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Abstract: Many people move house at some point during their childhood and not
rarely more than once. While relocations are not always harmful for under-aged
children, they can, and frequently do, cause great disruption to their lives by
severing their social ties as well as any attachments that they might have to their
neighbourhood, town, or wider geographical region, with long-lasting psychologi-
cal effects in some cases. Since it is increasingly recognised within normative phi-
losophy as well as within Western societies that older minors should have the final
say over certain issues that significantly affect their lives (think, for instance, of
custody disputes, decisions about whether to get specific vaccinations or use con-
traceptives), this raises the question: Can it be morally incumbent upon parents to
give their minor children a veto over family relocation? This article argues that the
answer is affirmative. Specifically, it suggests that such duties exist if and only if
(i) parents are notmorally required to either relocate their families or stay put, (ii) the
stakes of the decision about a family relocation are fairly low, and (iii) the children
have the competence to make these decisions, as many older minors do.

Keywords: residential mobility, relocations, parental authority, children’s rights,
family ethics

1 Introduction

A significant proportion of people relocate during their childhood and not rarely
more than once. Among American children aged 1–17, for instance, about 13
percent moved in 2011 (Murphey, Bandy, and Moore 2012). Likewise, 2016 census
data reveal that more than 15 percent of Australianminorsmoved between ages 0–
5, with the level of residentialmobility for each age below 18 not dropping under 10
percent (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2018). While relocations are not always
harmful for minor children, they can and frequently do cause great disruption to
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their lives by severing their social ties as well as any attachments that they might
have to their neighbourhood, town, or wider geographical region, with potentially
long-lasting psychological effects.

Since it is increasingly recognized in normative philosophy1 as well as in
Western societies that older minors should have the final say over certain issues
that significantly affect their lives (think, for instance, of custody disputes and
decisions about whether to get specific vaccinations or use contraceptives),2 the
fact that relocating is often costly for children raises the question: Can it bemorally
incumbent upon parents to give their minor children a veto over family relocation
and, if so, when? My aim here is to answer this question, which to the best of my
knowledge has not received any scholarly attention. After looking more closely at
the harms that minor children might incur from being uprooted (Section 2), I
suggest that there are cases where granting such vetoes would be inappropriate
(Section 3). However, I go on to argue that, in other cases, parents should give their
minor children the final say over a family relocation in order to respect the latter’s
developing autonomy (Section 4). Such moral duties exist when, and only when,
(i) parents are not morally required to either relocate their families or stay put, (ii)
the stakes of the decision about a family relocation are fairly low, and (iii) the
children have the competence to make these decisions, as many older minors do.

Before justifying these claims, three comments are in order. The first is that,
throughout this article, my focus will be on relocations that involve children
changing schools andbeing prevented fromcontinuing to see regularly any friends
that they might have at their old place of residence. Such relocations normally
exclude those within the same neighbourhood. They will also often exclude those
where the wider community of which children are part moves along with them, as
happens when children are members of a nomadic people or a travelling circus
family. Although such relocations raise moral concerns as well, addressing these
here would take us too far afield.

The second comment is that I will concentrate exclusively on cases where
parents and their children either stay put together or move together to a new place
of residence, that is, as a family. A discussion of whether it is ever morally
permissible for one or both parents to relocate without their minor children if the
latter wish to stay behind3 would also broaden this article’s scope too much.

The third comment is that accepting that it is sometimes morally incumbent
upon parents to let their minor children decide about a family relocation does not

1 See, e.g. Bou-Habib and Olsaretti (2015); Clayton (2006); and MacLeod and Archard (2002).
2 Compare Daly (2018).
3 And live independently orwith another parent orwith other adults towhom theymay ormaynot
be related. Still another possibility is that they will live with other children in a state-run facility.
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mean that it must bemorally permissible for the state to penalise parents who flout
this duty, for example, by imposing fines on them. Critics might argue that this
would show insufficient regard for the parents’ freedom of movement. In addition,
theymight argue that a system that imposed such penaltieswould unduly interfere
with the privacy of parents and children alike as excessive information about their
personal lives would need to be gathered in order to determine whether any given
parent or parental couple had wrongfully denied their children a veto.4

2 The Potential Costs of Relocating for Children

As previouslymentioned, I want to start by examining some of themain harms that
minor children may, and frequently do, incur from having to move house, which
will help to debunk the notion that parents have an unconditional moral right to
relocate their families.

