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How Decades of Federal Policy Created Today’s Crisis 
The 1980s fundamentally reshaped the nation’s response to poverty and 

homelessness. Under the Reagan administration, federal support for housing and social 
programs was dramatically reduced while responsibility shifted toward private markets, local 
governments, nonprofits, and individuals. 

The poorest people in our community are always forced to pay the price of federal 
retreat. In the 1990s—as in every other decade—welfare recipients, public housing residents, 
immigrants, disabled folks, and people experiencing homelessness were being pushed 
through the same broken systems, then blamed for the outcome. Understanding that 
connection is the only way to be inclusive of the whole community. We are being targeted 
together, and our organizing has to be powerful enough to fight back together! 

 
 
 

1980s: The Reagan Revolution and Federal Disinvestment 

• Federal funding for subsidized housing fell 80%, from $32 billion to $6 billion, while 
affordable-housing construction dropped more than 99%, from 357,600 units in 1979 to 2,360 in 
1982. 

 
• OBRA-81 cut more than $30 billion in domestic spending. About 500,000 families lost AFDC, 

another 300,000 had benefits reduced, and by 1985 about 75% of unemployed people received 
no unemployment insurance.  

 
• In 1988 alone, the mortgage-interest tax deduction represented about $50 billion in uncollected 

federal revenue, even as federal support for low-income housing had been dramatically reduced. 
 
• Federal policy shifted toward emergency relief: Early federal homelessness programs added about 

7,700 shelter beds and 8,600 transitional units, but only 2,640 permanent housing units in 
their early years. 

 
• Homelessness estimates ranged from roughly 200,000 to 3.5 million people, reflecting inconsistent 

definitions and undercounts that made the crisis appear smaller than it was. 

 
 
 



1990s: Welfare “Reform” and Punitive Policy 

• The 1996 welfare law replaced guaranteed cash assistance under AFDC with TANF, a fixed 
block-grant system built around work requirements, time limits, and sanctions. 
 
• Welfare reform cut nearly $55 billion from low-income programs over six years, including $27.7 billion 
from Food Stamps. 
 
• TANF funding did not automatically rise with poverty, unemployment, or inflation. Its recession fund 
totaled only $2 billion over five years, compared to about $6 billion in added spending needed during 
the previous recession. 
 
• Falling welfare rolls did not mean poverty disappeared: 48% of former recipients struggled to pay 
rent, and 90% of agencies in a ten-city study reported increased family homelessness. 
 
• Immigrant community members were explicitly targeted. Many lawfully present immigrants were 
barred from federal benefits; 40% of PRWORA savings came from immigrant benefit restrictions. 

 
 

1990s-2000s: HOPE VI and the Privatization of Public Housing 

• HOPE VI used a $7.5 billion “revitalization” program to shift public housing toward demolition, 
mixed-income redevelopment, and private investment.  
 
• From 1995 to 2021, nearly 500,000 public housing units were demolished, including about 155,000 
through HOPE VI grants.  
 
• Only about 18–28% of original residents returned to redeveloped HOPE VI sites, as stricter screening 
rules created additional barriers to return.  
 
• The “One Strike” rule expanded housing exclusions and evictions. Within six months, PHAs denied 
housing to 19,405 applicants, while drug-related evictions increased by more than 40%. 
 
• According to one study, 31% of the original HOPE VI residents who received vouchers were unable 
to use them. Of those who were able to use them, 60% struggled with rent and utilities and 40% 
moved again within two years.  
 
• As many as one-third of original HOPE VI residents were removed from official tracking, obscuring 
the long-term effects of displacement and homelessness. 

 
 



 

2000s: Housing Crash, Bailouts, and a New Homelessness System 

• Despite promises to reduce homelessness, federal policy cut more than $1.6 billion from Section 
8 vouchers, while shifting more responsibility to local governments and nonprofits. 
 
• By 2010, the U.S. faced a shortage of 6.8 million affordable rentals for the lowest-income 
households. Poverty rose 36% between 2000 and 2015, and student homelessness nearly doubled.  
 
