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The Home Is the
FOUNDATION

In the words of Pope John Paul II, “a home is much more than a roof over one’s 
head.” It is “a place for building and seeking one’s life.” The home is the very founda-

tion for raising children, for seeking comfort, and for preparing oneself to participate in 
broader society through work, education, and civic engagement. The Catholic Charities 
commitment to affordable housing rests upon the teaching of the Catholic Church on 
the dignity of the human person and the value of the family. 

In his encyclical Pacem in Terris, Pope John XXIII catalogued the rights of every human 
being, and one of the most prominent among them is the right to appropriate housing. 
For Catholic Charities then, helping people secure a decent home is more than an ideal 
– it is an obligation. It is not simply our civic responsibility that prompts us to serve in 
this area; it is also our moral responsibility.

Every person has a right to safe, decent, affordable housing. To reduce and eventually 
end the cycle of poverty that traps too many individuals and families, we must address 
the need for a stable place to call home. The American dream is one of homeownership, 
and with it the resultant ability to build wealth that can be transferred to children or 
other family members. But for millions of families, owning a home is unaffordable. 
For these low- and middle-income families, affordable rental housing is the next best 
option, offering stability and helping them maintain jobs and build strong families. Too 
often, however, an affordable rental option is out of reach.

In our 2006 paper, Poverty in America: A Threat to the Common Good, Catholic 
Charities USA described the moral and social wound that poverty inflicts on the soul 
of our country. In the midst of the current epidemic of foreclosures, Americans are 
seeing the blow that a crisis in housing can deal to our nation’s economic well-being. 
The foreclosure crisis comes on the heels of a less visible but equally important chal-
lenge – the pre-existing crisis in affordable housing, one that has long threatened the 
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financial, physical, and emotional security of low- and middle-income households. 
Furthermore, unequal access to affordable housing as well as predatory and 
discriminatory practices in home lending have perpetuated poverty among genera-
tions of minority households, as described in our 2007 paper, Poverty and Racism: 
Overlapping Threats to the Common Good.

Catholic Charities agencies are working at every point in the housing continuum to 
help stabilize families and guide them towards self-sufficiency. Our housing services 
range from homeless outreach and shelter services to affordable housing production, 
homeownership counseling, and foreclosure prevention. As Catholic Charities seeks to 
equalize housing and homeownership opportunities, we must also ensure stable, decent, 
affordable housing; build vibrant communities; and address racism and poverty.

This brief illustrates the landscape of affordable housing in America and describes the 
current response of government, business, faith communities, and nonprofits such 
as Catholic Charities. We hope that it will facilitate further dialogue on how to work 
together toward a housed America.
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The State of Affordable  
Housing in America

The Importance of Affordable Housing

Access to safe, decent, affordable housing allows parents to maintain jobs, children to 
thrive in school, and communities to remain vibrant. When families cannot find or 
maintain affordable housing, they face a multitude of problems. Often, they have no 
choice but move frequently. This type of instability makes it harder for parents to keep 
steady jobs. In turn, this can make it more difficult to increase earnings and afford 
better housing. Frequent moves also disrupt children’s lives and contribute to poor 
educational performance and outcomes.1 

Housing is the primary generator of wealth for the two-thirds of Americans who own 
their homes, even during the current foreclosure crisis. A 1998 study showed that 
50 percent of the average homeowner’s net worth was made up of home equity. This 
wealth can be used in many ways – to trade up to a better home in an area with better 
schools and more employment opportunities, to renovate an existing home, or to pay 
for school tuition, health care, or other expenses that benefit the family.2 

Housing also makes up a significant portion of the nation’s economy. America’s residential 
housing represents over a third of the country’s “tangible assets,” and housing spending 
accounts for more than 20 percent of the country’s gross domestic product. New 
residential housing construction alone provides 3.5 million jobs per year.3 

Conversely, during the current foreclosure crisis, banks are becoming more reluctant 
to extend loans for housing and other activities or to allow families to tap into home 
equity. This is contributing to decreased consumer spending, which in turn is hurting 
other sectors of the U.S. economy.

The Rising Cost of Rental Housing 

The effects of the affordable housing crisis on low-income households have deepened 
and extended to many middle-class families who do not come under the federal definition 
of poverty. Nearly a third of American households are renters. Of that number, over 
50 percent (approximately 18.5 million) do not earn enough to afford the fair market 
rent for a housing unit appropriate to their family size. The impact of this challenge 
is significant – in 2006, more than 9 million renter households paid over 50 percent 
of their income for rent, leaving a lesser share of remaining income for food, clothing, 
health care, and other essentials. 



The Home Is the Foundation

4

There is not a single community in the United States where a family working full time at 
the 2009 minimum wage ($7.25 per hour) can afford even a one bedroom apartment, 
let alone a two bedroom rental unit.4 Consequently, too many Americans cannot afford 
to live and work in the same community. As a result, employers in expensive housing 
markets may not be able to find the employees they need to run their companies. 

Households with worst case housing needs are defined by the U.S. Department of 
Housing and Urban Development as paying more than half of their income for rent 
or living in severely substandard housing, with earnings under 50 percent of the area 
median income. People in this category are truly the poorest of the poor. HUD’s most 
recent worst case housing needs report to Congress made a number of important find-
ings, including the following: 

• 5.18 million households, or nearly five percent of American families, have worst case 
housing needs, even though many of these families have at least one full-time wage earner.

