MILLENNIAL HOUSING COMMISSION TASK FORCES

Responses from Vermont's State Housing Organizations:
Department of Housing and Community Affairs - DHCA

Vermont Housing Finance Agency - VHFA

Vermont Housing and Conservation Board - VHCB

Vermont State Housing Authority - VSHA

Vermont Association of Public Housing Authorities – VAPHA

Consumer-Based Assistance

1. How well or badly are vouchers working in different markets? What factors lead to success with vouchers for tenants?

VSHA

VSHA’s ‘lease-up’ rate is currently 99%, and has been as low as 95% at times during the past several months. The success rates of the voucher program range from 50% - 75% depending on the market area that the family is searching in – success rates are higher in less populated, non-metropolitan areas. Factors that lead to success among Section 8 families include open-ended search times, search assistance (including apartment and landlord referrals, and counseling families to move to areas where housing is more available).

VAPHA

As would be expected, the Section 8 Voucher Program works well in markets where there is an adequate supply of affordable housing that meets or exceeds Housing Quality Standards, with rents at or below the payment standard.

Vouchers do not work well in tight housing markets where the number of affordable units do not meet the demand, and where the payment standards are not high enough for voucher holders to find units. Compounding the problem in all markets, but especially tight markets, is the income targeting requirement. Requiring 75% of new lease-ups to be at or below 30% of median income makes high lease-up rates very difficult where prevailing rents are above the adopted payment standards. Although the program allows most participants to pay up to 40% of adjusted income those at or below 30% of median have fewer options.

There are several factors that could lead to success with vouchers. They include:

· Increase in Payment Standards.

· Eliminate, or greatly reduce income targeting requirements.

· Adjust or eliminate the 40% cap. Or, at the very least, change to 40% of the gross income rather than adjusted income.

· Provide incentives for landlords to enter and remain in the program.

2. How can vouchers best support mobility and self-sufficiency for the families that receive them?

VSHA

Vouchers best support mobility and self-sufficiency by allowing families to move closer to job training programs, institutions of higher learning, and jobs. Affordable, safe housing is a basic need and achieving self-sufficiency for very low income families is nearly impossible without affordable housing – or a housing voucher. Many low-income families reside in areas of high poverty, which makes it even more difficult for them to achieve self-sufficiency – employers often discriminate against families based on the address they put on the employment application. A housing voucher, and its ‘mobility feature’ allows low income families to live in neighborhood that they otherwise could not afford. The Section 8 homeownership option can also promote self sufficiency.

3. To what extent should vouchers be project based or otherwise linked to production programs? If so, how and how many?

VHFA

If we are to serve very low-income tenants in newly produced housing, project based operating assistance is critical. In Vermont with average per unit month operating costs of $350 - $400 (including utilities, but excluding debt service), we cannot reach the 30% of adjusted monthly income for many families, even in debt free units. In rural market areas and in small projects a 25% allowance for project based assistance is too restrictive. To make small projects viable, particularly in communities where the entire population may have low median incomes, you need more vouchers with less targeting at 30% of median. It seems unfair to penalize the production of housing designed to meet the needs of the persons who live in a community. To discourage the concentration of poverty some project-based vouchers should be allowed to serve persons up to 80% of median or at some threshold to meet the needs of working families with children.

VSHA

Vouchers should be project based if there is market need to do so and to improve the success of very low income families searching for housing. As many as 50% of families with housing vouchers FAIL to find suitable, affordable housing under the voucher program and are forced to turn in their voucher – linking vouchers to production programs is another way of creating new affordable housing units.

VAPHA

At the present time the option to use up to 20% of an Authority’s voucher allocation for project-based assistance does not create more units; it is merely a tool to better utilize existing vouchers. In areas where utilization rates are high, or where payment standards and low vacancy rates make it difficult to use vouchers effectively, project-based assistance is not a viable option.

As long as there are no new vouchers set aside for project-based use, it will remain a tool used under specific circumstances.

