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Agencies vie for Block Grant funds

By SCOTT MERZBACH
Staff Writer

Thursday, January 03, 2019

AMHERST — Building two multi-use paths in South Amherst, renovations to existing affordable
housing and construction of new apartments, and various programs that serve low- and
moderate-income residents, are among projects seeking Community Development Block
Grant money.

Amherst will be getting $825,000 from the program as one of 11 mini-entitlement
communities designated by the Massachusetts Department of Housing and Community
Development due to its “high statistical indication of need, poverty rate and size.”

The CDBG Advisory Committee will meet Jan. 10 to begin reviewing the applications, and a
public hearing will be held Jan. 24, said Senior Planner Nathaniel Malloy.

By the noon Friday deadline, $886,628 in non-social service projects were submitted, though
just $536,250 is available, based on 65 percent of the total CDBG funding available. Eight social
service agencies are seeking $350,000, but this portion of the CDBG funding is capped at
$165,000, or 20 percent of the $825,000. Administrative overhead will use 15 percent of the
grant.

The biggest request for non-social services is $250,000 for the town to complete the third
phase of the East Hadley Road multi-use path, which is already under construction. This 8- to
10-foot wide path will be a safer way for pedestrians to get from the apartment complexes,
such as The Boulders and Southpoint Apartments, to West Street/ Route 116.

Another $225,000 is being sought by the town for a multi-use path that would enhance an
existing sidewalk and unpaved walkways on Mill Lane. The aim of this is to encourage people
to walk and bike to Groff Park, the recreational area that will be getting the town'’s first spray
park in 2019.

The Amherst Housing Authority is asking for $211,628 to install new siding on Watson Farms at
693 Main St. This siding will help prevent deterioration of the housing stock.

Finally, Valley Community Development Corp. is asking for $200,000 for the predevelopment
of 28 units of affordable, small studio apartments planned for a site on Northampton Road.
These enhanced single-room occupancy units would be the first of their kind in Amherst and
be used for individuals at risk of becoming homeless.
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Valley CDC has previously developed and owned four SRO projects totaling 53 units in
Northampton and Florence.

The eight social service agencies seeking money range from the $25,000 request by the Center
for New Americans, to assist with making immigrants economically self sufficient and
providing them support services, to the $60,000 request by Craig's Doors: A Home Association
to provide case management at the Craig's Place shelter and resource center.

Others asking for funding include the Amherst Survival Center for its food pantry and Kids
Boost program, The Literacy Project for its adult literacy and job readiness skills program,
Amherst Community Connections for its resource center for low-income individuals, Big
Brothers Big Sisters of Hampshire County for youth mentoring, Family Outreach of Amherst
for support of families and the Amherst Boys & Girls Club for youth programming.

Scott Merzbach can be reached at smerzbach@gazettenet.com.
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Residents air concerns about low-income housing project in
Ambherst
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The house at 132 Northampton Road, Amherst, seen from the Amherst College campus. GOOGLE MAPS

By SCOTT MERZBACH (/byline?byline=By SCOTT MERZBACH)
Staff Writer
Published: 5/21/2019 9:16:36 AM

Related stories

Valley CDC moving ahead with housing in Amherst for extremely low-income (https://www.gazettenet.com/Valley-CDC-moving-forward-with-plans-for-single-room-
occupancy-project-in-Amherst-22816897)

AMHERST — A proposed 28-room building that would house extremely low-income individuals, including some transitioning from
homelessness, is beginning to raise concerns from some nearby residents about whether the size and scope of the project are right for
the neighborhood.

At a Community Resources Committee meeting of the Town Council earlier this month, several residents advised councilors to be
cautious about appropriating money to assist in converting a single-family home at 132 Northampton Road into what is known as a
single-room occupancy, or SRO, project.

“This is a concerning development,” said Steve George, of 23 Dana St.

George said that the project would be more suitable if it were housing a smaller number of tenants. Having 28 residents on a small
parcel with limited open space will likely have impacts on neighboring homes, George said.

Valley CDC is depending on the town appropriating money from the Community Preservation Act account, which will be determined
by the Town Council as part of the budget process.



The CPA Committee is recommending that the town borrow $500,000 to support the project, in which each unit will be about 240
square feet and have a kitchenette and bathroom, with the building also including common areas and a provider office.

Valley CDC would be responsible for coordinating ongoing on-site services to the residents, as well as community-based services for
the individuals.

The agency will also seek money from the state Housing Innovations Fund and Affordable Housing Trust Fund, both for $1 million,
and then a comprehensive permit under the state’s chapter 40B law, which will require a Zoning Board of Appeals special permit
hearing.

If all goes according to plan, the construction would begin in April 2021, with occupancy to start in May 2022 and full occupancy to
be achieved in July 2022.

John Hornik, chairman of the Amherst Municipal Affordable Housing Trust, said even though Valley CDC is requesting town
spending, the appropriateness of the project should not be a matter before councilors, but rather the ZBA when the project comes for
review.

Hornik said there is an “overblown fear” of the people who would live at the SRO building, and that if the town backs away from its
support, there would be no other places where similar development would be acceptable.

Kate Troast, of 99 Dana St., said such redevelopment of a property should fit into the neighborhood, but having 28 new beds may be
too many.

“To me, the size of the structure will be out of scale with its surroundings,” Troast said.

Tim Atteridge, of 143 Northampton Road, whose home is adjacent to the property, said told councilors he is not sure the project fits
with the town’s master plan, which encourages such developments to maintain the character of the street.

“I can’t see how it’s going to enhance the character of our neighborhood,” Atteridge said.

Valley CDC brings extensive experience with similar projects, owning and operating four sites with 53 studio apartments in
Northampton and Florence. It has also worked in Amherst to create 11 family rental units at 683-687 Main St., completed in 2008, and
eight homes on Charles Lane, sold to homeowners in 1996.

Councilors will have to make a decision, as with all spending and fiscal year 2020 budget matters, prior to July 1.

In District 4, Counselor Stephen Schreiber said he and Counselor Evan Ross earlier this week held a district meeting at which they
heard both concerns and support for the project. Some of the concerns, he said, included the number of units, the hours of on-site
management, the mix of prospective tenants, the distance from bus stops, and the proximity to the college’s playing fields. The
support for the project included integrating affordable housing into established neighborhoods, particularly if the housing is for
families and will serve both men and women.

Scott Merzbach can be reached at smerzbach@gazettenet.com.
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Valley CDC moving ahead with housing
in Amherst for extremely 10W-1ncome

Amherst Town Hall

By SCOTT MERZBACH (/byline?byline=By SCOTT Published: 1/16/2019 3:20:47 PM
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Staff Writer

AMHERST — Amberst’s large college student population and limited housing
supply has created a challenge in finding a suitable site for studio apartments for
extremely low-income individuals, including some who are homeless.

But this week, after a more than two-year process, Valley Community
Development Corp. of Northampton will purchase a home and nearly 1-acre site
on Northampton Road that could become Ambherst’s first single-room occupancy
project, where residents will receive case management and supportive services.

Laura Baker, real estate manager for Valley CDC, said Wednesday the acquisition of
the property, which is near Ambherst College’s athletic fields, is the culmination of
what she calls an “exhaustive” search, but just the beginning of a project

estimated to cost close to $5 million.

“Securing a site is a major milestone,” Baker said. “We have identified a property
in a great location, about halfway between downtown and University Drive.”

The property, which could accommodate up to 28, 240-square foot “SRO” units,
each with its own kitchenette and bathroom, is within walking and biking
distance of shops, like Big Y Supermarket and CVS Pharmacy on University Drive,
and the office of Amherst Community Connections, the John P. Musante
Community Health Center and the resource center operated by Craig’s Doors, Inc.
which also runs the town’s seasonal homeless shelter.

’

Baker said the funding and permitting to create the project will still take time,
with opening still likely two to three years away. Valley CDC will seek money
from the state Housing Innovations Fund and Affordable Housing Trust Fund,
both for $1 million, and then a comprehensive permit under the state’s chapter
40B law, which will require a Zoning Board of Appeals special permit hearing.

Valley CDC has already submitted to the town’s Community Preservation Act
Committee for $500,000, and Amherst’s Community Development Block Grant

1/17/2019, 12:49 PM
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Committee for $200,000.

John Hornik, chairman of the Amherst Municipal Affordable Housing Trust, said
the project has the strong support of his committee. At a recent meeting,
members of the trust ranked creating these SRO units as the highest priority for
CPA funds.

Valley CDC brings extensive experience with similar projects, owning and
operating four sites with 53 studio apartments in Northampton and Florence. It
has also worked in Amherst to create 11 family rental units at 683-687 Main St.,
completed in 2008, and eight homes on Charles Lane, sold to homeowners in
1996.

“There’s nothing quite like this in Amherst,” Baker said about the project, adding
that it has been the missing link in the housing stock in town. Affordable family
housing has been more common, including projects such as Olympia Oaks and
Butternut Farm, and portions of the under construction North Square at the Mill
District.

The individuals housed at the SRO will have some diversity of income and
backgrounds, Baker said, with some coming from homelessness to others who are
senior citizens and disabled. If serving 28 adults, the current plans shows that 10
units would be reserved for homeless people earning 30 percent of area median
income, or $16,950, two units would be for clients of the Department of Mental
Health, also earning at or less than $16,950, and eight units would be for those
making 50 percent of area median income, or $28,250 and eight units for those
making 80 percent of area median income, or $45,200.

Baker said the project is not designed for undergraduate students and funding
rules from state programs would prohibit their living on site.

The stage was set for allowing such a project when Amherst Town Meeting in May
2017 amended the town’s zoning bylaw to allow all apartments in a project where
people make under 80 percent of the area median income to be of one bedroom
type. Zoning otherwise requires a mix of styles of apartments.

Baker said Valley CDC has already done site analysis for what would fit on the
site, but still has more study to do. The existing home could be renovated into
four units and a possible two to three-story addition would create the remainder
of units.

Work is also underway to get memorandums of agreements with social service
providers so when it opens, a residential services coordinator will be on site.

Scott Merzbach can be reached at smerzbach@gazettenet.com.
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Residents: Don’t rush low-income project

By SCOTT MERZBACH
Staft Writer

AMHERST — Almost 50 resi-
dents who live near the Route 9 site

$500,000 from the Community
Preservation Act account to support:
the Valley Community Development
Corp/s single-room occupancy, or.
SRO, project at 132 Northampton

of a proposed building that would Road.

E‘mvide apartments to 28 low-income
dividuals are urging the Town
Council to vote against authorizing
any municipal spending on the pro-
ject until a series of concerns are ad-
dressed,

A letter sent to the 13 councilors

Tuesday from 48 people living in Dis-

“We are not saying ‘nmot in our
backyard,” the residents write, “We
are saying ‘please get this right, be-
cause it's our ba 1]

The letter states that future ten-
ants of the project deserve a housing
plan “with sufficient support for
them to successfully integrate into

near the project site, on the south
side of Northampton Road adjacent
to Amherst College's Pratt Field, are
asking for ificantly more dia-
logue.

g“‘lWe don'’t feel there's enough de-
tails worked out about this project,”
Troast said.
The CPA Committee, though, is
recommending the project, which

has also been endorsed by the with

Ambherst Municipal Affordable Hous-
ing Trust:
Tuesday afternoon, the Finance

discussion on the project June 18 at 6
p.m. at the Bangs Community Cen-
ter. The Town Council will then vote
on the borrowing either July 1 or July
18.

Since learning about the building
in April, Troast said the focus for
those who live nearby has been get-
ting more l?iata ﬁ:m:e h:;gr:m imilar o

jects, which enf
ith beds, bathrooms and kitch-
enettes, work in other communities.

This data indicates that the pro-
posal will not effectively serve the

only be supervision of the site during
the day, rather than having around
the clock, on-site management.

As part of the research, the resi-
dents collected data about police
calls to five similar sites managed by
Valley CDC in Northampton and pre-
sented the data with their letter of
the Town Council

The project previously won ap-
proval from Town Meeting, which
had to change municipal zoning to
accommodate such a project that
features units all the same size,

trict 3 and 4 requests that the Fi- the neighborhood.”
nance Comnmiittee temporarily put off
a recommendation to

borrow Tuesday that the residents who live

Committee

agreed to delay its vote residents of the SRO and will nega-
Kate Troast of 89 Dana St. said on the borrowing until June 25, which tively impact the surrounding com-
ive will follow a facilitated community munity,

since there will

Low-income project criticized

FROMBY, .

and four-bedroom units.
Among suggestions the

neighbors have is making the

development smaller with
more funding for staff, in-
creasing funding for organiza-
tions like Amherst Community
Connections, which provides
immediate relief for homeless-
ness through rental subsidies,
renovation of existing proper-
ties elswehere in town, or fam-
ily-oriented affordable hous-
ing at this location.

The letter states that ac-
cess to Pratt Field may be
shut off by the college if any
problems develop.

‘A few of us are Amherst
College professors and we

contacted college officials to
determine what might happen
if there are problematic inci-
dents between the SRO and
Ambherst College students.
The college responded that
they would shut down the ath-
letic fields to public access.”

A college spokesperson
told the Gazette that the col-
lege will not be making any
public comment regarding the
project.

John Hornik, chairman of
the housing trust, has re-
sponded to concerns that the
project should be allowed to
proceed past the funding
stage to the permitting stage.
At that point, Valley CDC will
have to obtain a comprehen-
sive permit through the Zon-

ing Board of Appeals. Issues
such as impacts on traffic and
necessary screening will be
addressed at that time.

Town Manager Paul Bock-
elman said a delay in the Fi-
nance Committee process is
not a problem, as the borrow-
ing can be done outside the
normal budget season. Bock-
elman’s fiscal year 2020 bud-
get proposal, as well as the
capital plan and budgets for li-
brary and schools, must be
complete by July 1.

