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DELAWARE VALLEY REGIONAL PLANNING COMMISSION
REGIONAL HOUSING COMMITTEE MEETING HIGHLIGHTS

April 11, 2003

The Delaware Valley Regional Planning Commission’s Regional Housing Committee met at
10:00 A.M. on April 11, 2003.  The meeting was chaired by Joyce Paul (New Jersey
Department of Community Affairs), who reviewed the agenda and provided for introductions.

1.   Liz Hersh, Executive Director of the Pennsylvania Low Income Housing Coalition
(PALIHC), discussed her agency’s current projects and initiatives.  The PALIHC is a statewide
organization dedicated to ensuring that all Pennsylvanians have access to safe, decent and
affordable housing, regardless of income.  Recent research has shown that a minimum wage
worker would have to work an average of 100 hours per week to afford the Commonwealth’s
median-priced home.  Ms. Hersh noted that Pennsylvania currently has no statewide housing
policy, leaving the Commonwealth economically non-competitive and unable to effectively
leverage federal funds.

Ms. Hersh then presented the findings of the agency’s most recent report, entitled Reclaiming
Abandoned Philadelphia.  The purpose of the project, funded by Pew Charitable Trusts, is
to identify state-level barriers to the reuse of vacant and abandoned properties in
Philadelphia; describe best practices for fighting abandonment; and propose actions and
legislative reforms that will assist the City in bringing abandoned properties back into effective
reuse.  Ms. Hersh noted that although the focus of the research was the City of Philadelphia,
the report’s findings and recommendations are applicable statewide.  After first identifying
current state laws and tools already available to communities interested in acquiring
properties, the Coalition proposed several alternatives that would improve the ability of local
governments to acquire and redevelop abandoned properties.

Recommendations include the creation of a statewide inventory of abandoned properties; the
provision of technical assistance to local officials on best practices and existing laws; and the
exclusion of low-value homes from Medicaid estate recovery actions.  The Coalition has also
recommended that foreclosure laws be reformed to waive bidding on tax-delinquent,
distressed properties (to allow municipalities to donate them to  developers) and that
communities be allowed to bring foreclosure action against several parcels at one time (to
reduce judicial costs).  Additionally, the owner’s accountability should be increased (to
encourage donation of vacant properties) and neighbors should be empowered to initiate
legal action against the owners of a blighted property on their block.

The Commonwealth of Pennsylvania should also create a Rehabilitation Sub-Code, similar
to New Jersey’s, to simplify and encourage the redevelopment of older buildings, and provide
funding and incentives for property maintenance, strategically targeting funds to specific
neighborhoods most in need of repair.  The overall goal of the proposed reforms is to provide
local governments with the tools to aggressively and comprehensively fight abandonment and
attract new investment back to the region’s cities and towns.



2.    Ken Davis (Department of Housing and Urban Development) discussed HUD’s proposed
changes to the Section 8 Rental Assistance Program.  The Section 8 Program is currently
administered by the Department through approximately 2,600 housing authorities, over 1,200
of which manage 250 units or fewer.  HUD has proposed instead distributing block grants to
the states, to be known as Housing Assistance for Needy Families (HANF) grants.  The states
would then be responsible for administering the Section 8 program, either through a state-
administered program or  through contracts with local housing authorities.  HUD would provide
median rent and income limits and would hold states to defined performance standards;
states would be required to serve the same number of clients as HUD currently does, but
would have some flexibility to respond to local needs.  The Department argues that changing
to a block grant program would allow them to allocate extra funding to states that were
performing well, thus making more funds available in places where they can most easily and
quickly be used.  

Proponents note that this proposal would streamline the process and make it easier to utilize
unexpended funds.  Opponents argue that the experience and capacity of states to manage
the program varies widely, and most fear that the change will translate to less available
funding.  Joyce Paul noted that New Jersey already has a fairly large state-level Section 8
Program and could thus make the change relatively easily.  Pennsylvania has no state
program and instead relies on local housing authorities to administer their existing Section
8 funds, which would the transition more difficult.  Local housing authorities generally oppose
the change, fearing a loss of local control.  Staff at the Office of Management and Budget are
currently reviewing the proposal, and it is unclear as to when (or even if) a detailed bill or
legislation will be published for comment.

3.  Heather Kump, Economic Development Planner, discussed ongoing study efforts related
to DVRPC’s project entitled Residential Investment in Centers and Corridors.  Ms. Kump
reviewed ongoing progress on Phase II of the project, which includes case studies of
successful residential developments in centers.  She described Main Street Village in
Downingtown, Pennsylvania, the second of five case studies.  Ms. Kump also reminded
members to forward any additional comments on Phase I to her as soon as possible.  Joyce
Paul suggested that NJ’s Smart Growth grants be included the report’s discussion of available
revitalization tools, as well as the New Jersey Council on Affordable Housing’s Regional
Contribution Agreements (RCAs) and Neighborhood Revitalization Tax Credits.

4.  Mary Ng, Regional Planner, discussed ongoing work on DVRPC’s project focusing on live-
work developments and their potential use in the Delaware Valley.  The purpose of the project
is evaluate the potential for encouraging live-work development as a means of promoting
mixed-use development, reducing sprawl and traffic congestion, and implementing regional
and state plans.  Ms. Ng identified several case studies that will be  described in the report,
including Liberty Walk in Philadelphia.

5.  Karen Cilurso updated the Committee on the status of DVRPC’s Transportation and
Community Development Initiative (TCDI) program.  Given the hour, Ms. Paul then asked
committee members to discuss any issues related to their agency with other members
individually as needed, and adjourned the meeting at 12:15 p.m.  The Regional Housing
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Committee will next meet at 10:00 A.M. on Friday, June 20, 2003.


