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November 7, 2001

Susan Molinari, Co-Chair

Millennial Housing Commission

800 N. Capitol St. NW, Suite 680

Washington, DC 20002
Re: Feedback on Community Development and Section 8 Rental Assistance

Dear Ms. Molinari:

Following are the County of Orange Housing and Community Development Department’s (County of Orange/H&CD) responses to the Millennial Housing Commission’s (MHC) request for input on community development and Section 8 Rental Assistance issues.

Community Development

1. What improvements could be done to the HOME and CDBG programs to make them easier to use?

No comment.

2. What innovative and creative programs does your state and local government use to produce affordable housing?

Overall, Orange County has chosen a regional approach to the production of affordable housing which in many regards is truly innovative.  This regional approach has lead to the following innovative approaches to affordable housing development in the County:

· The State allocated significant funding to assist projects in serving extremely low-incomes households.

· The County Board of Supervisors recently allocated $35 million in general discretionary funds to be used for affordable housing development.  

· The County has created an overlay zone in its most recent Housing Element to foster affordable housing development.

· Using a State program, the County applied for and received tax-exempt bonds to implement a homeownership program for teachers who agree to work in low-performing public schools.

3. Are mixed-income and mixed-use developments preferable?  What are the best practices in your community?

· H&CD is in support of both mixed-income and mixed-use developments.

· The County recently approved a permanent loan in support of affordable units that will be created in a large master plan housing development that is primarily market rate.  The development is located in a part of the County that lacks affordable housing due to land costs.  By creating affordable units in a larger housing development, these costs are diffused.

· It is anticipated that in a growing high-cost area such as Orange County, mixed-use will become a more familiar type of development. The County looks forward to creating affordable housing in conjunction with economic development opportunities.  Currently there is a jobs-housing ratio of over 4 to 1 in the County.  This has resulted in a lack of affordable housing being cited by business leaders as the number one barrier to doing business in the County.  Mixed-use projects could very well help eliminate this barrier.

Section 8 Rental Assistance

The Housing Choice Voucher Program is administered through the department’s Housing Assistance Division, referred to as the Orange County Housing Authority (OCHA).

1.
How well or poorly are vouchers working in your market? What factors have lead to success with vouchers for tenants?

· The overall success rate for OCHA clients receiving vouchers is 75%.  OCHA operates the voucher program in 30 cities and County unincorporated areas, excluding the cities of Anaheim, Garden Grove, and Santa Ana.

· Orange County was one of 39 metropolitan areas approved by HUD for Fair Market Rents (FMR) based on the 50th percentile - rather than the 40th percentile - of median rents.  OCHA established two levels of Payment Standards to optimize these FMRs and enable voucher participants to have a realistic chance of leasing within divergent market areas.  Payment Standards at 100% of Fair Market Rents are used in most cities and provide sufficient choices to participants.  Another range of Payment Standards at 110% of FMR is used in specified “high cost” cities and for reasonable accommodation circumstances. The above actions have raised the level of subsidies and enabled voucher recipients a greater range of choices in locating available housing. 

2.  How have vouchers best-supported mobility and self-sufficiency for the families that receive them in your community?

The Voucher Program allows participants to pay 30% of income as their share of rent for units priced within the Payment Standards and up to 40% of income for housing that may have rents in excess of the Payment Standard.  In either case, rents must be comparable with non-assisted units.  This expands the choices for voucher recipients and enables them to select the best location to meet their individual needs, while protecting them from paying excessive rents.

In addition, OCHA developed interjurisdictional mobility agreements with the Anaheim, Garden Grove, and Santa Ana Housing Authorities in order to further promote mobility of participants from these agencies.  Participants can move anywhere in the county, without undue administrative burdens to the agencies.  This expedites the leasing process and thereby enhances the ability of clients to pursue employment and other opportunities in diverse locations. 

3. How effective is the Section 8 Management Assessment Program (SEMAP)?

The 14 SEMAP criteria for measurement are good indicators of program effectiveness and compliance.  A HUD database (MTCS/PIC) is used to measure half of the indicators, based on monthly transmission of data from Housing Authorities.  The accuracy and potential inadvertent errors in this MTCS/PIC system needs to be improved, in order to make SEMAP measures truly effective.

4. How else could monitoring be conducted?  

Seven of the SEMAP indicators are already monitored by independent auditors.  This could be expanded to the other performance indicators.  Another option would be to revert to HUD’s former process of on-site reviews.  Unfortunately these methods would not have the advantage of providing data to HUD or the public via a national database (MTCS/PIC).

5. What are some practical methods to improve voucher utilization rates?

· Allowing Housing Authorities to approve Payment Standards of up to 120% of FMR for reasonable accommodation, clients with special needs, or specific high cost locations would enhance choices for participants.

· Additional funds and resources for credit counseling and/or training on being a “responsible tenant/good neighbor” might also improve a voucher recipient’s chances of success.  In our competitive market (less than 4% vacancy rate), tenant history is an important factor to success, no matter what rent is being charged. 

· Flexibility in using vouchers for various housing types, i.e. shared housing, SRO,  etc. may increase choices and options, particularly to accommodate persons with disabilities.

6. Homeownership.  Any comments on the current homeownership voucher program?

A preliminary administrative fee would enhance the attractiveness of this program for potential agencies by ensuring the ability to recover the unusual costs associated with first-time homebuyers, who may be unsuccessful. 

Thank you for the opportunity to provide input on these critical programs.  If you have any questions, please feel free to call me at (714) 480-2805.

Sincerely,

Paula Burrier-Lund

Director

c:
Jess Carbajal, Deputy Director


Julia Bidwell, Housing Development Administrator

Mary Engram, Contract Administration and Compliance Section Chief
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