• Congress authorized $475 billion through TARP after the housing crash. About $250 billion went 
to banks, while individuals and families received less than 18.5% of total relief funds. 
 
• HPRP showed prevention could work—in many communities, about 70% of participants moved 
into stable housing, but the program was temporary and underfunded. 
 
• Federal policy funneled resources toward visibly homeless, chronically homeless single adults while 
narrowing the definition of homelessness for families and young people. People who were doubled up, 
couch surfing, or living in SROs were often classified as ‘poorly housed’ rather than homeless—and 
shut completely out of emergency homeless services. 

 
 
 

TODAY: Renewed Disinvestment and Criminalization 

• Federal Medicaid changes discussed in the report are projected to leave about 7.5 million more 
people uninsured by 2034, including through new work and verification requirements. The bill cuts 
baseline Medicaid funding for 2025-2034 by about 14%, or roughly $863 billion. 
 
• SNAP and other safety-net programs face expanded work requirements and eligibility restrictions, 
repeating earlier policies that cut people off from assistance without reducing poverty. The bill 
cuts baseline SNAP funding for 2025-2034 by about 36%, or roughly $295 billion. 
 
• After Grants Pass v. Johnson, cities have greater power to fine or arrest people for sleeping 
outdoors even when shelter is unavailable, expanding the criminalization of homelessness. 
 
• Twenty days after H.R. 1 was signed into law, Trump issued Executive Order 14321, “Ending Crime 
and Disorder on America’s Streets.” It directs more federal support to communities that more 
aggressively enforce urban camping, loitering, and squatting laws, while promoting expanded 
involuntary holds for people with mental health and substance-use disorders—all under the guise 
of “fighting vagrancy.” 
 
• “Public-private” partnerships and other market-based programs continue to receive federal funds in 
the areas of housing, health care, and income assistance, while poverty, suffering, and 
homelessness continue to grow in local communities. 

 



As we watch the Big Fascist Bill and its accompanying policies of oppression, criminalization, and 
state violence take shape, it forces a basic question: How did we get here?  

For more than forty years, Democratic and Republican administrations alike have systematically 
defunded, dismantled, privatized, and restricted access to programs across the social safety net. H.R. 
1—the Big Fascist Bill—does not break from this history. It accelerates the same trajectory of 
disinvestment, privatization, exclusion, and punishment, now paired with an increasingly militarized 
immigration and homeland-security apparatus.  

To understand where we are today, we have to understand the policy choices that brought us 
here.  

See WRAP’s Big Fascist Bill fact sheet for more on H.R. 1 and its impacts.  
 

ACRONYM + POLICY LEGEND 
AFDC — Aid to Families 
with Dependent Children; 
the federal 
cash-assistance program 
TANF replaced  
 
OBRA-81 — Omnibus 
Budget Reconciliation Act 
of 1981; the budget law 
that cut major programs 
serving poor people  
 
TANF — Temporary 
Assistance for Needy 
Families; a federal 
block-grant 
cash-assistance program 
with work rules, time 
limits, and sanctions  
 
PRWORA — Personal 
Responsibility and Work 
Opportunity 
Reconciliation Act of 
1996; the welfare law that 
ended AFDC and created 
TANF 
 
 SNAP — Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance 
Program; federal food 
assistance, formerly 
called Food Stamps  
 
H.R. 1 — The federal 
budget law referred to 
here as the “Big Fascist 
Bill”  

PHA — Public Housing 
Agency; a local agency 
that runs public housing 
and housing-voucher 
programs  
 
HOPE VI — Housing 
Opportunities for People 
Everywhere; a federal 
program that funded 
demolition and 
redevelopment of public 
housing  
 
SRO — Single-room 
occupancy; small, low-cost 
rental housing with 
individual rooms  
 
TARP — Troubled Asset 
Relief Program; the 
federal bank-bailout 
program after the 2008 
housing crash  
 
HPRP — Homelessness 
Prevention and Rapid 
Re-Housing Program; 
temporary federal aid to 
help people avoid or exit 
homelessness  
 
EO 14321 — Executive 
Order 14321, “Ending 
Crime and Disorder on 
America’s Streets”  
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