“Because it’'s borrowing,
they don’t have to make the
decision by Jure 30,” Bockel-
man said.

Scolt Merzbach can be
reached at smerzbach@
gazetienet.com.

rather than a mix of one-, two- three-
SEE LOW-INCOME B4
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Finance Committee endorses $68.2M

By SCOTT MERZBACH
Staff Writer

AMHERST — A $68.2 million bud-
get that will cover the costs of operat-
ing the town, the elementary schools
and the town's share of the library
system beginning July 1 has been en-
dorsed by the Finance Committee.

The panel on Tuesday voted 4-0 to
recommend the full Town Council ap-
prove the budget, which includes
$24.58 million in spending on munici-
pal services, $23.84 million for the
Amherst elementary schools and
$2.04 million in tax support for the
Jones Library, as well as $6.4 million
for retirement and' other post-em-
ployment benefits and other obliga-
tions, and $4.7 million for other as-
sessments.

Ambherst Town Council previously
approved $16.44 million for the
Ambherst-Pelham Regional Schools,

taking up that spending to align
Ambherst with when the district's
other towns, Pelham, Shutesbury
and Leverett, held their annual Town
Meetings in late April and early May.

At Large Councilor Andy’ Stein-
berg, who chairs the Finance Com-
mittee, said the town's finances are
in good shape and the budgets fea-
ture no proposed reductions or even
dilutions of existing programs.

There is also no need to seek a
Proposition 2% tax-cap override to
meet the budget, though Steinberg
observes that is because the town
has had sufficient development to
provide new tax revenue.

District 3 Councilor Dorothy Pam
said she would like to get more infor-
mation about how well-financed the
town is and whether budgets will
continue to depend on future com-
meni'ial and residential develop-
men

AMHERST

] don’t find that a great situa-
tion,” Pam said.

Pam added that she is particularly
concerned that taxes from new
growth depends on projects beil
veloped on the east side of Kendrick
Park in downtown Amherst, where
One East Pleasant and Kendrick
Place mixed-use buildings have gone

up.

A Historical Commission hearing
next week could determine if three
more buildings in that area will be de-
molished, including the Pub restau-
rant, which may show that more de-
velopment is coming to that part of
town. Pam suggested the Town
Council may need to give better di-
rection for project developments,

“I just have a sense of not enough
order right now,” Pam said,

Pam said her other concern is
spending on so many building pro-
jects at once, including an elemen-

de- b

tary school, a fire station for South
Amberst, a new Department of Pub-
lic Works headquarters and an ex-
panded and renovated Jones Li-

rary.

Council President Lynn Griese-
mer said she anticipates the council
will have a discussion about how to
find ways to diversify the tax base so
that the tax burden doesn't continu-
ally fall on homeowners,

n addition to the budgets, the Fi-
pance Committee recommended
$2.54 million for capital needs in g;—

budget

Two additional CPA projects being
supported include $188,000 to pre-
serve the Szala property, 25 acres be-
tween the existing Podick and
Katherine Cole conservation area in
North Amherst near the Hadley town
line, and $638,000 for the Keet Hask-
ins property, 49 acres between East
Leverett and Market Hill roads that
would protect the Cushman Brook
and the town’s water-supply.

Besides putting off a recommen-
dation on $500,000 in borrowing.to
support an enhanced single-room oc-

cal year 2020, such as buildi

project prop
proecl

d by Valley
pment Corp.,'the

rovements and vehicle purck b
and $839,040 in projects supported by
the Community Preservation Act.ac-
count. Those CPA projects include
$200,000 to protect a portion of Hick-
ory Ridge Golf Course from develop-
ment, $110,000 to modernize Groff
Park and $50,000 for headstone re-
pairs at West Cemetery.

Finance Committee is also waiting to
make recommendations on a series
of borrowing articles to pay for de-
signs of the new DPW and fire sta-
tion, and other projects, until those
projects are closer to p: g.

Scott Merzbach can be reached
at smerzbach@gazettenet.com.
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Nicola Usher: Opposing SRO project
means opposing affordable housing

Friday, June 07, 2019

Ambherst has a rare opportunity to provide much needed affordable housing, and encourage an
inclusive community with the Valley CDC Studio Apartment Supportive Housing project proposed
for 132 Northampton Road.

As someone who grew up in affordable housing, it has been disheartening for me to hear some
of the fears voiced by area residents, particularly the assumptions being made about the
potential future tenants posing a threat to the safety of the community.

The only thing we know for sure about the potential tenants is that they are people who need an
affordable place to live. That is all. In an area that boasts itself as liberal and progressive we need
to do better. When someone says that this project “is not in character With the neighborhood,”
we're being complicit in stereotyping if we don't challenge them to elaborate on what that
means. If someone opposes an affordable housing development near them, that person simply
opposes affordable housing.

Where is the compassion and values of diversity and inclusion on which the Amherst community
prides itself? Do we really just value diversity and inclusion in theory and from a distance, but not
in our own backyards?

It saddens me that while some are expressing concerns about crime, traffic, and the impacton
their property values, these future tenants, who are actively seeking community and support,
would move in (if the project goes through) knowing they have neighbors who actively tried to
discriminate against them.

| sincerely hope this project moves forward, and | hope many will join me in supporting it and
welcoming new members to our community when they move in. During their campaigns, town
councilors repeatedly spoke of representing voices not heard from. The dominant voices
criticizing this proposal are those of homeowners in a concentrated area.

This is an opportunity for the councilors to represent the underrepresented. | appreciate that the
council is challenged to serve diverse needs while balancing the concerns of residents, but
concerns aren't valid just because they exist and leadership means standing up for what is right.
There aren't two sides to social justice.

Nicola Usher

Ambherst

lof2 6/18/2019, 2:03 PM
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In support of CDC
project in Amherst

Valley CDC studio apartment sup-

ported housing project, which would
be located on Northampton Road in
Ambherst.

I'ive in Florence and am very fortu-
nate to be in a neighborhood that hds a
variety of low- and moderate-income
housing, including another Valley CDC
project similar to that proposed for
Ambherst.

There are many reasons why people
are homeless or low-income, and there
but for the grace of God goyouandL
Welcome them and get to know them.
Valley CDC is a well respected area
leader in affordable housing. Please sup-
port this proposed project and your fel-
Ie low human beings.

I want to extend my support for the

CARMEN JUNNO
Florence




CDC’s track record
should help allay fears
of SRO project

ear can be a useful foree in our
lives. It can lead us to safety; it
can help us protect our chil-

e[ 1319

)
L

dren: it can cause us to take action.

It can also cause us to lose our
way by convincing us to abandon our
most cherished values in the name
of safety. P'm reminded of this truth
when I think about the controversy
around the proposed mixed income
studio apartment project on Route 9
near Amhezrst College.

How do we know when fear is
tricking us into believing we are
threatened? How do we discern real
threat from fear itself? Valley Com-
munity Development Corporation
has a long track record of safely pro-
viding such apartments in
Northampton. I urge people to read
their thorough response to all the
concerns expressed by neighbors,
posted on the Amherst town web-
site. I believe these documents go &
long way toward allaying many of
the fears this project has engen-
dered.

GERRY WEISS
Ambherst
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WHO NEEDS IT? WHO ARE THE FUTURE
RESIDENTS OF VALLEY CDC's PROPOSED

AFFORDABLE HOUSING PROJECT ON
NORTHAMPTON ROAD?

® 7days ago Maurianne Adams (http://www.amherstindy.org/author/adams/)

Ambherst residents and officials have for many years talked about our
commitment to affordable housing. This commitment has been tested by high
market-rate rentals that are unaffordable to many in our town and collegiate
workforces, especially at the entry level. The need for mixed mid- and low-
income affordable housing here led Valley Community Development
Corporation (Valley CDC) to propose, and Amherst’s Community Preservation
Act Committee (CPAC) to recommend, a bond issue to leverage significant state
funding for a 28-unit Studio Apartment project at 132 Northampton Road that is
now before the town council. But faced with abutter and neighborhood
opposition, the finance committee has delayed action on the bond question,
pending an open meeting for town residents to be held by the council on June
24,

Itis important to know that of the 28 affordable units (each with bathroom and
kitchenette), 16 will serve workforce housing with income caps of $31,050 (50
percent of the area median income) and $49,700 (80 percent area median
income). This workforce housing is likely to accommodate Amherst service
workers, maintenance staff, teachers, aides, social workers. The town of
Ambherst’s collective bargaining agreements document in detail the workforce-
housing need based on the Amherst entry-level (2018) salaries for firefighters
(§40-$47,000), Department of Public Works level 1 ($43,000-mid $50s), clerical
salaries step 1 in our schools (2016: $23,294-mid $40s). Thus, 16 of the 28 Valley
CDC apartments will be available to mid-income workforce who have been
squeezed out of Amherst’s high-end rental market. Ten of the studio
apartments will have a homeless preference and an income cap of $18,650, and



might well serve those who have been rendered homeless for various reasons
including the closing of the nearby Amherst Motel. Two units are reserved for
people referred by the Massachusetts Department of Mental Health.

In its “Response to Neighbor’s Concerns”
(https://www.amherstma.gov/DocumentCenter/View/47733/Response-to-
Neighbor-Concerns-and-FAQs?bidld=)Valley CDC notes: “A person working full-
time at the current MA minimum wage earns $24,960 annually. The median per
capita income in Amherst is $20,336; the median single person household
income is $28,018; and the median rental household income (all size
households) is $28,290.

The best source for Valley CDC’s proposal is posted on the Town of Amherst
website. (https://www.amherstma.gov/3489/Northampton-Road-Project) The
website explains the format for the June 24 open meeting of the residents that
was called to address concerns about the project. According to the town:

"The purpose of the meeting is for the Town Council to hear from the public on
funding recommended by the Community Preservation Act Committee and
also to hear general observations, questions, or comments on other elements

of the proposed project.” |

Readers who plan to make comments at that meeting might want to look at the
website. It offers documents prepared by the Town and prepared by Valley CDC
as well as letters from members of the community and media

coverage. Especially useful are the documents provided by Valley CDC that
address concerns raised by abutters and neighbors who object to the project.
(https://www.amherstma.gov/DocumentCenter/View/47733/ Response-to-
Neighbor-Concerns-and-FAQs?bidld=)

By funding the $500,000 Community Preservation Act bonding issue, Amherst
can leverage $4,000,000 in state funding to meet a desperate mid- and low-
income rental shortfall. The June 24 open meeting will be a valuable
opportunity to hear the facts of the proposal, engage with each other as
neighbors, and support the bond issue. Itis important that town residents be
knowledgeable about what Valley CDC has proposed and CPAC has
recommended. The documents assembled on the town website help to
provide that clarity. There will be ample opportunity for the Zoning Board of
Appeals, in the months ahead, to discuss details of the plan.

Tags: community preservation act (http://www.amherstindy.org/tag/community-preservation-act/),
housing (http://www.amherstindy.org/tag/housing/)
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Advance SRO
project In
Ambherst

hen someone says, “I mean no disre-
spect, but ...” we pretty much know that
something disrespectful is coming.

The same idea holds true for nimbyism. T,I,lc_e
most recent example of “not in my bac is
coming from a group of Amherst residents who
want to slow down the approval process for a
much-needed affordable housitnggpro_]ect at 132

ampton Road, near Route 9. 7,
No‘r"‘tNhe ar% not saying ‘not in our backyard...” about
50 residents wrote in a letter to the Town Council
urging the council’s Finance Committee to tem-
porarily put off a recommendation to borrow
$500,000 from the Community Preservation Act ac-
count to support the single-room occupancy pro-
]ecltéut that’s exactly what these residents are say-
ing. They don’t want this project in their backyard,
but instead of saying that, they use health and
safety concerns for both the tenants and res“ldents
who live nearby, primarily centered around “a large
number of single people, mostly men, with a his-
tory of SUDs (substance-u§e_d1sorders) and mental
health problems in one building,” according to a
seven-page letter outlining their concerns.

The letter also outlines traffic-related concerns
— a common NIMBY argument — and lists other
worries related to the welfare and safety of tenants
because of the site’s location, and whether :
Ambherst College will continue to allow the public to
use the nearby Pratt/Gooding Field complex.

Neighbors call for Valley CDC to cut the project
in half, particularly for tenants with a history of
substance use and mental health disorders; pro-
vide live-in, 24-hour management; tailor the units
toward families instead of single people; and con-
sider placing it in a commercial or more urban dis-
m(;}";ile upshot of these requests is.essentla}lly that
the neighbors support public housing, but just not

next to them. ; < e

While it’s true the single-room occupancy project
being proposed by Valley Community Development
Corporation will mean new neighbors for these res-
idents, it’s a leap to think this project will bring
crime, violence and undesirable behavior to a
roughly 1-acre site within a half-mile of town cen-
ter.

The proposed building would provide apart-
ments for 28 low-income individuals — the majority
of whom will be employed and earn moderate in-
comes. Here’s the breakdown of who will live in the
small studio apartments that average 240 square
feet in size: 10 studios will have a homeless prefer-
ence and an income cap of $18,650 a year; eight
units will be rented to people with an income cap of
$31,050; another eight will go to people with an in-
come cap of $49,700; and two units will be for ten-
ants from the Department of Mental Health with
an income cap at $18,650.

Like similar projects in other communities, Val-
ley CDC doesn't take anyone who walks through
the door. Tenants are screened and must meet cer-
tain criteria. In a response to neighborhood con-
cerns, Valley CDC argues that neighbors are rely-
ing on profiling by “ascribing characteristics to in-
dividuals because they belong to a group,” such as
low income, homeless, and having a mental health
disability.

