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Thank you for this opportunity to present some of the views of our organization regarding the preservation of affordable housing. 

I am a co-founder and the President and Chief Executive Officer of Housing Visions Unlimited, Inc. This is a community-based, not-for-profit corporation that was formed eleven years ago to revitalize a particular neighborhood in Syracuse, New York.  At the request of government officials and neighborhood representatives, we subsequently expanded that initial charter and are now helping to revitalize neighborhoods in two areas of Syracuse, as well as four additional cities and one village. 

I would like to offer some of the guidelines that I believe have contributed to our success, and some recommendations that have come out of our experiences to date.

By the late 1980’s, the Greater East Genesee Street Neighborhood in Syracuse had become an area that needed help. Many of its inhabitants were living in substandard conditions. Many apartments had unsafe wiring, broken plumbing, leaky roofs, and peeling, lead-based paint.  Along with the obvious physical deterioration, the area was suffering from significant increases in crime. Property values were down and bank foreclosures were up. Unfortunately this was not unlike many other neighborhoods throughout the United States. Fortunately, like many other neighborhoods, a group of people decided to do something about it.  

In our case we decided to form Housing Visions. However, if we were going to expend the effort necessary to take on this difficult task, we wanted to ensure that our efforts would be successful and long lasting. Therefore, before starting our task, we developed a neighborhood revitalization approach that included the following nine elements:

1. Comprehensive approach to neighborhoods

As part of a comprehensive approach to the neighborhood, we first perform what we call a “Neighborhood NWA Assessment”. This assessment takes a look at the neighborhood…

· Now. What is the character of this neighborhood now? Is it safe? What is the density and type of housing? What is the physical condition of each building? What resources are nearby, is the neighborhood close to public transportation, schools, grocery stores, and employment opportunities?

· Why. Why did the neighborhood get this way? Are the problems permanent or can they be changed through a concerted revitalization effort?

· After. After revitalization, will people want to live here? What is the likelihood that the anticipated revitalization efforts will result in the desired outcome? What will this neighborhood then offer by way of safety, employment, transportation, and a sense of community? 

If positive, this NWA assessment is then followed by the development of a list of the actions necessary to accomplish the intended revitalization and a selection of the specific blocks in which to start the housing portion of this effort.

2. Neighborhood involvement

If our impact in the neighborhood is to be positive and long lasting, it is vital that the neighborhood itself be involved in both the planning and the ongoing implementation. This includes interaction with any existing neighborhood organizations, religious organizations, and local businesses. To ensure that the neighborhoods have a voice in the process, we go even further. Housing Visions Unlimited has a 33 member board of directors. The majority of these directors reside within the two Syracuse neighborhoods that we are affecting. In the case of neighborhoods in other cities, Housing Visions typically enters into a contractual relationship with a local organization that has a significant representation from the targeted neighborhood on its board of directors.

3. Mixture of rental and home ownership

The initial planning must include a determination of the combination of rental and home ownership that will best serve the revitalization efforts. This determination includes the consideration of unmet market needs, existing neighborhood economic conditions, and the sizes of existing buildings. For example, in several of our neighborhoods we started with the development of quality rental housing that will later be converted to resident ownership. Then, as the neighborhoods start to turn around, we are following up with the construction of additional homes for immediate owner occupancy. 

4. Resident participation

A very important part of our revitalization model is to involve the residents of our completed buildings very actively in the revitalization efforts. Each adult who moves into one of our rental properties automatically becomes a member of a resident organization. We help them form these resident organizations and we provide leadership training to each organization. This has resulted in the residents forming neighborhood watches, organizing social functions, and developing activities for children, among other things. The Syracuse resident organizations elect membership to our board of directors. All this is intended to lead towards the residents becoming an active part of the community, and eventually taking ownership of many of the rental buildings.

5. Resident selection criteria

We are required by federal and state funding sources to screen applicants for our completed buildings in order to ensure compliance with various income limits. In addition, we believe that it is equally important to invest the time necessary to screen for a sense of responsibility. This includes checking personal and professional references, prior housing history, police and credit records and, most importantly, conducting a pre-scheduled interview at the applicant’s current address. Essentially, we are looking for applicants who will take pride in their new homes and thereby become active participants in the neighborhood revitalization process.

6. Critical mass

Responsible residents will not move into a beautiful building if it is located in a block that is blighted. We believe that a neighborhood revitalization must start with the rehabilitation or new construction of a sufficient number of buildings in sufficient proximity to each other to constitute what we call a “critical mass”. This commission has already received testimony regarding a thorough block by block approach. Let me just emphasize that this critical mass, block by block approach is essential if the affordable housing investment is to provide a long lasting benefit to the neighborhood.

7. Use of existing buildings to the extent possible

The National Park Service has reported that private sector investment in projects involving the rehabilitation of historic structures is on the rise with a record $2.6 billion invested during the fiscal year 2000. This is encouraging. Many of our nation’s historic structures are located within deteriorating neighborhoods. Three of our completed projects and two of our planned projects include buildings that have been designated as historic. Many of the deteriorated buildings that have not been designated as historic in these neighborhoods have very distinctive features and will be very attractive when restored.

