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The federal 

government gives 

money to states, 

cities and counties 

that must be spent on 

low-income residents. 

I. Purpose 

Local governments must prepare planning documents in order to receive 

certain federal housing funds. These plans explain to the public how a 

community will spend money received from the federal government. Some 

plans must be prepared every year, providing advocates with a continuing 

opportunity to give input and recommendations about how the money 

should be spent. Other plans require complete revisions every five years. 

Five-year plans are important because they give advocates sufficient time to 

work with the local government to ensure that the longer term housing 

needs of the low-income community are properly identified and 

appropriately met. 

There are a number of federal programs that provide money or other economic incentives to state 

and local governments in exchange for helping low and moderate-income residents. This chapter 

discusses many of the federal programs that are used by local governments. The chapter also 

describes the various plans that must be developed, adopted, and implemented by the localities 

in order to receive these federal funds. 

Generally, the federal government provides funds that can be used by local or state governments 

to engage in the following activities: 

• Promoting economic development in low-income neighborhoods and rural areas; 

• Building new or improved affordable housing, or providing housing subsidies for 

lower-income people, in urban and rural areas; 

• Providing housing assistance to people with HIV/AIDs and their families; 

• Developing different types of housing for people without homes; 

• Creating jobs and other money-making opportunities for lower-income people, 

including the homeless; 

• Assisting people who are forced to move from their homes with appropriate 

relocation benefits; 

• Making sure that new housing is built when lower-income units are lost or destroyed; 
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Federal housing 

programs must be 

used to help residents 

in your community. 

• Developing programs to reduce discrimination in their communities; 

• Providing tax credits for the development of new affordable housing. 

II. Overview of Federal Housing Programs 

It is important to take the time to understand the different federal housing 

programs and how they can be used to help residents in your community. 

Usually, these programs must be used together, or with state or local 

affordable housing funds, to obtain the highest benefit for the lower-income 

community. The receipt of federal housing subsidies, or living in federally-

subsidized affordable housing, may be the only way for a family to avoid 

becoming homeless. 

Congress establishes the federal programs by statute, giving authority to the appropriate federal 

department to adopt implementing regulations and provide program guidance.1 The U.S. 

Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) provides most federal housing programs 

through its four divisions: Office of Community Planning and Development (CPD), Office of Public 

and Indian Housing (PIH), Office of Fair Housing and Equal Opportunity (FHEO) and Office of 

Housing (see box below). The most common HUD housing and economic development planning 

programs are discussed here. 

 

                                                      
1 HUD’s guidance includes handbooks, guidebooks, notices and decisions, among other things. 
Most of this guidance can be obtained at 
http://portal.hud.gov/hudportal/HUD?src=/program_offices/administration/hudclips. HUD uses its 
program divisions, such as “CPD” or “PIH” (see box) to identify its guidance by program area. 
References and citations to HUD guidance can also be found in an excellent manual called the 
HUD Housing Programs: Tenants’ Rights published by the National Housing Law Project 
(www.nhlp.org). HUD Housing Programs: Tenants’ Rights is especially useful for obtaining older 
guidance that may no longer be available from the HUD website. 

Advocacy Tip: 

When advocates know how the different federal housing programs work, where to get 

the information, how to speak in the terms the agencies use, and who the players are, it 

is harder for local governments to ignore or dismiss advocacy efforts. In addition to this 

manual, HUD’s new website, https://www.hudexchange.info/ is a good place to start 

building this knowledge. In addition to manuals and guides, HUD has also archived 

trainings designed for grant recipients that can be a helpful way to familiarize yourself 

with a program. 

http://portal.hud.gov/hudportal/HUD?src=/program_offices/administration/hudclips
http://www.nhlp.org/
https://www.hudexchange.info/
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Several federal departments other than HUD govern important housing-related programs 

discussed in this manual.2 The Internal Revenue Service (IRS) of the Department of Treasury 

governs the Low-Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) program. This program provides tax credit 

financing to affordable housing developers. Sometimes referred to as “Section 42,” the LIHTC 

program has become one of the most popular housing programs in the United States. In addition, 

the Uniform Relocation Act (URA) protects residents who are displaced from their homes by 

government activity. The URA is governed by the Department of Transportation’s Federal 

Highway Administration (FHWA) and is discussed in Part III, Chapter 9. 

Other federal programs provide housing-related assistance to low-income communities. The 

Rural Housing Service is a program within the U.S. Department of Agriculture. RHS provides 

housing subsidies for owner-occupied and rental housing in rural communities.3 The Department 

of Homeland Security’s Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) provides, among other 

things, emergency food and shelter grants.4 Finally, the Community Development Financial 

Institutions Fund is a federally funded community development program that provides grants and 

loans for redevelopment, including affordable housing.5 

                                                      
2 This Chapter focuses on HUD programs. For information about other housing programs 
managed by different federal departments, see Maggie McCarty, et al., Overview of Federal 
Housing Assistance Programs and Policy, Congressional Research Service (April 15, 2014) 
available at https://www.hsdl.org/?view&did=752738. 
3 See http://www.rd.usda.gov/about-rd/agencies/rural-housing-service. 
4 See https://www.fema.gov/. 
5 See http://www.cdfifund.gov/. 

https://www.hsdl.org/?view&did=752738
http://www.rd.usda.gov/about-rd/agencies/rural-housing-service
https://www.fema.gov/
http://www.cdfifund.gov/
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Each year, after the federal budget is approved and appropriated, the HUD budget is disbursed. 

