
   The United States has faced an escalating housing crisis for the past several 
decades. One indication is the large and growing number of people living in 
public places: those who are visibly homeless. Many more homeless people 
are hidden from sight: living in shelters or other temporary accommodations, 
doubled up with others, or moving from place to place. Current annual esti-
mates are that up to 3.5 million people experience homelessness, represent-
ing 1.3 percent of the total U.S. population and 9.6 percent of the poor 
population.   1    

 Further along the spectrum of housing need are those who are precari-
ously housed. According to a 2006 report by the Joint Center for Housing 
Studies at Harvard University, in 2004 15.8 million households spent over 
50 percent of their income on housing; another 35 million spent over 30 
percent. The overwhelming majority of these households are low income, 
although middle-income households are increasingly affected as well. The 
2005 Gulf Coast hurricanes resulted in increases in homelessness and also 
worsened the shortage of affordable housing, destroying hundreds of thou-
sands of affordable homes and leaving low-income people in the affected 
communities without housing. 

 Several intersecting causes contribute to the shortage of affordable hous-
ing. Housing costs in many private markets have increased while wages, par-
ticularly for lower income people, have remained stagnant or fallen in real 
terms. Existing low-income housing has been destroyed, either as a result of 
gentrifi cation or by government programs that destroy blighted public housing 
but do not replace lost units. Income support and other public benefi t pro-
grams have also been cut, leading to reduced real income for disabled and 
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elderly poor people and fewer resources to meet basic needs for low-income 
people in general. At the same time, funding for federal housing programs 
has been dramatically cut since the early 1980s. 

 The impact of the housing crisis is severe. Without affordable housing, 
low-income people risk homelessness and also compromise their ability to 
meet other basic needs, such as food, health care, and child care. For those 
who do become homeless, resources to meet immediate need for shelter are 
severely inadequate, even according to federal government reports, consid-
ered conservative by many advocates. Each year, dozens to hundreds die 
from exposure to heat or cold or, more recently, violence in the streets.   2    
Across the country, people without any place to go are criminally punished 
for their presence in public places. 

 The impact is also far-reaching: Without stable housing, children suffer from 
slowed development, emotional problems, and educational underachievement. 
Homelessness can result in the removal of children from their parents by 
child welfare agencies. Legislation excluding many of those leaving prison and 
jail from federal housing assistance programs is creating a rapidly expanding 
group of persons with nowhere to go upon release and resulting in increased 
recidivism rates.   3    Without a utility bill or a lease, obtaining identity documents 
can be extremely diffi cult, further limiting access to education, employment, 
public benefi ts—and housing. As UN Special Rapporteur Miloon Kothari 
wrote in a preface to a report by the National Law Center on Homelessness 
and Poverty (NLCHP) on the right to housing in the United States: 

 The right to adequate housing has to be seen as a congruent right along with 
the right to security of the person, the right to security of the home, the right to 
participation, the right to privacy, the right to freedom of movement, the right 
to information, the right to be free from inhumane and degrading treatment 
and the right not to be arbitrarily detained.   4      

 U.S. advocates have taken a variety of approaches in addressing the crisis 
of homelessness and the shortage of affordable housing. This work has in-
cluded the passage of federal legislation addressing homelessness,   5    resulting 
in federal funding for shelter, transitional and some permanent housing, as 
well as some legal protections for homeless people.   6    It has included advocacy 
for increased funding for low-income housing programs. It has included con-
stitutional challenges to laws that criminalize homelessness, resulting in court 
decisions striking down laws that outlaw sleeping and other life-sustaining 
activities in public when it can be shown that there are insuffi cient shelter 
beds.   7    These strategies have made, and continue to make, a critical difference, 
but housing resources still fall far short of housing needs. 

 In contrast to those of many other countries, the U.S. Constitution does 
not include an explicit right to housing, and the U.S. Supreme Court has 
indicated an unwillingness to imply one.   8    A variety of federal, state, and local 
programs provide assistance for some categories of poor people, and some 
create “entitlements” that provide assistance to all who meet the eligibility 
criteria. But there is no requirement that the assistance be at suffi cient levels 
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to meet basic needs such as housing. Nor is there a federal statutory entitlement 
to housing. 

 The federal housing act of 1949   9    included the expressly stated goal of a 
“decent home and suitable living environment for every American family”   10    
as soon as feasible, echoing an earlier call by President Franklin Roosevelt for 
an economic bill of rights.   11    But this language was aspirational, stating a goal 
rather than a specifi c commitment to a number of units or level of funding. 
Indeed, while there have been some periods of considerable, though never 
suffi cient, funding, housing programs have been cut very signifi cantly over 
the past few decades.   12    Current estimates are that only one-fourth of all of 
those who are poor enough to qualify for federal housing assistance actually 
receive it, due to lack of resources.   13    

 In 1996, a small group of advocates working to end homelessness in the 
United States, including one of the authors, participated in Habitat II, a UN 
conference on the human right to housing. The group played a role in draft-
ing the conference document, adding language relevant to the U.S. housing 
crisis, and participated actively in the conference events in Istanbul. While the 
offi cial U.S. government representatives opposed the inclusion of the right to 
housing in the conference document, fearing that U.S. public interest lawyers 
would fi le suit to enforce it, the advocates opposed this offi cial stance and the 
language was included. Through their work on this event the group began to 
see an opportunity to fi ll the gap in U.S. policy by drawing on international 
human rights law. While U.S. law alone does not adequately protect housing 
rights, recognizing and implementing the human right to housing could help 
close that gap, ending and preventing homelessness and ending the housing 
crisis. Further, establishing housing as a right, as opposed to keeping assistance 
discretionary, would provide a measure of security for poor and less well-off 
people, and for anyone falling on hard times. 

 Toward that end, a human rights approach can help reframe public debate 
and perception and, eventually, affect actions. Public discourse about poverty 
has become increasingly punitive, as well as divisive, with poor people stereo-
typed as lazy, fraudulent, or otherwise not behaving appropriately. The impact 
of this public discussion is refl ected in public policy at all levels, such as the 
repeal of the federal entitlement to welfare benefi ts, the exclusion of formerly 
incarcerated people from housing programs and other public benefi ts, and 
the criminalization of homelessness by cities. It is also refl ected in private 
actions: homeless and poor people are in some cases beaten or murdered 
based on their status.   14    Human rights frameworks can cut through such divi-
sions by positing that everyone has rights—regardless of status—simply by 
virtue of being human. 

