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Careful Planning Opens Home Ownership to All

By Author
Washington state is home to a million more people than a decade ago. A million more will come over the next ten years.  Each person will seek a place to live; most will want to own a home. At the same time, current Washington families will grow and change. Growing families looking for more space, and retirees wanting to downsize will want new homes. But building homes is a longer, more complex, and more expensive proposition than ever before. That’s why providing shelter and comfort for a million new Washington residents over the next decade will require extraordinary forethought and courage.

Meeting the demand for new homes is a daunting enough task, but first we’ll have to play catch-up. Over the last decade, home ownership in our region has fallen from 22nd to 47th among the top 75 US metro areas. It’s no wonder. Here in Whatcom County over 4,000 households spend more than 50 percent of their income for housing. Recently this newspaper reported that home ownership rates have fallen below 50 percent for the first time.  At the same time, eighteen months into a recession, rock-bottom mortgage rates and a resulting increase in demand for homes is pumping up the price for housing. 

That’s not the only reason the cost to buy a home is so high. Taxes, fees, regulations, and low supply all work together to increase the price of housing. According to the Washington Research Council, taxes and fees add as much as 10 percent to the price of a home; regulations an additional 10 to 20 percent. City and county governments tack “impact fees” onto new homes to pay for schools, roads, and other public services. Government also adds a fee to support the creation of parks and recreational areas.  Combined with sales and property taxes, and Real Estate Excise and Business and Operations taxes, fees can add tens of thousands of dollars to the price of a new home. 

Time is money, so it’s not surprising that the time it takes to get local, state, and federal permits adds to the price of new homes. Want to build a new home? You’d better check with requirements of the federal Clean Air and Clean Water Acts, and the Endangered Species Act, as well as the state’s Shoreline Management Act and the State Environmental Policy Act. You’ll have to find out if local zoning will allow you to build the style and kind of house you have in mind. And you should hope that would-be neighbors don’t oppose your project and lengthen the permitting process. 
Another factor that adds to the price of a home is simply the availability of land.  Prices rise for products high in demand and low in supply. A number of forces combine to make buildable land one of the hottest commodities in our economy. Land set aside as “open-space land” and “critical areas” reduces acreage available for building. The state’s Growth Management Act requires building to occur where homes and buildings already exist – in urban areas where land is, by definition, in short supply. 

What else can be done to improve housing opportunities in Washington state?  The GMA requires counties and cities to devise strategies for managing the demands of population growth. That includes how to provide safe, affordable, and diverse housing choices for Washington residents.  Communities are already updating their first growth plans. So now is a good time to rethink strategies for creating comprehensive housing solutions.

Putting together a blueprint for improving housing opportunities begins by estimating what housing needs confront the community now and in the future. How much will the population grow? Will the community need more homes for retired people or young families?  

The next step is to determine whether essential ingredients for new homes are available. Cities and counties should plan carefully to see that buildable land is available to meet community needs. Communities should ensure they have roads and the infrastructure needed to deliver basic services like sewer, water, and electricity to homes. Regulations can help direct and maintain the quality of development — or strangle it altogether. Communities should make certain that their regulations are encouraging housing diversity and new-home opportunities.  Governments should review the permitting process to ensure that it can process applications efficiently.

Finally, like any good business plan, a community’s housing plan should include clear ways to measure performance and meet local goals. That means a clear community statement of results and benchmarks. 

A failure to properly plan for new growth will create a severe shortage of housing opportunities for Whatcom County residents. Shortsighted growth-management plans push up home prices and exacerbate sprawl as people look for affordable homes further and further away from where they work, shop, and play. The only way to make the GMA work is to ensure affordable housing is available where and when people need it. 
Reducing barriers to affordable housing will enable more first-time home buyers to realize the dream of home ownership. That contributes to a vibrant economy, builds better communities, and gives individual families a stake in where they live.
Local governments have to be more willing to revise their zoning codes and streamline the permitting process to allow a broader range of housing types. Providing more flexibility in our land-use laws would allow for the innovative housing and quality neighborhoods that people want. 

We can create new opportunities for home ownership in Whatcom County. But it will take courage to change old systems, and vision to plan for vibrant communities for living and working. 
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