Some money is given out as “entitlement” grants that are automatically disbursed to eligible cities, 

counties, states and housing authorities. This portion of the money is disbursed to these entities 

through HUD formulas, often called block grants. 

Other money is awarded on a competitive basis. To compete, local governments, non-profit 

organizations or consortia must prepare applications for funds. A consortium is usually a group of 

community-based organizations and local government agencies working together on one or 

several housing or community development activities. For example, most of the funds used to 

HUD’s Program Divisions 

HUD is organized into four divisions: (1) Office of Community Planning and 

Development; (2) Office of Public and Indian Housing; (3) Office of Fair Housing and 

Equal Opportunity; and (4) Office of Housing. These divisions oversee the federal 

housing programs. 

Office of Community Planning and Development (CPD) 

This department oversees community development and revitalization programs, 

including housing and homelessness programs. CPD deals with cities, counties, the 

State of California and local non-profits and consortia. CPD is also responsible for 

enforcing federal relocation laws (see Part III, Chapter 9). 

Office of Public and Indian Housing (PIH) 

PIH is responsible for overseeing public housing authorities and administering 

conventional public housing, the Section 8 housing choice voucher and related 

programs. 

Office of Fair Housing and Equal Opportunity (FHEO) 

FHEO is the fair housing division of HUD. FHEO receives and investigates discrimination 

complaints, reviews fair housing compliance, and refers matters to the Office of General 

Counsel. 

Office of Housing 

The Office of Housing handles project-based Section 8 housing programs and the 

Federal Housing Administration (FHA) homeownership program. 

Each regional HUD office and most sub-regional local offices have staff working in each 

of these divisions. Information about the California HUD offices can be found at 

http://portal.hud.gov/hudportal/HUD?src=/states/california/offices. 

http://portal.hud.gov/hudportal/HUD?src=/states/california/offices
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address homelessness or to provide housing for people with HIV/AIDS and their families are 

given through the competition. The process is usually completed through the SuperNOFA 

application which HUD posts on its website each year.6 HUD also posts the winners of the 

competitive funding awards annually on its website. 

 

Public Housing Authorities (PHAs) also receive HUD allocations from Congress each year. This 

money is disbursed by a formula set by HUD and is generally used for the operation and 

administration of public housing and the Section 8 voucher program. In the past, Congress 

appropriated money for modernization or demolition and reconstruction of public housing through 

a program known as the HOPE VI, which was criticized for displacing low-income tenants and 

discontinued in 2010. In 2012, HUD developed the Rental Assistance Demonstration (RAD) as a 

preservation tool to stabilize at-risk public housing. Although not always successful, RAD has 

become a central part of HUD’s rental housing preservation strategy, which aims to preserve 

affordable housing by allowing jurisdictions to convert public housing into project-based Section 8 

housing.7 

The following is a list of some of the federal housing-related programs that may be used in your 

community: 

• Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher Program (Tenant Based Rental Assistance) 

• Public Housing & related programs 

                                                      
6 HUD’s list of available funds is available here: 
http://portal.hud.gov/hudportal/HUD?src=/program_offices/administration/grants/fundsavail. 
7 Notice, PIH-2012-32 (HA), REV-1 (July 2, 2013, tech. corr. Feb. 6, 2014). 

There is never enough money to meet the need for affordable housing. Several 

advocacy groups in Washington D.C. lobby Congress each year to increase federal 

funding for affordable housing programs and programs to address homelessness. 

National Low Income Housing Coalition (www.nlihc.org), National Coalition for the 

Homeless (www.nationalhomeless.org) and National Law Center on Homelessness and 

Poverty (www.nlchp.org) are just a few of the groups in Washington that work to ensure 

that federal money goes to assist the most vulnerable members of our communities in 

accessing safe housing. These groups are also a helpful source of information about 

federal trends in housing programs and data about homelessness and affordability. For 

regular analysis and updates about budget issues impacting low-income communities, 

visit the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities blog at www.cbpp.org. 

http://portal.hud.gov/hudportal/HUD?src=/program_offices/administration/grants/fundsavail
http://portal.hud.gov/hudportal/documents/huddoc?id=pih2012-32rev1.pdf
http://www.nlihc.org/
http://www.nationalhomeless.org/
http://www.nlchp.org/
http://www.cbpp.org/
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• Project-Based Rental Assistance 

• Section 202 (Housing for the Elderly) 

• Section 811 (Housing for People with Disabilities) 

• Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) 

• Native American Housing Block Grants 

• Native Hawaiian Housing Block Grants 

• Housing Opportunities for People with AIDS (HOPWA) 

• Self-Help Homeownership Opportunity Program 

• HOME Investment Partnership Program (HOME) 

• Homeless Assistance Grants 

• Fair Housing & Housing Counseling Assistance 

• Lead Based Paint Hazard Reduction Program 

The remaining Chapters in this Section of the Manual provide a more in depth discussion of some 

of the more frequently encountered plans and programs.8 

Disclaimer: Although Western Center on Law and Poverty strives to ensure that the information 

contained in this chapter is accurate and up-to-date, we make no warranties in that regard. 

Frequent changes in this area of the law can render some sections out of date. This Guide is not 

intended to be a substitute for independent legal research. (Updated 2016). 

                                                      
8 For a detailed discussion for the rules governing individual tenancies in subsidized housing 
programs, National Housing Law Project’s “Green Book” provides a comprehensive guide 
explaining federal regulations and case law for the major programs. Visit www.nhlp.org to order a 
copy or find one at your local law library. 

http://www.nhlp.org/
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