One type of harm that childrenmight incur is that theymiss the natural and/or
built environment of their former place of residence. For example, those moving to
a city might miss the countryside and those moving to the countryside the city.
Similarly, those moving from a mountainous area might miss the mountains and
thosemoving froma coastal area the sea. Evenwhen the environment that children
leave behind has little intrinsic value compared to their new place of residence,
they will often regret being cut off from it because of the significant things that
have happened there. For example, a specific town may be imbued with symbolic
value for a child because it has a park where she spent a cherished birthday, a
cinema in which she had her first kiss, a football stadium where she would go
regularly with her father to watch their favourite team, and so on.

Another important harm – indeed for many children the main harm – stems
from the disruption that relocating causes to their social relationships. Consider
the following testimony:

We moved several times when I was a kid as a result of Dad’s employer moving him around
and yes it has a big effect. You have tomake new friends, get used to a new school, and so on.
Basically except in rare instances I never saw my old friends again and that was very
discouraging. (Bates 2017)

4 I am indebted to an anonymous reviewer for alerting me to these objections.
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Such feelings of loss about being separated from friends, which sometimes last long
after the relocation, are all too common and may be especially strong among chil-
drenwhodonotmanage to re-establish close peer relationships at their newplace of
residence, which is in and of itself problematic. There are various factors that might
hinder the re-establishment of such relationships (Anderson et al. 2014). Apart from
possible differences in dialects, languages, and cultural norms and practices
(construed broadly to include differences in norms and practices between different
socio-economicgroups), local childrenmayhave already formedpeernetworkswith
which they are (reasonably) satisfied. Indeed, in some cases, relocated children do
not simply face closed social environments but positively hostile ones.

My years in this town were hellacious. I was bullied even more than ever before. New girl in
eighth grade, private school, from the big city in the small town, and I was always
rebellious but this made it even more so. I got into all kinds of trouble and almost didn’t
make it out. (S 2019)

For children to live in such hostile social environments is not only troublesome
because of the pain that exposure to recurring social cruelty causes, though this
clearly matters. Such exposure has also been found to engender mental health
problems such as depression that often persists into adulthood (Sigurdson et al.
2015).

Yet evenwhen there are opportunities for children to reconnect socially, not all
of them will develop rewarding peer relationships at their new place of residence.
For one thing, there might be internal obstacles that prevent them from seizing
these opportunities. There is evidence, for instance, that children who are in-
troverts tend to struggle to rebuild their social networks after relocation because
they find initiating social contact especially challenging (Oishi and Schimmack
2010). For another, all of the available peer relationships at their new place of
residence might be ones that are detrimental to their interests. Research has found
that relocated male adolescents are especially likely to find themselves in this
situation and, correspondingly, to be significantly more likely to become
embedded in social networks with deviant peers than their sedentary counterparts
evenwhen their family hasmoved to a neighbourhoodwith lower levels of poverty
(Clampet-Lundquist et al. 2011).5 Since adolescents who end up in these networks
are prone to copying the dysfunctional behaviours of their peers (Haynie and
South 2005), this can have highly detrimental consequences for their own lives as
well as for those of others.

5 This phenomenon has been attributed to the relative openness of these networks to new
members (see Haynie and South 2005).
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3 When Unilateral Parental Decisions to Relocate
Are Justified

The fact that minor children may, and not rarely do, suffer substantial harms from
relocating makes it reasonable to doubt whether parents have an unconditional
moral right to relocate their families even if they should be legally allowed to do so.
What is important for present purposes is that even if such unconditional moral
rights do not exist, it does not follow that parents should always grant their (older)
minor children a veto over family relocation. My aim in this section is to look at three
conditions under which doing so would be inappropriate, before in the next section
considering cases where granting such vetoes is appropriate and indeed morally
required.

