
Intro: 
In the Civil Rights Act of 1968, America does move forward. And the bell of freedom rings out a 
little louder.  
 
Christina: 
Hi there. This is A Little Louder, a podcast for wonks, housers, and rabble rousers where we talk 
about Fair Housing, Community Development and how we can use these issues to build people 
power and work toward equity and justice. I'm Christina Rosales. 
 
John: 
I'm John Henneberger.  
 
Christina: 
And this is episode four. 
 
John: 
Christina, you've been out of the office. First part of this week down in the lower Rio Grande 
Valley on the border with Mexico. What's shaking down there in housing news?  
 
Christina: 
That's right. I went back to my roots in the lower Rio Grande Valley where I was born. And I met 
with some of the leaders of colonias down in Hidalago County. And some of the coolest things 
that I've heard of in a long time is they took on a project called "Sonido de Agua" -- Sound of 
Water, and it was a multi year project that was funded by Art Place and they worked with La 
Union Del Puebla Entero or LUPE and A Resource In Serving Equality, that's ARISE, and they 
lead colonias. 
 
John: 
Our favorite two order organizing groups.  
 
Christina: 
That's right and they collaborated with BC workshop and essentially the colonia leaders from 
Hidalgo County and BC workshop, they worked together with some musicians that they wrote a 
corrido together with some musicians with the accordion and the guitar and everything. What it 
is essentially is they're ballads about drainage issues in the colonias. Time after time, they 
flooded again and again and it's the same struggle and they got to put that struggle to music 
and talk about what it means to be flooded over and over again and what it's going to take so 
that they get infrastructure justice. It's so great.  
 
John: 
And the tradition of these ballads on South Texas, about injustice in the struggle of poor people 
against the government or the Rangers or other forces of oppression is a very rich and long 
one. And I have a favorite, which is "The Ballad of Gregorio Cortez." And if you want to hear it 



sung right, you need to check out the recording by Los Pinguinos del Norte, a band out of Del 
Rio, Texas.  
 
Christina: 
And what do you like so much about the Pinguinos del Norte?  
 
John: 
Well, the Pinguinos sing in a falsetto and it's really an amazing performance with the guitar and I 
love the shouts I love the gritos in the middle of the ballad. It's really spirited and it reminds you 
that the struggles not over.  
 
Christina: 
That's right. Well, we're going to play just a little bit of "Sonido de Agua," this is a clip from their 
CD. 
 
[Music plays] 
 
John: 
And it's about water and drainage. Is that the gist of this?  
 
Christina: 
That's right. 
 
John: 
Which is a huge problem in the colonias along the border.  
 
Christina: 
There will be public performances of these corridos over the next few months as this project 
continues and Texas Housers and all of the collaborators that were involved are thrilled to put it 
out there.  
 
John: 
So Christina, it's that time in the show where we talk about what we're reading. What are you 
reading?  
 
Christina: 
I read a piece on Governing. And it's been a series about segregation in Illinois. But one 
particular piece of this is the story is called Houses Divided. Governing did an investigation 
about how segregation has happened in Illinois and telling stories about the impact of 
segregation. And one of the key takeaways from their series is that local governments have a lot 
of responsibility in creating and maintaining segregated communities. So in in Southern Illinois, 
in particular and much of Illinois, there's a lot of difference between black neighborhoods and 
white neighborhoods. So we're not just talking about different people living apart. We're talking 



about people who have different access to opportunity, to services, to power essentially. And 
the local government has a huge hand in maintaining that, which is against the law, considering 
local governments get federal funds, and they are not to use them to maintain and perpetuate 
segregation.  
 
So this is a big issue, and it seems to me it's this open secret, and it's totally okay and fine by 
our standards today. But it has a real impact in people's lives. And so I'm going to give you 
some local examples of how the decisions of local governments maintain these systems.  
 
One is land use. It's what gets built where, and essentially, the local governments can keep out 
rental housing out of neighborhoods by saying "this is a single family neighborhood and we're 
not going to allow high density housing or even multifamily housing at all." And that means that 
a lot of low income people and people with modest resources and lot of people of color who are 
not at that point where they are buying a home, they cannot live in that neighborhood. And it 
happens in Texas too, it happens in Austin, you know, "the progressive bastion of Texas," that's 
a big issue is how we use land and how it perpetuates economic and racial segregation. 
 
