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Four years ago, when the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development turned over the administration
of the Chicago Housing Authority to the city, I wrote that there would be no easy solutions leading tenants to
better lives outside the projects. CHA's experiences during the first three years of its ambitious Plan for
Transformation have proved that statement to be prophetic.

To its credit, CHA has made a strong commitment to revamping services that can help tenants make good,
informed choices about replacement housing. Missing, however—from the agency and the advocates and
policymakers who claim to speak for the tenants—has been focused, creative attention to improving the dire
situations of the majority of households that are not yet able to move forward.

Options, costly to be sure, exist on the relocation side of the housing dilemma. But regarding tenants'
here-and-now problems, the costs to society of doing nothing and allowing residents to either continue living
in the same dismal conditions or disappear into private market slums are even greater.

In its latest study of public housing in Chicago, the Urban Institute tracked 190 CHA residents who had
selected vouchers—assistance that can be used to rent private market units—as their first choice for
replacement housing. After more than a year, just 38 percent had moved to private market apartments.

The outlook for many of the residents who failed to leave public housing is bleak. Most of them have lived in
CHA projects for more than a decade. Many have complicated family situations or other personal barriers,
such as physical and mental health problems, assorted financial difficulties and poor credit histories.

Some are behind in their rent, while others have unpaid utility bills totaling thousands of dollars; still others
are sheltering friends or family members who are not on their lease or have criminal records. Each of these
scenarios puts the entire household at risk of losing its right to relocation assistance.

Current counseling services will not meet the needs of these very troubled households. With their dauntingly
complex situations, many require intensive intervention and ongoing support. Some will not be able to make
a successful transition to either the private market or CHA's planned mixed-income developments.

The CHA—and all those who are concerned about the fate of the agency's tenants—must think imaginatively
about how to provide decent, secure homes for the families who have depended on public housing for so
long. One solution is simply to shift these families to the few developments that are not slated for demolition.

However, without quality support programs, just moving these families will result in the same situation CHA's
Plan For Transformation is intended to tackle: large numbers of very poor households concentrated in
dilapidated housing.

A real alternative is to develop supportive housing, which offers intensive counseling and other related
services on site, such as nuts-and-bolts instruction about housekeeping and budgeting. This solution may
offer the greatest hope for addressing the needs of these problem-plagued families.

Our research shows that the challenge confronting CHA and Chicago is great, but not insurmountable. The
potential benefits to public housing residents are considerable, but not yet within reach.

Those in our study who were able to move to private apartments, for instance, report they are living in better
homes in safer areas. Just as significant, they are showing improvements in their mental health over time. If
these initial gains take hold, CHA and CHAC Inc., which runs the Housing Choice Voucher program, may be
able to encourage these families to try moving to other, more opportunity-rich areas.

Recent policy debates have concentrated on preventing the "re-segregation" of former CHA residents in poor,
African-American neighborhoods. While this is a real concern, it ignores the imperative of coming to grips with
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the current needs of the majority of CHA's clients.
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