• 77 percent of these families earn less than 30 percent of area median income.

• Race plays a significant role in a household’s ability to afford housing; 1.04 million 
African-American households and 1.4 million Latino households have worst case 
housing needs.5 

Vulnerable Populations

Specific populations such as persons with disabilities, seniors, youth aging out of foster care, 
and veterans have particular difficulty accessing and maintaining affordable housing. 

More than 7 million people receive Supplemental Security Income (SSI) payments – 
federal benefits for people who are over 65, disabled, or blind and unable to work. The 
maximum SSI payment for 2008 is $637 per month, or $7,644 per year. Affordable rent 
for a SSI recipient living alone would be $191 per month – well below the cost of a studio 
apartment in the least expensive county in the country.6 Indeed, a recent study found that 
the national average rent for a studio apartment was 100.1 percent of average monthly SSI 
income, while the average rent for a one bedroom apartment is 113.1 percent of SSI.7

Far too many older Americans face housing affordability challenges. There are approxi-
mately 300,000 units of HUD funded affordable housing for low-income seniors, but 
for every available apartment there are ten more eligible people on waiting lists. The 
average eligible senior waits over 13 months before a unit becomes available.8 Catholic 
Charities agencies make a substantial commitment to meeting these needs, but our 
country must do more to ensure that its most vulnerable citizens receive the housing and 
services they need to remain stable and productive members of their communities. 

Inability to find affordable housing is a major contributor to family stresses that lead to 
children entering foster care. The same inability affects some of the approximately 24,000 
youth that leave foster care every year at age 18. They often age out without being provided 
any ongoing financial support or other assistance in obtaining housing, health care, a job, 
or an education. As many as one third may eventually become homeless. Stable housing 
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provides a positive environment from which youth can begin working towards self-
sufficiency, but rental housing is unaffordable to young people with low or no income.9 

HUD’s Family Unification Program (FUP) provides Section 8 vouchers to preserve  
families and keep children and youth out of foster care, an intervention that helps 
families and is cost-effective. FUP vouchers can also be used to provide youth aging out 
of foster care with special time-limited Section 8 vouchers to help them learn to live 
on their own. After not funding the program for close to ten years, Congress recently 
provided funds for nearly 3,000 new FUP vouchers – a strong positive step towards 
preventing family homelessness and helping youth make the transition.

Providing affordable housing for our veterans also challenges our nation. Veterans may 
face housing affordability problems as they are discharged into the civilian world without 
the job skills necessary to find employment quickly. And often, post traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD) and other mental health disorders make it difficult for veterans to 
retain a job once they do find one. The loss of family support that occurs when veterans 
with mental health problems become isolated and alienated from the people who care 
about them the most exacerbates these problems. Finally, as we see more female veterans 
returning from the current conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan, more veteran families with 
children will be at risk for becoming homeless.10 

Catholic Charities agencies are developing housing for veterans, particularly those who 
return with disabilities. To help make housing units affordable for this population, HUD 
and the Veterans Administration have provided 10,000 new Section 8 vouchers for 
disabled homeless veterans. Catholic Charities USA is pleased to support this initiative 
and we urge additional collaborations to ensure that everyone who serves our country in 
the Armed Forces has a stable place to live when they return to civilian life.

Homelessness

Perhaps the nation’s most unstable population is the group of individuals and families 
who do not even have a place to call home. On any given night, more than 750,000 
Americans are homeless, including individuals who sleep on the streets and families 
living in shelters, cars, motels, or stressful doubled-up situations.11 

Veterans comprise over  26 percent of the nightly homeless population, even though 
veterans represent only 11 percent of the civilian population over age 18.12 Minority 
groups are also heavily represented among people experiencing homelessness. Two-thirds 
of the sheltered homeless population is made up of members of minority groups, even 
though minority groups make up only one-third of the U.S. population. While HUD’s 
data does not provide an estimate of the number of people who are homeless over the 
course of a year, the number is believed to be between 2.5 million and 3.5 million.13

One significant cause of homelessness is inadequate discharge planning from jails, prisons, 
hospitals, and mental health or substance abuse treatment programs. Conversely, 
effective discharge planning saves money, improves health outcomes, and prevents 
homelessness. Ensuring that people have a place to live immediately upon discharge is a 
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first step in effective discharge planning, but it is not the only step. Discharge plans that 
fail to put in place the supports necessary to maintain housing are often unsuccessful.14 
Recently, government agencies have begun to push back against private entities that 
release patients without adequate discharge plans.15 

Housing Challenges – An Urban, Suburban, and Rural Issue

Housing affordability is a problem prevalent in all American communities. Not surpris-
ingly, cities have the highest overall number of very low-income renters. However, a 
higher percentage of suburban residents than urban residents (36 percent to 34 percent) 
have worst case housing needs.16 

Cities continue to face significant housing affordability challenges. As government 
support wanes, public housing stock is falling into disrepair. In many areas, old public 
housing is being torn down and redeveloped into mixed income communities with 
both homeownership and rental housing opportunities. While mixed income develop-
ment has its benefits, these neighborhoods typically have fewer affordable housing units 
than the housing projects that preceded them, squeezing out lower income residents. 
Similarly, while gentrification has led to the re-development of once decaying down-
town areas and increased property values, it has often forced poorer residents out of 
neighborhoods that they have traditionally called home.  