Another example is deed restrictions that require a certain amount of acreage for people to build 
a home. And that leaves out people who maybe have enough money to buy a home by many 
standards, but this deed restriction makes it unaffordable and unattainable. And lastly, one more 
thing is if cities continue to take a backseat not address segregation, white flight will continue to 
decrease the tax base in cities and that means that schools will continue to be segregated. So 
think about how when people leave the city and they flee toward the suburbs. That means that a 
lot of affluent people are leaving and leaving people of color behind, and that means that 
schools remain segregated, until a pattern becomes different, until the city's break the pattern.  
 
John: 
And I think people have historically sort of blinded themselves conveniently to the workings of 
this government-mandated segregation practices. And I've plugged this the last podcast, I'm 
going to plug it again, I think Richard Rothstein's book called The Color of Law: A Forgotten 
History of How Our Government Segregated America is a real wake up call, very readable 
explanation, and a very thorough explanation of how a whole number of these practices like 
you've just started to identify have really produced and maintained and still maintain today the 
type of residential segregation that really harms families.  
 
Christina: 
The last issue that I mentioned about white flight and and white and affluent families leaving 
cities to get away from poor performing schools or outright to get away from people of color, it 
reminds me of something Isabel Wilkerson said. She wrote The Warmth of Other Sons: The 
Epic Story of America's Great Migration of African Americans from the South to the northern 
cities. She wrote that you can change law, which in the law, that we are not to have separate 
but equal schools, that we are not allowed to segregate and use federal dollars to segregate. 
But we do it. So you can have all of this written in law, but when it comes to that last thing about 



white flight and people wanting to seek out comfortable homogenous suburbs or 
neighborhoods, "the heart is the next frontier" she says. So you can change law, you can 
change the rules, when it comes down to it -- housing is civil rights made personal. It requires 
changing someone's heart.  
 
John: 
And I think I agree with you completely on that. And I also think it's important to remember that 
you can pass a law, but if you don't enforce the law, it's really meaningless. And I think that's the 
real problem with the Fair Housing Act. And a lot of the laws that seek to provide equal 
opportunity to people in finding housing and having quality neighborhoods. It's the law that 
government shouldn't discriminate against low income communities of color in the provision of 
public infrastructure, but drive through low income communities of color and then drive through 
majority Anglo neighborhoods, at least in this state. And the differences you see are striking. So 
you have to have a law. You have to enforce the law. And you have to do, as you've been 
suggesting, get to people's hearts.  
 
Christina: 
Yeah. So what what have you been reading, John?  
 
John: 
Well, I've been reading about a city that I have a long standing problem with not enforcing and 
complying with the law, which is the city of Beaumont. The city of Beaumont is seen in the 
southeast corner of Texas and it's had a repeated problem with flooding from natural disasters. 
It's also in an area of the state where race relations are, at times, not good at all. There's lots of 
discrimination. Historically the Ku Klux Klan was headquartered in a small community bedroom 
community just outside of the city of Beaumont. And we first came across trying to deal with 
Beaumont back in the 1990s, when civil rights attorneys Mike Daniel and Betsy Julian filed a 
lawsuit over the intentional racial segregation of public housing in 35 counties in East Texas, 
and Beaumont was found to have maintained a separate system where they had some really 
nice public housing for white folks. And they had some public housing that was in a really bad 
location and not maintained at all for black folks. And so a desegregation order was issued by 
the federal courts that found that they engaged in this intentional discrimination and they were 
ordered to stop it.  
 
We got back involved in the wake of Hurricane Rita, which was -- what was that Christina? -- 
about 2005. And one of these legacy public housing developments had sustained some 
significant damage from the hurricane. And it was in a neighborhood that had no paved streets. 
It was immediately adjacent to the railroad tracks that carried petrochemicals to the Exxon 
refinery and hazardous materials to the port. Across the tracks was the Superfund site of a very 
heavily polluted steel mill foundry. It was near a concrete batch plant. It was like in an area of 
where, environmentally, it was just flat out dangerous for people to live. And the Beaumont 
Housing Authority proposed to rehabilitate that project, and we said, "No, you should figure out 
a way to move that project to a neighborhood near good schools, that's safe, that has sidewalks, 



that doesn't flood, that is an environmentally impacted." The city of Beaumont and Beaumont 
Housing Authority flat out refused. And they turned back $13 million of money to HUD, because 
they refused to build the development in a neighborhood other than this really distressed, highly 
segregated neighborhood.  
 
