assisted housing mobility programs – in response to fair housing litigation, as part of federal demonstration programs, or in conjunction with their HOPEVI relocation efforts.  When effectively designed and implemented, such programs help low-income families take full advantage of their housing voucher by providing hands-on assistance in housing search, tackling administrative and logistical barriers to mobility, overcoming landlord resistance to the voucher program and encouraging more of them to accept voucher holders and tenants, and offering on-going support and assistance to both families and landlords over time (Turner and Williams 1998).  

Voucher households who receive assistance with the housing search process, including minority households starting out in central city locations, have been more successful in gaining access to lower-poverty or opportunity-rich neighborhoods.  Mobility counseling and assistance can help voucher recipients understand the locational options available, identify housing opportunities, and negotiate effectively with landlords.  A growing body of evidence from assisted housing mobility programs across the country indicates that this kind of supplemental assistance can significantly improve locational outcomes for voucher recipients, resulting in greater mobility to low-poverty and racially mixed neighborhoods for families who might otherwise find it difficult to move out of distressed, inner-city neighborhoods (Goering, Tebbins, and Siewert 1995; HUD 1996; Turner and Williams 1998; HUD 1999; Orr et al. 2003).

It is important to recognize, however, that designing and implementing an effective mobility program is challenging, and that not all efforts to do so have been successful, especially in the short-term.  A review of lessons from eight court-ordered consent decrees (seven of which included a voucher mobility component) entered into between 1992 and 1996, identified a number of obstacles that made it difficult for local housing agencies to comply promptly or fully (Popkin et al 2003; Briggs 2003b).  Barriers included reluctance to make desegregative moves, inadequate supply of suitable rental units in target communities, poor public transportation, lack of effective coordination among implementation agencies, and lack of monitoring by HUD.  

Findings from the Moving to Opportunity demonstration (MTO) highlight quite dramatic differences in neighborhood outcomes for comparable voucher recipients with and without effective mobility assistance (Orr et al 2003).  Specifically, MTO families (who received housing vouchers in conjunction with mobility counseling and search assistance) moved to neighborhoods with significantly lower poverty rates, greater safety, and larger shares of college-educated neighbors than comparable families who moved with conventional housing vouchers but no mobility assistance.  Both groups of voucher recipients were predominantly minority and began their housing search in high-poverty housing developments in the central city. 

In addition, rigorous analysis of location choices among families participating in Chicago’s Housing Opportunity Program (HOP) confirms that mobility assistance has a measurable impact on neighborhood outcomes (Cunningham and Sawyer 2005).  The goal of HOP is to help Chicago voucher recipients move to “opportunity neighborhoods,” which are defined as census tracts with poverty rates below 23.49 percent.  Since its inception in 1999, approximately 10 thousand housing voucher holders have enrolled in HOP, making it one of the largest voluntary mobility programs in the country.  Analysis of locational outcomes for over 29 thousand households found that voucher holders who enrolled in HOP and received mobility services were 52 percent more likely to move to opportunity neighborhoods, other things being equal.  In other words, after controlling for household characteristics and pre-program location, mobility assistance has a strong effect on location outcomes.
Even with counseling and search assistance, not all voucher recipients succeed in finding housing in opportunity-rich neighborhoods.  Lease-up rates among families in the MTO demonstration ranged from a low of 34 percent in Chicago to a high of 61 percent in Los Angeles.  The families most likely to succeed in moving to a low-poverty neighborhood were those that were more motivated about moving and more optimistic about their chances of success.  In addition, they tended to own cars and to have fewer kids.  Success in leasing up with MTO assistance was undermined by disability and strong social ties (Shroder 2003).  Among Chicago HOP participants, households who were employed and had higher incomes were more likely to move to opportunity neighborhoods, while those receiving welfare and those who were homeless at the time of program admission were less likely to succeed in moving to opportunity neighborhoods.  In addition, African Americans, large families (who need large rental units), and public housing relocatees were less successful in moving to opportunity neighborhoods (Cunningham and Sawyer 2005).  These categories of households may need additional assistance overcoming the challenges of housing search and mobility.

