
Local

SUBSCRIBE

SHARE ACCESS VIEW

You are viewing the full text of this article because it was shared by a San Antonio

Express-News subscriber.

Subscribe today for full access to the San Antonio Express-News in print, online and on your

iPad.

Castro	  and	  HUD:	  Big	  challenges,	  big	  opportunity

KIN MAN HUI, Kin Man Hui/kmhui@express-news.net

Castro	  and	  HUD:	  Big	  challenges,	  big	  opportunity	  -‐	  San	  Antonio	  Exp... h@p://www.expressnews.com/news/poliDcs/arDcle/Castro-‐and-‐H...

1	  of	  6 5/19/14,	  6:34	  PM



Mayor Julian Castro (left) shares a celebratory moment with former mayer Henry Cisneros after announcing the first
series of projects to come from SA2020 at the UTSA downtown campus on Saturday, Mar. 19, 2011. Castro credited
Cisneros' efforts for the Target '90 project which its mission was similar to the current SA2020 campaign. Kin Man
Hui/kmhui@express-news.net

WASHINGTON — Julián Castro has a “golden opportunity.”

In potentially taking the reins of an agency in which needs are great and progress has been painfully slow,

the three-term mayor has a great opportunity to make an impact as well as burnish his already lustrous

résumé, a former senior official at the Housing and Urban Development Department said.

“It's a very good time for him to take over,” said Ron

Sims, deputy secretary of HUD during the first term

of President Barack Obama, who is expected to

nominate Castro to be the next HUD secretary. “If

you really want change, you're going to find fertile

ground.”

Sims, who served three terms as King County

executive in Seattle before coming to HUD, did not

have such great timing. Arriving in the depths of the

Great Recession, Sims and his boss, Secretary Shaun

Donovan, were in crisis mode from the first day, with many resources going toward efforts to keep people

from losing their homes.

But good timing won't make Castro's task easy. Of all federal bureaucracies, HUD is among the most

challenged, dealing with multigenerational poverty, decaying neighborhoods and a budget dwarfed by

unmet needs.

And Castro's hopes of what he can accomplish must be tempered by the reality that there is little

expectation that Congress will turn on the funding spigot anytime soon.

“The funding issue is paramount. The level of federal funding is inadequate and likely to be scaled back

for some activities,” said Bruce Katz, director of the Brookings Institution's Metropolitan Policy Program.

“(The) uncertainty around funding means that cities and housing providers cannot rely on the federal

government as a trusted partner,” said Katz, who served as HUD chief of staff under former Secretary
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Henry Cisneros, also a San Antonio mayor, during the Clinton administration.

The impacts of the funding shortfall are readily apparent, public housing experts say.

Associated Press File Photo

If Mayor Julián Castro takes over at HUD, he'll head an agency taking on huge issues such as multigenerational poverty
and neighborhoods in decay.

Waits to receive vouchers to subsidize the cost of living in a private apartment complex can stretch for

years because there aren't the funds to meet demands. The backlog of needed capital investment to the

nation's public housing stock was nearly $26 billion, according to a HUD study released in 2011.

And efforts to replace dilapidated, crime-ridden housing projects with new mixed-income developments,

which cost the government less, have been slowed by a lack of money.

“If those (redevelopment programs) are going to be successful, they're going to need to be funded at a

higher level,” said James Fraser, a professor at Vanderbilt University who has studied city and regional

planning for two decades.
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The most prominent of those programs, known as Choice Neighborhoods, recently awarded San Antonio

nearly $30 million to help pay for the demolition of the East Side's crime-ridden Wheatley Courts housing

project, to be replaced with a mixed-income development.

Similarly, HUD helped pay for the demolition of the old Victoria Courts housing project and for mixed-

income housing that replaced it, transforming the Lavaca neighborhood south of downtown.

In spite of the funding challenges, Sims said, Castro will still have the power to help determine the fate of

the American Dream for millions.

“I was talking with Secretary Donovan one day, and he came up with a phrase that says it best: 'A ZIP

code is an address, not a life determinant,'” Sims said. “But demographics will tell you that's exactly what

it is today. Of all the factors that influence a person's life path — education level, access to health care,

smoking — the design of the neighborhood they live in is the biggest determinant.

“People say poor people will always be poor. But given the chance to live in a better neighborhood, people

do better.”

The politics of housing is fraught with difficulties and can be incredibly local.

Philip Tegeler, executive director of the Policy and Race Research Action Council, wrote recently that

HUD's Section 8 voucher program, the largest federal housing program, has done “a notoriously poor

job” helping low-income families access higher-performing schools and less-poor neighborhoods.

At the same time, HUD efforts to expand low-income housing into better neighborhoods have been met

with criticism from Republicans in Congress and in local governments, who often view such programs as

federal intrusion.

Still, congressional gridlock, partisan bickering and the inertia of a lame-duck administration don't have

to get in the way, Sims said.

“He can get both Republicans and Democrats behind a plan. Democrats care about providing shelter for

the homeless, helping the poor move toward the middle class, helping people buy homes. Republicans say

you can't do all that with government money. And he doesn't have to. He can leverage the money with

private partnerships, with innovative thinking,” Sims said.
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Once he has a blueprint, Castro has to sell it internally, Sims warned.

“He has to fire up the staff. When an agency is under siege or dispirited — and I think he's inheriting at

least a partially dispirited agency — the agency wears down quickly. From the regional offices, clear

through the agency, he has to get people bought in and excited with his plan for change.”

Sims said Castro will be challenged at every turn.

“People are going to ask tough questions,” Sims said. “And his answer can't be, 'I don't know.' He's going

to have to say, 'This is what we're going to do about that.' It's really threading the needle. But he can do it.

He's smart, he's innovative, he has style and he's fearless about change.

“That's obvious to anyone who knows San Antonio. Look at the progress there — where it was, and

where it is today. That's a 'wow' story.”

david.mccumber@hearstdc.com

nhicks@express-news.net
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