Project Based Section 8
Housing in Houston and The
Woodlands

Part 2

THE
TENANT
VIEW:
FIGHTING FOR DIGNITY IN AN UNEQUAL HOUSING
SYSTEM

In Houston, tenants at two apartment complexes -- Arbor Court
Apartments and Coppertree Village Apartments -- have organized to
challenge an urgent crisis: unlivable, substandard housing being
subsidized by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development.

At Coppertree, tenants live next to burned out apartments in the
complex many months after fires; at Arbor Court, electricity is
unreliable, constantly going on and off. The third party-assessed
REAC inspection scores — the Real Estate Assessment Center’s
measurement of how physically safe and sound an apartment project
is — are dismal. These apartments are nearly unlivable, yet HUD
has failed to take effective action to force repairs in the wake of the
failing inspections. In fact, the U.S. government continues to pay
landlords millions for rent.
Part 1 of this report uncovered two separate and unequal
experiences for low-income tenants of the 43 of privately owned,
HUD-subsidized apartment developments in the Houston area. For
the tenants of HUD properties in the city, who are overwhelmingly
families of color with children, conditions within the apartments often
pose a risk to families who live there. These properties are mostly
located in racially and economically concentrated areas of poverty,
served by schools that perform poorly according to state standards,
and are located in neighborhoods with high rates of violent crime
compared to the rest of the region.
On the other hand, the three privately-owned apartment complexes
subsidized by HUD in the neighboring city of The Woodlands provide
homes for both African-American and white tenants, are
exceptionally maintained, and served by schools that perform well
and located in neighborhoods with low levels of crime.
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Jamie Wasicek, a resident of Coppertree, spoke to the stark
differences in these complexes which receive the same source of
funding:
“Read the lease, read the terms, read what you're agreeing to before
you agree to it. It might be in fine print that you're not reading,” she
said. “In the apartment that I'm in now -- you know, I'm in my third
unit on this complex -- the mold is in there just like the previous one.
My youngest boys, my 10-year-old and my 5-year-old, both have
severe asthma. They have really bad breathing problems due to
allergies, because of the mold in the apartment.
That’s when I started realizing there was something was going on,
and it wasn't just the mold, because when we first moved in, there
was no mold. Of course, they painted over and cleaned it up. But as
we were taking showers, the steam from the showers revealed the
people who lived there before us smoked cigarettes.
So therefore, the cigarette smoke that was on their paint seeped
through the pores of our paint. And by the hot showers activating that
in the air, babies are allergic to cigarette smoke. So they got sick. My
son's been out of school since last week, my 5-year-old, because
he's been on a breathing machine. Every time it rains, the mold is so
bad. When we had a little flood last week. I have pictures on my
phone, the water came in my house, in my kids room.”
These inequalities are not a recent phenomenon. The conditions at
HUD-funded apartments have long stood out in third party housing
quality inspections. Yet HUD ignores the hazardous and debilitating
conditions mothers and children in the Houston properties endure as
generation after generation of children are harmed.
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"The issue isn’t that these
properties have trouble during
thunderstorms; they are quite
simply built to flood by being
built on cheap land within the
floodway of the bayou."
Ericka Bowman, Texas Housers
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However, the blame does not lie with the federal housing agency
alone. Government on the local and state levels continue to
subsidize the private owners of these apartments with tens of
millions in Texans’ tax dollars each year, with the plight of lowincome families not even considered as an afterthought.
The State of Texas, through its housing department, has provided
millions of dollars in public subsidies for owners to carry out
inadequate repairs and fail in their responsibilities to adequately
monitor conditions in the apartments. At the same time, the state has
awarded huge subsidies to landlords, permitting them to keep
patching up and renting out apartments that should have long since
been replaced.
The City of Houston has also failed to do its job in carrying out code
inspections that would have exposed and required repairs to address
the hazardous and substandard conditions in these properties. The
City has also acted to block proposals to build subsidized housing in
high-opportunity areas, forcing development in disinvested,
predominantly racial and ethinic areas of concentrated poverty. This
pattern continues to maintain the Jim Crow segregation that
consigns the tenants of HUD-subsidized apartments to hazards and
racial and economic segregation.
And when tenants want to exercise their power to leave, the system
does not work in their interest.
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Daija Jackson, a resident from Arbor Court: “Trying to find a place
that accepts vouchers hadn't been the easiest, because I think a lot
of places aren’t accepting them as they were a long time ago.
So it's kind of hard, you have to keep calling and keep calling around
and some people even tell you ‘Oh no, we don't accept them," when
they really do. A couple of them that we actually went to in person
were telling us they don't accept vouchers, but we knew they actually
did.
You know, what I try to tell people, too, is that everyone who has a
voucher or some type of lower-income assistance... the majority of
the people have jobs. And you know, even though they might not pay
all the rent, they pay something. A lot of people just think ‘Oh you're
just living off the government, they’re just living for free. They don't
plan on doing anything with themselves.’ Some people are like that,
but the majority are not.
And even with the government programs, food stamps and stuff like