So fast forward to this week. So what was surprising is that in a TV interview this week that the 
Beaumont Housing Authority new director announced that the Beaumont Housing Authority had 
embraced the notion of providing people access to not just the worst neighborhoods in town, 
and they were going to do things like Small Area Fair Market Rents to make money available. 
And Smaller Area Fair Market Rent is a rent differential that's offered to people, so if they rent in 
a higher income area, they get a little more money in their voucher so they can afford a place in 
those better neighborhoods.  
 
Christina: 
Yeah, I saw that news story, John. And it said that Section 8 vouchers are not accepted by 78% 
of the landlords in Beaumont. Which, I think, maybe taking on that Small Area Fair Market Rent 
program might be an extra incentive to get more landlords to be part of that program.  
 
John: 
It is. The state as a whole has a has a pretty terrible track record. For our Section 8 Housing 
Choice Voucher holders not to have a housing choice and to end up in very segregated 
communities. HUD recently had a study that found the city of Fort Worth to be among the worst 
in the nation in terms of landlords refusing to accept Section 8 vouchers.  
 
Christina: 
So I wanted to transition to our main part of the podcast where we wanted to talk about housing 
mobility, and how having the resources to live in a higher opportunity area can really change 
someone's life. So I want to talk about the Small Area Fair Market Rent that you mentioned, it's 
kind of a mobility program, it's to get people into neighborhoods that they might want to be in, in 
neighborhoods that they're rooted in. But really, without without some kind of extra resources, 
they don't have a choice. And so the Small Area Fair Market Rent program that you're talking 
about. Let's hear from one of our analysts, Beth Legg who works in San Antonio, and we could 
hear a little bit about that.  
 
Beth Legg: 
Hi, I'm Beth. I'm one of the neighborhood equity analysts at Texas Housers. And I live in San 
Antonio on the South Side. And I work in San Antonio. What I do is try to identify community 
groups here that are working on critical issues to housers like displacement, and having a say in 
what happens in the neighborhoods and trying to support them with resources like research and 
help advocate alongside them.  
 
Christina: 



One of the issues you've been working on is the Small Area Fair Market Rent demonstration 
program. Can you tell us what that means?  
 
Beth: 
Sure. So it's often called SAFMR, which sounds like a mouthful. People don't always know what 
it means, I didn't at first. So the same source for a fair market rent, like you said, but where it 
comes from is fair market rent which is HUD's designation of rent prices to inform voucher 
holder programs. So fair market rent says how much a voucher is worth in a neighborhood, but 
originally, it's only for the city. So fair market rent says that a two bedroom costs say $800. I'm 
not sure if it's accurate, but we'll use that. That would mean that the value is worth that in every 
part of the city. But fair market rent takes a micro look at that and says that "maybe that's not fair 
for every part of the city. Some parts are more expensive and require a greater voucher 
allocation in order for people to ever even attain that kind of apartment in that area of the city." 
Like an area of a city that might have better schools, lower crime. So HUD implemented SAFMR 
in April 2018 to try and reduce voucher segregation in low income neighborhoods, low income, 
mainly minority concentrated neighborhoods. 
 
Christina: 
San Antonio, is by some standards, the most economically segregated city in the state and one 
of them in the country. So what does it mean that you can afford an apartment in one place and 
not the other? What might that do to your quality of life?  
 
Beth: 
Yeah, I think that's huge. And that's what SAFMR is trying to get out. Because if people can't 
have an apartment in San Antonio, for instance, the north side tends to be the area where 
schools are better, crime is lower and things like that, where people have opportunity to 
succeed. And so whenever these voucher holders cannot access that as neighborhood, they 
aren't even given a chance to have that kind of opportunity, because the one's they're in have 
historically been disinvested and they don't have the opportunity to get a better education to 
help them get to the places they want to become. So it ends up driving cyclical poverty.  
 
