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Whose fault is the housing crisis?
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Recent comments about affordable housing by a business representative focused on the need for “someone” to create such housing so that workers wouldn’t have to commute so far and business wouldn’t have to pay premium wages to compensate for their long commutes. 

The reason we have an affordable housing crisis, (owning or renting, single family or apartments), is that neither of the ideological extremes will accept any responsibility.  Both the environmental and business interests push their individual agenda so strongly that no progress can be made on fulfilling these housing needs.

I’ll take them one at a time, but they’re both equally guilty.

Environmental interests in “Our Town” push for slow or no growth where they live.  This results in builders concentrating on the highest profit housing which is also the most expensive.  What’s called “worker housing” is supposed to get built in some other community we’ll call “Elsewhere.”  Of course the environmentalists living in Elsewhere feel the same way and encourage the worker housing to move on to the community called, “Further Out.”

The net result of all this is longer commutes, traffic congestion and a continued cry for worker housing.  The solution proposed is of course, mass transit.  This way, workers can get to their jobs in Our Town from Further Out without having to live here. It has the added benefit of keeping Our Town as it is and having the whole region pay for the transit solution proposed.

It’s strange that environmental interests are so emphatic about everything being part of a closed “system” and yet won’t accept that what they do in one community effects a whole, much larger, system. I.e., pushing workers further out results in more system wide pollution at no net saving of say open space.  The worker housing built in Elsewhere uses up the same amount of ground and the residents use the same amount of resources, plus more fuel.

Business interests are equally focused on doing what’s best for them individually and expecting someone else to solve the problems they cause.

Business park type developers wouldn’t think of making two top or two bottom floors of their buildings available for residential use. “We’re commercial developers”, they say, “ Housing is someone else’s responsibility.” 

 Some builder might see the value in making a few live/work units available on a small scale but that’s the limit.  Strange that live/work units in the dozens are OK, but live/work units in the hundreds are not profitable.

Housing developers are including home offices in newer, higher priced units. This is commendable but done for marketing purposes and merely results in more well designed home offices and not any additional housing.

Employers could as a matter of policy give local residents priority in hiring, but they mostly select the imagined best applicant regardless of the impact on the over burdened highway system they then complain about.  The bottom line for business, as with the environmentalists, is that the greater society has to pay for any transportation solutions eventually required because no one will champion worker housing.

This shouldn’t be and isn’t the responsibility of your average citizen.  It’s something community leaders, business and elected, and professional planners should carry the ball on.  Growth isn’t something that’s going to happen only during the next General Plan 20 year period; it’s going to continue for hundreds of years unless calamity strikes.  All this growth can’t be sent to Elsewhere or Further Out.  Some of it will settle here in Our Town.

But it will be necessary that those pursuing no growth and those interested in only their specific segment of commercial growth begin to compromises so the whole community and not just special interests benefit.        

