
From: Sheila Crowley [sheila@nlihc.org]
Sent: Monday, July 07, 2008 9:34 AM
To: NLIHC staff; Phil Tegeler; Xavier de Souza Briggs; Barbara Sard; Peter Dreier
Subject: FW: FINAL Atlantic Monthly Letter to the Editor

FYI

 

From: Vargas, David A [mailto:David.A.Vargas@hud.gov] 
Sent: Monday, July 07, 2008 8:58 AM
To: Sheila Crowley; Laura Tuggle
Subject: FW: FINAL Atlantic Monthly Letter to the Editor

 

The Department’s response to the Atlantic Monthly.

 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

From: Sullivan, Brian E 
Sent: Thursday, July 03, 2008 4:48 PM
To: Richardson, Todd M
Cc: Williams, Darlene F; Nordquist, DJ; Brown, Jereon M; O'Halloran, Stephen C; Blunt, Paula O; Ozdinec, Milan M; 
Blom, Dominique G; Vargas, David A; White, Donna M
Subject: FINAL Atlantic Monthly Letter to the Editor

 

I have sent the following letter to the Atlantic Monthly in response to its recent article

 

DISPARAGING THE POOR

 

I was surprised to read Hanna Rosin’s recent article “American Murder Mystery” because it advances an untested thesis that 
public housing residents living in Memphis, Tennessee are largely responsible for an increase in crime when they relocate to 
surrounding neighborhoods.  

 

I am responsible for the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development’s research efforts that examine how the 
Department’s programs affect the people and places we’re charged with helping.  So naturally I read Ms. Rosin’s article not 
only because I have a keen interest in the subject matter but because I was surprised no one at HUD had been contacted by 
the Atlantic Monthly in preparation of the story.  Had Ms. Rosin made the effort to call, I would have been happy to share 
with her the body of research, both in and out of HUD, which examines how deconcentrating poverty through the 
Department’s HOPE VI, Moving to Opportunity, and Housing Choice Voucher Programs impacts crime.  

 

For many years, this Department has studied the issue of crime in public and assisted-housing programs.  As a result, HUD 
has implemented a number of regulations intended to both discourage resident crime and to protect residents from being 
victimized.  The Supreme Court of the United States has even validated one such rule that permits local housing authorities 



to exercise a tough “one-strike and you’re out policy,” allowing for the quick eviction of tenants who engage in criminal 
activity.

 

Public housing residents and families receiving housing vouchers are very poor with average annual incomes of just 
$12,000.  The housing assistance they receive is extremely important to them and the threat of eviction is a strong 
disincentive to commit crime.  In addition, HUD offers a number of other tools to local housing authorities to reduce 
resident crime.  In all honesty, some local housing authorities do a better job than others at using these tools, but the tools 
are available.  In the same vein, Ms. Rosin didn’t exercise all the tools at her disposal.

 

Neither the research Ms. Rosin cites, nor other studies that I am familiar with on this issue, directly link vouchers with 
crime.  Certainly some voucher holders and their friends commit crimes, as do some non-voucher holders and their friends. 
The question that the Atlantic Monthly article fails to answer is would crime in these Memphis neighborhoods have 
increased if these former public housing residents had not relocated to them?  That’s the supposition advanced by Ms. Rosin 
but where’s the evidence?  Simply noticing a spike in crime and attributing it to a particular cause isn’t good enough.  Ms. 
Rosin mentions unemployment, drugs and other factors as likely contributing to the higher crime but she stops there.  In my 
experience, doing the research before reaching a conclusion is always preferable.   

 

Quality research on the HOPE VI Program finds that most public housing residents that relocate with a voucher move into 
lower poverty and safer neighborhoods.  Our Moving to Opportunity research further tells us that there are huge 
improvements in mental health and reduced victimization.  Teenage girls are significantly less likely to commit crimes, 
especially violent crimes, after they move out of public housing with a housing voucher.  It is worrisome, however, that 
there is an increased likelihood that teenage boys will be arrested for property crime offenses.  

 

This research certainly points to how we can make our programs better, but on balance, the benefits of programs like HOPE 
VI and the Housing Choice Voucher program outweigh any negatives.  Which leads me to ask, what is Ms. Rosin ultimately 
suggesting?  That decades of public policies and programs designed to deconcentrate poverty in America ought to be 
reversed in favor of those that would restore the extremely high poverty neighborhoods of our past?  Is the answer to do 
nothing and keep families trapped in poverty?  Should we just write off the poor?  Sadly, the tone and tenor of Ms. Rosin’s 
article appears designed to inflame the cynical fears of those who would seize on issues of race and class to fuel their bias.

 

Todd Richardson is the Director, Program Evaluation Division, Office of Policy Development and Research with the U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban Development

 

 


