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Report from the All NPA and SOS-B Housing Summit Workshop 

Fletcher Free Library, 5/21/15
This report will be shared with the Community Development and Neighborhood Revitalization Committee of the City, to City Council Members, to the Mayor, to the Neighborhood Planning Assemblies, and to the media.

Assumptions and Perspectives: 


The starting point for the Housing Action Plan (3/30/15) drafted by the City is the assumption that increasing the supply of housing will lower costs and increase housing choice, with densifying the city core or CBD as a priority. But, it is asserted that the project approval process in Burlington presents fiscal and procedural obstacles to developers. If costs to developers are reduced and the regulatory process simplified, more and lower-cost housing will result. The further assumption is that Burlington is a post-industrial city where manufacturing has no future and need have no zoning protection. Uniform height, lot coverage, and facade standards are seen as an avenue to speedier project approval and more attractive design. Students and “young urban professionals” are taken to be the key residential groups needing to be attracted to downtown.


The Housing Summit Workshop (HSW) takes exception to these assumptions. We believe that cities should change incrementally, not by wholesale ordinance and zoning changes, and that housing policy should focus on building and preserving neighborhoods, not simply increasing housing units profitable to developers. Because the CBD is where the highest priced land is located, market dynamics there will promote high-rise luxury housing. Unless otherwise restricted by regulation, there will be little mitigation of housing costs, and growth will likely threaten public access to the lakefront. Diversity by income and use will suffer. Form-based code will allow uniform standards and fast-track project approval, combined with reduced citizen input, resulting in smothering innovative building design and progress toward zero-energy buildings. Rather than restricting public critique of developments, we urge a greater role for the Neighborhood Planning Assemblies in reviewing significant development proposals.  


Further, HSW believes that housing shouldn’t be considered apart from the wider urban context, something HAP omits. Context includes considering the need for mass transit including light rail and trolley service, municipal garages on the city periphery, and elimination of the long-obsolete Champlain Parkway. Context further includes the need for open spaces, large and small, which make a city livable. Plan BTV proposes buildings on the iconic lawns of downtown churches and fails to address the future of the Urban Reserve, the former Burlington College campus, the Elks Club, and the Barge Canal. Scale should be considered at every point, precluding HAP’s call for 1500 additional student beds downtown. In promoting very large student housing complexes, HAP ignores necessary consideration of scale and diversity.


Finally, a data-driven approach requires an inventory of existing units by category and a projection of need, both on a city and county basis. This must be shared with the public.

Specifics:

