Community Development Committee Meeting Minutes
Jan. 13, 2009 at Matthews Center

Attending: Sheldon Mains (Acting Chair), Bob Hain, Kathy Sikora, Angie Flemons and Suzanne Snyder (Greater Metropolitan Housing Corp., (GMHC)), Emily Wergin and Katya Pilling (both of Seward Redesign), Martha Lantz (Touchstone Mental Health), Abbie Loosen and Chris Wilson (both of Project for Pride in Living, (PPL)), Robin Garwood (Cam Gordon's office) and Mike Rollin and Bernie Waibel (both of SNG; Bernie, minutes).  

The meeting was convened at 7:10 p.m. with introductions.  Mike is the new SNG Neighborhood Coordinator with office hours of 1 -5 p.m. on Tuesdays and Thursdays, and 10-2 on Wednesdays and Fridays.  

___________________________________________________

Suzanne said that she’d been GMHC’s director of the Southside Housing Resource Center at 38th Street and Cedar Avenue for the last 2 ½ years.  The Center offers a variety of housing related services and programs and manages the NRP housing programs of several different Minneapolis neighborhoods. GMHC was started by the business community in 1970 to expand affordable housing for the labor force –already there was a shortage of affordable housing.   

GMHC works in three different ways to promote affordable housing.  First, it raises money from investors and makes those funds available to developers of affordable housing as pre-development loans –GMHC money is often the first money into a deal.  

Second, GMHC will act as a developer itself in the area of single family housing, usually doing infill or rehab of existing housing.  Homes are made available to families at 80% or less of MMI (median metro income), which is classified as “low to moderate”. 

Third, GMHC operates Housing Resource Centers which provide rehab advice to homeowners, referrals to other agencies and loan origination/financing. 

Suzanne spoke about the several types of NRP housing programs that various neighborhoods have employed: revolving loan programs where loans to individuals are amortized are repaid to the neighborhood (via the manager/contractor, eg GMHC); deferred loan programs where repayment is postponed (“deferred”) to a future date.  Some neighborhoods forgave its deferred loans after a certain length of residency.  Lastly, some neighborhoods had special accessibility or code compliance loans as did Seward.  Suzanne said that GHMC has administered all these types of loans for neighborhoods.  

Regarding fees for GMHC’s services, Suzanne said they can be a flat fee (such as $350 for a deferred loan) or for a revolving loan, a percentage of the loan face amount.  

GMHC works with CRF, a Minneapolis based, nationally active nonprofit financial services company which files the loan’s legal paperwork, accepts monthly payments, etc.  Suzanne said that the City, Center for Energy and almost all other nonprofit housing agencies also use CRF.  

As an aside, Suzanne said that GMHC handles all City of Minneapolis housing loans.  GMHC has worked with the following neighborhoods on their NRP programs: Ventura, Hale Page Diamond Lake, Standish Ericsson, Bryant Lake, Central, and more. 

Suzanne responded to questions saying that if hired, GMHC will work for the neighborhood; will create all needed documents for the program, and can tailor the program to the neighborhood’s needs.  

An attendee said that one of the successful aspects of the first Seward NRP housing programs was having an SNG staff member make visits to each applicant’s home.  This made the program Seward’s own and really aided community building.  Suzanne said that GMHC usually doesn’t make site visits until the work is completed, at which time a GMHC construction manager visits the home to ensure that the work is done properly and that lien waivers have been provided.  GMHC would agree to have the neighborhood make an initial visit and the final inspection prior to payouts.  

Suzanne was asked how neighborhood NRP dollars are actually employed in housing programs.  She responded that neighborhoods can buy down the rate on Minnesota Housing Finance Agency (MHFA) fixup loans. MHFA is a State of Minnesota agency which sells bonds into the marketplace, and then makes those funds available to individual homeowners.  Today the fixup loan rate is 6 ½% and some neighborhoods make a cash payment to pre-pay two or three percentage points.  Up to $35,000 can be borrowed currently from MHFA and the maximum repayment term is 20 years.  The upside of an MHFA buy-down is that the neighborhood’s dollars are well-leveraged though the downside is that the neighborhood’s buy-down dollars are then gone –it’s a one-time purchase. 

It’s also possible for the neighborhood to become the source of all a project’s funding but given the limited amount of funding available, only a relatively limited number of home projects can be aided (and the monies are tied up for years).  Some neighborhoods lend money at zero interest rate with the full principle amount due on sale.  In Phase II, the City will probably not allow deferred loans with a forgivable feature, as Seward did in Phase I.  

Some neighborhoods charge a certain interest rate to families with incomes over a given amount, though make loans with zero interest to very low income families. 

Sheldon distributed a spreadsheet showing that Seward will have approximately $175,000 available for its NRP Phase II housing program. 