A better way to encourage production of new units would be to create set-asides so that a housing authority would not have to choose between using their scarce resources for tenant-based or project-based assistance.

4. Should consumer based assistance also be made available to low income homeowners with severe housing cost burdens? If so, how should this be done?


VHFA

Section 8 vouchers or a similar program should become available to assist current homeowners who are unable to continue to afford their home due to illness/disability or reduction in income. VHFA sees some homeowners who have had to sell their home and move. In at least two cases the homeowners either moved into a rent-assisted project or received a Section 8 voucher. In both cases the monthly costs for homeownership were less than market rental so it would have been more cost effective if the vouchers were used to assist them to pay their current homeownership costs. Since many homeownership programs serve persons up to 110% of median and vouchers serve persons below 50% of median, if a families income drops to the income eligibility level for a voucher or other type of assistance you need that assistance to remain a homeowner. Assistance for these homeowners should be in some form of monthly operating support. Tax credits for cash burdened low-income families don’t work.

VAPHA

On the surface, this sounds like a good idea. It helps low income families remain homeowners, decreases mortgage defaults and tracks the administration’s emphasis on homeownership.

If this is attempted, it should not be at the expense of the existing Section 8 Voucher Program. A demonstration program should be established to test the viability of such a program. In setting up a Section 8 Program for low income homeowners, several things should be considered.

· What income limits (30%, 50%, 80%) would be used?

· What eligibility criteria would be used? For example, would a family be eligible for assistance if the initial housing costs created a severe burden, or only if some circumstance caused their housing costs to become a severe burden.

· Would the house have to meet the same requirements as under the current Section 8 Homeownership Program?
Housing Finance

1. How can access to capital for homeownership (for refinancing as well as purchase) be improved for those who currently fall through the gaps?

VHFA

VHFA would like to see greater flexibility on how we can use tax-exempt bonds. If families are with in a certain income range they should be eligible for a MRB funded loan whether or not they are a first time homebuyer. Low-income families are often the ones who need relief from higher rate mobile home debt or home improvements financed through credit cards. It would be beneficial if states were able to dedicate a certain percentage of the total MRB authority for special priorities like expanding housing production in smart growth or difficult to develop areas (higher income limits and purchase price limits), home repair second loans, refinancing, etc. Priorities could be established based on the State Consolidated Plan or a process similar to the Housing Tax Credit Allocation Plan.

2. How can the multifamily housing finance delivery system be improved for housing production and preservation?

VHFA

Tax exempt financing should not be prohibited in allocated (9%) tax credit projects. If a state chooses to use a portion of their private activity bond cap to support a high priority housing project they should be allowed to.

Unallocated (4%) tax credit projects should not be required to meet a 51% MRB bond usage if the project already has a commitment of substantial other federal resources like Rural Development 515, Section 202 Capital Advance, HOPE VI, HOPWA, McKinney. This may open the use of the 4% credit but it will be limited by the availability of these other programs. It will reduce the inefficient use of 9% credits or bonds to create new housing. If states choose to allocate multiple resources (i.e. 9% credits, and 4% credits and bond financing), perhaps in conjunction with another federal program, tax credit rules should accommodate this. This is particularly so if a housing project creates mixed income or mixed occupancy types, or meets a high priority of the states housing plan.

The ability of HFA’s to effectively use their ability to issue bonds that provide long term; low cost capital depends on the availability of investors for those bonds. In this market the GSE’s (Fannie Mae, Freddie Mac, FHLB) are a major investor. They must be given the authority (or required) to invest in HFA bonds with somewhat different standards and capital charges than other investments. The net profit of some of the GSE’s (like Fannie) could be more aggressively used to create housing production capital by writing down the costs and interest rates.

Preservation

1. How can we best provide the capital to finance the rehabilitation needs of the affordable housing stock (both public housing and the assisted inventory)?

