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Keynote Remarks for May 6th REACH Conference  

 

Jaimie Ross, CEO, Florida Housing Coalition 

Good morning. 

Thank you for the opportunity to address this auspicious gathering of forward-thinking planners, 

elected officials, housing experts, transportation experts, and resiliency experts.   

I’m Jaimie Ross and I have the immense joy of working for the best statewide nonprofit housing 

coalition in the nation- it’s called the Florida Housing Coalition- and we are celebrating 40 years 

of public interest service to the state of Florida.   

This conference is the culmination of two years of collaborative work with the visionary for the 

REACH project, CJ Reynolds, and the Partners who are presenting today, local government 

partners, developers, statewide partners, like the Shimberg Center, and national Partners, like 

Enterprise.  

And of course, none of that work could have happened without the financial support for REACH 

from CHASE. I congratulate all of you on this amazing body of work.  

The agenda today is a roadmap for building resiliency into housing and you will be hearing from 

experts from my organization-  such as Gladys Cook,  who has come down here from Tallahassee, 

and Elissa Plancher,  who will be presenting over zoom from our Maimi office- and I’d like to 

introduce you to the newest member of professional team, Dayna Lazarus, who joins our 20 

member professional staff as a transportation planner and whose office  is located right here in 

Tampa Bay. 

High level Observations/Realities- and Street Level Solutions – that is the focus of my 

remarks about affordable housing this morning.   

My intention is to give you a framework for understanding the housing affordability issue so that 

when you design and implement street level solutions for making resilient affordable housing, 

you get the results you want.  

What does that mean?  
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I mean you won’t be disappointed because you thought you were doing everything right, but 

somehow the homes that were created were not affordable as you expected them to be, or the 

affordable homes were only created for a short time and then the affordability was lost. 

The first piece for this framework is the Reality that there are many Myths about affordable 

housing 

1- Affordable Housing Myths—the misinformation about what affordable housing looks like 

and who lives in affordable housing.   These are the myths that fuel NIMBYism. 

I’m not going to be using a PPT for my remarks this morning- I’m sure you’ll see plenty of PPTs 

throughout the day, but when it comes to busting the myths about what affordable housing 

looks like and who lives in it—pictures work best. 
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Most of these photos were on hand because I’m using them in the Affordable Housing in 

Florida guidebook that is presently being updated.  But this last photo is included because it 

was taken just a short walk from my single-family house in Tallahassee.   

This affordable housing development was just recently finished and I’m here to tell you that it 

has in NO way diminished the property values in my neighborhood—to the contrary, this 

development has absolutely enhanced my neighborhood because it took a piece of property that 

was undeveloped (basically vacant lot which tended to attract litter) and created buildings and 

landscaping that face the street and are close to the sidewalk- so now when you walk down the 

sidewalk it looks better and feels safer. 

You know why so many people think that affordable housing is ugly and unsavory? I’ll tell you 

why-  Because when they are driving or walking, and they see ugly and unsavory housing they 

say- “hey, look at that affordable housing over there- isn’t it awful?”   

But it’s not affordable housing at all! They are pointing to properties that have no financial 

subsidy to make them affordable --they are really just slumlord rentals- that is not affordable 

housing! 

Affordable housing is by definition not substandard and because of the financial subsidy used to 

make the housing affordable, it is subject to compliance monitoring for the eligibility of the 

residents who live there, the amenities and resident services, and overall professional 

management. 
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Street Level Solutions to  

1. Avoid and overcome NIMBYism—it begins with education- and leaders from the business 

community and local government embracing affordable housing as a community asset.    

Florida Chamber of Commerce…2030 Blueprint.  The business community gets its- 

everyone gets- they understand that we can’t function as a society and certainly not as a 

tourist destination if we don’t have housing for the workforce. 

 

But if education doesn’t work because the NIMBY opponents are still confused by the 

myths about affordable housing and will therefore make claims about their property 

values and “those people”, we have…. 

 

Good news! Florida has a legal tool that is not found in most any other state, with the 

exception of North Carolina (they modeled their statute after ours).   

We have a section in our Florida Fair Housing Act- Section 70.26 that makes it unlawful 

for local governments to discriminate in any land use decision based on the financing of 

the development.    

 

This law basically makes affordable housing a protected class in Florida. 

