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My name is Don Bianchi.  I’m Senior Policy Advocate at the Massachusetts Association of Community Development Corporations, which represents over 60 CDCs statewide- 11 of these in western Massachusetts.  Prior to my current position I worked for over 8 years as Housing Director for the Hilltown CDC in Chesterfield.  I live in Northampton, and have recently been appointed to the City’s newly created Community Preservation Act Committee.  I’ve been asked to come and speak about the challenges in creating affordable housing outside of the core cities in western MA, and its link to addressing homelessness.
Homelessness is a multi-faceted problem, with many causes, two of which are most relevant to my remarks here- first, the shortage of affordable housing and second, the inability of low income individuals and families to afford the cost of housing, due to persistent poverty, unemployment, stagnant wages, increasing debt, the high cost of transportation and energy- and dramatic decrease in the availability of rental assistance.
In my remarks, I want to initially focus on the first of these- what public policies can address the shortage of affordable housing, particularly outside of the core cities.  Then I want to tie in these policy solutions with those that can address the problems that very low income households face in affording the affordable housing.  Because what we call “affordable housing” is not affordable to poor families without additional assistance for these families.
So, back first to how difficult it is to develop housing outside of the core cities in the Pioneer Valley- in Northampton and Amherst, with their high land costs, in the small towns with their inadequate infrastructure, in the rural areas with their limited municipal capacity.  I know from my work in the hilltowns these additional challenges- the absence of local public and private resources, the additional costs associated with providing roads and water and sewer, the high cost of transportation and commuting, the absence of economies of scale, the difficulty in attracting a sufficient contractor pool, the local resistance to density.  Advocates for sustainable community development in small towns frequently talk about the need for more resources from the State: more CDBG funds for local projects, more local aid to support municipal capacity and services, more money for both affordable housing production and open space preservation.  We need to listen to these pleas and respond to them- that is the only way that affordable housing can be provided in all communities.
Small town advocates for sustainable development have another message that we need to hear: the importance of a regional approach to solving problems.  This focus on regional solutions is the first of three public policies that the State should pursue to address the broader issue of affordability for very low income families.  Here are my three public policy recommendations for the State, in order to “create a regional response to homelessness and poverty”:

1. Adopt a regional approach to identifying problems and crafting solutions, including both resource provision and land use policy.

Smaller communities have, out of necessity, adopted regional strategies- in providing public education and in providing public services.  At the same time, the tradition of local control in all Massachusetts communities is strong- but this local control which serves the community so well in responding to a local crisis or in celebrating its local heritage is an impediment when it comes to everyone having a decent place to live, or to travel between home and work., or to manage development appropriately.
What works is a rethinking of the whole region’s approach to the problems it faces: the resistance to a regional approach that makes it so difficult for the residents of Cummington and Hatfield and Montague to access transportation and maintain sustainable employment also makes it difficult for residents of Springfield to make sure their children get a good education, in school systems that are drastically underfunded.
The State should do all it can to foster broader regional solutions to local problems- in education, in transportation, and in land use.  Restrictive local zoning obviously needs to be addressed- local laws around required frontage and acreage encourage sprawl and inequality.  But the trade-off for changes to restrictive local zoning needs to be coupled with State encouragement and support for land use policies that encourage equitable and sustainable development- strategies to encourage cluster housing and allow the transfer of development rights, and assistance to communities in preserving open space.
My recommendation to the State is this area is to bring into the dialogue on land use reform those experienced in problem-solving on a regional basis, including the Regional Planning Agencies, the Massachusetts Smart Growth Alliance, and fair housing advocates.  The broader we define “we” in addressing these issues, the better chance we have of moving beyond the “us” and “them” that so limits us.
2. Support the key infrastructure: the physical infrastructure, the government capacity, and the nonprofit sector.
A regional approach to problem-solving is entirely consistent with support for local communities.  The physical infrastructure needs tending in all communities- but the State should approach this from the perspective of what benefits the entire region.  How do we provide people with adequate transportation, water and sewer?  How do we support the development of housing and needed commercial activity while we preserve a community’s open space and enhance the environmental quality of life for everyone?  We do this by State policies that acknowledge the inter-connectedness  and inter-dependence of the region, and then improve local conditions consistent with this acknowledgment.

