Devolution-Related Comments from
Responses to MHC Solicitation Letter


The American Institute of Architects
Delivery of Resources

The devolution of housing programs has moved federal housing resources closer to communities and the residents who need the housing that only those resources can provide. CDBG in the 1980s and HOME in the 1990s have been immensely valuable in strengthening state and local community-based initiatives to produce housing for a wide range of individual and family needs. The creativity they have stimulated among community-based developers in supplementing low-income housing tax credits and other below market-rate funds serve very low and special needs populations should be rewarded and their funding expanded.

Bank of America
Encouraging State/Local Activity

In some geographic areas, local government is a funding and/or risk participant in production efforts. Mechanisms include use of tax revenues as a development capitalization resource and the use of state or local government balance sheet as guarantee resource to induce deeper private capital involvement. Local government may also co-develop, lease or master lease portions of developments in order to attract private capital investment.

While the federal government should mandate none of these responses, it is appropriate for the federal government to deploy its own resources in ways that foster and reinforce deeper state and local government involvement. States and localities should be rewarded for their own meaningful, local financial efforts in support of affordable housing.

Catholic Charities, USA
Quality Assurance

In an era of devolution, there needs to be a good quality assurance program coupled with outcome measures.

Citizens' Housing and Planning Association
Encouraging State/Local Activity

The administration in Massachusetts has attempted to increase the supply of affordable housing by issuing Executive Order 418 to encourage more local production and by supporting Chapter 40B, a state statute which encourages housing production in suburban communities. Use of zoning, planning, and permitting tools to streamline development has been a top priority for state planners.

The federal government should also encourage state activity by strengthening HUD and creating a culture that encourages innovation and entrepreneurship. It should reinvigorate federal co-insurance and lending programs and provide more predictable and well-managed resources to the states with strong production targeting and accountability requirements. States should set production targets as part of their Consolidated Plans and HUD bonus funding should be offered to those that meet their goals.

The Consortium for Citizens with Disabilities Housing Task Force
Quality Assurance

It is clear that stronger statutory and regulatory authority must be created to ensure accountability in an era of devolving authority over federal housing funds. New laws must make it clear that it is the obligation and responsibility of HUD, state and local housing officials, and affordable housing providers to serve the lowest income and most vulnerable households. Combined with better enforcement of Fair Housing laws and Section 504 by HUD - this approach would improve the present situation. Communities and states that do not allocate a "fair share" of their federal housing resources to people with disabilities - particularly people with the lowest incomes - should be sanctioned and penalized by HUD for failure to do so.

Council for Affordable and Rural Housing
Administrative Structure

We believe that Rural Housing Service's asset management staff would benefit from contracting-out certain tasks to private contractors or to State Housing Finance Agencies. This would give RHS greater flexibility in staffing asset management functions, and it would be consistent with recent HUD requests for proposals (RFPs) that delegate servicing of HUD Section 8 Housing Assistance Payments contracts to local entities.

Council of State Community Development Agencies
Delivery of Resources

Over time, states have developed a proven track record of effectively and efficiently administering federal pro-grams and financing affordable housing. Therefore, we strongly support greater state involvement in the administration of housing programs, including any new housing production program and the McKinney-Vento Programs.

The HOME Investment Partnership Program (HOME) provides a model on how best to administer and finance affordable housing. HOME gives state and local government the flexibility needed to provide a variety of forms of housing assistance, tailored to the unique needs of individual communities. COSCDA recommends two minor modifications to streamline the program and make it more effective and efficient.

· Allow essentially equivalent state and local environmental reviews to substitute for the review requirements of EPA.

· Simplify the HOME income requirements and make them compatible with Low Income Housing Tax Credits.

COSCDA and its members also support the creation of a new affordable housing production program that would be administered by states. HUD would allocate funds directly to states with appropriate HUD oversight and limited regulation. The Governor of each state would assign responsibility to administer the program to the appropriate agency. Furthermore, COSCDA believes that McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Programs should be block granted to the state and local level.

Delaware State Housing Authority
Delivery of Resources

Necessary steps should be taken to eliminate unnecessary bureaucracy that inhibits the delivery of consistent, user-friendly information; a "one-stop" service approach should be employed to provide ease of access to services and resources.

Encouraging State/Local Activity

Our Governor's "Livable Delaware" encourages for-profit builders to include affordable housing in their building strategies by creating incentives to encourage construction of affordable housing. Housing policies should intersect with these issues by first realizing that sprawl, "smart growth" and neighborhood revitalization are interrelated.

The Enterprise Foundation
Encouraging State/Local Activity

One way to bolster housing's linkage to other family support and neighborhood revitalization activities is to strengthen the community-based organizations committed to those initiatives. A proven model for doing so exists in the form of a private-public partnership called the National Community Development Initiative (NCDI). For the past decade, large financial institutions, national foundations and the federal government (through HUD) have channeled more than one-quarter of a billion dollars through national community development intermediaries (Enterprise and the Local Initiatives Support Corporation) to grassroots groups to increase their capacity.

