- (Chicago Tribune

- 50¢CITY & SUBURBS » $1.00 ELSEWHERE

Thursday

October 18, 2007

* For breaking news and more, go

TEIST YEAR NO.201 CHICAGO TRBUNE

CHA asking more
tenants to work

Adulis must enroll
in school or find job,
if proposal passes

By Sara Olkon
Tribune staff reporter

The Chicago Housing Au-
thority plans to extend its con-

troversial work rules to tradi-

tional public housing tenants
and Section 8 families as soon
as next year, officials say.
Under the new proposal, all
able adults would eventually
have to work or attend school
for 20 hours a week. Tradi-
tional public housing resi-

dents who don’t make a good

faith effort to meet the stand-
ard—15 hours a week of work
or study next year, building to
20 hours by 2010——could be
subJect to eviction proceed-
ings beginning next July.

The new rules would dra-
matically expand require-
ments first introduced in
mixed-income developments
that opened in 2005. In gen-
era.l, to gualify for apartments
in those sought-after com-
plexes, adults had to prove
they were woﬂn.ng or training

for work 30 hours a week.

Critics said that pushed
those who could not, or would
not, find work into the less de-
sirable traditional CHA hous-
ing, or into the private hous-
ing voucher program known
as Section 8.

The new plan would apply
similar standards to” those
much larger populations.

In the first stage, affecting
only traditional housing resi-
dents, as many as 5,000 adults
would have to comply, accord-
ing to CHA officials. That pro-
posal will be the subject of a
public hearing next Wednes-
day and will come before the
CHA board for a vote on Nowv.
20.

Plans to extend work re-
quirements to Section 8 ten-
ants have not been formalized,
but officials say they would
like to move quickly to apply
similar standards. Initial esti-
mates suggest that tens of
thousands of families might
be affected in that program.

“My view is, you've got to
pay some rent, or actively try
to find work,” said Mary Wig-
gi.ns, chairman of the CHA’s
main tenant organization, the
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CHA:
Critics fear

rules will
hurt tenants
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Central Advisory Council,anda

CHA commissioner. “You have
to get up and do something.”

But critiecs of the plan fear

that the added requirement will
hurt an already-vulnerable
population and even leave some
families homeless.
+ “To impose eviction as a pen-
alty for fallure to comply with a
work requirement is draconi-
an,” said Richard Wheelock,
housing supervisory attorney
at the Legal Assistance Founda-
tion of Metropolitan Chicago.
This “should be the housing of
last resort for the poorest of the
oo

Similarly, Francine Washing-
ton, 52, said she fears the pro-
posal will “railroad” residents.

“I think over half of them will
have trouble,” said Washington,
the president of Stateway Gar-
dens’ Local Advisory Council,
which will cease to exist at the
end of the year because the com-
plex has been democlished. She
lives in a CHA townhouse near-
by and has lived in public hous-
ing for the last 30 years.

CHA officials say that the
plan is designed to help, not
hurt, families. They built in a
safe harbor clause that, among
other things, allows families to
remain in housing as long as eli-
gible adults are making a good-
faith attempt at finding work.
Also, “service connectors” will
be on hand to help tenants find
job training, drug treatment
semoes or child care.

“All we are saying is that we
want to have you become en-
gaged in the world in wo
said Gloria Seabrook, a CHA
special assistant who monitors
families iving in mixed-income
communities. “We've always
had people who worked in pub-
lic housing.”

CHA officials point to the suc-
cess they've already had with
work requirements in its mixed-
income developments. When
they first proposed the rules in
2004, the idea provoked a storm
of criticism from tenant advo-
cates in Chicago and across the
nation.

But Bryan Zises, a spokesman

for the CHA, said “fewer than a
dozen” of the approximately
1,500 public housing residents
who moved into the mixed-in-

_ come communities under the

30-hour employment provision
have left.

It is impossible to say how
many tenants might have been
dissuaded from moving in be-
cause of the requirement, but
CHA officials say those who

‘made the move have benefited

from the challenge. Seabrook
said she has seen a marked im-
provement in the lives of fami-
lies when adults in their lives
commit to work.

“People who work are healthi-
er and they take better care of
themselves,” she said. “People
who have begun to work have
less issues. We have less prob-
lems with their children.”
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Deborah Thomas learns about applying for a job with the help
of Strive, which helps Chicago residents find a job. Strive's serv-
ices could be more in demand if a CHA proposal passes.

William Wilen, director of
housing ligation for the Chi-
cago-based Sargent Shriver
Center on Poverty Law, has a
more ambivalent view of the
proposal.

“It’s a very important experi-
ment thatthe CHA istrying,” he
said. “They do have a safe har-
bor clause that allows people

‘who are trying to remain in

good stead as long they are mak-
ing an effort to become en-
gaged.” g

Still, he said he was con-
cerned that the plan might
sweep too broadly.

“We are dealing with a group
of families who have had seri-
ous disadvantages all their
lives,” Wilen said.
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