Comments on Native American Issues from
Responses to MHC Solicitation Letter


Coalition for Indian Housing and Development
Fundamental Issues

Three fundamental issues must be addressed in order to make effective change in Indian housing:

· Building tribal economies

· Distinguishing between tribes and other groups so as to address unique problems with unique solutions

· Creating incentives to build private markets

Tribal Economies

The issue of economic development is listed first because it is by far the most important. Nothing is going to change in Indian Country until people have jobs. Everything else is a band-aid until this fundamental issue is addressed. CIHD recommends the development of initiatives to overcome the barriers to economic development in Indian Country. Specifically, it would be helpful to expand NAHASDA to allow tribes the flexibility to use NAHASDA funds for economic development activities. Currently, NAHASDA funds are restricted from this use. Perhaps a blending of CDBG and NAHASDA rules could address this problem, since CDBG has been a successful vehicle for tribal development in the past.

Special Needs

Another issue that must be addressed in order to see real progress in Indian Country is recognizing that Indian housing is not public housing. Native Americans are too often overlooked because they are grouped in with the rest of low-income housing. In many ways the federal government continues to treat Native American housing as it would rural or rental housing - just another department at HUD. What is overlooked is the long history of the government's trust responsibility to provide housing for Native Americans, a responsibility that has never been fulfilled. What is also overlooked is the tribal governments' right to self-determination.

Private Markets

Tribes across the country are striving for sustainability without federal subsidy to complement the values of sovereignty and self-determination. One way to achieve this is to stimulate investment in tribal communities. Unfortunately, too many barriers continue to exist to deter private investment. Although non-tribal investors can help to revitalize these communities, tribes would like most to create incentives for tribal investors to help their communities from the inside.

The use of tax credits is another area that can aid in private market development. Many tax credit projects in Indian Country have been incredibly successful with more tribes eager to get in on the deal. The Low-Income Housing Tax Credit in particular will help to integrate tribes into the greater financial community.

Another recommendation is to revisit the Community Reinvestment Act and how it is applied in Indian Country. Too many times banks are able to meet their CRA requirements without actually going into rural America. Perhaps there is some way to make Indian Country a component of the CRA, which requires greater scrutiny by lenders.

[For more specific recommendations, please see the Coalition's "Submission to the Millennial Housing Commission," dated 6/29/01.]

Housing Assistance Council
Access to Funding

"Mobility" tactics, which are sometimes used to promote community linkages, need to account for rural affordable housing needs. Mixed income and anti-poverty-concentration requirements sometimes result in policies of urban bias. Persistently poor communities in the United States, such as those in Appalachia and Indian Country, should have increased access to federal housing assistance. Communities should not have a competitive disadvantage (or worse be considered ineligible) because of the extremity of their needs.

Kent Paul, AMERIND Risk Management Corporation
Spurring Development

The following are my bullet points for spurring the development of housing in Indian Country:

· Increase funding for building and renovation of homes on the reservation.

· Reduce amount of time and red tape required by HUD for the purposes of building homes on the Reservation. If Tribes are to be truly self-determinant, HUD should grant the money without strings and allow the Tribes to implement housing programs as they see fit.

· Consolidate the various sources of money (HUD, IHS, Rural Development, BLM, Forest Service, etc. etc.) that numerous federal agencies have to develop or build housing in Indian Country. There are far to many pockets of money to be tapped, which requires a Tribe to have expertise and relationships with way to many agencies.

· If BIA is to maintain trust responsibility over land, then BIA must work diligently with private sector lending to overcome the problem of lending for housing located on trust land.

· Create a federal title insurance program, administered privately, that protects lenders from title disputes. The cost of the private title insurance is extremely high due to the problems of identifying clear title in Indian Country.

· Federal government should develop the equivalent of a Fannie Mae or Ginnie Mae for Indian Country. The issues in Indian country differ dramatically with those outside the reservation.

· Develop an incentive program for builders and developers to want to build homes in Indian Country. The location and cost of transportation of materials to reservations makes it unprofitable for many builders to want to build on the reservation.

· Develop federal job training programs for building construction on the reservation. We could teach Native Americans the building trades to build housing on the reservation.

