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RECOMMENDED AFFORDABLE HOUSING POLICIES
for 

PIERCE COUNTY and its CITIES and TOWNS
June 11, 2008
Mission Statement of the Consortium

The Tacoma-Pierce County Affordable Housing Consortium (AHC) advocates to expand opportunities for nonprofit corporations and others to finance, produce and manage housing for low-income people.
General Policy Principles

1. Tacoma and Pierce County do not have enough affordable and decent places for their citizens to live.  The shortage is worse for low-income persons and families with children.  The shortage is serious.  It is getting worse.  Policy makers should understand this shortage as a crisis.

2. Decent, safe and affordable housing for all persons and families is necessary for a community that is prosperous, healthy, and just.  Meeting the housing needs of the local workforce leads to a healthier local economy.

3. Affordable housing for low-income households should be available in every neighborhood in Pierce County and in every development.
4. Housing for low-income households should not cost more than 30% of that household’s income.

5. Local governments strongly influence the development of affordable housing.  This influence can be detrimental or positive.  They should exercise their influence, with partnerships, to support and encourage the development of affordable housing.  Doing this fulfills their role in furthering the public good and their obligations under the Growth Management Act.  They can do this in at least the following three ways:
5.1
Local governments should provide their own funding in ways that make affordable housing developments economically feasible and competitive for the necessary matching funds from state, federal and private funders.
5.2 
Local governments should enlist the help of private for-profit developers by providing incentives to encourage their inclusion of affordable housing in market rate projects.
5.3 
Local governments should provide leadership and encouragement for affordable housing and make clear that it is valuable, necessary and welcome.
Specific Legislative Proposals and Positions
1.
DOWNTOWN TACOMA
1.1 Some Background:

In the 1990’s Tacoma city government undertook efforts to revitalize the city’s Downtown core.  Two strategies in particular are notable.  It encouraged the development of new market rate multifamily housing.  For this purpose, it used a state law provision to confer 10 years worth of tax abatements on the increased value of these developments.  In 1997, the City Council also sought to address what it described as the “over concentration of low-income residents and subsidized housing” in the downtown area.  It adopted Amendment A to the Tacoma Consolidated Plan (known as The Miller Amendment).  Its stated reasons for Amendment A were to discourage the development of low-income affordable housing and to continue to encourage the development of market rate housing and business in the downtown area.  The Amendment restricted “allocation of Community Development Block Grant, HOME Investment Partnership, Emergency Shelter Grant funds or other funds or incentives available for projects that include low income housing…without a waiver from the City Council….”
In the ten years since adoption of these two ordinances, private developers have created nearly 2,600 new or renovated market rate housing units using the Multifamily Tax Exemption in the larger downtown “footprint.” [The Historic Tax Exemption has been used for more than 300 additional renovated market rate units in the larger downtown footprint.]
In addition, new commercial establishments such as restaurants and retail shops as well as healthcare facilities have opened.  The City is now considering the establishment of an International Finance District in the downtown.  UWT continues to add students with the long-term strategic goal of becoming a leading university in the nation.  

These positive developments in the downtown core improve business activity and the tax base but renew concerns that the downtown will not have a sufficient amount of affordable housing.  The housing need continues to grow for low and moderate income households, including those persons who work and study downtown.  Those in the local service sector and other low-income people will not have the opportunity to live near their work and the vital transportation links and other services they need.  If the downtown remains on its present development path, the primary housing that the downtown may have for these households will be those that the city succeeds now in preserving or developing.
Recent State legislation, which the City will implement in Section 6A.110.020 of the Municipal Code, provides a greater incentive for the development of affordable housing with a 12-year property tax exemption for including at least 20% affordable units, and an 8-year exemption for housing developments with less than 20% affordable housing.  The 10-year tax abatement is no longer available.
1.2 Policy Proposals

Additional incentives for downtown housing developers should promote the development of low to mid-income housing, so that safe, decent, and affordable housing is available in the downtown area to the full range of income levels.  Following are examples of such incentives:
1.2.1 Rescind Amendment A and establish a downtown housing policy to

encourage affordable housing for all income levels.

