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Dear Sir/Madam:

On behalf of the American Public Health Association, a diverse community of public health
professionals who champion the health of all people and communities, | appreciate the
opportunity to submit comments in response to the Department of Housing and Urban
Development’s Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, “Verification of Eligible Status.” We are
strongly opposed to the proposed changes and fear that the immediate and lasting effects this
policy would bring about for individuals, their families, and the population at large would be at
the expense of public health. We urge that the rule be withdrawn in its entirety, and that HUD’s
long-standing regulations remain in effect.

This policy not only targets undocumented immigrants, but also has the potential to directly
impact millions of immigrants and American citizens, and would indirectly impact all parties
involved with public housing assistance including residents, workers, and taxpayers. Although
HUD contends that the proposed rule is a means of addressing the waitlist crisis faced by a
majority of Public Housing Authorities nationwide," HUD’s own analysis of the proposed rule
concludes that fewer, not more, families are likely to receive assistance as a result of the
finalized rule which, in turn would result in increased rates of homelessness in the United States,
costing the country millions, if not billions of dollars.? The real issue is the lack of sufficient
funding to ensure that every family, regardless of immigration status, has access to one of the
most basic of human rights—a safe place to call home. Housing subsidies, such as HUD’s
housing choice vouchers, are critical to assisting individuals in accessing safe, affordable
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housing without being too cost burdened to meet other basic needs such as food and
transportation.’

Moreover, if finalized, the rule would significantly change HUD’s existing regulations and also
impose new documentation requirements by further restricting eligibility for federal housing
assistance based on immigration status for populations who are already vulnerable to housing
displacement. Key vulnerable populations include children, seniors with fixed incomes,
communities of color, survivors of gender-based violence and gender non-conforming groups.
With more individuals experiencing housing insecurity, rates of homelessness engagement in
risky behaviors, and health care demands are likely to increase, placing a greater burden on
public assistance and safety net programs.*

The proposed rule will increase the number of people living in unstable housing and
increase homelessness, thus posing a major threat to the public’s health.

Stable, safe housing is a major determinant of health. In 1991, the United Nations declared
adequate housing to be a fundamental human right.> This proposed rule would effectively evict
as many as 108,000 individuals in mixed status families (in which nearly 3 out of 4 are eligible
for assistance) from public housing, Section 8, and other programs.® These mass evictions and
departures from housing assistance will further entrench already vulnerable populations into
economic and social despair.’

Vouchers and public housing assistance are associated with increased household spending on
food and health care, reduced malnutrition, reduced lead exposures, lower risk of asthma, and
reduced stress and mental health problems.® One study demonstrated that 100% of nonelderly,
nondisabled subsidized housing residents were employed or in job training and 98% of students
in grades 3-8 met or exceeded state standards in core subjects.® This data suggests that housing
vouchers are working to improve trajectories for families who’ve previously been disadvantaged.

Taking away public housing assistance from these families would cause a major threat to their
health and safety, and an increased medical financial burden. The increased cost of their
individual health care causes a major strain on the overall health care system, thus threatening to
become a significant public health concern.
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Housing instability refers to the phenomenon whereby an individual has to move frequently, is
unsure on a regular basis where they are going to be living and can include various forms of
homelessness. The relationship between housing instability and health is clear, as it can result in
increased rates of chronic mental and physical health conditions, barriers to health care,
increased risk of co-occurring disorders, increased use of emergency and health services, and
increased treatment costs.’® Furthermore, homeless people are subject to street violence,
increased tobacco use, exposure to alcohol and other drugs, and overcrowded and unsafe
conditions at housing shelters and other temporary placement arrangements.** This proposed
rule would further exacerbate the housing crisis.

Individuals struggling with housing instability have more negative health outcomes in part
because they have fewer resources than people with stable housing to access medical care. The
resources include lack of health insurance or ability to pay out-of-pocket medical costs;
transportation; easily accessible treatment facilities nearby (in both urban and rural areas), and
childcare.'? Individuals experiencing homelessness have significantly higher emergency
department admission rates, are three times more likely to return to that same department within
3 days of discharge, and are more likely to ride in an ambulance to the hospital.****
Homelessness is also associated with lower rates of employment, which also has a significant
influence on health and well-being.

The proposed rule will be detrimental to the short-term and long-term health and well-
being of tens of thousands of children.