Chapter 40B is an absolutely essential tool for the State in addressing its affordable housing crisis.  It is effective precisely because it is based on an understanding of the region’s housing needs, and applies this understanding to the local level.  It gives communities that embrace their shared responsibilities tools to streamline the permit process while having significant influence over what is developed, while allowing the State to intervene when a community refuses to accept its responsibilities.  However, in itself it is insufficient because it is reactive, dependent on the private market to initiate the projects it decides have value.
Communities statewide have successfully partnered with nonprofit organizations to develop affordable housing, but this resource is under-utilized.  Over the past three years, CDCs statewide have built or preserved 3,800 units of housing, at a time when State support for affordable housing has been reduced.  The nonprofit infrastructure is there- it needs to be supported and enhanced.  These organizations develop housing that is generally more affordable than that developed by the private sector.  Furthermore, there are exciting possibilities for local control- my own experience developing a friendly 40B in a small hilltown community is relevant here- the CDC developed a small, clustered senior housing development that was initiated by Town residents, and was developed with strong local support and local control.  There is countless untapped potential for collaborations between local governments and nonprofits, to provide housing for families and seniors, rental and ownership.  The State needs to support these collaborations and encourage them- in large part by providing the resources to sustain both the local government capacity and the nonprofit capacity.  These community-initiated and community-controlled projects have value that surpasses the best-intentioned private market development.
3. Address the affordability issue head on.

So, we do the things I mentioned before.  We approach the crisis in housing and homelessness from a regional perspective, and develop regionally-sensitive approaches to local development.  We support the capacity of local government and the nonprofit sector.  The State provides the necessary resources, and the needed leadership in land use reform.  We build more affordable housing, in areas suitable for development.  Do we have the framework for a suitable “housing” response to homelessness and poverty?
Well, almost, but not quite.  Because that affordable housing we developed is not yet affordable to the very low income family that is living in unsuitable housing or loses the housing they have, or is homeless.  These families simply do not have the necessary income to rent the available apartments, even if the newly developed apartments have used State and federal subsidies to make them affordable.  Because even if the government provides all the money that is needed to develop affordable housing, the owner’s cost of operating the housing (any owner- nonprofit or for profit)- exceeds what a very low income family can pay.
There are many policy solutions available to the state- the past Administration’s acknowledgment of the connection between housing, transportation and energy was one, and the Patrick Administration’s creation of a Secretary to oversee housing and economic development is another.  The State needs to pursue these solutions, many of them long-term, aggressively to address the root of our housing crisis- which is the root of so many of our problems- persistent and pervasive poverty.
In the immediate term, we have one public policy tool that can make housing more affordable to low income households and reduce homelessness- rental assistance.  We talk about the need for the State to advocate with the federal government with more Section 8 assistance- the federal government’s response to the nation’s affordable housing needs has been abysmal, shameful, morally criminal- whatever adjective you use will be an understatement.  And the recent changes in Congress do present more opportunities for the State to influence federal housing policy- and it should.
But there’s a State program we have, and we can control- the Mass. Rental Voucher Program.  In 1990, the State rental voucher program provided assistance to almost 20,000 households- this year, less than 5,000 households receive assistance.  Yet over 100,000 very low income households statewide face the risk of homelessness because they pay more than half of their income for rent and utilities.
MACDC and our allies in the Statewide Building Blocks Coalition are advocating that the Legislature and the Patrick Administration commit to increased funding for at least 1,000 new vouchers per year for the next four years- the cost to the State budget this year would be about $10 million.  $10 million to help 1,000 families avoid homelessness- that’s a cost of $10,000 per family, much less than the cost of providing shelter- or new housing units.  So this is a State public policy that can have an immediate impact on preventing homelessness. 
In conclusion, there are great opportunities for Holyoke, Springfield, Northampton and others to work with the Patrick Administration on addressing homelessness and poverty on a regional basis- on a “we” basis instead of an “us” and “them” basis.

