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Community Change is proud to launch a new series to showcase model
construction projects across the country made possible in part by funds from
the national Housing Trust Fund (HTF). The HTF is a federal grant program
authorized by the Housing and Economic Recovery Act of 2008 to increase and
preserve affordable housing for people with the lowest incomes, including
families experiencing homelessness.
Funding for the HTF is essential for ensuring people with the lowest incomes
have safe and affordable housing. The funds from the HTF must be used to
house “extremely low income families” – those with incomes at or below the
poverty line or at or below 30% of the area median income. In any fiscal year
where the HTF receives over $1 Billion in allocated funds, the eligibility is
expanded: at least 75% of the funds must be used to target extremely low
income tenants, and the fund may also be used to serve tenants with incomes
at or below 50% of the area median income (“very low income tenants”).
National Housing Trust Fund assisted units must remain affordable at these
income levels for at least 30 years.
The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development distributes HTF
allocations to states and territories by a formula based on population. State
housing departments or state Housing Finance Agencies administer the HTF,
providing financing for the production and preservation of housing. State
Housing Finance Agencies are state-chartered non profit organizations that are
governed by a board of directors. Click the link to view national Housing Trust
Fund allocations by state.
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Samish Commons
“There absolutely needs to be funds allocated for this so that there are residencies
like this everywhere, especially where gentrification has just taken a hold on
communities… there needs to be a system that matches the amount of
gentrification with accessible housing.”
-Bobby, Samish Commons Resident

“A Place to Call Home”
“I'm looking forward to getting out of the system and having a place to call
home.” These are the resounding words of Dan, a Samish Commons tenant who
was living at a shelter while waiting to move into the newly built community. For
Dan, having a place to live means he would have space for his son to come up
to visit him. For other new Samish Commons tenants it means they could stop
worrying about where they would live next and gain much needed housing
stability.
69 Units

The Property

Income Level

30% AMI

35

The first phase of Samish Commons includes
40% AMI
17
69 units that are now fully occupied, with 17 of
60% AMI
17
those units funded through the national Housing
Trust Fund. These units range in size from studio
(480sq ft) to three bedroom apartments (1,360 sq ft), housing many people who
were being priced out of their local housing market.
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The community sits on what used to be the Aloha Motel, which was acquired by
the City of Bellingham through a process of condemnation after continued
pressure from the
community. The motel had
at least one third of its
rooms closed by county
health officials due to
hazardous levels of
methamphetamine at
the time of its
Aloha Motel, September 2012, Google Maps
condemnation.
Samish Commons is one part of a Samish Way Urban Village Plan. The plan is
“people-centered,” with input from years of community surveys and
conversations with nearby residents. A main goal of the plan is to include a mix of
residential properties and commercial amenities accessible to residents by foot.
Upon completion, Samish Commons will have a total of 171 units, an early learning
center, a parking garage, and a courtyard of open green space. The Bellingham
Housing Authority will also have an attached office onsite, where staff will be
available to assist tenants. The following perspectives highlight the impact and
importance of building new affordable housing, starting with residents.