1. The Parking Minimum: If downtown developers are permitted to build only the number of parking spaces they anticipate the market will require, as HAP proposes, they will create exclusive spaces attached to apartment and condominium properties and pocket any money saved. Retail developers will rely on existing and crowded city garages and public roads for parking--that is, the taxpayer--with shoppers required to compete with increased numbers of residents, commuting employees, and tourists for limited spaces. Surrounding neighborhoods will be overwhelmed by commuters, shoppers, and the new downtown residents. This is neither efficient nor fair. We urge the City to keep the off-street parking requirements for the downtown and neighborhoods alike.   
2. Form-Based Code: FBC is explicitly designed to limit citizen and City input during the project approval process, speeding it up, adding the certainty of “building by-right”,  and reducing costs to developers. We argue that the back-and-forth involving residents, planners, and the Design Advisory Board often leads to better projects than those initially proposed. FBC achieves pre-approval by standardizing design. As noted above, this discourages architectural innovation. Proposed window area minimums and facade rules make buildings less energy efficient than optimal. We oppose the move to FBC.
3. Building Code Changes: We support enhanced enforcement of the existing code. If reform is necessary, city officials are the best qualified and positioned to do this. We oppose the hiring of consultants in this area.
4. A Rehabilitation Code: Most buildings in the city are over fifty years old. There needs to be flexibility in combining preservation of the historic character of structures and neighborhoods with the need for energy and construction efficiency. Rehabilitation of structures should not result in the displacement of existing occupants through rent increase or otherwise. Outreach to homeowners should be included in any evaluation of the “rehab codes.”  City employees are qualified to carry out this analysis. We support hiring a city architect to address this and related issues but oppose hiring temporary consultants.
5. Reduction of Zoning and Building Fees:   Any building fee at all may be considered “high” by those paying it. The standard should be that fees reflect the City’s direct and indirect costs in permit processing and inspections. As this standard already exists, we oppose this item.
6. Housing in the South End: HAP sees the manufacturing or Enterprise District in the South End as undervalued and ripe for housing gentrification. We oppose any housing in the Enterprise District as it is a Trojan horse that national experience shows leads to the displacement of artists, artisans, and industry from manufacturing districts. Innovative artist/artisan housing such as live/work spaces and tiny house villages sharing common facilities--workshops, performance spaces, and retail outlets--should be located just outside the Enterprise District where artists and artisans presently work. We categorically oppose housing in this district.
7. Preserving Affordable Housing: We agree that housing preservation should be a City priority. We encourage the housing trusts and City to foster co-operative resident ownership of Farrington Mobile Home Park, maintaining associated open space there. 
8. Expanding the Housing Trust Fund (HTF): We support doubling the levy on all property that goes into the HTF. But this revenue should not replace current obligations that developers have to contribute to affordable housing through Inclusionary Zoning. These should also be increased proportionally. 
9. Replacing IZ Unit Obligations with a Payment to HTF: Inclusionary Zoning is a progressive effort to insure income diversity in our neighborhoods. Any “buyout” allowing developers to substitute a cash payment for affordable housing would create exclusively higher-income projects and neighborhoods. Nor is it likely such payments would fully equal the actual cost of building these units in other locations. We oppose this suggestion and oppose hiring any consultant to examine it, The present ordinance is fundamental to housing accessibility and diversity in the City. We support raising the minimum wage to a livable level, approximately $15 per hr., at a city, county, or state basis to further promote housing affordability.
10.  Home-Sharing: While not opposing home-sharing, we are neutral on the issue of City involvement in this process.
11. Purpose-build and HTF-subsidized Student Housing Downtown: Student housing off-campus is a profit-center for schools and their private partners. There is no need for taxpayers to subsidize such for-profit projects. Instead, the City and HTF should assist in the development of not-for-profit student housing cooperatives at appropriate scales and locations. Those that are democratically-managed and involve student work-shares--the Berkeley model--have reduced student housing costs by half. These centers of independent student living should be assisted by the city both on and off-campus. Student-specific projects at a scale contemplated by the City--1500 beds in all; over 300 in one location--will overwhelm downtown diversity and quality-of-life. We oppose this plan. 
12.  City-College MOUs: Interviews with college officials lead us to believe that the existing MOUs between the City and the two colleges do not mandate a specific proportion of on-campus housing. Rather than insisting the colleges provide a fixed proportion of on-campus dormitory space, we urge the City and the colleges to implement cooperative, not-for-profit modes of student housing which impart maturity, leadership experience, familiarity with cooperative organization, and reduced costs to students. Such a model will attract students away from the “beds” offered by landlords specializing in student-housing in what otherwise are family neighborhoods. 
13.  Stabilizing Neighborhoods Impacted by Students: For-profit, purpose-built student housing is no solution to neighborhood quality-of-life or housing availability issues and must be avoided. The problem is that some landlords speculate in buildings too densely occupied by students. Code enforcement is the appropriate initial response. In the longer term, HTF, the City, and the colleges should undertake a three-pronged effort. First they should facilitate not-for-profit student housing cooperatives at appropriate sizes and locations to facilitate self-management and the central supply of prepared meals (the Berkeley model). Self-managed student housing requiring cooperative labor leads to responsible neighborhood behavior. Second, the partnership of the colleges, the City, and HTF should purchase property in need of repair, improve it as perpetually affordable family residences (the U. of Iowa model). Third, the City and the HTF should take the lead in bringing groups of prospective home owners and renters together at mixed income-levels helping them form associations which locate, build/rehabilitate, occupy, and maintain housing projects on a cooperative owner-occupied basis. 
14. Housing First: We support exploring this approach to helping people secure decent, affordable, and safe housing.
15. A Cold-Weather Shelter: Homelessness and housing insecurity is heavily impacted by the level of area wages. We support a cold-weather shelter as one component along with an adequate wage structure. 
16. Expanding Accessibility: We support this provision.
17. Accessory Dwelling Units: Accessory dwelling units work where the property owner remains in residence. This is already a legal requirement (Title 24, Minicipal and County Government, Chapter 117, Section 4412). State law reads in part: “...no bylaw shall have the effect of excluding as a permitted use one accessory dwelling unit that is located within or appurtenant to an owner-occupied single-family dwelling...” We believe such units should be open to any occupant including students without discrimination. Maintaining owner-residence on-site is key to neighborhood stability, adds to the housing stock,  and may financially assist both owners and renters. 
18. Community Code: Yes. 
19.  Measuring Affordable Housing Needs:   