And together with our private property statute from the Bert Harris Property Rights law 

that provides a special magistrate proceeding to reconsider a land use decision when the 

property owner has unreasonably or unfairly been denied approval, we have a powerful 

way to overcome NIMBYism.   

 

These laws can be used to stop denials from happening the first place or for reversing 

decisions based on NIMBYism. 

 

The developer will need to address all legitimate concerns of the opposition, but once 

that is done, the local elected body needs to approve the development, because if all 

legitimate concerns are addressed, that means the only thing that’s left are illegitimate 

concerns and to deny a development on the basis of illegitimate concerns will violate 

the Florida Fair Housing Act and the Bert Harris Property Rights Act. 

 

The Second High Level Reality for the Affordable Housing  Framework is that 

housing is priced at whatever the market will bear. 

To get the results you want, we need to start with understanding why we have an affordable 

housing crisis 

Any ideas?  You can shout them out. 
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• Employers don’t pay enough.   

• Local government regulations make housing too expensive?   

• NIMBYism?  

• The Legislature swept Sadowski funds for years   

Yep—all those things factor in— 

Because I facilitate the Sadowski Coalition, reporters often try to get me to say that it’s the years 

of legislative sweeps that have caused this affordable housing crisis.   

And to that I respond, it isn’t a fair statement.  We have certainly been severely hurt by the 

legislature’s decades of sweeps from our dedicated trust fund adding up to over $2.3 billion 

dollars lost from the Sadowski (SHIP) funds.  For sure, it has played no small part in our deficit of 

affordable housing. 

But the issue is more fundamental than lack of funding.   

It is this:  While housing is a human necessity, it is also a commodity.  

And housing as a commodity is priced at whatever the market will bear. 

What does that mean and why is it so important? 

I’ll explain by throwing myself under the bus.   

I have been promoting best practices for producing and preserving affordable housing for more 

than 30 years. I think it’s fair to say that I have earned my reputation as someone who is deeply 

committed to increasing the stock of affordable housing. 

Here’s where I throw myself under the bus.  When I get ready to sell my home, what do you think 

I’m going to do?   

Will I estimate how much money I spent on improvements- like turning my galley kitchen into an 

eat in kitchen with granite countertops and add that to the price I paid when I bought my house 

in 1991 and add on an annual return…. And come up with my asking price that way? 

Heck No!   

I’m going to see what the Zestimate is for my house and I’m going to ask my Realtor  “What’s the 

highest price you think I can get?” 

Right??? How many of you would do the same thing (anyone else willing to admit that you’d do 

the same thing by a show of hands?)—try to get the highest price you could?  

We live in a capitalist system—not pure capitalism—we have regulations, but we all want to sell 

our homes at whatever the market will bear. 

There is a high demand for luxury housing.   And that’s way more profitable! 
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So, I am certainly not going to criticize market rate developers and builders from trying to make 

as much profit as they can when they build, sell, or rent.   

But what I would ask you to keep in mind is that the market rate developer is not going lower 

the cost of the home based on concessions from the local government .  The home, the 

apartment, will be priced or rented at whatever the market will bear.   

Investors buy land and homes in Florida because they are hoping to make a big profit on it.  So 

long as we keep losing land and homes to speculators, our affordable housing crisis will worsen.  

Human beings must live in safe and sanitary conditions- we can’t function individually or as a 

society living in the woods or in encampments along sidewalks.   

We can’t live hours away from our jobs without adequate transit.   

We shouldn’t live in substandard housing that isn’t safe and inadequate shelter from storms and 

flooding.  

Home is where find safety, where we raise our families, where we lie down when we are not 

feeling well.  We all need a home.  It is a human necessity. 

Not only is a home a commodity-it is a SPECULATIVE commodity- one that attracts investors to 

buy up vacant land and to buy up single family homes, and apartments.  We saw it during the 

foreclosure crisis, and we are seeing it again. 

Now that we’ve established that housing is priced at whatever the market will bear, what is the 

price that the Florida market will bear? 

Aha!   That’s a trick question.  It is not what the Florida market will bear-- It is the market of 

second and third home buyers and wealthy foreign investors- it could be large corporate real 

estate investors and aggregators.  They could be from other states or other countries—What 

prices are they willing and able to pay?    

They are willing and able to pay a much higher price than the Florida workforce.  

