National Neighborhood Coalition – 

Comments to the Millennial Housing Commission

June 29, 2001

The National Neighborhood Coalition was founded in 1979 to provide a national voice for neighborhoods.  NNC brings together the leading national organizations involved in affordable housing, neighborhood revitalization and social equity. Our mission is to promote socially and economically vibrant neighborhoods and strong and effective partnerships between community based organizations and the public and private sector. We appreciate the Commission’s efforts to reach out to NNC and others in the nonprofit community for input and are pleased to provide comments on behalf of our members (see attached list).  We’ve chosen to address our response to four cross cutting issues and areas of interest to the Commission and its task forces.  

Community Linkages

Housing is a keystone of a healthy community. Quality, affordable housing - along with good schools and public safety – is an important indicator of a community’s vitality and ability to attract residents of all ages and income groups.  As the nation’s population continues to grow and become more diverse, housing will play an increasingly important role in shaping opportunity and building community.  Too many low-income and people of color are living in substandard housing, and in neighborhoods of concentrated poverty and isolation from economic opportunity and the mainstream of society.  Racially segregated and economically isolated communities impose a high economic and social cost in terms of poverty, crime, health, and poor educational outcomes. Alternatively, mixed income communities are more stable, have more political and financial resources, less need for expensive social services, and provide a safer, healthier environment for children and families. Housing policy of the new millennium should address not only the need for more affordable housing, but also the importance of using housing as the building block of stable, diverse and mixed income communities.    The Millennial Housing Commission can play an important role by recommending not only that critical housing needs are met, but also by encouraging that housing be viewed in the context of whole communities, and communities in the context of strong economically competitive regions.  

Linkages between housing and jobs, schools, transportation, and a healthy environment are the underpinnings of a sustainable approach to development and to providing more people with greater opportunities for escaping poverty. Community, neighborhood and faith based organizations play a crucial role in forging these linkages (see NNC’s report, “Smart Growth, Better Neighborhoods: Communities Leading the Way for 15 case studies).  

Smart growth

NNC encourages an integrated approach to housing and smart growth that looks at housing in the context of whole communities, and communities in the context of larger regions.  Smart growth provides an important opportunity to make connections between housing, jobs, transportation, open space, and schools. A holistic approach to smart growth, affordable housing and community development will ultimately help strengthen communities and build a better support system for affordable housing programs.

Smart growth should be a central component of HUD’s strategies and programs for promoting affordable housing. Programs like the Community Development Block Grant, HOME, and Enterprise Communities/Empowerment Zones are already directing funds to distressed areas for redevelopment. When used in coordination with regional land use strategies to control sprawl, these policies can become a powerful force for smart growth. Existing, effective federal programs can be further strengthened as a tool for revitalizing distressed neighborhoods if they are updated to require that local governments, or other recipients of resources, use funds as part of a broader revitalization strategy that incorporates smart growth principles articulated by the Smart Growth Network and National Neighborhood Coalition.

 Incentives for Regional Planning.  The federal government should help local governments plan cooperatively for regional affordable housing and smart growth. Housing policies should balance affordable housing needs and availability at the neighborhood level with regional inclusionary housing strategies. Each local jurisdiction should be encouraged to provide its fair share of affordable housing. 

HUD can promote regional affordability through a number of programs by rewarding local governments that cooperate regionally to provide affordable housing and involve community based-organizations in the process.

 Incentives for Inclusionary Zoning and Fair Share Housing Programs. The National Neighborhood Coalition proposes that the federal government promote the use of inclusionary zoning at state and regional levels. Rather than direct involvement in local planning, the federal role would be limited to providing incentives (such as grants, tying funding to a plan for coordination, etc.) to states that revise planning and zoning laws to enable inclusionary zoning at the local level, or directly to local jurisdictions that adopt inclusionary ordinances or regional fair share programs and associated regional planning. This new initiative could potentially be linked with proposals for a dedicated source of funds for affordable housing production that are widely supported by NNC members. 

The NNC also suggests that the Commission recommend additional resources and the strongest possible enforcement of Fair Housing and Fair Lending laws.  Discriminatory practices such as predatory lending and exclusionary zoning severely limit the choices and opportunities available to lower income and minority households.  Strong government action against these practices is necessary, otherwise inclusionary zoning and other strategies to encourage development mixed income, diverse communities will be undermined.

Production and supply of affordable housing

The National Neighborhood Coalition has endorsed the proposal for a national housing trust fund promoted by the National Low Income Housing Coalition.  The most important need is for a significant, constant, dedicated source of funds for affordable housing production.  The extent of unmet needs requires a significant federal commitment to increasing the supply of affordable housing.  Nonprofit providers should have a significant role but do not have the capacity to fully address the current shortage. A dedicated source of revenue that is not subject to changes in political leadership and the annual appropriations process and is adequate to begin production at a significant scale is critical. 

There should be strong targeting of resources for new production to existing urban, rural, and suburban communities.  New housing development should be located accessible to jobs and transportation.  In places such as rural communities where people already live but these and other necessary components of healthy communities do not already exist, housing should be developed or improved in tandem with other economic and infrastructure improvements.  Providing affordable housing alone in areas that are isolated from community supports, existing infrastructure, quality schools, jobs and transportation does not create community linkages, does little to promote the creation of healthy communities, and ultimately does not address the long term needs of the occupant.