In the Standish Ericsson neighborhood, loan applications are ranked by GMHC’s Construction Manager on the basis of exterior condition, so that the homes in the worst shape are identified and funded.  Standish’s program has a $6,000 loan cap and requires no matching funding from homeowners who have incomes less than 50% MMI (Metro Median Income).  For homeowners whose incomes fall within the 50% to 80% MMI range, the program requires a 1:1 match, and for those above 80% MMI, the program requires a 1:2 match, or for every neighborhood dollar, two dollars of homeowner dollars (from savings or MHFA loan).  (Note, MMI for the Hennepin County metro area in 2008 was $80,900).

There was a discussion about putting public dollars into houses that are beyond hope and that should really be torn down.  Suzanne said that GMHC has had very few of these projects and that usually funding can be found from different sources.  Both the City and MHFA have generic checklists that point out the amount of repair that must be done on a given project and only infrequently are the checked items so extensive that it’s not economical to complete the rehab.  In practice, the amount of repair is contingent on the ability of the resident to service the debt.

Bernie remarked that when he called GMHC in early December on behalf of a homeowner who’d experienced a boiler freeze-up, a real person had answered the phone (Angie) and that it was a pleasure not to have to leave a message. 

Motion: Moved that the SNG Community Development Committee form a taskforce to craft a housing program for presentation to the CDC at the next meeting.  Sheldon moved.  Unanimous approval.  

__________________________________

Chris Wilson of PPL made introductory remarks about development of the Bystrom Bros. site and said that Seward Redesign approached PPL several years ago to enlist its interest in the site.  PPL has worked with Touchstone Mental Health in developing other projects and thinks that the Bystrom site would be ideal for a residence for individuals with persistent mental health problems.  

The preferred location for the facility is the southern end of the Bystrom site, on E. 24th Street (currently a parking lot).  Based on the size of the facility, a guesstimate for the amount of land needed would be about an acre, roughly a third of the total Bystrom site net of land needed for the diversion of Minnehaha Avenue. 

Martha of Touchstone described Touchstone’s other project in Seward, a transitional residence located at 2510-16 E. 24th Street.  There, patients stay an average 90 days.  Attendees agreed that that project is well-managed.  

The proposed project would be developed by PPL and operated by Touchstone.  The project would have three components including a wellness center primarily for residents and visitors from the CSP drop-in center located at 2105 Minnehaha Avenue.  The wellness center would offer yoga, healing touch, acupuncture, etc.. 

The second component of the project would be offices for Touchstone and a third component would consist of one-bedroom apartments for between thirty and forty residents.  The apartments would be clustered into groups of four or six to a “pod” with common areas for pod residents as well as larger common areas for residents of the entire building.  

The aim of the project is not only to provide a safe home for residents but also to create an “intentional community” that can bring residents out of what is too often, isolation.  Martha pointed out that on average, persons with severe mental illness die 25 years earlier than people in the larger community –homelessness and lack of medical/psychiatric care have dire costs.  Martha said that patients who lack a close birth family often have borderline personalities that augur against a reliable support system.  

Of great therapeutic value is that residents will have individual spaces to call their own –real homes that are permanent and not institutional in appearance or operation. 

An attendee asked whether any of the residents can be expected to be dangerous.  Martha responded that the residents will generally not be dangerous to others, being probably more dangerous to themselves.  In terms of medications, most residents are compliant and thus capable of living in a communal environment with some measure of assistance. Residents will be those with serious mental illnesses including severe depression; bipolar disorder; schizophrenia and other major psychoses.
While the facility is not a 24-hour nursing facility, there will be staff onsite as needed.  The hours from 7 a.m. to 8:30 p.m. will employ the bulk of the staff, with maybe as few as two or three overnight staff.  

There was a discussion about the similarities between an assisted living facility for the mentally ill versus one for the elderly.  The facilities are similar in that they’re governed by the same State of Minnesota rules.  Whether it serves seniors or the mentally ill, an intentional community has rules and guidelines for residents regarding behavior, certain expectations, etc.
A discussion followed about those residents who will have a diagnosis of “severe behavioral personality disorder.” An attendee complained that while he knows depressed and psychotic people, he doesn’t want angry people with a severe personality disorder diagnosis walking his neighborhood. Martha described this type of person as one who has trouble relating to others and who struggles with social connections.  The speaker suggested that the neighborhood generate guidelines for Touchstone as to acceptable behaviors off-campus.

There was a discussion about Touchstone’s facility in New Hope MN, consisting of two buildings of nine and seven residences.  There have been no incidents in the eight years of operation there and several of the sixteen residents actually have jobs in the larger community. 

__________________________________

With fifteen minutes of the meeting remaining, Emily reported that the Bystrom Site Task Force will meet on January 27 from 5:30 to 6:30 p.m. to discuss street alignments and LHB’s “big-picture” development ideas.  LHB is a city planning company hired by the County to work on the site.  

Regarding Franklin Avenue planning, Emily presented a map of Franklin Avenue divided into three sections.  She said that in analyzing comments made about Franklin over past meetings and discussions, it became apparent that the middle section of Franklin is in fairly good shape as regards business development but that the two ends of the Avenue need further work.  Discussions are nearing conclusion and the map is a graphic summation.  

Meeting adjourned at 8:55 p.m.
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