Top 10 Questions for HUD Secretary
Nominee Dr. Ben Carson

P

resident-elect Trump has nominated Dr. Ben Carson to serve as Secretary of the U.S. Department of Housing and
Urban Development (HUD). Given HUD’s critical role as part of the federal safety net for some of America’s most
vulnerable households, NLIHC encourages U.S. Senators to ask Dr. Carson during the confirmation process about
his qualifications, knowledge of federal housing programs and their role in addressing the growing affordable housing
crisis and alleviating poverty, and his priorities, if confirmed.
HUD oversees federal rental assistance programs that serve over 5 million of the country’s lowest income households,
administers tens of billions of dollars in community development, disaster recovery, and homeless assistance funding,
enforces fair housing laws, and acts as one of the largest mortgage insurers in the world. HUD plays a critical role in alleviating poverty, stabilizing and revitalizing communities, increasing the educational attainment and incomes of low income
families, and providing safe, accessible and affordable homes to deeply poor families, seniors and people with disabilities.

BELOW ARE NLIHC’S TOP 10 QUESTIONS FOR DR. CARSON:
1.

What is the role of the federal government
in ensuring that families with the lowest
incomes have access to safe, decent,
accessible and affordable housing?

4.

There is an urgent need for a national investment in more
homes affordable to the lowest income households.
NLIHC research shows that for every 100 extremely low
income families, there are just 31 homes that are affordable and available to them. As a result, 75% pay more
than half their limited income on rent and utilities. Every
state and congressional district is impacted. Despite
the proven track record of federal housing programs,
only one out of every four eligible families receive the
help they need. Helping more extremely low income
households afford their homes should be a major goal of
the incoming administration. NLIHC encourages President-elect Trump, Dr. Carson, and the entire incoming
administration to protect and expand federal investments
in affordable housing, as outlined in NLIHC’s memo to
the Trump transition team.

It is often impossible to build and preserve affordable rental housing for the lowest income households without federal resources. This is because
the rent the poorest households can afford to pay
is often not enough to cover the cost of operating
and maintaining the property, let alone any debt
needed to build the property in the first place. It
is simply not economical for private developers to
build affordable rental housing for extremely low
income families without federal assistance. The
Trump administration should significantly expand
resources to help families with the greatest needs
access affordable homes.

2.

What experience do you have that makes
you qualified to oversee federal housing
programs?

5.

To our knowledge, Dr. Carson has little experience
with or knowledge of the programs he would oversee. Dr. Carson has noted his personal experience
of growing up in deep poverty and has alluded to
the housing insecurity that his family experienced.
How has this experience shaped his outlook on
the need for federal housing assistance?

3.

Will you commit to expanding resources
for affordable housing in order to end
homelessness and housing poverty?

Will you advocate for lifting the spending caps
on non-defense discretionary programs?
The Budget Control Act of 2011 set into motion low
spending caps. Since that time, Congress has reached
short-term agreements to provide relief with parity for
defense and non-defense programs. However, the low
spending caps will return for the FY 2018 budget. Moreover, President-elect Trump’s proposed Penny Plan would
cut non-defense spending by 1% each year for 10 years.
This would devastate federal housing programs. For example, if Congress enacts final FY17 spending bills at the
FY16 rate, HUD would see deep cuts to critical housing
programs that could cause thousands of families to lose
access to stable housing, putting them at increased risk
of homelessness. This is because HUD needs approximately $1.5 billion more than last year’s levels in order to
maintain existing rental assistance contracts and current
program levels. An estimated 100,000 vouchers could
be lost in FY17 if Congress passes final spending bills at
FY16 levels.

What are your top priorities for HUD, if
confirmed?
To date, President-elect Trump and nominee Dr.
Carson have said very little on their vision for affordable housing. Given the many responsibilities
and critical programs administered by HUD—in
addition to the low spending caps required by the
Budget Control Act—it is critical to know how Dr.
Carson will prioritize funding decisions and what
policy changes he plans to pursue.
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6.

Do you believe Congress and the
administration should reprioritize federal
housing spending to focus on those with the
greatest needs?
Each year, the federal government spends $70
billion to help subsidize the homes of higher-income
households through the mortgage interest deduction (MID). Yet, half of all homeowners receive no tax
benefit from the MID, and almost all of those who do
benefit from the MID have incomes over $100,000.
Meanwhile, just one in four eligible households receive the rental assistance that they need. The United
for Homes campaign seeks modest reforms to the
MID to increase its availability to 15 million more low
and moderate income homeowners and to reinvest
the significant savings—$241 billion over ten years—
into affordable rental housing programs for families
with the greatest needs, like the national Housing
Trust Fund and other rental assistance programs.
More than 2,300 national, state, and local organizations and government officials have endorsed the
campaign.

7.

Will you work to protect and expand the
national Housing Trust Fund (HTF)?

8.

What is your commitment to enforcing
federal fair housing laws?
Since 1968, federal law has required that states and
communities take active steps to affirmatively further
fair housing (AFFH). Under the Obama administration, HUD issued a new AFFH rule, guidance, and
tools to help states and communities better decide
where to focus affordable housing resources in order
to promote fair housing for all residents. In a 2015
article, Dr. Carson compared these efforts to a “mandated social-engineering scheme.” NLIHC believes
that Dr. Carson’s interpretation of the rule reveals a
fundamental misunderstanding of the Fair Housing
Act, which was enacted to ban discrimination in the
housing market and require local communities to affirmatively further the fair housing goal of integration.
A community’s obligation to affirmatively further fair
housing is not new—what is new is the data, tools,
and guidance that the Obama administration provided to enable communities to better meet their fair
housing obligations.

9.

Will you oppose legislation to add time
limits and work requirements on households
with federal housing assistance?
Speaker Paul Ryan’s A Better Way anti-poverty
agenda recommends imposing time limits and work
requirements on “work-capable” people receiving
federal housing assistance. The average stay of a
family with housing assistance is approximately eight
years, not significantly longer than the five-year limit
proposed in A Better Way; those who stay longer
tend to be households with seniors and/or people
with disabilities. In fact, the majority of voucher and
public housing households are either elderly, have
a disability, or include someone who works. Of the
remaining households, almost half include a preschool child or a family member with a disability who
needs the supervision of a caregiver. NLIHC believes
that establishing burdensome and costly monitoring
and enforcement systems in order to apply work
requirements for the remaining 6% of households is
neither cost effective nor a solution to the very real
issue of poverty impacting millions of families living in
subsidized housing or in need.

The HTF is the first new federal housing resource
in a generation. It is highly targeted and exclusively
focused on developing, rehabilitating, and preserving affordable housing for families with extremely
low incomes. And, because it is administered as a
block grant, each state has the flexibility to decide for
itself how to use these resources to address its most
pressing housing needs. Currently, the HTF is funded
with dedicated sources of revenue outside of the
appropriations process. In 2016, the first $174 million
in HTF dollars were allocated to states. This is an important step, but far more resources are necessary to
meet the need. NLIHC is committed to working with
Dr. Carson and the entire Trump administration to
expand the HTF through infrastructure spending, tax
reform, housing finance reform, and other legislative
avenues.

10. How will you advocate for federal housing
programs within the administration?
HUD Secretaries not only oversee the operation of
critical federal housing programs, but also advocate
for these programs within the rest of the administration, including the Office of Management and
Budget (OMB) and the White House.

1000 Vermont Avenue, NW | Suite 500 | Washington, DC 20005 | 202-662-1530 | www.nlihc.org
–2–

12/14/2016