VHFA

Some of the concerns mentioned above apply here. Many affordable housing projects don’t have the capacity to take on more debt and would need their underlying monthly operating subsidies adjusted to accommodate debt for rehabilitation. If projects can not borrow funds there will need to be a significant federally funded rehab program. Tax exempt capital should be made available for assisted housing stock rehabilitation in a manner more similar to that raised through 501(c) 3 bonds, rather than using scarce private activity bonds or complicated governmental bonds. Permanent or perpetual affordability could be a requirement of this, even if the owner were some sort of real estate partnership. The use of 4% housing credits, with out the 51% bond requirement should also be considered if this will result in permanent affordability.

2. How can this existing stock be preserved so that the properties involved are self-supporting in the future?

VHFA

As we recapitalize and rehab existing stock we need to be sure there adequate resources put in up front. To facilitate the renovation of some the current assisted housing and transfer of these projects into permanent affordability there needs to be relief in capital gains and exit taxes for current owners. The tax laws changed in 1986 and many early investors in assisted housing have no incentives to improve their properties, and such severe tax liabilities that they can not afford to even give away a project to a local community group looking to improve it or preserve affordability.

Production

1. How well do current programs operate as production tools (e.g., HOME, CDBG, HOPE VI, §202, §811)? How well do they work with each other? How can they be improved?

VHFA

Section 202 / 811 - Some of the enabling legislation of 2000 allows 202/811capital advances and operating subsidies to be used in mixed income projects with tax credits and other types of debt and subsidy. This was a good step forward, but the effectiveness won’t be known until new rules (and processes) are written and implemented. HUD has never transferred its thinking and administration of these programs from a loan to a grant program. HUD is not the mortgagee; they should treat 202/811 funds like a grant with outcome goals.

HOPE VI – Resources from this program should be made available to small PHA’s who need to do major reconfigurations or repairs to projects, but who do not suffer the blight (and mismanagement) that some of the large urban projects do.

Rural Development 515 – RD rules and implementation should reflect communities’ desires to build in village centers and do substantial renovation. Approved project designs should reflect the rural community (multiple buildings, rather than one building, designs that might adapt to future homeownership). Consider changing the funding to be like 202 with a capital advance and rental assistance, and administer the advance like a grant (i.e. don’t supervise every detail of the production). Provide automatic access to 4% housing credits.

VHCB

In general, the programs that are block granted to the States receive relatively “favorable reviews” for their flexibility and their ability to contribute to housing production. These include CDBG and HOME. We hear more criticism about the programs such as S.202, 811, and Rural Development’s 515 program that are administered directly by the federal agency. In talking to Vermont groups a lot of frustration was expressed regarding the 202 and 811 programs in particular. They were described as extremely demanding and onerous programs that are almost impossible to undertake without a consultant. Program users describe a program whose requirements are designed for large projects yet the amount of funding available, at least for Northern New England, means that only small projects can be undertaken. The dollars available per unit are unrealistically low and haven’t kept pace with the rise in the cost of construction. The process was described as too slow and too cumbersome because of programmatic reasons. For example, four different sections at HUD look at and underwrite the project and sometimes give conflicting advice. This results in “a continual open loop that never gets closed yet if deadlines aren’t met the developer has to start over at zero”. These programs have requirements such as a fidelity bond that cannot be charged back to the project and therefore are out of pocket expenses for the non-profit developer. In addition, the programs do not allow for any money in the form of development fees or operating fees to be passed back to the developer, yet the developers have legitimate staff, overhead and other expenses. The comment was made that there are program elements that don’t belong anymore and that a fresh, holistic look should be taken to bring 202 and 811 programs into the 21st century.

Rural Development’s 515 program has changed dramatically for the better over the past 15 years. It is much more flexible and responsive to the needs of individual communities than formerly. Areas of potential improvement include the amount of time between approval of the pre-application and the application, the fact that the rules for market studies for 515 projects render them not particularly meaningful and, similar to the HUD 202 and 811 programs, RD will not pay for non-profit development fees and doesn’t allow the non-profit to pay itself for administration during the period of program operation. The 515 program suffers from the cuts that were made in the program resulting in not enough resources for projects and not enough staff in the state offices to successfully administer the program. The contribution per unit is unrealistically low in today’s housing market.