We agree. One major flaw in the neighbors’ re-
search is they don’t give Valley CDC credit for its
track record in the communities it serves —
Ambherst, Northampton, Easthampton and Hadley:
The agency has developed 224 units of affordable
housing, including 53 SRO and enhanced SRO

The nonprofit says it has operated similar hous-
ing for three decades without any incident of vio-
lence to neighbors. Two of these properties are in
Northampton, next to the Bridge Street Elemen-
tary School playground and the Smith College ath-
letic area. ;

The organization is arguably the biggest pro-
ducer of affordable housing that helps vulnerable
people secure shelter. Not only is the nonprofit the
type of developer that Amherst should partner
with, this project checks the boxes on many of the
town’s identified housing needs. We can’t see the
benefit in delaying a funding vote.

Amberst currently has zero affordable studio
apartments with support services in town. This
critical piece of the housing puzzle would meet a
top goal of the town’s community development
strategy, which was last updated in 2018 and posted
on the town’s website.

The Northampton Road site is an ideal spot, lo-
cated close to Pioneer Valley Transit Authority bus
stop and within walking distance to a populated
downtown area where residents can shop and visit
many of the types of support services that will
come with living in the SRO building. '

The town should advance Valley CDC’s CPA re-
quest this summer, following a community discus-
sion scheduled for June 24. Many concerns can be
addressed and discussed through the permitting
process in the coming months, but this project fills
a major need in Amherst and should move ahead.
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Residents’ meeting called on Amherst affordable apartments
proposal

Ambherst Town Hall —STAFF PHOTO/JERREY ROBERTS » Buy this Image

By SCOTT MERZBACH (/byline?byline=By SCOTT MERZBACH)
Staff Writer
Published: 6/15/2019 4:00:14 PM

AMHERST — A proposal to build 28 affordable studio apartments to help meet some of the demand in Amherst for
housing for low- and moderate-income people has sparked the first Open Meeting of the Residents, a dedicated
evening of discussion that will be held this month. The proposal has raised worry that its setting near residential
neighborhoods may not be an appropriate location, and the meeting will give people an opportunity to talk about the $5
million project being developed by Valley Community Development Corp. at 132 Northampton Road, adjacent to
Ambherst College’s Pratt Field.

The meeting will be June 24 at 6:30 p.m. at the Bangs Community Center.

An Open Meeting of the Residents is a section of the town charter that allows a petition by at least 200 residents 18 and
over, or members of the Town Council, School Committee or trustees for the Jones Library, to call a meeting focused on
a single topic.



/

In‘this case, Council President Lynn Griesemer said the meeting is being called by the council to get feedback on the
project. The meeting comes in advance of a decision by the council on whether to appropriate $500,000 from
the Community Preservation Act account to help get the project built.

The proposed apartments are sometimes referred to as enhanced single-room occupancy, or SRO, with each apartment
having a kitchenette and bathroom. Amherst has no similar properties, though several have been built opened in
Northampton.

Of the 28 units, which will be inside an existing residence that will be expanded, 10 studios will have a homeless
preference and an income cap of $18,650 a year. Another eight units will be rented to people with an income cap of
$31,050, eight more will go to people with an income cap of $49,700, and two units will be for tenants from the
Department of Mental Health with an income cap of $18,650.

The meeting will include brief presentations by the Community Preservation Act Committee, the Amherst Affordable
Housing Trust, Valley CDC, abutters and neighbors.

The location is seen as ideal by advocates: within walking and biking distance of shops, including Big Y Supermarket
and CVS Pharmacy on University Drive, and the office of Amherst Community Connections, the John P. Musante
Community Health Center and the resource center operated by Craig's Doors Inc., which also runs the town’s seasonal
homeless shelter.

Others, though, have questioned whether there would be a need for more on-site management. Neighbors have
requested extended dialogue so as much information is available as possible.

Comments can be submitted in writing in advance by sending them to towncouncil@amherstma.gov.
Action by the Town Council is likely at its July 1 meeting.

Scott Merzbach can be reached at smerzbach@gazettenet.com.
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Apartments plan sparks residents’ meeting

Council calls first-ever
Open Meeting over
objections to affordable
housing proposal

By SCOTT MERZBACH
Staff Writer

AMHERST — A proposal to build

28 affordable studio apartments to
.231131 meet some of the demand in
erst for housing for low- and
moderate-ilncome  people  has
sparked the first Open Meetmg of the
Residents, a dedicated evening of
discuxsmn that will be held this

month. The proposal has raised
worry that its setting near residential
neighborhoods may not be an appro-
priate location, and the meetmg will
give people an opportunity to talk
about the $5 million project being de-
veloped by Valley Community Devel-
opment Corp. at 132 Northampton
Road, adjacent to Amherst College’s
Pratt Field.

The meeting will be June 24 at 6:30
pm. at the Bangs Community Cen-

An Open Meeting of the Residents
is a section of the town charter that
allows a petition by at least 200 resi-
dents 18 and over; or members of the
Town Council, School Committee or
trustees for the Jones Library, to call

ameeting focused on a single topic.

In this case, Council President
Lynn Griesemer said the meeting is
being called by the council to get
feedback on the project, The meeting
comes in advance of a decision by the
council on whether to appropriate
$500,000 from the Community
Preservation Act account to help get
the project built.

The proposed apartments are
sometimes referred to as enhanced
single-room occupancy, or SRO, with
each apartment having a Kitchenette
and bathroom. Amherst has no simi-
lar properties, though several have
been built opened in Northampton.

Of the 28 units, which will be inside
an existing residence that will be ex-

pan&ed, 10 studios will have a home-
less preference and an income cap of
$18,650 a year Another eight units
will be rented to people with an in-
come cap of $31,050, eight more will
go to people with an income cap of
$49,700, and two units will be for ten-
ants from the Department of Mental
Health with an income cap of $18,650.
The meeting will include brief pre-
sentations by the Community
Preservation Act Committee, the
Ambherst Affordable Housing Trust,
Valley CDC, abutters and neighbors.
The location is seenas ideal by ad-
vocates; within and biking
distance of sho clu g BigYSu-
permarket Pharmacy on
University Drive, and the office of

Ambherst Community Connections,
the John P Musante Community
Health Center and the resource cen-
ter operated by Craig's Doors Inc,
which also runs the town's seasonal
homeless shelter.

Others, though, have questioned
whether there would be a need for
more on-site management. Neigh-
bors have requested extended dia-
logue so as much information is
available as possible.

Comments can be submitted in
writing in advance by sending them
to towncouncil@amherstma.gov.

Action by the Town Council is
likely at its July 1 meeting.

Scott Merzbach can be reached at
smerzbach@gazettenet.com.
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Adrienne Terrizzi: League of Women Voters
supports SRO project ‘
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Published: 6/19/2019 6:00:23 PM

The League of Women Voters has a long history of supporting policies and legislation that provide
provisions for low- and moderate-income housing and a suitable living environment affordable for
all.

LWV of Amherst has carefully followed the proposed project at 132 N orthampton Road and is in
strong support of its development. After several years of public meetings and forums, and an intense
search for a suitable mixed-use location, we believe that the Valley Community Development
Corporation’s proposal to create studio-size units with related services and to provide stability of
place to our lowest income individuals, the working poor, as a positive direction for local housing
needs heretofore unavailable in Amherst.

Further, the League supports the renovation of existing houses whenever possible, another of the
project’s components. We have yet another opportunity to learn the details of this project and urge
Amberst residents to attend the open meeting on June 24 , at 6:30 p.m., in the Town Room, Town Hall.

Adrienne Terrizzi

Ambherst
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Ginny Hamilton: ‘We don’t get to
choose our neighbors’

By Ginny Hamilton
Wednesday, June 19, 2019

Before moving to Amherst, we lived in a tidy residential neighborhood of Boston. Our one-
block, one-way street was a mix of single-family homes, duplexes, and triple-decker
condos, almost all of which were owner-occupied.

The exception was the shuttered Catholic elementary school on the corner and its
accompanying parish house. We were the kind of neighbors who greeted each other from
our postage-stamp gardens, and did it up for Halloween. When an early-morning kitchen
fire trapped residents on their third-floor porch, neighbors had a ladder in place before the
fire department arrived.

During our decade there, Pine Street Inn, the largest homeless shelter and supportive
housing provider in Boston, took over management of the parish house. Even after Pine
Street Inn developed the property into 26 single-room-occupancy (SRO) units — all for very
low income individuals coming out of homelessness and back into permanent housing —
neighborhood property values continued to rise.

According to Zillow, our two-bedroom condo is now worth almost twice what we sold it for
six years ago, even though it's across the street from this supportive housing program.

The SRO residents were good neighbors. A multiracial mix of men and women, most kept
to themselves. One had no choice but to be more visible, given his use of a wheelchair to
get around. Come winter, he and | bonded over the frustrations of snow mounds hindering
stroller wheels for me, and so much more for him.

Another resident was more outgoing, starting a dog-walking business. His gentle smile and
pack of fluffy charges drew my toddler’s attention and gained his trust and friendship.
Good neighbors.

The problem neighbor? The 20-something next door who moved back in with his parents
and seemed to be dealing drugs out of their living room. The disruptive neighbors? Those
across the fence who blasted “Sweet Caroline” and sang along, drunkenly out of tune,
during every Red Sox game.



“ We don't get to choose our neighbors, not by law and not by our professed moral code.

.~ Laws preventing housing discrimination protect the right of housing choice for people with
disabilities, including mental health and substance abuse. Case law supports the
integration of congregate living and supportive housing into residential neighborhoods.

Even municipalities and municipal officials have legal obligations to promote integrated
housing, particularly municipalities that receive federal community development block
grant funds, which Amherst does.

We don't get to choose who lives next door. Neighbors who start their Harleys at the crack
of dawn on Sundays, or who set up the karaoke machine in the backyard, or who own a
particularly yappy Chihuahua, may also lend a cup of sugar and take in your mail during
vacation.

Neighbors who can't afford market rents nearby or who may be in recovery may also care
for Fido, share tomatoes from their garden, and cheer your morning with friendly
conversation.

What if homeowners propose significant structural changes? Yes, we get to have our say.
And the neighbors of Valley CDC's project at 132 Northampton Road will have their say in
the zoning process, just as if the new owner of the modest cape next door were proposing
a McMansion.

But we don't get to have a say in who lives there.

Ginny Hamilton worked at the intersection of civil rights and housing for over 12
years, including as the director of public policy for Massachusetts Coalition for the
Homeless and as the executive director of the Fair Housing Center of Greater Boston.
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Valley CDC prOJect a
- good fit for

'Bv MAURIANNE ADAMS '

horﬂya{terzooa as the econ-

‘omy and housing market re-

J mained in recession, I read fi- |
nanmalnewsletters tobetter under-
stand what was happening to the
l;A‘ranherst11ousxﬁgf;;uu! tentalmar

t.

Investors, I discovered, were en-
couraged to investin house pur-
chases orrental development in col-
lege towns for the bestbang for their
buck, with a6-9 percentpmjecwdre—
turn. No wonder out-of:town - -
vestors were buying up Amherst
homes to turn into over-pnwd stu-
dent rentals, creatinganewhigh-
end “normal”® for Amherst housing.

More recently; as the economy
has recovered, we've seen large resi-
dential developments marketed as
high-end rentals atthe same mo-
ment that Amherst is trying to main-
tain affordable rentals in Echo Hill
and Rolling Green. Now the town is
facing the loss of Amherst Motel and
the eviction of:ls]owmnt tenants to
make room for:

Where will those tenants live now
that they are priced out-of the -
Ambherst renfal markef?

Ambherstis a progressive town,
even though off-campus student de-
velopments abutting Kendrick Park
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project comes for review.

Hornik said there is an
“gverblown fear” of the people
who would live at the SRO
building, and that if the town
backs away from its support,
there would be no other places
where similar development
would be acceptable.

Kate Troast, of 99 Dana St.,
said such redevelopment of a
property should fit into the
neighborhood, but having 28
new beds may be too many.

“To me, the size of the
structure will be out of scale
with its surroundings,” Troast
said.

Tim Atteridge, of 143
Northampton Road, whose
home is adjacent to the prop-
erty; said told councilors he is
not sure the project fits with
the town’s master plan, which
encourages such develop-
ments to maintain the charac-
ter of the street.

“I can’t see how it’s going to
enhance the character of our
nejghborhood,” Atteridge
sail

Valley CDC brings exten-
sive experience with similar
projects, owning and operating

four sites with 53 studio apart-
ments in Northampton and
Florence. It has also worked in
Ambherst to create 11 family
rental units at:683-687 Main St.,
completed in 2008, and eight
homes on Charles Lane, sold
to homeowners in 1996.

Councilors will have to
make a decision, as with all
spending’ and fiscal year 2020
budget matters, prior to July
1

In District 4, Counselor
Stephen Schreiber said he and
Counselor Evan Ross earlier
this week held a district meet-
ing at which they heard both |
concerns and support for the
project. Some of the concerns,
he said, included the number
of units, the hours of on-site
management, the mix of
prospective tenants, the dis-
tance from bus stops, and the
proximity to the college’s play-
ing fields. The support for the
project included integrating
affordable housing into estab-
lished neighborhoods, particu-
larly if the housing is for fami-
lies and will serve both men
and women.

Scott Merzbach can be
reached at smerzbach@
gazetlenet.com.
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SRO project
provides chance
to talk about
homelessness

By DEENA RUBIN

istressed tone. Her place of employment, Project
dPlLASE, that serves l?omeless people, failed to find
a home for a mother and her pregnant daughter.

