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The Problem

Impact of Housing Quality on Health
Housing is one of the most critical social determinants of health. There is strong evidence that
the quality and safety of housing directly impact health. Poor housing conditions contribute to
poor childhood development, injuries, and chronic conditions such as asthma (Braveman, et
al., 2011). Low-income and Black and Latino families are disproportionately impacted.
According to the Brookings Institution, Black Americans are 1.7 times more likely to live in
homes with severe physical problems (Matthew, et al., 2018). Similarly, according to the
Asthma and Allergy Foundation of America, as much as 40% of the risk of asthma among
Black and Latino children is attributed to residential allergen exposure (Mayrides, et al., 2005).

Health & Housing in New Orleans
In New Orleans, housing quality and safety remain a major concern for many residents. Rental
properties account for most of the residential housing market, with 54% of households living in
rental housing (Robinson, et al., 2018). Since there is a shortage of affordable housing
compared to demand, low-income renters lack the bargaining power to demand better quality
homes and are forced to live in substandard, unhealthy conditions (Finger, 2020). Fifty six
percent of all rental households are cost burdened, meaning they pay more than 30% of their
income on housing costs (United States Census Bureau, 2018). Furthermore, the COVID-19
pandemic has drastically escalated housing affordability issues and other renter concerns in
New Orleans and nationwide.

A 2011 American Housing Survey found that roughly 49,000 private rental units (or 78% of all
units) needed major repairs at some point in the previous year, including 2,350 lacking a
working bathroom, 6,850 experiencing water leakage from inside the structure, 1,770 having
mold, 5,450 lacking a working smoke detector, and 7,150 having signs of rodents (Greater New
Orleans Fair Action Housing Center, 2014). In Orleans Parish, 26% of households have at least
one of the following housing problems: Overcrowding, high housing costs, lack of kitchen
facilities, or lack of plumbing facilities (County Health Rankings, 2021). In addition,
approximately 79% of all homes in New Orleans were built in 1979 or earlier and therefore are
more likely to contain lead-based paint, increasing risk of severe health impacts from lead
exposure (United States Census Bureau, 2018).

Available data show that the linkage between housing conditions and asthma management is
especially strong. In the New Orleans area, the age-adjusted prevalence of asthma is 9.1%
(CDC, 2020). Compared to other cities, New Orleans has worse-than-average rates of
asthma-related emergency room visits, which suggests poor asthma management and costs
about $1,502 per visit (Wang, et al., 2014).

Our Approach

New Orleans Healthy Homes Committee
The Healthy Homes Committee, facilitated by HousingNOLA, is composed of representatives
from local hospitals, Medicaid managed care organizations (MCOs), local and state public
health offices, academic researchers, LPHI, and more. The Committee has a set of shared
goals to 1) advance healthy and equitable housing and inspection policies, and 2) enhance



healthy homes interventions to demonstrate the impact of home-based interventions and home
improvements on health care utilization and outcomes.

While participation in the Committee was strong, the group sought to engage organizational
leadership in a deeper way and move into a more action-oriented space. To that end,
Louisiana Public Health Institute (LPHI), HousingNOLA, and Green and Healthy Homes
Initiative (GHHI) collaborated on an application to the National Center for Complex Health and
Social Needs (National Center), an initiative of the Camden Coalition of Healthcare Providers,
to serve as a host for a regional complex care convening in 2020-2021.

New Orleans Healthy Homes Regional Convening
The partners were selected as one of six host organizations to plan and implement a regional
complex care convening. The overall goal of the Healthy Homes Regional Convening was to
foster engagement and buy-in from housing and health care leaders to support the
advancement and scaling of the Healthy Homes Committee’s efforts. More specifically, the core
objectives were to:

● Educate attendees on the evidence of the health impacts of housing conditions;
● Present data and storytelling to inform attendees of the substantial housing issues

in New Orleans and the associated health outcomes;
● Share proven and promising models and strategies that have been successful in

other communities for targeting and addressing the health-related housing
needs of the most vulnerable individuals; and

● Raise awareness of existing resources and assets in the region that can be leveraged
and scaled, including the policy and pilot work of the Healthy Homes Committee.

In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the partners shifted away from the original plans for a
single in-person convening and redesigned the convening approach, which comprised a virtual
roundtable series followed by a culminating virtual convening. Participants in the roundtables
and convening included Healthy Homes Committee members and other stakeholders
representing housing, public health, health care, energy, and other non-profits and
community-based organizations. Additionally, numerous participants from Baton Rouge and
other parts of the state engaged in this work, leading the group to adjust our geographic focus
from New Orleans to all of Louisiana.

