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A longer wait for housing  
For the poor, new units aren't nearly enough.  

Larry Eichel INQUIRER STAFF WRITER  
The recent transformation of public housing in Philadelphia has been good for the people 
who live in the new developments, good for the surrounding neighborhoods, good for the 
look and feel of the city. But the move to suburban-style homes and apartments has not 
benefited many of the city's lowest-income residents. 
 
Today, nearly 46,000 families have their names on waiting lists for various forms of public 
housing, including federally subsidized vouchers. That compares with 13,000 in 1997, when the 
Philadelphia Housing Authority (PHA) was just beginning the demolition and rebuilding of its 
crowded and crime-infested projects. "You look at the supply, you look at the need, and the gap 
is extraordinary and getting bigger," said George Gould, who heads the housing practice at 
Community Legal Services. "The housing available for the lowest-income people has been 
dramatically reduced."  The lower density of the new developments makes them more attractive, 
physically and socially, than their much-maligned predecessors. But the change means fewer 
units in a city with a vast shortage of affordable housing. And thanks to new eligibility rules 
designed to create a broader, more stable income mix, thousands of Philadelphians are actually 
too poor to qualify at some sites.  
 
Kenknisha Patterson, 29, who was staying at a homeless shelter in North Philadelphia last week 
with three of her four children, has been on the PHA waiting lists for five years.  "It's really 
frustrating," said Patterson, a former welfare recipient who works the front desk at a suburban 
hotel. "If I could get some help from PHA, I'd use it as a stepping stone. I want to be a 
homeowner. That's my dream."   To some degree, PHA officials say, the long waiting lists are a 
vote of confidence; many of the people on it have places to live now but are drawn to the new 
PHA developments.  
Beyond that, though, the authority acknowledges it cannot keep up with the demand for low-cost 
housing, not when the number of Philadelphians living in poverty rose by 34,000 during the 
1990s, according to the census.  
 
Nora Lichtash, of the Women's Community Revitalization Project, says there is a "crisis" in 
affordable housing; a 2003 study by the University of Pennsylvania estimated that Philadelphia 
has 57,000 fewer such units than it needs.  Over the last decade, the number of public housing 
units in the city has fallen from 21,000 to fewer than 15,700.  The loss is most pronounced at 
sites the authority has rebuilt from the ground up. Richard Allen Homes in North Philadelphia 
went from 1,324 units to 408, South Philadelphia's Martin Luther King Plaza from 537 to 245. 
PHA has made up the gap with Housing Choice Vouchers - once known as Section 8 - creating 
tensions in some struggling neighborhoods. The number of families using vouchers, which 
function as rent subsidies in the private market, has risen from about 8,500 in 1998 to 16,614 
now. The waiting list for vouchers grew so long that PHA closed it in 2001.  
 
At the same time, in keeping with federal policy, PHA has shifted some of its efforts toward 
serving people who are above the poverty line - not just the poorest of the poor.  Two-thirds of 
the units in some PHA developments are reserved for families making $20,640 to $34,400. New 
PHA houses are being sold to families making as much as $55,040. "For people making less 



than $20,000, these changes are devastating," said Nancy Salandra of the Philadelphia 
Affordable Housing Coalition.  
 
In new developments financed though federal tax credits - which help attract private investment 
capital for affordable housing - tenants no longer have utilities included in their rent, generally set 
at 30 percent of income. "I had wanted to go back," said Bertram Martin, 56, a former resident of 
Tasker Homes, now Greater Grays Ferry Estates, who now lives in an older PHA apartment 
where utilities are included. "But I'm not stupid. I can do the math."  
 
PHA Executive Director Carl R. Greene makes no apologies for his agency's new direction.  
He says that many units at the old projects were unsalvageable, uninhabitable and, in the final 
years before demolition, actually vacant. So the effective loss in units was far less than raw 
numbers would indicate. "Even the very poor were exercising the principles of market economics 
and rejecting the quality of what we were offering - by leaving," Greene said. "When you add in 
vouchers, I'm actually serving more people than I did before."  
 
PHA currently has almost 80,000 clients, up almost 11 percent since March 2002.  Spokesman 
Kirk Dorn said that such figures indicate that "we at PHA have not abandoned our primary 
mission: providing quality, affordable housing for low- and modest-income families." And since 
rents are tied to income, PHA needs some tenants who aren't poor - to produce enough revenue 
to satisfy private investors in developments financed with tax credits. As for those displaced 
during redevelopment, Greene said they were given choices and "all ended up in far better 
places than they left."  
 
Eva Kelly, 64, is one of the displaced, and she's not happy. For 25 years, she lived in a 
rowhouse in North Philadelphia's Cambridge Plaza, until demolition forced her out. She expected 
to return to the new version, completed earlier this year. But today, Kelly still lives where PHA 
put her in early 2001, a mile and a half away. Alone on the 10th floor of the authority's 43-year-
old Fairhill Apartments, she feels trapped and unwanted, afraid to ride the elevator unless one of 
her four sons is visiting. "I lived in Cambridge during the hard times, and I was never late with the 
rent or anything," she said. "The new places down there are really beautiful. I want to get back, 
and they tell me I can't."  
 
Some former residents of the now-demolished projects did return to the new versions - after 
extensive credit, criminal and housekeeping checks. But not many.  At Cambridge Plaza, less 
than 10 percent of the former residents are back. At other sites, the rate of return has ranged 
from a high of 34 percent to a low of 5 percent.  Those who did not return went to older sites, 
found housing with vouchers, or disappeared from PHA's view.  
 
The heavy use of vouchers, some experts say, has its advantages. Susan M. Wachter, a former 
HUD assistant secretary now at the Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania, has called 
vouchers "a more efficient way of delivering affordable housing" than conventional public 
housing.  
Other analysts say that vouchers help the city by putting people in older homes that might 
otherwise be abandoned. But they also can put low-income people in places they're not 
welcome.  
 
From 1998 through 2002, the demolition of housing projects sent several thousand poor people 
on vouchers into the Northeast. Anger over their presence became an explosive political issue, 
dominating the bitter 2000 congressional race between Democrat Joseph M. Hoeffel and 
Republican Melissa Brown. (PHA has imposed a seven-year limit on how long a family can 
receive vouchers.) Even with the growing need, PHA officials say that financial constraints limit 
how many units they can build.  
 
Since 1993, federal housing policy has been dominated by the HOPE VI program, which has 
provided cities with more than $6 billion - at least $176 million going to Philadelphia - to demolish 



old projects and build new ones.  The Bush administration has been trying to kill the program. It 
also wants to allow housing authorities to charge higher rents and restrict how long people can 
stay in public housing. "What's missing is a federal commitment to low-income housing on a 
large-enough scale," said Deputy Managing Director Rob Hess, the city's homelessness czar. 
"Either we're committed to low-income housing or we aren't."  
 
Reacting to a push from community groups, the city has created the Housing Trust Fund. It 
provides up to $15 million per year to help those groups build an estimated 275 affordable units, 
repair 900 private homes, and prevent 1,000 families from becoming homeless.  
"The overall strategy PHA has pursued is a very sound one," said Liz Hersh, executive director of 
the Pennsylvania Housing Alliance, a statewide advocacy group. "It's a necessary strategy. I just 
don't think it's a sufficient one." 
  
Contact staff writer Larry Eichel at 215-854-2415 or leichel@phillynews.com.  
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