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In Venice, seasonal rentals that can command thousands of dollars a month aren’t affordable to workers earning the
local median wage. _

* No easy fix for shortage
of affordable housing

D..DAD AMLINLE
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cheaper on a monthly
basis to buy a home,

he said, but like many
recent arrivals he doesn’t
have a local employment
history that would quali-
fy him for a mortgage.

“North Port was
originally set up to be a
bedroom community,”
Willis said. “We're not
doing enough to house
the people that are going
to make our city work.

“Who's going to work
in Publix? At $12 an hour
you can't afford to live in
North Port.”

“We're almost at the
point where we want to
move back to Manasota
Key because it’s cheaper.
That shouldn't be the
option.”

‘Feeding the
beast’

As the area continues
its recovery from the
Great Recession, rising
real estate prices have
been good news for
property owners but bad
news for %ple like the
Willises, have seen
rents skyrocket as more
people chase fewer rental
properties.

The Sun newspapers
recently convened a
roundtable of housing
professionals to discuss
the affordable housing
issue. The consensus:
Things are going to get
worse before they get
better.

The housing market
crash put a lot of houses

but it also expanded

the number of people
who want to rent, either
because they are leery of
buying or unable to get
a loan. Many of them are
still renting for the same
reasons.

That inventory is
shrinking, however, as
banks sell houses to take
advantage of rising pric-
es. At the same time, still
more people are moving
to the area because of job
opportunities and they’re
finding limited housing
options.

“People coming in,
there’s nothing for them
to choose from,” said
Dee Danmeyer, executive
director of Habitat For
Humanity South Sarasota
County.

Lots of homes are
being built for sale at
market prices but virtual-
ly nothing is being added
to the rental inventory
even though every 10
new homes drive a need
for one or two afford-

impact fees, too, as the
Venice City Council
learned Tuesday. Sarasota
County is revising its
impact fee schedule but
the fee charged on a
multifamily dwelling unit
is the same whether it's a
500-square-foot apart-
ment or a 5,000-square-
foot condo.

“That doesn't pass, in
my view, the common
sense test,” Vice Mayor
Kit McKeon said.

It does help explain
why developers generally
aren't interested in build-
ing lower-price housing,
though

Developers look
to make a profit on
construction through
volume, not high mar-
gins, Cooper said, so
there’s not enough fat
to be cut from a house’s
construction costs to
build profitable afford-
able housing.

“The numbers don't
work,” said Loraine
Helber, executive direc-
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The problem, he said,
is a combination of
high land values and
low wages, and zoning
codes not favoring

“Why would someone
who can get $2,800 a
month for six months
of the year rent to
someone who can o
afford maybe $1,000

a month?” caid Carcia

United Way of Charlotte
County.

‘Investor fire’

Bill Dryburgh, former
president of the Punta
Gorda-Port Charlotte-
North Port Association of
Realtors, said he thinks
there’s investor money to
be tapped for affordable
housing, if they can be
given a reason to invest.

“We have to stoke the
investor fire,” he said.

That's where the gov-
ernment comes in, the
panelists agreed. Adding
affordable housing needs
to be a public/private
effort, with the public
part coming in the form
of funding and, in par-
ticular, more-favorable
land-use regulations.

Money can be hard to
come by but “rezoning
doesn’t necessarily affect
the government’s bottom
line,” Cooper said.

In the city of Venice,
according to longtime
resident Don O’Connell,
regulations regarding
density, setbacks and
parking inhibit the con-
struction of rental units.

“You can't build
apartments in the
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sprawl.”

It goes back to a zoning
code adopted in 1978
to reduce growth by
cutting the maximum
density on the island
from 36 units per acre to
18, said O’Connell, who
didn’t participate in the
roundtable.

“They’re never going
to stop growth,” he said.
“They’re only going to
redirect growth.”

And it’s been redirected
into single-family homes
stretching away from the
island. Those homes add
far more to the tax base
than affordable housing
does, so the government
doesn’t have an incentive
to promote it.

O’Connell owns several
historic apartment build-
ings on the island with
rents ranging from about
$550 to $750 a month.

“I'm able to do it
because I bought this
stuff so cheap,” he said.
“If I charged them [his
tenants] market rent,
they’d be out.”

Or if he decided to
sell. Each building could
be torn down to make

" ‘way for 18 high-priced "+ "

condos. But that would
evict long-term tenants

Taking credit

Tax credits do affect
the government’s bottom
line, but it can be more
palatable politically to
forgo some tax revenue :
than to write a check.

“Tax credits is about
the only way to build
affordable housing,”
Helber said.

But they’re allocated by
the federal government '
on a pro rata basis and
administered by the
state. The credits are
limited and competition
is very stiff.

It took years for the
Venice Housing Authority
to get credits to fund
Venetian Walk, a 55-plus
affordable housing com-
munity. It’s still seeking
credits for the second
phase of the project, for
families. :

The Sarasota Office of
Housing and Community
Development is in-
creasing the amount
of Community
Development Block
Grants funds for the
project by $50,000,
10:$300,000. But the -
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how to add affordable
housing, roundtable
participants agreed.
More than 60 percent
of the homeless popu-
lation in Sarasota and
Manatee counties is
adults without families,
Loveless said. They
need efficiencies and
boardinghouse-type
units, not more expen-
sive multi-bedroom

_ apartments or houses.

During the (ecessx §
 she added, | &
' Were more lement to-
ward people with credit
problems and crimi-
nal m:niﬂts; A:entald by
comm: operate
a nonproﬁreonld offer
some grace to such
prospective tenants.

Jobs in retail and
hospitality dominate in
the area, with someone
earning $10 an hour
— $1.95 more than the

Florida minimum wage
— making only about
$20,000 a year. Better-
paying jobs would
bring current rents and
mortgages within range
of more people.

According to Hadsell,
55,000 county residents
pay more than 50
percent of their income
for housing.

“You have to look at
the workforce and what
the wages are,” Loveless
St o i i3

But it’s a chicken-
and-egg problem.
Higher-paying busi-
nesses considering
relocating to the area
need workers, and
workers need afford-
able places to live.

“If the workforce
— nurses, CNAs,
social workers, barbers,
teachers, waitstaff, first
responders and many

- ting
ren

others — cannot find
housing close enough
to our area to make it
financially feasible to
work here, they will
move somewhere else
and we may not have
the quantity and qual-
ity of workforce that
we need,” said Venice
Mayor John Holic, who
wasn't able to attend
the roundtable.

The city is exploring

.-

northeast Venice, Holic
said. All it needs are
land and money.

Gulf Coast
Community Foundation
has 301 acres of land
for sale in North Venice
where it had planned to
build workforce hous-
ing, but the price tag is
$24.1 million and the
city’s budget is zero.

“Workforce housing is
not yet on the funding
agenda for the county
and the city does not
have funds,” he said.
“Nor should we, as this
is a countywide/state-
wide issue.”

A committee should
have a report ready for
the City Council in the
next two months, Holic
said.

The key to address-

theposs of put- - "mgallth&ylssues
lmy_ mﬁlmt usﬁmeﬂ!ingintan

— empathy.

“Until we have a com-
munity that connects
with other people in
the commumty. Idon't
think we're going to see
a shift,” she said.

“Maybe we need less
walls. You can't see over
walls.”



