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TO:

Blue Ribbon Commission on Housing and Economic Growth

FROM:
Ron Thomas, Manager of State & Federal Relations

RE:

Commission Scope of Study
The Connecticut Conference of Municipalities appreciates the opportunity to comment on the important work you have before you.

The rapid increase in housing prices has hurt towns all over the state. What was once exclusively a Fairfield County problem has now spread to every corner of Connecticut. A 2005 survey showed the median household income in 157 of 169 towns could not qualify for a mortgage for the median sales price home.

Housing affordability is a concern in rural towns, wealthy suburbs, and both small and large cities. Mayors, first selectmen and town/city managers have made it clear that they need a way to increase the range of housing opportunities in their communities, without raising municipal costs and further straining the overburdened property tax system.

The lack of affordable housing hurts town and cities in many ways:

· They can’t find teachers, public safety workers, laborers, road crews. Do we really want our police and firefighters to have to drive a half hour before they can answer an emergency?

· They can’t provide housing for service workers of local businesses. It used to be that unaffordable towns could draw on workers living in more affordable surrounding towns. Now, those neighboring towns are unaffordable, too.

· They can’t provide rentals or starter homes for adult children who want to return to live in the towns in which they grew up. Also, elderly residents who don’t need a big house or can’t afford the taxes on it are trapped in it because there are no downsizing opportunities that are affordable.

· They have no housing for volunteer firefighters. Most towns in the state have volunteer fire departments but usually only young, blue collar workers volunteer, not older or wealthier town residents. Towns also can’t find volunteers for local boards and commissions.

Last session, a bill was considered, H.B. 7186 (parts of which became PA 07-04, special session).  It was the product of months-long discussion and give-and-take among varied parties—affordable housing advocates, the business community, developers, municipalities, nonprofits and others.  These entities are sometimes on polar sides of an issue.  However, all stood firmly together on the need for affordable housing and thoughtful economic development.  One vital aspect of the bill did not pass: a mechanism to reimburse municipalities for education costs for school-age children residing within municipal-designated overlay zones.   CCM still thinks this proposal is a great method by which to achieve that goal – perhaps the only way to encourage affordable housing given the present property tax system.  

Education Reimbursement

The cost associated with K-12 public education is the most-cited municipal concern regarding the development of affordable housing.  The reimbursement proposal meets that concern head-on.

Importantly, last year’s proposal required reimbursement for 15 years after affordable housing is created.  This would assuage municipal concerns about the impact of affordable housing on town budgets.  Most important, the proposal contained an innovative ironclad way to ensure that municipalities would be reimbursed, and continue to be reimbursed.  In other areas, municipalities have had a history of the State promising reimbursement, then curtailing or eliminating such reimbursement.

The education reimbursement proposal was a tough sell to some state legislators.  However, it is the proposal that most directly addresses municipal concerns.  It should not be discarded.

The Commission should know that Massachusetts provides education costs reimbursement to communities that develop overlay zones under state statute.

Other incentives to consider:

· Reimbursement for water and sewer costs associated with the development of affordable housing.

· Higher school construction reimbursement levels for (non-priority school district) communities that develop and maintain affordable housing.

Costs Associated with Effective Incentives

The issue of how to provide affordable housing has vexed the State for years.  There are certain aspects of effective initiatives that can’t be avoided:  

· The Office of Responsible Growth should figure prominently in any proposal, providing much-needed technical and other assistance to municipalities.

· The State will have to make a significant financial commitment to incentives.  Effective policy cannot be done on the cheap.  The State’s financial commitment to affordable housing is a percentage of what it was ten years ago.

· Incentives should involve new state revenue, not simply transferring funds or creating new eligibility requirements for existing funds.  Ideally, such funds would be put in a “lock box” to ensure that the State’s fiscal bounties and woes won’t impact its obligation to towns and cities.  This will go far in reassuring interested communities.

CCM looks forward to working with the Commission to develop proposals that will help ensure the development and maintenance of affordable, workforce housing in Connecticut.

Thank you.

##  ##  ##

If you have any questions, please call me at (203) 498-3000.
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