Housing stability, affordability, quality, and neighborhood location impact the degree to which
children’s basic needs can be met. The proposed rule threatens to undermine the health and well-
being of low-income U.S. citizens, immigrants and their families. The proposed rule would force
mixed status families to make an impossible decision—either break up to allow eligible family
members to continue receiving assistance or forgo the subsidies so that the families can stay
together. Seventy percent of the mixed status families that are receiving housing assistance have
eligible children (ages 17 and younger) and 1 or more ineligible parent. Since these children lack
the legal capacity to sign leases themselves, the adult heads of household, including those who
do not receive assistance, must sign these contracts on behalf of their family. However, by
prohibiting the ineligible adults from living in subsidized units, the proposed rule forecloses the
possibility of these U.S. citizen and lawful permanent resident children from receiving any
housing assistance under the covered housing programs. This proposed rule would add insult to
injury by further limiting access to housing assistance for families with children. HUD estimates
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that 55,000 children will be displaced and at-risk of homelessness as a result of implementation
of this rule. The U.S. Department of Education identified 1.3 million homeless children in the
2016-2017, which is a 70% increase since the 2007-2008 school year.*® This proposed rule will
increase housing instability for tens of thousands of school-aged children and increases their risk
or poor health and economic outcomes across their lifespan.

Children and youth that have unstable housing conditions are at greater risk for poorer health
outcomes, including risky sexual behavior leading to teen pregnancy, STIs and HIV, substance
abuse, violence, and mental health issues.*®*"*3192% Children and youth with unstable housing
conditions are also less likely to have consistent health coverage and are reluctant to seek health
services or medical treatment. 2% As a result, minor, treatable or preventable illnesses or
injuries go untreated and progress into more severe health problems with higher financial and
emotional costs.?®

Housing instability is a major barrier to educational achievement for youth. Housing instability
greatly reduces children’s success in school and increases the likelihood of dropping out by
87%.%* Educational attainment is inextricably linked to health outcomes and is one of the greatest
predictors of health. The proposed rule would add a major barrier to the education of over 55,000
children, increasing the propensity for these students to dropout. Not only are high school
dropouts costly to the health of the individual, but each dropout from high school costs the U.S.
more than $163,000 in lost tax revenue over a lifetime.?> One study estimates that if the dropout
rate were cut in half nationally, the US would save over $56 billion on healthcare costs including
those related to heart disease, obesity, smoking, and alcoholism.?® In addition, eviction and other
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forms of housing instability, such as having to move frequently, are particularly harmful for
children.. Unstable housing means that kids are more likely to have behavioral problems and to
struggle in school, and in classrooms where the student population changes quickly and
frequently, all students can fall behind.

Housing instability can also act as a barrier to education because if the student is constantly
moving or staying temporarily in different locations, transportation to school may become a
major issue and barrier to getting to school regularly.

It is vital that policy changes do everything possible to reduce and eliminate barriers to education
for students in order to improve their health and economic outcomes across their lifespan.
Further, stable housing can strengthen parenting and support early childhood development and
education. The United States and this administration have repeatedly emphasized a commitment
to family values and stability; this proposal is a clear threat to families and the traditional family
structure. Family separations undermine family stability, and lead to toxic stress, trauma, and
attachment issues in children. Even a temporary separation has an enormous negative impact on
the health and educational attainment of these children later in life, and many parents struggle to
restore the parent-child bond once it has been disrupted by a separation.?’

Research shows that rental assistance for households with children results in significant positive
effects for future child outcomes and family economic security. Housing assistance lifts about a
million children out of poverty each year,?® and can improve a child’s chances for long-term
economic mobility—one study finds that children in households receiving Housing Choice
vouchers have higher adult earnings and a lower chance of incarceration.”® Housing assistance
also improves child health—children of families receiving housing assistance had a 35% higher
chance of being labeled a “well child,” a 28% lower risk of being seriously underweight and a
19% lower risk of food insecurity.®® Access to affordable housing provides stability for families
and frees up income for other necessities. Low-income households with children that pay more
than half of their monthly income on rent spend considerably less on other basic necessities—
they spend $200 less per month on food, nearly $100 less on transportation and about $80 less on
healthcare.®

This rule takes the opposite approach by taking away housing assistance from thousands of
children and families, ignoring research from leading experts regarding what is best for the well-
being of the nation’s children and families. Evicting families or forcing them to separate will not
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only harm children’s health today, but well into the future. We need policies that expand, not
reduce, access to stable homes for families with children in order to ensure all children have
opportunities to be healthy and reach their highest potential.

The proposed rule will disproportionately impact already vulnerable populations and
communities burdened by health and economic disparities.