We encourage the Commission to recommend that Congress create incentives for jurisdictions to pioneer innovative initiatives. Rewards could include small competitive grants, greater flexibility to use federal funds and waivers of regulatory barriers to program integration, such as among housing, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) and jobs programs.

Fannie Mae
Quality Control

Housing and community development needs vary considerably from place-to-place. Likewise, the solutions to these types of problems will derive from a complex matrix of local institutions, programs, and laws. The federal government plays a vital role in solving these problems. We believe the federal role works best if it provides guiding principles but preserves local flexibility to tailor the ultimate solutions.

Housing Assistance Council
Quality Control

While HAC understands the political desire for devolution and reduced bureaucracy, federal strategies that do not safeguard full participation by communities of all sizes and target funds to the greatest housing needs are unlikely to address the most severe housing problems. Policy evaluation should include consideration of rural communities and low-income persons' historical difficulties in getting a fair share of federal assistance for which they must compete.

Manufactured Housing Institute
Administrative Structure

Several state and local government agencies partnered with the Manufactured Housing Institute and local nonprofit developers beginning in 1996 on the "Urban Design Project" to demonstrate the varied uses of manufactured housing in urban areas, and show that it can be a solution to the affordable housing crisis in many cities across the country. This program is now being replicated around the country by housing authorities interested in returning affordable housing to their communities.

Quality Control

Quality control is much easier to maintain in a factory environment than on a typical job site-built home. An in-plant inspector, who is an agent of HUD, inspects every home for adherence to a strict federal construction code before the home leaves the plant and can be sold. This process ensures quality without adding needless bureaucracy.

McAuley Institute
Administrative Structure

New legislation should:

· Codify the CoC collaborative process ensuring that local communities as a whole define needs, identify funding priorities and hold one another accountable for effective outcomes

· Establish a Community Homeless Assistance Planning Board of whose membership consists of not less than 51 percent homeless or formerly homeless, advocates, or providers.

· Fold ESG into the CoC process in communities where both are used.

Delivery of Resources

Federal law should codify the Continuum of Care, be results-oriented and allow for the flexibility and creativity needed to address local realities. It should encourage comprehensive and collaborative local planning and ensure that multiple federal agencies direct "mainstream" program resources to homeless persons who need housing, health and human services, employment and education assistance.

National Affordable Housing Preservation Associates, Inc.
Administrative Structure

Steps should be taken to make local USDA/RHS officials more accountable.

Congress should designate the Rural Housing Administrator as the official with preservation responsibility. The Administrator should set preservation goals for each state and require that USDA State Directors demonstrate, twice annually, efforts underway to meet the goals. The Administrator should report to Congress annually concerning the status of the preservation program.

National Alliance to End Homelessness
Delivery of Resources

HUD is not particularly adept at service delivery, and yet HUD provides a good amount of funding for services to homeless people. HUD dollars spent on services are HUD dollars that cannot be spent on housing. The appropriate agency to provide services and service funding is HHS. We hope that the Commission will encourage collaboration between HUD and HHS so that HUD dollars can be used to solve the housing problems of homeless people.

National Association of Home Builders
Administrative Structure

Housing policy must be a national priority; it must be national in scope and national in execution. In order to ensure consistent integration of housing policies and other policies affecting housing across all agencies, the oversight and coordination of housing policy must rank equally with the other policy arenas. In other words, it should be done by a Cabinet agency, and only HUD is in a position to coordinate this inter-agency policy formulation and implementation.

HUD stands in a unique position to facilitate the sharing of information and experience at the state and local comprehensive planning levels. While comprehensive land planning is a state and local responsibility, the process and results must effectuate national policy. To achieve maximum coordination within one federal government as well as across state and local governments, HUD should conduct oversight of federal housing policy and act as the clearinghouse for state and local efforts.

National Association of Housing and Redevelopment Officials
Administrative Structure

A major question is what level of devolution should there be with current or future programs? The history of federal programs suggests that a strong federal role, resulting in micro-management, is unworkable for all involved. The public housing program is one of the most regulated federal programs and suffers because of it.

There has been considerable discussion about whether states have the ability to better administer these programs than HUD. That isn't the issue. There is no need for the feds or states to "administer" the programs in the fashion that HUD does. Moving responsibility to the states substitutes one bureaucracy for another and provides another opportunity for some administrative funds to be siphoned off and another layer of government imposing its will and priorities on localities.

We cannot state more strongly that the issues are local, the solutions should be local, and the expertise to effectively and efficiently administer these programs exists at the local level. This is particularly true with that large base of core programs currently in operation. 1,100 NAHRO members own or manage over 300,000 units of low-income housing funded outside of the public housing program. These units set an example and should provide the basis for devolution of control to the local level.

Such devolution, however, should not go to the local level without some accountability and consequence in case of malfeasance or misfeasance. The industry supports sanctions against individual offenders, but not the whole class. Time and attention should be given to those who need help, while others should be allowed to pursue local goals and objectives, unfettered.

