In Search of a Just Public
Housing Policy Post-Katrina

The post-Katrina New Orleans
housing market, most agree, is char-
acterized by a gross lack of affordable
housing. But although our collective
appreciation for affordable housing
may have reached an all-time high,
what has not changed is the collective
resistance to having any of it, particu-
larly near us. It might be tempting,
given the magnitude of the current
scarcity, to see Hurricane Katrina as
the singular force behind the current
affordable housing crisis. But it would
be a mistake to fail to recognize the
other, enduring forces that have
worked to limit and segregate afford-
able housing throughout most of this
century and the last. This fundamen-
tal contradiction in community inter-
ests—the acknowledged need for af-
fordable (“workforce”) housing ver-
sus the desire to keep it out of particu-
lar neighborhoods—has helped to en-
sure, since the creation of federally-
assisted housing programs, that afford-
able housing would be limited, isolated
and racially segregated.

Remedying Public
Housing Segregation
Post-Katrina

This historic segregation is exem-
plified by New Orleans’ conventional
public housing program. Virtually all
of the over 5,000 households occupy-
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ing public housing in New Orleans
prior to Katrina were African-Ameri-
can. This segregation in public hous-
ing, advocates have argued, is not the
result of random, free-market deci-
sion-making by public housing con-
sumers, but rather is a vestige of gov-
ernment-sponsored policies and prac-
tices reinforced by discrimination in
the private market.

Given the history of public hous-
ing in New Orleans, which mirrors that
of the country generally, the question
of how to use public housing to ad-
dress the affordable housing crisis post-

Katrina is particularly thorny. Whereas
a fair housing approach to affordable
housing development post-Katrina
would seek to increase the housing
choices of African Americans and avoid
the historic isolation that has plagued
public housing programs for decades,
the current plan to demolish public
housing in New Orleans and redevelop
it into mixed-income housing will be
years in the making. This extreme
makeover will prolong, and arguably
make permanent, the displacement of
thousands of families who occupied
(Please turn to page 4)
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public housing in New Orleans pre-
Katrina and who have suffered most
from the vestiges of government’s great
segregation experiment.

Perhaps what makes the road from
segregated housing to mixed-income
housing so rocky is the staggering loss
in absolute numbers of affordable
housing units along the way. The pub-
lic housing redevelopment agenda is
essentially a density-reduction, mixed-
income, privately-managed housing
agenda. If fewer units are built back
onto the original public housing site,
if a majority of these units are desig-
nated as market-rate units, and if the
subsidized units are subject to restric-
tive eligibility criteria, the redevel-
oped public housing community can
be made virtually unusable by its
former residents.

The False Dichotomy

Despite the historic proportions of
the displacement that Katrina has
wrought and the temptation to treat
the choices as unprecedented, the hous-
ing policy considerations that have
arisen in the aftermath of the storm
are eerily familiar. Much like in the
early days of affordable housing de-
velopment, we confront a false di-
chotomy that would have us choose
between affordable housing that is sup-
plied on a segregated basis or none at
all.

False Option 1: Get the Segregated
Housing Now

The notion that segregated public
housing is the most expeditious and
feasible form of federal housing assis-
tance available is not new. Arnold
Hirsch, in his incisive assessment of
federal housing policy in the New Deal
and Cold War eras (“ ‘Containment’
on the Home Front,” published in Vol.
26 of the Journal of Urban History-
2000), describes the way in which
members of Congress opposed to the
massive New Deal public housing pro-
gram used an anti-segregation amend-
ment (the Bricker-Cain Amendment)

Choosing between
affordable housing
supplied on a segre-
gated basis or none at
all is a false dichotomy.

to scuttle the legislation. Many New
Deal-era, civil rights-minded legisla-
tors opted to save the public housing
portion of the 1949 Housing Act by
agreeing to help defeat the ban on seg-
regation. The anti-segregation amend-
ment failed.

The get-the-housing-now approach
in the 1940s and 1950s helped facili-
tate the federal policy that has been
dubbed “Negro containment”— refer-
ring to the operation of public hous-
ing for African-American residents
solely in neighborhoods deemed appro-
priate for African Americans. This
policy assumes, and in some ways con-
cedes, private market and zoning bar-

riers that deny African Americans
neighborhood choice.

