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Keeping faith with the future of the Northwest Bronx

Written Testimony Submitted to the Millennial Housing Commission

For the New York City Hearing, July 2001

University Neighborhood Housing Program (UNHP) is pleased to have this opportunity to offer written testimony to the Millennial Housing Commission as you conduct your hearings in New York City.   

UNHP is a non-profit community housing organization committed to creating and preserving affordable housing in the Bronx.  Through our loan and technical assistance programs, we have assisted tenant and community organizations in acquiring and/or renovating more than 150 buildings with more than 4,500 apartments in ten neighborhoods in the Bronx.  Concerning the critical shortage of affordable housing, UNHP echoes the many representatives from both the public and private sector who, in their testimony to the MHC, have called for the preservation of the existing federally assisted housing stock and the production of new housing units.  In addition, based on our work in the Bronx, UNHP would also like to suggest that the MHC recognize the importance of the existing stock of affordable housing in the private market in any discussions on preservation.  Preserving, and improving when necessary, this housing stock is important for the quality of life in our neighborhoods and also makes financial sense.

Instinctively, we know that housing quality has a major impact on our lives.  A deteriorated, poor quality building can cause instability in tenants’ daily lives, in the building as a whole, and in the surrounding neighborhood.  Research supports our common sense on this.  For example, recent research by the Citizens Housing and Planning Council documents the negative impact of deteriorated housing on health, employability and educational achievement.  In this way, the preservation of existing affordable housing is part of a holistic strategy for addressing the problems impacting people’s lives in communities like ours across the country.

This link between housing and other critical aspects of individual, family and community life underscores the seriousness with which we view the work of this commission.  Community-based organizations around the country have pieced together private and public resources to create major improvements in their neighborhoods, and the MHC has the opportunity to highlight the policies and programs that have either supported or stymied that success.
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PRESERVING AND MAINTAINING CURRENTLY AFFORDABLE HOUSING

Preservation is often discussed in the context of housing that currently receives federal assistance in some form.  This is certainly a critical component of preservation efforts.  In addition to this stock of housing, another valuable source of affordable housing exists in the private market.  In a number of buildings, UNHP has assisted tenant and community groups in acquiring their buildings from the City of New York or the private sector.  This shift to nonprofit, community-based control has secured the long-term affordability and stability of the buildings.  While community ownership cannot be the answer in all cases, it does provide a workable, replicable model for insuring the long-term affordability of a portion of the housing market.  To this end, a combination of strategies working with private owners—both for-profit and nonprofit—have been employed to preserve, and improve where necessary, occupied housing.  

Thus, a portion of preservation efforts should be directed toward currently affordable apartments in the private market.  Governmental support for the preservation of this housing must be provided at six levels: code enforcement, acquisition strategies, rehabilitation financing, building operations, compliance, and exit tax relief.  While these strategies involve several of the MHC’s task force categories (finance, preservation, consumer-based assistance and cross-cutting issues) UNHP is organizing its comments under the overall category of preservation.  

Code Enforcement:

In situations where owners are not providing adequate service, tenants are dependent on rigorous enforcement of the housing code to protect their health and well-being.  Code enforcement (inspections, litigation and emergency repairs) is critical to preserving housing at risk of deterioration and also benefits the surrounding community.  Adequate resources to provide this kind of enforcement are vital to the preservation of affordable housing.

Acquisition:

While community ownership cannot be the solution in every case, it is clear that such ownership plays a major role in the pursuit of stabilized neighborhoods that offer quality of life to the people currently living in the community.  The following would further support such efforts:

· Maintain resources currently provided by banks and philanthropic institutions to support the acquisition of housing by tenant and community organizations; a number of banks have worked with UNHP and other similar organizations to provide financing to support such acquisitions;  

· Create additional public resources to support community acquisitions, such as the proposed National Housing Trust Fund;

· Examine the possibility of allowing the 9% tax credit rate to be taken for acquisition;

· Create a waiver to allow the use of tax credits on acquisition for buildings sold in less than 10 years; in many cases buildings in a cycle of decline have been flipped a number of times and disallowing acquisition credits further impedes financing already difficult projects.

Rehabilitation Financing:

Community Development Block Grants, HOME funds, Low Income Weatherization funds, community reinvestment loans from banks (sometimes in coordination with the aforementioned grants and low-interest government loans) have all been key sources of financing for the stabilization and preservation of this kind of housing.  Continued, and expanded, funding is necessary to support such efforts.  The creation of a National Housing Trust Fund would certainly provide much-needed resources.  

Building Operations:

Programs that support building income or reduce operating costs that must be drawn from the rent roll all contribute to maintaining quality housing:

· Tenant-based Section 8 is vital to the capacity of many low-income households to afford housing and in turn to the income stream of that housing.  Renewal of the existing subsidies and the provision of additional subsidy will support our efforts to preserve and maintain currently occupied housing.
· The recent change to allow some Section 8 certificates to be unit-based is a welcome one since clearly a building’s composition and economic status can be negatively impacted if tenants with individual Section 8 certificates move from their apartments.  

· The creation of an operating subsidy of $3,000 per apartment per year (such as that proposed to this commission by the National Equity Fund) would be extremely helpful in preservation efforts.  

Compliance:
The amount of time currently consumed by annual certification compliance requirements in tax credit projects is a drain on staff time, energy and resources, and is frequently bewildering to tenants.  Streamlining and standardizing the requirements would be more efficient for all involved.  Annual tax credit certifications could be modeled on HOME income certifications which require the completion of tenant surveys without documentation annually and completion of full certifications every sixth year.

Long-Term Control and Affordability in Tax Credit Projects:

Reducing exit tax liability increases the likelihood that tax credit projects will stay affordable and healthy economically, remain in community control and need less financial support in the future.

It should be noted that bank participation in the acquisition and rehabilitation financing mentioned in these comments has occurred via programs created as part of the banks’ response to the requirements of the Community Reinvestment Act (CRA).  Maintenance and expansion of CRA to regulate the mega-financial institutions, whose role in finance is rapidly growing, is necessary to encourage the availability of private resources.  Additionally, support for the Community Development Financial Institutions program should be maintained; this program has allowed the recreation of new partnerships between community-based financial organizations and the private sector.

CONCLUSION

UNHP recently developed a case study about one of our projects—an occupied building with 31 apartments.  Moving from the initial tenant meeting to the project’s final completion took eight years and eleven different sources of financing.  To address the housing needs of our community, we need to reach similar results more quickly and more frequently.  We hope the MHC’s report will result in a renewed commitment by the private and public sectors to expeditiously provide sufficient resources to support the preservation and creation of affordable housing throughout neighborhoods like ours around the country.

Thank you for the opportunity to present these comments as you conduct your hearings.

Respectfully submitted, 

James Buckley

Executive Director

University Neighborhood Housing Program
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