
Housing as a Determinant of Health –
Programs and Policies at Local and State Level

_________________________________________________

Unsafe and Unhealthy Housing

Unaffordable, Unavailable Housing



What in housing is unsafe and 
unhealthy and makes us sick?
• Lead Hazards (paint, varnish)
• Indoor Air Pollutants (CO, mold, asbestos, radon)
• Drinking water and Water Supply
• Sanitary Conditions (Cleanliness)
• Safety Hazards (injuries, fire, falls)
• Insects (fleas, roaches, mites)
• Rats, Mice and other animals (e.g. Animal Hoarding)



Housing Code 
 Passed City Council in Spring, 2017
 Only complaint based in County
 Based on the American Public Health Association and 

Center for Disease Control “ Housing and Health” 
model code

 Establishes minimum standards
 Provide a reasonable degree of sanitation, safety, and 

quality of life
 Preserve and conserve dwellings



Residential Exterior Condition Survey
Provides an objective tool to assess the physical quality of 

the residential environment

Provides an objective means to prioritize and select 
dwellings to be inspected for compliance with the housing 
code.



11/10/2005 E.C. City-Co. Health Department





Eau Claire 
web site:





And what about Unaffordable and Unavailable –
why does PH care?

Health Outcomes
Equity issues





In Eau Claire County:

Ranks 70th of 72 counties

Defined as: ratio between the 
upper 20% of income and lowest 
20% of income

Income inequality is linked to 
poor health, social stresses , 
and 
loss of social connectedness 
and social support

Income inequality







0

5

10

15

20

25

30
N

um
be

r o
f E

vi
ct

io
ns

Monthly Evictions for Eau Claire County, 2016

Over 80% of evictions cited unpaid rent



Policies & Programs
What Works for Health (website):
• Housing rehab loan & grant programs

• Healthy  home environment assessments

• Lead paint abatement programs

• Rapid re-housing for homeless families & individuals

• Inclusionary zoning (requires part of development for low-income)

• Land banking & community land trusts

• Child care subsidies

• Earned income tax credits



Wisconsin Public Health Association
 Organizational Priorities and Strategic Plan

 (Mission) Building a healthier, safer Wisconsin through policy and 
partnership.

 (Vision) WPHA is the largest and most recognized membership 
association for public health professionals in Wisconsin.

 Goals and Objectives
 Support a strong, skilled and sustainable public health workforce
 Support collective advocacy for policy change that makes Wisconsin a 

healthier state
 Continue to build the Association’s organizational capacity



Wisconsin Association of Local Health 
Departments and Boards

 Organizational Priorities and 2018 Plan
 (Mission) WALHDAB is the statewide leader and voice for local governmental 

public health.
 (Vision) Catalyst, collaborator, and resource for the healthiest state

 Goals and Objectives
 Continue to grow financial reserves to at least 6 months of operating expense 
 Increase participation by more staff and board of health members within a 

department.
 Monitor and advocate for continued Communicable Disease Funding.
 Continue to develop communications and partnership with DATCP.



WPHA & WALHDAB Priorities
 Three Overarching Themes:

 Building & Retaining Infrastructure through Funding
 Improving Public Health Workforce Succession 

Planning for continuation of services
 Infusing Health and Equity in All Policies 

 Focus on SDoH, specifically:
 Justice reform
 Early Childhood Education
 Income stability & Employment
 Housing



Housing as a Priority

Expand Low income Housing Tax Credits for 
Developers and Rental Assistance Vouchers 
for Renters

 Fund programs and Update Statutory Provisions to 
Eliminate and Abate Lead Hazards in Paint, Soil and 
Pipes



Thanks for caring and being 
motivated to ACT!

Lieske Giese
Health Department Director
715.839.4721
Elizabeth.giese@co.eau-claire.wi.us

mailto:Elizabeth.giese@co.eau-claire.wi.us
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Outline

a.  Overview of Healthy Housing Initiative
b.  Examples of evidence-based policies 

– 3 focus areas:  quality, affordability (units and 
income), stability

– Levels:  local, state, federal

c. Potential pathways for policy action
– Types of activities (e.g., advocacy organizations, 

public messaging, relationships with policymakers)
– Leveraging the “health argument” when making 

the “housing policy” pitch 22
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What did we do?

