West Rutland Community Meeting
December 16, 2009

West Rutland Town Hall Auditorium
Seventeen people attended the meeting.  Regional partners participating in the meeting included Ken Welch from NeighborWorks of Western Vermont, Trish Lewis from Rutland Regional Planning Commission, and James Stewart from Rutland Economic Development Corporation.   Program staff attending were Josh Hanford and Lisa Ryan from the Vermont Community Development Program, Angus Chaney from Vermont OEO, Emergency Shelter Grant Program and Arthur Hamlin from the Department of Economic, Housing and Community Development.

Maryann Goulette from the Town of West Rutland welcomed participants and gave introductions.  Josh Hanford gave an overview of the Consolidated Planning process and Angus Chaney talked briefly about the Emergency Shelter Grant Program.
Public comments:

Jamie Stewart (REDC) was on the Consolidated Plan Advisory group some years back. He feels there has been a bias toward the housing side and would like to see more emphasis on economic development.  The connection or link between economic development (jobs) and housing should be built in to the system.  Any housing proposals should have an economic development (jobs) component and vice-versa.
Ellen Coyle (Marble Valley Regional Transit) said that transportation shouldn’t be a barrier if there is a good public transit system.  Development can happen between points of a transit system for example Rutland and Middlebury.  You have to look at existing public transportation, and link housing to jobs.  People don’t have to live next to an industrial site.  The State should partner with the Agency of Transportation Public Transit Division.  Vermont right now has busses, but should look at what is possible with rail.  By train it’s 45 minutes from Rutland to Burlington.  The State needs to take a holistic view.
Deborah Hall (Rutland County Housing Coalition) talked about the need for transitional housing, meaning housing with services such as case management.  Clients are often not aware of what is available for jobs, childcare.  Clients may need services like job training, financial counseling, skills assessments, and conflict resolution.  

Ken Welch (NeighborWorks of Western Vermont) thanked the VCDP for the grant they received (this was part of the federal stimulus package) to help low income homeowners with weatherization and energy efficiency to reduce costs.  He said he would support money for energy efficiency for public buildings and businesses and larger residential rental properties. Energy conservation is a world problem.
Keith Arlund (Town of Brandon) spoke to the municipal side of things as opposed to the housing or economic development side.  The State should target funds where municipal infrastructure is not at capacity; in particular water and sewer, and vacant buildings, before building new.  Some systems are fifty years old and the State should seriously look at this.
Andrea Ansevin-Allen (USDA Rural Development) followed up on previous comments.  The impact of projects and not just the need has to be considered, as well as linking housing and jobs.  Transitional housing is a big need.  Other needs are historic preservation, energy efficiency, municipal buildings, and downtowns including vacant upper stories.  She would like to see a “211” system or cross training agencies in the programs and other agencies that are available. 
Mary Ann Goulette (Town of West Rutland) would like to see money targeted to redevelop existing, but blighted areas instead of building new.

John Broderick (Regional Affordable Housing Corporation) made the following comments:  

1)  Vermont’s affordable housing stock is getting old and needs an infusion of money.  For example, fifteen year old tax credits are expiring.  The State should not assume that housing agencies can own and manage these properties in perpetuity. 

2)  There are 1,600 mobile homes in Bennington County many dating from the 1950’s and 60’s and are not worth rehabilitating.  But these homes are owned and occupied by some of the lowest income residents.  There needs to be a model or best practice of some kind to replace or repair these homes.

3)  RAHC has a high vacancy rate (10%) and a wait list but many of the people on the wait list are below income necessary to be accepted as tenants.  Income are just too low, and homelessness is increasing.  The State needs housing for the lowest income households - these are people they can’t serve. 
4)  There is also a need for housing for households above 80% and even 100% of median income including homeownership programs.

5)  Homeownership programs require perpetual affordability, but home value appreciation is very important to first time homebuyers, so this is actually a disincentive. Due to declines in real estate values it is not justified in this market.  In New York, grants self amortized away after only five years.  We need more flexibility in homeownership programs if we want more “top tier” renters to become homeowners.
Lee Kahrs (Brandon Reporter) asked if money could go directly to an economic development organization like REDC.  She is aware of a vacant building that is renovated and has an elevator.  Josh Hanford answered that VCDP gives money to the SBDC which helps businesses. When VCDP grants are lent out to businesses and repaid, the town can keep 50% of the funds to establish a local revolving loan fund.
