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AFFORDABLE HOUSING

Private Agencies and Non-profits Work with All Levels of
Government to Meet the Housing Needs of Lower Income Residents.

by Joel Moreno L

amona Beattie

considers herself

lucky. She does-

n’t have much

money, and now
that she is retired, she doesn’t
expect that will change. If it
weren’t for the assistance she
receives for housing, she said
she’s not sure where she could
afford to live.

“I came over here and was
working on trying to find a studio
I could afford. I was going to
have to draw my Social Security
check at 62 instead of 65 to afford
rent,” Beattie said, adding that
she wanted to move as soon as
she could. “I was living in a place
that didn’t have any heat.”

Beattie applied for housing
assistance, but it took nearly two
years before she could be help&d.
Now she is living in a subsidized
unit at Via Pacifica Gardens in
Aptos, an affordable housing pro-
ject for seniors funded by federal
dollars.

Darrel Johnson, the adminis-
trator for Via Pacifica, said resi-
dents pay 30 percent of their
income for rent. The rest comes
from government programs that
assist the county in meeting
California’s affordable housing
requirements.
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“That’s the only reason we are
here, because of the county’s
affordable housing ordinances,”
Johnson said.

Via Pacifica Gardens was com-
pleted in 1987 with the help of
Arnje Fischman, the executive
director of the Santa Cruz
Commug;g Housing Corporation.

Fisthman’s agency currently
administers 10 completed pro-
jects, which represents about 450
units of affordable housing, he
said. Most of those are family
housing.

“What we specialize in is
cooperative ownership. It’s a
third approach, a kind of a blend
of conventional rental housing
with for sale ownership housing,”
he said.

Fischman said that although
the housing is operated by a non-
profit corporation, it is controlled
by the residents who live in the
complex.

The need for housing is about
the same as it was when
- Fischman said he began as the
CHC’s executive director in
1986, but then again, he says the
need has always been “extreme.”

“There are surveys that are
done regularly*nationwide on the
“affordability’ of both for sale
housing and rental housing.
Santa Cruz County is always in
the top five in the United States
for the least affordable,”
Fischman said.

What Fischman didn’t note
was that the national survey actu-
ally calculates the ratio between
the average family income to the
average home price in a commu-
nity. In Santa Cruz County, aver-
age incomes remain lower, while
housing prices remain higher.
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Many senior citizens and other
groups with fixed monthly
incomes can’t afford the price of
a studio or one bedroom apart-
ment in the county. Mary James,
the executive director of the Santa
Cruz County Housing Authority, |
said that one third of the families
receiving assistance are elderly. If
seniors are excluded from the
total, then approximately 60 per-
cent of the families receiving |
assistance are two- head house- |
holds, she said. ,

“We are here to assist low and |
moderate income families with |
their housing,” said James of the
Housing Authority. “We can do
that by financing private develop-
ers. We can do it by building
them ourselves. Our largest pro-
gram is the section eight rental
program in which the tenant actu- |
ally finds their own units and we
send part of the rent to the land-
lord each month.”

The Housing Authority can
help about 2,500 families in any
given month, although the wait-
ing list can span for several years.
Once applicants qualify and are
accepted to the program, they can
remain on so long as their
incomes remain low.

To qualify for assistance
through the Housing Authority,
applicants must earn below the
county’s medianincome.

The most a family of four

~ could make and still qualify is .
$27,000 a year, James said.

She added that 64 percent of
the families in the housing assis-
tance program work, yet are still
unable to meet the cost of housing.

James first became the Santa
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Cruz County Housing Authority’s
executive director in 1981. Prior
to that she worked at the Santa
Clara County Housing Authority.
She said the Housigg Authority
generally concentfates on new
units rather than fixing, up exist-
ing units.

“We do a lot of rehab, but it’s
generally more expensive than
new units. With older buildings in
particular, there is so miich retro-
fitting that it’s very expensive to
do,” she said.

The federal government also
forbids relocation, so the people
living in the building being retro-
fitted have to be given priority as
to whether they want to take it.