 Human rights can also help frame advocacy and public policy agendas. 
Because human rights law expressly recognizes the right to housing and other 
economic and social rights, it has led to the development of a body of juris-
prudence on what those rights mean and how they can be implemented. As 
such, it is a source of legal and policy models that can be incorporated into 
U.S. reform agendas. Similarly, countries that have implemented these rights 
offer practical examples that can serve as models for the United States. 
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 International law, including human rights, also has signifi cance and appli-
cation in U.S. courts. Indeed, it is part of U.S. law, but its application and use 
in U.S. courts, federal or state, is not always straightforward or accepted. But 
some courts have relied on it and in certain kinds of cases its use is both ap-
propriate and helpful.   15    Increasingly, judges are looking to international law 
as well as comparative practice of other countries. Indeed, several Supreme 
Court rulings have cited international law and practice, and a number of in-
dividual Justices have recently spoken about their importance and relied on 
them in their rulings.   16    

 Human rights frameworks may also offer new venues for advocacy on do-
mestic U.S. issues. Advocates may take their case to international and regional 
bodies, and a growing number of advocates have started to do so. These 
venues may also serve as a forum for directly affected communities to present 
grievances and have their voices heard by offi cial bodies—which can help sup-
port and add force to organizing campaigns by such groups. They can draw 
attention to and publicize injustice, and help galvanize world opinion. Some 
international and regional bodies have oversight over the United States,   17    
and they can make fi ndings that can then be used by advocates before U.S. 
courts or legislative bodies, directly leading to change in the United States. 

 In the past few years NLCHP, together with an international housing 
rights group, the Centre for Housing Rights and Evictions, has hosted three 
national conferences and several regional training sessions focused on the 
human right to housing. The fi rst, held in 2003, included strong participation 
by the group that had participated in the Habitat II conference. The event 
was extremely well received, and a core group coalesced for follow-up planning 
and work.   18    

 In 2005 and again in 2006, NLCHP organized additional national fo-
rums, drawing broader and increased participation. Miloon Kothari, the UN 
Special Rapporteur on the Right to Adequate Housing, and the international 
community’s highest-ranking expert on housing issues, spoke at and partici-
pated in the 2005 forum; his remarks and presence inspired attendees and 
demonstrated that U.S. housing conditions are taken seriously at the inter-
national level. In 2005, NLCHP also began organizing local and regional 
trainings. As of this writing, these include two events in Chicago, two in Los 
Angeles, an event in Minneapolis, and a statewide training in Florida. Each 
has been in collaboration with local partners interested in learning about and 
using the human rights approach in their communities. Additional trainings 
are planned. 

 A signifi cant number of those who attended that and following events 
have been poor or homeless. They had no trouble grasping the concept of 
human rights, how it applies in the United States, and how it applies to them. 
In fact, learning about the human right to housing seemed to be tremen-
dously energizing for all, but especially for those whose own rights were most 
directly affected. Indeed, human rights can play a crucial role in organizing 
affected communities in advocacy for their own rights, as well as in galvanizing 
broader public support. 

 This chapter will explore in more detail specifi c housing challenges facing 
poor people in America today—and how human rights approaches are being 
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incorporated into advocacy to address those challenges. In particular, the 
chapter discusses the lack of affordable housing; discrimination in housing; 
and the criminalization of homelessness as areas where efforts to incorporate 
human rights approaches are currently under way, giving highlights and ex-
amples of such efforts. The chapter then assesses the value of human rights in 
these efforts and refl ects on prospects for the future.  

 CHALLENGE 1: LACK OF ADEQUATE HOUSING 

 Human rights law defi nes a right to adequate housing in several key docu-
ments. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights provides that “[E]veryone 
has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of 
himself and of his family, including . . . housing.”   19    The International Cov-
enant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) recognizes “the 
right of everyone to an adequate standard of living for himself and his family, 
including adequate food, clothing, and housing, and to the continuous 
improvement of living conditions.”   20    

 Human rights law defi nes the right to adequate housing as consisting of 
seven core components: legal security of tenure, availability of services and 
infrastructure, affordability, habitability, accessibility, location, and cultural 
adequacy. Implementation of these rights may require the expenditure of 
resources, and under the human rights framework, the obligation on states 
(or countries) is to realize the implementation of the right progressively.   21    

 Much of current housing need in the United States concerns the shortage 
of affordable housing, as outlined above, and advocates have focused much 
activity on this issue. At the same time, the loss of existing units of affordable 
housing raises issues of security of tenure for the residents of those units. Access 
to services is an issue for all, but it most specifi cally affects those in need of 
support as well as housing. This section reviews and analyzes advocacy cam-
paigns using human rights frameworks and strategies to address the lack of 
adequate housing in the United States, focusing on those key components of 
the right to adequate housing.  

 Fighting for Security of Tenure in Chicago 

 The human right to housing provides that: “All persons should possess a 
degree of security of tenure which guarantees legal protection against forced 
eviction, harassment and other threats.”   22    Without this right, residents have 
no legal recourse when the government decides it prefers to do something 
else with the land that has fostered generations in a tight-knit community. 

 The residents of the Cabrini-Green public housing project in Chicago 
know something about the right to security of tenure, or the lack of it. This 
development was built starting in the 1940s and continuing into the 1960s. 
Today, with funding for federal housing programs drastically cut, these public 
housing units have fallen into disrepair. Despite, or perhaps because of the 
diffi cult conditions, the community has bonded closely. 

 Since 1999, under a federal housing program to tear down blighted public 
housing developments and replace them with mixed-income units, the Chicago 
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Housing Authority (CHA) has torn down over 14,000 housing units, dis-
placing over 20,000 residents. Although some new low-income units will be 
replaced, less than 1,000 have been built so far, and a large net loss of low-
income housing is anticipated. This loss is occurring in the context of a major 
affordable housing shortage in Chicago, with more than 51,000 families now 
on the waiting list for public housing in Chicago, with 7,000 and 30,000 
more on county and state waiting lists respectively. The land on which these 
housing projects sit is one of the most valuable real estate markets in the 
country, less than a mile from Chicago’s “Gold Coast.”   23    

 Although the goal of the housing destruction is to move families to new 
opportunities, a study has shown that over 90 percent are resegregated to 
high-poverty, high-crime neighborhoods.   24    Moreover, the  Chicago Tribune  
conducted an investigation which further explained the chronic lack of security 
of tenure following their displacement. The  Tribune  reports that thousands 
of public housing residents have been rushed into horrible living conditions 
and many of them have had to move their families over and over again as a 
result of failed inspections. Repeated moves have been shown to have a det-
rimental effect on children’s education and family stability. Moreover, homeless 
shelter data shows over 150 families moved directly from public housing to 
homelessness.   25    

 The Coalition to Protect Public Housing (CPPH) is a network of public 
housing residents based at the Cabrini-Green public housing development 
and citywide support organizations including the Community Renewal Society, 
the Chicago Coalition for the Homeless, the Jewish Council on Urban Af-
fairs, Americans for Democratic Action, and the University of Illinois Chicago 
Voorhees Center for Neighborhood and Community Improvement. Since its 
formation in 1996, CPPH has worked to protect the rights of Chicago’s 
public housing residents and to ensure a future for public housing in Chicago 
and nationally across the nation. Its mission has been to better understand 
the impact in Chicago of the federal legislative public housing changes, to 
educate public housing residents and the general public about the impact of 
these changes, and to intervene in the decisionmaking process so that public 
housing residents will not be unduly harmed by these changes. 

