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Good morning. I’m Richard M. Rosan, president of the Urban Land Institute, and I’d like to thank the members of the Millennial Housing Commission for inviting me to participate in today’s discussion. 

The Urban Land Institute’s mission is to provide responsible leadership in the use of land in order to enhance the total environment. It is a research and education organization supported by 17,000 members. Our institute does not lobby, but we do advocate. We advocate better land use planning, better growth patterns and better development to improve the overall quality of life in our communities. With this as a backdrop, I’d like to focus today not just on the need for affordable, desirable, urban housing, but on how this housing fits into the overall issue of urban regeneration in the United States.

Demographic, Population Changes in Urban Neighborhoods

After decades of losing residents, many U.S. cities are regaining population, not just in the suburban fringe, but in downtown neighborhoods. U.S. Census data shows that eight cities -- Houston, Seattle, Chicago, Denver, Portland (Oregon), Atlanta, Memphis and San Diego -- all experienced far greater increases in population in their downtown areas than as a whole. For instance, Houston's downtown population grew by 69 percent, while the city's entire population rose by 20 percent. Moreover, some cities, including Cleveland, Baltimore, Philadelphia and Detroit, experienced population increases downtown while losing population as a whole. The downtown migration is being fueled largely by young professionals and empty nesters seeking an urban lifestyle. This has generated a market for infill housing, but most of it is priced well beyond the reach of moderate‑income workers. 

Moreover, the movement back to downtown areas by young childless professionals and well‑heeled empty nesters, combined with factory closings and shrinking industrial districts, has transformed the traditional makeup of urban neighborhoods. Historically, there was an affluent residential neighborhood located near a white‑collar district, and a blue‑collar district next to factories. Now, the luxury housing market is expanding to accommodate affluent workers and retirees, and it is "spilling over" into formerly undesirable areas. On the surface, this trend looks promising, in terms of investment and development opportunities. However, while many downtown areas are enjoying a revival from gentrification, the benefits are likely to be short-lived. Pressure on low- and moderate-income neighborhoods will accelerate as market-driven redevelopment occurs. Our cities are simply not equipped to provide the infrastructure and mixed-income housing that is absolutely necessary to handle future population growth. 

The Census Bureau projects that between now and 2025, the United States' population will increase by 63 million. California will get hit hardest, with an increase of 17 million. Texas' population is expected to increase by 7 million; and Florida’s population, by nearly 6 million. 
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The majority of the states will incur increases of at least a half-million people, and most of these people will be living in urban areas. Where will they find affordable housing? How will they get to work? Clearly, our urban areas are not planning ahead for this growth. And ignoring it is not going to stop it.

The current pattern of development is fueling the mismatch between job location and new housing. Housing that is reasonably priced, without a subsidy, is being built farther and farther out on the fringes of urban areas, often miles from jobs and public transit systems.    

Land Assembly, Acquisition, Title Problems

At ULI, we believe one of the main impediments to widespread urban development -- particularly affordable housing -- is the difficulty of land assembly and acquisition. Depending on the market, obstacles include high land costs, limited supply, difficulty site assembly requirements, long chains of title, and a decision by property owners to hold the land indefinitely for speculative use. Compounding these problems is the fact that many cities have no reliable method for collecting information on vacant land and abandoned structures. A recent Brookings Institution survey of  70 cities found that on average, 15 percent of a city's land was deemed vacant. Cities in the South tended to have the most vacant land, while those in the Northeast had the least. The survey found that only 56 percent of the cities used a computerized method to track land. The method most frequently used for notification about abandoned properties was "calls from neighbors." This haphazard method of keeping up with land use is not conducive to productive planning.  

As a result of all these obstacles, much potentially usable land inside urban areas is bypassed because it is cheaper and easier to build further out. Some cities are trying, with varying degrees of success, to make urban projects more feasible by offering land grants, low-cost leases, title clearance assistance and low-interest loans. Some have created redevelopment authorities that acquire, assemble, clean up and package parcels of land for resale. Atlanta, Chicago, Houston and Norfolk are just a few of the cities that are aggressively acquiring and assembling land for redevelopment. Baltimore and Tulsa are encouraging private sector development of former office space into residential use.

These are just a few examples of cities that "get it," in terms of what must be done to provide an atmosphere of inclusiveness and diversity, improve the quality of life, and enhance economic competitiveness. They are doing what they can to implement growth plans for close‑in, mixed‑income, mixed‑use projects connected to other parts of the community.

As a whole, urban America is at a pivot point. Our demographics are changing and our neighborhoods are changing. If our cities are to remain competitive in the global economy, we’ve got to do a better job of planning, of making them better places to live and work. It is not reasonable to believe they can do this without help, or by relying on regional or state partnerships. The federal government needs to be the catalyst for change.
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Linking the Federal Government with Urban Needs 

I was asked to speak today about community linkages to better connect affordable housing programs with other services. In my view, the term community linkage, as applied to urban revitalization and responsible land use, is far broader. 

It refers to 1) the ability of the federal government to link directly with communities by providing a long-term investment in revitalization efforts; and 2) the ability of the public and private sector to link together to provide livable communities. 

In the United States, we need more leadership at the federal level to link together local efforts to improve our cities' growth patterns. Over the years, federal assistance for urban revitalization and growth-related issues has dwindled from direct involvement to various forms of tax incentives for specific projects.  Our urban areas need more federal support for efforts aimed at land use planning and infrastructure improvements. This is not without precedent. In 1954, an amendment to the 1949 Housing Act created a federal land use planning grant program to assist communities and state and regional agencies in land use planning. The program was a mainstay for planning efforts until it was repealed in 1981. 