And so the way that SAFMR is intended to work is to help people that might have lived in those 
neighborhoods throughout generations, live in neighborhoods that they want to live in, and 
maybe raise their kids going to high performing schools and setting them up to make more 
money, build families wealth, and to have great opportunities that otherwise wouldn't be 
possible in these lower income neighborhoods. 
 
John: 
You're our fair housing planner in San Antonio. And I know that you do a lot of work with 
mapping and geographic information systems. Looking at the geographies of the populations 
and the like. San Antonio is said to be one of the most. Paint us a picture of what if we were 
looking at one of the maps that you do, of where voucher holders live, and where low income 
people live. What would we see in San Antonio? 



 
Beth: 
San Antonio has what one person said she felt she called the north side the Crescent of 
Comfort. The Crescent of Comfort is area where people can afford all kinds of necessities. 
Poverty is not really a thing. Most people are either White or Hispanic. And that's the North Side. 
The North Side is area where people tend to have less problems. There's not really generational 
poverty, so much in their reality. So Northside is not a huge voucher area right now, vouchers 
are spread mainly in the center of the city, urban core on the near west side. The Near West 
Side is historically an Hispanic community and it has stayed Hispanic, vouchers are 
concentrated quite a bit in there. They're also concentrated in downtown, but downtown is 
rapidly changing. Downtown is becoming much more market rate and luxury market rate, I 
would say. So voucher holders are having less of a place in that area of town. And there's the 
South Side and the South Side is predominantly Hispanic as well like the West Side, and also a 
lot of low income folks and a lot of eligible voucher holders are there closer to downtown. As you 
move further south, there's not tons of population in general. And then we go to the East Side. 
That's the Near East Side Dignowity Hill and Denver Heights and those are areas that have had 
historically a lot of Black residents in San Antonio, higher voucher rates. Those are also 
gentrifying areas. And so as these areas gentrify, the voucher value isn't really the same as 
what it could been or it couldn't get people the same house previously, which is what the Small 
Area Fair Market Rent is meant to challenge. That if these areas are going up, so they should 
still have an opportunity for them.  
 
Christina: 
So you said it was supposed to go into effect in in April of 2018. What is the status of Small 
Area Fair Market Rent demonstration at this point? 
 
Beth: 
It's been in process of redefining the SAFMR policies since April, so whenever they first 
released it, they went with a two tier system dividing city in half saying that one area was higher 
opportunity and worth more another area was lower opportunity and the vouchers should be 
worth less, which is very problematic and doesn't address the intense segregation because 
SAFMR is intended to, not necessarily reverse a pattern, but it's intended to open up 
neighborhoods that weren't accessible on the city wide voucher amount. 
 
Now, actually since April, they've had a Small Area Fair Market Rent committee that's trying to 
revise that policy. And the policy is now at the stage of being refined, it will be released in 
February where it will have open comment period. And then after that, it will be, I believe, in May 
to June is a implementation planning. But for now, the policy looks very different from tier one, 
tier two. And it's informed by high data but likely having 90% of the payment standard versus 
100% of the payment standard in these neighborhoods.  
 
John: 



You say that the Section 8 vouchers are very concentrated in San Antonio in particular 
neighborhoods. Is it going to take something more than just sending people a letter and saying, 
"hey, there's some more money you can use for rent" in order for people to be able to exercise 
real choice about where they live?  
 
Beth: 
Yes, for sure. The higher voucher payment standard is a good start instilling SAFMR could be 
successful if there's higher payment standards. But it's only successful in so far as vouchers are 
accepted and people have the resources to access these higher opportunity neighborhoods. So 
one way that could be could be accomplished through mobility counseling program where 
Section 8 tenants have someone that walks them through the process, helps them find 
apartments that will accept vouchers since there's no income source protection in Texas. It's not 
even a guarantee that their voucher can get them the apartment they want, even when they are 
available. And then it also helps them get settled in that neighborhood and learn about the 
amenities and finding a new community to connect with and follow up with them throughout the 
process because moving neighborhoods can be a really intimidating and difficult process. So 
having the money on the voucher doesn't necessarily mean that the opportunity is a choice for 
them unless there's more support, like a well rounded support system. 
 
John: 
So Christina, you know, it's not only renters who need a choice about where they live in order to 
be able to make decisions about where do they want to raise their kids and where it's safe and 
where they can find a job in the like. It's homeowners too.  
 