Project PLASE provides housing and services for
homeless citizens of Baltimore. I am so proud that my
daughter is working on behalf of people in such grave
need. I see a dire situation happening here in Amherst
i vl‘:ﬁassachusetts we are the only state with a so-
called “right-to-shelter” law, meaning that state and lo-
cal officials must provide shelter to people experiencing
homelessness who are requesting services. In Amherst,
we are seeing increasing number of unsheltered home-

le. y
lesilwpeople are one paycheck away from losing ev-
erything. Potentially, 47 percent of homeless women
have a major untreated depressive disorder which
makes group living in st;elters challenging (Buckner,

Bassuk, 2004). e
Be%(tllf(l;yéh therug’ are services available, some mdlv1dp-
als do not have the ability or skills to fill out the compli-
cated forms required to maintain subsidized housing.
That can lead to the unsheltered population that is ex-
tremely at risk in our community.

S everal weeks ago, my daughter Yael called me in a

&

Craig’s Place is a winter shelter here in Amherst led
by Executive Director Rebeka Wilder. She says that win-
tertime is particularly rough for those livingonthe .
street. However, Craig’s Place closed at the end of April
for the warmer months. What these people need is per-
manent year-round housing.

I'met a woman who heads the homeless program in

Cape Cod. She said
that once a person is

. given a home, their en-
... Once a perSOTl 1S tire ]_ifesty]e changes

j i positively and they
ghenia home, their continue to improve,

entire lifestyle A partial solution to
Sng this extreme problem
changes positively in Amherst has been
. proposed to provide
and they continue to Eovse ol aen
] number of individuals
HHrove. at 132 Northampton
Road at single-room
occupancy (SRO).
Neighbors have expressed concern about the proposed
number of 28 low-income individuals who would reside
there.

John Hornick, chairman of the Amherst Municipal Af-
fordable Housing Trust, said that there is an “overblown
fear” of the SRO building. T agree. Fear of people in need
is another form of prejudice and hatred, two issues that
have expanded since the 2016 election. We need as a peo-
ple to move toward inclusion and understanding.

In anticipation of problems, Amherst College Dean
Gendron stated that access to Pratt Field may be shut
off by the college if any difficulties develop. Why are we
so worried about a small homeless population, but ig-
nore the behavior of students and other neighbors?

Both communities can bring challenges and rewards
to Amherst. I hope that Amherst College students will be
able to use the opportunity to discuss homelessness and
improve methods by sharing their space with people in
need.

I encourage the neighbors and community to think of
the best ways to welcome these carefully selected people
to their new home,

Deena Rubin is an educator in Amherst.
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Amherst neighbors sound off on
housing project

By BERA DUNAU
Staff Writer

Thursday, June 27, 2019

AMHERST — More than 100 people packed into the the Bangs Community Center Monday
evening to weigh in on a proposed affordable housing project at 132 Northampton Road.

And while a number of neighbors were opposed to the proposed 28-unit Valley Community
Development Corp. project as proposed, many residents also expressed support, including
some neighbors.

The forum, held before Town Council, began with presentations from town committee
members, representatives of the Valley CDC and neighbors opposing the project in its
current form.

Then, after laying out a timeline for the project and some questions from the councilors,
public comment was opened up.

All units in the approximately $5 million project would be single-room occupancy units —
studio apartments. Eight would be reserved for those making $31,050 annually or less,
eight would be reserved for those making $49,700 or less, 10 would be reserved for those
making $18,650 or less, with a preference for the homeless, and two units would be
reserved for those making $18,650 or less who are clients of the Department of Mental
Health.

The Town Council will likely vote july 1 on whether to approve borrowing $500,000 in
Community Preservation Act funds to help the project get built.

Nate Budington, the chairman of Amherst's Community Preservation Act Committee, said
that about half of the committee’s votes this year have been split. However, he said that
the 132 Northampton Road proposal was endorsed unanimously and enthusiastically.

“The proposal gets to the heart of the CPA’s affordable housing mandate,” Budington said.

He also said the future residents of the development are already living in the community.

https://www.amherstbulletin.com/A1-SRO-meeting-hg-062519-26543095 1/3
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“This project will dramatically improve the lives of our most vulnerable neighbors,” he said.

Most of those who spoke against the project stressed that they didn't oppose affordable
housing, or even affordable housing at the site, but instead didn't support it as currently
envisioned.

Neighborhood resident Stephen George said the current proposal would be “an extreme
outlier” compared with what is in the neighborhood now.

Kate Sims, another neighborhood resident, said Valley CDC has not been receptive to
neighbors’ requests for round-the-clock supervision at the development, a smaller scale for
the project or mixing in family-oriented units.

“Nothing has actually changed about their plan,” she said.

She suggested the town acquire the site itself for affordable housing and provide a long-
term lease to the developer. She said that this would allow development there to have
neighborhood input from the start.

Neighborhood resident Michael Giles, however, backed the plan as it currently stands, and
he said he knew of a large number of neighbors in favor of the project.

“One of the best ways to stop a project is to say that you are really in favor of it, except you
want a little more time to consider it, and try to tweak it a little bit and make it a little bit
better,” he said.

Kathy Neale, who was a longtime resident of the neighborhood before moving to Amity
Place, said she supported to the project and noted that many teachers starting out travel
an hour or more to work in Amherst schools because they can't afford to live in places like
Ambherst.

“Please don't just think of this as the homeless place,” she said. “Please think of this as a
place that is inclusive of people who have chosen to teach your children.”

Neighborhood resident Kate Troast said that the process around the proposed
development has been horrible and that the neighbors have been vilified for asking
questions.

“I've been called all kinds of names,” she said.
She also said that the developer has refused to change anything.
“Why should we trust that?” she said.

Pamela, a former resident of the Valley CDC's SRO in Northampton on Bridge Street, said
she feels extremely safe in that community, and will be moving back once it is renovated.

On an 5RO building coming to Amherst, Pamela said, “It's going to benefit your
community.”

https://www.amherstbulietin.com/A1-SRO-meeting-hg-062519-26543095 2/3
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Guest column Lilly Gaev: Valley
CDC's project a benefit to
Northampton neighborhood

By Lilly Gaev
Wednesday, June 26, 2019

Since 2004, when | purchased and renovated the O'Connell Funeral Home at 94 King St. in
Northampton, | have had the good fortune of participating in and enjoying the further
development and thriving of a sense of community on the King and Trumbull block of
Route 5.

This additional blossoming has been enhanced by Valley Community Development
Corporation’s beautiful renovation and development of a stately Victorian into 10 units of
studio apartments — five for those out of homelessness, and five for lower income singles.
Valley CDC had intended to build a 6 foot high fence, for our privacy, down the middle of
the shared lawn that divides our two Northampton properties.

linsisted that not happen because it risked being a shaming statement of “otherness.”
We've split up lawn and hedge maintenance; we get to admire their attractive landscaping,
including flowers, shrubs, and garden path lighting.

Valley CDC's building renovation displays a high quality of workmanship and commitment
to the preservation of the architectural period. If anything, their building has offered a
value-enhancing compliment to our King Street block.

I've owned the neighboring Queen Ann property at 94 King St. for over 15 years. Its
heritage included its first 50 years where a family doctor practiced and raised his family.
The O'Connell family followed suit, serving the community next as a funeral home while
they too made it their family residence. Now it provides office nests for clinicians, including
physicians, psychologists, and massage therapists; from which they nurture the growth and
healing of their clients. Around the corner, on Trumbull Road, are single-family homes of
the same period, with several that have long ago been attractively converted to two- or
three-family homes.

https://www.amherstbulletin.com/Guest-column-Lily-Gaev-26508672 1/2



7/30/2019 Guest column Lilly Gaev: Valley CDC's project a benefit to Northampton neighborhood

When our plans to renovate the property next to ours in a similar vein required redirection
in 2011; we chose to seek out a nonprofit that would benefit from the innately ideal
housing potential of 98 King St. It had the unique historical and architectural distinctions of
having been built in the Victorian-era as an intentional multifamily home. It was across the
street from ServiceNet, on the bus line, and walk to town.

And most importantly, it was located in a thriving, pedestrian active, and increasingly
flourishing neighborhood with lovely side streets of historical single and multifamily
homes. From here, those of us who have been marginalized through life's vicissitudes
could come out of shame and hiding into the mainstream of community life, saying hi to
neighbors, being helpful, and finding jobs.

Route 9 in Amherst and Route 5 in Northampton share many features, in that their
neighborhood attributes change along their extended routes. It makes the same
community-building sense with the proposed Amherst housing as it has in Northampton —
to create affordable living opportunities through mutually respectful, tastefully compatible,
and compassionate neighborhood integration.

Ambherst is generally liberal thinking and proactive, abutting neighbors now have an
opportunity to walk their walk, as generous socially conscientious folks — literally to walk
over and get to know someone from another walk of life who deserves every opportunity
for healing and life success and who deserves to be seen and respected.

In eight years, not one of my professional tenants, nor any of their clients, have ever
received anything less than pleasantness from our studio apartment dwelling neighbors. In
contrast, surely every one of us has experienced everything from thoughtless oversights, to
blatant rudeness, to raucous teenage house parties, to domestic violence outbursts from
our well-heeled and highly valued real estate owning abutters.

And worthy of even more note is that their endeavor gives each of us an opportunity to
share the neighborhood's graces as we rub shoulders with our fellow life travelers;
teaching our children to be blind to false distinctions; reaching inward to access and grow
our better selves.

In the words of Phil Ochs “There, but For Fortune, go You and |, You and |.”

Lilly Gaev is a licensed social worker and clinical director Therapeutic Associates, PC in
Northampton and Longmeadow.

https://www.amherstbulletin.com/Guest-column-Lily-Gaev-26508672 22



SRO editorial dismisses
concerns of neighbors

write in response to the Gazette’s edi-
torial advocating the advance of the
A proposed SRO project in Amherst
i deance SRO project in Amherst,” June
In embracing the proposal whole-
heartedly, the editorial dismisses con-
cerns neighbors have about its size and
conception as typical NIMBYism, and
notes that Valley CDC has operated simi-
lar projects in other communities “with-
out any incident of violence to neighbors.”
That standard for assessing the com-
munity impact of a significant SRO facil-
{‘tvyosgtsgpr%ttgaltowbal; and I am left
ndering: precisely are the gen-
eral effects of such projects in residgential

»
areas? As we all consider how best to in-
crease affordable housing in Amherst,
which is a significant and important
problem, I think it would be a real ser-
vice to those considering this issue in
good faith to know more about whether
the concerns raised in the letter sent to
Ambherst Town Council have or have not
been borne out in other nearby commu-
nitrix;i’ particularly those noted in the edi
tori

Trustworthy information, difficult to
come by these days, can help to over-
come the tendency to caricature differing
opinions. At the least, I hope the
Gazette’s perspective on town politics in
Amberst will remain committed to its
usual clear-eyed and informative re-
portage as our new governance struc-
ture takes on difficult questions of this
sort.

Glaligy Ao
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By DAVE HUBER
and ROSIE COWELL

Gazette labeled neighbors of the pro-
posed hou.sing development at 132
Northampton Road in Amherst ag NIMBYs.

The editors claimed that substantive con-
cerns raised by nelghbors were a cover for
their distaste for low-i writing,
“They don't want this project in their back-
yard, but-instead of saying that, they use
health and safety concerns for ... tenants and
residents.” Subsequently, this editorial was
cited during a June 24 town meeting as evi-
dence of neighbors’ NIMBYism.

‘We are some of the neighbors who have
been profiled in this way, Neighbors with con-
cerns over the proposal in its current form re-
cently completed a survey, answered anony-
mously, rewa!ing that 91 percent are m favor
of affordabl ing in our neighborhood. But
it turns oul that. amordmg to many in
Ambherst; it's morally reprehensible to raise
questions or concerns over any detail of a pro-
posal, if the goal of that proposal is admirable.

‘You might say to the neighbors who have
been reprehended: sticks and stones may
break your bones. But the real cost of this bul-
lying is the health of our democracy. When the
authors of alternative views are discredited
based on their perceived moral position rather

O n June 14, the editorial board of the

GUEST COLUMN

Shameocracy in the town of Amherst

than the merits of their views — when we cri-
tzque people, rather than ideas — we edge to-

ward Orwellian groupthink: Shame is a tool to
enable groupthink, and the neighbors of 132
Northampton Road have been targeted by an
effective shame aign.

In a recentletter; Nicola Usher said “there
aren't two sides to social justice.” Concerning
whether social justice is an admirable goal, we
:gee wholeheartedly. Concerning the most

tive policy to achieve social justice, we
strongly disagree.

The stifling of the democratic process
squanders a critical opportunity. The goal of
this major project is worthy — on that we all
agree — but what if the proposal has flaws?
When there is a high social cost to asking
questions, flaws will never be identified. In
this case, censure was not the only barrier to
open dialogue: the proposal was approved by
the Community Preservation Act Committee
one day before the first informational meeting
with neighbors.

But constructive criticism is healthy, Just
as having two political parties is key to na-
tional democracy, we need voices that identify
concerns; while some concerns will turn out to
be unfounded, others will prompt crucial im-
provements.

How is democracy doing in the town of
Amherst? In response to constructive criti-
cism from neighbors, the developer produced

ohh

ad t accusin
“profiling” and the town posted it online. Town
staff have written to neighbors, calling them
“clagsist” and “racist.” Community members
have berated neighbors in the street.

Over 50 neighbors signed a letter to the
Town Council stating: “We are not saying not
in our backyard. We are saying please get this
right, because it's our backyard.”

The editors of the Gazette quoted just the
first of these two sentences and followed it
with, “But that's exactly what these residents
are saying.” The editors — important
guardians of information in our local democ-
racy — apparently printed this statement
without any direct investigation of the neigh-
bors' perspective.

Of course, in truth there is a diversity of
neighborhood opinion regarding concerns and
favored solutions. But, for a substantial num-

8 of “bias” and

vidual who at one time experienced homeless-
ness cautioned “you will need to hire enough
trained, qualified house managers ... this new
place won't succeed with a skeleton crew,”

We asked whether this developer’s existing
housing in Northampton is living up to expec-
tations. In April, Valley CDC told us that a typ-
ical week or month sees no emergency ser-
vice calls to their Northampton single-occu-
pancy properties, admitting that they’d have

veng this with their management company.

