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UPDATE ON HOUSING ISSUES: PUBLIC HOUSING

Federal policy makers sought to provide decent housing for low income individuals and
families through the enactment of the U.S. Housing Act of 1937. States were given the
option to create local housing authorities to implement public housing programs at the
local level. The Housing Authority of the City of Houston (HACH) was chartered as a
nonprofit public corporation under Texas state law in 1938 to provide low income housing
in an area conterminous with the City of Houston.

Five projects were constructed during HACH's first fourteen years: Cuney Homes in 1940
(565 units); Kelly Village in 1941 (333 units); Allen Parkway Village in 1941 (972 units);
Trvington Village in 1942 (318 units); and Clayton Homes in 1952 (348 units). In 1950,
HACH proposed to the Houston City Council to build 2,500 more units. After the council
approved the proposal, it was put before the public in the form of a referendum and was
soundly defeated when real estate leaders and developers denounced the plan as "social-
LS @

After the construction of Clayton Homes in 1952, it was twenty seven years (1979) before
HACH broke ground again. During the building moratorium, the original stock of 2,500
units was expanded by more than 1,200 units through the purchase of seven existing
apartment buildings. The 1979 project of 100 units at 6767 Long Drive is the first of
six which will add a total of 600 units to HACH within the next few years. Unlike ear-
lier projects of 300 to 600 units, the new projects will be comparatively small--60

to 150 units. The Executive Director, William R. McClellan, expressed the hope that
smaller projects would encourage a feeling of community among residents, deter crime,
and aid in building maintenance.

In addition to the housing units which are managed and leased directly by the HACH, two
other mechanisms have been utilized by the Housing Authority to provide housing for low
and moderate income individuals., The Housing Assistance Payments Program (HAPP) permits
eligible individuals and families to seek housing in the private sector, Both the low
income applicant and the housing unit must be approved to participate in the program.
Upon approval, HACH agrees to pay the landlord as a rent subsidy any amount which exceeds
twenty five percent of the renter's net income. As of 1979, over 4,500 units in the
private sector were approved for participation in this program., Ninety six percent of
those applicants approved were below poverty level. However, that same year the HAPP
walting list was temporarily suspended when it exceeded 10,000 families.

A second mechanism used by the Housing Authority has been the creation of two non-profit
holding companies. Houston Apartment Housing Corporation One owns and operates four
facilities., DeVille Apartments is composed of 16 units designed for blind, multihandi-
capped persons. Three other apartment complexes are inhabited by a limited number of
individuals and families receiving rent subsidies while the majority of renters receive
no subsidy. Houston Housing Corporation Two was created to purchase, rehabilitate, and
lease to the general public the 330 unit St. Regis Apartments at L227 San Felipe. Reve-
nues from these corporations are turned over to the HACH to be used for expenditures not
permitted for HUD funds. For example, HACH was able to buy a "bucket truck" to service
outdoor lights on HACH grounds, Mr, McClellan explains the Housing Authority's involve-
ment in the creation of these two corporations. It rehabilitates and returns housing
stock to the Houston market while offering housing units to moderate income groups. It
also generates local income for the HACH budget.

Eligibility Criteria for Public Housing Projects

Criteria used to determine eligibility for public housing subsidies is based on income
and asset ceilings—-and age in the case of housing for the elderly. After deductions and
exemptions are calculated (including $300 deductions per minor or full time students),
the maximum annual income permitted for one individual is $8,650, for two is $9,850, up
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UPDATE ON CITY GOVERNMENT

CITY COUNCIL - ONE YEAR LATER

At the annual meeting of the membership of the League of Women Voters of Houston in May
1980, it was agreed to "continue study of Houston City Government to include monitoring
and evaluation of election processes." Some months earlier, in the summer of 1979, the
City of Houston was directed by the Justice Department of the United States to restruc-
ture its method of selecting council members in order to give minority groups a better
chance at representation. At a city-wide election in August 1979, the City Charter was
amended. Prior to the amendment, the eight council members were elected by all the
voters with five of them representing districts and required to live in the districts
they represented. As a result of the amendment, the council was enlarged to fourteen
members. Nine were to be elected by and represent the nine districts into which the
city would be divided. The remaining five members were to be elected by the voters of
the city as a whole and were to represent the city at-large. In November of 1979, a
fourteen member council was elected. Eight of those elected had never served on council
before.

Meanwhile the League was conducting a study of the structure of city government. The
study resulted in a consensus, May 1980, reaffirming the position reached in 1974. This
position supports a 14 to 16 member council with a majority of those elected by districts,
and the strong mayor form of government among other things. Since the method of selec-
ting council members was now changed substantially, the League felt that a year of
monitoring was in order to see just how effectively the pew council is meeting the needs
of the citizens of Houston. This Update is an evaluatidn of that issue based on inter-—
views with city officials and a survey of League members.

WHAT CITY OFFICIALS THINK

Six city officials were interviewed by the committee in January 198l. Two of those
officials were appointed and serve in the mayor's office; one has been in that office
for some time and the other was appointed in the summer of 1980. The other four offi-
cials interviewed were elected council members. Two were newly elected to the position
and two have served on council for some years. Two represent districts and two repre-
sent the city at-large. Two of the four were minorities, one woman and one black. All
officials interviewed were given the same list of questions and were asked to respond.
The interviews were conducted in a rather informal manner allowing some of those inter-
viewed to voice concerns of their own as well as to answer the questions.

All officials interviewed were asked a question concerning the effect of the new struc-
ture of the council itself. There appeared to be some resentment towards the newly
elected officials by the long-term ones. This resentment appears to be mainly due to
longer council meetings. The new officials are termed "workaholics" and are admired for
this, but it is felt that they are overly articulate and prolong meetings. Aside from
this complaint, all officials interviewed were pleasantly surprised at how well the new
system is functioning. There is not the expected polarization between old and new mem-—
bers; instead there are alignments based on issues, therefore always changing. The re-
structured council is working effectively and communication in city government is much
improved. New members of council are pleased to be allowed to pursue actively their
special interests and feel that they have had an overwhelming impact on city government.
For the first time, some of the members of city council now view that job as their only
job-—they have no other source of income. The council is slowly becoming an "active"
council (they initiate changes) instead of a "passive" council (they react to changes) .

All officials interviewed were asked a question concerning the responsibilities of the
city to its citizens, how these responsibilities are being met, and how council members















































































































































































































































