In the spring of 2006, the town of Dorset will see its efforts to create affordable housing reach fruition with the completion of a 24 unit housing project.  This is Dorset’s first and only affordable housing effort.  I am quite sure there are many people in the audience this morning who know much more about affordable housing projects than I do.  What I can offer are some personal insights into the process of what it actually takes to make an affordable housing project happen.

First, let me offer a thumbnail sketch of the town of Dorset and the project itself.  Dorset is an affluent community with some of the most expensive land in the state.  According to the Dorset listers, the town has 69 homes assessed for tax purposes at over $1 million, placing it second or third behind Shelburne.  One home currently under construction in Dorset is estimated to cost over $25 million by the time it is completed.  Checking the multiple listings on the internet last night, I found there are ten homes in Dorset currently listed for sale at a price over one million dollars.  Ten acre lots currently on the market range from $350,000 to $750,000.  
So when the former Chairman of the Planning Commission approached me in 2003 about helping to apply for a Vermont grant to see if affordable housing was feasible in Dorset, you may understand that I was very skeptical, to say the least.  But I was too new to the Planning Commission to be comfortable telling him I had better things to waste my time on, so I reluctantly agreed to help with the project.  After all, the Dorset town plan had language about preserving the affordability of housing in the town, and the subject had come up on numerous occasions at Planning Commission meetings.  It seemed that if we were going to actually try to focus on the problem, the state grant application was the way to get started, or as one resident said “ let’s do the study with someone else’s money and put this nonsense to bed”.  
The process of even getting the grant application approved by the town was somewhat enlightening.  Some questioned whether there was really any demand for such housing.  Where were all these people who needed affordable housing? And where do they live now?  If they live in Dorset now, where will the new residents come from to take over the homes they vacate?   Subtle prejudices and fears could be sensed just below the surface in some of these conversations. You see, most of us in Dorset came from someplace else.  For some from highly urbanized states, I think the concept of affordable housing conjures up images of government housing projects in the South Bronx.  Some phrased their concerns in terms of objecting to “wasteful government subsidies for housing- when everyone knows the government should stay out of subsidizing the private sector”.  When I asked that person if he claimed a mortgage deduction when he prepared his federal income taxes, he did not see it in the same light.  

Despite these concerns and doubts, the Select Board authorized a $40,000 grant application to see if something was even feasible in Dorset.  As one person said, “as long as it’s not wasting any of the town’s money on this”.  

It’s not that people did not basically agree that housing affordability was an issue in Dorset, it was more a general and long held belief that it just can’t work here.  High real estate prices, no public sewer system, little suitable land, and no public water supply-  I could go on and on with all the reasons many believed we were probably just wasting our energy and the State of Vermont’s money.
In May of 2003, the State announced that Dorset would get their $40,000 grant to prepare an affordable housing feasibility study. Michael Crane & Associates was formally hired to work with the town in preparing the study. The town also formed a small, informal committee of residents to work on the project.  

Michael Crane prepared a report summarizing the need for affordable housing in Dorset.  Demographically, Dorset has about 2000 full time residents, and it is substantially older than most towns in Vermont.  Two out of every ten residents are over 65.  So we already knew that Dorset was old and rich.  But Michael Crane’s report pointed out that of those over 65 years of age, 27% are classified as having a disability according to the US census data.  A large portion of those on fixed income may be rich in assets (their homes), but they struggle to pay taxes, medical costs, and still eat.   Even in rich Dorset, five percent of the town’s population lives below the poverty level.  
Armed with Michael Crane’s report, the affordable housing committee once again approached the Select Board for authorization to proceed further.  We received approval to proceed and brought Housing Vermont onto our team.
We felt we had finally quantified the need in Dorset, now we had the impossible task of finding a suitable and affordable site.  Once again, with Housing Vermont and Michael Crane’s assistance, a small committee started to look at possible sites in town.  We did not want the location to be remote or at the edge of town.  We were cognizant of the site requirements for water, septic systems, parking requirements, etc.  And we knew some locations would simply run into too much resistance from neighbors.
With information provided by the Dorset listers, we sorted through virtually every empty parcel of land in the town.  Many were not even listed for sale.  The task seemed impossible.  Then one day I drove down route 7A in East Dorset and  passed a sign that brought my attention to a piece of land that had been for sale probably 12 years.  
A resident had sold a large parcel of land for a small industrial park across the road from her home.  The same resident then fought tooth and nail to prevent a local auto dealership from locating on the site.  A local engineer built a home office there, and years later a local vet built an office, but the rest of land was still vacant and it was for sale.  I knew in Dorset, the zone the site was in permitted multifamily homes.   Andy Broderick from Housing Vermont checked the site, performed some engineering work, and found it suitable.  The site had good access and one of the finest views in Southern Vermont.  Housing Vermont purchased the 8.9 acre site.   
In  2004 the project was awarded a $525,000 in Vermont Community Development Funds, $400,000 from the Vermont Housing and Conservation Board, and $250,000 in federal funds.  An Act 250 process was undertaken for approval to construct  24  units, 20 of which will be rental apartments and 4 will be single family residential homes.  The construction is well under way at this point, and occupancy is expected in spring of 2006.

What are the lessons of Dorset’s experience with this project?

1 Pick the right mix of residents to work on the project.  Make sure to include respected residents of  the town who are willing to commit to making the project work.  

2.  Pick experienced consultants and developers to work with you and hold your hand through the process.  Make sure they have done this before successfully, because you have not.

3.  Don’t just assume that a project can’t work or won’t fit into your town.   Be creative in finding ways to deal with anticipated opposition.  For example, we twisted Housing Vermont’s arm to construct four units of owner occupied single family homes to buffer a neighborhood of existing single family homes. 
4.  Address publicly the unspoken fears of residents.  You know they are out there.  This is not housing for welfare mothers who will overwhelm our school system with hundreds of kids.  Talk about who this housing is really for… working class people and the elderly.  Give real life examples of the kind of people who will qualify for the units- for example, a first year school teacher and her county sheriff’s officer husband.
5.  Talk about why the project is important for your town.  Keep reminding people what your town aspires to be.  What kind of people do you want as neighbors?  In Dorset, there is a real fear that the town could become some sort of museum reproduction, a town only for the rich.  That is not what people want.  And interestingly, it is not why the rich move to Vermont.  
7. Finally, if there is not a small group of dedicated residents who will work hard on the project, and who are willing to stick their necks out to fight for a project, don’t waste the time and money because it will not go anywhere. 
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