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November 9, 2020 

To: Charlottesville City Council 
      Charlottesville Planning Commission 
 
From: City of Charlottesville Housing Advisory Committee 
 
Re: HAC Policy Subcommittee Draft Housing Plan Review and Recommendations 
 

Dear Chairman Mitchell, Mayor Walker, Commissioners and Councilors:  

The Housing Advisory Committee is grateful for this opportunity to send you recommendations 
regarding the draft Housing Strategy in advance of your November 10th meeting. With the support of 
City staff, the HAC’s Policy Subcommittee held a public meeting on the draft on November 4th. What 
follows are recommendations emerging from that public meeting. 

In general, the committee and members of the public expressed support for the draft. However, there are 
four specific areas that can be strengthened: 

I. Housing and Economic Mobility 
II. Land 
III. Homeownership 
IV. Funding 

As always, we remain eager to support you in vetting housing proposals and would welcome a joint City 
Council/HAC work session on the topic of the housing strategy. 

I. Housing and Economic Mobility: 

Summary: We should not accept "low-incomeness" as a constant that must be worked around; it is a 
variable that must be changed. In a community bursting with job and career opportunities, with a robust 
network of resource providers, this is a variable that Charlottesville is uniquely positioned to change.  
Housing that people can afford can be achieved two ways: reducing expenses or increasing 
incomes/wealth. Building affordable units and subsidizing market-prized units can lower expenses. 
Creating pathways to family-sustaining careers and utilizing homeownership as a tool can increase 
incomes and wealth. Our affordable housing plan should recognize the benefits of making progress on 
both sides of the ledger: reducing costs and boosting incomes/wealth creation.  

Specific Recommendations:  

1. Don’t limit wealth creation: Shared equity homeownership programs, including employer-
assisted housing, are one mechanism we should deploy for increasing wealth creation. We 
should not limit that wealth creation, however, by restricting the sales price of the home. You do 
not encourage wealth creation by limiting wealth creation. Rather, apart from some segment of 
the affordable homeownership spectrum, like Land Trusts, the home owner – particularly lower 
wealth homeowners -- should be permitted to benefit from market gains, along with the shared 
equity partner, who can place those gains back into the fund that generates more wealth creation 
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through more shared equity investments. The City’s current Housing Policy #1 provides a 
blueprint for this balance between equity in the home and equity that accrues to the benefit of the 
family. Land trusts and deferred down payment loans are two important tools, but equally, if not 
more important, are tools which provide a means for low-wealth families to earn as much equity 
as they can via homeownership.  

2. Permanently subsidized housing should be paired with opportunities for economic mobility 
wherever possible: Public and subsidized housing play a critical role in our housing ecosystem. 
We should view publicly supported housing as both "safe havens" and potential "launching 
pads." For those without the capacity to earn more income, public housing needs to be available 
as an affordable, stable, decent place to live. A safe haven. For those seeking to realize their 
potential to earn more income, we should provide housing they can afford while traveling the 
pathway to career opportunities that pay a family-sustaining wage. A launching pad. This can 
lead to wealth creation, through programs that promote savings and home ownership, such as 
VIDA, HUD's family self-sufficiency program, self-help homeownership, earned income 
disregard, and Section 8's homeownership vouchers. 
 

3. The plan should explicitly acknowledge that housing affordability for many households is 
an income problem: As stated in the 2018 Housing Needs Assessment, “Low levels of 
education and limited skills training condemn many individuals to low-wage jobs without access 
to career-ladder jobs that would allow them to reach a level of financial self- sufficiency. The 
service jobs available to persons with only a high school diploma do not typically provide a 
living wage, benefits or even full-time employment. Many need two or three part-time jobs to 
come close to a 40-hour workweek. To afford the average apartment at $1,384 per month – 
without a cost burden – a single person working at minimum wage ($7.25 per hour) would need 
to work more than 140 hours per week." 

Research from the Federal Reserve of Cleveland indicates that our nation's racial wealth gap is 
fundamentally a result of unequal labor income. Low-income families who spend all their 
income on survival are generally not in a position to build wealth, such as that which comes from 
buying a home. 

