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March 12, 2001
TO:

Millennial Housing Commission

FROM:
Mtamanika Youngblood, President



Historic District Development Corporation

RE:

Community Building and Neighborhood Revitalization

Co-Chairs Molinari and Ravitch and Commission Members, I appreciate this opportunity to submit to you this testimony relating housing policy, community building and neighborhood revitalization.  I am particularly pleased that the Commission is recognizing and addressing the link between education and the long-term viability of community revitalization efforts. 


I am the President of the Historic District Development Corporation (HDDC).  HDDC is a neighborhood-based community development corporation, committed to neighborhood revitalization based on historic preservation and economic diversity.  HDDC’s goal is to reestablish the mixed-income vibrant community that once thrived around “Sweet Auburn” Avenue and the childhood home of Martin Luther, King, Jr. here in Atlanta.  We have a firm policy of non-displacement of existing residents.  The majority of HDDC’s Board of Directors is made up of neighborhood residents.  Some who have lived in the Historic District for as much as 40 years and others for as few as two.  


HDDC is the oldest community development corporation in Atlanta.  Started in 1980, HDDC functioned as an all-volunteer board run organization for thirteen years and managed to develop twelve units of housing.  HDDC received its first operating grant in 1993 from the Atlanta Neighborhood Development Partnership and hired its first full time staff person.


The “block by block” strategy HDDC has employed is one of developing entire blocks at a time. HDDC targets vacant lots, dilapidated vacant structures and, poorly maintained and managed, rental properties that are generally absentee-landlord-owned. New homes are built on the vacant lots, the dilapidated structures are rehabilitated and the occupied rental property is rehabilitated, once the existing tenants are temporarily relocated - usually within the same block.  Because these renters are mostly seniors it is important to keep them close to home.  Finally, we try to assist low- income owner- occupants whose homes are in need of repair, but do not have the resources to make them.


The “block by block” strategy has been effective. To the extent possible, no one seeking to rent or buy a newly rehabilitated home would be living next door to a trash-strewn vacant lot; alternatively, no one buying a newly constructed house would be living next door to a dilapidated structure.  


When the next “block” we encountered contained a crime ridden apartment complex, we acquired it, rehabilitated it, and made housing that was not just affordable but safe and decent for some the lowest income residents (many of them elderly) in our community.


To compliment its housing development HDDC has embarked on several commercial projects intended to spur economic growth. Studioplex on Auburn, is an $18.3 million mixed-use arts facility that combines residential artist lofts with large commercial spaces and small affordable  studio/retail spaces.  Additionally, plans are underway to build a multi-purpose performing arts venue at the Studioplex site, along with a restaurant/coffee shop.  The Herndon Plaza Expansion Project is an $8 million mixed-use development that combines commercial offices with a restaurant and cultural attractions.  Both of these projects involve the adaptive re-use of important historic buildings.


HDDC also has several mixed-income, mixed use approach and has several other major projects in various stages of development.  The organization’s approach has been to concentrate development within a defined area and to continue to build out from that central core.


In order to accomplish what has been described above, HDDC has partnered and collaborated with non profit and for profit entities that could help advance its program.  


They include the City of Atlanta, the Atlanta Neighborhood Development Partnership, NationsBank/Bank of America, the Enterprise Foundation, the National Park Service, the Trust for Public Lands, the Georgia Department of Natural Resources-Historic Preservation Division, the Atlanta Urban Design Commission, Fulton County Arts Council, Fannie Mae and the Fannie Mae Foundation, the Atlanta Development Authority, the Fulton County/City of Atlanta Land Bank Authority, Wachovia Bank, Georgia Department of Community Affairs, the National Equity Fund, Allstate Insurance Company, the United Way of Greater Atlanta, Progressive Redevelopment, Inc., the Atlanta Empowerment Zone Corporation, the Integral Group, the Old Fourth Ward Alliance, Neighborhood Planning Unit - M, the Enterprise Social Investment Corporation, Citizens Trust Bank, the Federal Home Loan Bank, the Urban Land Institute, the National Trust for Historic Preservation and Easements Atlanta. 


