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MEMORANDUM

TO: Cambridge Affordable Housing Trust

FROM: CDD Staf@&/

Preference Review Working Group

DATE: September 27,-2018
RE: Recommended Changes for Preferences in Resident Selection
Policies

Over the past several months, CDD staff have been working with a few
Trust members to review the preference policies used to select housing
applicants for City housing programs. This group met several times to
review program information, discuss how the current policies are working,
and to identify gaps and opportunities for change. The group has
completed its work and is now ready to bring its recommendations to the
Trust for consideration and discussion.

By way of background, the City intends to change the current selection
preference policies through issuing regulations for the Inclusionary
Housing Program. The City Council’s Housing Committee asked for
recommendations from the Trust to help the Committee give policy
guidance to City staff in developing these changes. Staff organized this
working group to consider the current policies, discuss ideas, and report
back to the Trust with recommendations. We are now ready to dtscuss
the group’s recommended changes with the Trust.

We will bring recommendations from the Trust to the Housing Committee
for discussion, which will then inform changes that we will include in
regulations for the inclusionary program. Changes will be finalized
through the City Manager’s promulgating regulations for Inclusionary
Housing. Regulations will first be issued in draft form for public review

and comment.

We would expect that changes recommended through this process would
also then be applied by the Trust to housing exclusively funded by the
Trust (i.e. many homeownership units), and used by the Trust to develop
goals, policies, and protocols for applying these preference policies to
housing funded both by the Trust and other public funders who may also

- have their own preference requirements. We will plan to discuss how any

changes might be implemented for Trust-funded developments at a future



meeting once we know what the policies will be for housing assisted only
by the City.

HIERARCHY OF PREFERENCES

The group agreed that residency should remain the most important and
impactful preference, and that given the needs in the community and
changes we have seen in the socioeconomic profile of the city over time, that
this preference remain fully available for residents for all units.

The group reviewed the preference for applicants with children, which is
currently the second most impactful preference, and found the current policy
gave too significant an advantage to rental applicants with children and had a
negative impact on applicants with an emergency housing need (there is no
emergency need criteria for homeownership). This advantage for families
with children has in recent years has made it more difficult for applicants
with emergency housing needs without children to be considered for
available rental units. Often those applicants (e.g. all-adult resident
households) are not considered for available units.

The group discussed a goal of prioritizing applicants with emergency housing
needs so that they would be considered before other applicants who are
more stably housed. The group is therefore recommending that the
emergency need preference receive more weight to put any resident
applicant with an emergency need ahead of resident applicants with children.
This would flip the current hierarchy of preferences.

The group agreed that the preference for families with children should
remain as a preference to facilitate housing families in larger units, both in
homeownership, and, after all emergency applicants have been considered,
in rental housing.

PREFERENCE CRITERIA
The group had the following recommendations, comments, and questions in
each preference area. A matrix showing the current City and CHA preference

policies alongside the recommended changes is attached to assist in review.

Resident Preference (Rental Housing & Homeownership)

The group felt strongly that the policy should continue to allow for all



residents to be considered for housing before any non-resident, however
finding that some residents have a hard time documenting residency,
thought that the criteria for documenting residency should be expanded.
City staff is considering how best to do this. The group also thought that
residency status should be determined at the time of initial application, and
not reexamined for so long as an applicant has an active application. This
would prevent residents who may be displaced from losing their status for
City housing programs where they have pending applications. ‘

The group discussed at length how to treat displaced former residents — both
those with vouchers issued by CHA?, and those displaced moderate-income
households who are harder to quantify because they are not receiving [
housing assistance. All shared the desire to bring residents back, and
acknowledged that there are paths back for CHA voucher holders to move to
Cambridge in housing accessed through the CHA2. However, given the needs
of current residents, there was not consensus on whether displaced former
residents should receive the same preference as current residents, especially
as it could result in further displacement as current residents would then face
longer wait times for housing. We thought this would benefit from
discussion by the Trust.

Finally; while all agreed if any such preference is created, it should be offered
to any former resident, we discussed that it might be difficult for former
residents without vouchers to provide evidence that they lived here in a way
that would allow staff to review consistently and equitably.

Emergency Housing Need Preference (Rental Housing)

The group discussed limiting emergency criteria to those housing
emergencies which would warrant moving an applicant to the front of the
line, and in many cases jumping past many applicants who have been waiting
for housing for a long time. The group noted that if an applicant meets our
emergency criteria that we would want them to be considered for housing
very quickly, and if they could not be (for example, if there were too many
emergency need applicants to serve), than the emergency need criteria

1 A 2017 CHA analysis found that 399 of 746 (53.5%) CHA MTW voucher holders living outside
of Cambridge are from Cambridge; this number and ratio may be slightly higher as most
vouchers issued since 2017 have been “emergency” vouchers issued to residents, and most
new vouchers issued continue to be used outside of the city

2 CHA offers preference for voucher holders living outside of Cambridge and considers these
households first when filling vacancies in project-based units in Cambridge



needs to be re-considered to-prioritize applicants with the most significant

needs.

With this goal, in addition to making it become a more impactful preference,
the group discussed and is recommending the following changes:

e Keep and/or Modify:
o ' Eviction threat — keep preference for applicants facing no-fault

e Add

evictions, however preference should vest when court action
is commenced to give ample time before court orders are
issued; @
Cost-burdening — keep threshold of more than 50% of income,
but require that applicants must have lived in their home for
more than 1 year; '

Homeless applicants —rely on letters from shelters or other
assistance providers; applicants can also claim residency
preference by documenting their last permanent address in
the city; '

Transitional housing — including applicants living in time-
limited transition housing, but not living in housing that could
be permanent housing (e.g. SROs);

Applicants who are doubled up —the group discussed the
reasons why applicants might be doubled up, what
circumstances would warrant an emergency need (e.g.
homeless or doubled up through no fault of their own), and
how the challenges in documenting and confirming such
circumstances make it difficult to implement such a criteria.
However, given the desire to serve those who are homeless
and doubled up through no fault of their own, staff are
continuing to see how such distinctions might be made;
Housing condition —tighten criteria to allow for only the most
severe conditions to qualify, a change for the current threshold
of cited code violations; recommended that this criteria be
limited to those who have received a notice to vacate issued
by the City, or are victims of a natural disaster;

Domestic Violence — while applicants fleeing abusive situations
may qualify for other emergencies, the group felt that having
an explicit preference impaortant; preference recommended to
be limited to recent incidents which could result in loss of
housing as documented by police reports, court records, or



statements from service providers;
e Remove '
o Overcrowding — while significant the group felt that other
criteria warranted removing this to ensure housing is
prioritized for applicants most at risk.

Families with Children (Rental Housing & Homeownership)

“The group recommends keeping this preference for families with children,
however acknowledges that it has been difficult for many families with children
6 years and older to be considered. The group therefore recommends splitting
this preference so that the additional preference for families with children
under 6 be kept in place for every 2 out of 3 units, and that an “open”
preference for families with children under 18 be considered for every 3
available unit. This would be done by unit size for both the rental and
homeownership program, and for homeownership, would also be done within
specified income ranges, e.g. 60-80% AMI, 80-100% AMI, etc.

We look forward to discussing this with the Trust, and using any
recommendations made by the Trust to advance the process to change these
resident selection preference policies.



