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May 2015
An Affordable Housing Agenda for Venice 
Over the last 30 years, Venice, a quirky, diverse but primarily poor and working class community has been dramatically upscaled.  But in a big city with the most income segregated housing patterns in the entire country (according to the LA Times), the new Venice is still a very special neighborhood, economically, racially and culturally diverse, and a welcoming destination for not only Angelinos, but for people from all around the world.  It is the responsibility of all of us, to ensure that the vitality, creativity and diversity that makes Venice such a welcoming and inclusive community is protected and nourished.
The socio-economic process by which low and mixed income communities like Venice are eliminated is now generally called gentrification.  Land becomes more expensive, rents rise and low income residents are forced to move into cheaper housing elsewhere.  There are special neighborhoods like Venice all over Los Angeles that are being assaulted by these market forces, but everywhere rents are on the rise.  In fact, Los Angeles as a whole is in the middle of an affordable housing crisis that is getting worse daily. 

According to the Southern California Association of Governments (SCAG) the regional planning body for Southern California, the City of Los Angeles needs to produce 13,000 net new units of housing every year just to keep pace with projected population growth.  Of that number, almost 60% (7600 units) need to be affordable to very low, low and moderate income households.  In 2007, then Mayor Villaraigosa frankly and publicly acknowledged that in the preceding year, the city produced only 1200 affordable units while producing 12,691 market rate luxury units.  This pattern has not changed.   Now Mayor Garcetti has announced his goal to create 100,000 more units of housing in the next six years.  However the Housing Element adopted by the City has set as a goal to create only 500 units of affordable housing per year over the same period of time.  And while the City continues to underproduce affordable units and overproduce housing for the very wealthy, it has also permitted the elimination of thousands of existing affordable units through demolition, conversion to condominiums and short term rentals and vacancy decontrol of units protected by the Los Angeles Rent Stabilization Ordinance (LARSO).  

Venice Community Housing (VCH) understands that as things currently stand, the market will neither protect nor produce housing that is affordable to low and moderate income people in this city.  We need to rally together to change existing housing policy and practice in Los Angeles.  VCH supports the following Affordable Housing Agenda.  We encourage you to join with us to lobby, organize and fight to protect existing affordable housing and promote the construction of more affordable housing in Venice and throughout Los Angeles in the following ways.
PROTECT EXISTING AFFORDABLE HOUSING  
Limit the conversion or demolition of affordable housing  

Between 2001 and 2006 over 12,000 LARSO regulated rental units were converted or demolished to create condominiums.  One third were located in the 11th District. The condo market cooled temporarily during the recession but as a recent Housing Department report confirms,  the real estate market in Los Angeles has heated up again and hundreds of LARSO units are again being demolished or otherwise eliminated from the rental market.  The City should place an annual limit on the number of demolitions and conversions permitted citywide, ensure their equitable distribution throughout the city and require one-for-one replacement of every affordable housing unit lost by such action.  The California Environmental Quality Act directs public agencies to consider economic costs as well as short and long term benefits of all actions affecting the environment.  So long as an affordable housing shortage exists, the city should require as appropriate and necessary mitigation, the prompt replacement of any affordable unit proposed to be demolished or converted to for sale market condominiums.  The City should adopt a policy of NO NET LOSS of affordable housing!  
Support the acquisition of affordable housing in small apartment buildings

55% of all Los Angeles housing is located in apartment buildings with unfrt 20 units. Venice’s percentage is even higher (75%).  And although the City at one time committed to fund the Affordable Housing Trust Fund at the rate of $100 million annually, it has consistently failed to do so.  And none of the committed funds have been set aside to assist in acquisition of these small buildings where most of the City’s affordable housing is located.  Especially on the Westside, where affordable housing is so scarce, the City must invest in protecting this rapidly diminishing resource.  