1.2.2   Extend property tax abatement, beyond 12 years, for inclusion of
multifamily housing affordable to households earning less than 80%
of Area Median Income.
1.2.3   Reduce parking requirements for transit-oriented developments,
especially for multifamily housing affordable to households earning less than 80% of Area Median Income.
1.2.4   Provide permit-ready plans for infill housing.
1.2.5   Allow increased building height to decrease land costs for
 
multifamily housing.
1.2.6   Fund façade improvement for buildings that are historic or 

historically significant.
1.2.7   Apply to the downtown the strategies set forth in the sections
 
below.

2. PRESERVATION AND REPLACEMENT OF AFFORDABLE HOUSING
2.1 Some Background
Pierce County communities are losing their stock of affordable rental housing.  This happens for a number of reasons.  Owners of affordable housing convert their property to market rate housing or to other uses that are more profitable.  Owners opt out of the subsidy programs as their initial terms expire.  As a result, residents are displaced and the community’s affordable housing stock declines.
2.2 Policy Proposals
2.2.1 Governments should assist their public housing authorities and other local nonprofits to purchase properties and keep them in the federal subsidy programs.

2.2.2 Local government should advocate for the retention of subsidies that support affordable housing, such as HUD Section 8.
2.2.3 Local government should provide incentives for rehabilitation of older existing affordable rental housing in order to retain housing units in safe and decent condition.
2.2.4 Local government should require that landlords and buyers provide sufficient relocation notification periods and financial support for low-income households displaced by redevelopment.
2.2.5 Local government should require that sellers and buyers of affordable housing who change its uses should provide sufficient relocation notification periods and financial support for low-income households displaced by change.
3. LOCAL REVENUE SOURCES AND ASSISTANCE FOR THE DEVELOPMENT OF AFFORDABLE HOUSING
3.1 Some Background
Local governments can provide four types of assistance for the development of affordable housing.  
First, local governments can be a source of direct funding.  This is important because many other sources of funding require a match from local sources.  Pierce County communities do not have enough local funding that would provide the necessary financial leverage for developers in Pierce County to compete for other public and private funds. 

Second, local governments can exercise regulatory authority or grant fee waivers to assist.  The municipal or county regulation of land development and construction is extensive, detailed and expensive.  Many forms of regulation impose a significant cost.  For this reason, relief from regulation becomes an occasion for local financial assistance to affordable housing development.
Third, local governments can donate land.

Fourth, they can provide other services to assist the development of affordable housing.
3.2 Policy Proposals
3.2.1 Local Housing Trust Fund
Local Communities Should Establish A Local Housing Trust Fund For Local Affordable Housing Development.
3.2.2 Regulatory Assistance Or Fee Waivers For Developments With Affordable Housing
(1) Reduce building permit fees.
(2) Discount fees to Public Works.
(3) Reduce fees for utilities and infrastructure: electrical, water, sewer, and street lighting.
(4) Waive local sales and B&O taxes on construction costs.
(5) Waive impact fees.
(6) Perform large-area one-time impact analyses, recovered by discounted fees for developments which will include affordable housing.

(7) Fund an infrastructure grant program to cover reduced fees: bonus for building where excess useable infrastructure exists; subsidy for infrastructure build-out.
3.2.3 Land Donations:
Local governments can grant land or sell it at reduced prices to allow the development of affordable housing.

3.2.4 Other Services
(1) Pierce Transit subsidies for development of affordable housing for low-income households in proximity to its transit routes.
(2) Ride Free areas in and between designated mixed-use centers.
4. INCENTIVES AND LAND USE REGULATION TO DEVELOP AFFORDABLE HOUSING
4.1 Some Background
The dedicated revenue sources and assistance set forth above are essential, especially to develop housing for the lowest income households.  However, they will not be enough.  Local governments should also use their land use and regulatory authority to provide adequate and effective incentives to allow private for-profit developers to include affordable housing units within their market rate developments.  In limited circumstances, local governments should require that they do so.