In our opinion, elements of a successful production program include up front risk capital and organizational support for non-profit developers in order to make the program work. These elements are lacking in most of the existing production programs with the exception of the HOME program and to a limited extent the CDBG program. Ample technical assistance to housing producers, whether that be through workshops, group trainings, or one on one is another essential element of housing production. Block granting technical assistance funds to states would not only insure the availability of this assistance but would facilitate the provision of assistance designed to meet the needs and address issues relevant to a particular state or locality.

2. What are the merits of the various proposals to create a new housing production program? What unmet needs are being addressed in each proposal?

VHFA

The National Housing Trust Fund proposals have the admirable goal of trying to serve the most low income families; however they are trying to accomplish this through a capital production program, when what is really needed is an operating subsidy. These deep-targeting goals will seriously diminish the increased production or substantial rehabilitation of units where you need that capital. Tying most of the targeting to 30% of median income in areas that already have low incomes makes serving working families difficult. This is exacerbated in high cost areas like the Northeast. Any new production program should account for the varying median incomes of communities relative to minimum wage, high construction costs areas, and the goal of trying to create mixed income housing. Because virtually all housing subsidies are tied to 50% of median income, there is no support for creating units for those between 50 and 100% of median. However the amortized cost of producing a new unit plus operating costs generally creates a monthly rent out of reach of a working family, particularly those in low median income areas.

VHCB

Edwards Bill – This bill is attractive because of its simplicity. It seeks to fill an important hole in production of affordable housing in rural states because of serious cuts to Rural Housing Service’s “515” program several years ago. For years “515” has been the core housing production program in rural areas of the country. The low interest financing along with the opportunity for rental assistance has made it an extremely effective tool in producing housing for the lowest income residents.

Sanders Trust Fund Bill – This bill takes a realistic approach to housing production. While targeting much of the money to the lowest income Americans it seeks to do it in a mixed income setting. It balances the needs of low income households with the practical realities of affordable housing development. It proposes to use the FHA surplus, allows for both rental housing and homeownership, and recognizes the types of incentives needed to entice developers to house the lowest income Americans. The long term commitment to housing affordability required of recipients of these funds should help to avoid future losses of federally subsidized affordable housing because developers will be unable to opt out of the requirements after 15 years as was the case with previous HUD and Farmers Home programs. The requirement for a state match gives an incentive to states to put some of their own resources into housing production.

Kerry Trust Fund Bill – Much of the Sanders Bill is identical to last year’s version of the Kerry bill. As of the time of this writing it is anticipated that Sen. Kerry will reintroduce a housing trust fund bill this year as well. Most of the comments regarding the Sanders Bill apply to the Kerry bill as well although we believe that the Sanders bill takes a more realistic approach to tenant contribution towards rent than the approach taken in the 2000 Kerry bill.

Bond Bill – Senator Bond introduced a bill late in the 2000 session. While we believe the bill represents a “good start” we do have a couple of concerns. On the plus side it contains a matching grant program for preservation. It doesn’t make sense to talk about production without talking about preservation; if we are losing affordable housing stock faster than we can produce it we haven’t really gained anything. Of concern is the fact that the funding source is Section 8 recapture. That is not likely to be an ongoing source of available revenue. In addition, the targeting is not to very low income households where the need is greatest.

While we laud these efforts to put additional financial resources into housing production, we believe that the question “is it better to create a new program or more generously fund existing programs?” should be asked.