3.1 Moral Duties to Stay Put

The first of these conditions is when parents have a moral duty to refrain from
relocating their families and no countervailing moral duty to do so. Such duties
might arise, for instance, when children have rewarding social networks at their
current place of residence and are likely to struggle to rebuild their social networks
at their parents’ desired place of residence because of linguistic and/or cultural
differences. Another case where it may be morally incumbent upon parents to
refrain from relocating their families is when (some of) their children are autistic.
Since those on the autism spectrum find it notoriously difficult to deal with changes
in their surroundings and daily routines, relocating can be a real nightmare for this
group (e.g. Davis and Finke 2015). In both these cases, the fact that parents have
fiduciary duties to ensure that their children can live at least minimally happy and
flourishing lives suggests that unless there are very strong grounds for relocating,
such as the necessity of providing another child with specialised medical treatment
or giving essential care to an indigent grandparent, it will be morally unjustifiable
for the parents to uproot their families, regardless of whether their children agree or
not.

I should add at this point that it is not just children who might incur consid-
erable harms from a family relocation. Other individuals towards whom the par-
ents have specialmoral obligationsmay suffer aswell and, in at least some of these
cases, the interests of these individuals seem sufficiently weighty to impose a
moral duty upon parents to refrain from relocating their families, whether or not
their children consent to relocation. For example, it would appear objectionable in
many cases for them to relocate their families when this prevents them from
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providing basic andpotentially life-sustaining care to a sick relative or close friend.
Likewise, if for example a single parent is the only physician in a small town and it
is highly unlikely a replacement would be found if the parent relocated, the po-
tential harms of a family relocation for the community’s healthcare accessmight be
so large as to impose a moral duty upon the parent to stay put.

3.2 Moral Duties to Relocate

The second condition under which it would be inappropriate for parents to let their
minor children decide about a family relocation is when they have a moral duty to
relocate their families and no countervailingmoral duty to stay put. One set of cases
where suchdutiesmayexist iswhenchildrenare likely to enjoy a considerablybetter
quality of life at some other place to which their family could relocate, perhaps
becausemoving therewill allow themtoescapepoverty and/or violenceor to receive
specialized medical care that they urgently require. Unless there are exceptionally
strong reasons against relocating in such cases– as theremay be, for instance,when
doing so prevents the parents from continuing to provide life-sustaining care to a
sick relative or close friend – it seems that, given parents’ fiduciary responsibilities
towards their minor children, the parents in question will be duty-bound to relocate
their families and do so regardless of their children’s support.6

Cases where parents’ moral duties to relocate their families may derive from
the interests of individuals other than their children, for example, providing life-
sustaining care to a sick relative or close friend who lives some distance away. A
different scenario could involve a parentwhose expertise as amedical researcher is
desperately needed in order to develop a treatment for a particular genetic disease.
Even when this person’s children are not afflicted by this disease, the suffering of
others may be enough to impose a moral duty on her to relocate her family to a
place where she can assist other scientists already working on a treatment.

6 It might be asked, as one anonymous reviewer has done: What if parents have decisive moral
reasons for relocating their families and want to do so, but are not motivated by the right reasons?
Suppose, for instance, that a planned family relocation will allow a child to receive much better
psychological care than she does currently, but that this is not why the child’s single parent wants
to relocate, which is instead to be able to attend matches of his favourite football team. While the
presence of such dubious motives should affect our judgements about the moral character of such
parents, my sense is that that they do not impugn upon the moral permissibility of the relocation
(the same is true, mutatis mutandis, when the parents’ motives for staying put are based on
dubious motives). However, since the question of how our motives bear on the moral character of
our actions and inactions is a controversial one, I simply focus here on cases where parents have
morally acceptable reasons for wanting to move.
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I have focused so far on cases where granting family relocation vetoes to
children is inappropriate because it might prevent their parents from discharging
theirmoral duties towards their children and/or towards third parties such as other
relatives, friends, and co-nationals. However, some may maintain that granting
such vetoes may also be inappropriate in some cases because it undermines the
parents’ ability to comply with self-regarding duties. For example, insofar as
continuing to live at his current place of residencemakes a single parentmiserable,
it may be argued that in the absence of very strong reasons for staying put, the
parent will owe it to himself to relocate with his family to a place where he is more
likely to find happiness. Though this sounds plausible to me, as the existence of
self-regarding moral duties is not uncontroversial, some will question such cases.
Rather than trying to prove these sceptics wrong here, which would take us too far
afield, I will simply note that insofar as these cases can and do sometimes arise,
they will constitute another set of cases where parents should deny family relo-
cation vetoes to their children.

