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Building today for a brighter tomorrow.
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I am pleased to have the opportunity to share my experiences and recommendations with the Commission this morning.  My name is Ira Norris and I’m President and CEO of Horizon Communities, based in Rancho Cucamonga, California.  I am a for-profit developer of affordable housing, with the bulk of my experience in the single-family industry.

I’ve been building homes for 40 years, and I think what Horizon does in the single-family realm is unique and innovative in several ways, and that this quality has been largely responsible for our success over the years.

To quickly recap, I have built dozens developments totaling 11,000 units in Southern California over the last 25 years.  These units have been affordable to families at moderate income levels.  We have used Federal Housing Administration, Veteran’s Administration and Fannie Mae along with state and local funding to finance these developments.

One thing that is particularly important to understand is that single family developers, if they want to build affordable housing, must recognize and believe that they are not merely trying to build structures inexpensively, but that they are building citizens and communities along with their physical developments.  We have found that using this principle as the backbone of our model has led to success in various areas.  Of course, the flip side of that understanding is that federal support of such models (in terms of funding and programs) would encourage more single-family developers to get involved in affordable housing.

Fortunately, even though no federal program exists today which recognizes this principle and allows single-family developers to utilize federal dollars to build communities along with housing units, some local governments have committed their resources and are working with Horizon to implement its model in their jurisdictions.

Although local subsidies for single-family development are scarce, cities have worked with Horizon by offering reductions in fees, cooperating with our timelines to help get subdivisions off the ground and completed, and offering their various departments to work with Horizon to create more than shelter.

This model recognizes that to build communities of successful low- and moderate-income homeowners, all of the community’s needs must be considered and addressed in the planning stages.

It is critical that the developer be dedicated to playing an active part in putting the community together.  This means conducting pre-development, pre-sale homeownership education programs, including providing information on moving, voter registration, vehicle registration, changes of address, etc.

These programs cannot succeed if these communities deteriorate.

Once the units are ready for sale, the developer is crucial in educating the homebuyers about the local community:  school districts, utilities, government structure, recreation opportunities, etc.

The developer must also provide at the outset for the maintenance of the development after sale; that is, position the development for long-term success.  Horizon is doing this in different ways.  One of the innovative things we’ll soon be demonstrating is a new method of protecting the physical integrity of the units via landscape and exterior maintenance fees that will be factored in to the property taxes and will not require the formation of a homeowners association.

An illustration of the Horizon model at work is a subdivision we are planning and which should soon be under way in the high desert.  Each home in the subdivision will be equipped with a computer that will have access to the local schools’ calendars, attendance records and assignments.  Additionally, we are creating a Parent Teacher Association (PTA) for the subdivision, which will be in place from the time of move-in.

We are in discussions with the City to assign its Parks and Recreation Department to help implement the athletic, hobbies, educational and social activities in the subdivision itself.  We are targeting after-school and weekend supervision during hours when moderate-income parents are likely to be working.

Homeownership and financial counseling will be an ongoing activity, building enthusiasm for the long-term financial security that can come with homeownership.

General Recommendations

The federal government can assist single-family developers of affordable housing and encourage additional involvement from the private-sector by creating programs that encourage local governments to create communities at the same time that they build housing.

The federal government ought to embrace and fund demonstration programs, and encourage local innovation in implementing wholistic housing approaches.  Doing so may provide the data necessary for future improvements to existing federal programs, or creation of effective new programs.
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