 Activists began speaking in the language of human rights as they worked 
on their campaigns. CPPH’s founder and president, Ms. Carol Steele, has 
been thinking along these lines for many years, and testifi ed at the fi ftieth 
anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in New York City 
in 1998. In 2003, advocates from several members of CPPH attended the 
National Forum on the Right to Housing, acquired specifi c information and 
tools, and returned ready to begin an active campaign on the human right to 
housing. In January 2004, they held a workshop at the Chicago Social Forum 
on human rights and built on this at a retreat the following month, where 
they designated a Human Rights Committee to research and develop a strategic 
approach for using human rights in their campaign. 

 In March 2004, CPPH convinced the Cook County Board of Supervisors 
to pass a resolution endorsing the human right to housing. This resolution 
supported the passage of a state bill which provided for $14 million in rental 
subsidies to create 1,600 new affordable housing units for the residents of 
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Cook County. The bill ultimately passed, bringing all these additional re-
sources to the county. By creatively linking the county’s desire for state aid 
with the framework of human rights, CPPH was able to get one of the fi rst 
offi cial endorsements of the human right to housing in the country. In addi-
tion to the immediate resource allocation, having this right in the resolution 
provides the basis for future advocacy.   26    

 On April 25, 2004 Miloon Kothari made a historic visit to the residents 
of Cabrini-Green as part of a national country visit. CPPH invited Mr. Kothari 
to learn about CHA’s planned demolition of more than 20,000 units. In his 
discussions with Cabrini-Green residents, Mr. Kothari acknowledged that 
there is a human rights crisis in the forced evictions of public housing tenants 
from their units. CPPH and NLCHP continued to work closely with the 
Special Rapporteur, and in the spring of 2005 Mr. Kothari conducted an 
exchange of diplomatic letters with the United States government expressing 
concern over proposed elimination of the Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher 
program.   27    

 Public housing residents and advocates fi led legal challenges, but in April 
2005, CHA announced its intent, in contradiction to previous legal settlements, 
to summarily close half of the development down in ninety days. The CHA 
did not offer any onsite replacement housing, nor did it give the soon-to-be 
displaced residents the opportunity to move into the hundreds of vacant units 
that would remain in Cabrini-Green. 

 CPPH responded to this attempt to destroy their community by fi ling a 
lawsuit and organizing residents to fi ght for their human rights. At the urg-
ing of the Cabrini-Green resident leadership, the lawsuit cited international 
legal standards. After several months of litigation, supported by a strong or-
ganizing campaign in Cabrini-Green, the federal judge ruled that any resident 
who wanted to stay in Cabrini-Green could do so until such a time as ade-
quate replacement housing had been built. Although this was a major victory 
for the residents facing displacement and the destruction of their community, 
the fi ght is not over. The CHA has continually attempted to ignore this ruling 
and has yet to plan for any replacement housing for the units it has torn 
down. However, the resident leadership at Cabrini-Green has continued to 
fi ght and to increase their base of support. 

 Hundreds of families still remain in Cabrini-Green, fi ghting to realize their 
human right to housing. As will be detailed below, they also participated in 
hearings before the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights and other 
international bodies as part of their overall strategy to protect public housing 
in Chicago.   

 The Campaign for Habitability and Location in Louisiana 

 Housing codes, coupled with judicial recognition of an implied warranty 
of habitability, have made vast improvements in housing conditions in the 
United States. Tenants may sue their landlord or withhold rent if their condi-
tions are uninhabitable. But its limitation to the individual landlord-tenant 
context still leaves it short of fulfi lling the right. Moreover, underenforcement 
of code violations remains a problem. 
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 Further, environmental racism—the deliberate placing of polluting or 
dangerous industries in minority neighborhoods—is not a crime under U.S. 
law. For example, in the Gulf Coast, an area called “Cancer Alley” lies north 
of New Orleans. According to advocates, oil refi neries were deliberately sited 
in areas with high minority populations because corporations recognized that 
these communities did not possess the political power to stop them or to 
promote adherence to even basic environmental standards. Meanwhile, cancer 
and asthma rates in these communities skyrocketed.   28    

 Some creative legal strategies had worked to deny permits to companies 
that would have polluted poor and minority communities, but by the late 
1990s, advocates were being frustrated by revisions to the law, resulting in 
the regulation of fewer pollutants and the siting of facilities near residential 
areas. In 1997, a lawsuit fi led by the Concerned Citizens of Norco (an area 
in Cancer Alley) against Shell Oil Corporation was dismissed after Shell ar-
gued there was a lack of evidence that the increased cancer rates were con-
nected directly to their pollution. This led a coalition of groups to seek help 
by turning to international standards that granted them the protections they 
needed. 

 Global Rights (then the International Human Rights Law Group) trained 
the activists in international human rights norms, including those found in 
the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination 
(CERD), a treaty the United States has ratifi ed. CERD requires the govern-
ment to eliminate all racially discriminatory effects of government laws and 
rules, including rules promulgated by regulatory bodies such as the Environ-
mental Protection Agency. CERD also guarantees nondiscrimination in eco-
nomic and social rights such as the right to housing that spoke to the violations 
the people knew they were experiencing, but had no framework to express 
under domestic law.   29    

 In 1999, they brought their case to the UN Commission on Human 
Rights and held the fi rst-ever international hearing on environmental racism. 
They then brought the pressure home even more with a visit to Cancer Alley 
by the UN Special Rapporteur on Toxic Waste and Human Rights. Through 
this combined pressure, they drew the attention of national media, a few 
Congressional representatives, and some nontraditional allies like the Dreyfus 
mutual fund company’s socially responsible index. This pressure prompted 
Shell to offer residents a partial buy-out—those living in the blocks nearest 
the plant would be compensated for relocating. The residents rejected this 
offer, holding out until the whole community would be benefi ted. 

 Following on connections made at the Commission on Human Rights, 
members of the coalition began touring other sites of environmental racism 
around the globe. In Nigeria, they met a group who had been fi ghting largely 
the same battle with Shell as the residents of Louisiana. The Nigerian advo-
cates had discovered that the Dutch parent company of Shell followed far 
higher environmental guidelines in Europe than it did in Nigeria (and the 
United States). The coalition members threatened that if Shell did not apply 
those same standards to its U.S. subsidiary, they would bring their case to the 
international spotlight at the UN World Summit on Sustainable Development, 
which would be taking place in 2002 in Johannesburg, South Africa. Faced 
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with this rising wave of domestic and international condemnation, the refi n-
ery offi cials fi nally agreed to enforce higher standards on these plants and to 
offer local residents compensation for the harm they had caused, and to pay 
their costs to move elsewhere. 