In facL Northampton emergency savmes
di h records r I call
indicative of safety mncerns with almost nine
times the medical emergencies per tenant per
year than in the city of Northampton.
neighbors are réquesting 24/7 support to miti-
gate safety risks to the tenants.

Tlus'is not babysitting; itis & support pro-

ber of us, the primary concern is that the plan
yill provide irladequate support for the vulner-
able, formerly homeless tenants it hopes to
serve, resulting in failure of this mixed-in-
come deyelopment. The cost of failure will be

], like at Craig's Doors, UMass dorms,
and many apartment bulldmgs across the U.S.
The development corporation has declined
this request, which would impact their finan-
cial plan.

Ambherst must do better than this. We can-

steep. not allow mlsgmded mtolerance of dissent to
The proposal assurnes that indi 1l il the voices d an open dia-
from homelessness will thrive given logue and a better plan for our new neighbors
little more than a roof, contradicting Housing  at 132 Northampton Road.

and Urban Development guidelines for per-
manent ::gfumve housing. In a letter to the
supporting the project, an indi-

This column was co-authored by Anne Belt
Ye, Barbara Gravin Wilbur and John
Walloughby.
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A true test for
the Amherst
Town Council

By KATE SIMS
and TIMOTHY ATTERIDGE

he proposed 28-unit single occupant development at
T 132 Northampton Road may end up being a good

project. But when the new Town Council decides on
Monday whether to support the project with Community
Preservation Act funding, they face a true test of their
support for meaningful neighborhood participation in de-
velopment plans.

As it currently stands, this is a developer-driven model
and project. At the town’s 2017 forum on homelessness,
the developer (Valley CDC), led a promotional event enti-
tled “Studio Apartments coming to Amherst.” They then
lobbied for a change to town law that would allow them to
build a development with lots of small apartments —a
revenue-maximizing model — as long as they were afford-
able. They sought a grant from the town to select a site,
and in January of this year, they purchased 132 Northamp-
ton Road.

In any true participatory planning process, a developer
would then ask for feedback from key stakeholders. They
would hold meetings with the most affected neighbors and
next develop a plan. Amherst's Housing Production Plan
calls specifically for this meaningful neighborhood input.

Instead, Valley CDC began a marketing campaign in co-
ordination with fown officials. After encountering ques-
tions at a Community Development Block Grant hearing,
the Amherst Municipal Affordable Housing Trust spoke in
February of a need to “quell the false concerns.”

Valley CDC and Affordable Housing Trust lined up posi-
tive letters from related organizations.

The developer sought the key recommendation from
the Council’s Community and Resources Committee on
the afternoon of April 24, before any hard questions were
asked about their process or design (see CPAC and CRC
minutes from April).

On the evening of April 24, Valley CDC announced its
plans for a 12,000-square-foot building to neighbors, in a
meeting that was informative but in no way participatory.
Neighbors organized quickly and were able — with dozens
of hours spent at town meetings — to get a single, open,
adversarial meeting with Town Council in attendance ear-

lier this week.

Given an analysis of emergency calls at comparable
Valley CDC properties in Northampton, one of the changes
suggested was for more on-site supportive care. Another
was to explore alternative building designs, since the cur-
rent plan is 20-30 percent above benchmark cost for afford-

- able housing in the region. More people could be helped
with the same money.

Yet online and print campaigns prior to and during the
event characterized all opposition to the specific project
design as prejudiced and against progressive values. No
changes have been made to the developer’s plan and the
Town Council Finance Committee this week voted fo rec-
ommend it. o

Is this how the Town Council intends to proceed with
the major building projects in town? They will accept de-
veloper-driven plans and models with no participatory pro-
cess by neighborhoods? In the future, will anyone who
speaks up with suggested improvements to a proposed
plan for a new library or a new school be labeled as anti-
education and anti-children?

If this is the way the Town Council intends to run pro-
cess, it should concern every single member of the town.

We urge the Town Council to have the courage to vote
no on CPA funding. Ask the developer and Affordable
Housing Trust to reboot the process and engage neighbors
and abutters of this site in a meaningful participatory pro-
cess from the start. The fundamentals of town governance
are at stake. :

This column was co-authored by Stephen George,
Aimee Gilbert Loinaz, Barbara Gravin Wilbur, Hallie
Hughes, Will Loinaz, and Kate Troast. They live on
Northampton Road, Orchard Street and Dana Street.
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Critics of Amherst housing project urge town to delay
spending $500K on it

Posted Jun 26, 2019

Amherst Police Chief Scott Livingstone speaking at Amherst Town
Council 'Open Meeting of the Residents' on Monday, June 24, 2019.
(Jim Russell photo)
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on Route 9 when critics urged Town Council to delay spending an additional $500.000 on ’
it.

Proponents said the affordable housing project at 132 Northampton Road is needed, would
not negatively impact the community, and that it's location allows residents easy access to
shopping and a bus route.

Critics who spoke and who reside near where it would be built, said more information is
needed, and question whether it is accurate to say it would not impact the neighborhood
surrounding it that includes many single family homes.

They said it would be a mistake for the Council to cede its financial leverage — that could
be used to obtain more details about it — by approving the money at this time, and urged
the Council to delay action.

The zoning district where the project is proposed prohibits a housing development with
that degree of density.

Northampton-based Valley Community Development Corporation, the project developer,
has requested the money. They are a private, not for profit organization established by
Casa Latina in 1988, and have developed 224 units of affordable housing.

To date, $250,000 of Amherst money has gone to this Valley CDC project.

Town Council, which convened the special “Open Meeting of the Residents,” is expected to
decide on July 1 whether to approve the non-profit's request for $500,000, which come
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" vote in favor was 5 to O.

At the Monday night full council meeting, Councilor Dorothy Pam said, “many of us have
asked for more specifics about the management.”

She said, “we are just being asked to take it on trust,” adding: “Il don't know why we can't
get more details"” so “we can make an informed vote on this important issue.”

Prior to last year's change from a town meeting to a town council form of government, the
expenditure would have required town meeting's approval; now it is the council’s duty to
make the decision.

The charter allows for the council to convene an Open Meeting of the Residents as a
means to get input, as the format specifically permits folks to make formal presentations
or share their thoughts.

Council President Lynn Griesemer, at the start of Monday's meeting said “it is meant to be
a conversation by residents.”

The requested money, if approved, could potentially help the Valley CDC in their
comprehensive permit application to the state, by showing that the community supports
the project.

The 28 units proposed, in one building, are much more, in terms of density, than the
zoning designation for the area allows -- so much so, that it exceeds any variance even a
special permit would allow, according to the Amherst planning department.
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Consequently, the Valley is seeking state approval for the comprehensive permit, and if
that is approved, local zoning bylaws would not apply. at which time, Valley could apply to
the Amherst Zoning Board of Appeals for permission to build it. That process is expected
to take many months.

The ZBA would retain authority to issue conditions that Valley must adhere to as a
condition for approval. Should Valley CDC make an application with the ZBA, the board has
six months to convene public hearings and eventually make a decision.

Resident Michael Giles of Blue Hill Road spoke in favor of the project.

“ltrust the Valley Community Development Corporation,” he said. “I have faith
adjustments will be made” to the project if need be.

During Monday's meeting, Amherst Police Chief Scott Livingstone responded to a question
about whether the 28-unit proposal could create problems.

If managed properly, “I don't anticipate many problems,” he said.

According to Laura Baker, Valley CDC's Real Estate Property Manager, the current plan
calls for a 20 hour per week resident services coordinator at the housing complex. There
was much discussion at Monday's meeting on whether that would be adequate. She said
potential tenants would be properly screened.
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Resident Stephen George of Dana St. said "the neighborhood itself is primarily one and
two-family” dwellings. The area "is surrounded by residential" property, he said. "Right
now, | don't support the proposal; there are problems," he said. "It will be an extreme
outlier in the area."

Valley CDC bought the Northampton Road property for $407,500 in January, with a
mortgage in that amount from Community Economic Development Assistance
Corporation.
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Ambherst Town Council OKs affordable housing
project

132 Northampton Rd in Amherst where the Single Occupancy Housing is proposed to go.

By BERA DUNAU (/byline?byline=By BERA DUNAU)
Staff Writer
Published: 7/2/2019 12:15:38 AM

AMHERST — By a nearly unanimous vote Monday, the Town Council approved Community
Preservation Act funding for a proposed 28-unit affordable housing project at 132 Northampton Road.

The vote was 11 in favor and one abstention to appropriate $500,000 for the Valley Community
Development Corp. project. District 5 Councilor Shalini Bahl-Milne was not in attendance at the
meeting.

“We're of course pleased that it got funded,” said Laura Baker, Valley CDC real estate project manager.

Of the units in the proposed development, all of which would be single room occupancy units, eight
would be reserved for those making $31,050 annually or less; eight would be reserved for those making
$49,700 or less; 10 would be reserved for those making $18,650 or less, with a preference for the
homeless; and two units would be reserved for those making $18,650 or less who are clients of the
Department of Mental Health.



The project has drawn objections from several people in the neighborhood, some of whom used the
public comment period on the matter to once again note their disapproval.

“I have never been against affordable housing,” said abutting neighbor Barbara Gravin Wilbur.

She went on to suggest that the city focus on providing affordable housing for families over single
people.

Neighborhood resident Aimee Gilbert Loinaz said she is a public health professional, and said there
would be a need for 24-hour-a-day, seven-days-a-week services at the facility.

“Where is the programming expertise?” she asked.

She also criticized the development process for a lack of neighborhood outreach, and suggested that the
screening process Valley CDC uses for tenants could be in danger of violating the law.

District 3 Councilor Dorothy Pam, who abstained in the final vote, suggested that the council wait on
voting for the project.

“I am asking that we postpone this vote tonight,” she said.

She expressed a desire to see more about the supervision plan for the site from Valley CDC, and
expressed concern at the prospect of tenants not being able to have overnight guests. She also said that
those who have asked questions have been shamed and accused of opposing affordable housing and
hating homeless people.

“That’s not true for me and I don't think it’s true for the residents,” she said.

Asked after the vote about the overnight guest policy, Baker said that no policy forbidding overnight
guests has been decided on for the 132 Northampton Road property. Baker also said that none of Valley
CDC'’s properties has 24-hour supervision.

“It is not typical in affordable housing,” she said
Pam’s suggestion to delay the vote didn’t gain traction with her fellow councilors.

“I find it incredible that anyone would say that this has been rushed,” said District 4 Councilor Evan
Ross, who said he first learned about it in January.

“It’s been consuming more time than any other singular issue,” he said.
“To delay would be ridiculous,” said District 2 Councilor Patricia De Angelis.

Nevertheless, De Angelis did say that both sides of the issue needed to find more ways to talk across
distances and move forward together.

Some of the councilors also said that issues with the plan would be best figured out in the zoning
process.

Speaking in favor of the project, resident John Page noted that he himself had grown up in affordable
housing.

“Ambherst needs the people that need affordable housing,” he said, naming teachers, firefighters, people
getting started in their careers, seniors and people with disabilities as beneficiaries.

Nate Buddington, who chairs the town’s Community Preservation Act Committee, rejected the call for
24-hour-a-day supervision for the proposed development.

“This isn’t a halfway house and it’s not a mental health facility,” he said. “It’s housing for low-income
people.”Baker said the next step for the project will be to prepare a package to get a project eligibility
letter from the state, after which an application would be submitted to the town’s Zoning Board of
Appeals.

Bera Dunau can be reached at bdunau@gazettenet.com.
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Ambherst Town Council approves giving $500K to developer
planning 28 affordable studio units

Posted Jul 2, 2019

Mo Set
Menu Weather

Laura Baker, Valley Community Development Corp.'s real estate

property manager, speaks at the Amherst Town Council's meeting
at Bangs Community Center on June 24, 2019. (Jim Russell photo)
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By Jim Russell | Special to The Republican

AMHERST — Against the objections of nearby homeowners, the Town Council voted
Monday to allocate $500,000 to a nonprofit planning to create 28 affordable studio
apartments along Route 9 near the intersection with Route 116.

Ambherst previously granted the developer, Valley Community Development Corp. of

Northampton, $250,000 to help fund the project slated for 132 Northampton Road, where
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But before that can happen, Valley CDC must obtain state approval. That is because the
proposed housing complex does not meet the zoning requirements for that piece of land,
and, according to Amherst's planning department, the density is so great that a special
permit still might not allow it.

i Critics of Amherst housing project urge town to delay spending
| $500K oniit

State approval would come in the form of a “comprehensive permit” that is part of
Massachusetts General Laws, Chapter 40B. The law was intended to encourage affordable
housing in communities with less than 10% affordable housing.

In a city or town under 10%, a developer who might be denied permits under local zoning
has the option to apply for a state permit.

State approval of a 40B permit means that local zoning restrictions on density do not
apply. The municipal zoning board keeps its authority to impose conditions on developers
who receive comprehensive permits.

In Amherst, the state has deemed that 11% of the housing is affordable.

At a Town Council meeting last week, Valley CDC and town officials said it would take a
while before the state issues a decision on any 40B application for this project. The

https://www.masslive.com/news/2019/07/amherst-town-council-approves-giving-500k-to-developer-planning-28-affordable-studio-units. html
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According to a June 17 document prepared by Valley CDC posted on Amherst's website,
“the Town was clear that housing persons who are homeless is a top priority. The Town was
also clear that they did not favor a housing model that congregated only homeless persons
at one location. The proposed mix of tenants at this property is intentionally diverse.”

View Comments (12)

Note to readers: if you purchase something through one of our affiliate links we may earn a
commission.