· Develop incentives for tribes to learn how to leverage their government subsidies to build homes.

· Develop incentives for banks and other lending institutions to invest more in Indian Country by minimizing some of the risk.

McAuley Institute
Funding for Transitional Housing

Representative Jan Schakowsky (D-IL) is expected to introduce freestanding legislation to fund transitional housing assistance for survivors from the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Grant funds with an additional $50 million. Monies are to be distributed through a national competition that contains a set-aside for Indian Tribes. Applicants will be evaluated on multiple bases, including whether they've entered cooperative agreements with housing groups, including homeless coalitions, public housing authorities, and community-based agencies that serve underserved populations.

Mortgage Bankers' Association of America
Spurring Development

The MBA supports the Single Family Housing Tax Credit proposal contained in President Bush's budget for FY 2002. This "Renewing the Dream" tax credit program would support the rehabilitation or new construction of homes in distressed communities. This program would provide investors with a tax credit of up to 50% of project costs for eligible rehabilitation or new construction. Eligible areas would be census tracts with incomes at or below 80% of median, rural areas as defined by RHS and Native American trust lands.

National Rural Housing Coalition
Rural Homeownership

Of the households who own their homes in rural areas, 91 percent are white. The remaining 9 percent are comprised of African Americans (5 percent), Hispanics (3 percent) and "other" racial groups, a category that includes Native Americans (1 percent).

Neighborhood Reinvestment Corporation
Quality of Rural Housing

Since the inception of rural housing programs in the 1930s, the quality of rural housing has improved, but there are still very serious housing issues affecting rural areas, and much more still needs to be done. The 1990 Census found that 6 percent of rural African-American homes and 12 percent of rural Native American homes lacked complete plumbing. Not surprisingly, a 1999 HUD report concluded that the most severe rural housing problems are found farthest from the nation's major cities, especially in such places as the Mississippi Delta, Appalachia, the Colonias on the Mexican border, and Indian trust lands.

A shift in federal housing policy to a more holistic community planning approach is imperative to sustaining community development - particularly in rural communities.

Manufactured Housing

Most owners of 'stick-built' housing can anticipate a reasonable appreciation in property value over time - and the increased equity in their homes has been the vehicle for many American families to send their children to college, start a business or save for retirement. We recommend, a government supported competition between manufactured home producers and traditional 'stick-built' homebuilders in areas of significant housing need - such as a Native-American community (e.g. the Navajo Nation).

Thomas C. Wright
Rural Housing and Economic Development Grant

When the President's budget zeroed out HUD's Rural Housing and Economic Development Grant, the administration sent a tough message to communities that rely on this valuable program. Self-sufficiency, self-determination, and self-reliance are all terms used to describe the goals for Native American and rural stimulus initiatives. The sustainability of these programs is often doubtful before the individual projects reach their final planning stages because the funding levels are inadequate.

For example, look to the census data for demographic statistics for Native Americans. Indian Country continues to lag behind the rest of the country in economic development and home ownership rates. How can the budgetary process identify education, healthcare, and home ownership as major emphasis without increasing the appropriations for Native Americans?

NAHASDA is up for reauthorization. This legislation by proclamation promotes self-determination. Under NAHASDA, housing starts are at record levels in Indian Country. Nonetheless, at its current funding levels, NAHASDA cannot keep pace with growing needs within Native communities. States should be required to set-aside a percentage of LIHTC for Native communities based on housing conditions and poverty statistics.

Financial Literacy

The situation is further compounded by sovereign immunity and trust land status. Financial institutions are void of knowledge about tribal court systems and sovereignty. Financial literacy is a two-way street. Tribal communities are developing and implementing financial literacy programs for their members. With assistance from Congress, and the Department of the Interior, the BIA can be given directives to carryout their Trust responsibilities in manner consistent with their fiduciary obligations.

It is difficult for Banks to embrace the opportunities in Indian Country without reforming BIA policies. The Area Offices tend to operate autonomously from Washington. This random fracturing of policy creates a chaotic environment for financial institutions with tribal relationships in multiple states. This becomes a major housing issue when we recognize that the BIA must record the leasehold interest and mortgage documents to perfect a lien.
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