
Yes, the Rent is Too Damn High — But Not Because the
Minimum Wage is Too Damn Low

“Full-time minimum wage workers cannot afford a two-bedroom rental anywhere in the
U.S.,” Alicia Adamczyk writes at CNBC, “and cannot afford a one-bedroom rental in 95% of
U.S. counties.” Adamczyk gets her figures from the National Low Income Housing
Coalition’s annual “Out of Reach” report.

Here are a few numbers NLIHC isn’t as eager to talk about:

According to the US Bureau of Labor Statistics, a whopping  1.9% of all American workers,
and only 1% of full-time workers, earned minimum wage as of 2019. Also per BLS,
minimum wage workers are more likely than average to be employed in food service jobs
where wages are often supplemented with tips.

According to the Economic Policy Institute, 60% of workers in the lowest income decile
(which would include minimum wage earners) receive public assistance benefits that top
off a full-time minimum wage earner’s wages by an average of about $1.50 an hour.

And then we come to two assumptions in the NLIHC report that become problematic,
especially when combined.

The first assumption is that rent is only “affordable” if it comes to less than 30% of a
person’s income. But that seems awfully one-size-fits-all. What if spending 35% of my
income on rent saves me 10% of that income somewhere else — utility bills or gas costs for
longer commutes, for example?

The second assumption is that that there’s only one earner living in (or at least only one
earner contributing to the rent on) the household. That assumption seems especially silly
as applied to two-bedroom rentals. In reality, many people share housing. They move in
with their romantic partners, or find amicable roomies. Just as many hands make light
work, many paychecks make lower per-person rent.

Is the rent, as Jimmy McMillan says, too damn high? In some places, absolutely. In many
places, probably.

Is the rent being too damn high a function of the minimum wage being too damn low? No.
A tiny fraction of one percent of Americans struggling to make rent are full-time minimum
wage workers without secondary sources of income.

The rent is too damn high because the housing supply is too damn limited.
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Who are the geniuses limiting the housing supply with permit schemes, zoning restrictions,
and supposed “fair housing” rules, all while pretending they’re doing tenants a favor?

The same geniuses who oppress workers with minimum wage laws, licensing requirements,
and supposed “labor protections,” all while pretending they’re doing workers a favor.

Making it harder for the average worker to earn a living and find  a place to live may not be
the intended purpose of government as we know it, but it’s certainly the result of
government as we know it.

Perhaps it’s time for America’s workers to re-think government as we know it.