SPONSOR CONTENT

Could This Be the Best Enhancement For Your Off-Road
Vehicle? [See the... [2

https://www.masslive.com/news/201 9/07/amherst-town-counciI-approves—giving-500k—lo-deveIoper-planning—28-affordabIe-studio—units.html

317



2

Typical NIMBY tactics
in play in Amherst

lished in the Gazette by critics

of a proposed affordable hous-
ing project in Amherst reveal typical
NIMBY (not in my backyard) tactics,
which are as predictable as they are
disingenuous. Those tactics include
increasing the development costs
and exerting pressure on funding
sources, which includes town fund-
ing through the Community Preser-
vation Act.

In the case of the Amherst pro-
ject, NIMBY’s are attemptjng to in-
crease costs by demanding that
there be around-the-clock supervi-
sion. They do so through prejudice
informed by ignorance and fear. In
this case, they cite emergency call
logs for what they say is a compara-
ble property in Northampton, as if it
is valid and appropriate to general-

I ize all people of a certain socio-eco-

T he recent guest columns pub-

nomic status. This claim also seems
to attempt to prejudice the Town
Council, which has to consider what
increased emergency calls will cost
the town. These types of cost-in-
creasing NIMBY tactics are so com-
mon that the Department of Housing
and Urban Development cites them
on their website.

A review of the literature about
affordable housing NIMBYism also
states that it is most common in ho-
mogenous and affluent neighbor-
hoods, mueh like the Amherst site.
NIMBYism is also described as a
fear-based phenomenon.

The authors of the guest columns
may claim that they are merely look-
ing out for the well-being of the fu-
ture occupants of the affordable
housing project by demanding 24-
hour supervision, but they are really
speaking out for the well-being of
themselves.

MICHAEL SEWARD
Shelburne
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Hefty grants boost. Valley

By SCOTT MERZBACH
Staff Writer

Continued infrastructure im-
provements in the Admiral Street
neighborhood in Easthampton, a
multiuse path on East Hadley Road
in Amherst, and rehabilitation and
modernization of affordable housing
in South Hadley are among projects
in Hampshire County being sup-
ported by the state’s federally funded
Community Development Block
Grant program.

Several local communities were

-announced Friday among 63 across
the state receiving $34 million in
grants to support housing and com-
munity and economic development
projects.

“Community Development Block
Grants help municipalities address
important local needs including so-
cial service programs and infras-
tructure investments,” Gov. Charlie
Baker said in a statement.

For Easthampton, the $551,958 re-
ceived under the program will go to-
ward the next phase of infrastruc-
ture improvements on and near Ad-

miral Street, including replacing
streets, sidewalks, catch basins and
sewer lines.

In Amberst, $825,000 will be di-
vided between the ongoing work of
building a multiuse pathon East
Hadley Road, a siding project at Wat-
son Farms apartments by the
Ambherst Housing Authority, and the
predevelopment costs for Valley
Community Development Corp.’s
planned 28 single-room affordable
housing project on Northampton
Road. It also will provide support for
a food pantry, youth mentoring, adult

Tuesday, September 24, 2019
gazettenet.com

municipal projects

literacy, immigrant services and
family stabilization services. E

. South Hadley is receiv-
ing $550,000 to provide housing re-
habilitation assistance to 15 units
and for housing authority modern-
ization.

Chesterfield, Cummington,
Goshen, Plainfield, Worthington and
Peru are sharing $1.23 million for
housu}g rehabilitation for 22 units,
planning for a senior center, child
care assistance, elder services and
support for a food pantry.

Huntington will receive $683,752

for infrastructure improvements to
Kennedy Drive. Huntington is also
sharing, with Russell and Middle-
ﬁelc_i, $1.3 million for Pine Hill Road
drainage improvements, a building
reuse planning project, and for social
services to support a food pantry, el-

- der services, adult education and

domestic violence prevention.

In southern Franklin County,
Shutesbury, with Wendell, will re-
ceive $985,000 to provide housing re-
habilitation for 18 units.

Scott Merzbach can be reached at
smerzbach@gazettenet.com.




Affordable housing projec

28-unit development at
house site moving slowly

By SCOTT MERZBACH
Staff Writer

AMHERST — A Northampton
nonprofit planning a $5 million af-
fordable housing project on Route 9
will belatedly submit its application
for needed state funding later this
month:

Laura Baker, real estate project
manager for the Valley Community
Development Corp., informed the
Town Council Monday that the
agency remains “strongly commit-
ted” to the project in which 28 apart-
ments would be created at an exist-
ing home and property it acquired at
132 Northampton Road a year ago.

\$\zo

But Baker acknowledged the pro-
ject is falling behind its anticipated
timeline of being ready. for occu-
pancy in 2022 or 2023, with a letter to
the state’s Department of Housing
and Community Development seek-
ing money from the state Housing In-
novations Fund and the Affordable
Housing Trust Fund not being sub-
mitted until late January.

The proposed development,
which is being supported by $200,000

from Amherst’s Community Devel- ‘

opment  Block Grant,  $500,000
the Amherst Town Council agreed

to borrow from the Community
Preservation Act account and
$50,000 from the Charlesbank Foun-
dation, will feature exclusively stu-
dio apartments. Eight will be re-
served for those making $31,050 an-
nually or less; eight reserved for

fdr State funds

- Seen," Baker said.

Valley CDC is now wbrkin i
Austin Design of Greenﬁelg ‘Zlntfil

Brattleboro, Vermont,

Baker said Valley CDC is als
committed to developing anq submit(3
ting with its application a supportive
services plan for the property, which

abutters have advocated for.

Baker said other concerns fro
neighbors have caysed additional dg3
lays, and she received a number of
requests related to the timing of the

3,-';533“3;3’ sfdu"ting from " coun- this turns out,” Troast said, Board of Appeals undes. tho
done at a ﬁggzs e hlt should pe adding that she wasdisap- state’s chapter 40B law.
Amberst's populati when most of pointed there had not been a  Scott Merzbach can be
people wiﬂ%eparougg ésm'-?nwfﬂ'; o public update for six months.  reached at smerzbach@
day comment period, € the 30- But District 4 Councilor gazettenet.com.
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those making $49,700 or less; 10 re-
served for those making $18,650 or
less, with a preference for the home-
less; and tworeserved for those
making $18,650 or less who are
clients of the Department of Mental
Health.

Each unit will be about 240 square
feet and have a kitchenette and bath-
room, with the building also includ-
ing common areas and a provider of-
fice.

Baker said the reasons for the de-
lay in sending in the application,
which was going to happen last fall,
included the pending retirement of
local architect Kathy Ford, with
whom Valley CDC has worked. That
forced the agency to seek a new part-
ner to bring the project to comple-
tion. -

“It was a delay we had not fore-

Housing project

Evan Ross praised Valley CDC

Those who live near the project R

SEE HOUSING B4

site continue to hope for an in-
formed process.

_Kate Troast of Dana Street
said she remains dismayed by quired,
a lack of specific site analysis
and recognition of its chal-
lenges. “Ithink the council
and the town are really going

for keeping the council ap-
prised of the project’s progress
and said no further presenta-
tion to the council was re-

In fact, the next time Valley |
CDQ will have to engage the
pllllbllc about the project is
' I when a comprehensive permit
to hold responsibility for how hearing is hlt)eld by the gonirig

ki
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Nearby Affordable Housing Unit Planned
Despite Pushback from Professors

Natalie De Rosa '21

Plans are underway for the development of a new affordable housing unit at 132
Northampton Road, a building adjacent to Pratt Field. The project, which will
house 28 low-income and homeless individuals from the town of Amherst, has
garnered mixed opinions from the neighborhood’s residents, some of whom are
affiliated with the college.

This past July, the town council of Amherst voted to provide $500,000 in
community development block grants to the project, currently in development
by Valley Community Development Corporation (Valley CDC). Valley CDC is a
Northampton-based organization that supports low-income people in the
Pioneer Valley with affordable housing and other economic opportunities.

Under the approved plan, the project will begin construction in 2021. The site
next to Pratt Field, a single-family home that will be converted into a single-
room occupancy (SRO) complex, will be Valley CDC'’s first location in Amherst.

According to Laura Baker, real estate project manager at Valley CDC, the Town
of Amherst has been considering a project of this sort for over a decade. “The
town has been identifying the need for this kind of housing — these kinds of
small, studio apartments for very low-income and vulnerable populations — for
maybe the last 12 to 15 years,” Baker said.

Lack of affordable housing is a pressing issue in the town of Amherst, a result of
its booming college-aged population. According to an October article by Quinn
Breen in the UMass student publication Amherst Wire, over 16,000 UMass
students live off campus. The town’s population comprises nearly 38,000

people. Amherst College also offers an application for students who wish to move
off campus, though approval rates vary each year.

“Where does affordable housing go, and why are rent prices so high? It’s a big
question, but part of the answer is that low-income Amherst residents compete
with a major demographic in the housing market: college students,” Breen
writes. His article was shared 62 times on Facebook.

Breen isn’t wrong, Baker said; the housing market in a college town poses
challenges when choosing a property for a SRO complex.

“There are a lot of credit-investor landlord types looking to buy single-family
properties and convert them to student housing, because it’s lucrative and there
are a fair number of cash buyers,” Baker said. “It was a challenging market to
buy into because we’re competing with people who can move faster than we
can.”

lof3 11/21/2019, 10:06 AM
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The location across from Pratt Field is optimal, Baker said, noting its access to
the center of town and nearby grocery outlets. “Most of our tenants will be
walking or biking or using buses, so we really prioritized having a location close
to things and ideally [for tenants] to be able to walk to things,” Baker said.

The site’s proximity to the college is a particular benefit to tenants, Baker added.
While the site is farther from the center of campus, the athletic fields are another
amenity for residents.

“We know that people from the neighborhood are permitted to use the field. It’s
usually pretty quiet there, except when there’s a big game,” Baker said. “We
thought there could be some really positive interactions with students who might
want to volunteer.” Such opportunities include tutoring tenants for the GED and
hosting a housewarming event at the site to connect tenants with the
surrounding community, Baker said.

Yet, the site’s adjacency to Pratt Field is a point of contention for some of the
neighborhood’s residents. In a letter to Town Council drafted in May, 56 of the
area’s residents expressed concerns that “the Pratt Field complex is currently
open to the public for recreation when not in use for college events, and our
research has identified that the project will most likely result in the closing of
this recreational area to public access.”

Concerns from the neighborhood residents include a presumed increased crime
and substance abuse from the site’s tenants. Drawing from statistics based on
Valley CDC'’s other SRO properties, the letter claimed that the Amherst site
would yield 64 dispatch calls a year, with issues ranging from disturbances and
criminal behavior to medical needs.

“A few of us are Amherst College professors, and we contacted college officials to
determine what might happen if there are problematic incidents between the
SRO and Ambherst College students,” the letter continued, outlining “problematic
incidents” as encounters with and proximity to potential drug users. “The college
responded that they would shut down the athletic fields to public access.” The
letter did not specify which officials were contacted. When asked in May, the
college refused to offer public comments about the project, according to the
Daily Hampshire Gazette.

Chief of Campus Operations Jim Brassord disputed the letter’s contents. If the
property is abused in any way, the college limits access to athletic fields. This
procedure is longstanding, he said. He does not anticipate that the college will
need to close the fields to the public.

Valley CDC also has a “solid record” of serving its tenants, Brassord noted.” “The
organization has strong relationships with community partners [like social
workers and other community-based organizations] that provide the range of
services to help their tenants succeed in their new circumstances,” he said in an
email interview. “While the Valley CDC properties serve low-income tenants who
rely more on public services than the general population, it’s not clear — as some
community members have voiced concern — that low-income or near-homeless
status necessarily translates to crime or substance abuse that is a public safety
threat to the surrounding community.”

20f3 11/21/2019, 10:06 AM
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“It should be also noted that this property will also potentially serve the needs of

college staff who wish to live near the college but are unable to do so because of
the lack of affordable housing,” he added.

Several of the college’s faculty members have signed on to the letter or submitted
their own to the town council — signatories include Dean of New Students Rick
Lopez, Professor of History Sean Redding, Chair of French Laura Katsaros, Chair
of Art and the History of Art Samuel Morse, Professor of Physics William Loinaz,
Visiting Professor of Classics Dale Sinos and Professor of Biology Jeeyon Jeong.

Chair of Classics Rebecca Sinos submitted her own letter in addition to signing
onto the letter representing the 56 residents.

“Children come to the Amherst College fields regularly, sometimes from the
childcare center that is just beyond the adjacent bike path, on Woodside, and
sometimes just because people find these fields and their walkways a good place
to push a stroller while another child toddles along,” Sinos wrote. “And even if
the college closes the fields and restricts entry to those affiliated with Amherst
College, the college athletic events themselves attract families with children who
should not be exposed to this potential hazard. Is it fair to expect Amherst
College groundsmen to deal with needles on the Amherst fields as a regular part
of their job?”

Katsaros wrote that while she supports low-income housing, Valley CDC should
implement better supports for the site. “I wholeheartedly agree that the lack of
affordable family housing in our town should be one of the key priorities of the
town government,” Katsaros said. “As you know, in the current project, a
manager would be present on site 20 hours a week only; no medical, social or
psychological support would be provided for the residents in the 10 allocated
units who are transitioning from homelessness or the residents in the two units
who are under the care of the Department of Mental Health. I believe providing
more consistent on-site support for residents would be a good way to move
forward.”

Professor of History and American studies Frank Couvares submitted a letter to
the town council in “strong support” of the project. “The track record of facilities
like this for clients like [formerly homeless or housing secure persons] is very
good,” Couvares said. “Our town has long needed such a residential project, and
I am very glad that the funding and a suitable site are available.”

Baker isn’t surprised, however, by the divides on the project. “What we find

generally is that people love the idea of affordable housing, but they get pretty
nervous if you’re going to build it near them,” Baker said.