II. Land 

Summary: The Land Use section of the draft begins with a cautionary note as to the limitations of the 
impact of land use changes in and of themselves on housing affordability.   There was strong agreement 
that a thorough overhaul of land use practice is needed urgently, but absent a thoughtful and careful 
integration of affordable housing policy and explicit affordable housing goals with those land use 
changes, any change in land use would be of limited positive impact on housing affordability and 
fraught with unintended consequences.    

Specific Recommendations:  

1. “Soft density” absent specific provisions for housing affordability will have limited impact 
on affordability:  It will only catalyze affordable housing if by right allowances are specific to 
the provision of affordable housing.  Creating many more units may eventually have an impact 
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on cost, but as the plan points out, the number of needed additional housing units in the coming 
decades looms large, and we cannot just build more and faster.   We recommend that, throughout 
the document, references of “by-right soft density” should be changed to “by right affordable 
soft density.”  The purpose of “soft density” should be to produce affordable units, and “by right 
soft density” should be tied to affordability and the larger housing plan components of subsidy, 
vouchers, incentives and funding be integrated into any contemplated up-zoning.  
 

2. The zoning code needs an audit:  The zoning code and underlying policies should be scrubbed 
to make additional allowances available by right for affordable units. Additionally, the Standards 
and Design Manual should be reviewed and revised to accommodate them.   Minimum lot sizes, 
bonus density allowances etc., should all be targets for revisions for this accommodation.  The 
code should also be reviewed to ensure it doesn’t impede contemporary residential use, (e.g., 
home-based business use, household size and composition, etc) 
 

3. Accessory Dwelling Units have great potential to help move the needle on affordability if 
their development is integrated into a larger strategy and supported aggressively: ADUs 
can be an effective force multiplier in affordability.  Over 60% of Cville housing stock is single-
family. Enabling and encouraging additional density on single family lots can leverage that land 
They have a role in aging in place, supplement of income and increase in density and number of 
units, and many of the costs of production are mitigated by virtue of an extant dwelling and 
developed lot.  The HAC agrees the present ordinance needs a re-write.  Development of ADUs 
should be pointed directly at affordability.  An ADU program should provide subsidy and 
incentive to produce affordable units, but any such program without a significant funding and 
financing component will likely languish.   If the City seeks to have individual homeowners 
produce affordable units, and have the program produce substantial numbers of units, it must 
also provide a means to facilitate the financing.  The HAC has explored this matter at some 
length and developed an outline of a pilot program for a public/private partnership in the 
financing of these units.   The plan should provide for a robust ADU program that can be stood 
and launched quickly.   We should be able to produce dozens if not hundreds of ADUs in a 
handful of years.  
 

4. There is an extant Land Bank Ordinance that should be finalized and enacted.  The HAC 
has long held that a land bank is a necessary component of an effective affordable housing 
plan.  A prior Council tasked the HAC and City Staff to develop a land bank ordinance designed 
to facilitate the development of affordable housing.  The HAC held public meetings to secure 
public input, and City Staff and the HAC collaborated to produce the ordinance, consulting with 
council and presenting it and re-presenting it to ensure it met Council’s intent.  The ordinance 
received Council’s blessing subject to some final tweaks and edits, which have been in large part 
completed.   The ordinance can be polished and finalized and presented to Council for passage in 
a matter of weeks.  It can be organized and operating with a de minimis expenditure at most. The 
land bank should be re-prioritized for immediate, rather than mid-term implementation, and put 
to work.  
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III. Homeownership 

Summary: The strong consensus was that the document should make a clearer link between equity and 
the accumulation of wealth through homeownership, particularly for people of color. African American 
wealth in Charlottesville is 1/10th of the general population, largely because of a 50% gap in black 
homeownership rates. 