 Though they did not know at the beginning how these human rights tools 
would work, it was precisely this uncertainty that ended up working for the 
activists. As Monique Harden, one of the organizers, later said, “A new ap-
proach creates a lot of uncertainty, and what corporations and shareholders 
don’t like in uncertainty. It depresses stock prices. It’s hardly the cost of a 
settlement that worries the market, because once relief is paid, certainty is 
restored and stock prices recover. Our advantage was about keeping things 
uncertain.” Once they were out of the domestic arena into the broad and 
developing world of international human rights where corporations have less 
infl uence, the activists were able to fi nally make their arguments on their own 
terms. 

 Following on the success of this campaign, Harden and other activists 
formed a new organization, Advocates for Environmental Human Rights 
(AEHR) to carry on the work. AEHR continues to play a leading role in 
bringing human rights into campaigns for fair and equitable housing in the 
Gulf Coast, particularly in the wakes of Hurricanes Katrina and Rita.   

 Los Angeles: On the Way to Recognizing the Right to Housing? 

 Using a comprehensive approach, activists in Los Angeles are seeking to 
make the right to housing a reality in L.A. County. The effort has been led 
by Beyond Shelter, a nonprofi t service provider and housing developer that 
became involved in the right to housing movement at Habitat II, the United 
Nations Conference on Human Settlements held in Istanbul, Turkey, in 
1996. At Habitat II, the agency helped to develop “right to housing” lan-
guage for the Global Plan of Action and has continued to work closely with 
NLCHP to promote the right to housing movement in the United States. 
Founded in 1988, Beyond Shelter introduced an innovation in the fi eld, the 
“housing fi rst” approach to ending family homelessness. Based fi rmly on the 
human right to housing, the agency’s efforts to promote “housing fi rst” as a 
human right have impacted both public policy and practice on a national 
scale. 

 In 2004, Beyond Shelter and NLCHP convened a forum on the right to 
housing in Los Angeles, to introduce the concept to a broader audience. In 
2005, with support from NLCHP, Beyond Shelter successfully campaigned 
to include the human right to housing as one of the seven guiding principles 
of “Bring L.A. Home,” the offi cial document providing the “framework” 
that will guide efforts to address homelessness in Los Angeles County over 
the next ten years. The opportunity to introduce the human right to housing 
presented itself when Beyond Shelter’s President/CEO was appointed to the 
Mayor’s Blue Ribbon Panel responsible for the development of the plan. 
Although the Panel members included elected offi cials and ecumenical, civic, 
and nonprofi t leaders, the concept initially met with some resistance, primarily 
because people generally are not knowledgeable about the issue. The Panel 
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therefore authorized the development of a subcommittee to review the right 
to housing and to report back to the full Blue Ribbon Panel with recommen-
dations. Despite initial resistance, consensus was reached to include the right 
to housing in the plan. 

 This principle reads: 

 By reaffi rming that housing is one of the basic human rights, the County of Los 
Angeles and cities have the opportunity to demonstrate true leadership on a 
national scale. By committing to the development of strategies and resources 
necessary to end homelessness in 10 years, the County of Los Angeles and cities 
commit to progressively realize this right.   30      

 Most recently, following a full-day training session on the human right to 
housing in 2006, co-hosted by Beyond Shelter, NLCHP, and the Centre on 
Housing Rights and Evictions (COHRE), local groups including activists, 
government offi cials, and private entities formed a coalition to implement the 
right to housing in Los Angeles. At the time of this writing, the L.A. coalition 
is drafting local human rights legislation that would move the city from a 
rhetorical commitment to the right to housing toward more concrete action. 
This resolution would adopt the rights in the ICESCR for the city, and direct 
all city agencies to implement their policies accordingly. 

 The ICESCR includes not only the right to housing, but also the rights to 
health, education, and fair working conditions, among others. The L.A. co-
alition hopes that by taking this comprehensive approach, advocates will be 
able to show the interconnectedness of these rights and bridge traditional 
interest area boundaries to create a broad base of support from all organizations 
working on poverty issues. 

 If the resolution passes, activists will be able to use international language 
in their advocacy with city agencies to inform the creation of new housing 
policies for the city. It is too early to know how these strategies will bear fruit, 
but activists are committed to holding the city accountable for the right to 
housing, and to make a positive impact for the homeless and poor people of 
Los Angeles.   

 Taking the Case to the Regional Stage 

 In addition to UN treaties, regional documents such as the American 
Declaration of the Rights and Duties of Man also protect the right to hous-
ing and provide a forum for holding governments accountable. In 1999, 
three years after the enactment of the welfare reform act in the United States, 
the Poor Peoples Economic Human Rights Campaign (PPEHRC) and the 
Center for Constitutional Rights (CCR) fi led a petition with Inter-American 
Commission on Human Rights (IACHR) alleging that these reforms, which 
changed welfare benefi ts from an entitlement to discretionary expenditures, 
violated the American Declaration. This petition was ultimately withdrawn 
for procedural reasons, but it led to a group effort, beginning in late 2004, 
to apply for a general hearing before the IACHR on the lack of health and 
housing benefi ts for many Americans and on the impact of welfare reform. 
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 In early 2005, in response to the IACHR request, the group revised its 
request to focus only on the issue of adequate housing, and expanded its 
scope to include more countries in the Americas. The IACHR granted the 
request, and on March 4, 2005, PPEHRC, NLCHP, COHRE, and CPPH, 
together with activists from Canada and Brazil, presented testimony. They 
discussed the international framework of the right to housing, and its applica-
tions. The U.S. groups discussed homelessness, the lack of affordable housing, 
challenges facing people with disabilities, and poor housing conditions in the 
United States. They also explained how the federal government’s cuts in 
spending on housing programs, and other retrogressive measures, consti-
tuted violations of the human right to housing. This was the fi rst hearing that 
the IACHR had ever held on the right to housing. 

 The IACHR actively engaged with the participants, stated an interest in 
developing its jurisprudence on the right to housing, and expressly asked 
these groups to help it do so. The IACHR also invited the group to submit 
an individual petition, and this is a possible step for follow-up that the group 
is exploring. The testimony and work on the hearing contributed to the 
development of the right to housing within the Inter-American system and 
laid the groundwork for future advocacy before the Commission. 