3. What innovative and creative programs are being used by states and local governments to produce affordable housing?

VHCB

We are aware of a number of innovative and creative approaches being used by the State and by local governments in Vermont to produce affordable housing. They include:  (1) creation of a state housing trust fund that has successfully provided a vehicle for investment of state funds in affordable housing production and for helping to implement state policy related to these issues (2) reliance on a non-profit housing delivery system including community land trusts (3) creation of a statewide non-profit corporation to develop affordable housing in partnership with local groups and to syndicate the low income housing tax credit and thereby bring much needed equity to the project, (4) creation of a state tax credit low income housing tax credit, (5) creation of a state tax credit for projects in designated downtowns  (6) development of non-profit operated Homeownership Centers that not only counsel prospective homebuyers and assist them with the process of purchasing a home but also sometimes engage in the development of new homeownership opportunities for lower income households, (7) ongoing support of organizational capacity and technical assistance geared to meet the needs of specific organizations, and (8) the establishment of every conceivable type of partnership imaginable to “get the job done” whether it be between a social service agency and housing developer, local government and a housing developer, an educational institution and a housing developer, or multiple developers and/or funders with specific roles to play.

Tax Policy

1. How could the various tax policy "tools" (e.g., tax credits, bonds, passive loss allowances) be better used to promote (a) the production of affordable rental housing, including housing for extremely low-income families, and (b) homeownership?

VHFA

A greater housing credit could be considered when serving the lowest income, and a lesser credit for serving persons 60-100% of median to create mixed income housing. With the greater availability of housing credits the investor pool needs to be expanded. Individuals and sole proprietors should be able to invest not just C corporations. This will need to include the reinstatement of passive loss allowances.

More flexibility in the use of bonds is particularly needed to meet the needs of low-income families who are not first time buyers. There should be much less requirements related to the distinctions in rules between single family loans and multifamily, so that you could use these resources to develop mixed income communities and use tax exempt funds for the development of low income single family homes. To truly reach lower income homebuyers there will need to be some sort of subsidy program. This could be in tax credits to a developer, but for rural areas the targeting must fit the communities and should be tied to potential occupants’ incomes, not census tract incomes
2. Regarding the preservation of affordable housing, what changes to tax policy would enable owners of assisted properties and older Low-Income Housing Tax Credit units to either maintain these properties as affordable housing or to sell them to owners who would rehabilitate them?

VHFA

Much of Vermont's remaining assisted affordable housing was produced under the Section 8 project-based rental assistance program using a limited partnership ownership structure. These partnership structures have provided significant tax benefits to the investors over the first 15 to 20 years but now represent an increasing taxable income drain that is slowly eroding the earlier partnership tax benefits. A sale or outright gift of these properties at this stage, even at the outstanding mortgage balance, triggers a sizable capital gains tax liability (so called exit taxes) and the sales price needed to offset these taxes are prohibitive. The result is a real estate dilemma in which the investors would like to sell their rental properties and affordable housing nonprofits would like to acquire and preserve this important affordable housing inventory, but exit taxes prevent the sale from occurring. 

A long-term preservation policy for these affordable units and a solution to this real estate dilemma could be legislation that would forgive or reduce the capital gains for owners, whose properties are transferred to new ownership in exchange for a commitment to extend affordability restrictions for the remaining useful life of the property. With well-constructed Preservation Agreements, this one-time off-budget capital gains concession could help secure thousands of units nationally in the affordable inventory for the foreseeable future. In Vermont, there are 50 properties where the cost of this kind of preservation effort would represent $15-$20,000 per unit. This translates into around $15 million in public resources that could be saved and used to make improvements and preserve this inventory. Owners could be provided with an incentive to transfer these properties at a reasonable price, not one that would be determined by the need to satisfy their capital gains exposure. In exchange, these projects would remain affordable for a much longer time period.  

Additionally, a reduction in the exit tax liability upon sale will reduce the strain on existing public resources used for housing-due to the fact that the sales price on transfer will be lower.  These resources include Housing Credits, CDBG and HOME funds, Vermont Housing and Conservation Trust Fund loans and grants as well as Housing Assistance Payments (HAP) funds that are necessary to amortize acquisition debt.
Community Linkages

1. How can the eligibility requirement and planning requirements that govern housing programs be coordinated with non-housing programs (such as transportation, childcare, and health care) so that housing policy reinforces welfare reform to assist strong, self-sufficient families?