Specific Recommendations: 

1. The plan should present a more balanced spectrum of types of homeownership: As written, 
the plan focuses almost exclusively on programs that limit the equity gain of families – in 
particular, it recommends the City adopt a down payment program with unforgiveable payback 
terms and elevates land trust models of permanent affordability at the expense of other 
arrangements that more directly address the racial wealth gap in Charlottesville. The plan should 
support a full range of homeownership options to serve different families and address a variety 
of housing issues – from unit creation and long-term affordability to wealth building and 
mobility/choice. To address historic actions taken by the City to strip communities of color from 
opportunities to build wealth, in addition to permanent affordability models, it needs to commit 
to fund forms of homeownership that leave subsidy in the project which in turn accrues to the 
benefit of low-wealth families 
 

2. The plan implies that homeownership is out of reach for people at or below 40% of AMI:  
Given the demographics of wealth in Charlottesville, this amounts to giving up on people at the 
lower end of the income scale and suggests that the City is ok with the fact that low-wealth 
people should stay poor. Currently, for example, the CAHF supports programs that sell homes to 
families at or above 25% AMI. These programs work holistically with families to help them 
remove income and/or credit barriers and support them even after they purchase their homes. 
Pushing down the AMI often requires larger subsidy and more holistic support, but it is critical 
to closing the local racial wealth gap. 
 

3. The down payment assistance proposal is too restrictive: By making all DPA funds 
permanent loans, it strips from low-wealth families the ability to earn that equity over time and 
hinders their ability to leverage the equity in their homes for home equity loans that allow them 
to purchase a more reliable car, or go back to school, etc.  The rules around DPA should be 
flexible and reasonable. For lower-wealth families (under 50% AMI), DPA should come in the 
form of a grant. For families at higher incomes (50%-80% AMI), DPA should be come in the 
form of loans. In no case should a DPA loan be unforgiveable. If there is an affordability period, 
notes backing DPA should either dissolve over time or be forgiven if a family has stayed in their 
home for a certain period of time.  
 

4. The document is too narrow in its provision of funding tools for homeownership: It suggests 
funding DPA programs and infill single family homes but not other types of interventions that 
produce affordable homeownership in Charlottesville. Examples should include, but not be 
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limited to: ADUs, Section 8 Homeownership; mortgage insurance subsidies and guarantees, 
Community Land Trusts; Resident Self-Sufficiency Programs, Self-help homeownership, mixed-
income neighborhood development, etc.  
 

IV. Funding 

Summary: We strongly support the recommendation for a $10M annual, predictable financial 
commitment by the City, as referenced in the draft Charlottesville Affordable Housing Plan 
(CAHP).  However, having reviewed the specific funding recommendations within the CAHP, we 
realized the allocation of funds needs to be thoughtfully evaluated and potentially re-categorized.  
Once these allocations are reclassified, it seems clear that only $4.9M will be left for capital 
programming, far less than what will be needed to align supply and demand as per the City’s 
housing needs assessment. As proposed, the plan includes: 

Administrative - $1M annually 

We strongly support the CAHP recommendations to effectively operate a high-capacity housing 
team of City employees.  However, we firmly believe housing staff costs should be integrated 
within the standard City budgeting process – like all other City departments – and should not be 
structured to consume part of $10M annual commitment.  

“Household Stability” Non-Capital Funding - $4.1M annually 

We strongly support the CAHP recommendations to predictably and robustly fund property tax 
relief ($2M), emergency rental assistance ($1M), CSRAP ($900k), and Right to Counsel ($200k) 
as necessary programs that play critical roles in keeping lower-income families stable in their 
homes.  However, while the City does need to explicitly account for these funds, we believe 
these funds should be accounted for separately from the CAHF funds since they serve a function 
other than facilitating new homes.  

“New Construction + Preservation” Housing Capital Funding - $4.9M annually 

The remaining recommended tools in the CAHP fall within the category of creating (or long-
term preserving) new homes.  These tools include public housing redevelopment, gap LIHTC 
funding (including Friendship Court redevelopment), a preservation fund, accessory dwelling 
unit financing, land purchasing, down payment assistance, infill affordable homeownership 
development, and rehab assistance.   

Specific Recommendations: We believe the collective “New Construction + Preservation Housing 
Capital Funding” tools will very likely require much more collective funding than the proposed $4.9M 
per year in order to achieve the goals stated in the draft CAHP.  Relatedly, the HAC worked to develop a 
draft Intervention Analysis tool (IAT) which we believe provides a solid analytical foundation for 
evaluating such impact.  While we are not attached to that tool specifically, we do believe a transparent 
and live evaluative tool is necessary.  We hope to see the details behind the analysis in the draft CAHP 
so we can hone in on an effective level of annual capital funding commitment in order to close the unit 
gap within a comprehensive housing ladder of opportunity.  