 The signifi cance of the hearing is diffi cult to measure but should not be 
underestimated. The hearing raised general awareness of the housing crisis 
in the three countries and brought into clear focus the human rights implica-
tions of the housing situation in the United States. It spurred the analysis 
of housing as a human right in the United States and has been cited in nu-
merous publications since. Moreover, residents of public housing and home-
less people—those directly experiencing violations of their rights—were able 
to testify at the hearing. Many traveled from Chicago, Philadelphia, and 
New York just to be at the hearing, and at a rally later held outside the 
building, called the occasion “historic.” CPPH hosted a public forum on the 
IACHR hearing at the University of Illinois Chicago on March 19. The hear-
ing was attended by over fi fty public housing residents, attorneys, law stu-
dents, members of community organizations, and members of the media. 
The March 4 hearing and the forum were covered by National Public Radio, 
the  Chicago Journal , and the  Chicago Defender . The groups involved in the 
hearing continue to coordinate and are exploring options to build on these 
efforts.    

 CHALLENGE 2: DISCRIMINATION IN HOUSING 

 Although housing problems in the United States affect a broad range of 
people, racial, gender, and disability discrimination create special impacts on 
certain populations. U.S. law generally sets a high bar for proving discrimina-
tion; it also makes affi rmative action programs to remedy past discrimination 
diffi cult to enact. Under international human rights law, on the other hand, 
a showing of intentional discrimination is not required to prove a violation, 
and if discriminatory effects are present, the government must take special 
measures to improve conditions for the affected population. This creates op-
portunities in both the legal and public sphere for holding the government 
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accountable to a higher standard and reframing the terms of the debate about 
housing issues.  

 Racial Discrimination in Housing 

 Racial discrimination in housing takes many forms in the United States. 
Until the 1960s, federal, state, and local governments all actively endorsed 
housing segregation. Since then, while the endorsement has become less 
explicit, some discriminatory practices remain entrenched and continue to 
this day. These practices contribute to a specifi c defi cit of affordable, ade-
quate housing for people of color. Among the impacts is an urban homeless 
population that is disproportionately African American.   31    

 In 2000, the government of the United States admitted to the Committee 
on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination that, “[w]hile the scourge of of-
fi cially sanctioned segregation has been eliminated,  de facto  segregation and 
persistent racial discrimination continue to exist. The forms of discriminatory 
practices have changed and adapted over time, but racial and ethnic discrimi-
nation continues to restrict and limit equal opportunity in the United 
States.”   32    In the same report, the government also admitted to “continued 
segregation and discrimination in housing, rental and sales of homes, public 
accommodation and consumer goods. Even where civil rights laws prohibit 
segregation and discrimination in these areas, such practices continue.”   33    

 However, under the narrow interpretation that is applied to the Constitu-
tion a fi nding of violation is limited to only those situations where one can 
point to intentional discrimination, thus de facto discrimination is not deemed 
unconstitutional. At the international level the direction is specifi c: Under 
both the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and 
the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination 
(CERD), “discrimination” includes any act with discriminatory effects or 
impact. Moreover, such discrimination requires the government to provide a 
remedy, including special measures to overcome past discrimination. 

 Federal housing law is one of the few areas where the discriminatory impact 
standard is applied. For example, the National Fair Housing Alliance (NFHA) 
conducts tests in which white and nonwhite testers will call or visit mortgage 
lenders, real estate brokers, and rental authorities. If these testers can show a 
pattern of discriminatory treatment, whether through not giving the minor-
ity testers loan options available to whites, or by steering testers to racially 
homogenous neighborhoods, this pattern alone can provide the basis for a 
legal case. 

 However, the government is not adhering to the latter aspect of the inter-
national defi nition of discrimination, which requires specifi c programs to 
combat the long history of discrimination in this country. NLCHP and 
COHRE are engaged in an ongoing campaign to align the U.S. defi nition of 
racial discrimination with the international one. In 2006, these groups en-
gaged in advocacy before the UN Human Rights Committee (HRC), which 
oversees implementation of the ICCPR. Following the submission of the 
U.S. government’s report to the HRC, the groups submitted “shadow reports” 
highlighting issues of inadequate housing and homelessness and testifi ed before 



HOUSING RIGHTS AND WRONGS 161

the Committee. As a result, during the hearings of the United States before 
the HRC, Panamanian Committee member Alfredo Castillero Hoyos ques-
tioned the United States on housing issues using information taken directly 
from the shadow reports.   34    

 The Committee was clearly not satisfi ed with the U.S. government’s an-
swer that “steps are being taken,” and in its Concluding Observations (the 
authoritative document coming out of the hearings) noted its concern that 
while African Americans constitute just 12 percent of the U.S. population, 
they represent 50 percent of homeless people. The Observations required the 
government to take “adequate and adequately implemented” measures to 
remedy this human rights abuse.   35    

 NLCHP is currently working with the government to implement this Ob-
servation. There are diffi culties in trying to bridge the gap between the De-
partment of State, which traditionally handles the treaty-reporting process 
with the treaty bodies, and the domestic agencies such as the Department of 
Housing and Urban Development or the Department of Justice, which 
would have a role in implementing the Observations. The chief obstacle is 
that most of the domestic agencies are not aware of their role in implementa-
tion. NLCHP together with others held a joint meeting with the State De-
partment and other agencies in January 2007 to start bridging this divide, 
and a follow up meeting with the Justice Department two months later. 
There is still a great deal of education to do, but groups are hopeful that their 
efforts will begin to build on one another. Additionally, NLCHP is working 
with congressional members to include language in future housing legisla-
tion that would endorse Congress’s continuing role in implementing the 
rights under the treaties. NLCHP, COHRE, and hundreds of other organi-
zations will be participating in a similar shadow reporting process under the 
CERD treaty in 2007 and 2008, adding yet another layer of accountability 
on the government for its treaty obligations.   

 Gender Discrimination 

 Under Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, also known as the Fair 
Housing Act (FHA), sex discrimination in housing is statutorily prohibited.   36    
Under international law, the right to housing must incorporate a substantive 
understanding of women’s equality rights and must be implemented in a way 
that ensures equal outcomes for women. The United States falls far short of 
both these measures. Women are frequently discriminated against because of 
their marital status, inadequate income support programs, and barriers to 
securing credit in trying to rent or purchase housing. When women do access 
housing, it is often inadequate or they have no control over household re-
sources.   37    Most strikingly, women may lose their housing—and become 
homeless—when they fl ee domestic violence; they may also be denied housing 
or evicted from their homes based on the violent acts of their abusers. Be-
cause such practices so disproportionately affect women, and because they 
have an adverse impact based on sex, some advocates have argued and some 
courts have held that they in fact constitute a form of sex discrimination in 
housing. 