Today, only 20 percent of U.S. residents live in the 80 percent of the country that is 
rural. Nearly 7.5 million rural Americans are poor. This reflects a higher poverty rate 
than for the rest of the country. Many residents of regions such as Central Appalachia, 
the Mississippi Delta, the Colonias along the border with Mexico, and tribal lands 
experience a deep and persistent poverty that goes unseen by the rest of the country.17 

Poverty in rural areas persists despite the fact that 76 percent of rural residents own their 
homes, a number significantly greater than the 68 percent national homeownership 
rate. Eighteen percent of rural homes are mobile homes, trailers, or other manufactured 
housing units, or more than half the country’s supply of such homes. This housing is 
often financed through personal property loans instead of conventional mortgages. 
Further, these loans are frequently made by subprime or even predatory lenders at an 
increased cost to consumers who can ill afford to pay them.18 

People of color in rural areas often face severe challenges in housing quality and house-
hold crowding. Over 20 percent of rural African-American families live in substandard 
housing, while Latinos occupy over 25 percent of the overcrowded housing in rural 
communities, even though they occupy only 5 percent of total housing units.19 
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Rebuilding the Gulf Coast

In the late summer of 2005, Hurricanes Katrina and Rita devastated the Gulf Coast, 
from Florida to Texas, with water and wind from the massive storms destroying housing 
along the coast and well inland. After Katrina, levees were breached in New Orleans, 
resulting in widespread flooding and the destruction of entire neighborhoods –  
communities where generations of families lived, worked, and played. The federal 
response was late and ineffective, and evacuees were scattered across the country, 
sometimes boarding planes or buses without even knowing their destinations.

Three years after the hurricanes, rebuilding efforts are proceeding slowly. Significant 
bureaucratic “red tape” has severely hampered programs designed to aid homeowners 
in rebuilding their own homes. Similar challenges have slowed the redevelopment of 
smaller rental housing properties. And for the lowest income residents, public and 
subsidized housing in New Orleans and around the Gulf has still not been fully rebuilt. 
Debates over how to structure redevelopment have taken time to resolve, as have 
zoning and other “not in my backyard” concerns. In some cases, economic recovery and 
affordable housing needs have clashed – in Mississippi, the state is using funds meant 
for affordable housing redevelopment to rebuild the Port of Gulfport, despite that 
community’s continuing need for housing.

Catholic Charities agencies in New Orleans and across the Gulf Coast are working to 
restore affordable housing. The New Orleans Catholic Charities agency has entered into 
an innovative public-private partnership to rebuild public housing and other affordable 
housing units for working families, seniors, and persons with disabilities.

The Rising Foreclosure Crisis

Rising foreclosure rates put even middle class families at risk of imminent homelessness. In 
2007, over 2.2 million foreclosures were filed, representing a foreclosure rate of just over 
1 percent of homeowner households – a jump of 79 percent from 2006.20 Foreclosures 
continued to soar in 2008, up an average of 59 percent through June of 2008.21 While 
foreclosures are a serious problem across the country, the states of California, Ohio, 
Florida, Michigan, and Nevada face the most severe challenges.22 

Foreclosures affect all income groups, including many middle class and lower income 
families who were able to obtain mortgages with low or no down payments and low 
“teaser” interest rates. As incomes stagnate and low interest rates reset at higher levels, 
these families can no longer afford to make their monthly mortgage payments.

Communities experience the impact of foreclosure. Property owners who lose their 
homes to foreclosure often struggle to find a new place to live. Renters of properties that 
are foreclosed on are typically provided little notice before being legally required to leave. 
And communities with high numbers of foreclosures become blighted, as properties 
drop off tax rolls and property values plummet for remaining homeowners. Crime rates 
often rise, causing additional turmoil in the community. This impact is particularly 
strong in cities where foreclosures have been concentrated, such as Detroit, Las Vegas, 
Sacramento, Cleveland, and Miami.23 
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Not surprisingly, young children suffer when families are forced to move. A recent report 
found that the foreclosure crisis will impact 2 million children, with mobility leading to 
poor school performance, behavioral problems, and negative health outcomes.24 

As the foreclosure crisis deepens, the nation must pay more attention to solutions. 
Recent federal legislation should help approximately 400,000 homeowners avoid 
foreclosure. The law will also provide communities with $4 billion dollars to purchase 
foreclosed properties and refurbish them for use as affordable housing. Many state and 
local governments are providing emergency payments to homeowners to help avoid 
foreclosures, while at the same time requiring banks to work with homeowners before 
and during the foreclosure process. Additional housing counseling funds are also being 
provided, allowing Catholic Charities agencies and other nonprofits to help homeowners 
avoid foreclosure and homebuyers ensure that their new residences are affordable in the 
long term.
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Housing and Energy

Green Building

Much of America’s multifamily affordable housing stock is old and typically not energy 
efficient. When energy costs rise, developers and operators of affordable housing have 
to absorb those costs or pass them along to tenants who are ill equipped to pay. This 
strains the household budgets of families who are already living on the margins. It also 
imposes a substantial cost on the federal government, which pays for utilities in public 
housing and provides significant heating assistance funds to lower income people.

