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Affordable housing overhaul is in play

Bill debuting today toughens obligation 
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Assembly Speaker Joseph Roberts plans today to advance a long-awaited plan to reshape the state's 2-decade-old affordable housing effort and ban wealthier towns from paying their way out of obligations to provide housing for low- and moderate-income residents. 

Roberts' bill, which he said will be introduced today, also would allow more families to qualify for affordable housing and increase commercial development fees to raise cash for the effort. 

"I am, for the first time, cautiously optimistic that I will be able to advance the most significant housing reform legislation since the Fair Housing Act of 1985," Roberts (D-Camden) told The Star-Ledger. 

The "central element" of his plan would eliminate a program that allows towns to pay poorer communities -- mainly cities and older suburbs -- that agree to use the money for affordable housing. 

Under the deals known as RCAs, for "regional contribution agreements," cities get much-needed cash while other towns are spared up to half their obligation as they comply with court rulings that declared even the richest communities must provide affordable housing for poorer residents. 

"I have felt for a long period of time that it is poor public policy and has resulted in a concentration of poverty in New Jersey's urban areas," Roberts said. 

To replace the money that wealthy towns send to cities each year for affordable housing, Roberts wants to take $20 million from the $380 million in annual state realty tax revenue and use it for urban housing through a new Affordable Housing Trust Fund. 

Roberts says the trust fund can also be beefed up by increasing commercial development fees earmarked for housing to 2.5 percent, from 2 percent. He also wants to tap money that towns have raised from these fees but have not used on housing. Roberts estimates towns are now sitting on $160 million, and his bill would force them to "use it" on housing deals within four years or "lose it" to the state trust fund. 

The speaker also wants towns and developers to produce a higher percentage of affordable housing units -- and wants to allow more residents to qualify by raising the $63,000 income limit for a family of four to about $87,000. The plan would require setting aside one-quarter of the new housing for households with annual incomes of about $19,000. 

'MIDDLE GROUND' 

"Every constituency will find one element in the bill that they would like to see revised. That is what happens when you try for the middle ground," Roberts said. "But I think the home builder, the housing activists, the religious community who have complained about the social injustice of RCAs, the urban mayors and suburban mayors will acknowledge we tried hard to find the middle ground on these issues." 

Roberts said he is confident Gov. Jon Corzine will support the legislation. 

Jim Gardner, a spokesman for the governor, said Corzine "certainly made a substantial commitment toward the end of creating more affordable housing for New Jersey families and looks forward to reviewing the legislation once it is presented in its final form." 

Department of Community Affairs Commissioner Joseph Doria is currently shaping Corzine's plan to provide 100,000 new and refurbished affordable houses and apartments over a 10-year period. 

A draft report by an advisory committee set up by Doria suggests easing some environmental regulations to pave the way for the housing. Roberts said that while he doesn't want to "undo" environmental rules, "we need to go into these regulations with eyes open and realize that decisions made by a variety of different state departments affect whether or not we can build affordable housing." 

William G. Dressel, director of the New Jersey State League of Municipalities, said he supports increasing revenue dedicated for affordable housing. 

"If it is the intention of the sponsor to introduce the bill and establish a dialogue and he is open to more changes, that is a good thing," Dressel said. 
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