Older Adults and seniors

Federal housing assistance programs provide vital support to 1.9 million older adults who would
otherwise be unable to afford the cost of shelter.®* Seniors with fixed incomes are especially at
risk of serious harm if they live in mixed status families and lose rental assistance because they
have such limited resources to spend on other basic needs, including food, medicine,
transportation and clothing.®® The more income people put towards housing, the less likely they
are to spend on food and their health, thus increasing the likelihood that they will become
malnourished and decreasing their chances at leading a healthy life.3* The aging population is at
special risk because they are more likely to have health needs that may be costlier; this will force
them to choose between adequate housing and their health.* The proposed rule would also make
it impossible for many intergenerational families to live together and share resources that enable
them to succeed. It ignores the critical roles many grandparents play in caring for their
grandchildren and other family members, as well as the role adult children play in caring for
their aging parents and relatives.

Furthermore, the proposed rule adds new documentation requirements that will be particularly
burdensome on older adults.®® The proposed rule will require all U.S. citizens to provide proof of
citizenship, and will also require noncitizens 62 years old or over to provide additional
documentation of their immigration status. Older individuals face many challenges in getting this
kind of documentation, including difficulties getting to government offices to replace lost
records, coming up with the funds to replace these records and some may have never been issued
these documents in the first place.®” Historically, documentation requirements have proven to be
costly practices with no improvements to the integrity of the program or practice being
addressed.®® In this case, the proposed documentation requirement is a deliberate act to exclude
specific populations from receiving public housing assistance. This proposed change to section
214 would be exclusive not only to ineligible immigrants, but would also put all families with
one or more immigrants at risk of facing the excruciating choice of splitting up or risking
homelessness. If finalized, the rule would also implicate over 50,000 United States citizen
children who are entitled to assistance and benefits.
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Communities of color

Asian American Pacific Islanders. The Asian American Pacific Islander (AAPI) community is
the fastest growing racial group in the United States. Further, AAPIs are one of the fastest
growing poverty populations with more than half of all poor AAPIs living in only 10
Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSAs)*, the majority of which are concentrated in the most
expensive markets. Analysis of US Census 2016 ACS data shows that the majority of all AAPIs
in poverty live in zip codes with housing costs above the national median. This is true for both
for rental housing (64% of AAPIs in poverty live in zip codes where the median rent for rental
housing in the zip code is higher than the US national median rent), and for homeownership
(65% of AAPIs in poverty live in zip codes where the median home value is more expensive
than the US national median home value).* In short, impoverished AAPIs are already at
significant risk of displacement, especially recently emigrated AAPIs who have limited
proficiency with English. In fact, poor AAPIs are at twice the risk of displacement relative to the
general US poverty population.*! Further compounding this issue is the fact that many AAPI
families live in multigenerational households that include a mix of immigrants and US citizens.

The impact of HUD’s proposed rule, if implemented, would be devastating: the presence of a
single ineligible member of a household could lead to disqualification of the entire household,
including citizens, children, and the elderly who are eligible for public housing and Section 8
programs. In 2018, over a quarter of a million AAPIs received HUD subsidized housing
assistance.*? Further, nearly 10% of AAPI households live in multi-generational homes,* a
figure that is likely much lower than the actual proportion reported anecdotally from the field,
which is closer to 20%.

Furthermore, some groups of AAPI children are already at high risk for dropping out of school.
Southeast Asian Americans have the lowest high school graduation and bachelor degree rates of
any other racial category.** The proposed rule would increase housing instability and risk of
dropout, further exacerbating health and economic disparities among AAPI communities. The
effects of this rule, if finalized, would be devastating to the AAPI community.

Latinx. The proposal to take away critical public or other subsidized housing support from
families of mixed immigration status would harm our nation’s Latinx community and future.
Today, the U.S. Latinx population stands at more than 55 million, comprising 18% of the total
U.S. population, and approximately one in five Latinx are non-citizens.*> By 2050, it is projected
that nearly one-third of the U.S. workforce will be Latinx.*® Among Latinx children, who
account for a quarter of all U.S. children, the majority (52%) have at least one immigrant
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parent,*” and more than half of children of immigrants are Latinx.*® Despite hard work and many
contributions by the Latinx community to the economy, they continue to face prejudice and
discrimination throughout the United States, and many continue to struggle to meet basic needs,
including finding a home they can afford. This is not surprising, as there is not a single part of
the country where a minimum wage worker working full-time year-round can afford a two-
bedroom rental home. In 2017, 4.4 million (55%) Latinx who rented their home were cost-
burdened — meaning they devoted 30%or more of their income towards rent.*® For example, in
the Washington, D.C. Metro area, 57.7%o0f Hispanic renters are cost-burdened households
meaning more than 30% of their income goes towards rent; 30.4%of Latinx in the D.C. metro
area are severely cost-burdened with more than 50%of their income spent on housing. *° These
numbers are jarring, and the current proposal would worsen the cost-burden for many Latinx.
When people are cost-burdened by their rent, they are less able to spend money on essentials like
food and health care leading to poorer health outcomes.