3.3 High Stakes

The third condition under which it would be inappropriate for parents to let their
minor children decide about a family relocation is when the stakes of these de-
cisions are high. Consider a single parent who is currently providing basic care to
an indigent grandparent, which prevents him from providing basic care to another
indigent grandparent, who lives on the other side of the country and who has an
equally strong claim to his care. Suppose further that providing basic care to the
second grandparent would require this single parent to relocate his family and
prevent him from continuing to provide basic care to the first grandparent. Even
when he has moral discretion over which grandparent to look after (which may be
because he has conflicting moral duties to provide care to both that leave it up to
him to decide whom to care for) or because he lacksmoral duties to provide care to
either grandparent (which may be due to the fact that he is already providing
extensive care to a severely disabled child), it would seem problematic for this
single parent to let any of his minor children decide about a family relocation and,
in so doing, determinewhich grandparent will effectively be denied basic care. The
reason need not be that as an adult single parent he is cognitively, epistemically,
and/or psychologically better equipped to make this kind of decision than his
minor children are, though many parents with minor children will be better
equipped in one or more of these respects. Neither need it be the case that the
children are developmentally unprepared tomake such decisions, though this will
be true of a proportion of minor children, especially younger ones. Even when
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none of these conditions obtain, childhood should be a period where, to the
greatest feasible extent, children are not forced, encouraged or even merely
allowed to make such high-stake decisions. They should be able to live a largely
carefree life in the only period of their lives where this might be possible.7

What if the stakes of the decision to relocate are high, but only for the children
themselves? Suppose that an educationally ambitious 12-year-old child can either
attend a secondary school in her small hometown or receive a much better edu-
cation at a secondary school 60 km away, a decision which would require her and
her single parent to relocate. Suppose further that the following conditions obtain:

– The harms of relocating for the child are high, as she would have to leave
behind all of her friends as well as the rural lifestyle to which she is so deeply
attached.

– The harms of relocating for the child’s single parent are fairly low because the
parent has lived in the would-be destination city before and still has many
friends there apart from the fact that hewill not need to look for a new job as he
is an accomplished novelist.

– Likewise, the child’s friends would incur only minor harms from her leaving,
as they would still have many other friends in the town.

While the stakes of the decision to relocate might only be high for the child in
this case, I take it that it remains problematic for her parent to let her make this
decision even if she is willing to do so. One reason for this is that choosing
between her educational aspirations on the one hand and her friends and rural
lifestyle on the other is likely to cause the child considerable stress. Another
reason is that there is a good chance that, however she decides, she will be
plagued by feelings of doubt and possibly regret afterwards. But if this is correct,
then although the child will incur significant harms even when it is her parent
who decides about a relocation – as the relevant value conflict will remain – not
making this decision herself is likely to spare her potentially heavy psychological
burdens and, consequently, render it easier for her to have a relatively carefree
childhood.8

7 Whereas a defence of the importance of being carefree for minor children is beyond this article’s
scope, it should be noted that it has been defended by several scholars, including Anca Gheaus
(2015) and Harry Brighouse and Adam Swift (2014); in fact, Luara Ferracioli (2020) has recently
gone as far as to argue that carefreeness is a necessary condition for a good childhood.
8 What about cases where the stakes of decisions about family relocations are high for minor
children but they do not realise this and consequently feel little pressure in making them? While
deciding about a family relocation might not be stressful for children in such cases, I take it that
theymight still come to question and/or regret their decision later once they understandwhat was
at stake. Furthermore, the fact that they do not appreciate that the stakes are high raises doubts as
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4 When Children Should Have Vetoes over
Parental Decisions to Relocate

