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America’s Affordable Housing Crisis: A Contract Unfulfilled
| Lance Freeman, PhDFor many poor Americans,

having a decent home and
suitable living environment re-
mains a dream. This lack of
adequate housing is not only a
burden for many of the poor,
but it is harmful to the larger
society as well, because of the
adverse effects of inadequate
housing on public health. 

Not only is the failure to pro-
vide adequate housing short-
sighted from a policy per-
spective, but it is also a failure
to live up to societal obliga-
tions. There is a societal obli-
gation to meet the housing
needs of everyone, including
the most disadvantaged. Hous-
ing assistance must become
a federally-funded entitlement.
(Am J Public Health. 2002;92:
709–712)

AMERICA HAS BOTH AN
implicit and an explicit social
contract to provide adequate
housing for its entire population.
To date, this is a contract whose
obligations remain unfulfilled.
Evidence of this failure abounds
in the vast numbers of homeless
families on city streets, in the
large numbers of families that
have to live doubled and even
tripled up with other families,
and in the crushingly high rent
burdens that many low-income
families have to endure. Less
transparent but no less important
are the pernicious effects of this
unfulfilled contract on the health
of the disadvantaged, as has
been described elsewhere.1

THE CONTRACTUAL
OBLIGATION

The explicit nature of the soci-
etal contract to meet the housing
needs of all is spelled out in the
Housing Act of 1949 (42 USC
§§ 1441–1490r [1994]), which
stipulates the “realization as soon
as feasible of the goal of a decent
home and suitable living environ-
ment for every American family.”
But the Housing Act of 1949
was passed more than a half cen-
tury ago by different politicians
representing a different popula-
tion. One could argue that this
contract is no longer binding. Yet
there is substantial evidence that
the American polity still views a
decent home as a minimal right
in America. This is evidenced by
the numerous state and local
policies that mandate a minimal
level of housing. As will be
shown below, however, these
mandates are insufficient to meet

the housing needs of our most
disadvantaged citizens.

Through the enactment of
building codes and other regula-
tions, we have deemed that hous-
ing below minimal standards is
unacceptable and unfit for human
occupation. The cost of producing
housing that meets even minimal
standards, however, is above
what many low-income house-
holds can afford. Consequently,
such households are priced out of
the market in many places—
owing, in part, to society’s consen-
sus that housing below a certain
level is not acceptable.

Of course, most housing occu-
pied by the poor, and by most
other people, for that matter, is
not new but previously occupied
housing. But in many expensive
urban centers even used hous-
ing is beyond the means of
many low-income households. If
maintenance costs required to
keep housing from falling below
standards exceed what low-
income families can afford to
pay, landlords may try to up-
grade their units to attract more
affluent and profitable tenants,
or they may simply walk away
from the property. Both gentrifi-
cation and abandonment may
occur in low-income neighbor-
hoods if low-income families
lack the purchasing power to
make the provision of affordable
housing profitable to landlords.

Owing to transformations in
technology, overseas competition,
and other factors that are not
completely understood, the
American economy over the past
few decades has increasingly bi-
furcated into a highly skilled and
well-paid sector and a low-paying

service sector.2 Jobs in the low-
paying service sector often leave
households without sufficient in-
come to afford housing that
meets even minimal standards. A
growing proportion of the popu-
lace simply earn too little to af-
ford what society deems decent
housing.

Further exacerbating the af-
fordable housing shortage is the
enactment of exclusionary zon-
ing policies by many suburban
communities. These policies typi-
cally exclude multifamily units or
require large parcels of land for
each unit, driving up the price of
housing and making it virtually
impossible for affordable housing
to be located in the community.
Entire swaths of communities are
off limits to the poor because of
local land use policies.

The enactment of building
codes and zoning policies is
prima facie evidence that Amer-
ica has deemed a certain stan-
dard of housing a basic require-
ment of a civilized society. If this
were not so, we would allow the
poor and homeless to build shan-
tytowns, as is done in many cities
of the Third World. Yet simply
legislating out of existence hous-
ing deemed unacceptable does
nothing to ensure everyone ac-
cess to housing. If we are going
to mandate a certain quality of
housing, we are obligated to pro-
vide everyone with the means to
obtain that housing.

