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Meeting Minutes
Tuesday, October 6, 2015   6 pm
Selectmen’s Hearing Room/Town Hall

IN ATTENDANCE: Barbara Cox, Stephen Irish, Ruth Wagner

Also in Attendance: John Danehey, Maura Curran, Stephen Coulter

The meeting was called to order at 6:05 p.m.

Update on Potentially Renting 11 Nelson Road to Family in Need

Mr. Irish said that, at the last meeting (on 9/28), they all agreed that this was something they should investigate and they voted to allot some money to the Housing Authority to potentially set up a reserve fund if they were able to manage the property for the Affordable Housing Trust (AHT). The day after that meeting, he and Mr. Coulter met with Kathy DeMarsh, the Housing Authority (HA) executive director, Ashley, the HA program coordinator and the head of maintenance at the property to go through the unit. At that time, Mr. Irish observed some hesitation from Ms. DeMarsh as to what the role of the HA should or would be in this particular case. 

That same morning Mr. Irish and Mr. Coulter also met with the potential tenant, two social workers, the Town, the High School and Joe Norton, after which the potential tenant went to the HA to start filling out the paperwork to qualify. It was at that point that questions were being raised by the HA staff regarding the rules that they would need to follow with the Department of Housing and/or Affordable Housing and which rental applications would need to be done. Ms. DeMarsh cited issues with compliance and potential liability.

Mr. Irish noted that the Trust Committee members are not qualified landlords. He added that while it isn’t a charge in the Trust to be a landlord, the document language doesn’t specifically state that they can’t be. He said (it appeared) that the Town created the Trust using a template and guide from the University of Mass at Amherst on how to create an affordable housing trust. 

Mr. Coulter said that (the partnership between AHT and AH) was a great theory until you peeled back the onion and began to look at. He said that the more they got involved, the more questions and potential liability came up, and he has realized this is not a quick thing that they can do. Mr. Coulter explained that, for the properties they own, they know exactly what the guidelines are, who to contact and what they need to do. But this is outside of the box: HA would be managing a property owned by another entity. In this instance, the HA doesn’t know what sets of rules they would follow: the DHCD (Department of Housing and Community Development) rules or another Affordable Income set of rules. It also is not clear what rules they would follow for qualification. He feels that the HA should not expose themselves unnecessarily without knowing exactly what they are doing. 

Mr. Irish said that he and Ms. DeMarsh have been trying to get in touch with the South Shore Housing Authority for advice and counsel – they have left messages but have not heard back from anyone. They would like to determine if they can help this family and how, or if they cannot proceed in this way. Mr. Coulter concluded that they have more questions than answers at this point.

Ms. Curran asked whether or not other HA’s are managing properties without owning them. Mr. Coulter said that it is not very common from what he understands and added that it may be possible in some ways but how that would happen is not known at this point.

The legal staff at DHCD asked the HA if the Trust wants to give the house to the HA.  If so, they have a process to do that which would require a DHCD house inspection to determine if it could be added to the HA portfolio, or if it would have to be in a separate set of books. Mr. Irish said that this way perhaps it could be done but it would take some time. If the Trust wants to keep the house, they could hire a private company to manage it, which would have to go out to bid and would also take time. These scenarios do not help the family now.

Mr. Irish reminded the Committee that the Fair Housing law generally requires a transparent public process for the selection of a family to live in publicly supported housing. 

Mr. Danehey said that before they can move ahead, they need to hear from the South Shore Housing Authority to determine what the Trust as an entity would be legally required to do regarding Fair Housing laws. He added that the Trust is not set up to be a management organization. He said that the urgency of the family’s situation, and trying to do this as a special accommodation, has made this difficult to figure out and that there may be a better resource or institution more suited to help in this particular case. They (HA and AHT) are opening themselves up to various avenues while trying to resolve this in good faith. He added that he is not sure the AHT is the best resource and is hesitant to proceed until he knows what the Fair Housing issues are for this case.

Ms. Curran mentioned that Needham or Dedham has a Trust that does work collaboratively with their Town’s Affordable Housing department and offered to contact them for information.

Mr. Irish said that, even if our Town did have an Affordable Housing unit, they would still need to go through the qualifying process as there would be a waiting list. The Committee discussed whether someone who is homeless would be able to go to the top of the list. Although the Trust is a funding source, they cannot do with this Town-owned property what a private individual could do. There was additional discussion on the family’s income and what they could afford, whether or not the Trust could do a rent subsidy grant and the potential housing issues that could come up.

The Committee discussed that there are few resources on the South Shore to provide temporary and/or permanent relief for people who find themselves homeless. Many, like this family, are considered “stuck in the middle” because they are not eligible for some programs. Churches were discussed as a possible resource for local houses that may be available to rent.

The Committee discussed what local politicians and/or social services they would call to get the information and guidance that they need. It was generally agreed that the Committee cannot move forward until they hear from the South Shore Housing Authority.

Mr. Danehey made a MOTION to adjourn at 6:45 pm; All in Favor.
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