that, when you're paying rent, your food stamps amount goes down.
So you don't get as much in food stamps as you would when you're
not paying rent. So that means you will have to pay rent, and you
would have to pay more for food.”
This is a fundamental failure of our government to be good
stewards of tax dollars. As a result, government policy forces
families with young children to live in conditions that put their
health and well-being at risk.
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"From the walls literally falling in on families, to molded walls
spilling toxins into the air. The water being discolored, smelly.
Actually [There has been] raw sewage around these properties
that tenants are having to walk through, broken, dangerous
play areas for children to play on, multiple rodents, insects.
Literally, roaches and rats [crawl] on children as they sleep at
night… on a lot of these properties, families are having to
protect their children and themselves, their lives are at risk in
some of these communities.” - Ericka Bowman, Texas Housers
Community Organizer
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And while these conditions sound shocking, what effects they can
have in the long term can be devastating. Dr. Quianta Moore, Fellow
in Child Health Policy at the Baker Institute for Public Policy, spoke
to the extended effects of a home in disrepair or substandard
condition:
“The literature has shown that adults living in substandard housing
have more frequent emergency room visits, particularly if they have
asthma, mental health or mental wellness issues. Exposure to toxins
and other environmental hazards can exacerbate current chronic
conditions for children.
Mental illness and mental wellness is also challenging for those in
substandard living conditions. And also for very young children,
there's some early literature showing that environmental toxins and
crowding within housing can lead to suboptimal brain development
for very young children from infancy to about age 5.
There’s a metric called social determinants of health. And it basically
states the environments in which we live, work, play, or fellowship
has a greater significant on our health than actually seeing a doctor.
And so housing, because we are in our homes for a large part of the
time, is one of the most significant social determinants of health.”
These are issues that advocates across the country have been
working tirelessly to change for decades, however the disparity that
exists in Houston is far wider in scale than many in other
communities.
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“We became alarmed when we saw on the news during Hurricane
Harvey that there was a HUD property, Arbor Court, with pictures of
people wading through high water with children, elderly, and the
like,” Texas Housers Co-Director John Henneberger said, “our
attention was drawn to the property in the immediate aftermath of the
storm.” The work that Texas Housers does naturally crossected with
these neighborhoods for many years. However, given three floods in
three years and a continued climate crisis, advocating for systemic
change for substandard HUD properties became an urgent advocacy
goal.
“We’ve seen these properties in Sunnyside and neighborhoods
around Houston in shocking living conditions, and we’ve also seen
that Ezenachi Uzoma Rasidi, a Houston staffer of ours at the time,
was talking to residents of HUD-assisted properties and community
leaders like Debra Walker, and they were saying they feared for their
children’s lives, the broken windows, rundown conditions.”
This is in stark contrast to the attitude from the federal government
under the Trump Administration, which has suggested the quality of
these apartments as overly generous to its intended residents. “That
ran counter to what we knew, so we wanted to talk to people and see
what was really happening,” Henneberger said. “The residents could
not afford to tell their side. Hearing these stories and then what their
federal government says, we had to help them tell these stories.”
While these conditions represent management and maintenance
failures, issues stemming from lack of upkeep, both Arbor Court and
Coppertree were constructed in a manner and in locations that were
plainly going to put the people who live there at risk – and they used
government subsidies to do so.
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These two complexes frequently flood with even a moderate storm.
Arbor Court Apartments were actually built within the floodway of a
major bayou.
No one understands the failure here better than the tenants.
In the private marketplace tenants would simply move out of places
like this. That is not an option for the mothers and children living in
these apartments because of the critical shortage of affordable
housing.
What’s more, the HUD rent subsidy that makes the rent affordable
for tenants is paid directly to the landlords of these apartments under
long-term contracts. If the tenants move out, they lose their rent
subsidy.
“I immediately tried to move and when I found somewhere to go, as
soon as I got ready to move on Coppertree tried to give me a broken
lease,” Wasicek said. “So at the new complex, the woman who was
the manager said ‘Baby, I understand what you're going through and
what's going on in your property. But by law, they give you a broken
lease, I cannot allow you to move by our rules or regulations.’ They
couldn't let me move in with a broken lease.
So I was stuck and I had been pretty much stuck ever since.”
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“The conditions are unlivable, honestly I don’t think we should
be staying here. We’ve been having mold rats, roaches,
everything upstairs, I’ve even started to have breathing
problems,” resident Daija Jackson said. “My son’s his are on and
off, mainly his bad coughs, when they’re sleeping at night, they
breathe hard, even when they eat they breathe a little hard. I
just want them to be able to live better and not have to worry
about the possibilities of getting sick.” - Daija Jackson
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Out of all the indignities these tenants are forced to suffer, the
biggest insult is that the management structure is both unhelpful and
constantly rewarded.