Please note that this list includes entities with which we have to interact in order to get our projects done.  With a few notable exceptions it does not include the foundations and organizations that fund us operationally.  Nor does it include  the host of attorneys and accountants and other professionals that must be relied on to insure that the projects we embark on are fiscally and legally sound.  


This list was created to give you some sense of the level of what it takes for a community development corporation to effectively revitalize a community.  It is difficult and complicated.  There are various constituencies, not the least of which is that very diverse group of residents in the communities we serve.

We have decided that community building and neighborhood revitalization is important work.

The following recommendations are made to this Millennial Housing Commission to advance our cause. 


RECOMMENDATIONS
1.  More resources for housing for low and moderate income individuals and families, especially the homeless and elderly.  Specifically, provide long term subsidy for section 8 rental housing and down payment assistance, savings vehicles, like individual development accounts, and mortgage subsidy financing to increase home ownership opportunities. 

2.  Encourage long term funding commitment.  Understand that the neighborhoods and communities we’re attempting to revitalize did not become distressed overnight.  It took years of neglect and disinvestment to turn once healthy neighborhoods into places that became the “Little Beiruts” and Jurassic Parks. Conversely, meaningful change that will be long lasting takes time and requires long term support.

3.  Recognize that community building is an evolutionary process that over time takes on different characteristics to address different needs. Provide a flexible funding base that supports the comprehensiveness of the activities that CDC’s undertake.  Continue the development of approaches that recognize the link between housing development and the importance of economic development as it relates to maintaining viable communities once the housing stock has been enhanced or improved.  

4. Understand that community revitalization is about real estate development and that time is money and possible loss of opportunity.  Recognize that for us, that timing can be the difference between a local drug dealer buying a piece of property or the CDC. Streamline the funding process so that resources get to organizations in a timely manner.
5.  Hold those state and local entities funded by the Department of Housing and Urban Development  to the same standard or performance that community organizations are held to.  In situations where funds are not being effectively deployed, consider funding subrecipient organizations directly. In any case, HUD should fund organizations directly that have a proven track record of productivity and accountability.
6.  Fund and encourage the funding of capacity-building by state and local entities.  Once capacity is built within a community, it gives the community the ability to address whatever problem it deems is most important at the time.  Often it’s a housing problem, most often its more than that.  

7.  Fund technical assistance that brings with it direct experience with the kinds of projects that CDC’s take on.  As one of my peers once said, understand that we don’t get to “cherry pick” the good projects.  To make the kind of meaningful change in our communities that really make a difference, we often address projects that are the most needed and generally the most difficult.  

8.  Create models that states can use to address local issues that directly effect affordability, like property tax increases that force out low income people as revitalization takes place.

9. Many of our older most distressed communities have good housing stock that simply needs repairing. They also contain some of our most historic residential properties.  Having restored a 100 year old house I know too well the difficulty and expense associated with taking on such a task.  Low and moderate income home buyers could be encouraged and helped by a residential historic tax credit.  Congress should pass such legislation.

10.  Most people don’t know what a community development corporation is or the link between them and the improvement in the quality of life within our most distressed communities. Acknowledge and promote at a national level the importance of the work community-based organizations are doing and the positive and in some cases dramatic differences they are making in cities all over this country.  

As a nation we have evolved in our understanding of the connection between people and where and how they live.  Over the last 40 or so years, we have seen the growth of neighborhood-based initiatives that have focused on the needs of those people who are mostly poor and minority who live in communities where drugs, crime, joblessness, poor housing, poor access to health care and limited educational opportunities are the norm.  Recognizing that these are systemic problems we need to look for systemic solutions.

We simply need to decide that every citizens deserves a safe, decent place to live and create policies to insure it.  

Thank you.