162 PORTRAITS OF THE MOVEMENT

 In October 2005 in Washington, D.C., the United Nations Special Rap-
porteur on Adequate Housing, Miloon Kothari, held the fi fth in a series of 
world consultations on women and the right to housing. Individual women 
from communities across the United States and Canada who had experienced 
housing rights violations gave testimony and received training about the ef-
fects of violence, displacement, and discrimination on their housing rights. 
The consultation was coordinated by a broad alliance of groups, including 
NLCHP, Amnesty International USA’s Women’s Human Rights Program, 
the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) Women’s Rights Project, 
COHRE, Legal Momentum (formerly NOW Legal Defense and Education 
Fund), the National Alliance of HUD Tenants, the National Economic and 
Social Rights Initiative, the Poor People’s Economic Human Rights Cam-
paign, the Poverty and Race Research Action Center, and several national-level 
women’s rights and housing advocacy organizations in Canada. 

 The consultation brought international recognition to the fact that women 
face multiple obstacles to overcoming homelessness and fi nding safe and af-
fordable housing. The attention the UN Rapporteur brought highlights how 
women across the country and globe face similar problems. The results of the 
consultation were important in the scheme of international human rights law 
in focusing specifi cally on women’s housing rights under international law, 
because until this point, much of the relevant international law had been 
developed without a gender perspective. It was also unique in examining 
women’s housing situations from the regional perspective of North America, 
part of forming a comprehensive but nuanced global picture of women’s 
rights in each region of the globe. Summaries of and conclusions from testi-
mony presented at the consultation became part of the Special Rapporteur’s 
fi nal global report on Women, Housing, and Land, which he presented to 
the UN Commission on Human Rights in April 2006.   38    

 This consultation also provided survivors of violence an opportunity to tell 
their story to an offi cial, and international, audience. For example, “Linda” 
of St. Louis, Missouri, detailed her life of abuse and the active denial of help 
in getting out of her situation. Her boyfriend, Jim, repeatedly physically 
abused her and threw bricks at her window. Each time she reported these 
incidents, her property manager responded with notifi cations that Linda was 
in violation of her lease and was responsible for the repair charges for the 
windows. Linda obtained a court order and requested the property manager 
transfer her lease to a new apartment so that Jim could not fi nd her. The 
manager refused, and a few days later, served Linda with an eviction notice. 
Only through the assistance of local attorneys was she able to fi nally force the 
Housing Authority to move her and compensate her for the money she paid 
for the windows. Linda said, 

 I am very glad that I fi nally have been able to move to a new, safe home, but I 
can’t help but think that so many of my problems could have been prevented if 
the management offi ce had just moved me to a different apartment when I fi rst 
asked them. I wouldn’t have had to live in fear for months that the violence 
would escalate to the point where he would once again hurt me or, worse yet, 
my children. . . . It almost seems like the Housing Authority would have been 
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happier if I had just stayed in the relationship with Jim and kept getting beaten, 
as long as I was trying to keep him from getting angry and causing trouble.   39      

 While this story has a happy ending, similar situations play out every day 
across America, and without stop-gap enforcement by poverty lawyers, many 
violations go unaddressed and unpunished. New housing rights created by 
the reauthorized Violence Against Women Act move the United States closer 
to implementation of human rights standards. But international law requires 
the state to take a more active role in not only creating protective laws but 
also dedicating resources to their enforcement to ensure substantive equality 
for women. 

 Domestic violence advocates who were introduced to the human rights 
framework through this experience have continued to explore the fi eld. In 
1999, Jessica Gonzales had obtained a protective order against her abusive 
husband, but local police refused to enforce it, ultimately resulting in the 
death of her two daughters. In 2006, the Supreme Court dismissed Gonza-
les’s case against the city, effectively saying that local police were under no 
obligation to protect her in her home. Gonzales and her lawyers at the ACLU 
have not taken this as the last word, however. Through a partnership between 
the ACLU’s Women’s Rights Division and its new Human Rights Division, 
Gonzales testifi ed later that year before the UN Human Rights Committee 
and fi led a petition with the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, 
pressing for protections where there were none in domestic law. This cam-
paign continues at the time of writing, but advocates are hopeful that they 
will win in these international forums and bring back those gains to help create 
new law domestically.   

 Disability Discrimination 

 Like racial and gender discrimination, discrimination against people with 
disabilities occurs all too frequently in the United States. Under the Ameri-
cans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and amendments to the Fair Housing Act, 
disability is a category protected from discrimination. The ADA probably 
comes closest to refl ecting international standards on discrimination, as it 
requires even private individuals and state and local governments to make 
reasonable accommodations for disabled people. However, as with the racial 
and gender discrimination provisions, adequate resources for enforcement of 
these terms are often lacking. 

 Internationally, the ICCPR provides protection for disabled people from 
discrimination under its catch-all “other status” category. This is important 
because the United States has indicated it will not sign or ratify the new Con-
vention on the Rights of Disabled People (CRDP), opened for signature in 
early 2007. But despite this lack of federal recognition, activists in Florida are 
working toward local adoption of the CRDP’s provisions. Members of the 
Florida Bar Disability Committee, together with assistance from NLCHP, are 
engaging in public education about the new convention with local advocates 
and government offi cials. It is hoped that this campaign will lead to more 
resources and more rights for disabled people. 
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 One example of how disabled people can benefi t from a right to housing 
is the successful campaign of the New York City AIDS Housing Network 
(NYCAHN) for a law guaranteeing housing for homeless people living with 
AIDS in the city. Starting in 2000, NYCAHN recruited volunteer “human 
rights monitors,” many of whom were recently homeless themselves, to stand 
in front of the city’s largest welfare center and document each case where 
homeless people with AIDS were denied emergency housing. Carried out 
over two years, the effort resulted in several hundred media articles and the 
recruitment of several hundred members.   40    

 The campaign culminated in a successful lawsuit against the city. Mayor 
Giuliani and his welfare commissioner, Jason Turner, were found to be in 
violation of NYC Local Law 49 of 1997. The law establishes the city agency 
dedicated to serving the 30,000 low-income people living with AIDS, and it 
also guarantees the right to emergency housing the same day that people 
request it. The city then had to provide medically appropriate emergency 
housing to homeless people living with HIV/AIDS. However, the city had 
been using commercial single room occupancy (SRO) hotels, which were 
often fi lthy and unfi t for the purposes of housing medically sensitive AIDS 
patients. As then NYCAHN lead organizer Joe Capestany, himself HIV pos-
itive and recently homeless, said: “We stood in the cold for two years and 
fought so hard and then went to the hotels where we successfully housed 
people and said, damn, we fought that hard for THIS? We got to get people 
into real housing.” 