Moving to lower-poverty neighborhoods with a voucher can yield significant benefits for low-income families. In addition to the research evidence on the generally negative effects of living in a distressed, high-poverty neighborhood, a growing body of evidence is emerging that moving to a healthy, lower poverty neighborhood can lead to significant improvements in both quality of life and access to opportunities.  This evidence is drawn from three major mobility initiatives – interventions that have enabled low-income families to move from high-poverty communities to lower-poverty neighborhoods:
· Gautreaux demonstration.  Research has been conducted over many years (primarily by scholars at Northwestern University) on low-income, minority families who received special-purpose housing vouchers to move from poor, predominantly black neighborhoods in the city of Chicago to racially integrated suburban communities. A key limitation of these non-experimental studies is that they may be detecting effects for a somewhat select group, not the full range of program participants.

· Moving to Opportunity (MTO) demonstration (randomized experiment).  Research has been conducted by researchers from a number of different institutions on a carefully controlled experiment to test the impacts of helping low-income families move from high-poverty assisted housing projects (in Baltimore, Boston, Chicago, New York, and Los Angeles) to low-poverty neighborhoods throughout their metropolitan regions.

· HOPE VI program.  Research is being conducted by the Urban Institute on what is happening to the original residents of five distressed public housing projects that are being demolished and replaced under the HOPE VI initiative.

Research from all of these interventions finds that families who have participated in assisted housing mobility initiatives experience dramatic improvements in their immediate neighborhood environment. For example (Popkin, Harris, and Cunningham 2002):

It gave me a better outlook on life, that there is a life outside of that housing…Overall I think I was more happy to be in this area because of my kids and I didn’t want them to grow up around seeing gangs.

Like, OK, you can wake up every day and we’re not worried about seeing anybody getting shot and no gang members, nothing like that and it’s quiet and it’s cool and calm up here.  In the city there’s a lot of activities that’s going on that’s negative.  Here there’s a lot of positive.

I think if I had stayed in Ida B. Wells I’d be a different person than what I am now.  I’d be a wild person; I’d probably be in a gang or something like that… Since I’ve moved out here, I think I got a better chance than I do out there.

Moreover, the most long-run evidence available, which comes from administrative data on Gautreaux participants, indicates that most relocatees do not move back to poor, racially segregated neighborhoods, and that placement in a racially diverse, low poverty area initially is a good predictor of moves to similar areas later on (DeLuca and Rosenbaum 2003).

The most dramatic impact of moving to a lower poverty neighborhood is a reduction in crime and violence.  The opportunity to escape from crime and violence was the primary reason most MTO participants gave for wanting to move (Goering, Feins, and Richardson 2003).  Research on neighborhood outcomes for MTO families finds that moving with a regular voucher  — generally to intermediate-poverty neighborhoods — increased families’ perceptions of safety by 15.6 percent​age points, while moving with an MTO voucher (to low-poverty neigh​borhoods) produced a 30.3 percentage point increase (Orr et al 2003).  We see similar gains among HOPE VI relocatees (Buron et al 2004).  And families place tremendous value on these improvements, telling interviewers what a relief it is not to worry every day about possible vio​lence and to have the freedom to let children play outside (Orr et al. 2003). 

Families who have taken advantage of assisted housing mobility initiatives also live in neighborhoods served by better schools.  Gautreaux families who moved to suburban communities appear to have experienced the most dramatic improvements in school quality, and – as discussed further below – in educational achievement.  MTO families have moved to neigh​borhoods with better schools, but – unlike Gautreaux movers — rela​tively few have left central city school districts. Moreover, some MTO chil​dren continue to attend the same schools, despite the fact that their fami​lies have moved.  HOPE VI relocatees who have moved with vouchers report improve​ments in the schools their children at​tend; they see the schools as safer and better quality (Popkin, Eiseman, and Cove 2004).

These improvements in families’ neighborhood environment appear to contribute to significant improvements in the well-being of both adults and children.  Specifically, research on families participating in the Gautreaux and MTO demonstrations provides evidence of gains in health, educational success, and employment and earnings.

Adult mental and physical health.  Among the strongest findings to date from the MTO demonstration are results showing substantial improvements in the health of women and girls who moved to lower-poverty neighborhoods.  In particular, the most re​cent follow-up study shows a substantial re​duction in adult obesity (Orr et al 2003). This effect is notewor​thy because the prevention of obesity has emerged as a national public health priority.  MTO women and adolescent girls also enjoyed signifi​cant improvements in mental health, including reductions in psychological distress and depression, and increas​ing feelings of calm and peacefulness (Orr et al 2003).