The Community Housing

Corporation has the Heiner
House, which is a renovation
of a single family home. They
have helped the residents of
three different mobile home
parks acquire their parks by
securing the financing and

then operating them as cooper-

atives. The CHC also has some
new construction.
Non-profit housing agencies

like the Housing Authority and -

the Community Housing Corp-
oration typically maintain two
budgets. One covers the general
operating costs to maintain the
organization; the other is for pro-
ject development costs, which
includes state and federal subsi-
dies, along with financing from
banks and private investors.

The Housing Authority works
with an annual budget of about
$37 million. Approximately $11
million comes from section eight
funding. The CHC works with
about $600,000 for operating
expenses, but Fischman said the
development funds fluctuate so
greatly from year to year that it
was hard to give a reasonable
average.

“The heyday of funding for
housing and the war on poverty is
going to end,” James said. “The
cutbacks for funding has been
going on a long time.”

Waiting Lists Grow

Waiting lists have grown in
recent years because of the lack
of subsidy coming from the feder-
al government, and the competi-
tion for the remaining resources
appears intense. All kinds of
restrictions go along with federal
money, such as income limits,
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less money.

“We need to change the system

..

Via Pacifica is an apartment complex for low income |der residents

stipulations on how people are to
be selected, and so forth.

More and more, local money
has needed to be well-leveraged
to attract outside dollars for
affordable housing projects.
James said it’s worth all the
effort, because once the money
comes in the programs work
great.

One of the obstacles in deregu-
lating the government programs
and improving their efficiency are
incorrect public perceptions about
the kinds of people who need
housing assistance.

“What the Housing Corpora-
tion is doing right now is educat-
ing the public on our approach to
urban housing development,”
Fischman said. “It is very much
about helping people achieve eco-

nomic independence in their
lives, especially through the
cooperative ownership structure
that we use.”

Misguided Reform?

Fischman said the CHC’s
emphasis on self-governing com-
munities helps people achieve
more independence in their lives
so they can get out of that stereo-
typical welfare-dependency
model.

But the public doesn’t always
see these kinds of efforts, and
recent talk at the level of the fed-
eral government has focused on
establishing a cut-off date for
housing assistance recipients.
James thinks this is a misguided
effort.

“There is an assumption that
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current rounds of talks.

“The federal government is

people on housing programs
don’t move off, but we’ve got
people moving off the program
all the time,” James said. “The
housing program is very different
from the welfare program.

“My concern about an arbitrary
cut-off date is that it has nothing to
do with the market,” James
explained. “If you take people off
the program, then they can’t afford
their rent. Then they lose their
jobs, then they’il end up on wel-
fare and the government will end
up paying for them anyway.”

James does see problems with
public assistance programs, such
as the built-in disincentives for
people on housing programs to
try to earn more money.
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For example, when a housing
assistance recipient has a job, the
Housing Authority is required to
raise that person’s rent when they
start earning more. They start
having more taxes taken out of
their paychecks, maybe they have
to pay for baby sitting, and on top
of that they have their rent adjust-
ed so they are still contributing 30
percent of their total income.

A working person on the pro-
gram ends up with more money
out-of-pocket than somebody on
welfare, James said, and it turns
out to be a wise financial decision
to stay home and take care of the
children rather than to go to work,
pay for a sitter, and end up with

U

so it rewards the right behavior
instead of punishing people. We
ought to change the system so they
don’t get a dollar deducted for
every dollar earned,” James said.
“We need to provide for some grad-
uated way for allowing people to go
to work and eventually pay more
for rent, because you have to get
established in the work force first.”
James suggests a gradual eas-
ing-off of housing assistance
rather than a sharp cut-off, so
people are rewarded for going to
work. She sees a lot of opportuni-
ty in the future to make these
kinds of changes, but so much is
being bandied about at the federal
level right now that it is hard to
know what will emerge from the

telling us that if they cut our
money they are going to cut our
regulations, although that remains
to be seen,” James said. “If they
deregulate the way they say they |
are going to, we can actually run
a more efficient program.”

In regards to the changes being
discussed at the federal level,
Fischman also said that at this
stage, things are still too unpre-
dictable to know what kind of
rules the federal government will |
decide to operate under in the |
affordable housing market. ]

“What I hope is going to hap- |

pen is people will come together
more and create a consensus on
affordable housing,” Fischman
said. O
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