Christina: 
I want to talk about how literally where someone lives can change the trajectory for generations. 
So I went to the Rio Grande Valley, as you mentioned earlier, and while I was there, I talked to 
Martha Sanchez, an organizer and manages the organizing for LUPE, an organizing group 
started by Cesar Chavez, and Martha had said to me that literally a government program she 
calls it "her Jimmy Carter house," but it's a program that allowed her to to buy a home in the Rio 
Grande Valley. So she got her little house and McAllen and I'll let her tell the story.  
 
Martha: 
My name is Martha Sanchez. I've been living in McAllen, Texas and in that house since 1980. 
Well my husband and I, we were a working couple. My husband was the salesman in a store, I 
used to work in a restaurant at the time. And at that time, I had two kids. We could not afford to 
buy a regular conventional home because our income was not that high. So we looked and 
looked, and we used to rent a one bedroom apartment for my two kids and my husband and I. 
And so we were looking into to buying a house, because we just didn't want to be paying rent all 
our lives. And so, when we started looking at conventional loans, we found out that the interest 
was pretty high like 12 percent at the time. And that means that they will increase our house 
payment substantially for something that we, probably my husband and I cannot afford. Even 



though we both have full time jobs and we were hard working people, I have two jobs and still 
not able to afford the house payment. And so even the down payment was kind of difficult. 
 
But entered a program that at that time was for first home buyers program that was available. 
And so we apply for this program that will help us to offset our down payment partially and also 
our interest. So it was a federal funded program that Jimmy Carter was President of time in, and 
we're able to take advantage of that program. And the city of McAllen at that time and my house 
was $40,000, which is it was a brick home, three bedroom, two bathroom. 
 
And it was pretty much kind of in the outskirts of McAllen. Right now my house is already in the 
middle of McAllen because the city had grown, my house is doubled in value of the house and 
it's the only home they we've always owned. And we've always felt grateful because I had three 
kids. Later on I had another one. And my kids were able to take advantage of all the different 
support systems that McAllen offered because McAllen and the Rio Grande Valley is one of the 
cities they offer the best help for families in the area of good schools. You know, we live in North 
McAllen, which has the best schools for that the time in the city of McAllen. We had parks. We 
had Boys and Girls Clubs, libraries close by. All these other extra things that helped my kids to 
really mature and have a chance to get out of poverty. And the three were able to get educated 
and all of them went to the Boys and Girls Club. And when we had to work, we took advantage 
of the library that was close by to do homework, which really help us for our kids to do good in 
school. Being able to qualify for scholarships and be able to get out of the poverty cycle that 
sometimes families had to be in it, because they don't have the same opportunities.  
 
My oldest son is a is a medical doctor, my daughter, she has a master's degree in special 
special studies from U.T. And then my youngest son, he's a financial planner for a company in 
Austin. We all need a little hand to get out of the life where we end up with. And so we all need 
a little chance. And now that's one of the lessons that I always tell my kids: never forget that 
somebody gave you a hand and that we never can do it alone.  
 
John: 
I think Martha story is really illustrative of why we think housing is such a huge thing in terms of 
improving people's outcomes, and in making progress against generational poverty.  
 
Christina: 
Yeah. There's this ugly narrative about government assistance and housing and the way Martha 
put it, she said, "she said everybody needs a hand. Everybody needs a little bit of help," and she 
tells her kids, never to forget where they came from, that they needed help too.  
John, for our last couple of minutes of our podcast for fun. You mentioned how much you like 
Tejano gritos. So I thought it'd be fun if we could do... I'll do a grito and then you can do one.  
 
John: 
Oh, ok. Ok. 
 



Christina: 
Ready? So here's mine. 
 
[grito] 
 
John: 
Okay, here's the white boy grito. 
 
[grito] 
 
That's the same noise I made when I found out the San Antonio Housing Authority was delaying 
Small Area Fair Market Rent limitation for a year. 
 
Christina: 
That's valid. Well, everybody. If you have better gritos that you want to send to us, you can send 
them to our Twitter account, direct message us @TexasHousers on Twitter. And you can also 
find me, you can send us an email if you have feedback on our podcast. I'm 
Christina@Texashousing.org  
 
John: 
And listen to Los Pinguinos del Norte. 
 