I started this article by looking at the substantial harms that many minor children
incur from relocating and then casting doubt upon the notion that parents have an
unconditional moral right to relocate their families. However, I went on to argue
that even when such rights do not exist, it does not follow that minor children
should always be able to veto family relocations. I suggested there are cases where
parents have moral duties to either stay put with their families or to relocate. In
such cases, for them to let their minor children decide about a family relocation
would be inappropriate as it might prevent them from fulfilling their moral duties
towards their children and/or their moral duties towards other individuals. I
further suggested that even when it is morally discretionary for parents to relocate
their families, letting theirminor children decide about a family relocation remains
unjustifiable when the stakes are high. Apart from the fact that children might be
developmentally ill-prepared to make these decisions and/or be less qualified to
make them than their parents, I noted that allowing them to make such decisions
renders it difficult for them to enjoy one of the main goods of childhood: living a
largely carefree life.

My aim in this section is to suggest that there are conditions under which it is
morally permissible for parents to grant family relocation vetoes to their minor
children and indeed morally required for them to do so. These conditions obtain
when (i) the parents lack moral duties to either relocate their families or stay put,
(ii) the stakes of the decision about a family relocation are fairly low, and (iii) the
children in question have the competence to make these decisions.

Having already looked at cases where parents have moral duties either to
relocate their families or stay put (see the previous section), I want to focus here on
conditions (ii) and (iii). Cases where the stakes of decisions about family re-
locations are fairly low might include ones where the parents seek:
– a place of residence with a richer cultural scene,
– a better paid job even though they currently make enough money to live

comfortably,
– a bigger house even though their current house can easily accommodate all

family members as well as any expected future family members, or
– simply a change of scenery.

to whether they have the requisite competence to decide about family relocations. I will say more
about the competence requirement in the final section.
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Since none of these goals is a precondition for a flourishing life, let alone a
minimally decent one, it seems that in the absence ofweightier reasons formoving,
the parents and children in question will lack fundamental interests in relocating.
To the extent that this is so and there are no weighty reasons for staying put – for
example, that moving is likely to worsen any behavioural or psychological prob-
lems that the childrenmight have or that doing sowill deprive a grandparent of the
family’s continued care – the stakes of decisions about whether to relocate will be
quite modest.

It is in such cases that I believe parents ought to give their minor children the
final say over a family relocation, on condition that the latter are minimally
qualified to make these decisions. Exactly when children have this competence is
an issue over which there can be reasonable disagreement. However, there are
good grounds for thinking that those between the ages of 12 and 17with a normal IQ
and no severe mental problems will most likely have the requisite rational and
psychological faculties. This is also the period during which minor children are
allowed tomake certain decisions about their healthcare (e.g. about whether to get
specific vaccinations) aswell as decisions about whether theywant towork limited
hours or, in the case of custodydisputes, aboutwhich parent theywant to livewith,
and so on.

Why grant family relocation vetoes to children of this age group? The answer
is that this is necessary in order to respect children’s developing autonomy,
whereby autonomy can be broadly understood as the ability to live more or less
successfully in accordance with a conception of the good life that one indepen-
dently – that is, free from manipulation – endorses.9 Such respect matters not
only because being denied a say over significant aspects of one’s life is often
detrimental to a person’s well-being, though this is important. It matters most of
all because treating individuals as rational or reason-responsive beings involves
showing a certain level of deference to their wishes and preferences. What this
means is that even if some minimally qualified children do not exercise a veto
over a family relocation wisely – they might veto a relocation when they have an
all-things-considered reason not to do so, perhaps because their expected well-
being at their parents’ desired place of residence is higher than their well-being at
their current place of residence; or they might refrain from using their veto when
they have an all-things-considered reason to use it – there remain decisive rea-
sons for treating their wishes as binding.

At this point, some may say that insofar as it is respect for children’s devel-
oping autonomy that grounds a claim to family relocation vetoes, then insofar as
children’s current level of autonomy equals if not exceeds that of most adults

9 This conception of personal autonomy draws on Colburn (2010).
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(perhaps because they are especially gifted children or because they have had a
rocky early childhood that has made them very mature for their age), they should
be given vetoes over family relocations even when the stakes are high.