Florida is beautiful- the water, the sunshine, low taxes, easy life.  And as reported in the Orlando 

Sentinel on April 29th we now have the distinction of having the most unaffordable housing 

market in the nation.  And Tampa Bay’s unaffordability is only second to Miami Dade County. 

So, understanding that housing is priced at whatever the market will bear, I want to talk with you 

about a street level solution for affordable housing that I know you’ve all heard about or been 

grappling with- and that is  

 

 

 



10 
 

1. Regulatory Reform 

Regulatory reform that makes it easier and less costly to build housing.  Will market rate 

developers who receive density bonuses or relief from impact fees build housing that is more 

affordable?   

If you are thinking to yourself, yes—I invite you to rethink that ….  

If housing is priced at whatever the market will bear- the concessions you have provided will 

not be passed onto the homebuyer or renter because the house or apartment building will 

be priced or rented at whatever price the market will bear.  Density does not equate to 

affordability. 

BUT- and this is an important BUT, if the developer or builder is an affordable housing 

developer or builder, regulatory reform- will reduce the cost to the end user. The concessions 

you have made in terms of regulatory reform, increased density and such will be passed onto 

the homebuyer or the renter. 

So for the local government planners and elected officials here today, you must differentiate 

between market rate developers and affordable housing developers – your regulatory 

reform- expediting a project- providing additional density, reducing parking space 

requirements, reduced or waived impact fees—all those incentives should be available only 

to those who are affordable housing developers or to market rate developers who have 

agreed to provide affordable housing in exchange for those incentives- and then you must 

ensure that condition is enforced. 

And to be clear- affordable housing means housing that is restricted as to the income 

eligibility of the household living in the home/apartment and how much of their income they 

spend on that housing.  That’s how we define affordable housing- in terms of the household 

income and how much of the household’s income is being spent on their housing. 

Street Level Solution number 3- Remove land from the speculative market 

Community Land Trusts remove land from the speculative market. 

A community land trust is a nonprofit organization with a mission to facilitate the development 

of affordable housing that will remain affordable in perpetuity.   

It can be homeownership housing, or it can be rental housing. 

CLTs need land—that can come from surplus land from local government, from the school board, 

from corporate partners- and churches.  Florida has an enormous amount of church owned 

property that is neither in use for religious purposes nor paying property taxes.  Alignments with 

corporate partners and faith-based organizations can yield more opportunities for obtaining land 

than we likely realize. 
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You can and should take as much land out of the speculative market as possible. 

 

Street Level Solution number 4- Adopt inclusionary housing policies. 

Local governments increase the value of private property whenever they make a land use change 

or an up-zoning that enables the owner of the property to make more profit from the 

development of the property.  This is the time for local governments to capture a portion of the 

increment in value that local government has created for the public good—What do I mean by 

that? 

Local governments have a legal obligation under the Community Planning Act to provide for 

housing the entire current and anticipated population—how in the world are they to do that? 

One very important way is by requiring that a portion of the housing built is affordable—this 

comes into play when the local government approvals have the effect of increasing private 

property values.   

Inclusionary housing ordinances are expressly permitted in Florida statute—a few years ago that 

statute was amended to require that local government fully offset the costs of the inclusionary 

requirement.   

Please don’t let that scare you away- Fully offsetting costs is not a problem!   

When a development requires a change in land use or master-planning approval, there is always 

an increase in the private property value- that increase in value can by itself fully offset the costs 

associated with including the affordable housing.   

I’d be lying if I said it was a simple calculation, but the Florida Housing Coalition can assist local 

governments in making those calculations.  There are so many best practices to apply- for 

example,  

Expecting the market rate developer to build the affordable units is typically not the best 

strategy. The market rate developer could partner with an affordable developer to build the 

affordable homes—there are many ways to collaborate. 

A regional planning council, like the Tampa Bay Regional Planning Council, or a mutually 

beneficial agreement between local governments, like the Pinellas Compact are great vehicles 

for assisting local governments to work collaboratively to ensure that inclusionary requirements 

are consistent throughout the region.  

 

On to high level observation/reality number 3- this is a cheery one! 
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The Third High Level Reality is that  - we have  financial resources. The nation, the 

state, and local jurisdictions do not lack the resources to create and preserve affordable housing, 

we simply have not historically made housing the priority it deserves to be, and we have a long 

history of planning and financing practices that have caused a shameful degree of inequity, 

particularly between White and Black populations.  And those inequities are seen most clearly in 

the disparity of wealth building through real property ownership and the loss of homes from 

storm events.  We can and must remedy those inequitable practices.  