 Learning from the Urban Justice Center’s Human Rights Project, NYCAHN 
educated itself about human rights language, theory, and practice. NYCAHN 
created the House Every One! campaign. The goal of the campaign was to 
convince the city council to pass legislation expanding on Local Law 49 of 
1997 that would guarantee the right to housing by putting the onus on the 
city to move people out of the SRO hotels and into medically appropriate 
housing as quickly as possible. The organizers in fact wanted to create a right 
to housing for everyone, but did not believe they had the ability to achieve 
that goal at that time. 

 After several years of campaigning, NYC Local Law 50, guaranteeing a 
right to housing for homeless New Yorkers living with AIDS, passed unani-
mously through the city council and was signed into law in May 2005. The 
law states that the city must make a referral to medically appropriate hous-
ing within the fi rst forty days of placement in emergency housing.   41    Home-
less people living with AIDS may refuse a particular placement, after which 
the city has ninety days to provide another referral. As a result of the law, if a 
homeless person with AIDS walks into the housing assistance offi ce, that 
person should be immediately housed in medically appropriate emergency 
housing and then transferred into permanent housing more quickly than 
the previous average three-year stay. The campaign also resulted in a $2.5 
million funding stream to build more housing and created a database sys-
tem allowing homeless individuals without phones or any way of receiving 
messages to call a welfare worker about the status of their housing applica-
tion. This law is a model of what a right to housing might look like for all 
Americans.    
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 CHALLENGE 3: CRIMINALIZATION 
OF HOMELESSNESS 

 In January 2007, St. Petersburg, Florida, police raided an encampment of 
homeless people living under a bridge, rousing people from this space and 
then slashing their tents with box cutters so the owners would not be able to 
use them as shelter again.   42    In 2006, Las Vegas and Orlando passed laws that 
restrict charitable organizations and individuals from sharing food with 
homeless or “indigent” persons in public parks, threatening violators with 
fi nes and even jail time.   43    And in Los Angeles, as in other cities, homeless 
people cannot even sit (or lie down) in public lest they be fi ned or sentenced 
to up to six months in jail.   44    Rather than proactively address the causes of 
homelessness, many cities turn instead to the criminal justice system. 

 Much of the criminalization of homeless populations is in fact discrimina-
tion on the basis of property and economic status. These are recognized as 
protected categories under the ICCPR, but not under U.S. law alone. Far 
from criminalizing aspects of daily living like sleeping or eating because they 
take place in public spaces, human rights law protects persons without hous-
ing from discrimination based on their status. Moreover, human rights law 
imposes an affi rmative obligation on the state to address the reasons that 
people are living in public places, by requiring it to implement the right to 
housing as well as other basic economic and social rights that are essential to 
human life.    45    

 Despite this, localities continue to pass these ordinances. In March 2007, 
St. Petersburg considered a bill to criminalize outdoor sleeping if shelter 
space was available anywhere in the county. NLCHP, Southern Legal Coun-
sel, and the ACLU of Florida opposed the bill, including on the grounds that 
current and proposed shelters were located thirteen miles outside the city 
center, far from other services. Their arguments included the following: 

 Under the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), a 
treaty signed and ratifi ed by the U.S. and thus equivalent in force to a statute, 
the right to movement and the freedom to choose your own residence should 
only be breached by the least intrusive means necessary to keep public order. In 
ratifying this treaty, the U.S. Senate explicitly directs state and local govern-
ments to take steps to implement the treaty obligations. As described above, 
requiring homeless persons to travel 13 miles outside the city would place St. 
Petersburg in violation of its treaty obligations (internal citations removed).   46     

The ordinance passed, but these organizations plan to continue to use 
human rights arguments in current and future legal and public opposition. 

 Sweeps of homeless encampments, such as that in St. Petersburg, could 
also be considered cruel and unusual punishment in violation of the U.S. 
Constitution, and some courts have so held.   47    There is additional support in 
international law. The Convention Against Torture and Other Forms of 
Cruel, Inhuman, and Degrading Treatment or Punishment (CAT) is another 
human rights treaty ratifi ed by the United States.   48    Serbia and Montenegro 
were found in violation of this treaty when their police forces failed to protect 
a Romani settlement from slashing and burning by local villagers.   49    U.S. 
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courts have frequently looked to the CAT and other international standards 
in interpreting the Eighth Amendment’s “cruel and unusual punishment” 
language, most recently in abolishing the juvenile death penalty.   50    It seems 
that the active involvement of police in sweeping homeless encampments is 
equally if not more violative of the treaty than merely standing by and watch-
ing others do it, and the CAT may offer an additional tool in future chal-
lenges to such sweeps.   

 CONCLUSION: IMPACT AND FUTURE PROSPECTS 

 The current status of housing rights and conditions in the United States is 
in many ways a portrait of housing violations. The cuts in federal funding for 
low-income housing and consequent loss of units constitutes a step back 
from the realization of the human right to housing. The loss of affordable 
housing in the private market to development, without provision for replace-
ment, likewise is a step backward. Both are inconsistent with the require-
ments of the human right to housing. Housing discrimination, also a viola-
tion, remains signifi cant. The criminalization of homelessness—an extreme 
form of discrimination based on the lack of housing—continues in many cit-
ies. Moreover, despite progress on some fronts, prospects for the housing 
rights of low-income Americans can be seen as dim. Indeed, in its most re-
cent annual review of the status of the nation’s housing, the Joint Center for 
Housing Studies at Harvard University described the prospects as “bleak.” 

 Despite this discouraging landscape, however, a movement to promote the 
human right to housing in the United States and to incorporate human rights 
law and strategies in housing and homelessness advocacy appears to be growing 
and indeed gaining momentum. As gauged by the reception to the trainings 
that NLCHP and COHRE have conducted, and the requests for follow-up 
assistance in using human rights tools in their work, advocates across the coun-
try are increasingly interested in learning about and using these tools. The 
participation and interest of low-income people in particular is encouraging. 
Organizing efforts by directly affected communities to press for their housing 
rights appears to have potential, and has already had impact as demonstrated 
in Chicago and New York. 

 Moreover, at least some policymakers are responsive to such advocacy, as 
demonstrated by the adoption of public policies incorporating human rights 
standards in Chicago, Los Angeles, San Francisco, and New York. While this 
response has to date been primarily at the local level, there are indications of 
interest at the federal level as well. In 2003 and again in 2005, U.S. Repre-
sentatives Charles Rangel (D-NY) and Jesse Jackson Jr. (D-IL) each intro-
duced legislation to establish a federal right to housing. As of this writing, 
U.S. Representative Julia Carson (D-IN) is introducing legislation to address 
homelessness that includes a resolution endorsing the human right to hous-
ing. Moving any of these federal initiatives to enactment is almost certainly a 
long-term project. In part, the prospects for moving forward depend on the 
makeup of the Congress and the White House. 