The reason why this view ought to be rejected is that it gives insufficient
weight to children’s interests in having a largely carefree childhood, as dis-
cussed in the previous section, which are interests that exist independently of
their current level of autonomy. For if it is true that being carefree is one of the
main goods of childhood, then by allowing children to make high-stakes de-
cisions about family relocations, it will be more difficult for them to enjoy this
good. Consider again the case where a family that is currently providing basic
care to one grandparent can only provide basic care to another grandparent if
they relocate, which would prevent them from continuing to look after the first
grandparent. Even if the minor children in this family are completely autono-
mous, letting them decide about a family relocation remains exceedingly
problematic as it means that for the rest of their childhood (as well as their
subsequent life), they will have to live with the reality that their decision
deprived one of their grandparents of basic care. Likewise, there are good
reasons for not letting the 12-year-old girl choose between her educational as-
pirations on the one hand – which can only be fulfilled if she and her single
parent relocate to a larger city – and her friends and rural lifestyle on the other,
no matter how independent the child is. For even when there are no other
individuals with high stakes in her decision (as I stipulated in this scenario),
this choice will be an agonising one for her and one that, once made, might well
cause her to suffer feelings of doubt if not regret during the rest of her childhood
(and possibly during later stages of her life as well).

To be clear, I am not denying that whether a child’s decision about relocation
is justifiable or not depends on theweightiness of the stakes and the child’s current
level of autonomy. In order to respect their developing autonomy, there needs to be
a certain degree of correspondence between the level of the stakes and their ca-
pacity for individual self-direction. All that I am claiming is that the level of re-
sponsibility that children are allowed to bear should not be the same as the level
that most adults are allowed to bear, as this would make it difficult for children to
enjoy one of the most important goods of childhood, namely, that of being largely
carefree.

Another objection that might be raised is that my argument proves too
much.10 If parents should grant family relocation vetoes to their competent
minor children when the stakes are not too high, then it might be thought that
they should grant them vetoes over many other parental decisions as well,

10 Thanks are due to an anonymous reviewer for raising this objection.
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including decisions about where to spend family holidays, when to have family
dinners and what to have for each dinner, how to divide chores among members
of the household, and so on. For even if these decisions carry high stakes in
some cases, they usually do not. But, the objection continues, this is a reductio
ad absurdum, as it would allow children to veto most of their parents’ decisions,
which is likely to severely compromise the ability of families to function.

The reason why this does not follow is that minor children can only be plausibly
entitled to vetoes over parental decisions on autonomy grounds when these decisions
have a significant impact upon their lives (this is true even if the stakesmust not be too
high lest the child’s ability to have a relatively carefree childhood would be unduly
constrained). To see this, it shouldbenoted thatwhetherwe liveautonomouslyornot is
determined by whether the general shape of our lives accords with our conceptions of
the good life. Since decisions about a relocation have a significant impact upon chil-
dren’s lives, at least in cases where relocating means that they have to change schools
and that their existing peer relationships are disrupted (which is the focus of this
article), and since ordinarily this is not the consequence of any of the mundane de-
cisions justmentioned, there isno reason for assuming that just because childrenmight
be entitled to vetoes on the former, theymust be entitled to vetoes on the latter as well.

I want to end with two comments. The first is that when parents have moral
duties to grant family relocation vetoes to their minor children, they should make
reasonable efforts to ensure that their children can form independent and well-
considered judgements about relocation. This requires, among other things, that
they give their children time to ponder the matter and that they ask for their
opinions at an appropriate moment. For example, it would be inappropriate to do
so straight after a family fight, when a child is feeling unwell, or when there is a
sibling in the room whose presence is likely to prejudice the child’s response. In
addition, parents might have to tell their children that they will not get angry if
their children refuse to back a family relocation, let alone punish them for it.

The second comment is that while my focus has been onminor children, there
may also be cases where family relocation vetoes ought to be granted to adult
children who are living with their parents, which has become increasingly com-
mon in many countries due to economic crises, housing shortages, and soaring
rents. A discussion of this timely topic has to await another occasion.
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