


It's not a bailout
State funding provides affordable local housing
BY ROBIN FISHER • GUEST COLUMNIST • January 6, 2010 

A recent FLORIDA TODAY article, “County votes to bail out developer,” and letters to the editor regarding a County Commission decision on the Riverbend Pineapple Partners’ affordable housing project have mischaracterized the program as a bailout for a developer.
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This is an inaccurate description of both the project and the decisions that were made.
First, the county commissioners voted unanimously last July to approve the use of up to $630,000 in State Housing Initiative Partnership funding for this project, in response to the recommendation of the Affordable Housing Advisory Council.
The council includes a homebuilder, a banker, a construction worker, an advocate for the needy, a for-profit affordable housing provider, a not-for-profit affordable housing provider, a real estate professional, a member of the local planning agency and two community members.
Second, federal and state laws require affordable housing, and when certain criteria are met, state and federal dollars can be used to fund it. More times than not, these mandates by federal and state governments do not come with funding.
The Riverbend property met the criteria for a state-funded program, designed to create affordable housing for low-income families. If these state dollars weren’t used for low-income Brevard families, the state would have used them elsewhere. I, and other commissioners, would prefer to utilize these dollars to help struggling Brevard families.
Third, the state and Affordable Housing Council have created programs such as this one because few property owners are interested in limiting their rents to a fixed rate for 26 years, which is what is required when participating in this program. Most investors want to earn the highest market rate for their properties.
Riverbend Pineapple Partners had to enter into a contract limiting their rental units to a rate of $540 per month for a two-bedroom apartment for the next 26 years. Brevard County will be able to provide affordable housing for nine low-income families for the next 26 years and can assure that this happens through a mortgage on the property as well as a restriction on the use of the land, all with state funds.
Finally, the only issue under discussion at the Dec. 15 board meeting was whether the expenses to be paid with SHIP funds should include improvements to the property, interest accrued on the mortgage and any delinquent taxes. The board voted 3-2 to fund the project at $572,000, declining to pay for the delinquent 2009 taxes and rehabilitation expenses.
To ensure that these programs efficiently utilize state funding and maximize the inventory of affordable housing, I have asked the following issues come back to the board for policy direction in January:
  Predetermined eligible debt for buy downs. 
  Debt payment schedules that reflect a percentage of property value. 
  Historical research on projects completed at the time of funding. 
  Delinquent property taxes and/or previously expensed renovations to be considered under the definitions of “debt” or “buy down.” 
Affordable housing for low-income families with children is not only desirable but required by law, and I am proud to be able to list as one of my accomplishments the provision of affordable housing for struggling Brevard families, which includes the elderly and veterans.
Fisher is a Democratic Brevard county commissioner who represents District 1.
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