May 25, 2001

Millennial Housing Commission

800 N. Capitol Street N.W.

Suite 680

Washington, D.C.  20002

Re:
Testimony - Development of Housing for Special Needs Populations in Southern California

Dear Commissioners:

A Community of Friends (ACOF) was founded in 1988 with the goal of developing housing for individuals and families with special needs.  ACOF’s core mission is to develop affordable housing and to collaborate with community-based service agencies, to offer residents a variety of on-site supportive services.  Through this model ACOF is able to provide housing for homeless, disabled and very low income persons – creating permanent, affordable housing and an environment that promotes stability.   ACOF has completed 596 units in sixteen properties throughout L.A. County, and has nearly 500 units in ten properties in development.

According to the City’s Consolidated Housing Plan (CHAS), 62,000 to 107,000 people became homeless during 1995.  Of the estimated 83,000 people who are homeless in LA County, on any given night, at least one third suffer from mental illness or multiple diagnoses.  (Source: Shelter Partnership 11/95).   In the Los Angeles rental housing market an average one-bedroom apartment rent is $600-700 per month.  The problem of affording decent and safe housing is obvious for people with disabilities who have entitlement benefits of less than $700 per month.  In order to create housing to serve these very low income persons/households, capital and operating subsidies are necessary.  

Significant barriers to development of affordable housing in Los Angeles include:  lack of available land zoned for multi-unit residential development; per square foot prices for land and/or improvements that have escalated 10-25% over the past 18 months; down-zoning (to satisfy area homeowners) with the effect of reducing the availability of parcels for projects that are large enough to be feasible from an operating perspective;  construction costs that have consistently risen over the past 24-36 months in response to increased building activity; increased City fees adding to total development costs; and no City requirement for inclusionary zoning which would require creation of some affordable units in housing designed for market rate renters.

ACOF has specialized in producing housing for persons with chronic mental illness, who can live independently.  Funding for on-site services come either from community-based mental health providers (typically receiving County or State contracts) or Supportive Housing Program grants from HUD.   Funding services for mentally ill persons has been less of an issue than securing rental and capital subsidies to produce an affordable unit of housing.   
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Funding services for homeless persons who may not have a mental illness, but require substantial support to remain housed, is a primary concern.  There needs to be better coordination between HUD and the Department of Health and Human Services regarding funding for services.   Even if there is not a diagnosable disability present, homeless persons or households typically require some level of case management services once they have moved into permanent housing so that they do not repeat the cycle of homelessness.  

Housing for special needs populations may face a “not in my backyard” (NIMBY) reaction, when proposed.  ACOF has been largely successful in overcoming this type of opposition.  However, in many instances the political will to support housing for “special populations” is absent.  This lack of political will is particularly problematic in smaller cities within Los Angeles, Orange and San Diego Counties.  The smaller cities are generally willing to support housing for seniors, but not others who may have a disabling condition.  I would recommend that funding programs at the federal, state, and municipal level require that a portion of the resource be used for housing populations with special needs.  There are three good examples of such policy in California.  The Tax Credit Allocation Committee in California took positive action about four years ago by making a portion of the allocation available to developments serving homeless populations.  Similarly the Federal Home Loan Bank of San Francisco through its Affordable Housing Program awards extra points to projects who offer units to formerly homeless persons.  The County of Los Angeles through its “Industry Funds” program has directed 40% of this capital funding to projects designed for a variety of special needs populations.  This is a program that can and should be replicated in other geographies.

The availability of rental subsidies have been fundamental to ACOF’s success in producing housing for special needs populations.  Ninety-percent of ACOF’s developments benefit from project-based rental subsidies.  This allows us to house persons below the poverty level and operate a well-maintained property.  In developments without the benefit of a rental subsidy, ACOF must cross-subsidize rents for lower income households, by including a majority (80-90%) of  the units for moderate-to-high income households.  This reality protracts the creation of affordable units for those in the most need.  HUD’s budget must be at least maintained and preferably increased to address the dire shortage of rental subsidies available for households below poverty levels.

I appreciate the opportunity to share my thoughts on the reality of developing affordable housing in Southern California.  I offer my participation in any future activity the Commission initiates to develop solutions to address affordable housing concerns.

Sincerely,

J. Monique Lawshe

Chief Executive Officer
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