AN UNFULFILLED
OBLIGATION

America has come nowhere
close to meeting this obligation.
Although great progress has
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FIGURE 1—Rent burdens in the United States, 1989–1999.

been made in improving the
physical condition of housing,
significant problems remain. For
example, recent surveys of hous-
ing stock indicate that approxi-
mately 7% of all households and
15% of all low-income renter
households live in units with se-
vere or moderate physical prob-
lems (defined as malfunctioning
plumbing, heating, or electrical
systems, dilapidated public areas,
or inadequate maintenance).3

Moreover, some of these physi-
cal deficiencies have serious
health consequences, most no-
tably, lead paint poisoning and
exposure to pathogens stemming
from pests.

Affordability is an intransigent
problem that we have not come
close to solving. Because housing
is the single largest expenditure
for most households, housing af-
fordability has the potential to af-
fect all domains of life that are
subject to cost constraints, includ-
ing health. Crushingly high rent
burdens leave poor families with
little money for food, doctor’s
visits, or other necessities. Thus,
households lacking affordable
housing are vulnerable to dis-
eases and illness associated with
malnutrition and inadequate
health care. Doubling or tripling
up lead to overcrowding and
having to navigate relationships
with other families, which is
stressful. In extreme cases, a lack
of affordable housing can result
in homelessness. As a substantial
body of research attests, these
types of psychological stressors
can have a negative impact on
health.4

Despite the paramount impor-
tance of housing affordability,
this front remains one where rel-
atively little progress is being
made. Indeed, by the rule of
thumb that a household should
devote no more than 30% of its

income to housing, we may ac-
tually be losing ground. As Fig-
ure 1 illustrates, the proportion
of all renters paying more than
30% in rent was higher in 1999
than it was in 1989. Even if we
use a less stringent measure of
affordability, the picture remains
the same. In 1989, 17% of rent-
ers paid more than 50% of their
income for rent; in 1999, 20%
did. Thus, during the period of
the longest economic boom in
history scarcely any progress
was made in the arena of afford-
able housing.

America, then, has an unful-
filled social obligation to ade-
quately house all of its disadvan-
taged residents. This obligation
grows out of the implicit agree-
ment that no one should be
forced to live in substandard
housing. The failure to meet this
obligation has an impact on the
public’s health.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS

A housing policy designed to
fulfill the social contract of pro-
viding decent housing for all

would be funded at the federal
level, as all redistributive pro-
grams should; would be funded
at levels necessary to ensure that
all those with needs could have
their needs met, as others have
advocated6; and would be sensi-
tive to the conditions of local
housing markets. Federal funding
is most efficient and avoids the
problem of localities’ engaging in
a race to the bottom, whereby
each locality attempts to avoid
attracting more poor households
by providing overly generous
housing benefits.

Making housing an entitlement
would not only help meet the
needs of all, but would be inher-
ently more equitable than the
current system. Affordable hous-
ing is now rationed, for the most
part, on a first come, first served
basis. There is nothing equi-
table about a system that pro-
vides some households with a
subsidy worth up to the market
rate for rental units in that area,
while other equally deserving
households receive nothing.

Finally, housing, as a relatively
immobile good, cannot be redi-

rected to places where needs
emerge, the way food or finan-
cial capital can. Hence it makes
sense for the federal government
to redirect housing subsidies to
areas experiencing the most
need. Making housing assistance
more sensitive to local housing
conditions would target aid to lo-
calities most in need. To a certain
extent this is already done
through the use of “fair market
rents,” which are based on the
local market rate for similar units
and are used to calculate the
amount of assistance each family
receives. But making housing as-
sistance an entitlement would
better target aid to cities with the
most need.

Under present circumstances,
a city with a dire affordable
housing shortage and many fami-
lies who cannot afford market
rents does not necessarily receive
more housing assistance than a
city with less of a shortage, be-
cause the condition of the hous-
ing market plays only a minor
role in determining where fed-
eral housing assistance is di-
rected. This is in contrast to
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other entitlement programs, such
as Medicaid or food stamps, in
which resources automatically
flow to localities with the most
needy clients.

Moreover, the type of housing
assistance needed in a locality
will vary depending on the con-
dition of the housing market.
Tight housing markets may be
more in need of newly con-
structed affordable housing,
whereas markets where afford-
able units are abundant would
be better served by housing
vouchers.

The current direction of US
housing policy is not particularly
reassuring. Because the Bush ad-
ministration has yet to articulate
a clearly defined vision for af-
fordable housing in urban Amer-
ica, the policies of the Clinton era
have become the de facto policy
orientation.

Under Clinton, the US Depart-
ment of Housing and Urban De-
velopment (HUD) attempted to
change its image from that of a
lumbering agency that indefi-
nitely subsidized housing for
low-income families in isolated
ghettos to that of a more nimble
and efficient agency that would
provide its low-income clientele
more choice but would also
exact more obligations. Choice
would come in the form of ac-
cess to a greater variety of
neighborhoods and an increase
in opportunities to buy a home.
Housing vouchers and counsel-
ing would be used to provide
poor households with the means
and information necessary to re-
locate to less poverty-stricken
neighborhoods.