This strategy is necessary for two reasons:  First, the need is too great for any plausible dedicated revenue source to address.  Second, for-profit developers are responsible for the vast majority of housing and the vast majority of what they develop is market rate housing.  Any prospect of economic integration of the housing market will require them to include affordable housing in their developments.  Local governments must engage the engine of private development and private profit motive.

One strategy for this purpose is inclusionary zoning.  The proposal below is based upon strategies becoming more common among local     governments around the country.  Its most prominent and earliest example is Montgomery County, MD.  Most directly, these proposals are based on the recommendations the Pierce County Council adopted in 2008 from its Housing Affordability Task Force.  These strategies have emerged as a promising source of affordable housing that does not depend on a dedicated revenue source, that is economically integrated, and that complements the region’s growth management goals for increased but appropriate density.

These strategies have some inherent limitations:

▸
They must at least be economically neutral to the private for-profit developer.

▸    They are most effective in producing housing at the upper range of

       the income targets, close to 80% AMI.

▸    They are most effective in a rising market.

Some sources of information:  Housing Affordability: Final Report and Recommendations from the Pierce County Housing Affordability Task Force (Community Services Department, Housing Division and Planning and Land Services, Advanced Planning Division, Pierce County March 2007)

HousingPolicy.Org: Online Guide to State and Local Housing Policy (Center for Housing Policy)

4.2 Policy Proposals

An inclusionary zoning program must have the following eight (8) elements:

4.2.1 Identify the Type and Amount of Incentives
(1) Type of Incentives

The plan must identify the incentives that the local government shall offer developers.  These can include the following:

▸
density bonuses that increase the number of units that the developer would otherwise be permitted on the parcel.

▸
fee waivers

▸
expedited permits

▸
tax abatements
(2) Amount of Incentives

The value of the incentives must be adequate to make inclusion of affordable housing units at least financially neutral for the developer, whether his or her participation is voluntary or required.

4.2.2 Target Income Group

The plan must set forth the income tiers that the affordable units will target.  In general, groupings come in the following income tiers:

▸
extremely low-income
0 – 30% AMI

▸
very low-income 

30 – 50% AMI

▸
low income


50 – 80% AMI
4.2.3 Degree of Affordability
(1) Rental Unit

Rental units should not cost more in rent and utilities than 30% of the targeted income.
(2) For Sale Units

For Sale Units should not cost more than the targeted income group could finance at available, responsible borrowing.

4.2.4 Number or Percentage of Affordable Units

The plan should set forth the number or percentage of affordable units a developer would include in the market rate development.  

The number or percentage should vary with the amount of incentives.  The more incentives a developer receives, the higher the percentage of affordable units he or she would include.  In general, the goal should be to result in affordable units constituting 20% of the development’s units.

The number or percentage could vary with the target income group.  The lower the targeted income group the fewer the number or the lower the percentage of affordable units.

4.2.5 Duration of Affordability

Affordable rental units should remain affordable for at least 40 years.

4.2.6 Design and Integration of Affordable Units

Participating developers must design the development so that the affordable units are geographically and architecturally integrated into the larger development.

The number of bedrooms in the affordable units must cover a range that matches the range of bedrooms among the market rate units and in the same distribution.

4.2.7 Participation Standards
The plan should set forth those developments eligible for voluntary participation and those for which participation is required.

(1) Voluntary
All developments should be eligible for voluntary participation.  This includes developments that are strictly residential and those that include mixed residential and commercial.

(2) Required

The plan should require participation in two circumstances:

▸
Upzone

▸
Large Master Planned Communities

An upzone or large master planned communities provide a significant private economic benefit.  In return, the plan will require the developer to include affordable units.