As gas prices fluctuate and the public devotes increased attention to environmental 
issues, housing developers must address issues of “green” building when constructing 
new housing or making repairs to existing units. The experience drawn from recent 
construction projects suggests that “green” affordable housing communities can be 
constructed for only 2 to 4 percent more than units built without this focus. And over 
time, most of these costs are recouped through energy savings. In addition, “green” 
developments may improve health outcomes for residents with diseases such as asthma. 
A U.S. House committee recently approved the “GREEN Act” – the first federal “green 
building” legislation.25 This will emerge as an area of focus in upcoming years.

Transportation

Another challenge and opportunity for affordable housing developers is the intersection 
between housing and transportation. When housing is built far away from both jobs 
and important community amenities like shopping centers and medical facilities, people 
must either drive or use public transportation in order to work and meet the needs 
of their families. Encouraging mixed income and mixed use housing development – 
without an overall loss of affordable units – would be environmentally sound, facilitate 
improved access to job opportunities for lower income workers, and reduce the time that 
people spend in cars and away from their families.
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Housing and Racial Equality

Discrimination in Homeownership and Wealth Accumulation

For many American families in the post-World War II period, homeownership has been 
a primary source of wealth building. As home prices appreciate, families can use equity 
to improve family well-being by financing an education, covering retirement costs so 
that parents do not impose a burden on children, helping children with their own 
down payment costs, or leaving property to children as an inheritance.

Unfortunately, Americans of all races do not share in these benefits. While the overall 
homeownership rate is 68 percent, rates tracked by race and ethnicity show that 75 
percent of white households own their own homes, while only 46 percent of African-
American households and 48 percent of Latino households are homeowners.26 

These disparities reflect our nation’s history of racial prejudice and discrimination. 
After World War II, homeownership rates soared as easy access to private credit and 
government loans through programs such as the GI Bill and the Federal Housing 
Administration (FHA) made buying a home in the suburbs affordable to many white 
families. These families responded in droves, settling America’s new suburban communi-
ties, such as the planned Levittowns of New York, Pennsylvania, and New Jersey. But 
due to practices such as redlining, where banks simply refused to provide loans in urban 
neighborhoods rather than evaluating applications based on the creditworthiness of each 
applicant, many qualified African-American families were left unable to purchase homes. 
These families remained trapped in decaying urban communities and were denied access 
to both better housing and additional social benefits, such as higher paying suburban 
jobs and higher performing suburban schools for their children.27 

The effects of this discrimination continue today. In the Washington, DC area, for 
example, African Americans are twice as likely than whites to live in high poverty neigh-
borhoods, and more than eight times more likely than whites to get a sub-prime home 
purchase loan. And due to ongoing residential segregation, people of color are typically 
isolated from areas where there is healthy job growth. Even suburban neighborhoods 
with a high population of people of color tend not to be near the best job opportunities. 
These suburban neighborhoods also tend to have lower property values than comparable 
white neighborhoods. Thus, residents have a lower property tax base to pay for high 
quality schools and a limited ability to gain wealth as their home equity grows.28 

The foreclosure crisis is also having a disproportionate effect on people of color. 
Minority consumers, regardless of income level, have been more likely to receive high 
cost loans than their white peers. Indeed, middle-income members of minority groups 
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were more likely to receive a sub-prime or risky adjustable rate loan than whites with 
similar income levels. Because high cost loans require significantly higher monthly pay-
ments, African Americans and Latinos built home equity more slowly during the recent 
housing bubble. And because loans with deceptive adjustable interest rates often lead 
to foreclosure when rates reset and payments become unaffordable, a disproportionate 
share of minority homeowners are losing their residences – and all the money that went 
into them.29 

Immigrants and Housing

Barriers such as immigration status and limited English skills, combined with limited 
incomes, make it difficult for many immigrants to obtain and maintain affordable 
housing. Both cities and rural communities feel these impacts.

Substandard housing conditions threaten the health and safety of many immigrants. 
Both immigrants and native born Americans face these conditions, but undocumented 
immigrants cannot qualify for public or subsidized housing, often leaving them no 
choice but to accept substandard housing. In addition, undocumented immigrants 
often choose not to complain about substandard housing out of a fear that government 
agencies or landlords will report them to immigration authorities. Too often, unscrupu-
lous landlords take advantage of this fear.

Immigrant tenants are often unrepresented by an attorney and frequently have difficulty 
communicating with the court due to language barriers when they attempt to seek 
remedies from the legal system for unsafe living conditions. Even a strong case faces 
difficulty under these conditions.30 

The foreign born population in non-metro areas grows more quickly than in cities.  
As a result, more immigrants arrive in states with rural communities that traditionally 
have not seen high rates of immigration, such as North Carolina, where the state’s 
foreign born population grew from 1.7 percent in 1990 to 5.3 percent in 2000. Much 
of this trend can be attributed to new employment opportunities, particularly in both 
manufacturing and agriculture.31 

Immigrants in rural communities are more likely to have incomes below the poverty 
line than both their native born rural counterparts and their fellow immigrants who 
live in cities. Immigrant households are also larger on average than native born family 
groups. The typical immigrant household has 3.2 members, while a native born house-
hold has 2.4 members. This leads to two key issues for rural immigrants – they are ten 
times more likely than their native born neighbors to live in overcrowded housing, and 
they are 1.5 times more likely to pay more than 30 percent of their income for rent. In 
fact, 42 percent of rural immigrant families face this challenge, compared to 28 percent 
of native born rural households.32
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The Government and Private Sector  
Role in Housing

Federal Government

The federal government plays a critical role in meeting the housing needs of millions of 
Americans. Federal tax policy promotes homeownership and encourages development 
of rental housing. And federal spending, through HUD and USDA programs, supports 
public housing, provides housing subsidies, assists special needs populations, and helps 
build and revitalize communities. 