However, access to federal housing assistance has allowed hundreds of thousands of Latinx to
lift themselves out of poverty. According to an analysis conducted by UnidosUS, federal housing
assistance — including public and other subsidized housing — lifted approximately 800,000 Latinx
out of poverty in 2017, including more than 280,000 Latinx children.>* While research suggests
that Latinx remain underrepresented in these programs,® the proposed rule would deter many
eligible Latinx participating in public or subsidized housing programs, and increase housing
insecurity for Latinx families. As HUD acknowledges, families that lose housing assistance are
at risk of homelessness, with serious consequences for family well-being and child development.
When families have access to housing assistance, they have more resources to cover the cost of
nutritious foods, health care, and other necessities.>® Where families live is also directly tied to
where they work. If parents lose access to affordable housing, they may also be at risk of losing
their jobs.

For progress to continue in the Latinx community and our nation, immigrants should have an
opportunity to support the resilience and upward mobility of their families. The proposed
changes by HUD fail in this respect as Latinx families of mixed immigration status would be
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forced to break up to receive housing assistance, to forego the assistance altogether, or face
termination from the programs.

People with disabilities

The lack of accessible, affordable housing is a continuing and significant barrier to integrated
community living, making it difficult for people with disabilities to move from segregated
facilities into the community, and putting many people with disabilities at risk of unnecessary
institutionalization or homelessness. People with disabilities comprise a large percentage of the
individuals served by HUD programs, including programs covered under the proposed rule. For
example, about 1 in 3 households using Section 8 vouchers are headed by a non-elderly person
with a disability and about 1 in 5 households living in public housing are headed by a non-
elderly person with a disability. People with disabilities often have few financial resources and
remain among the country’s poorest.>*At the same time, people with disabilities all too often
face discrimination when seeking housing.*® Termination of assistance under the proposed rule
could put people with few options at risk, with tremendous cost to their health, earning potential,
well-being and other significant harm.

In addition to people with disabilities living in mixed status families who will lose rental
assistance, many people with disabilities will be at risk of losing assistance because of the
proposed rules new documentation requirements for seniors and citizens. People with disabilities
often have additional barriers to accessing proof of citizenship and identity. For example, some
people with disabilities do not drive and are less likely to have state-issued identification. In
2012, 7.5% of people with disabilities lacked a valid ID compared to less than 5%of people
without disabilities.® People with disabilities who are also experiencing housing instability face
an additional set of challenges when applying for disability benefits because their treatment is
inconsistent and medical records may be lost or harder to find.>"®

Survivors of gender-based violence

Certain immigrant survivors of gender-based violence such as human trafficking, sexual assault
and domestic violence will be severely and disproportionately harmed by HUD’s proposed rule.
Traumatized and vulnerable, survivors are also often indigent and face numerous challenges to

> See, e.g., L. Kraus et al., “2018 Disability Statistics Annual Report,” 9 (2019)

at https://disabilitycompendium.org/sites/default/files/user-

uploads/Annual_Report 2018 Accessible AdobeReaderFriendly.pdf (“In 2017, the poverty rate of individuals with
disabilities (ages 18-64) was 29.6 percent. In contrast, in 2017 the poverty rate of individuals without disabilities
was estimated at 13.2 percent.”)

% See, e.g., National Fair Housing Alliance, “ Making Every Neighborhood A Place of Opportunity: 2018 Fair
Housing Trends Report,” 52 (2018) athttps://nationalfairhousing.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/NFHA-2018-Fair-
Housing-Trends-Report_4-30-18.pdf (“As has been the case in past years, the majority of complaints from 2017
involved housing discrimination against people with disabilities.”)

% 5.e. smith & Rebecca Cokley, Reforming Elections Without Excluding Disabled Voters, CTR. FOR AM. PROGRESS
(Mar. 29, 2019), https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/disability/news/2019/03/28/468019/reforming-elections-
without-excluding-disabled-voters/.

> Kauff JF, Clary E, Lupfer KS, Fischer PJ. An evaluation of SOAR: implementation and outcomes of an effort to
improve access to SSI and SSDI. Psychiatr Serv. 2016;67:1098-1102.