Nationally, the largest housing subsidy is the mortgage interest rate deduction for mostly well-

to-do homeowners, something that costs our nation about $70 billion dollars a year.   

Right now, we have a once in a lifetime opportunity to fund affordable housing with federal 

American Rescue Plan funds.  The amount of funds that are right this second available for 

affordable housing from ARPA simply dwarfs Sadowski funding.  For example, Miami Dade 

County’s share of SHIP funding for FY 22-23 $10.9 million; and Miami Dade is receiving $528 

million in ARPA funds.  

ARPA is a huge funding source for affordable housing, and this is a once in a generation 

opportunity for housing. 

A big shout out to St Petersburg—St Petersburg is at the top of the Florida Housing Coalition’s 

leader board- budgeting more than 76% of its ARPA funding for housing- and I understand they 

may even be going higher. The leadership coming out of the Tampa Bay Region is stellar! 

Lack of money is not the problem- we are a rich nation and state (the Florida Legislature hardly 

knew what to do with all the money it had this last session) embracing affordable housing as a 

community asset as important as any other part of our infrastructure and prioritizing funding for 

affordable housing is the issue.   

It is a matter of political will. 

 

Street Level Solution 4. Increase local funds for Affordable Housing- this is in addition to ARPA- 

ARPA trumps all of this. 

• Funding a local government trust fund – shout out to Hillsborough County—using general 

revenue to fund affordable housing at $10 million per year. Faith based advocates deserve 

much of the credit for advocacy that helped elected official housing champions, like 

Commissioner Beverly Overman to move the idea to reality. 

• Another tool for raising money for a local housing trust fund is a l inkage fee – similar to 

an impact fee to be paid by employee generating businesses such as hotels and large 

commercial developments like big box stores.  The Winter Park Railroad square 

apartments that you saw in the images of affordable housing PPT were funded in part 

from the Winter Park linkage fee. 
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• Shout out to Pinellas County- Penny for Pinellas.   Kathryn Driver is here—she is clearly 

one of the best Housing Finance Agency executive directors in the state—preserving 

hundreds of units of affordable housing in perpetuity with a small investment from the 

Pinellas Penny and a Land Trust as her tools.   

 

Street Level Solution number 5. Preserve affordability in Perpetuity to the maximum extent 

feasible.   

Entities that provide subsidies are in the driver seat- if funding is provided without a 

requirement for long term affordability, you have lost those precious units.  We must 

preserve affordable housing in perpetuity—even if the building someday needs to be 

rebuilt, a land use restriction agreement on the property, recorded in the public records 

will provide that housing remains affordable. 

Street level solutions- regulatory reform for affordable housing developers, supporting 

community land trusts, inclusionary housing policies, linkage fee ordinances, local government 

housing trust funds—and long term assurances-- these are the primary street level solutions- but 

they don’t speak directly to resilience—the experts you will be hearing from the rest of the day 

today will put the fine point on exactly what needs to be done to make housing not only 

affordable but also resilient.   
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Long before any of us knew we would be working in housing or in resilience- reducing climate 

risk, we heard the story of the 3 Little Pigs.  We learned that we better not take short cuts using 

cheap materials to build our homes quickly because if we did, the big bad wolf would huff and 

puff and blow our house down.   

Today that Big Bad Wolf is Climate Change and if we don’t put that lesson of the 3 Little Pigs 

into operation and build in resilience or harden our existing homes, we will suffer very real 

consequences.  

 And those consequences will not affect us equally. Just as marginalized minorities have suffered 

the loss of real property through redlining, government disinvestment, and unscrupulous land 

practices, those same marginalized households and communities will suffer disproportionately 

from disastrous weather events.   

The good news is that we have the ability to get it right- we have the data and the know-how to 

do things differently.  To build our homes in the right places and in the right ways, with particular 

attention to the most vulnerable populations. 

I fully expect that this will be a great day for learning, sharing expertise, and forging meaningful 

collaborations that will change the trajectory for housing resilience in Tampa Bay and serve as a 

model for the rest of the state. 

Again, I congratulate you for being part of this incredibly important work and I thank you so very 

much for all the good work you all do. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


