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1323 South Yakima

Tacoma WA 98405
October 10, 2007

To:
Downtown (Tacoma) Mixed-Income Housing Task Force

From:
Connie Brown, Executive Director, AHC

Subject: Final Recommendations of Task Force

Thank you for the work that the Task Force report required.  I hope the effort will help the City proceed with a constructive discussion of affordable housing issues.

Although the Task Force members, including myself, approved a Final Report and Recommendations on Mixed-Income Housing in Downtown Tacoma last week, I write to convey concerns that the AHC leadership has about how the report may be interpreted or misinterpreted.  I am sorry that the irregular process and pace of the Task Force’s work did not allow me to more fully explore these concerns, although you will recognize them from my earlier comments.  I expect others may also have these concerns as well.  Under-standing them will help us and the City proceed with the discussion.  

1. 
The recommendations are not strong enough to actually result in more affordable housing in the downtown area. The recommendations are couched in phrases such as “should consider exploring…” that will allow governing bodies to fulfill our requests without implementing any policies to provide incentives for developers to build affordable housing for low-income people. It is critical that Tacoma address its need for additional affordable housing, but I’m not confident that our recommendations will make any impact. 
2.
Although the following statement was deleted in the final draft, it is fact: “Since the inception of the Miller Amendment in 1997, no low-income housing has been built in the downtown core of Tacoma.” During this 10-year period, the City has forgone substantial funding from state and federal resources for such housing.  Because the City has not supported affordable housing in the downtown core, funding sources such as the Washington Housing Trust Fund and Federal funds have not been available for projects in that area.  The Miller Amendment, in combination with the recent moratorium on special needs housing and the still-uncertain future of the Winthrop Hotel, have made funders and developers wary of committing their dollars for affordable housing in Tacoma.  We are concerned that this report will not dispel this unfortunate reputation that we have acquired among funders. 
3.
The Task Force’s Report and Recommendations do not adequately acknowledge the consistent input from stakeholder groups that workers and low-income persons are being priced out of housing in downtown and the strong support these groups expressed for the new development of affordable housing.  
4. 
I would be sorry if readers of the report misinterpreted its tone and recommendations to regard affordable housing receiving city subsidy, not as a vital community asset, but as an element to be controlled, regulated and dispersed in ways that would not apply to strictly private developments serving all income ranges.  This selective and discriminatory approach would very much resemble the unsuccessful approach the city considered and rejected when drafting its recent special needs housing ordinance.  We cannot recommend that the city travel that route again, especially for properties that will serve people distinguished by only their income.
For this reason, while the AHC generally supports the stated intent of the Report, I must register our concerns with Policy Recommendation 7: “The City of Tacoma should explore establishing guidelines, such as a range of minimum and maximum percentage of subsidized units for projects seeking City subsidies within downtown, and dispersion requirements, if any. Such guidelines should not affect, in any way, the current historic or multifamily housing tax incentive programs.”
5.
As you know, we support the repeal of the Miller Amendment.  We do not support its replacement with a requirement, applicable only to affordable housing that receives city subsidies, for neighborhood notification and review.  This appears to presume that such developments are likely to be troublesome when in fact their developers, both for profit and non-profit, are among the city’s most responsible and successful.  We do support generally applicable good neighbor guidelines.

6.
The second part of Recommendation 7 presents its own questions.  It reads: “Such guidelines should not affect, in any way, the current historic or multifamily housing tax incentive programs.”  I was able to support the inclusion of this sentence upon Ryan Petty’s report that the City is developing rules and process to implement the new 12-year tax abatement for multi-family developments that include at least 20% affordable units and upon Ryan’s request not entangle this report with that implementation process.  While I think this can be a reasonable approach I must emphasize the contingent nature of our support for it:  it depends entirely on what rules and process come out of the City’s separate drafting effort.  The Tax Abatement is among the few local benefits the City can confer on developers in exchange for their inclusion of affordable units in market rate projects.  The City needs some mechanism to use to best advantage for that purpose.  The AHC will look forward to learning more of that effort.  If it does not appear adequate, the AHC will favor integrating the Tax Abatement program into the Task Force report.
To summarize, we are concerned that the Task Force policy recommendations could be interpreted in a way to limit affordable housing and for that reason directly conflict with the Task Force’s first two recommendations: 1) Mixed-income housing should be encouraged and realized through an integrated housing policy. 2) The City should reduce regulatory barriers, seek to lower costs, and provide incentives to encourage housing that is safe, decent, and affordable to lower income groups in the core downtown area.

I look forward to our continued discussion.

Sincerely,

Connie Brown, Executive Director
Copies to: 
Marty Campbell, New Tacoma Neighborhood Council

Eric Anderson, Tacoma City Manager

Ryan Petty, Director of Community and Economic Development

Ric Teasley, TCRA and Neighborhoods & Housing Committee
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