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My name is Virginia Munkelwitz and I am a member of the Affordable Housing Organizing Committee. Our organizing committee is composed of members from Christ Church Presbyterian, College Street Congregational, Jericho United Methodist, First Congregational Church of Essex Junction, and St. Paul’s Cathedral. 

Our ongoing and deep concern is the lack of affordable housing in Burlington. The rental availability rate in Burlington has consistently remained around 1.5%, which is extremely low. Together with low availability rates, the cost of housing remains a major challenge for residents across much of the income spectrum, and in particular those who are not eligible for subsidized housing. They struggle to compete in an unhealthy housing market where demand has far outstripped available supply. For example, the most recent housing study, the 2015 Housing Action Plan, found that renters comprise about 58 percent of the community, and spend 44 percent of their income on housing. This is one of the highest rates of any American city. Young families cannot find homes, new hires from out of town cannot find homes, and working singles cannot find homes. This is also bad for business; a lack of affordable housing is cited by local companies as a reason they cannot fill available jobs.

Students are competing with residents for rental units, and the volume of demand encourages some landlords to allow the quality of their housing units to deteriorate. Approximately 3,000 full-time undergraduates live off-campus and students share apartments to reduce costs. Additional student residents increase neighborhood parking pressures, create lifestyle conflicts with long-term residents, and drive up market rents.
VIA has tried to create more affordable housing in Burlington since 2006. It has been a long-term and sustained effort. It has been frustrating. VIA held two Actions about UVM student housing, but UVM refused to attend either one. The first was held in 2007 and included a statement from Dan Fogel; the second was held in 2011 and did not include a UVM representative or a statement. 

At the heart of Burlington’s affordable housing problems are UVM students who live off campus, particularly in the Old North End. Students share costs to lower rents and after years of occupancy, many of the properties in this area have deteriorated to a point where they are no longer suitable for non-student rentals. VIA efforts have focused on UVM because if UVM were to house more of their undergraduate and graduate students, apartments in the Old North End would open up, the neighborhoods would become friendlier and safer for families and working people, and the rents would go down. However, UVM’s housing policy does not encourage on-campus housing. 

Over the past several years, Mayor Weinberger tried to negotiate more on-campus housing, but his efforts were not successful. This year, he changed his approach. He plans to address five policies from the 2015 Housing Action Plan in order to ease Burlington regulations that get in the way of creating new affordable and market rate homes:
· Increase the Housing Trust Fund

· Make it easier to create Accessory Dwelling Units

· Regulate AirBnBs
· Ease parking requirements

· Improve energy efficiency in rental units to reduce costs

VIA is working with the Mayor and his administration to implement these policies, but we are also working with local and state legislators to influence UVM administrators and Trustees. We’ve received support from Shap Smith, Johanna Donovan, Chris Pearson, Dave Zuckerman, Debbie Ingram, and Carol Ode. Shap Smith is a UVM Trustee who supports additional affordable housing because it contributes to the vital economy that is fundamental to UVM’s health. Joey Donovan is a strong supporter who promised to keep affordable housing on the Trustees’ agenda. Carol Ode, a former Vermont Representative and member of the Burlington School Board, is a new member of the UVM Board of Trustees; she strongly supports affordable housing and arranged meetings for us with UVM administrators.
We are concerned about the change of UVM administrations and the implications it could have for housing policy. In 2012, VIA participated in an intensive study of campus housing that proposed housing more students on the Trinity Campus, but when Dan Sullivan became the new president, the plan was abandoned. UVM is completing a new housing study so we are trying to avoid a similar change of direction by meeting with the new UVM President, Suresh Garimella, to discuss our concerns. We have two meetings: Carol Ode helped arrange a meeting with high level administrators and Karen Paul, Burlington City Councilor, will arrange a meeting with President Garimella. 
Our LOC continues to work on this critical issue despite UVM’s lack of cooperation. One of our PICO principles is “the action is in the reaction". To the Affordable Housing Organizing Committee, this means we can take action or have Actions, but if our target does not react the way we want, then it can take a long time and many strategies to get the change we want.