Samish Commons, Phase 1 Nov 2021, Google Maps

“It’s Very Exhausting to be Homeless”: The Residents
Before moving into Samish Commons, Sally and Tony were concerned about
where they would live next. The couple was living in a HUD assisted property in
Northeast Portland that would undergo heavy renovations, which meant they had
to move. To their surprise soon after receiving the news, the Bellingham Public
Housing Authority called to tell them their name was next on the waitlist after 10
years. This call inviting them to move back home to Bellingham was just on time.
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When they learned their new home would be Samish Commons, they were thrilled.
Coming from a studio and moving into a two-bedroom unit, they would have
many amenities for the first time. Some of these included a dishwasher, in-unit
washer and dryer, and a small porch. “When we walked in, it was like, Oh, yes, this
is beautiful. We love the layout, we have a sliding door balcony. Everything…I call
this home,” says Sally. Coming up with the $550 security deposit to move in was a
challenge (and much of it is still owed). But today as Tony battles cancer, housing
is one less thing he and Sally have to worry about. Tony believes housing is a
basic human need. Without safe and stable housing, people face a plethora of
health and substance use issues. In the following quote, Tony expands further:
“A lot of people don't start out with drug problems or mental health issues, that
[happens] because of being homeless… it's actually very exhausting to be
homeless… [You] fall back to that because then you can escape reality… we had a
lot of friends that unfortunately have developed habits like that….But if you get
them into some place and get them stable, then they can see that they're working
towards something and the other things become less important. I saw it first hand
with my own eyes.”
Bobby, another Samish Commons tenant, agrees that moving from place to place
is stressful. After being priced out of their previous residence, Bobby said they
were panicking. “Honestly, I quit my job because I was stressed, which put even
more of a financial burden on me, but I was just breaking down at work,” said
Bobby. After being on the Bellingham waitlist for over four years, Bobby learned
Samish Commons was offering low rent units for tenants who qualified based on
their income. They immediately called, confirmed this information and started the
application process. “It was a miracle. It took like a few weeks to get my
application approved and everything. It was a miracle… My first time living in
Bellingham not dealing with mold,” says Bobby, who believes stable housing
saves lives. “There needs to be more programs like this. It makes no sense that
Samish Commons is an exception,” adds Bobby. In the following quote, they share
further:
"Financial instability and housing instability kills people like me. It kills trans people.
It kills people of color.... The mental health aspect of feeling like you don't matter so
much that the people with power will just let you die, it can make you suicidal... And
so I just really hope that there's any part of my story that can help humanize who
we are… If you're a policy maker and you want to help invest in us, please see us like
people... It's not any poor person's fault that we are in a situation where we need
low income housing. It is the economy's fault that we are in this position. It is
society's fault."
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Living with a health disability that is triggered by smoke, dust, and excessive
exercise, Bobby urges policy makers to invest in the sustainability of these
projects to ensure accessible features like elevators are in working order and
maintenance is a priority. Together, Sally, Tony and Bobby illuminate the
importance of housing that is safe, accessible, and affordable.
The Staff
Samish Commons staff feel proud to offer affordable rental units for a mix of
residents including seniors and people with disabilities. The staff sets aside 14 units
for people exiting homelessness (who usually use a project-based voucher) and 14
units for people with a disability.
Carrie, the Community
Director of Samish Common
explains the importance of
creating new affordable
housing: “A year later,
[residents] still talk to me
and bring up how grateful
they are, that they have
not only a place to live,
but such a nice place to
Samish Commons, Phase 1 completed
live… they don't have to
worry about all the things that happen when you live in an older building and
they’ve just been really enjoying it,” says Carrie.
The surrounding community is growing, which creates walkable places tenants
can visit. Residents often frequent Slice of Heaven, a bakery down the street,
McKay’s Taphouse for pizza, and other restaurants nearby. “That whole area has
really started to change. There's tons of condos and lots of shops, things of that
nature being built there,” says Myrriah, an assistant manager with Indigo Real
Estate, the management company for the property. It is important that as
neighborhoods improve, that low-income residents get to stay long-term.
The following section describes details of the planning and financing process for
Samish Commons, followed by how the Bellingham Housing Authority strives to
maintain housing affordability.
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Project Proposal and Financing
In 2015, the City of Bellingham released a Request for Proposals (RFP). After
undergoing a review process, the City selected the Bellingham Housing Authority’s
(BHA) plan to develop the site. The BHA then started its own RFP process and
retained Dawson Construction for pre-construction planning services, with the
expectation that they would continue on with the project as a general contractor
(which they did).
Beyond the national Housing
Trust Fund investment, and
funding from both the City
and State housing trust funds,
the Bellingham Housing Authority
was able to acquire a “friendly
conventional bank loan” for
the construction and permanent
mortgage of Samish Commons.

Funding Source

Amount

HTF

$2.7 Million

LIHTC (9%)

$15.9 Million

State Housing Trust Fund

$322,000

Housing Authority

$1.6 Million

Bellingham Housing Levy
Funds (voter approved
$1.9 Million
property tax for affordable
housing)

“We have a few regional and
Mortgage
$1.15 Million
national banks in the area that
have affordable housing divisions,
staffed with people who are knowledgeable and experienced in how affordable
housing developments get put together with way too many funding sources,“ says
Brien, the Executive Director of the Bellingham Housing Authority. The Royal Bank
of Canada Capital Markets served as the syndicator investor, which then sold the
tax credits to Fannie Mae. The Federal Housing Finance Agency approved Fannie
Mae to re-enter the LIHTC market as an equity investor in 2018.
Maintaining Affordability
Bellingham Housing Authority (BHA) was among the first to access the 9% Low
Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) in Washington. This means the state was also
among the first to reach the end of the 15 year affordability term, after which
investors can find ways of opting out of the program’s expectation to maintain
affordability for at least 30 years.
In the past, the Bellingham Housing Authority has instead chosen to undergo a
process of loan re-syndication. So far, Bellingham has been able to renovate 587
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units on 12 sites, and has maintained the affordability of these units. However,
creating and maintaining affordability is an ongoing and widespread concern.
Nationwide, there are over 8,400 LIHTC properties, comprising more than 486,000
affordable housing units which will reach year 30 between 2020 and 2029. [1] As
Congress debates investment in the HTF for Fiscal Year 2023, the importance of
building new affordable housing and maintaining that affordability long-term
cannot be overstated. The housing stability and wellbeing of tenants like Sally,
Tony, and Bobby depend on it.

###

We would like to thank Samish Commons Residents and staff from The Bellingham
Housing Authority and Indigo Real Estate for their important contributions to this
document. We also thank Ed Gramlich and the National Low Income Housing
Coalition, who collects and publishes important information about HTF
implementation. Please note some names in this document are pseudonyms.
Look out for more model HTF projects showcased in the Community Change
series! Reach out to Jennifer Cossyleon, jcossyleon@communitychange.org with
any comments or questions.

[1] https://nlihc.org/sites/default/files/Balancing-Priorities.pdf
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