The largest federal housing subsidy is the homeowner mortgage interest deduction, 
designed to promote homeownership. A recent estimate suggests that in the current 
fiscal year, the mortgage interest deduction will cost the federal government $89 billion 
in revenue,33 or more than twice the amount of the annual HUD budget. More than 
half of these tax benefits go to the top 12 percent of Americans.34 Homeownership is a 
worthy goal, but it is important to note the priorities set in the tax code – priorities that 
favor subsidies for higher income homeowners over the provision of housing assistance 
to lower income families.

HUD spending represents just over 1 percent of all the money spent by the federal 
government, and only 4 percent of domestic spending, even after large entitlement 
programs such as Social Security, Medicare, Medicaid, and food stamps are taken out.35 
HUD housing expenditures can be roughly broken down as follows:

• 56 percent for tenant and project-based Section 8 rent subsidies

• 18 percent for public and Native American housing

• 14 percent for HOME and CDBG payments to states and local communities

• 4 percent for homeless assistance

• 3 percent (combined) for senior, disability, and AIDS housing

• 3 percent for administrative expenses

• 2 percent for smaller programs, including housing counseling, lead paint removal, 
rural housing, and fair housing enforcement36 

While HUD now spends more in absolute dollars than it did in 1976, a comparison 
using constant dollars found that during the mid 1970s, HUD spending was effectively 
more than twice what it is today. Consequently, during that time HUD was able to 
produce a significant number of new affordable housing units each year. In 1976, 
more than 200,000 new units were built. On the other hand, HUD budgets over the 
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past several years have focused their limited dollars on rental subsidies, and have only 
supported the production of roughly 10,000 new units per year.37 Given this dramatic 
decline in affordable housing production, it is no surprise that our communities face a 
shortage of units available to meet the needs of low-income renters.

A second federal agency, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), also operates 
significant housing programs. USDA spends approximately $6.2 billion on housing 
each year. However, 85 percent of those funds flow to single family homeowner-
ship assistance, with only 3 percent going to new loans to produce affordable rental 
housing and 8.5 percent going to rental subsidies in rural properties.38 Over the past 
30 years, USDA has joined HUD in moving away from direct support for housing 
production. In 1979, USDA subsidized the production of nearly 40,000 new housing 
units. That number is now down to approximately 1,000. Without new production, 
rural communities face growing affordable housing shortages.39 

Low Income Housing Tax Credits (LIHTCs)

Since 1986, as direct government funding for new affordable housing has dwindled, 
most development and preservation activities have been supported through the federal 
Low Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) program. Under the LIHTC program, the 
federal government provides states with tax credits. Each state then awards the credits to 
agencies seeking to preserve or develop affordable housing. In turn, those agencies sell 
the credits to private investors in order to finance their housing development efforts. 

The LIHTC program has created 1.4 million units of housing and represents a strong 
partnership between government, nonprofit and for-profit housing developers, and 
private sector investors in tax credits. However, the program does face challenges. In 
strong economic times, when investors need tax credits, the credits may sell for more 
than one dollar per dollar in tax credits – bringing in “extra” funds to produce more 
housing units. But in tougher economic times, it is more difficult to find investors in 
need of credits, and the sale price for credits drops below one dollar per dollar in credits 
– in 2007 the median price was 92 cents.40 Under these conditions, developers need 
additional credits or other financial support to make financing deals work and produce 
new affordable housing units. 

LIHTC properties can serve residents at up to 60 percent of area median income. In 
order to make their financials work, properties often focus on residents near the top 
of that income group – omitting the lowest income residents. To avoid this problem, 
many state housing finance agencies require developers to designate units for people at 
or below 30 percent of area median income. In some cases, this permits the development  
of supportive housing to help end homelessness or housing for very low-income  
families who might otherwise be homeless through LIHTCs.41
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Housing Trust Funds

Government entities provide dedicated revenue for preservation and production of 
affordable housing through separate funds known as housing trust funds.  Trust funds 
are distinct from other housing programs in that they are funded with dedicated public 
revenues such as taxes or user fees, rather than through annual budget appropriations. 
Currently, 38 states and over 550 cities and counties have housing trust funds. These 
trust funds provide over $1.6 billion dollars per year.42 And recently, after many years 
of effort on the part of Catholic Charities and organizations around the country,  
Congress created a National Affordable Housing Trust Fund, to be financed with a 
percentage of Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac’s annual new business. The new fund 
demonstrates a recognition by the federal government of the importance of increasing 
the nation’s supply of affordable housing.

