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June 25, 2001

The Honorable Susan Molinari

Co-Chair

Millennial Housing Commission

800 N. Capitol Street, NW

Suite 680

Washington, D.C. 20002

Mr. Richard Ravitch

Co-Chair

Millennial Housing Commission

800 N. Capitol Street, NW

Suite 680

Washington, D.C. 20002

Dear Representative Molinari and Mr. Ravitch:

Our national coalition strongly believes that the lack of affordable housing choices in different regions forces families to settle for less:  a longer commute, a crime-ridden neighborhood, punishing rents, or a polluted environment.  Some families move to ex-urban areas in search of greater housing affordability, causing more urban sprawl and traffic, and associated social, environmental and economic costs.  Others settle in undesirable neighborhoods and contribute to the concentration of poverty and social isolation.  Many who can afford to find decent homes often pay far too much for what they are getting, forgoing other opportunities and savings.  Still others are priced out altogether, resorting to shelters and sometimes going homeless.  These are unacceptable conditions, and we are grateful that Congress has entrusted the Commission with this important work.  

Our diverse coalition is devoted to combating urban sprawl, which undermines many things Americans value:  a quality environment, a reliable transportation system, strong communities, socially equitable outcomes, historic neighborhoods, fiscally sound governance, and working lands, to name a few.  We believe that the lack of affordable housing contributes to sprawl, concentrates poverty, fuels traffic congestion, and hampers regional economic growth.  Therefore, we believe that the Commission’s top priority should be the production of more affordable housing, especially for very low-income people.  Some of this can be achieved through existing programs.  We urge the Commission to recommend a significant increase in funding for successful housing programs such as the Home Investment Partnership Program (HOME) and Community Development Block Grants (CDBG).  We also support increases in the HOPE VI program if steps are taken to ensure that projects produce more affordable units than they replace, and that HOPE VI does not take a disproportionate amount of resources from other housing production programs.  Another option is creating new housing production programs.  Smart Growth America has endorsed the national housing trust fund campaign that is being led by the National Low-Income Housing Coalition, an effort targeted more towards very low-income families. 

We also believe that the location of affordable housing is as important as its production and preservation.  Wherever possible, affordable housing should be collocated near convenient, affordable transportation choices.  According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, American families now spend as much of their family budget on transportation as they do on shelter:  18.9 percent.  For the poorest fifth of America’s households, the percentage of reported income is 39 percent, the vast majority of which is costs associated with automobile ownership and operation.  Reductions in transportation costs can free up resources that can be better dedicated to housing, savings or other uses.  In fact, if a typical American family got rid of one of its cars (their largest depreciating asset) and devoted the savings to home ownership, it could build roughly $28,000 in equity.  

Numerous tools to link transportation choices with housing are now emerging, many of which have been created to promote smarter growth.  One example of a transit-oriented housing incentive program comes from San Mateo County in California, which took $2.2 million of its State Transportation Improvement Program (STIP) funds in 1999 and structured them to serve as incentives for the development of infill housing units near transit stations and stops.  Local governments received more transportation dollars for street repair and other infrastructure needs if they built units at high density ($2,000 per bedroom for dense infill projects).  A proposal that would take this incentive program statewide would offer similar incentives for dense infill development, plus an additional $500 per bedroom for every affordable housing unit produced.  

Other measures attempt to capture the household savings that a good location or reliable public transit can provide.  The Center for Neighborhood Technology, the Surface Transportation Policy Project, and the Natural Resources Defense Council have developed a mortgage product called the “Location-Efficient Mortgage” (LEM) which enables financial institutions to consider these savings in mortgage lending criteria.  Fannie Mae has committed to supporting the LEM in hopes that it will enable families to qualify for larger mortgages; it could also bring home ownership within reach of lower-income households.  

The federal government could also play a role in encouraging housing affordability.  There are several bi-partisan pieces of legislation being considered in Congress that could contribute to an integrated approach to housing and smart growth. For example, the Historic Homeownership Assistance Act would provide a tax credit for the purchase or rehabilitation of a historic home.  Many of the nation’s historic districts are low-income areas (e.g. much of downtown Baltimore), and tax credits to support reinvestment of historic homes could stimulate the creation of more vibrant mixed-income neighborhoods. 

Finally, there are other needs that must be addressed to enable cities and towns to more easily produce affordable housing.  Smart Growth America is particularly focused on helping communities inventory and rehabilitate abandoned or vacant properties.  These properties represent an enormous opportunity for redevelopment and revitalization, and can provide the housing stock for new affordable housing production.  Unfortunately, information regarding the quantity, location and status of these properties with respect to title clearance and other barriers to redevelopment appears to be inconsistent and incomplete.  The Millennial Housing Commission can play an important role by recommending that local governments be given better tools and greater resources to inventory vacant properties and clear the path for rehabilitation.

As the Millennial Housing Commission (MHC) considers what recommendations to make to Congress, we hope that the Commission will leverage the power of these and other smart growth tools and policies to ensure an adequate supply of affordable housing choices for all families.  We appreciate the opportunity to provide comment to the Commission.

Sincerely,
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Don Chen, Director

Smart Growth America

cc:
The Honorable William H. Hudnut III

Ms. Cushing N. Dolbeare

1100 17th Street, NW 10th Floor


Washington, DC 20036


sga@transact.org


www.smartgrowthamerica.net