In addition, the low-income
housing tax credit replaced pub-
lic housing as the source of proj-
ect-based housing assistance,
with the federal government no
longer building public housing

and indeed demolishing some
units. Recipients of HUD subsi-
dies were also in some cases re-
quired to move toward self-suffi-
ciency by developing a plan to
earn sufficient income so that
they would no longer need pub-
lic subsidies.

While the pilot programs of
many of these initiatives show
signs of promise, the jury is still
out on whether they can be ex-
panded to encompass all of
HUD’s clientele. More impor-
tantly, from an affordable hous-
ing perspective, these innova-
tions do not adequately address
the shortage of affordable hous-
ing. The federal government cur-
rently provides assistance to ap-
proximately 4.6 million
households, but roughly 9.7 mil-
lion low-income households re-
ceive no housing assistance. Put
another way, only about a third
of all households in need of
housing assistance receive it.
Moreover, because housing assis-
tance is not an entitlement, it is
not as sensitive to local condi-
tions as it could be, and re-
sources do not automatically
flow to localities with the great-
est needs.

Thus, even if HUD’s innova-
tions to replace public housing
with integration of low-income
households into communities
are successful beyond our
wildest dreams, they would not
help the majority of low-income
households that need housing
assistance but do not get it. In-
deed, one policy innovation,
which demolishes public hous-
ing and replaces the lost units
with vouchers, may actually ex-
acerbate the affordable housing
shortage. Particularly in tight
housing markets with low va-
cancy rates, the housing vouch-
ers will not, in the short run, do
anything to increase the supply

of affordable housing. At best,
current federal policy may be
developing a more effective de-
livery system for a wholly inade-
quate remedy.

Addressing the remaining
health-threatening physical defi-
ciencies in the housing stock is
largely a matter of mustering the
political will to devote the neces-
sary resources. For example,
HUD’s strategic plan of 2000
contained an initiative to elimi-
nate lead hazards in approxi-
mately 2.3 million housing units,
representing approximately 2%
of the occupied housing stock,
within 10 years. If successful,
such an initiative would place the
threat of lead poisoning in the
dustbin of history. The fact that
HUD could develop such a plan
suggests that making serious
progress concerning this problem
is within the scope of current
policy.

The example of lead paint poi-
soning aptly illustrates the prog-
ress made in combating the ills
of poor housing and the work
that remains to be done. The ter-
rible housing conditions that
once plagued many households
have largely been eradicated; but
a small yet significant number of
households still live in physical
conditions that may harm their
health. It is surely within our
power to eradicate the remaining
problems.

Seriously addressing the issue
of affordability would require a
major expansion of resources de-
voted to affordable housing.
Some estimates suggest HUD’s
budget would have to be dou-
bled.6 The most equitable policy
would be to treat affordable
housing as an entitlement, rather
than rationing it on a first come,
first served basis as is done
today. As daunting as this might
seem initially, the logic behind

expanding housing subsidies sub-
stantially is not that radical.
Other needs, such as education,
medical care, and food, are
treated as entitlements; until re-
cently income support was too.
Even with the elimination of Aid
to Families With Dependent Chil-
dren as an entitlement, most
states still treat it as such. There-
fore, treating affordable housing
as an entitlement would be con-
sistent with most other public
support programs.

CONCLUSION

If our goal is to improve the
health of the most disadvantaged
among us, it would be unwise to
ignore the crisis of affordable
housing. Poor physical condi-
tions, affordability, and location
are the 3 dimensions through
which housing affects health.
From a policy perspective, elimi-
nating the few remaining physi-
cal housing problems that plague
some of the poor is the most fea-
sible task, and it is the domain
where the most progress has
been made.

The challenge of providing af-
fordability is more daunting, but
the logic is certainly there. We
have entitlements for health, in-
come, food, and education. Why
not housing? This is also a place
where social science might have
a major impact. When light is
shed on the links between afford-
able housing and health, the
shortsightedness of neglecting
housing only to incur higher
medical costs later becomes
clear. With regard to location,
some progress has been made,
but again, many low-income
households are not receiving the
financial assistance that would
enable them to relocate.

