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Dear Sir/Madam:

I am writing on behalf of California Food Policy Advocates (CFPA) to express our strong opposition to the
Department of Housing and Urban Development’s (HUD) proposed rule regarding changes to the
"verification of eligible status,” published in the Federal Register on May 10, 2019 (RIN 2501-AD89; HUD
Docket No. FR-6124-P-01). Affordable housing is a critical need for many families across the country—
the lack of which forces people to forgo other essentials, like nutritious food and health care—just to
cover the cost of rent. Evicting over 100,000 people will only worsen the housing crisis and drive entire
communities deeper into hunger and poverty. We urge the rule to be withdrawn in its entirety, and that
HUD’s long-standing regulations remain in effect.

CFPA is a statewide policy and advocacy organization dedicated to improving the health and well-being
of low-income Californians by increasing their access to nutritious, affordable food. Drawing on our core
understanding that there are many social, political, and economic determinants of poverty, food
insecurity, and poor health, CFPA employs a variety of advocacy strategies to fulfill our mission.
Advocating access to affordable housing is one of those strategies, as high housing costs are a primary
driver of food insecurity. All families should have a safe, affordable home and food on the table—
regardless of immigration status.

Although HUD contends that the proposed rule would address the waitlist crisis faced by a majority of
Public Housing Authorities nationwide,! CFPA recognizes that the proposed rule is a part of the current
administration’s coordinated attack on immigrant families.2 We all share the concern that millions of
U.S. households struggle to find affordable housing in the ongoing nationwide housing crisis, but
blaming struggling immigrant families will not fix this problem. Indeed, HUD’s own analysis of the



proposed rule concludes that fewer, not more, families are likely to receive assistance as a result of the
rule.® 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.

. The Proposed Rule Will Increase Financial Hardship—Driving Entire Communities Deeper
into Poverty, Hunger and Homelessness.

Hunger and housing insecurity are barriers to economic mobility. That is precisely why the U.S.
government invests in social safety net programs like Section 8 —because only when a person’s basic
needs are met can they avail themselves to economic opportunity. Yet, instead of strengthening
economic supports, HUD is proposing a rule that would punish mixed status families for participating in
housing assistance programs for which they are fully eligible. Over 9,000 California families receive pro-
rated HUD rental assistance because they live with an immigrant who is ineligible for HUD assistance.*
Under the proposed rule change, these families would lose their assistance or be forced to separate
their families in order to keep a roof over their heads. Whichever option they choose, the effect on their
health and economic well-being will be immediate and long-lasting harm.

The proposed rule places tens of thousands of immigrant families at risk of homelessness, closing off
their pathway to self-sufficiency and better life outcomes. The 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 families can stay together. However, since 70% of mixed status
families currently receiving HUD assistance are composed of eligible children and at least one ineligible
parent, it is likely that these families will forgo the subsidies to avoid separation. In fact, HUD is banking
on this, noting in their regulatory impact analysis that “HUD expects that fear of the family being
separated would lead to prompt evacuation by most mixed households, whether that fear is justified.”®
Therefore, this 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
covered by the proposed rule.® This move is cruel and entirely unnecessary.

Reduced Housing Security—Increased Food Insecurity

Whether mixed status households chose to self-evict, forgo rental assistance, or break up their families,
the resulting decline in housing stability is likely to increase food insecurity among those affected.
Research identifies a strong relationship between food insecurity and housing instability.” When families
have to put too much of their income towards their rent, they can’t afford to pay for other basic needs
like food and health care, which is why problems like food insecurity increase along with housing costs,
and many renters delay needed medical care because they can’t afford it.®

A report commissioned by Feeding America, a nationwide network of food banks, shows that over 57
percent of the 46.5 million unique clients Feeding America serves reported having to make the difficult
choice between paying for housing or food.? Another study looking at the effect of housing cost changes
on food insecurity found a $500 annual increase in rental costs to be associated with a nearly 3 percent
increase in food insecurity rates.'® This strong correlation between housing and food insecurity
underscores the need for economic supports that ensure people’s basic needs are met.