Educational success.  The evidence is mixed on how moving to a better neighborhood may affect children’s educational achieve​ment.  Gautreaux research found striking benefits for children whose fami​lies moved to suburban neighborhoods. They were substantially more likely to complete high school, take college-track courses, attend college and enter the work force than children from simi​lar families who moved to neighbor​hoods within Chicago (Rosenbaum 1995).  To date, there is no evidence that MTO moves have led to better educational outcomes, possibly because so few children are attending significantly better schools, or because it may be too soon to see benefits (Orr et al 2003). HOPE VI movers report that their kids are having fewer problems at schools, including trouble with teachers, disobedience at school and at home, and problems getting along with other children (Popkin, Eiseman, and Cove 2004)

Delinquency and risky behavior.  The most recent and com​prehensive data from MTO suggests that moving to a lower-poverty envi​ronment is indeed reducing crime, delinquency, and risky behavior among teen-aged girls, but not boys.  Some of the early research on MTO families in individual sites suggested that young people whose families moved to low-poverty neighborhoods were engaging in less risky behavior and committing fewer crimes.  In Bal​timore, for example, moving to a low-poverty neighborhood was found to cut violent crime arrests among juveniles roughly in half (Ludwig, Duncan, and Ladd 2003). More recent and com​prehensive data for all sites suggests that moving to a lower-poverty envi​ronment is indeed improving the be​havior of teen-aged girls, but not boys (Orr et al 2003).  Research is currently under way to better understand what is hap​pening to the boys, and why they do not seem to be enjoying the same ben​efits from mobility as girls. One pos​sible explanation is that black and His​panic boys moving to integrated or pre​dominantly white neighborhoods are not engaging in any more criminal behavior, but are being arrested more due to racial profiling. Another pos​sibility is that girls and boys respond differently to the loneliness and fears of relocation.

Employment.  The current evidence on how mo​bility affects adult employment and earnings is mixed and still somewhat inconclusive. It is important to note that mobility assistance does not di​rectly address employment problems, although it may remove barriers stand​ing in the way of employment. As a consequence, employment effects may take more time to materialize than other outcomes. Long-term research on Gautreaux families has found sig​nificant increases in employment and reductions in welfare recipiency (Rosenbaum and Deluca 2000). To date, research has not detected a statistically significant employment or earnings effects across the total sample of MTO families or among HOPE VI relocatees (Orr et al 2003).  When we look at the MTO sites individu​ally, we do see significant impacts on employment and earnings among MTO families in New York and Los Ange​les, but it is not clear why there would be an impact in these sites and not in others (unpublished work in progress by researchers at the Urban Institute and Abt Associates).
Although the research literature provides strong evidence that neighborhood conditions have an important influence on people’s lives, it is important to acknowledge that they are not the only influence (Ellen and Turner 1997).  Both theory and empirical evidence strongly suggest that individual and family characteristics interact with neighborhood environment in complex ways, and play a hugely important role in shaping outcomes over time.  Some families and individuals can withstand the disadvantages of even the most distressed environment; while others are likely to encounter serious problems regardless of the neighborhoods in which they live. Thus, as discussed further below, programs that combine mobility assistance with other forms of counseling and support (designed both to help families cope with day-to-day challenges, and to help them gain access to opportunities for upward mobility) may offer the best strategy for helping low-income families overcome the effects of living in high-poverty and distressed neighborhoods and to achieve meaningful employment, earnings, and educational progress over the long-term.

Ongoing research on the MTO demonstration also highlights the importance of the criteria used to identify suitable destination neighborhoods for participating families and the need to help families remain in their new neighborhoods over the long term.  Specifically, families that received special purpose vouchers and mobility counseling through MTO were required to use their vouchers in census tracts with poverty rates below 10 percent (as reported in the 1990 census).  By 2000, however, many of the tracts to which MTO families moved had become poorer and more predominantly minority (Orr et al 2003).  The fact that relatively few MTO families moved to stable, predominantly white neighborhoods in affluent suburban jurisdictions may limit benefits for families over the long-term.  Moreover, many MTO movers are having difficulty retaining housing in low-poverty neighborhoods, with a substantial share making subsequent moves to higher poverty areas (analysis in progress by Urban Institute and Abt researchers).  Thus, future mobility programs should be more explicit about the criteria used to define eligible destination neighborhoods, and should provide ongoing assistance to help families remain in low-poverty neighborhoods over time.