The roundtable series began with presentations on foundational topics such as impacts of
housing quality on health and a review of existing healthy homes programs and services in
Louisiana. Over time, the roundtable sessions increasingly covered more complex topics,
involved more interactive discussion, and included real-world examples from other communities.
This approach allowed participants to establish a common understanding of the issues,
gradually progress together to consider how available assets and resources could be leveraged
to address priority needs, and identify potential action steps in both the policy and service
delivery arenas. The team intentionally designed the roundtable series to facilitate partner
alignment and solicit meaningful insight about opportunities for action, thereby informing the
design of the culminating convening event focused on the top priority opportunities for action
and impact.

Through the roundtable series and convening, participants uncovered three key opportunity
areas that were ripe for cross-sector collaboration and action and were commonly identified as
necessary ingredients to achieve and sustain healthy homes:

● Increase coordination and alignment of existing interventions and programs

https://lphi.org/
https://www.housingnola.org/main/home
https://www.greenandhealthyhomes.org/
https://www.greenandhealthyhomes.org/
https://www.nationalcomplex.care/
https://www.nationalcomplex.care/
https://www.nationalcomplex.care/regional-convenings/


● Increase collaboration for advocacy, such as engaging health care champions and
sharing available data to make the case
● Pursue sustainable funding sources for more comprehensive healthy homes interventions

Through the culminating convening, which was also held virtually, participants had the chance
to dive into discussions surrounding the three key opportunities areas noted above. The team
facilitated breakout groups, each focused on a different type of scenario or solution for
responding to one of the opportunity areas. Through these facilitated activities, the team
garnered feedback from stakeholders and insight into potential action steps. Ultimately, the
convening helped establish a set of action steps that the Healthy Homes Committee and its
partners can take to continue advocating for improvements to policies and services to improve
healthy housing conditions. Many of those action steps involve ways in which the health and
housing sectors can better collaborate on policy and service delivery efforts in the future.

Calls to Action and Next Steps for Strengthening Health and Housing
Collaboration

Based on the key takeaways and opportunities elevated through the roundtable series and the
convening, the partners identified three calls to action for stakeholders to advance healthy
homes efforts in Louisiana, including next steps that the Healthy Homes Committee will take in
these areas. With all that the partners have learned through the roundtable series and
convening event, the Healthy Homes Committee will have a wealth of resources to continue
serving as a forum for cross-sector collaboration and to expand its role in facilitating aligned
partner action, such as co-designing interventions or policy campaigns.

Furthermore, while this work was focused on Louisiana, it is highly relevant to the many
other states experiencing challenges in addressing health-related housing quality. The action
steps proposed here are intended to assist peers in other communities who are tackling
similar issues.

1) Existing healthy homes interventions should be rooted in strong, cross-sector
relationships across healthcare, housing, and public health.

In Louisiana, there are several existing healthy homes interventions and programs that have
demonstrated success in reaching communities and families in need, assessing and mitigating
home hazards (e.g., education on or removal of asthma triggers, etc.), and coordinating with
health care providers to ensure any housing-related health impacts are addressed. At the
same time, these programs described several barriers, such as low referrals from health care
partners or limited time and resources to support families with housing quality issues that are
not covered by their program (e.g., lead prevention program serving families with both lead
and asthma trigger issues).

Although many of the existing healthy homes programs are funded by distinct, time-limited
grants, most are also led by the Louisiana Department of Health’s (LDH) Office of Public Health
(OPH). The public health sector is well positioned to help bridge gaps between the health care
and housing sectors and to facilitate cross-sector collaboration to generate collective impact, as
proposed in the Public Health 3.0 vision. Through the roundtables and convening, OPH
representatives who oversee healthy homes programs expressed interest in opportunities for



enhanced coordination and alignment with other programs and services, including:

● strengthening referral relationships with healthcare providers and MCO care
management programs,

● leveraging existing community resource referral networks and electronic platforms (e.g.,
Aunt Bertha and Unite Us) to streamline identification of and referral to other needed
services, and

● aligning intake forms and other administrative and data collection processes across
healthy homes programs.

These are just a few examples of improvements that OPH representatives will explore in the
follow-up to this experience.