Housing Preservation

Every year, the nation loses over 100,000 units of affordable housing from the supply. 
Many of these units, built in the 1960s and 1970s by private developers using govern-
ment grants and loans, were required to remain affordable for 20-, 30-, or 40-year 
periods. As these affordability restrictions expire, and the properties age, owners determine 
that they can make more money by rehabilitating their properties and charging market 
rents or by converting the units to condominiums. This creates a permanent loss of 
affordable housing units and puts low-income tenants at risk of displacement and 
potential homelessness. 

Recognizing this challenge, many government programs and nonprofits focus considerable 
resources on the preservation of existing affordable housing. Preservation keeps people 
in existing homes, costs less than new construction, and is a viable option in communities 
where land for the development of new affordable housing simply is not available. 
Without more efforts to preserve affordable housing, the United States will continue 
to experience the current annual trend of losing more affordable housing units than 
we produce. 

Catholic Charities agencies and other nonprofit housing developers will continue to 
focus considerable energy on housing preservation activities. To help preserve more 
units, federal, state, and local government should continue to provide tax credits and 
other financial incentives.
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Catholic Charities and  
the Catholic Community

Catholic Charities agencies nationwide work at every point in the housing continuum, 
from homeless street outreach to foreclosure prevention to production of affordable 

housing properties. Numerous other Catholic institutions also provide housing and 
housing services.

In 2008, the Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate at Georgetown University 
conducted a census study of all Catholic housing programs to examine their role in 
housing America. The 2008 Catholic Housing Survey summarizes the housing assistance 
provided by Catholic Charities agencies, dioceses, institutes of religious, and independent 
programs and properties not sponsored by a diocese or Catholic Charities.43 

The survey asked respondents about any housing units, beds, or housing-related services 
that their organization owns, manages, or sponsors. Programs (Catholic or non-Catholic)
were only included if they provide assistance to the public.  

Preliminary results from the Catholic Housing Survey show that the broader Catholic 
community served nearly 800,000 people through housing in 2007. Of those served, 32 
percent were families and 19 percent were seniors. 

These Catholic housing programs have the capacity to provide more than 143,000 
residences, including 103,623 housing units and 39,930 housing beds.44 Most of the 
housing units were rental units (31 percent) or independent housing units for seniors (30 
percent). Multi-family units comprised 10 percent of the housing units. Most of the hous-
ing beds were nursing home beds (50 percent) and homeless shelter beds (19 percent). 

Catholic Charities agencies specifically provided housing to more than 650,000 people 
and are the sponsors or affiliates of 45 percent of all Catholic housing units and 25 
percent of all Catholic housing beds. Catholic Charities agencies also provide housing-
related services. Eighty percent of responding Catholic Charities agencies had at least one 
affiliate program that provides rental assistance, and 70 percent had at least one program 
that provides case management. Other housing-related services provided by many 
responding Catholic Charities agencies include housing counseling, home mortgage 
assistance, and housing development. 

While the Catholic community makes a substantial contribution to easing the affordable 
housing crisis, the needs are far too great for us to handle alone. The Catholic Charities 
network, the Catholic community, and the nation at large must work together to achieve 
a housed America.  
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Toward a Housed America

America’s affordable housing crisis is solvable. We know what to do.What we 
need now is the political and social will to take action. Ensuring access to safe, 

decent, and affordable housing is one of our country’s most pressing challenges. We 
must reaffirm the goal articulated in the Housing Act of 1949 – “a decent home and 
a suitable living environment for every American family.” 

To achieve this goal, the federal government must adopt a comprehensive national 
housing plan. Such a plan should establish the scope of the country’s housing problems 
and identify a broad set of solutions and timelines to move the nation in a realistic 
manner toward a day when every person in the United States has adequate housing.

This does not suggest that the federal government bears the sole responsibility for 
solving America’s affordable housing crisis. Any plan requires the development of 
partnerships at all levels of government, along with alliances among government 
agencies, nonprofit and for profit housing developers, small and large businesses, and 
philanthropic institutions.

Creating a plan requires the vision to address all of the housing issues reviewed in this 
paper. It requires efforts to reduce income and tax inequality and end poverty so that 
people can afford housing. It requires work to eliminate the pervasive legacy of racial 
discrimination. It requires that we examine the balance between homeownership and 
rental housing and increase our focus on community development – understanding 
the connections between housing and transportation, education, health, energy, our 
environment, and other key social issues. And while this national housing plan must be 
unwavering in its goal of providing safe, decent, affordable housing for all Americans, it 
must permit flexibility in how the local community will achieve the goal. A meaningful 
housing strategy must permit each community to address its most pressing local needs.

Catholic Charities agencies nationwide provide a full range of housing services as well 
as affordable homeownership and rental housing opportunities. Given our diverse 
experience, we are well positioned to contribute to ongoing housing policy debates and 
to play an important role in implementing housing solutions in communities across the 
country. In partnership with federal, state, and local governments, as well as nonprofit 
agencies and businesses concerned with ensuring that their employees have affordable 
housing available to them, we can lead the way toward a future where every American 
can access quality, affordable housing.
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Policy Recommendations

For many Americans, the greatest housing problem is affordability. The cost of 
housing puts a strain on family budgets, making it difficult for them to dedicate 

resources to health care, education and job training, transportation, economic stability 
and other important social needs that help keep families strong.  

While the minimum wage has recently been increased, full-time minimum wage work 
still does not pay enough to allow many working families to live in affordable housing. 
Many workers perform multiple jobs in order to bridge the gap their part time or under-
paid positions offer them. Therefore, we should continue to promote efforts to implement 
a “living wage” – an income that is tied to the true cost of living in communities around 
the country. 