In revitalizing and preserving neighborhoods we believe that it is far more effective to rehabilitate these existing buildings than to lose the rich architectural features and distinctive character of these buildings through demolition and new construction.  

8. Quality construction

Depending upon the conditions and needs of a particular neighborhood, Housing Visions does either the rehabilitation of existing buildings or the complete construction of new buildings. Whether it is rehabilitation or new construction, we make every effort to fit the design of the buildings into the architectural context of the neighborhood. We diligently avoid both a “cookie cutter” approach and an appearance of the buildings that might physically identify them as low income housing. Both the rehabilitation and the new construction are designed and built for the long term. All of this adds to the initial cost per housing unit but, we believe, is far more cost effective in the long run.

9. Emphasis on private capital

Revitalizing and preserving neighborhoods for the long haul requires extensive amounts of capital. Through partnering with federal, state, and local government as well as private organizations, we have been able to tap into a variety of funding sources. In particular, even though we are a not-for-profit, 67% of our long term capital has come from private sources in the form of equity using the federal Low Income Housing Tax Credits (LIHC). This has enabled a significant leveraging of the supplemental long term funding from other programs.

RESULTS TO DATE

The Housing Visions model for neighborhood revitalization works! By this fall we will have completed 80 buildings that will house 224 families in 4 cities. $28 million has been invested to date and $11 million in financing has been already committed for additional construction, contingent upon approval of LIHC applications for this year. Not only does this undertaking supply safe, attractive, affordable housing; it provides an economic stimulus as well. The construction process itself creates both direct jobs and encourages the purchase of materials from local vendors. The improvement to the neighborhood encourages business to invest in the area, thereby creating more area jobs.

Beyond the physical creation of better housing and new jobs is the profound change in each neighborhood. For example, during the 12 months preceding the start of our initial construction project in one neighborhood (the Mayfield neighborhood in Utica, NY), there had been 2 murders and 2 arsons. In the three years since the start of our first project, there have been no murders, no arsons, no major crimes and a significant decrease in lesser crimes. The neighborhood has turned into a safe community with real pride. Flowers have been planted by the residents, holiday lighting is displayed, neighborhood parties occur, a community vegetable garden has been established and a small park has been created by the neighborhood. There is a totally different atmosphere now. This is more than just affordable housing; this is revitalization for the long term.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Housing Visions has used the federal Low Income Housing Tax Credits (LIHC) on almost every project to date for our model. My recommendations to the Millennial Housing Commission revolve around this important affordable housing tool.

1. LIHC legislative guidance to IRS: There is a need to provide legislative guidance to the Internal Revenue Service regarding the detailed intentions of Congress with respect to LIHC. If the United States is to continue to receive the maximum benefit from this important tool, some of the Technical Advice Memoranda that were mentioned in previous testimony before this commission need to be addressed.

2. Increased funding from other programs: Even with the LIHC program, the economics of many deteriorating neighborhoods are such that some below market rate loans are required from other sources in order to create viable projects. Thus, further housing could be developed with the increased availability of dollars from sources such as Community Development Block Grant, HOME, and HUD Section 108 funding, special federal allocations, and matching state funding.

3. Scoring emphasis: With the recent increase in tax credits, Congress took some commendable steps by providing additional guidance to the states regarding the allocation of tax credits to individual projects. In determining which projects to fund, the scoring emphasis for allocations of both tax credits and other sources of government funding to affordable housing projects should be on: 

a) comprehensive planning for neighborhoods, not just new housing 

b) long term effectiveness of a given project, not a short term cost per unit of housing 

c) revitalization projects that will enhance neighborhood and individual pride, not housing that is physically identifiable as low income.

4. Historic structures: There needs to be a more comprehensive and inter-agency approach to the restoration of historic structures at the federal, state, and local levels. I am pleased to see an increase in the restoration of historic structures across the nation. Historic buildings exist in many deteriorating neighborhoods and they do need to be renovated. I also believe that this commission needs to recognize that in some cases, the guidelines for historic rehabilitation sometimes are in conflict with the need to provide cost effective, long term affordable housing within these neighborhoods. Matters of safety, energy efficiency, and maintenance should not be jeopardized in order to strictly adhere to original materials or exact shapes. There are advanced substitutes that can retain much of the history of the building while fulfilling a housing need. These new features can be integrated and make the building even more architecturally pleasing than the current practice of adding items which distinctly and purposely show they were not incorporated in the original design.

5. Housing models: There are many successful efforts to revitalize and preserve neighborhoods that are already underway. This commission has received testimony regarding some of these efforts. There are many more neighborhoods that would benefit from this experience and expertise. I would recommend that this commission develop a means of widening the awareness of the successful models of revitalization and preserving neighborhoods for affordable housing throughout the United States.
In summary, let me emphasize that focusing on the revitalization and preservation of neighborhoods is the best, and in the long run, the most cost effective means of developing and preserving affordable housing. There are effective models of accomplishing this. I commend this commission for its consideration of these models and I invite you to further consider how to best enhance these models and expand their use.