The get-the-housing-now mindset
resurfaced when remedies were sought
for racial segregation in federally-as-
sisted housing programs in the 1970s,
1980s and 1990s. Elizabeth Julian and
Michael Daniel (in their article “Sepa-
rate and Unequal,” published in Vol.
23 of Clearinghouse Review—1989)
made the following characterization of
this pernicious argument:

Racial segregation in publicly
funded low-income housing is an
evil, but, given the vast number of
low-income African-Americans who
do not even have the benefits of seg-
regated public housing, our efforts
should be expended on increasing
the total amount of subsidized hous-
ing available and ensuring that Af-
rican-Americans receive at least
their proportional share of that
housing. Once we get the housing,
we will deal with the discrimina-
tion.

Julian and Daniel point out that,
rather than faring better under the get-
the-housing-now approach, African
Americans arguably fare worse, be-
cause segregation permits vast racial
disparities in the quality and quantity
of housing, services and facilities.
Consider, for example, the way in
which federal housing programs have
largely “locked” families of color in
the urban core while government mort-
gage subsidies have increased the hous-
ing mobility and homeownership lev-
els of white middle-class Americans.

The get-the-housing-now arguments
resound in post-Katrina New Orleans,
most vividly demonstrated by the fil-
ing of a federal class action (4Anderson
v. Jackson) seeking to reopen public
housing to those who occupied it be-
fore the storm. What is most urgent
about the argument is the fear that if
segregated public housing is lost, then
no other housing in New Orleans will
take its place. People then will lose
not only their housing, but their right
to return home. Being essentially
blocked from returning to one’s roots
or home community is possibly the
greatest deprivation of “choice”—ar-
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guably a first principle among fair
housing advocates.

False Option 2: Redevelopment as
Blight Removal

If we reject the status quo of segre-
gation in our public housing develop-
ments, the fallacy goes, then our only
other alternative is to adopt a redevel-
opment strategy that severely limits,
if not virtually eliminates, affordable
housing as we know it. This 21% cen-
tury public housing redevelopment
agenda has been focused on removing
blight and attracting market-rate ten-
ants to formerly blighted neighbor-
hoods. Any benefits that trickle down
to the few former residents who are
able to reoccupy these developments
are, as we say in New Orleans, pure
lagniappe. Never mind that the pub-
lic subsidies allocated to these rede-
velopment programs are pitched as pri-
marily benefiting low-income indi-
viduals.

The blight-removal approach ech-
oes the federal policy of the 1940s and
1950s, dubbed by Hirsch as “negro re-
moval.” In the 1940s and 1950s, this
referred to the removal of African
Americans from areas that might al-
ready have achieved some racial inte-
gration or from areas targeted for other
development. Today, a policy of “mi-
nority clearance” would be furthered
by a public housing redevelopment
agenda focused primarily on blight
removal. Here today, gone tomorrow,
good luck, and good riddance. This
policy represents an if-we-don’t-build-
as-much-of-it, they-won’t-come strat-
egy.

The cynical use in 1949 of the de-
segregation principle as a foil to ad-
vance a more sinister anti-public hous-
ing agenda perhaps lingers in the con-
sciousness of modern-day public hous-
ing residents and their advocates. Ina
post-civil rights era, public housing
residents might see the anti-public
housing and desegregation rationales
as one and the same. As such, the
deconcentrating-poverty rationale
would serve merely as political cover
for persons seeking massive reductions
in the number of housing units subsi-

dized for the community’s poorest resi-
dents or, worse, massive reductions in
poor African Americans in a post-
Katrina New Orleans.

