County to provide funds for first-time homebuyers

Housing cash has aided poor. Now, it also will help 'working families.'

By Melanie A. Hughes

Of The Morning Call

November 20, 2007

A year after questioning the way Lehigh County divvied up affordable housing grants, County Executive Don Cunningham announced $1.4 million will be targeted this year to creating new housing units for first-time home buyers.

Since the county fund was created in 1996, money generated from the recording of deeds and mortgages traditionally went to the Lehigh County Housing Authority, Allentown Redevelopment Authorities and the Bethlehem Redevelopment Authority to create housing for the poor.

But with a bi-county executive order, Cunningham and Northampton County Executive John Stoffa appointed the Affordable Housing Policy Advisory Committee last year to study all housing matters, including how agencies could better provide affordable housing to cash-strapped ''working families'' of the Lehigh Valley.

The idea was for the committee to look at a wider range of proposals and award money to those with best chance of providing housing for not just the poor, but for those whose incomes make it hard to afford housing in the region.

''In the past, it was a dedicated funding stream,'' Cunningham said.

''By tradition it flowed to the housing authorities for use in low-income housing. We have adequate programs for that, but not enough affordable, decent housing for working families,'' Cunningham said.

By not releasing the money for three years, the the fund grew to the $1.45 million. Typically in Lehigh County, the housing fund collects about $500,000 annually.

''Major housing projects are getting funding that's long overdue,'' said Alan Jennings, director of Community Action Committee of the Lehigh Valley, who was on the advisory committee. ''It's a substantial amount of money for any one year. It's helping us get caught up.''

Cunningham accepted the committee's recommendations to fund the following projects:

Neighborhood Housing Services of the Lehigh Valley will be awarded $200,000 for its Home Ownership Outreach Program, or HOOP. HOOP provides first-time home buyers with down payment and closing cost assistance as well as individual counseling in the purchase of their first homes.

Pennrose Properties, LLC, will be awarded $500,000 to fund the home ownership portion of its project in conjunction with the Allentown Housing Authority at Overlook Park in East Allentown. The Overlook Park Project includes the demolition of the former Hanover Acres development and the construction of a mixed residential community on the same site.

Housing Association and Development Corporation of Allentown will be awarded $300,000 in 2007 and $200,000 in 2008 to help fund the construction of 26 owner-occupied townhouse units on North Street in Allentown. The North Street Project includes acquisition and demolition of an entire city block that had become an eyesore after fire and abandonment. The new owner-occupied units will feature a homeowner's association and home ownership counseling.

Habitat for Humanity of the Lehigh Valley will be awarded $200,000 to fund site acquisition and construction of up to 6 homes. The homes will be constructed using the Habitat development model, which creates pride in ownership by having participants help build houses for themselves and others.

The City of Allentown will receive $250,000 for site acquisition and development of new affordable housing units at 826 Turner St. in the city. This funding will be specifically applied to the new, affordable development of 826 Turner St. as part of Allentown's larger ''Old City'' Project.

The grant awards must be approved by the Lehigh County Board of Commissioners before they become final. The commissioners are scheduled to discuss the grants at their Dec. 12 meeting.
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