A housing voucher program that is administered regionally may be more effective in helping families move to opportunity-rich neighborhoods.  Jurisdictional boundaries add to the difficulties that central city voucher recipients face if they want to move to neighborhoods in suburban jurisdictions.  Because the voucher program is administered by local public housing agencies, central city recipients are generally not encouraged to search for housing regionwide.  Technically, vouchers are portable – recipients can use them to move anywhere in the U.S.  But the administrative hurdles can be daunting, both for housing agencies and for recipients.  When a family receives its voucher from one housing authority but wants to move to the jurisdiction of a different housing authority, the “portability” process is administratively burdensome, despite recent efforts by HUD to simplify it.  Technically, the “sending” PHA has a choice; it can either transfer the family to the new PHA (which must agree to “absorb” the transfer by issuing one of its own vouchers) or it can pay the “receiving” PHA for performing administrative functions such as income certifications, housing inspections, and lease renewals.  Many urban PHAs have agreements with neighboring jurisdictions that they will automatically “absorb” vouchers from one other rather than administering complex “billing” arrangements.  But absorbing a recipient from another jurisdiction means using up a unit of housing assistance that could have served a family on the local waiting list (Feins et al 1997).  Some PHAs are reluctant to continue absorbing recipients from other jurisdictions, especially if the portability process is largely one-way.  

Moreover, portability is administratively burdensome; the receiving PHA may use a different application form, apply more rigorous screening criteria, calculate subsidy levels differently, or require the family to attend another orientation briefing. If the receiving jurisdiction does not welcome mobility from neighboring jurisdictions (possibly for racial or socio-economic reasons), these administrative hurdles create the potential for significant delays.  Suburban communities often oppose the arrival of voucher families from nearby cities, because of their race, their poverty, or both (Churchill et al 2001).  There is anecdotal evidence that some affluent suburban jurisdictions routinely delay the portability process so as to use up families’ search time, discouraging them from even attempting to move (Tegeler, Hanley, and Liben 1995, Sard 2000).  Few local housing agencies see it as their responsibility to gather information about affordable rental housing regionwide or help clients move to other jurisdictions (Feins et al 1997).  In fact, observation of Section 8 orientation briefings suggests that not all housing authorities fully explain portability to their clients, or encourage families to consider moving to another jurisdiction (Cunningham, Sylvester, and Turner 1999). 

The fact that Section 8 is usually administered by many different PHAs operating within the same regional housing market also complicates outreach to area landlords.  A central city PHA may not have the capacity to identify major housing providers in low-poverty suburban areas, and may have difficulty convincing them to accept central city Section 8 recipients (Great Cities Institute 1999).  PHAs have reported that they sometimes find themselves in competition for area landlords; rather than working together to recruit the largest possible pool of participating landlords, they battle to claim landlords who will commit to serving “their” families.  Landlords can be confused and deterred by the multiplicity of local programs, and may hesitate to participate in the program at all because of uncertainties about who is administering it and how reliably it operates (Cunningham, Sylvester, and Turner 1999).  

Few urban regions in the U.S. are served by a single, regional housing agency (Feins et al 1997).  Portland, Oregon and Jacksonville, Florida offer unusual examples of metropolitan areas where the jurisdiction of the central city PHA has expanded to encompass all or much of the metropolitan region and where other PHAs are not operating.  In several other metropolitan areas around the country, PHAs possess the authority and capacity to administer housing vouchers region-wide.  For example, the housing authority of Rochester, NY and the private firm that runs Hartford’s program both administer Section 8 assistance anywhere in their metropolitan areas, although other local housing authorities also operate in some parts of the region.  Families who apply for assistance from the Hartford or Rochester programs can move anywhere in the metro area, but landlords are likely to work with suburban programs as well as with the city’s metro-wide program.  The Metropolitan Boston Housing Partnership is one of nine regional subcontractors administering the statewide Section 8 program.  It serves the entire Boston metropolitan area, and families who apply to its central office can move anywhere in the region.  However, many local agencies (including the Boston Housing Authority) also operate Section 8 programs in the region.

These examples demonstrate that metro-wide administration of the Section 8 program is technically feasible, and that it could potentially address many of the pitfalls of fragmented local administration.  However, there is no single right answer to the question of what type of organization is best qualified to administer housing vouchers for regionally.  Under these circumstances, one strategy for accomplishing a shift in governance would be to conduct a competitive process that is open to a wide array of public, nonprofit and for-profit institutions (Katz and Turner 2001).  The organizations selected to administer housing vouchers in an urban region should be required to collect and report reliable data on their performance, and held accountable for a meeting clear set of performance standards.  Experience in other areas of public management indicates that this kind of “incentive contracting” can yield meaningful improvements in service quality (Marlin 1984, Osborne and Plastrik 2000). 
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