From Part 1 of our report:
Project-Based Section 8 Housing is an incredible resource the
Department of Housing and Urban Development offers to
communities with lower incomes. The basic premise of the program
is HUD gives subsidies to private landlords in exchange for the
promise that they will rent their buildings to lower income residents.
Tenants pay no more than 30% of their household income each
month on rent, HUD pays the remainder of the rent, and the landlord
is guaranteed to receive the full amount.
There is a long waitlist of people who want to be considered for
housing choice vouchers [the type of rent subsidy given directly to
tenants instead of apartment owners], so private landlords in the
HUD Project-based Section 8 program are essentially guaranteed a
permanent stream of tenants desperate to rent an apartment. This
program provides long-term affordable housing for low-income
residents, a large, captive market of potential tenants, a guaranteed
income for private landlords, and a bunch of easy to administer, long
term contracts with landlords for HUD. In theory, it is the rare winwin-win situation. The caveat is, however, if the landlords who
participate don’t keep up the apartments, or if the apartments are
located in hazardous areas, the entire program falls apart.
That is what is happening in Houston.
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It is nearly impossible to encounter these tenants for any length of
time and not come to see that they work hard to provide for their
families and, by no fault of their own, they have so little to show for it.
It should be incumbent upon the managers of these complexes to
make them decent places to live if they are to receive this HUD
money.
There is a fundamental understanding from HUD that in exchange for
these funds to subsidize the rent, certain standards must be met for
the tenants in these buildings. Far too often, this is not the case.
“Management does the very least, and they have so much room to
do whatever they want to do. When it comes to rules and regulations,
they're given way too much time to fix issues and then HUD is
turning their head when the landlords say they did it, and it's not
being done.
I think that because management knows and understands that they
can do pretty much whatever it is they desire when it comes to
providing safe, sanitary living conditions to these families that they
really don't feel any need to do so. And HUD is allowing that to take
place,” Ericka Bowman said.
The residents of these complexes face incredible hurdles when
dealing with management. Unfortunately, when tenants have
appealed to HUD, going over the heads of building managers, that
hasn’t always been a quick solution either.
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Jamie Wasicek works full-time and is enrolled in college classes.
She feels disrespected that the complex she comes home to is in
such disrepair: “I’m a double-time, overtime mom. I’ve spent
my whole life doing everything I can to better myself to let them
know that there’s more than where we’re at. I don’t want them
to think that Coppertree is the only place that you can be.”
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Both the conditions and the neighborhood environments at
these apartments are in stark contrast to the three HUD
subsidized apartment properties located in the nearby
predominantly white community of The Woodlands as
detailed in Part 1 of this report:

Holly Creek is a beautifully kept apartment complex with a pool;
Wood Glen is a well-landscaped property with a shaded playground;
Copperwood is a spacious property with private balconies for each
apartment.
These properties are maintained in far better condition than those in
Houston, and average a HUD REAC inspection score of 92, only 8
points less than a perfect score. The neighborhoods in which they
are located are on average about 655% safer than the typical HUDsubsidized apartment property in Houston.
The Woodlands apartments are also situated in great environments
in which to be a child. None of the buildings are in close proximity to
the highway, and, in contrast to many HUD-subsidized Houston
apartments all are located away from major roadways, meaning that
large amounts of high speed traffic aren’t racing past the property
making it unsafe for children to play outside. The playgrounds in the
properties are fenced off in shaded areas that are surrounded by
grass and wood-chips.
And then there is the difference in exposure to environmental
hazards.
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Tenants whom Texas Housers has been working with are working
hard to do what’s best for their families. For them, this means finding
an apartment not plagued by terrible maintenance problems, subject
to frequent flooding, served by a quality school and located in a safe
neighborhood where the children can play outside safely.
In Houston area HUD-subsidized apartments, there exists a system
of developing and maintaining government funded housing that is
separate and unequal based on the race of the tenants as well as
the racial makeup of the neighborhood where the apartments are
located. By failing to enforce standards, HUD privileges the landlords
and makes tenants’ homes dangerous, stifling environments where
no one can be expected to find refuge.
Dr. Moore from the Baker Institute explained that when children and
families do not find safety and security in their homes, it can impact
their psychological health and growth. “Home provides a sense of
safety and security. And as human beings, even just
developmentally, one of the ways that the brain develops in these
first couple of years of life, safety and security are an essential part
of human development of human well being.
Home really provides that anchor for us. It's where families gather.
It's part of who we are, to have a place to call home. And so when
the place that you call home has rats and mold and doesn't have a
working toilet and has exposed wiring, then the place that should
have been safe and secure for you and your children, no longer is.
And that means that the world feels very unsafe, particularly for
children.”
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Because these are among the precious few units of affordable
housing available, the tenants are trapped by HUD policy in these
conditions. By virtue of the fact HUD provides no way for the tenants
to just move out when things get too bad, it is essential that HUD
enforce the same standards everywhere. But that is not happening.
We see in tenants of HUD housing something far different than HUD
Secretary Ben Carson sees when he has stated that poverty is a
“state of mind,” and that affordable housing shouldn’t be too
“comfortable.” We see no evidence of a poverty state of mind. We
see moms working valiantly to fix a broken HUD housing system.
Most people would be crushed to despair under these conditions;
many are. But the mothers Texas Housers has worked with do not
have the option of just giving up because they must protect their
children. In doing so, the tenants have been more courageous than
anyone should have to be.
“They've grown to the point of understanding, they understand the
power that they possess right now. They held the pain, they held the
frustration in the beginning, but it was hopeless because they felt like
there was no where else to go and nothing they could possibly do,"
Ericka Bowman said.
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"And to see them grow through this process and kind of learn, learn
how the process works has given them a mission. I've seen them
actually sitting down and they're discussing and they're bringing up
facts and they're asking questions. It's slowly starting to spread to
others, you know they're starting to talk about it and I think this is the
biggest thing is that conversation is happening.
That's what needs to happen. It's a positive, direct conversation.
That's power… I've seen them grow from, “I have no faith” to “What's
next?”

This kind of self-determination is inspiring, but
because of bureaucracy, cruelty, and lack of
empathy and political will, these families’
dreams for a better life are being crushed. They
are asking simply to be treated the same as
everyone else. HUD and local government should
be stepping into these properties that are
substandard and be willing to cut off permits and
funds if the homes aren’t made decent and
comfortable. HUD is forgetting that its primary
purpose is not to serve management companies,
it is to serve the people who need help the most.
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