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We have this fantasy that affordable housing can be provided in Sonoma County for those at the lower end of the wage scale.  And maybe not just the lower end if you include some public service employees.  This is a fantasy, needs to be recognized as one and treated as one.

The best we can do is provide a limited stock of subsidized housing for some small portion of selected economic or occupational groups. Additional fees on new residential and commercial construction will have no effect on the types or selling prices of housing that will be built.  They will only put money in a pot to subsidize housing, a worthy goal.

Let me focus on why building fees will have no impact on the shortage of affordable housing.

You’re all aware of how new subdivisions are marketed to the public, chronologically as Phase A, Phase B, Phase C, etc.  Prospective homebuyers are allowed to bid on only a single phase at the time it’s about to be constructed.  Once the Phase A lots and houses are sold, everyone has to wait until Phase B homes are ready to be constructed before they can bid on those.

But something strange (or maybe natural) happens in between, the prices increase.  There has been no increase in building fees and materials cost have increased little. Why is there a price increase then?  Because the builder always charges what the market will bear. If he sold Phase A houses for $500,000, he will charge $550,00 for the same house in PhaseB. Housing fees may reduce his profit but they have no effect on selling prices.

They may even exacerbate the problem in that there is more profit on an expensive house than on an inexpensive one (the same as there is with new cars).  Therefore, he will build the biggest, most expensive house he can fit into his subdivision restrictions.

The responsible public agency will use any fees designated for affordable housing to subsidize a limited number of apartment or single family units. (In Petaluma, 20% of all redevelopment funds are added to these subsidies)  But they won’t do it efficiently.  Advocates for everything from the environment to aesthetics to equality for the poor will insist these units, apartments or single family homes, are high quality structures with amenities found in market rate housing.

The problem here is that the responsible agency is spending “other peoples money” and has no mandate or requirement to provide housing for the largest number of poorer families.  Because the people being heard during the development of an affordable housing project are not the poor but the elite who are aware of aesthetics, environment, self esteem, open play areas, pedestrian friendly design, mixed use, and all the ideological features and factors that should be considered in providing the ideal home, maximizing the number of units to be built takes a back seat. 

Unfortunately, these features raise the costs per unit so high that fewer numbers of only higher quality units can be constructed.  Instead of “good enough housing” for many, its “quality housing” for a few.

If we agree that subsidized housing is what we’re talking about, then let’s address the problem of how to benefit the most people with the limited housing subsidies that will be available.

When I was growing up, a 900 square foot, three bedroom detached housing was considered pretty good for a family of four or five.  There was no separate dining or family room, one bath and only a 50 by 75 foot lot.  Now we have to provide twice that size house on a larger lot to not be accused of shortchanging the poor.

Let’s go back to something reasonable, housing that is better than the poor have available now but not as good as they’d like to have.  And let’s not call it affordable housing, but what it is, subsidized housing.  

