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Update on the National Initiative

Happy Thanksgiving! This season we have much
to be thankful for here at WOW. Although the
economic downturn has created much turmoil
across the country and in localities, we see
opportunities to leverage the current climate and
social will to create long overdue change. We
believe two major events have come together to
make this a critical time to push the economic
security conversation forward. The downturn of
the economy has made the issue of economic security one that is of concern to a greater
number of Americans and President-elect Barack Obama has made economic security a
priority for his administration. The combination of these two powerful circumstances creates
an opportunity like no other.

In the coming weeks, WOW plans to seize on this opportune time to further our economic
security agenda. Our first call to action for the new administration is the creation of an
Interagency Task Force on Economic Security. The Interagency Task Force on Economic
Security would be authorized by the President and composed of representatives of all
relevant departments and agencies, including but not limited to Labor, Treasury, Health and
Human Services, Housing and Agriculture, and the Social Security Administration. The charge
of the Task Force would be to define an economic security benchmark for the income
required by families of different ages and sizes to meet the cost of basic necessities in the
marketplace and to implement coordinated policies and programs with economic security as
a unifying goal.

In the coming days, WOW will send an action alert to state partners and coalition members
detailing the Task Force and requesting endorsements. We hope you too will join our effort
to help provide the new Administration with direction and definition to truly ensure
economic security for all!

WHAT and WHY it Matters

WHAT is the Housing Choice Voucher Program?

The Housing Choice Voucher Program (formerly known just as “vouchers” or as Section 8
rental assistance) provides assistance to low-income families, seniors and disabled persons
for “decent, safe and sanitary housing in the private market.” This federally funded program
is usually administered by a local public housing agency (PHA). These PHAs, governed by a
locally appointed Board of Commissioners, both own and operate public housing
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developments and administer the nation’s almost 2 million housing choice vouchers. The
PHA grants an eligible individual or family a voucher to be used towards rent for a subsidized
housing unit. Program participants are free to choose any housing unit in which the landlord
agrees to rent under the program and the unit meets federal health and safety regulations.
The rent must also be within HUD and PHA-determined guidelines. Voucher payments are
then distributed by the PHA to the participating landlord. Program participants are required
to pay the highest of the following towards housing expenses:

¢ 30% of monthly adjusted income,

e 10% of their monthly gross income,

e welfare shelter allowance, or

e PHA-established minimum rent of up to $50.

Eligibility for the Housing Choice Voucher Program is determined on the basis of income.
According to federal guidelines, all program participants must have an annual income below
80% of area median income (AMI) and at least 75% of new participants per year must have
incomes below 30% AMI. Locally, PHAs can prioritize vulnerable populations, including
elders, the disabled, veterans, victims of domestic violence and others. In Milwaukee County,
Wisconsin, 80% AMI totals $37,900 per year and 30% AMI totals $14,200 per year for an
individual. Thus, a single resident of Milwaukee County with an annual income below
$37,900 is eligible to receive housing assistance through the Housing Choice Voucher
Program.

Source: National Low Income Housing Coalition, Public Housing: Advocates Guide; U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development, Office of Public and Indian Housing, Housing Choice Vouchers Fact Sheet.

WHY does it MATTER?

The Housing Choice Voucher Program is distinct from other federal and state funded and/or
administered income support programs due to its reliance on AMI for income eligibility as
opposed to the out dated Federal Poverty Level, amounting to only $10,400 in 2008 for a
single elder. Despite its comparatively high income limits, most individuals receiving housing
choice vouchers have incomes below 30% AMI and very rarely have incomes above 50%
AMI. Furthermore, the National Low Income Housing Coalition writes, “Voucher-assisted
units are home to more than 3 million people... The demand for public housing far exceeds
the supply. In many large cities, waiting list times can be up 10 years or longer.”

Findings from Elder Economic Security Standard™ Indexes released thus far in
Massachusetts, California, Pennsylvania, Illinois and Wisconsin illustrate that housing costs
comprise the largest portion of an elder’s expenses. Furthermore, findings indicate that
housing assistance is a vital income support program for low-income elders. With a full
complement of supports, including housing assistance, some elders living on Social Security
are able to attain 90% or more of the local Elder Index. Without housing assistance, elders
living on Social Security rarely rise above 80% of the local Elder Index; urban dwellers rarely
achieve 70%. Put simply, without access to housing assistance many low-income elders lack
the income needed to make basic ends meet.

Source: National Low Income Housing Coalition, Public Housing: Advocates Guide; Data on housing assistance compiled by
Shawn McMahon, Senior Researcher at Wider Opportunities for Women, from state policy briefs (2008): Elders Living on

the Edge: The Impact of California Support Programs When Income Falls Short in Retirement; Elders Living on the Edge:
The Impact of Public Support Programs in Pennsylvania When Income Falls Short in Retirement; Elders Living on the
Edge: When Meeting Basic Needs Exceeds Available Income in Illinois; Elders Living on the Edge: When Meeting Basic
Needs Exceeds Available Income in Illinois
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Data You Can Use

FIGURE 1
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Figure from: Center on Budget and Policy Priorities (2007) “Introduction to the Housing Voucher Program”

Policy Center

In late September, a continuing resolution (CR) which will assure funding of all federal
government was signed into law. The CR will fund programs through March 6, 2009. The
CR will ensure that all current vouchers can be renewed.

Also included in the CR are some Katrina and Rita related-requests. These are: $50
million in Project-based vouchers to any area affected by hurricanes Katrina or Rita; $85
million for the Disaster Housing Assistance Program (DHAP), available until expended,
for households whose assistance would have ended in March of 2009; and $15 million
solely for the redevelopment of public housing impacted by hurricanes Katrina and Rita.