Protect Federally Assisted Housing in Venice

The General Plan’s Housing Element recognizes the urgency of preserving assisted housing citywide.  In 2009 HUD released from restriction 246 units of federally assisted housing in 15 Venice buildings.  The buildings, in Venice’s Oakwood neighborhood, are known as the Holiday Venice Apartments or Breezes Del Mar.  When VCH and the tenants learned of HUD’s action, we filed a federal lawsuit to reverse HUD’s action and restore the restrictions.   That lawsuit was settled with the landlord’s agreement to a new 20 year contract to accept Section 8 rent subsidies for every unit of all 15 buildings.   While this outcome benefits our community for a time, it failed to provide the permanent protection VCH and the tenants were seeking – resident control and sale of the property to a tenant-endorsed nonprofit.  The City must encourage and support such sales if permanent affordability is ever to be achieved at Holiday Venice or other federally assisted affordable housing projects.  
Legalize Safe and Habitable Bootleg Units

The City has estimated that there are 40,000 to 60,000 bootleg units in Los Angeles.  The City’s Systematic Code Enforcement Program (SCEP) requires inspection of every rental unit once every three years, and inspectors regularly uncover violations and order owners to remove bootleg units of every type.   Typically, though certainly not exclusively, these units are occupied by low income tenants.   Many of these units violate only zoning and/or parking codes.  In the midst of our current housing crisis, where 44,000 people are without any housing and hundreds of thousands more are doubling and tripling up to maintain a roof over their heads, it is unacceptable for the City to shut down safe and habitable dwelling spaces.  Instead, safe and habitable bootleg units should be legalized on condition that they are rented to low income tenants at affordable rents and that such restrictions be recorded against the properties and monitored by the City or a designated agent.

Strengthen the Los Angeles Rent Stabilization Ordinance (LARSO)

About 640,000 dwelling units are subject to the rent stabilization and eviction provisions of LARSO.  Although LARSO permits rents to be raised to market when a controlled unit is vacated (vacancy decontrol), rents are stabilized and rent increases limited so long as tenants remain in their units.  For long term tenants, the LARSO has operated to preserve affordable rents.  For various reasons, many controlled units are vacated every year with the result that those units are rerented at market levels and affordability is lost.  How many affordable units are lost every year is unknown because the City of Los Angeles, unlike many other cities with rent control laws, does not collect this important information.  As a consequence, the City does not know the true scope of the housing crisis and the actual number of affordable units that are lost every year from demolition, conversion or vacancy decontrol.  Landlords who raise rent illegally are seldom caught.  Tenants have no way of verifying the legal rent for their units.   LARSO must be strengthened. 

· Require landlords to specify under penalty of perjury, the rent in effect for each controlled  rental unit
in their annual registration statements to the Housing Department and whenever a new tenancy is created.
· Require the Housing Department store the information in a database and make it available to tenants.
· Increase the penalty for landlord harassment designed to force tenants to vacate their units.
· Fund organizations that help tenants fight wrongful evictions. 
Enforce existing laws to eliminate short term rentals in residential zones.
The rapid proliferation of illegal short term rentals has created a serious problem for residential neighborhoods in Venice and other parts of Los Angeles.  A 2015 report by the Los Angeles Alliance for A New Economy (LAANE) found AirBnB advertises 1137 units in Venice.  This represents about 12.5% of all the housing units in our community.  The conversion to short term rentals has resulted in the eviction of many longtime residents, eliminated permanent rental housing stock from our community and driven up the rents in the shrinking rental market.  Transient occupants, many with little regard for their neighbors, have created residential instability and reduced the quality of life for permanent residents.   Current zoning laws prohibit Short Term Rentals in most residential zones.  State law (the Mello Act) also prohibits the conversion of most residential housing to commercial (i.e. hotel) use in the Venice Coastal zone.  The City should enforce these laws and hold both the owners and the advertising platforms (like AirBnB, VRBO, Homeway etc) that facilitate that unlawful conduct accountable.   Recently, the Mayor has advocated that these units be taxed and the proceeds placed into the Affordable Housing Trust Fund.   We disagree.  The number of rental units taken out of the housing market and converted to short term rentals far exceeds the number of units that could be created with the taxes collected, assuming the City collected the taxes on those units.    Eliminate short term rentals.  Don’t tax them.
PROMOTE THE CONSTRUCTION OF MORE AFFORDABLE HOUSING
Fund the Affordable Housing Trust Fund.   

