Brattleboro Community Meeting
January 12, 2010
Select Board Meeting Room, Municipal Building
Thirty people attended the meeting.  Regional partners participating in the meeting included Connie Snow from Windham Housing Trust, Tom Kennedy from the Southern Windsor County Regional Planning Commission, Byron Stookey from Brattleboro Area Affordable Housing Corp., and Lisa Clarke from Southeastern Vermont Community Action.   Program staff in attendance included: Josh Hanford and Beth Boutin from the Vermont Community Development Program, and Arthur Hamlin from the Department of Economic, Housing and Community Development.  Josh Hanford welcomed participants and gave an overview of the Consolidated Planning process.
Public comments:

Patrick Moreland (CABA Inc.) had a question about the pie chart showing how CDBG funds have been distributed.  Josh explained that sixteen percent have been awarded to economic development projects.  This is primarily because we don’t receive as many ED applications, not due to any priority. Josh also explained the geographic distribution saying there is no mandate or priority for any region or town.
Tom Kennedy (SWRPC) thanked the VCDP staff for making the process better and more understandable despite being understaffed.  He does not support targets and agrees with the existing priorities.  Responses to disasters like fires have been appropriate.  He opposes giving back more than the current fifty percent of RLF income to the State.

Barbara George (Vermont Advisory Council on Historic Preservation) supports a priority for existing or historic buildings over new construction.  Her organization is concerned about historic barns and churches and would like to see planning funds used to study how to better utilize them within community development.
Gail Nunziata (Brattleboro Arts Initiative) said that preserving cultural facilities should be kept on the radar.  For example, old Grange halls or the Latchis Hotel which BAI is preserving.
Gary Fox (Destination Bellows Falls Inc and SEVCA Board of Directors) has a background in transportation.  He encourages coordination of projects with regional plans and transportation, such as historic intermodal centers on I-91 and I-89.  Applicants should coordinate with transportation early. Designs can be built in such as bus turnarounds or shelters.

Barbara Ternes (Greater Falls Warming Shelter and Parks Place Community Resource Center) commented that homelessness is a statewide problem and is changing.  There is a need for small apartments that single people can afford; e.g. Noyes House in Putney.  Is there a way to study the problem?  It costs a lot to shelter a few people and we should be aware of the needs of veterans.
Dora Bouboulis (Brattleboro Select Board) suggested looking at having two funding ‘tracks’ –especially for economic development.  Affordable housing projects are often very large and there are only a few application rounds each year.  The municipality gets more requests for economic development projects and they put money back into the pot.  Josh clarified that a municipality can only have one application for each type of grant in each round so they could have both housing and economic development.
Lisa Clarke (SEVCA) – expanded on previous comments. The issue are the “hard to house” e.g. special needs populations.  We should look at models like Housing First and supportive services.
Byron Stookey (BAAHC) is concerned that the State’s commitment to perpetual affordability seems to be in jeopardy in the Consolidated Plan and supports retaining it as an overarching principal.  In Windham County it has made a big difference.  Westgate did not have perpetual affordability and was almost lost.  

Tom Kennedy (SWCRPC) agreed with the need for housing for single persons but we had gotten away from “SROs” and boarding houses due to safety problems.  Maybe there could be workshops with both service and housing providers to discuss the need.  Tom also said per unit costs must be brought down.
A ten minute break was taken at 11:45.

Patrick Moreland (CABA Inc.) would like economic development expanded beyond just job creation.  There are projects that stimulate the local economy but don’t necessarily employ a large number of people.  For example a project or purchase of something or facility building could assist a group of businesses.
Eric Morse (Friends of Algiers Village) Friends of Algiers Village in Guilford are preserving the Guilford Country Store and using HOME funds to create seven units of affordable housing.  He supports programs that support small projects in villages with historic preservation.

Timberly Hund from Brattleboro asked what is available for tax credits for historic and downtown projects.  Josh answered there are Federal tax credits piggybacked with State and downtown credits.  Chris Cochran is the contact at DEHCD.

Susan McMahon (Windham Regional Commission) appreciates the VCDP staff helping with the application which is not easy, but small towns do not have professional staff and she is concerned with how they get assistance.  Beth responded that the RPCs and RDCs help and if a town has not applied for 5 years and hires someone the State can reimburse half of the cost.
Connie Snow (Windham Housing Trust) also supports retaining perpetual affordability as an overarching principal in the Consolidated Plan.  She maintained that the need for family or “non elderly” housing is still higher than the unmet need for elderly housing and includes young single adults and persons with disabilities.  She does not support a cap on money allocated for either economic development or housing and opposes consolidating the major State housing agencies.  Connie supports keeping CBDG funds as flexible as possible and funding the scattered site rehab loan funds.  Due to cuts to Section 8 programs that bring down the cost of developing housing should be continued.

Sue Graff (Brattleboro Area Prevention Coalition) would like to see incentives to build smoke and substance free housing.

Jon Muise (USDA RD) commented about the good working relationship between VCDP and RD.  He supports scattered site rehab loan funds.
Christine Hart (Brattleboro Housing Authority and VHCB Board) believes that local initiatives should be supported first and it is very important for DEHCD to continue to partner with VHCB and other agencies.  Christine opposes consolidating the major State housing agencies.  The Consolidated Plan should give include permanent supportive housing, service assisted housing, and transitional housing and use a broad definition of economic development.

Timberly Hund asked if there is job training to help residents of affordable housing better themselves and move up.  A participant explained that the problem is not lack of job training but wages that are too low.  The livable wage in Windham County is more than $17.  Other participants said CDBG projects should require a livable wage and adherence to the State planning law. 
Gary Fox asked if food systems and agriculture are included in the Consolidated Plan.  Josh Hanford answered that a priority for Innovative Kitchens was added last year and there had been a planning grant and an implementation grant.

As there were no additional public comments Josh Hanford asked participants to comment on upper stories and if participants would support any geographic distribution or targeting of funds.  

· The cost of required elevators is a barrier to developing upper stories

· We should discourage inadequate rehab projects that are done only to sell a building

· A balanced combination of housing and office space is needed

· There should be incentives to bring buildings up to code

· Priority should be for Smart Growth

· Funds should be targeted toward downtowns

· The size of the project needs to fit the size of the town

Meeting adjourned at 1:05 p.m.