Immediate and Long-Term Consequences for Health and Economic Security

Access to stable and affordable housing is a basic platform for family and community health, well-being,
and dignity, and our communities thrive when everyone has access to a high-quality home. Immigrants
and their families are vital to parts of the country’s social and economic fabric, and we should be
building a housing system that creates the conditions for all of us to flourish. Instead, this administration
favors threatening people with evictions and homelessness and breaking families apart. This proposal
will not only hurt families while they struggle to find housing in the short term, but will also lead to
reduced opportunities and increased health problems for these families in the long term.!

Studies have shown that unstable housing situations can cause individuals to experience increased
hospital visits, loss of employment, and are associated with increased likelihood of mental health
problems in children,*? and can dramatically increase the risk of an acute episode of a behavioral health
condition, including relapse of addiction in adults. 3 Likewise, people who are evicted from their homes,
or even threatened with eviction, are more likely to experience health problems like depression, anxiety,
and high blood pressure than people with stable housing.!* They are also more likely to become
homeless, contend with long-term housing instability, and visit an emergency room.*® Food insecurity is
associated with much of the same because, like housing, food is fundamental. Not being able to afford
these basic needs has toxic effects, which often manifest as depression, unhealthy behaviors (e.g.,
smoking, physical inactivity, substance abuse), and family discord.®

This stress and instability is particularly harmful for children. Children cannot learn when they are
hungry or homeless, and deprivation creates stress and uncertainty that impairs long-term decision
making.!” In the immediate they might be 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.'® Education itself is linked to positive economic and health outcomes; thus, creating
housing instability in children’s lives can have immediate and negative health impacts, but can also lead
to poorer health and economic well-being across the life course by disrupting their education.®

Rather than continuing to target and scapegoat immigrant families, we should support public health and
strengthen our communities by working to expand housing subsidies and supports for all low-income
families. A recent landmark study from the National Academy of Sciences finds that child poverty and
homelessness costs our society over $1 trillion each year.?° This same study finds that making housing
vouchers available for 70 percent of the families who are currently eligible would reduce child poverty
by 3 percentage points. 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. Ensuring a stably housed and well-nourished population should be the national priority—
making distinctions based on immigration status will only stall our progress towards that goal.

Il The Proposed Rule Will Ultimately Hurt the U.S. Economy

As workers, business owners, taxpayers, and community leaders, immigrants are an integral part of
America’s diverse and thriving communities and make extensive contributions that benefit all. Currently,
there are more than 27 million foreign-born workers in the U.S. labor market, accounting for about 17%
of the total U.S. workforce.?! Immigrants are more concentrated in labor markets that literally feed and
house America—immigrants make up 28% of construction trade workers and upwards of 70% of


http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/141/2/e20172199
https://www.rwjf.org/en/library/research/2011/05/education-matters-for-health.html

agricultural workers. In-depth statistical analysis shows that low-income immigrants and their families
make important contributions to the U.S. economy, and that overall, immigration into the United States
is a long-term fiscal net positive.2? The proposed rule will cut into these economic gains by increasing
housing instability. Essential immigrant workers, particularly those living in high rent areas, rely on
stable housing in order to maintain their employment, contribute to local economies, and help their
communities thrive. The proposed rule does not adequately consider these issues, and HUD should
study the extended impact the rule will have on the U.S. economy before publishing its final rule.

Our nation’s strength and security depend on investing in and protecting our people—not some, but all
people. Immigrants who strive for opportunity and security in the U.S. should not be penalized for, or
made fearful of, participating in public housing programs that make the ‘American Dream’ more
attainable. We all benefit when mothers, fathers, grandparents, sisters, and brothers can stay together
and support each other. And when we reduce hunger, poverty, and homelessness we build prosperity
that advances us all.

CFPA Urges HUD to Rescind This Proposal

The proposed rule is an affront to our family values and history as a nation that welcomes immigrants.
Making a conscious decision to increase housing insecurity and homelessness amid an affordable
housing crisis is unconscionable, and HUD has failed to prove why enacting this rule is in the nation’s
best interest. Punishing mixed-status immigrant families for utilizing public programs that help them get
ahead is not only cruel, but counterproductive.

We urge HUD to immediately withdraw its current proposal and dedicate its efforts to advancing
policies that strengthen—rather than undermine—the ability of immigrants to support themselves and
their families in the future. 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.

Thank you for the opportunity to submit comments on the proposed rulemaking.

Sincerely,
Gabrielle Tilley

Policy Advocate

California Food Policy Advocates
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