DHCA

Coordination between housing agencies and the Agency of Human Services has been a high priority in Vermont and is beginning to have significant success in our efforts to better match supportive services with housing. A similar effort on the federal level between HUD and the Department of Human Services should be undertaken. Specific focus is needed in how to better match funding streams for supportive services, which are often individual-based, with the bricks and mortar of housing projects. Allowing for more creative approaches to bundling supportive services for congregate living is needed.

VHFA

First we need to better define what we mean by low-income households. So many federal housing programs are tied to median income; however that benchmark only shows the wealth of a community (or in rural areas, counties) and has no relation to minimum wage, prevailing wages and the cost of housing. If we are to support self–sufficent families we need to consider those factors in eligibility and allocation of housing funds. For example in almost all counties in Vermont a family of four (or less) working full time earning the state minimum wage ($6.25) will not be for any program targeted to families at 30% of median. Families earning more than $10 an hour will be ineligible for programs targeted at 50% of median. (Nationally 30% of the non-metro median income for is only $5.59 an hour). This hardly provides an incentive to work. Conversely some area median incomes may be more than 200% higher and 30 –50% of that median income may not be close to serving those on minimum wage or a fixed income and different targeting standards should be applied.

In qualifying families for eligibility in most housing programs we do not account for true differences in monthly expenses such as child care expenses, payments to another household for child support, payment on school debt, costs of transportation where there is no public system. Some programs, like Section 8 will adjust your rent based on some of these, but still use the gross income for purposes of eligibility for housing. We need a better way of looking at net income for purposes of eligibility so that working families and those supporting two households can access more housing assistance.

2. Are there best practices that should be used in affordable housing programs so that housing assistance has a positive impact on the broader community and helps create healthy neighborhoods? Are mixed-income, mixed-use developments preferable?

DHCA

Mixed income communities are essential to the fabric of a healthy neighborhood and mixed income housing developments is a high priority in Vermont. However, federal funding sources often steer housing developers toward 100% low income projects. For example, the market rental units in a Low Income Housing Tax Credit project can not service adequate debt and therefore developers are often forced to build 100% tax credit projects.

VHFA

Mixed-income, mixed-use developments are preferable; however the amortized cost of producing a new unit plus operating costs generally creates a monthly rent way out of reach of a working family, particularly in low median income areas. We need to be able to allocate more public resources to achieve this goal.

Millennial Housing Commission Cross-cutting Issues

1. How are the challenges of meeting very low-income and extremely low-income households' housing needs best met? To what extent should this challenge be met with debt subsidies, capital subsidies or tenant-based subsidies?

DHCA

Very low and extremely low income households must have rental assistance in order to meet their housing needs. It is impossible to pay the operating bills of a rental unit (in the range of $350/unit/month) with rent levels that are affordable to these income groups. No amount of debt or capital subsidies will make this a feasible approach. Tenant-based and project-based rental assistance is the only reasonable solution.

VHFA

We have found that the cost of producing and operating housing may not be that different between high and low median income areas or between metro and non-metro areas. This needs to be more equalized with the allocation of capital subsidies. Reaching extremely low-income families can only be done with operating subsidies.

2. How should technology be best used to meet housing challenges?   No response.
3. How should quality control be best ensured in an era of devolution? How can accountability be assured without unnecessary bureaucracy?   No response.
4. How should housing policies best intersect with issues of place, including sprawl, "smart growth", and neighborhood revitalization?