 But more fundamentally, the prospects for such proposals depend primar-
ily on political will. While party politics play some role, these issues are not 
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necessarily partisan ones. Rather, more important is election politics and the 
real or perceived infl uence of those advocating for such rights. In this regard, 
poll numbers are relevant. According to a 2007 poll, 90 percent of New York 
City residents believe that everyone has a basic right to shelter; 72 percent 
believe that as long as homelessness persists, the United States is not living 
up to its values; 85 percent approve of their tax dollars being spent on hous-
ing for homeless people; and 62 percent believe the city should increase 
spending on programs for homeless people.   51    A 2006 Seattle poll found that 
homelessness was the third most important public concern, and the majority 
of those polled felt that government should put more resources into solu-
tions. A March 2007 national poll found that nine out of ten Americans 
believe that providing affordable housing in their communities is important, 
and fewer than half believe that current national housing policy is on the 
right track.   52    

 On another front, the recent interest of the U.S. Supreme Court in human 
rights and international comparisons, as evidenced by the  Roper v. Simmons  
and  Lawrence v. Texas  cases, suggests receptivity to incorporating these prin-
ciples into U.S. legal analysis. These cases were concerned with civil rather than 
economic rights, and making the case for the latter rights, including the right 
to housing, is more diffi cult in the U.S. legal context, which traditionally is 
seen as protecting “negative” liberties, not “positive” rights. Nonetheless, the 
developments are a step forward, especially since there are some lower court 
decisions that do concern economic rights such as housing and welfare ben-
efi ts for the poor that make reference to international human rights norms. 

 Global trends also provide some reason for optimism. In 2003, Scotland 
enacted legislation to establish the right to housing for all homeless people in 
ten years, and adopted an incremental approach toward this end. In early 
2007, following months of widely publicized protests by activists with strong 
public support, France adopted national legislation establishing a right to 
housing. These laws, similar to the New York City AIDS housing bill de-
scribed above but more broadly applicable, require the state to immediately 
provide temporary housing for any homeless applicant and then swiftly tran-
sition them into permanent housing with supportive services. The Scottish 
law makes explicit that though this may cost more in the short term, a high 
percentage of homeless persons had previously presented themselves to 
homeless agencies for assistance and were returning, so by providing the help 
they need the fi rst time around, there would be effi ciency savings in not having 
to reprocess these returning individuals. 

 These developments, in countries that are in many ways similar to the 
United States, can be powerful models, as well as indications that similar ef-
forts in the United States are feasible. By examining these and other laws 
abroad, domestic advocates are fi nding positive alternatives to reframe the 
debate around treatment of homeless people. Such reframing need not start 
from scratch: there is some foundation laid in early national policy state-
ments, if not in law, in the 1949 Housing Act and President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt’s economic bill of rights. While adopting a human rights frame-
work in the United States would signify a major shift, it is a shift in a direction 
that is not altogether foreign to U.S. policy goals. 
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 But there is also a strong trend in U.S. politics (at least in some quarters) 
to disdain international bodies and norms. In this context, France’s recent 
actions could conceivably hinder rather than help U.S. advocacy efforts. But 
the pendulum may swing other way, as it has in the past, and the overall trend 
of globalization will likely help that happen. Judges, policymakers, and advo-
cates are increasingly in touch with their counterparts around the world and 
this is a trend that seems virtually certain to continue to grow dramatically. 

 The growth of the U.S. Human Rights Network (USHRN), made up of 
over 200 organizations working on human rights in the United States, is also 
signifi cant. One of biggest challenges of U.S. antipoverty advocacy is the 
fragmentation of advocacy, which is divided by issue area and within issue 
areas as well. Because a basic human rights principle is the indivisibility and 
interdependence of all human rights, a human rights network has the potential 
to overcome this fragmentation, as the USHRN is doing. Bringing advocacy 
together under a united human rights agenda could signifi cantly expand and 
strengthen efforts and impact for all human rights, including housing. In-
deed, local advocates such as those in L.A. are already drawing on this feature 
of human rights to build an expanded coalition. 

 The universal nature of human rights also has this potential for unifying 
currently disparate groups, and thus building bigger coalitions that mobilize 
both directly affected and sympathetic people. Because of its centrality to the 
exercise of other rights, housing is particularly amenable to building such 
expanded support. Because the lack of affordable housing in the United 
States is increasingly affecting not only low- but middle-income people, mak-
ing the case in universal terms now has particular resonance. The reciprocal 
nature of many human rights principles—defi ning or at least implying both 
rights and responsibilities—has potential to increase receptivity as well. 

 Evidence of the potential for an expanded and united coalition of U.S. 
advocates can also be found in participation of a record number of U.S. non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) in the July 2006 hearing before the UN 
Human Rights Committee, which was reviewing the United States for com-
pliance with the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
(ICCPR). NLCHP participated in this coalition, testifying before the com-
mittee and submitting a “shadow report” to the Committee, describing how 
U.S. policies that lead to homelessness, as well as the mistreatment of home-
less people, violate the ICCPR. When the committee heard testimony by the 
U.S. delegation in Geneva, a committee member, reading from NLCHP’s 
report, questioned the delegation. Wan Kim, the Assistant Attorney General 
of the Civil Rights Division of the U.S. Department of Justice, who was tes-
tifying for the United States at the time, stated: “Housing rights are basic 
important rights guaranteed at both the state and federal level. Every person 
is entitled to shelter as a basic need.”   53    

 Kim’s statement was not made part of the offi cial record, and it was almost 
certainly unplanned as part of the offi cial government response. But it is 
nonetheless signifi cant. It suggests an understanding of housing or at least 
shelter as something very fundamental, something basic to American values, 
apart from and perhaps regardless of human rights. Indeed, it is possible to 
construe the remark as a refl ecting a view that shelter is fundamental to 
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American notions of human rights. From there, it is not so diffi cult to make 
the further assumption, as Kim apparently did, that it is also thus guaranteed 
under U.S. law. 

 Moving from the current conditions of housing crisis to the kind of Amer-
ica that assumes that housing is a basic right for all will be one of the biggest 
challenges in the coming decades. It will require working on different levels 
and pursuing a variety of strategies. Advocacy at the local level is needed, in-
cluding policy work, organizing, and developing litigation strategies. Advocacy 
at the national level is also needed and is beginning to occur, as evidenced by 
proposals in Congress, as well as the work done before the Human Rights 
Committee. To succeed, such advocacy must reach out to and engage a much 
broader coalition, including not only activists and those directly affected but 
also a larger swath of the general concerned public. Those who are directly 
affected must be engaged and play leadership roles so that their voices are 
heard. As a potentially unifying and integrating force, human rights strategies, 
and advocacy for the human right to housing in particular, can help build and 
shape such a movement.   
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