A renewed federal commitment to affordable housing should also encourage the development of housing that is permanently affordable.  Directing resources to community land trusts through favorable tax treatment for donations and other direct means of support as part of the development process will help to prevent future shortages of affordable housing. 

Strong role for nonprofits

Non profit housing providers play a unique and important role in addressing the housing needs of lower income communities.  Their unique strengths are the ability to link housing to other needed services and an approach that focuses on building assets for people and communities, the ability to leverage other resources for the community through public and private sources, an ongoing presence in and commitment to the community and its residents, and the ability to address the need for long-term affordability. In other words, nonprofit developers are much more than real estate entities, they are community builders that help revitalize poor neighborhoods and increase the opportunities available to residents.  Targeting federal (and non-federal) resources to nonprofits through setasides or preferences that account for the full range of resources and capabilities that nonprofits bring to the communities they serve is essential.

The need for nonprofit community based organizations and their services is far greater than the capacity that these organizations have to meet the need. The nonprofit sector of the industry needs resources for training and technical assistance and capacity building in order to respond to growing needs and demands.  In addition to their contribution to the communities they serve, nonprofit community based organizations also have a great deal to offer to the planning process at the local and regional level. Training, education, and support is needed – both for community organizations and for local governments and others involved in the planning process - to encourage greater involvement by local nonprofit groups in local, and regional processes.  Community organizations are exceptionally well positioned to help identify community needs, engage citizens, develop community vision, and recommend development that is important for the local community.  An emphasis on linking neighborhood to region through the participation of the community is key to achieving community linkages and equitable smart growth, as discussed above. 

Again, we appreciate the opportunity to participate in the Commission’s recent focus groups and provide these detailed comments.  We are especially pleased that you have incorporated smart growth as one of the cross cutting issues for the Commission to consider, as this is an area where NNC has done a great deal of work.  We are happy to provide any additional information that may assist the Commission in its challenging task.  Thank you for considering our comments.
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NNC members include national nonprofits, community and neighborhood-based organizations, intermediaries, faith-based organizations, labor organizations, government agencies, foundations, private corporations, trade associations, neighborhood residents and activists, and others seeking to improve the quality of like in lower income neighborhoods. As noted below, there are two categories of NNC membership: regular members and associate members, as listed below.

Regular Members

National

AARP

ACORN

AFL-CIO

AFL-CIO, Housing Investment Trust

American Planning Association

Bazelon Center for Mental Health Law

Catholic Charities USA

Center for Better Communities

Center for Community Change

Center for Community Self Help

Center for Public Dialogue

Coalition for Nonprofit Housing Development

Center of International Learning

Congress or the New Urbanism

Council for Urban Economic Development

Development Training Institute

Employment Support Center

Enterprise Foundation

Good Jobs First

Habitat for Humanity International

Housing Assistance Council

Housing Opportunities Commission

Jesuit Conference

Local Initiatives Support Corporation

Low Income Housing Fund

McAuley Institute

National Alliance to End Homelessness

National American Indian Housing Council

National Association of Affordable Housing Lenders

National Association of Community Action Agencies

National Association of Housing and Redevelopment Officials

National Association of Realtors

National Center for Urban Ethnic Affairs

National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy

National Community Capital Association

National Co-op Business Association

National Congress for Community Economic Development

National Council of La Raza

National Housing Conference

National Housing Trust

National Rural Housing Coalition

National Puerto Rican Coalition

National Trust for Historic Preservation

National Urban League

NCB Development Corporation

Neighborhood Funders Group

Neighborhood Reinvestment Corporation

NETWORK: A National Catholic Social Justice Lobby

PolicyLink

Seedco

Surface Transportation Policy Project

United Church of Christ

United Way of America

US Catholic Conference

Volunteers of America

Regional, State and Multi-State

Fund for an Open Society

Neighborhood Associations of Michigan

TransManagement

Unitarian Universalist Affordable Housing Corporation

Working Partnerships USA

Local

Abilene Neighborhoods In Progress

Chicanos Por La Causa

Citizens for Action in New Britain

City of Asheville

Emerson Park Development Corp.

Fair Haven Housing Initiative

Indianapolis Neighborhood Resource Center

Joseph Corporation

Lowell Alliance for Families & Neighborhoods

Main Street Business Association

Metropolitan Housing Coalition

Metropolitan Strategy Group

Neighborhood Preservation Center

Northriver Development Corporation

North Side Hill Neighborhood Association

Omaha Economic Development Corporation

Rockford Area Affordable Housing Coalition

Vermont Slauson Economic Development Corporation

Associate Members

Annie E. Casey Foundation

Bank of America

Citibank

Fannie Mae

Fannie Mae Foundation

Federal Home Loan Bank of Atlanta

Federal Home loan Bank of Boston

Federal Home Loan Bank of San Francisco

Federal Home Loan Bank of Seattle

First Union Bank

Freddie Mac

JP Morgan & Co., Inc.

LaSalle Bank FSB

Marin Community Foundation

Mortgage Insurance Companies of America

Office of the Comptroller of the Currency

Providian Financial Group

The Urban Institute

Washington Mutual Inc.

World Savings
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