%8 Dennis D, Lassiter M, Connelly WH, Lupfer KS. Helping adults who are homeless gain disability benefits: the
SSI/SSDI Outreach, Access, and Recovery (SOAR) Program. Psychiatr Serv. 2011;62:1373-1376.
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their basic well-being. As a result, ready access to safe, affordable housing is critical to their
ability to flee abusive homes. For some, their basic survival hangs in the balance. If the proposed
rule goes into effect, ineligible survivors and their eligible children who are trying to escape
violent homes will be trapped in a false “choice”—homelessness or remaining with an abuser.
Those already living in subsidized housing that are evicted and forced to return to a violent home
will face an even greater risk to their safety. It is commonly known that the danger to a victim
actually increases once she escapes, with one estimate noting a 75% increase in violence for at
least two years following an escape.>®

Financial security and affordable housing in particular, are critical to increasing survivors’
chances of escape, recovery, and prevention of future abuse.® Strikingly, domestic violence,
including sexual abuse, is reported as the acute cause of homelessness among 22% -57% of all
homeless women.®! According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, over half of all
female lifetime victims of intimate partner abuse—including rape, other physical violence, and
stalking—did not receive housing services after requesting them.®? The National Alliance to End
Sexual Violence reports that 65% of victims’ average daily unmet requests for help from
domestic violence programs nationwide are for housing related services.®® Survivors of sexual
assault note that if they do not have housing, then other auxiliary services are only minimally
helpful.®* Housing can be determinative as to whether a survivor can escape an abusive intimate
partner or employer in many cases.®

Securing non-subsidized housing is also extremely difficult for survivors, and this proposal
would make it increasingly burdensome for survivors to secure subsidized housing. If they are
escaping from a situation which is a danger to their physical, emotional and sexual well-being,
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they may not be able to locate their appropriate documents while they are leaving. Additionally,
it is a common tactic of perpetrators of this violence to take away the documentation necessary to
move out or prove eligibility status for public benefits. This proposal would make it more
difficult for these victims. They are susceptible to manipulation by landlords who charge them
high rents for single rooms in unsafe conditions. Undocumented survivors suffer in silence,
deterred from seeking recourse by the looming threat of immigration, incarceration, or
deportation. Overcrowding at shelters, or rules prohibiting children with disabilities from
residing there, drive many back onto the streets. Others face discrimination such that either no
one will rent to them, or they cannot have their name on a lease or utility bills.?

Finally, without adequate housing, survivors, including those who have been recently released
from immigration detention, will have tremendous difficulty maintaining regular, meaningful
communication with service providers. Notifications of critical appointments and court hearings
may never reach them, and they may struggle to access evidence needed for legal matters
involving immigration, child custody or protection orders. If a survivor is homeless and cannot
effectively participate in her immigration case, the consequence could be permanent loss of child
custody and return to her home country to face dangerous circumstances. Legal access can also
be instrumental in helping victims find long-term safety.®’

LGBTQ+

This proposed rule is likely to have a profound impact on the LGBTQ community, including
thousands of bi-national, same-sex couples. The most recent available data from the American
Community Survey indicates that there are nearly one million same-sex couples in the United
States;® as nearly one in ten LGBTQ adults are immigrants,® it is likely that same-sex couples
are bi-national at rates similar to the general population. Nearly one-third of LGBTQ immigrants
are undocumented, indicating that a significant number of LGBTQ bi-national couples could be
impacted by this proposed rule.”

While we lack specific data on the use of public housing assistance by LGBTQ immigrants, we
know that the need for housing support is high in this community as a general matter. As a result
of systemic discrimination, LGBTQ people are 2.5 times more likely to receive public housing
assistance than their non-LGBTQ peers. The need for these programs is especially acute for
transgender people, LGBTQ people with disabilities and LGBTQ people of color.”* LGBTQ are
already overrepresented in the homeless population, comprising between 30%-35% of the total
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homeless youth population. They also are more likely to be the victim of sexual or violent crimes
and abuse and are more likely to have major depressive episodes, PTSD and attempt
suicide.”*"*™ LGBTQ housing stability and health outcomes are lower than that of the national
average; they are also more likely to be on public housing assistance. The proposed rule would
prove a major threat to the well-being of this community.

Conclusion

The U.S. has an affordable housing crisis. Currently, only one in five eligible households
actually receives housing assistance. "> We know that affordable, safe and stable housing is a
major determinant of health, educational and economic outcomes across the lifespan. This
proposed rule would further exacerbate the housing crisis by increasing housing instability
among immigrant families, posing a significant public health challenge. If we want our
communities to thrive, everyone in those communities must be able to stay together and get the
care, services and support they need to remain healthy and productive.

Sincerely,

jgya%w

Georges C. Benjamin, MD
Executive Director
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