24

• 2 years of quantitative & qualitative research
• 6 focus groups with more than 50 participants
• 5 meetings with >20-person Advisory Ctte
• Gathered  >65 potential policy options
• Evaluated available evidence regarding policy 

effectiveness in 3 areas:  Quality, Affordability, 
and Stability

• Prioritized nearly 30 policy recommendations 
(next slides)



Policy Recommendations: 
Quality

25

• License rental units through proactive code 
enforcement (State and Local)

• Establish lead-safe certification for housing 
units (Local, State, Federal)

• Expand accessibility accommodation funds 
(City or County)

• Support healthcare and community 
development partnerships (City or County)
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• Increase funding for Housing Choice Vouchers 
(Federal)

• Adopt small area fair market rents for 
Housing Choice Vouchers (County or Region)

• Provide financial incentives for landlords 
accepting Housing Choice Vouchers in high 
opportunity areas (County, Region or State)

Affordability Policies: 
Increase Number of Affordable Units
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• Use Tax Incremental Financing for Affordable 
Housing (City or County)

• Establish Strategic Acquisition Fund (City or 
County)

• End exclusionary zoning (Federal, State, Local)
• Eliminate barriers to inclusionary zoning 

(State)
• Support Employer-Assisted Housing (City or 

County)

Affordability Policies: 
Increase Number of Affordable Units



Affordability Policies: 
Increase Number of Affordable Units
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• Increase funding and reform the Low Income 
Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) funding formula 
(Federal and State)

• Preserve expiring LIHTC units (City or County)
• Establish dedicated funding Housing Trust 

Fund (City or County)
• Pilot use of Medicaid funds for housing 

subsidies (Federal)



Affordability Policies: 
Increase Incomes
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• Raise the minimum wage to $15 per hour: 
(State and City or County)

• Expand transitional jobs programs (Federal, 
State, and City/County)

• Strengthen and modernize the EITC and the 
Child Credit (State and Federal)

• Restore the State Homestead Credit for all 
low-income households and adjust it for 
inflation (State)



Policy Recommendations: 
Stability
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• Reform CCAP (State)
• Enact a just-cause eviction ordinance (City or 

County)
• Expand tenant-landlord mediation (City or 

County)
• Establish a right to counsel for tenants (State, 

City or County)
• Standardize rental agreements (City or 

County)



Policy Recommendations: 
Stability
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• Expand tenant training programs (City or 
County)

• Increase funding for Housing First (City or 
County)

• Expand housing supports for formerly 
incarcerated people (County and City)

• Use BadgerCare funds for housing services 
and expand BadgerCare eligibility (State)



How You Can Help
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• Solo Activities

• Team Sport Activities

• Leveraging the “health argument” when 
making the “housing policy” pitch

• Importance of racial equity considerations in 
policy advocacy



How You Can Help
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Solo Activities
• Speak out on the links between housing 

policy and a) health and b) racial equity

• Help decision-makers better understand 
those links; develop relationships with them; 
educate policy-makers directly

• Focus media appearances (e.g., TV 
interviews, radio show call-ins, and writing 
op-eds and letters to the editor) on the links 
between housing policies and health



How You Can Help
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Team Sport Activities
• Leverage organizational power (healthcare 

systems, professional organizations, 
governmental agencies, etc.)

• Work across sectors, break down silos.

• Partner with community and faith-based 
organizations with overlapping interests, 
education sector leaders, business leaders, 
community organizers, etc.
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Who is this guy anyway?

Geoffrey R. Swain, MD, MPH
Professor of Family Medicine & Community Health,

University of Wisconsin School of Medicine & Public Health

Emeritus Medical Director, 
City of Milwaukee Health Department

Center Scientist, 
Center for Urban Population Health

swain@wisc.edu
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