Even as we do that, all levels of government – federal, state, and local – must work in 
concert to address our country’s affordable housing needs. Catholic Charities member 
agencies and the broader nonprofit community can supplement, but not supplant, 
these necessary efforts.

With the goal of ensuring that every American can access quality, affordable housing, 
we make the following housing policy recommendations.

Ensure Local Community and Government Support for Affordable Housing

While all American communities need affordable housing, too many cities, towns, and 
neighborhoods fear it. Misconceptions abound – people believe that affordable housing 
is poorly designed and won’t “fit in” to communities or that affordable housing results 
in increased crime and decreased property values. If not addressed, these “not in my 
backyard” concerns can doom efforts to provide affordable housing. By working closely 
with local government agencies and residents, affordable housing developers can help 
alleviate these concerns and gain backing for their efforts.

Local government land use policies play a significant role in the ability to develop 
affordable housing. Particularly in suburban areas, local zoning policies favor development 
of single family homes, not multi-family rental properties. For this to change, nonprof-
its and government agencies must work together to promote sensible housing develop-
ment policies. One effective policy can be inclusionary zoning, where developers of new 
market rate housing are required to either make a percentage of their units affordable  
or pay into a local housing trust fund for affordable housing development.
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Reduce Foreclosures and Revitalize Distressed Communities

Government and nonprofit agencies must work together to mitigate the effects of the 
ongoing foreclosure crisis. To help individual homeowners, legislators should provide 
incentives for lenders to modify current loans so that families can stay in their homes. 
In addition, Congress should amend federal law and permit judges to modify home 
mortgage terms in bankruptcy proceedings. Further, significant new housing counseling 
funding should be allocated to help current homeowners avoid foreclosure and to 
ensure that new homebuyers secure fair, affordable loan terms.  

Finally, funds must be targeted to revitalize communities that have been devastated by 
the foreclosure crisis. Where foreclosures have clustered, our agencies see neighborhood 
property values plummeting, housing falling into disrepair, and crime increasing. 
Local governments are also losing critical property tax revenue, inhibiting their ability 
to respond. The federal government must step in and provide communities with the 
resources to respond to these new and unanticipated challenges. With these challenges 
comes a significant opportunity – the opportunity to use newly revitalized housing to 
provide affordable homeownership and rental opportunities for a range of low-income 
families, including individuals and families who are currently homeless.

Expand the Low Income Housing Tax Credit

The Low Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) is currently the country’s best program 
for producing new affordable housing units. The federal government should provide states 
with additional credits to allocate, which would directly result in the development of 
more affordable housing units. Housing developments built with LIHTC funds can serve 
residents with incomes of up to 60 percent of the area median income. Many developers of 
LIHTC housing target their projects at the higher end of that income scale, so that project 
rents can cover project operating costs. To ensure that LIHTC projects can also serve more 
very low-income and extremely low-income residents, developers should be able to allocate 
more credits to particular projects, which would result in decreased operating costs and 
permit lower rents. In recent years, state and local governments have also adopted a range 
of tax and bond incentives for affordable housing development. Communities should be 
encouraged to continue implementing these policies. With developers’ ability to allocate 
more Low Income Housing Tax Credits per project, communities will make their afford-
able housing obtainable by those who are in the lowest income brackets. 

Implement the National Housing Trust Fund

Catholic Charities USA has long supported the National Housing Trust Fund 
Campaign – a campaign to build 1.5 million units of housing affordable for the lowest 
income Americans over the next ten years. In 2008, Congress passed legislation that 
established the National Housing Trust Fund. The nation must ensure that the trust 
fund has the needed dollars to meet its goals. If this is to occur, additional dedicated 
revenue streams must be identified and allocated to the trust fund.  
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Support State and Local Housing Trust Funds

Across the country, there are close to 600 housing trust funds at the state, city,  
and county levels. Every year, these funds spend $1.6 billion on affordable housing 
development and preservation, leveraging $5 to $10 in other public and private 
money for every $1 committed. These state and local trust funds are a critical comple-
ment to federal resources. Catholic Charities USA encourages the creation and  
funding of such funds. 

Provide New Resources for Housing Subsidies

One of the simplest ways to make rental housing more affordable is to provide direct 
housing subsidies. The Section 8 program is an effective and efficient means for 
providing these supports. Unfortunately, even as waiting lists have grown longer and 
longer, federal Section 8 funding for tenant subsidies has been so low that the total 
number of assisted units in local communities has either stayed level or, in some areas, 
dropped. And HUD has been unable to make monthly payments reliably to owners 
of multi-family subsidized properties. These trends cannot continue. The nation must 
support significant increases in funding for Section 8 tenant-based vouchers, including 
those targeted to individuals and families leaving homelessness, seniors, and persons 
with disabilities. We must also ensure reliable funding for the project-based Section 8 
program so that property owners can maintain their communities and resist converting 
these vital units of affordable housing into market rate developments.