State Spotlight

HARD AT WORK: Minnesota, Connecticut, New Jersey & Michigan

Our newest state partners are ramping up their efforts! Stakeholder meetings are
regularly taking place in Minnesota, Connecticut, New Jersey and Michigan to
introduce the Initiative to new parties and get down to work. Our partners are
inviting service providers, policy makers, philanthropists, advocates and seniors
themselves to assist with the tabulation of the Elder Economic Security Standard
Index as well as the development of policy proposals and advocacy campaigns
devoted to assuring economic security for elders in the coming year. To find out
more or join the effort in your state, contact our partners below:

Connecticut: Permanent Commission on the Status of Women
Contact: Lisa Sementilli at Lisa.Sementilli@cga.ct.gov or 860- 240-8447

Michigan: Elder Law of Michigan, Inc.
Contact: Kate White at kwhite@elderslaw.org or 517-485-9164

Minnesota: Minnesota Women'’s Consortium
Contact: Marie Nelson at eesi@mnwomen.org or 651-228-0338

New Jersey: New Jersey Foundation for Aging


http://wow-eesi.blogspot.com/
http://wow-eesi.blogspot.com/
http://www.cbpp.org/5-15-03hous.htm
mailto:Lisa.Sementilli@cga.ct.gov
mailto:kwhite@elderslaw.org
mailto:eesi@mnwomen.org

Fundraising
Spotlight:

Our work would not be
possible without
generous support from
funders in our partner
states and communities.

Helen Bader
Foundation
(Wisconsin)

Louise H. Landau
Foundation
(Illinois)

United Way of
Southeast
Pennsylvania

The Boston
Foundation
(Massachusetts)

California
Community
Foundation

California
Wellness Foundation

The California
Endowment

The HEALTH Trust
(California)

United Way of the
Bay Area
(California)

Many thanks to the state
and local foundations
supporting our efforts!

Contact: Grace Egan at gegan@njfoundationforaging.org or 609-421-0206

Questions from the Field and Answers

(: To what extent does the Elder Economic Security Standard™ Index capture the cost of
property taxes, particularly for those states where this may be more burdensome for
homeowners?

A: Property taxes are included in housing component of the Elder Economic Security
Standard Index (Elder Index) for homeowners with and without a mortgage. This data is
obtained from the U.S. Census. This survey data is reflective of what individuals and families
report about their housing and property tax costs. For those who own their home free and
clear of a mortgage, the bulk of housing expenses are comprised of property taxes; whereas,
for those who are still carrying a mortgage, housing costs are reflective of both their
mortgage and associated taxes. In states where the property taxes are higher, such as
California and Connecticut, differences in housing costs between homeowners and renters
are less significant.

Upcoming Events

Taking the ELDER INDEX to the States

WOW and representatives from the Gerontology Institute at the University of Massachusetts
Boston (GI-UMASS) are delighted to be presenting draft tables of the Elder Index to our
partners and statewide stakeholders this fall. On Monday, October 27, our Minnesota
partners convened stakeholders across the state via teleconference to view draft data of the
Elder Index for the first time! Friday, November 14 stakeholders from across Connecticut
convened in Hartford to review the draft data of the Elder Index. To learn more or RSVP to
participate in one of the following events, please contact Stacy Sanders at
ssanders@wowonline.org to be connected to the Initiative’s coordinator in your state.

New Jersey: December 5 in New Brunswick, New Jersey

Michigan: January 7 in Lansing, Michigan

Resources and Tools

More facts and information about public housing:

Public Housing Fact Sheet

Eligibility requirements listed here on an annual basis:

HUD Public Housing Income Limits by Fiscal Year

Find your state, city, or county public housing agency:
Public Housing Agency Locator Map
Maintenance of public housing is possible through grants vis-a-vis Hope VI:

HOPE VI Grants

Skill Development: Better Blogging
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Do not fear to be eccentric in opinion, for every opinion now accepted was once eccentric.
- Bertrand Russell

WOW is stepping up its blogging efforts on elder economic security and we need your help!
The blog is an important vehicle for spreading the word about the financial difficulties facing
seniors, baby boomers, family caregivers and others, particularly in today's tough economy.
Visit the blog today:

http://wow-eesi.blogspot.com/

See below for some writing tips for a better blog post!
1. Be concise.

e Posts are meant to be short and to the point. The shorter a post, the more
likely someone will read it. A word limit of 250 is ideal.

2. Be creative.

e Writing a blog post isn’t like writing a proposal or report. You can be creative
and flexible with the writing style you choose and the language you use to
best engage the reader.

3. Balance facts and opinions.

e Blog posts are more often than not reactionary expressions of something that
has occurred, so it is important not to make them too daunting by simply
spewing facts the reader can read in the newspaper, but also not becoming
completely opinion-driven without giving context about the topic. Also, make
sure your facts are attributed to avoid copyright violations.

4. Create an impressive headline.

o The first thing to catch a reader’s eye is your headline, so it needs to be short,
catchy, and appealing. Newspaper headlines are great examples to model
after.

5. Be Yourself.

¢ In the end, you want your voice be heard, so make sure your post is
something you are proud of.

Source: Compiled by Alisha Howell, Project Assistant for the Elder Economic Security Initiative, WOW

Help WOW make the blog a truly interactive forum by commenting on an entry or taking
our weekly poll! Contact Alisha Howell at ahowell@wowonline.org to find out more about
how you can join other bloggers in raising awareness about economic security for elders
and their families. Make your stories, thoughts and opinions known today!

**Special thanks to Linda Couch, Deputy Director of the National Low Income
Housing Coalition, for her assistance with this edition!!**
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