30f3 11/21/2019, 10:06 AM
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Affordable Housing Dispute Prompts Student
Outcry

Natalie De Rosa '21

Last week, The Student published an article on the new affordable housing project near Pratt
Field — and its opposition from some Ambherst College professors — consequently prompting a
wide range of reactions. The article spurred open letters to the community and a public hearing
by the Association of Amherst Students (AAS) on the issue.

In July, Amherst Town Council approved $500,000 of funding for a new affordable housing
project at 132 Northampton Rd. Valley Community Development Corporation (Valley CDC),
the developer of the unit, is a Northampton-based nonprofit that has erected similar projects
across the Pioneer Valley. The site at 132 Northampton Rd. will house 28 “extremely low-
income and near-homeless individuals” in single-room occupancy (SRO) residencies after
construction begins in 2021, according to the Valley CDC.

In May, prior to the Town Council’s decision, multiple professors and staff members signed on
to a joint letter written by neighborhood residents that articulated concerns about a lack of
support structures for the site’s tenants as well as potential drug use. Though a few professors
wrote letters to the council in support of the proposed project, faculty members also submitted
their own letters expressing reservations about the proposed project.

After The Student reported on the letters on Nov. 13, the AAS sent an email to students on Nov.
17, noting that “in their actions as private citizens, professors do not speak on behalf of the
student body.” The email invited students to attend AAS’s weekly meeting to share their
thoughts during public comment. Students could also submit comments via an anonymous
form or email the AAS.

AAS President Avery Farmer ’20 said that AAS members agreed to discuss the issue to gauge
campus climate. “AAS can’t take a stand on the substance of what was said [in the letters]. We
can’t argue for or against affordable housing on behalf of the whole student body without doing
some kind of outreach in seeing what the student body thinks first,” Farmer said. “But what we
can say is there was an implicit assumption in the way that the professors signed on to those
letters ... that somehow Amherst students were part of the weight that was making up their
arguments. If you're acting as a private citizen in a town matter, you can’t really cite Amherst
students as one of the reasons for your concern if the students themselves have not expressed
some kind of concern about that.”

Eliza Brewer '22, president of Questbridge, an organization for low-income students, opened
public comment by drawing attention to low-income students’ distrust after seeing the
professors’ stances on affordable housing.

“I do think that there are important conversations to be had about first-generation, low-income
students here and how they’re being advocated for,” Brewer said. “Personally, as a president of
a student organization and a resident counselor, I'm very nauseated by the fact that if a student
comes to me and says, ‘T'm having this problem and I need an advocate to help me,’ I have to
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think twice before I refer them to their dean or refer them to their professor.”

Senator Ilyssa Forman 22 added that AAS’s role in representing students — including low-
income students — should encourage senators to act. “I want to echo that we are a representing
body and that it is our job to act on behalf of what the students feel and think, and this is
definitely within our jurisdiction,” she said in the senate forum on Monday. “I just want to
emphasize that on senate there are low-income people who hear you and feel you and who are
on your side.”

Ben Gilsdorf ’21, another senator, encouraged the AAS to consider ways in which the
organization could take action in response to the comments received. “One thing that I think
that is really good is that they lost, that the people who were against this lost,” Gilsdorf said,
underscoring the fact that the Town Council still voted in favor of the development. “I think the
best way to respond is to throw our whole support behind it.” Gilsdorf also suggested writing
letters to Valley CDC or hosting a public forum for members of the town and college
community to continue dialogue on the issue.

After collecting students’ comments, the AAS will determine the best method to address
concerns. Possible actions include reaching out to involved professors, sending a letter to
Valley CDC reflective of the student body’s opinions or increasing funding for programs
tailored to first-generation and low-income students. But exact next steps currently remain
unclear. “We have to find a way to [take action] so it reflects our values and students’ but also
stays within the boundaries of what AAS purview is,” Farmer said.

First-generation and low-income (FLI) student groups have also organized to write letters and
opinion pieces in response to the professors’ letters to town council. One group of about 30
students, led by Isiaha Price 21, met in Frost Cafe on Nov. 14 to brainstorm ways to
demonstrate their dissatisfaction with the professors’ opposition to the housing project. The
group drafted a cover letter, set to publish on a to-be-decided date, so that students can submit
personal stories relating to affordable housing.

In a draft of the cover letter, the group pushed back against the joint letter’s correlation
between drug use and poverty and noted the disparity between the college’s promotion of its
socioeconomic diversity and professors’ impressions of the project’s potential low-income
tenants.

“We need look no further than the boundaries of Jenkins or the Triangle and the fact that 20
percent of Amherst College’s student population is from the richest echelons of society to see
that drugs have always been on this campus and it never had anything to do with poverty,” the
cover letter states. Jenkins Dormitory and the Triangle — a set of dorms comprised of Mayo-
Smith Dormitory, Hitchcock Dormitory and Seelye Dormitory — are popular party locations at
the college. The group plans to submit the compilation of stories to the professors listed in the
joint letter so that they “can realize that sure, they have a legal right to petition ... but also
understand that you’re not voting against these nebulous abstract poor people. This could
easily be any number of students and their families who may have been homeless themselves,”
Price said.

Another group of FLI students, led by Brewer, submitted an op-ed to The Student outlining
similar concerns. The group’s opinion piece criticizes the residents’ letter for promoting the
profiling of tenants and leveraging their occupations — ranging from professors to medical
doctors to psychologists — to decide the fate of the tenants.
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“I think that in terms of the professors who say that they stand with the school’s mission, which
part of that mission is ... upward mobility and helping students from first-generation, low-
income backgrounds to excel and to be able to support themselves in the future ... I just think
it’s hypocritical for them to say they align with the school’s mission,” Brewer said. She added
that the group hopes the professors who signed and wrote letters to Town Council will
reconsider and reflect on their position. “We [evoke] a call to action to the professors and say,
‘Look, we hope you sit with these words. We hope you educate yourselves,” Brewer said. “We
hope that you ask for grace because I think that will be given if you do. We’re not meaning to
attack anyone, but we are wanting to take a critical look at the roles that we play as people who
are in positions of power.”

Low-income students particularly expressed disappointment in Dean of New Students Rick
Lopez — who has organized programming for FLI students, including summer bridge, a three-
week pre-college program for incoming first years — in his decision to sign the joint letter from
the residents.

“It’s appalling to me that in public and in his role as a dean, he comes in and tells students
every summer that they belong here, and then as a private citizen endorses something that
pretty clearly says that they don’t,” Brewer said. Price added that he was upset “the dean that
talked to me at [the summer science bridge program] and welcomed me to this school and gave
me a speech about how being first-generation and low-income added to the experience of
Ambherst ... would then go sign that petition.”

In emails obtained by The Student, Lopez said in an exchange with Brewer that the initial
dissent against Valley CDC’s project did not oppose affordable housing as a whole, but the use
of SROs rather than family units. He stressed that the residents had hoped for increased on-site
support for tenants with drug addictions.

According to Laura Baker, real estate project manager at Valley CDC, these concerns often
contradict each other.

“Oftentimes people are asking us for competing things,” she said. “It’s impossible to do that
because they conflict with each other. For example, folks who live nearby wanted to have more
on-site support and more supervision of the property. So that drives increased operating costs.
At the same time, they wanted less housing units there, which lowers the economic ability of
the project to pay for staff.”

In the email exchange with Brewer, Lopez wrote that “it is unfortunate that you might feel that
you no longer can turn to me for support, because in this debate about the unit development

my goal was to advocate for housing for homeless families and to create structures of support
for them.”

Outstanding concerns from FLI students in part instigated conversations about affordable
housing in the AAS, according to Farmer. “I've been hearing a lot of reports of low-income and
first-gen students ... feeling like the professors who signed on to the letter were effectively
making some kind of statement of hostility towards that kind of housing. Their families might
have lived in them at one point or people they know may have taken advantage of [affordable
housing],” Farmer said.

Residents of Humphries House — a dorm informally known as the Zu that sits across the street
from Pratt Field — also pushed back at professors’ opposition to the housing project.
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“We do not condone the classism implied in the concern over affordable housing in Amherst.
We here at Zu live very close to the planned building and welcome new neighbors regardless of
their incomes,” the Zu residents wrote in a statement to The Student. “It’s disturbing how
quickly the conversation veered toward needles and halfway houses when there has been no
mention of a drug rehabilitation center in the local coverage of the planned project. We ask
those involved to remember that many Amherst students come from low-income households ...
In an expensive area like Amherst where many people have to commute to work, access to
affordable housing is long overdue.”

Some students noted there is more nuance to the situation than what is seen at face value.
While Michael Du ’20 disagrees with the sentiments expressed in the professors’ letters, he says
he understands that the professors on the list signed on because “they want to preserve, for a
lack of better words, the integrity of their community.”

Samuel Melcher *22 said that the campus’ reaction was harsher than needed to be. “I think the
reaction of Amherst students has generally been unfair to the residents and professors. I've
seen personal attacks against them online, especially against Professor Sinos. As people who
live in the area, their concerns are both understandable and legitimate. And as students who do
not live here, it is not our place to belittle their concerns,” he said.

Several comments discussed at the AAS public hearing said that students’ outrage is
unprecedented. Comments presented in front of the AAS addressed concerns including
students’ approaches to criticizing professors who signed and submitted letters in opposition,
potential drug abuse at the site and students’ lack of recognition of their privilege when
speaking on the issue.
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Dear Amherst Faculty: An Open Letter
about the Letter

Eliza Brewer '22, Yosef Ibrahim '23, Helen Knott '23 and Alexis Scalese '22

As students of Amherst College and members of the Amherst town community,
we do not exist in a vacuum. Our actions have an effect on the greater
community within the Town of Amherst. We, as a group of low-income student
advocates, are of the opinion that our student body owes it to the non-student
community to think about how we affect the lives of people outside of the
college.

As an institution that benefits from high property taxes, the college and its
community need to think critically about the people who have been physically
and systematically displaced. In our opinion, the letter endorsed by neighbors
and professors in the Amherst area is fraught with thinly veiled classism and an
abuse of privilege. A number of places in the letter where we find a lack of self-
education and an abundance of fear-mongering include:

1. “Moreover, the Pratt Field complex is currently open to the public ... and
our research has indicated that the project will most likely result in the
closing of this recreational area to public access.”

This blatantly classist response to the situation, endorsed by some college
faculty, is appalling and the fact that it is met with frightening submission
instead of critical questioning on the part of the signees is doubly so. The
assumptive power that has been asserted by certain members of Amherst College
over this public facility is unjust and requires more examination on the part of
the letter’s signees.

2. “Our group includes individuals with a diverse set of expertise relevant
for the assessment of this proposal.”

The list of “diverse” individuals who were consulted include only people who
were afforded the privileges of making lofty judgements about people in
immediate distress. If people who represent the experience of someone in crisis
were consulted, it was not mentioned in the letter.
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3. “No neighbor used these statistics to form and promulgate negative
opinions of specific individuals, nor ever would we. Instead we use this
valuable data ... to reach the conclusion that the Valley CDC’s plan is
inadequate, failing to provide around-the-clock support for this
vulnerable population.”

This passage ignores the privilege held by many of the people on that list,
claiming that because this project is in their backyard, they deserve special
concessions, including an overnight supervisor for the complex.

This kind of watch might be necessary for individuals living in a prison or a
halfway house, not people with agency who are paying their rent and living
independent lives. These residents also don’t consider the limited resources from
which nearly all public housing nonprofits suffer. We are upset at the immediate
impulse of college affiliates to reject rather than welcome. In the future, we hope
these residents recognize that they have agency in the proper development of
these initiatives through donations to Valley CDC and similar nonprofits.

4. “This record of police activity at Valley CDC properties indicates that
despite the screening processes by Valley CDC, many problems remain.”

We are shocked at the lack of consideration given to the role of profiling, which
causes increased calling and policing around areas of low-income housing. We
are saddened to believe that this is exactly what will happen when these new
residents move in.

In conclusion, our goal as a group is not to reject or attack those who endorsed
this letter. Instead, it is to invite the larger Amherst community to take a critical
look at the roles we all play as people occupying positions of privilege in meeting
needs and encouraging empathy across all types of barriers. According to the
joint letter, it took 21 hours for the individuals who signed the petition to decide
that 28 people in immediate need should not receive housing. We hope they will
take longer than 21 hours to consider our concerns and carefully examine their
actions.
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A Response to Opposition on Affordable
Housing

Colin Weinstein '22

As letters flowed in opposing a town proposal to allocate $500,000 toward the
development of a single-room occupancy (SRO) affordable housing development
at 132 Northampton Road, Amherst finally got its chance to take part in a time-
honored national tradition: good oI’ American NIMBY-ism (which stands for
“Not In My Backyard” for those unacquainted with the acronym).

Luckily, Amherst is really making up for lost time, as the breadth of complaints
so well demonstrates. In a few, we've seen the classic “Poor people are
dangerous!” and “Think of the children!” arguments — insinuating that drug
addiction and alcoholism would be rampant among future tenants. Some
residents frame their NIMBY-ism not as personal concern, but rather as a
selfless interest in “the good of the public,” citing fears of lost access to Pratt
Field due to improper (implied drug) use by the new residents.

To be fair, not all the complaints are so black or white. There are plenty of
arguments which actually seem to posit useful critiques — for example, Professor
of Economics and Environmental Studies Katherine Sims proposes using town
funds more efficiently to maximize support for the project’s beneficiaries. Still,
even these critiques usually conclude that the project shouldn’t continue at its
current site or with its current intended occupancy.

Thus it’s hard to determine whether these residents are genuinely seeking better
housing options for vulnerable Amherst residents or are simply looking for
justifications to move the development away from their own backyards.