4.2.8 Monitoring Mechanism

The plan must equip the local government to administer the incentives and monitor the enforcement of the affordability requirements.
5. BEST DESIGN AND MANAGEMENT PRACTICE
5.1 Some Background
The design of a housing development and its management practices largely determine its success and whether it will be an asset to its neighborhood.  This is true for all housing, regardless of the developer or the income of its residents.  The best housing is aesthetically pleasing; its design enhances the neighborhood; its management keeps the property safe, healthy and enjoyable.  
Local government policies can positively influence housing design and management.  Such public policies must apply uniformly to all housing of a given configuration (e.g., all multifamily housing).  They should not single out affordable housing developments.  Singling them out poses several problems.  First, affordable housing developments do not present more than their share of design or management problems.  Indeed, some of the most attractive and well run properties are developed and managed by affordable housing developers.  Second, singling them out because of the status of their residents poses serious legal questions.
Local design and management standards should be fashioned so they do not increase costs or cause development delays.  Good design need not be more expensive.  Good management practices can be less expensive.
5.2 Policy Proposals
5.2.1 Design
Policy development in the following areas are possible considerations:
(1) Building design: form, scale and context
(2) Exterior materials
(3) Architectural detail
(4) Use of green space 
(5) Pedestrian friendly design
(6) Accommodation for children

5.2.2 Management

Local governments can reasonably expect all housing owners to provide accessible, attentive and responsive management for residents of their properties and in service to their neighborhoods.  

(1) Develop and employ Good Neighbor Guidelines
(2) Fully incorporate Crime Free Housing and CPTED practices. 
(3) Local bodies made up of stakeholders would be helpful in developing design and management guidelines to assist housing providers with best practices. 
6. ADVOCACY FOR AFFORDABLE HOUSING
6.1 Some Background
Local government can exert significant leadership in support of affordable housing.  This leadership is necessary and possible in two ways.  First, developers and financers of affordable housing have limited resources.  When they look for a place to invest, they favor jurisdictions that support and value their work.  They will look to local leaders to assess the level of support.  Second, local governments are positioned to influence local planning jurisdictions, the state and the federal government to promote housing and funding policies that will assist local developers.  

Local government leaders can also speak up for the value of affordable housing:  its service to people in need; its role in healthy economic development; it importance to local employers.  City officials and staff should provide a warm welcome to affordable housing developers just as they would for any business exploring opportunities in the community.

Coordination of affordable housing policy and funding mechanisms can make it much easier for developers to navigate the requirements of the various cities within Pierce County.  A collaborative approach among Pierce County cities can provide efficiencies for government as well as developers, builders, owners, and operators of housing for low-income households.
6.2 Policy Proposals
6.2.1 Leadership
Local leaders should provide leadership that makes clear to developers, financing sources, and the community generally that they value affordable housing. They should articulate its value for the essential service it provides to low-income households and for its necessary role in the community’s economic development.  This leadership is essential for the success of any funding or policy effort.
6.2.2 Policy Support

The local jurisdiction should exercise its influence to promote housing and funding policies in local planning forums, the state government and the federal government that favor the development of affordable housing locally
(1) Pierce County

Pierce County cities should support Pierce County’s efforts to implement the recommendations of the Pierce County Housing Affordability Task Force, which the Pierce County Council incorporated into the County’s Comprehensive Plan.

(2) State of Washington

(a) Adequate funding for the Housing Trust Fund
(b) Strengthening the Growth Management Act’s provision for local development of affordable housing, and the tools to do so;
(c) Creation of additional and flexible sources of capital and operating funds for affordable housing.

(3) Federal Policy

(a) Creation of a national Housing Trust Fund for the development of affordable housing;

(b) Strengthening and expanding the federal Low Income Housing Tax Credit Program;

(c) Adequate funding for public housing and Housing Choice Voucher programs.
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