2) Healthcare entities should serve as champions of health-promoting housing policies
In addition to effective and coordinated healthy homes programs, health-promoting housing
policies are critical to fostering long-term, lasting changes. Housing advocacy organizations
stressed the value of having healthcare leaders assist in informing policy change agendas,
championing new policy, and using their expertise and community recognition to elevate
health-related advocacy efforts. HousingNOLA has had great success in partnering with
academic researchers with expertise in the health impacts of poor housing conditions. Through
the roundtable series and convening, the partners engaged with representatives of major health
systems in the area. Through the Healthy Homes Committee, HousingNOLA and its partners
will continue to foster those relationships and engage health system leaders in the Committee’s
ongoing policy planning and advocacy, particularly those advocacy efforts related to seeking
dedicated, sustainable funding for healthy homes work.

3) State agencies and policymakers should pursue ways to secure sustainable
funding for healthy housing

One of the key takeaways from this process is that a sustainable funding source is necessary
to implement and scale healthy homes policies and services. At the culminating convening
event, participants discussed and considered two general types of funding options: 1) a
housing trust fund that could be filled by a dedicated revenue source, and 2) a Medicaid waiver
that could unlock additional Medicaid funds with a high federal match rate. Based on those
discussions, the Healthy Homes Committee will take steps to continue to pursue these two
potential funding sources, as described below.

Housing Trust Fund: The Louisiana Housing Trust Fund was created 20 years ago to help
families in need in case of an emergency or natural disaster. However, since then, there has not
been any dedicated funding source for the trust fund. The goal is to find a dedicated revenue
source that would be split for both emergency and traditional funding. The emergency funds
would be used in the event of natural disasters or pandemics, such as the one we are facing
now. The trust fund would ensure that the state would have money on hand for housing support
and would get reimbursed at a later date. The traditional funds would be used for ongoing
health-related housing needs and would be funded through an annual appropriation. New
funding sources have been suggested to fill the trust fund, but those ideas have either been
denied or used to fund other issues. The Healthy Homes Committee will revisit discussions of
the Housing Trust Fund and, if supported by Committee members, will continue to investigate



and fight for a dedicated funding source for the trust fund.

CHIP Health Service Initiative: The Children’s Health Insurance Plan (CHIP) uses federal and
state funds to provide health coverage to eligible children through Medicaid and other
CHIP-specific programs. According to the Social Security Act, states may draw federal match
funding for expenditures on non covered items, as long as those expenditures remain below 10
percent of what the state pays on total CHIP health benefits. Items eligible for these federal
match dollars include administrative costs of administering the CHIP program, as well as Health
Service Initiatives (HSIs) that are designed to improve the health of low-income children. In
short, by allocating some state spending on an HSI lead or asthma program, the state can
unlock federal dollars that can then be leveraged to serve housing-related health needs of
children and families in their state. Some states have implemented healthy housing programs
as HSIs that have included programs for lead abatement or in-home asthma triggers.
Pursuing these funds requires the state Medicaid program to submit a State Plan Amendment
and the state legislature to allocate the match funds needed to unlock the federal dollars. The
federal match rate for the state of Louisiana is 81.95%, meaning the state would need to fund
18.05% of the total cost of the program. LDH OPH representatives who actively participate in
the Healthy Homes Committee have committed to learning more about the HSI and bringing
this information to the state’s Medicaid office to encourage further examination and
consideration of this opportunity.

About Louisiana Public Health Institute:
The Louisiana Public Health Institute (LPHI) is a non-profit organization and public health
institute dedicated to ensuring all Louisianans have just and fair opportunities to be healthy
and well. With local advocates and partners, we assess community needs and support the
whole health of all individuals to help build healthier communities and align action for health
where we live, learn, work, and play.

About HousingNOLA:
HousingNOLA is a 10-year partnership between the community leaders, and dozens of public,
private, and nonprofit organizations working to solve New Orleans’ affordable housing crisis.
Since 2015, HousingNOLA has grown into a platform to link community members and
neighbors with policymakers, developers, and others who are shaping the face of New
Orleans.

About Green and Healthy Homes Initiative:
Green and Healthy Homes Initiative (GHHI) is dedicated to addressing the social determinants
of health and the advancement of racial and health equity through the creation of healthy, safe
and energy efficient homes. By delivering a standard of excellence in its work, GHHI aims to
eradicate the negative health impacts of unhealthy housing and unjust policies for children,
seniors and families to ensure better health, economic and social outcomes for low-income
communities of color.
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