In 2008, the City’s Affordable Housing Trust Fund (AHTF) had $108 million to spend on creating affordable housing.  That included federal pass through funds (HOME and CDBG), CRA tax increment funds and general funds from property taxes collected on property located in the City.  The recession had a huge financial impact on all levels of government.  Federal funding was reduced.  The CRA was abolished and, with the exception of one year (2013), the City refused to allocate any of its general funds, including funds previously spent by the CRA, on housing,  Recently the mayor proposed to allocate $5 million of the City’s general funds for one year to the AHTF while also proposing to spend over $30 million/year for the next 30 years on sidewalk repairs.   The City’s priorities must change Citywide, and if the City wants to further its stated goal to distribute affordable housing options equitably across the City to promote access to job opportunities and services, a goal with which VCH whole heartedly agrees, the City must also prioritize funding for affordable housing projects in affluent and mixed income areas like Venice.    
Increase Incentives for Development of Affordable Housing

State law provides that a developer is entitled to a 35% density “bonus” in exchange for including 20% affordable units in new developments.  A recent amendment also requires that developers replace any demolished affordable units in order to take advantage of the density bonus.  The City reports that between 2008 and 2013, 4668 affordable units were constructed utilizing the bonus, 73% of which were created by nonprofit affordable housing developers.  In other words, a density bonus is not much of an incentive for including affordable housing in market rate developments.  And the amended law will be a further disincentive for for-profit developers.  On the other hand, affordable housing developers typically take full advantage of the density bonus and would create even more affordable housing if the City provided an additional incentive.   VCH encourages the City to provide a density bonus of 100% if 100% of the units created are made affordable to low and very low income people.  Another incentive that should be increased is reduced parking requirements.  The California legislature is currently considering a measure (AB 744) that would reduce to zero the parking requirement for projects within a half mile of a major transit stop, projects for seniors and special needs projects.  The City of Los Angeles should approve that policy regardless of the outcome of the pending legislation.  According to the 2013 American Community Survey, there are an estimated 313,400 households in Los Angeles that have no vehicle available to them.  So why not also eliminate the parking requirement for developments that are designed for and restricted to households that do not own or have access to a vehicle?
Support Mixed Income Housing 
Over 170 other cities and towns in California have already adopted mixed income housing requirements, including San Diego and Santa Monica  where 20-25% of all new housing built must be affordable to low and moderate income renters.  The only way that Los Angeles can achieve the goal of producing housing affordable to all income levels (Housing Element Goal 1) is by requiring that new housing development include the full range of affordability levels.  The market will not produce low income housing city wide.  It certainly will not produce such housing in Venice.  Unfortunately, a 2009 appellate court decision in Palmer vs. City of Los Angeles determined that current state law prohibits municipalities from adopting inclusionary housing programs.   Last year California legislation, AB 1229 was introduced to restore the ability of local governments to enact such legislation.  It was approved by the legislature but vetoed by Governor Brown.  VCH urges that you contact the governor’s office and voice your support for this kind of legislation and after its eventual  adoption, support an inclusionary housing ordinance for Los Angeles that will require that at least 25% of the housing units in all new housing developments be affordable to low and very low income people. 
Strengthen and Enforce the Mello Act

