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It has long been the custom of government housing agencies, both local and federal, to advance current housing policy when making real estate deals with private developers.  Goals around affordable housing are common, as are revitalizing neglected neighborhoods, reclaiming vacant properties, and spurring other investment.  Often the federal government provides public funding such as tax credits and loans to developers that agree to include affordable housing in their projects.  Sometimes local governments trying to eliminate blight will offer attractive incentives such as property tax breaks and other subsidies.

One example of these agreements that has been the subject of much discussion lately is inclusionary zoning, or inclusionary housing.  Montgomery County is considered a pioneer in this arena, having passed legislation in the 1970s requiring developers to include a certain percentage of affordable housing in their developments.  In exchange, developers are allowed to build more units, or homes, than they otherwise would be permitted to under existing zoning laws.  A movement is underway in Baltimore to enact similar legislation here.  Its structure is different, but the goals are the same:  to create mixed-income neighborhoods, and to create affordable rental and homeownership opportunities for low- and moderate-income residents.  Public funding will be made available to the developer to meet this goal of affordability.

Some have suggested that inclusionary housing legislation is not necessary in Baltimore because our local government already pursues goals of affordability with every project that it controls.  However, it can be argued that much of the city’s influence is wielded due to the personal commitment and beliefs of departmental staff, and not necessarily because of written policy or legislation within the agency.

Take the proposed project on Druid Park Lake Drive.  Because the City of Baltimore is the owner of the two vacant lots there, it dictated specific terms of the sale of that land, including a provision that 20% of the units built on the lots be affordable to moderate-income families.  CIMG, a local developer, won the rights to develop the land and has proposed constructing two mid-rise buildings there.  Although the city has required that some of the units be affordable, the requirement is technically not legally binding and may, if the administration changes, be up for negotiation.  While it’s unlikely that the City would back down on this commitment to affordability, it is possible.
Just a few years back, community organizations could get a seat on the selection team reviewing competing development proposals.  Agency leadership changed and that opportunity was removed.  As agency policy shifts that seat may be regained.  Yet, without codification by law or binding agreement, anything, no matter how longstanding, can change unilaterally.
One very important lesson of community organizing and development is understanding the role that politics and elections play in the actions of any given city agency.  Staffing changes at the top always have the potential to affect projects on the ground.

