
 

Vann Ellison: Heitkamp shines at hearing on Trump nominee 

By Vann Ellison on Jan 30, 2017 at 6:00 a.m. 

NAPLES, Fla.—This might come as a surprise to some, but there's an early indication 

that Washington may accomplish something big. 

President Trump said in his inaugural address that "we will get people off of welfare 

and back to work." There is widespread agreement with that assertion, but the difficult 

question becomes how to make that happen. 

North Dakota Sen. Heidi Heitkamp has ideas for one federal department on the front 

lines. The Department of Housing and Urban Development was created more than 50 

years ago as part of President Lyndon Johnson's "war on poverty." Trump's nominee 

to lead the agency, Ben Carson, appeared before Heitkamp's Senate Committee days 

before the president was sworn in. 

Some believe Carson is ill-suited to become HUD secretary due to a lack of 

bureaucratic management experience. For her part, expressing an inclination during 

the hearing to back Carson for the post, the senator understands the human aspect of 

the department's mission. She knows that individuals often wind up homeless due to 

complex circumstances such as mental health, lack of education, traumatic events in 

childhood and drug addiction. 

We do not want our people sleeping in their cars or on sidewalks each night, nor do 

we want them perpetually on welfare. But simply putting a roof over people's heads 

does not ensure individuals with deep-rooted problems will become self-sufficient. 

"You might just be the right guy," Heitkamp told Carson. Referring to his background 

as a neurosurgeon, the senator keyed in on Carson's understanding of the human brain, 

and for good reason. 
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To address why someone is homeless, we must first seek to understand what causes 

the condition unique to each individual. 

I run a homeless shelter, feeding ministry and drug rehabilitation facility in southwest 

Florida and have never met Heitkamp. But the issues Heitkamp raised affect 

communities across the nation and individuals of every race and background. 

Here are three examples from the hearing that show North Dakota's senator is 

emerging as a national leader on the fight on poverty. 

First, she urged Carson to focus on why people are in poverty, not judging those who 

are in poverty. "Do it in a way that we haven't thought about before," the senator said. 

Thinking outside the box when it comes to administering public housing programs is 

essential. HUD has a diverse mission that encompasses mortgage finance, enforcing 

fair housing laws and even (under its previous secretary) fighting climate change. 

These might all be worthy goals, but where is the focus? 

Much of HUD's $48 billion budget goes to local public housing authorities that 

administer tenant and project-based financial assistance. For example, in North 

Dakota, numerous organizations manage Section 8 vouchers for low-income 

individuals. 

While the 1970s-era program certainly helps people afford housing, less clear is how 

many individuals escape poverty as a result of this financial assistance. 

Next, the senator stood up for transitional housing. During the Obama administration, 

the priority for local grant funding has been to subsidize homes and apartments for the 

homeless without pre-conditions for sobriety or finding employment. The concern for 

organizations such as ours is whether too many public housing programs are 

becoming a means to warehouse people. Transitional housing facilities, whether in 

large urban centers or small rural communities, seek to end the dependence culture 

often associated with welfare. 



Related to the need for transitional housing are so-called "wraparound" services. In 

theory, this approach mobilizes the community to provide everything from substance 

abuse counseling to job skills tailored to individuals as part of their public housing 

benefit, as the senator noted. 

In practice, this is hard work. Logistically difficult, expensive and time-consuming to 

manage, wraparound services are easier to mention than to deliver. 

We need a watchful eye in Congress to ensure this is administered correctly. 

In the short time allotted for her questioning of Carson, Heitkamp cleared a path in the 

bureaucratic jungle for how federal programs can achieve results. Her informative 

questioning of Carson and her nonpartisan, no-nonsense and compassionate tone 

signal an encouraging renewal of our nation's fight on poverty. 

Ellison is the CEO of St. Matthew's House in Naples, which provides innovative 

solutions to poverty, homelessness and substance abuse. 
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