The federal "New Communities" program, created more than 30 years ago, was designed to overcome one of the major obstacles to large-scale development, which was the inability of private developers to support the cost of site preparation and infrastructure installation. The program created a federal guarantee of bonds issued by developers to finance this initial phase of development. Despite high hopes for this program, it failed, because developers could not pay the front-end financing costs. 

Ironically, in creating the New Communities program, Congress declared: "better patterns of urban development and revitalization are essential to accommodate future population growth, to prevent further deterioration of the physical and social environment, and to make positive contributions to improving the overall quality of life within the nation." That sort of far-sighted observation on urban revitalization is seldom heard on Capitol Hill these days. Improving the growth of our urban areas has no ranking on our national agenda. It should rank at the top.

A wide-ranging, long-term national plan is needed that encompasses all the critical elements for urban revitalization, including transportation and infrastructure improvements, and infill development, including affordable housing. I'm not suggesting that our federal government dictate what to do or how to do it. This is not about adding another layer of red tape to the planning process or overriding local decisions. It's about Congress and the White House offering a variety of initiatives to support local planning efforts, and ultimately, to improve the economic and social well-being of our communities. 
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Linking Urban Growth Patterns and Workforce Housing

I'd like to offer a few thoughts on the way urban growth patterns have affected housing development. Most metro areas in the United States are sharply divided along geographic lines. Wealth, prosperity and opportunity tend to be located on one side, while failing schools and distressed communities are located on the other. The urban gentrification I mentioned earlier has resulted in improvements in blighted areas, but often, the benefits are enjoyed only by those affluent enough to move to them. Lower-income existing residents are forced out and working-class suburban residents remain priced out, because there is no close-in housing that is affordable.

Our cities have created far more jobs than housing. Working families are being pushed farther and farther away from urban employment centers, adding to traffic congestion and sprawl. It's inefficient growth, it's hard on the families, and it hurts the local economies. Recently, the Texas Transportation Institute released new figures on urban mobility in the United States. The report provides hard evidence of longer commutes, longer rush hours and more time and gas wasted while idling on congested roads. Clearly, the public is fed up with living like this. These are service workers, office personnel, teachers, police officers, hospital workers, firefighters, municipal workers, and low‑ to mid‑level management. These working families are the backbone of our economy, and their quality of life is getting worse. 

The location and supply of affordable housing is inextricably linked to the current growth patterns in urban areas and must be part of alternative growth patterns. For our cities to remain economically viable, they must grow in a way that promotes mixed-income housing that is closer to jobs and public transit. The old ways of urban development don't reflect the realities of today's living and working environment. Urban areas must grow by choice, not chance. 

Linking the Public and Private Sector to Improve Growth

True community linkage ties together public and private sector collaboration, cooperation, compromise and flexibility. It involves bringing together public officials, civic and environmental leaders, and the development industry to plan and create attractive, cohesive communities. It involves a concerted effort to educate the public about the benefits of alternative growth patterns and mixed-income, mixed-use development. 

Community residents often oppose higher‑density development or any reuse of an infill site, especially if the proposed project is targeted to people perceived as being in a lower‑income category. One of the main reasons behind harsh community resistance is that the benefits of development (such as an expanded tax base) tend to be spread over an entire area, while the brunt (increased traffic, parking problems) is concentrated in the immediate neighborhood. The NIMBY syndrome kills projects in urban areas everyday. The public officials and developers who have overcome it are the ones who realize the value of involving the neighbors in every step of the process. In today's environment, it is useless, if not impossible, to develop in a vacuum.







(4)

Across the United States, local governments are working with the private sector to reshape growth patterns. In these areas, the local officials are trying to implement plans aimed at mitigating traffic congestion, enhancing efficient use of infrastructure, protecting open space and providing more mixed-income housing. Also, in many areas, limits are being set on where new development can occur and incentives are being offered to spur redevelopment of inner neighborhoods. Some states are also getting involved with initiatives aimed at transportation, education and open space preservation. But, as I said earlier, the problems associated with growth cannot be solved solely at the local, regional or state level. 

The federal government needs to be doing more than using the Clean Air Act as a way to force cities to grow more efficiently. It must provide the vision, leadership and funds to stimulate sound community planning, land assembly and infrastructure improvements. Our nation’s leaders must help our urban areas prepare for the inevitability of future growth. 

Linking People to Communities

The final point I'd like to make on community linkage involves linking people to communities. Last year, ULI announced a new prize recognizing the highest standards of responsible development. It’s called the ULI/J.C. Nichols Prize for Visionary Urban Development, in honor of legendary developer J.C. Nichols of Kansas City.

 

The first winner of this prize was Charleston, South Carolina Mayor Joseph Riley, who has made outstanding contributions to Charleston's revitalization. What makes Joe so extraordinary is his firm belief in investing what's needed in public places that make up the urban fabric -- parks, streets, schools, all the public facilities and services used by city residents, rich and poor. He believes in public investment because it makes people believe in their communities. When Joe accepted the prize, he talked about the value of public investment in our cities. He said: "A key component of urban design is a belief in the value of the public realm, which every citizen owns. If we are a nation where all the finest zones are privately owned, then what we own together as citizens is not very much." 
The long-lasting success of our cities hinges on how people feel about where they live. People will move to places and stay in places that instill pride, that give them a sense of belonging. For our urban areas to thrive, they must offer an atmosphere in which people actually enjoy how and where they live, instead of just tolerating it. 

It has been a pleasure today to represent the Urban Land Institute. I would be happy to answer any questions.
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