National Community Development Association
Administrative Structure

Several proposals have been crafted in the last year, which recommend that funding for a new affordable housing production program be allocated directly to state housing finance agencies. NCDA sees this position as a direct assault on local governments and their ability to assist their communities. These proposals fly in the face of the block grant approach, which has afforded local governments the flexibility, the predictability, and, most importantly, the control to provide for the housing needs of their most vulnerable citizens. Local governments are far more capable of understanding the needs of their communities than states.

Allocating the funds to state agencies would create another layer of bureaucracy that would serve to increase the time in which localities receive the funds because of drawn out application and award processes. Moreover, states add their own factors -- or criteria -- for localities to receive the funds. We caution you to be wary of strictly allocating funds solely to states under a new housing production program. Local governments must be direct recipients of a portion of the funds.

Delivery of Resources

The argument has also been raised that state agencies are in a better position to coordinate other programs and resources to use in combination with a new affordable housing production program. We have not seen this to be the case. Coordination is very difficult at the state level. There is a great deal of "turfism" that exists and a political climate in most cases that restricts state agencies from working well with one another.

We also urge the Commission to urge Congress to consolidate the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Programs into a formula-driven block grant that would be allocated to local governments and state governments along the same allocation scenario as the CDBG program, with local governments receiving 70 percent of the funds and state governments receiving 30 percent of the funds.

The problem of homelessness is not solved by a "one size fits all" solution and it is for this reason that we advocate an approach, which provides states and localities with the maximum flexibility to fashion a program which best suits their particular local needs.

National Housing Law Project
Administrative Structure

In 1998, Congress mandated that PHAs engage in a local planning process and involve tenants and the public in the five-year and annual decision-making process. This planning process is part of the federal effort to invest PHAs with increased local control and also hold PHAs accountable for their decisions.

In the first two years, the involvement of tenants and the public in the process varied dramatically nationwide, as did the responses of PHAs to input from the tenants and the public, and the PHAs' commitment to the planning process. We believe that Congress and HUD can improve PHA accountability by requiring more information to be included in the Annual Plan and enabling the public to access that information. HUD should be required to monitor and enforce the PHA plan process more effectively.

National Low Income Housing Coalition
Quality Control

Successful devolution means that the federal government joins with citizens to support their ability to exercise their monitoring role and to step in when enforcement of federal policy is required.

The federal government has three basic roles in affordable housing policy. The first is funding. The federal government remains the only viable source of sufficient funds and renewed investment is required immediately. The second is setting national standards. It is the responsibility of the federal government to set a minimum standard of housing below which no one will be allowed to fall, and enforce the standards nationwide. Finally, the federal government remains the guardian of civil rights and must exercise its authority to assure basic fairness in all housing transactions.

National Neighborhood Coalition
Encouraging State/Local Activity

Housing policies should balance affordable housing needs and availability at the neighborhood level with regional inclusionary housing strategies. Each local jurisdiction should be encouraged to provide its fair share of affordable housing.

Rather than direct involvement in local planning, the federal role would be limited to providing incentives (such as grants, tying funding to a plan for coordination, etc.) to states that revise planning and zoning laws to enable inclusionary zoning at the local level, or directly to local jurisdictions that adopt inclusionary ordinances or regional fair share programs and associated regional planning.

Pacific Northwest Regional Council of NAHRO
Encouraging State/Local Activity

Many states require affordable housing developers to compete for limited allocations and to meet state policy objectives that may include added and expensive requirements. The addition of such requirements nullifies the benefit of the tax credit and makes it almost impossible to meet targeted rents. The solution is to expand the tax credit program and delegate authority to both state and local governments.

Patrick N. Sheridan
Quality Control

When federally agencies in the past have lessened their requirements for inspections and financial reviews, a degradation of the portfolios was experienced. It appears absolutely necessary for federal agencies, or at least their contractors, to actively inspect properties, review tenant eligibility files, and monitor property financial information. As stated in the previous response, I think it is critical that consistent criteria be developed between all housing programs so as to lessen the burden on owners, property managers, tenants, and the agencies that must monitor them.

Public Housing Authorities Directors' Association
Administrative Structure

If there is an era of devolution, PHAs have yet to see the threshold.

PHADA believes that each well-run local housing authority should be permitted to set its own priorities, and should not be forced to operate under a "one-size-fits-all" national model. Further, PHAs should be permitted to combine existing funds and other resources and set their own agendas in collaboration with residents, local government, and the community based on the local situation. In particular, PHADA believes that all public housing authorities under 250 units should be as totally deregulated as possible consistent with statutory requirements.

The flagship of HUD's cumbersome regulatory process is the Public Housing Assessment System (PHAS). In no other area is the Department's meticulous micromanagement more evident. PHADA's consistent position has been to drastically overhaul the current evaluation process.

PHADA recommends that the Commission take a comprehensive look at the Moving-to-Work (MTW) program. The program relieves PHAs of much of the burdensome regulatory requirements of the Department and instead permits them to devise their own policies and objectives within the broad statutory requirements. The purpose is to simplify program administration, devise locally planned interventions to help residents into the mobility mainstream, reduce costs of operations, and to increase housing choices for residents.