A Just Public
Housing Policy

We face this false dichotomy—take
the segregated housing or leave it—not
only in post-Katrina New Orleans, but
in every major city where public hous-
ing redevelopment has been or is be-
ing contemplated. Neither policy can
possibly further fair housing. Site-
based, mixed-income redevelopment

A just public housing
policy would be resi-
dent-driven.

is, by itself, an inadequate response to
the displacement of thousands of low-
income families, many of them work-
ing, from our community and our
economy. But a return to the status
quo of public housing pre-Katrina
raises the following questions: Was
public housing a choice or the only
choice for each and every family who
occupied it pre-Katrina? And to what
extent did public housing represent a
concrete ceiling—rather than a ladder
of opportunity—for poor families? We
at least have something that our fore-
bears lacked in 1949, We have a Con-
gressional mandate under the Fair
Housing Act “to provide, within con-
stitutional limitations, for fair hous-
ing throughout the United States.”

The following features would be
required for a just public housing re-
development policy — centered not on
blight removal, but on furthering fair
housing.

1. Resident-Conscious. A just pub-
lic housing policy would be remedial
and, as such, would be resident-driven
and focused on the residents who lived
in public housing before the makeover.
It would focus on where the residents
live during the makeover, through pro-
vision of housing assistance that does
not perpetuate segregation. And it

would focus on maximizing the suc-
cess of the maximum number of
former residents after the makeover,
whether inside the redevelopment or
outside, through management and
other policies designed to help public
housing residents succeed in the hous-
ing of their choice, including mixed-
income housing.

2. One-for-One Replacement. A
just public housing policy would not
be “reverse redistributionist” in the
sense of shifting more of the federal
subsidy away from low-income Afri-
can Americans towards middle- or
upper-income whites. This would be
the precise result if redevelopment were
focused on reduction in overall num-
bers of units on the redeveloped site
and reduction in the percentages of
subsidized units on site (to achieve a
mixed-income development), with no
corresponding replacement units built
off-site. No just redevelopment of
public housing can occur without off-
site replacement occurring at or near a
one-for-one basis.

3. Inclusionary Zoning. A just
public housing policy would not pro-
ceed without addressing—and eliminat-
ing—the myriad of zoning and market
barriers restricting the mobility and
neighborhood choice of former pub-
lic housing residents, such as the ones
that have arisen in post-Katrina New
Orleans. The debate about mixed-in-
come housing has focused far too
heavily on the removal of low-income
people from areas of concentrated pov-
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erty. Any honest and balanced discus-
sion about public housing redevelop-
ment must also focus on how to create
greater neighborhood choice and ac-
cess for the low-income people dis-
placed by redevelopment. This neigh-
borhood choice and access would re-
quire HUD to actually enforce its re-
quirement that local jurisdictions re-
ceiving federal funds use these funds
to further fair housing. Exclusionary
zoning practices would be considered
antithetical to HUD fair housing policy
and would constitute grounds for HUD
to withhold federal funds. It is also
time for developers and all others who
benefit from public housing redevel-
opment to clear the path for displaced
residents by demanding a more inclu-
sive neighborhood vision on the part
of the city’s private and public sectors
and citizenry.

4. Voucher and Project-Based Re-
placement Housing. A just public
housing policy would not seek to re-
place demolished units subsidized for
low-income individuals solely through
the use of the Section 8 voucher pro-
gram. Voucher programs can, with
the proper counseling and support net-
works, be a powerful means of achiev-
ing housing mobility and neighbor-
hood choice. But those counseling and
support networks do not currently ex-
ist for displaced New Orleanians.
Even if they did, they would be of lim-
ited utility in New Orleans because of
the dearth of housing alternatives gen-
erally and rental housing stock specifi-
cally. Further, as we have seen with
the post-Katrina housing assistance
programs, these subsidies can be elimi-
nated abruptly, without adequate no-
tice or explanation, and in the absence
of sufficient unsubsidized, market-rate
alternatives.

Conclusion

It is time to reject false dichotomies
and embrace a just public housing
policy that is resident-conscious. The
pre-Katrina status quo represented a
system whereby residents lacked true
housing choice and were locked into
segregative decisions made decades
earlier. The efforts proposed by gov-
ernment agencies post-Katrina to
“remedy” the failed policies of the
past, however, are focused on blight
removal. These efforts instead must
be focused on the long-suffering resi-
dents in whose name redevelopment
funding is procured, whose lives will
be on hold during the redevelopment,
and who are desperately needed to help
restore New Orleans and its soul. O
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