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Chairman Oeslager, Vice Chair Coley, Ranking Member Skindell, and members of the committee, thank you for your time today. I’m here in opposition to an amendment in the substitute budget bill that would dramatically reduce the effectiveness of the Ohio Housing Trust Fund. I’m a retired banker from the Huntington and the chair of the advisory board for the Trust Fund, and have been since its inception 25 years ago. I’ve seen first hand how this innovative policy model works to build local economies and improve the lives of low-income and homeless Ohioans and the communities in which they live. 
I believe this amendment would dismantle a successful program, set up 88 costly, unnecessary and ineffective bureaucracies, and cast vulnerable populations into an even more dangerous housing abyss.
Briefly, The Ohio Housing Trust Fund was created in 1991, after voters approved a constitutional amendment making housing a public purpose. A dozen years later, the legislature established a long awaited dedicated funding source. Thank you very much. Now under the auspices of the Ohio Development Services Agency, The Trust Fund leverages federal and private resources in public/private partnerships as much as 9 to 1 to help stretch state dollars and meet the housing needs of our military veterans, senior citizens, people with disabilities, and working families. Millions have been housed and helped either directly or indirectly during the Trust Fund’s lifetime.
Here are the primary reasons the state Trust Fund process is preferable to the county process the Senate amendment would create. 

1) The Housing Trust Fund is administered by a single state agency with oversight by a 14-member advisory board and a 25-year solid track record of accountability. The amendment would establish 88 separate county administrative processes with elected officials, such as recorders and auditors, who may have little or no housing experience.
2) The Housing Trust Fund has statutory protections to ensure that funds are used for those with the greatest housing needs, such as: 10% of funds must be used to support homeless programs, including homeless youth; and there’s an overall preference for projects serving those at 35% of median income or below. The county process has no such protections.

3) Ohio Development Services Agency coordinates efforts with the Ohio Housing Finance Agency to leverage the Housing Trust Fund with low-income tax credits and bond financing so that Trust Fund is leveraging dollars at a rate of 9/1. These types of leveraging opportunities would be rare at the county level.

4) The Housing Trust Fund has a statutory limit of 5% or less to be used for administration. The county program would create 88 separate bureaucracies, each of which would require unspecified amounts of administrative funds to operate. In an era of scarce housing resources, this is an inappropriate use of public funds.

5) The Housing Trust Fund provides numerous opportunities to expand housing options for people in recovery, people with disabilities, and people in need of alternatives to institutional settings. These are done in partnership with other private and state agencies such as Medicaid, the Ohio Department of Mental Health and Addiction Services and the Department of Aging. With the county program those partnerships are greatly diminished.

6.) The Housing Trust Fund is currently of sufficient size that it is capable of leveraging resources from private and public sector sources, and funding several larger impactful housing developments projects each year.  The proposed county-based approach would disperse funding, making it much more difficult to leverage funds for the larger, more impactful projects.
7) Housing Trust Fund dollars are awarded on a competitive basis to make sure projects using best practice with solid outcomes are funded first.  While projects in all 88 counties can compete for the funds, to ensure funds have broad geographic distribution, there is a statutory requirement that at least 50% of the available resources be awarded to projects in rural parts of the state. This approach assures both fairness and quality in distributing the funds and makes the county process unnecessary.
In other words, what Ohioans have now is a very successful program that is proven. It is working extremely well and isn’t broken. Over time it is beneficial and fair to all Ohioans.

For these reasons, we urge for the swift removal of this amendment from the budget document.

Thank you for your time. 
