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Commonwealth Housing Task Force

Quarterly Summary of Progress as of March 31, 2004

The first quarter of 2004 has been an extremely busy and productive time for the Commonwealth Housing Task Force.  The Center for Urban and Regional Policy, through the efforts of Barry Bluestone, Ted Carman and Eleanor White, has been focusing on (1) work needed to create legislation to implement the Task Force report and (2) to do important outreach to as many groups as possible to generate support for the proposal and resulting legislation.  They have encouraged maximum feedback and identification of both problems and solutions in implementing the Task Force program. Jerry Rappaport and Tom Hollister have led the effort to obtain resources to support the work of the Task Force, and Larry DiCara has led the legislative program. Paul Grogan and Mary Jo Meisner have continued to serve as conveners and to advise on policy across the board. Many, many members of the Task Force have assisted in these activities.

The legislative subcommittee of the Task Force, headed by Larry DiCara and including representatives of about 15 law firms, has been meeting during this past quarter to work through various legal issues relating to the Task Force proposal.  Ted Carman and Eleanor White have attended these meetings as well, and Ted is doing a lot of the staff work to coordinate the research. A Harvard Law School extern, Ariel Neuman, assigned to Northeastern’s Center for Urban and Regional Policy, has assisted us also.  We are advised that Jim McGlynn of the Joint HUD Committee is preparing the first draft of the legislation and we are eagerly awaiting receipt of that so that we can react to it.  In the meantime, at its last meeting, the legislative subcommittee recommended that the Task Force prepare a draft of legislation consistent with the work of the subcommittee to present to the Joint HUD Committee and that work is presently ongoing.
 

During this first quarter, Ted and Eleanor have been meeting with literally dozens of individuals, industry and advocacy groups, communities, law firms, etc. to brief them on the Task Force proposal and to have a cadre of supporters ready to advocate for the legislation when it surfaces.  We were very pleased to have had a lengthy substantive discussion with Geoff Beckwith and Charles Lyons of the Massachusetts Municipal Association, representing the 351 cities and towns of the State. As an aside, we have been getting almost uniformly positive reactions to the proposal (along with some healthy skepticism that it will really be passed).  In addition to outreach initiated by the Task Force, invitations to speak arrive daily, and we continue to respond as quickly as possible.
 

Larry DiCara has indicated that there is considerable enthusiasm at the Speaker/Senate President level for getting something passed fairly soon to deal with the housing crisis.  Complicating this is the fact that the 40B reform package may be brought to a vote very soon as well, to say nothing of the legislature’s focus on issues such as redistricting, gay marriage, etc.
 

During this quarter, Ted, Barry and Eleanor have also met again with DHCD staff.   There seems to be some feeling on the part of the Administration that the school cost issue is not significant (and, presumably, that the Chapter 70 funding part of our proposal may not be necessary).  Following DHCD’s request that we review an Administration & Finance analysis of the effect of school costs, Ted and Barry prepared an extensive re-analysis of that issue and presented it to DHCD.  Our work further reinforces the case for offering school cost reimbursement as a powerful incentive to local communities to participate in the CHTF program. We have also been very clear that the affordability provisions are--in the minds of the Task Force--absolutely integral to the proposal.  The $100 million program put forth by MassHousing is very positive, and is directly responsive to our call for additional funding for affordability. It is a very good start on the effort to dramatically expand funding.  
 

We are giving considerable thought as to how to structure funding so that it is assured to communities in the out-years and can also create as much affordability as possible.  The legislative subcommittee referenced above has done some wonderful work on this issue. Obviously, none of this is easy or someone would have figured it out years ago, but we feel that we are making substantial progress on very difficult topics. 

Finally, we continue to encourage all members of the Task Force to think further about how we can achieve our ultimate goal of increased production of housing with as much affordability as possible.  In that connection, we received a very thoughtful letter in March, 2004 from the group Action for Regional Equity focusing on the complex issues of long-term affordability; and Brian Kavoogian, President of the Greater Boston Real Estate Board, has continued to seek ways in which the disposition of surplus State land –a critical component of the Task Force proposal--can be made more efficient and effective.  We will be working on these topics to the extent possible in the coming months.