Preserve a Role for Public Housing

Public housing has long been a critical part of the federal response to affordable housing. 
Though local, high crime neighborhoods host many distressed public housing units, 
housing authorities across the country are successfully mixing government and private 
housing development funds to revitalize urban communities. Unfortunately, redevelop-
ment of public housing often results in fewer subsidized housing units and displacing 
former residents. Funding for public housing revitalization must be sufficient to ensure 
that there is no net loss of affordable housing units. As our communities create safer, 
revitalized areas for their residents, it is imperative that subsidized housing is also a priority. 

Increase the Federal Role in Producing Special Needs Housing

The HUD Section 202 senior housing program currently produces a fraction of the 
new units it developed 30 years ago. Already, for every unit available there are ten low-
income seniors in need of housing assistance. As the nation ages, this ratio will increase. 
To meet our nation’s commitment to seniors, it must increase the available supply of 
supportive senior housing units. This can be done in two ways – by providing increased 
funding and by reforming federal policy so that senior housing funds can be more 
easily blended with other sources of affordable housing funding, which in turn will 
greatly ease new development. The newer Section 811 disability housing program only 
produces a small number of new housing units each year, despite the demand caused 
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by deinstitutionalization and the understanding that people with disabilities are best 
served when they can be provided with community-based housing and social supports. 
Whether through rental subsidies or financing of new housing units, the nation must 
maintain our commitment to provide all persons with disabilities the opportunity to 
live with dignity.

End Homelessness

To end homelessness, the nation must first prevent people from becoming homeless. By 
providing new housing resources and keeping people who are housed in that housing, 
many of the policy proposals referenced above will help achieve this goal. But to ensure 
that homelessness does not continue, the nation must strengthen discharge planning 
from public and private systems of care. Nobody should leave a prison, jail, hospital, 
or treatment program without a place to live. For people who are already homeless, the 
nation must commit to provide new housing resources accompanied by social supports. 
The long-term single adult homeless population may need more intensive services, as 
may some portion of families who are homeless. Further, unaccompanied homeless 
youth will need to be reconnected with family or provided with other living arrangements.   

Maintain and Redevelop Existing Housing Stock

National commitment to affordable housing and preservation is critical to creating 
a housed America. Federal and state incentives to support nonprofits and other local 
developers to buy and rehabilitate existing housing stock will preserve communities 
and create more affordable housing for families. Investments in energy efficient housing 
rehabilitation will create jobs for low-income communities and provide more safe 
affordable housing for low- to moderate-income families. 

Promote Green Housing 

Smart investment in greener housing will provide a number of benefits to distressed 
communities and the overall economy. Improvements in green housing will result in 
fewer health care issues for millions of families currently living in distressed housing. 
New investments that focus on energy efficiency and sustainability will also result in 
new employment opportunities that will benefit communities.

Make Investments in Workforce Housing 

Building and rehabilitating housing near jobs and transportation should be a major 
focus of any effort to create more affordable housing. Reducing travel time for workers 
helps the environment and keeps families in communities where they work.  

Improve Housing Protections for Immigrants 

Removing anti-immigrant biases in housing is critical to promoting a comprehensive 
housing strategy. Immigrant families frequently suffer from predatory practices and 
other discrimination that result in their living in unsafe housing conditions. Federal and 
state policies should focus on reducing abusive actions against immigrant families and 
creating accessible housing for immigrant families.  
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Improve Programs that Address Financial Components of Homebuying 

The current housing crisis is proof that many families need housing counseling to 
prepare for the purchase of a first home. Catholic Charities agencies have provided such 
programs with great success. The federal government should expand support to local 
community organizations to strengthen such programs. Additional resources should 
be allocated to help families save for their first home, similar to HUD’s Family Self-
sufficiency Program. There should also be a focused effort to regulate mortgage brokers 
and reduce predatory lending practices that victimize first-time home buyers.

Make Additional Investments in Supportive Housing

Meeting the housing needs of vulnerable populations such as people with disabilities,  
seniors, and children will be a critical component of our goal to reach a fully housed 
America. Additional investment by the federal government is necessary to create 
additional units of supportive housing for vulnerable populations. These units should 
have integrated social services to help residents fully participate in their communities.

Develop More Affordable Rental Units 

The federal government should lead the effort to develop more affordable rental units in 
all areas of the country. In most metro areas, individuals earning minimum wage simply 
do not earn enough to pay fair market rent. More affordable rental housing must 
include subsidized rental assistance to allow low- to moderate-income families find a 
safe and affordable place to live. 

Promote Equitable Entry to Homeownership

Too many Americans are not able to buy their own homes because of racial biases in the 
market. Homeownership is a critical component of long-term wealth transfer; there-
fore, policies must promote equitable homeownership throughout all segments of our 
population. These strategies must prepare families to purchase the appropriate housing 
so that that they are at less risk for predatory lending practices and foreclosure. With 
African-American and Latino children forming the majority of future households, it is 
critical that investment in equitable homeownership policies be implemented. Without 
such investments, the middle class will become more fragile, with weakened education 
standards, decreasing wages, and slumping homeownership. These factors will have a 
negative consequence on the economic security of our nation.

Without the home as a foundation, our communities and our country as a whole suffer. 
A housed America, one where individuals and families have a place to ground their 
lives, seek comfort, and prepare themselves to participate as full members of our society 
through work, education, and civic engagement, can be a reality. With policies and 
practices that hold the home as the foundation to a better community, we can ensure 
that all our nation’s residents have roofs over their heads. 
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