Given the current political cli-
mate and the reemergence of
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budget deficits, the prospects for
extending housing assistance to
all those in need appear dim.
Nevertheless, any effort to im-
prove the health of the disadvan-
taged should include a major ini-
tiative to expand housing
assistance. We will undoubtedly
have to wait for a time when
housing assistance will be an en-
titlement. But this is a wait that
may be bad for our health.

About the Author
Requests for reprints should be sent to
Lance Freeman, PhD, Department of
Urban Planning, Columbia University,
400 Avery Hall, 1172 Amsterdam Ave,
New York, NY 10027 (e-mail: lf182@
columbia.edu).

This commentary was accepted Janu-
ary 24, 2002.

References
1. Evans RG. Introduction. In: Evans
RG, Barer ML, Marmor TR. Why Are
Some People Healthy and Others Not?
The Determinants of Health of Popula-

tions. New York, NY: Aldine DeGruyter;
1994.

2. Levy F. The New Dollars and
Dreams: American Incomes and Eco-
nomic Change. New York, NY: Russell
Sage Foundation; 1998.

3. Strategic Plan FY2000–FY2006.
Washington, DC: US Dept of Housing
and Urban Development; 2000.

4. Dunn JR. Housing and health in-
equalities: review and prospects for re-
search. Housing Studies. 2000;15:
341–366.

5. American Housing Survey. Avail-

able at: http://www.census.gov/hhes/
www/ahs.html. Accessed March 6,
2002.

6. Hartman C. The case for a right to
housing. Housing Policy Debate. 1998;9:
223–246.

The Human Right to Adequate Housing: A Tool for Promoting
and Protecting Individual and Community Health

| Bret Thiele, JDThe human right to ade-
quate housing is enshrined in
international law. The right to
adequate housing can be
traced to the Universal Decla-
ration of Human Rights, which
was unanimously adopted by
the world community in 1948.
Since that time, the right to
adequate housing has been
reaffirmed on numerous occa-
sions and further defined and
elaborated.

A key component of this
right is habitability of housing,
which should comply with
health and safety standards.
Therefore, the right to ade-
quate housing provides an ad-
ditional tool for advocates and
others interested in promot-
ing healthful housing and liv-
ing conditions and thereby
protecting individual and com-
munity health. (Am J Public
Health. 2002;92:712–715)

[P]oor housing is always associated

with high rates of morbidity and mortal-

ity, yet housing generally is not high on

the list of societal needs and governmen-

tal priorities.

Robert E. Novick,

Environmental Health in Rural and

Urban Development and Housing,

World Health Organization

THE RIGHT TO
ADEQUATE HOUSING
IN INTERNATIONAL LAW

VARIOUS ASPECTS OF HOUSING
rights are protected in numerous
international instruments, includ-
ing the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights1; the International
Covenant on Economic, Social
and Cultural Rights2; the Interna-
tional Covenant on Civil and Po-
litical Rights3; the International
Convention on the Elimination of
All Forms of Racial Discrimina-
tion4; the Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Dis-
crimination Against Women5; the
Convention on the Rights of the

Child6; and the International
Convention on the Protection of
the Rights of All Migrant Work-
ers and Members of Their Fami-
lies (not yet in force).7

For instance, the Universal De-
claration of Human Rights, arti-
cle 25(1), states:

Everyone has the right to a
standard of living adequate for
the health and well-being of
himself and his family, includ-
ing food, clothing, housing and
medical care and necessary so-
cial services, and the right to se-
curity in the event of unem-
ployment, sickness, disability,
widowhood, old age or other
lack of livelihood in circum-
stances beyond his control.1

Similarly, the International
Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights, article 17(1), protects per-
sons from arbitrary or unlawful
interference with their homes.3

The International Convention on
the Elimination of All Forms of
Racial Discrimination, article
5(e)(iii), prohibits discrimination
on account of race, color, or na-

tional or ethnic origin with re-
spect to the right to housing.4

Likewise, the Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Dis-
crimination Against Women, arti-
cle 14(2)(h), obliges states parties
to eliminate discrimination
against women in rural areas to
ensure that such women enjoy
adequate living conditions, par-
ticularly in relation to housing.5

The Convention on the Rights
of the Child, article 27(3), obliges
states parties to provide, in cases
of need, material assistance and
support programs, particularly
with regard to housing,6 while
the International Convention on
the Protection of the Rights of
All Migrant Workers and Mem-
bers of Their Families, article
43(1)(d), provides that “[m]igrant
workers shall enjoy equality of
treatment with nationals of the
State of employment in relation
to . . . [a]ccess to housing, includ-
ing social housing schemes, and
protection against exploitation in
respect to rents.”7 Other interna-