DHCA

The federal government should provide greater leadership in targeting a wide range of grant and loan programs – for housing, water, infrastructure, transportation, etc.- to jurisdictions which are actively demonstrating commitments to smart growth In Vermont we have used the HUD Consolidated Plan to target HOME and Community Development Grant funds to downtowns and growth centers. Since the initiation of this policy more than six years ago, the HUD funds have leveraged more than double their amount in other public and private investments. In the process, hundreds of housing units affordable to low and moderate income households have been rehabilitated or constructed. Over time, this smart growth investment strategy has brought about highly visible neighborhood revitalization in dozens of Vermont communities and has helped sensitize local leaders to growth management concerns.

5. How should policies to increase housing availability and affordability best intersect with fair housing policies?

DHCA

As Vermont currently faces an unprecedented affordable housing crisis, we are grappling with the intersection of these issues. In communities throughout the state, there is an inadequate supply of affordable rental units and starter homes. This has the effect of causing housing discrimination, often against families with children. Local planning and zoning decisions are a significant factor in this dynamic. We are presently developing a public awareness campaign which we hope will affect community attitudes toward affordable housing and who needs it. Other New England states are initiating similar plans.

In a rural state like Vermont, many of the landlords are "amateur" landlords with a small number of units. These landlords often have very little knowledge of the fair housing laws and any violation of such laws is done more out of ignorance rather than deliberate intent. Outreach and education on fair housing laws to these landlords is the most appropriate way to address this problem. Support for this kind of effort is lacking.

An Additional Cross-cutting Issue: Jobs/Housing Links


DHCA

6. The current housing crisis in Vermont has become a visible public issue not because our citizens have awakened to the right to shelter for all, but because our prosperity is seen at peril because employers cannot find adequate housing for their workers. Executives from the B.F. Goodrich plant in Addison County this year testified to Vermont legislators that their recruiting and expansion plans are suffering because of an inadequate supply of mid-level housing for managers. IBM, one of the state's largest employers, has also made this claim in recent years. While the rate of construction of McMansions is lively, families in which both parents work are filling our homeless shelters.

In 2000, a study of current and projected housing needs in the six northwestern counties of Vermont concluded the following:

"By the year 2010, the current gap of 7,400 housing units between supply and demand will expand to 10,000 housing units in the region. A strong regional economy will continue to drive demand for housing. However, the growing imbalance between housing supply and demand and significant shifts toward an older population are expected to exacerbate affordable housing needs, particularly for the workforce segment of the population. If this occurs, the ability of the six-county region to realize its otherwise bright economic development potential may be stymied.  

Rental vacancy rates in some areas of northwest Vermont, primarily within Chittenden County, are below 0.5% and the number of homes for sale at affordable prices has decreased dramatically. At the same time, several major firms plan expansions that could result in 4,000 new high-quality, good-paying jobs. Growth in the service sector continues and several thousand lower-wage jobs are likely to be created. These factors will result in significant in-migration to the northwest Vermont region in order to meet employers’ needs, which will place additional pressure on the already distressed housing market.

In addition:

· As a result of the projected population growth, over 23,600 additional housing units will be needed over the next ten years.

· Of the 23,600 new units needed, nearly 18,000 will be for owner-occupied housing. Of these, about 9,800 affordable homes will be needed for households with incomes below 120 percent of median income. Those households generally need some kind of affordable mortgage products.

· Of the 23,600 new units needed, approximately 5,600 will be for rental housing. About 3,700 of those units will be needed for households earning below 80 percent of median income, including 1,700 units needed for households earning below 30 percent of median income.

· The expected gap in housing units will result in increased housing costs and an associated reduction in housing affordability, particularly for low- and moderate-income residents of the region, who enjoy fewer housing choices. This affordability pressure is most acute for the lowest income households earning below 30 percent of median income."

As the Millennial Housing Commission works toward its goal of building a system that "fosters good housing for all Americans," the commission must address an array of financing and legislative issues which intersect on jobs, housing, and prosperity. Employer-assisted housing programs have been in and out of vogue for the last decade and are one set of possible tools that should be thoroughly explored. Now is the time for the nation's leadership to realize how central is housing to the health of our communities and to our economic aspirations as a democratic society.
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