In 1982 California passed the Mello Act to protect existing affordable housing in the California Coastal Zone and to require housing developers to include affordable housing in new apartment projects in the Zone.  Aggressive and comprehensive implementation of the Mello Act by the City could have provided much needed affordable housing.  However, the City gave a pass to developers who claimed that it was not feasible to include affordable units within their developments. Ten years after its adoption, VCH’s research could not confirm a single instance where the City had ordered that an affordable unit be included in a new housing development in the Coastal Zone of Venice.  It was not until VCH caused a lawsuit to be filed against the City (Venice Town Council v City of Los Angeles) and a Court of Appeal directed the City to comply with the mandatory provisions of that law, that the City entered into a settlement agreement and adopted interim procedures to implement its requirements, pending approval of a permanent ordinance.   Unfortunately, the City has in many instances failed to comply with these procedures, affordable housing continues to be lost and the City still has not adopted a permanent ordinance.  VCH urges that the City enforce the terms of the settlement agreement and create a new permanent ordinance now.  In developing the permanent ordinance it’s important to understand that the settlement agreement and the law itself construct the floor, not the ceiling, for the requirements of the permanent ordinance.   VCH proposes the following improvements:
· Eliminate the “not feasible” escape hatch that developers use to shirk the inclusionary requirements.  
· Make all developers sharpen their pencils and provide the required housing, or pay an “in lieu” fee large 
· enough to insure that the affordable units can be built;

Increase the proposed in lieu fee to the amount required to build the same sized unit with the 
· same amenities as the developer would have built on site.
The settlement agreement requires that the affordable units be the same size with the same amenities 
· as the market rate units.   More units could be produced if instead of the same sized units, the developer were required to allocate the same total square footage to affordable units, whether those units are located in the development or nearby offsite.  Low income families do not need units sized for the wealthy, they need standard units as specified by the Los Angeles Housing Department - and more of them!

Support the Use of City Property for Affordable Housing

The City owns several large parcels of property in Venice that are vacant or underutilized.  None of these parcels should be sold as surplus property.  VCHC proposes that all developable city property be devoted to affordable housing for low and very low income people, the population most in need of affordable housing in affluent communities on the Westside of Los Angeles.  The air rights above City-owned parking lots should also be made available for affordable housing development.  VCHC stands ready to work with the City to make this happen.
Prioritize housing for the homeless

According to the 2015 Homeless Count, there are 44,359 homeless people in Los Angeles County, an increase of 12% above the number in 2013, and a disproportionate share of them live in Venice.  While the ratio of unhoused to housed residents in the County is 1 to 227, one out of every twenty-five people in Venice is homeless.  Almost 50% of those without a home are chronically homeless, most with severe mental illness and/or drug or alcohol dependency.  Laws designed to criminalize homelessness (e.g. making it a crime to sleep on the sidewalks or in vehicles on public streets) will not solve the problem of homelessness.   Only a comprehensive system of supportive services and housing options including shelters, transitional housing programs and permanent housing with supportive services, (the “continuum of care”) is needed and that assistance is needed most where people without housing are already living.  And until shelter is provided for all, the City must provide safe, legal and dignified public space for those who must remain outside.  
Require every community in Los Angeles to accept its “fair share” of affordable housing
So long as we continue to shirk our collective responsibility to plan for the inclusion of affordable housing in our community, NIMBY opposition to individual projects will continue to frustrate their creation.  Just as SCAG has determined each city’s fair share of the new housing needed in Southern California, so too should the City’s Planning Department determine where and how much of the city’s needed affordable housing should be developed in each of its 35 community planning areas to ensure that every planning area has an adequate supply.  And together, the Planning Department and the residents of those planning areas should identify where it is most feasible and most appropriate to locate the needed new housing.   Neighborhood Councils should be challenged to gather information and opinions of those they represent and to make recommendations about where the housing should be located.
At the end of the day, we all have the responsibility to ensure that everyone in Los Angeles has a safe, habitable and affordable place to live.   But is takes leadership from the Mayor and the City Council to make it happen.  If you support our Agenda and would like to join with others to shape, develop, expand and promote it, please contact VCH.  
VCH is a community-based, nonprofit housing and community development corporation dedicated to the creation and preservation of housing affordable to low income people in Venice and surrounding neighborhoods.  Since its formation in 1988 we have constructed, acquired, rehabilitated, and currently operate 195 units of affordable housing in Venice, Del Rey and Mar Vista.  50% of our residents have incomes less than 50% of the median and over 20% of our residents were previously homeless. 