However, whether these arguments amount to sincere critique or disguised
aporophobia isn’t my main concern. After all, who am I to assign intention to
residents’ words? Rather, I want to discuss some problems with one of the more
salient complaints put forth: the letter sent to the Town Council by 56 residents
from Ambherst’s Districts 3 and 4.

If you haven’t read the letter, I'll provide a brief summary. Overall the residents
take a defensive stance, emphasizing that they “are not saying ‘not it our
backyard,”” but rather ‘please get this right, because it’s our backyard.” Thus they
land on the conclusion that the development doesn’t necessarily need to be
moved, but rather that Valley Community Development Corporation (Valley
CDC), the developer and manager of the property, should pledge more
professional support for residents — for their own benefit and the
neighborhood’s. They add briefly at the end of their letter that the development
should also be reduced in size (perhaps a NIMBY concession?).

Fair enough. I'm all for allocating more resources to empower the homeless and
treat addiction and mental illness. But who’s to say this development won’t
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already provide enough resources — especially when Valley CDC has a proven
track record of managing similar SRO developments (e.g. 82 Bridge St.,
Northampton)?

It’s on this point that the letter takes a turn. Though the authors aren’t literally
saying “not in my backyard,” they do justify their conclusions using some
NIMBY arguments: worries about drug use and concern for “the public.”

“Hmmm... That smells like profiling!,” you might think. Well fear not, because
according to the authors, “this is a wholly inaccurate description of the
situation.” They go on to tout their academic credentials and “rigorous use of
data” as unassailable proof of their lack of bias. Moreover, they argue that their
data prove the shortcomings of Valley CDC’s management strategies.

Yes, I'd agree that arguments based on presentation of evidence generally don’t
count as profiling. I'd also say that the letter’s argument lacks the “rigorous use
of data” which the authors claim. This comes down to two examples, the first of
which is worth a mention, and the second of which merits a full discussion.

In the first case, while the authors don’t explicitly reference numbers, they do
mention reading “surveys and scientific research detailing the expected rates of
history of substance use disorders, the rates of relapse, and the statistics
regarding social /behavioral outcomes given substance abuse.” The implication is
that these data (though not provided) support the authors’ proposal and
provides the reader with a baseline of knowledge on the effects of the proposed
development. But considering the authors’ argument, these data seem wholly
irrelevant. They wouldn’t actually make any claims about the sufficiency of
Valley CDC’s tenant services — just about the general population of people
suffering from addiction. If the letter’s argument is that Valley CDC'’s tenant
services aren’t sufficient, how would these data support that point?

Right off the bat, the evidence seems a bit dubious, but then we get to the
authors’ real data. Analyzing police calls made from other Valley CDC residences
(four of which use the SRO model and one of which doesn’t), the authors found
that 2,669 calls were placed “over a period of several years.” They placed these
calls into five complaint categories of which “criminal” was the largest (22
percent of calls).

I'll discuss a number of issues with these data and their presentation, but there’s
one important point to make off the bat: calls to the police don’t constitute
crime.

It’s pretty simple: police calls are complaints until the case is proven criminal.
For example, I could call the police on any of the letter’s signatories to complain
about its contents; does that mean they committed a crime? No. If anything,
these data simply show that people like to call the cops on the poor and the
mentally ill. The authors, trying to reject accusations of profiling, define it using
a classic example: “a law enforcement officer pulling over a vehicle simply
because the driver is of a certain race.” Ironically, they don’t seem to realize that
calling the cops on someone because you believe they committed a crime counts
too. Despite the authors’ claims of objectivity, their data might actually be the
result of rampant profiling.
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In all fairness to the authors, they do mention that John Hornik, chair of the
Ambherst Municipal Affordable Housing Trust Fund, had suggested they
investigate call data. But that still doesn’t justify basing their argument in
unsupported data.

Let’s say for a moment, however, that every call made to the police in these data
reported a crime (or other emergencies/disturbances) that actually occurred.
These data are still irrelevant to the case of 132 Northampton Road for a number
of reasons. For one, the authors include non-SRO housing (specifically three-
bedroom units) in the dataset, while the proposed development is exclusively
SRO units. These two occupancy layouts are certainly not interchangeable, given
the fundamental differences in social relations among tenants. Similarly, the
developments in the dataset don’t provide the same tenant services as the
proposed one — most notably, a 20-hour per week on-site social worker.
Generally, the data cited don’t include cases comparable to the proposed
development.

Let’s give the letter another concession and say that the data do use comparable
cases. Even then, the letter still presents the data in a misleading way. For
example, the authors might throw out ostensibly high numbers of calls — such as
2,669 “over several years” and 2.07 to 3.06 “per resident per year” — but they
don’t provide a control for comparison. What’s the average number of calls per
resident per year throughout that neighborhood? In neighborhoods with similar
demographics? For market-rate studio apartments, etc.? No comparison is
given, and without comparison, these data don’t actually lend to an argument
about Valley CDC’s management capability. For all we know, when put in
context, that’s a reasonable number of calls for those scenarios.

Still, let’s be even more generous and give the letter that last concession, too. In
total, we're assuming that calls to the police constitute actual incidents, that the
data are comprised of developments comparable to the proposed CDC
development and that the number of calls connected to these residences is
inordinately high. Given all of these, the authors’ presentation of the data still
doesn’t support their argument, because they don’t indicate who is placing the
calls. Why is this important? If neighbors were calling to complain about Valley
CDC’s tenants, that would support the letter’s argument, because it shows how
the tenants’ actions might affect the neighborhood. On the other hand, if the
calls originated from within the development, that doesn’t do much for the
argument that the tenants will have an adverse effect on the neighborhood;
rather it exemplifies the need for services for tenants’ sakes, not neighborhood
residents.

My final concern with the residents’ letter doesn’t have to do with their data
analysis; rather it concerns their lack of understanding of the project. While SRO
housing often implies temporary housing for the homeless, 132 Northampton
Road seeks to provide permanent housing to 10 formerly homeless tenants using
project-based Section 8 vouchers (federally subsidized rent). These tenants
won'’t be strangers in the neighborhood; they’ll be neighbors. They, just as much
as the writers of the letter, will have a stake in the community.

Moreover, for all the authors’ concerns about mentally ill tenants, only two units
are allocated for residents with mental illness. And what about the 16 remaining
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units? They’re reserved for tenants earning 50 percent and 80 percent of area
median income who are not using rental vouchers. Thus the majority of units are
allocated to tenants who aren’t homeless and don’t have severe mental illness;
they simply don’t make as much money as professors. Given this tenant makeup,
some of the fears expressed in the letter seem a bit unfounded.

All of this isn’t to say that Valley CDC’s plan is perfect; there are useful critiques
made, and for all I know, insufficient tenant services could end up being one of
them. What frustrates me is the way the authors of this letter tout their academic
credentials and “scientific analyses” as absolution from bias while providing a
botched analysis of data. In the end, while the use of these data to advocate for
more tenant services isn’t inherently problematic, it still obstructs funding for
the project without proving any issues with it as is. If this isn’t the quintessence
of the bubble of academia, I don’t know what is.

My goal here isn’t just to lambast some academics for what looks like NIMBY-
ism. I'd much rather assume that they really do care about the success of this
development and its tenants. If they really care about success, the residents’ goal
shouldn’t be to defund the project before it even starts. Rather, they should
actively contribute to the success of the project. Get to know the new tenants! If
they’re having issues, help them out instead of calling the cops! Volunteer your
time and money! Be a neighbor to your neighbors. After all, this is their
backyard, too.
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The Amberst Student

Last Wednesday, on Nov. 13, The Student published
a story about the Valley Community Development
Corporation’s plan to build 28 affordable housing
units at 132 Northampton Road. The Town of
Ambherst has identified the project as long overdue,
investing $500,000 into the complex in July.
Despite the necessity of affordable housing, the
venture received resistance from town residents. A
letter endorsed by 56 Amherst residents, 15 of
whom work at Amherst College, called for a delay of

the proposed affordable units.

The opposition by faculty and other community
members prompted responses from the student
body, especially considering the relatively
significant population of low-income students here
at the college. A 2017 study from The New York
Times estimated that about 4.7 percent of Amherst

students come from the bottom 20 percent of
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Thus over the past week, the campus community
has engaged in a dialogue about college affiliates’
obligation to represent the values typically attached

to the college.

A follow-up letter from the Chair of Classics
Rebecca Sinos provided a concrete dispute. She
wrote, “The optimism that holds that no residents
of the CDC residence would resort to substance
abuse seems to me ill-considered and all-together
unpersuasive.” She argued that the presence of
needles from drug use near/on Amherst’s Pratt
Field would pose a threat to the safety of residents.
The Amherst Muckrake, a publication dedicated to
college-specific satire, offered one interpretation of
Sinos’ dissent in a post: “‘Anyone Who Needs Low-
Income Housing is a Heroin Addict” Claims Classics
Professor at College With Radically Progressive
Financial Aid Program.” The post spurred

conversations about the hypocrisy of the situation



but also about the issue with denouncing someone

who shared her opinion as a private citizen.

Just six days before The Student’s article was
released, The New York Times wrote a feature on
Ambherst’s efforts to diversify its athletics program.
The piece detailed the college’s efforts to attract
underrepresented groups, including the Diversity
Open House weekend during which the school
provides an all-expenses-paid trip to over 100
prospective underrepresented minority students so
they can experience Amherst firsthand. The article
quotes President Biddy Martin saying, “What
matters more than money to travel is the effort, the
awareness and the commitment to diversity.”
Coming from the president, this sentiment reflects
a general ideal of the college, one sold to
prospective families on the college’s website and

other admissions materials.

The college’s outward commitment to diversity is
thus no secret. However, what is the duty of its
employees in upholding these values in their own
lives? Contractually and legally, there is none. But
morally, there is some. The faculty of the college
makes implicit contributions to the culture of the

school — which decides whether or not our values



become actualized. If professors show up to work
expected to make decisions with inclusion in mind
but go home and advocate to keep their
neighborhood homogenous, then an undeniable

tension arises.

This does not mean that the faculty who signed this
letter deserve to be demonized for their views.
Human beings are inherently prone to
contradiction. It is unrealistic to assume that people
will practice what they preach 100 percent of the
time. However, this human tendency simply
explains; it does not excuse. When we find ourselves
in an instance of hypocrisy, which is inevitable for

anyone, it is necessary to face it.

This Editorial Board understands that the actions of
Ambherst College affiliates as private citizens should
not be under relentless scrutiny — they deserve a
work-home divide. But it is necessary to
acknowledge that their actions at home do have an
impact on the culture of the school. For students
from low-income backgrounds, being taught by
professors whom they now know might not want
them as their neighbor creates a rift that ultimately
impacts students’ relationships with their

professors. It is only one of many consequences.



So what are the next steps? First, the college faculty
who opposed the Valley CDC project engage in the
current dialogue with the student body. As much as
Ambherst College advocates for socioeconomic
diversity, it also champions diversity of opinion. No
perspective should be demonized without the
opportunity for explanation. Thus, these faculty
members should explain their positions more
openly and work to reconcile them with the values
they are expected to subscribe to in their workplace.
Secondly, they should try to make amends with
students who have been hurt by their actions. It is
critical that these professors do not let
socioeconomic disparities on campus turn into

harmful social divides.

Finally, the Editorial Board recommends that the
relevant faculty consider changing their minds.
Even though the town’s funding proposal
ultimately passed, the pushback makes it harder for
Valley CDC to diversify the socioeconomic landscape
of Amherst. We can talk about the contradiction of
these faculty members’ stance with the Amherst
College admissions brochure, but at the end of the
day, these 15 votes of resistance pose real obstacles

to getting people off the streets and helping them



exit the vicious cycle of systemic poverty.
Conversation is a good first step, but it doesn’t
tangibly do much for people who are not sure where
they are going to sleep or eat for dinner. It’s cold
enough outside — let’s not give homeless and low-

income people the cold shoulder, too.

Unsigned editorials represent the Editorial Board

(assenting: 12; dissenting: o; abstaining: 1)
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Everything comes with a price. Most of us have
learned this lesson in one way or another. To gain
one thing is to sacrifice another. In the case of
Valley Community Development Corporation’s
(Valley CDC) affordable housing project, the price of
building such a complex takes a certain amount of

risk.

As Chair of Classics Rebecca Sinos’ letter to the
Town Council argues, establishing this housing unit
has the real possibility of harm — in the form of
used hypodermic needles in the Amherst College
fields — which can pose a very real threat to anyone

who stumbles upon them, especially children.

Let’s not mince words over whether Professor Sinos
says all low-income or homeless people are drug
addicts. That’s not what she writes in her letter. Her

point is that an opioid-using population exists and
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that a housing unit near the fields means it is
possible a part of that population will occupy a part
of the unit and bring needles with them. Sinos deals
in possibilities, not absolutes, nor does she make

any sweeping generalizations.

At the same time, Professor Sinos’ argument is not
the most compelling. Her letter is largely rooted in
her own experiences and anecdotal argument, with
little hard evidence to back up her claims. However,
the fact that her case is certainly lacking is itself a
separate issue. More important is her perception of

the possibility of danger.

This is what defines risk. After all, “taking a risk”
doesn’t mean you are guaranteed any kind of harm;

it only means that harm appears possible or likely.

A certain degree of risk comes with investing in and
building such a housing project. Sinos has
determined that there exists a risk associated with
the housing project, and that this risk is not

worthwhile.

While her stance is unfortunate, looking for the
potential drawbacks of the Valley CDC project is

wise. However, the brief analysis in her letter to the
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Ambherst Town Council is woefully incomplete:
Sinos speaks only to the potential for harm and fails

to acknowledge the equally real potential for good.

Within our communities, the value of actions
should be measured based on the good they can
achieve for society — especially for those in need.
We should seek to take action because it may do
good, rather than refraining from taking action
simply because it may bring harm. We should be
willing and prepared to accept risks for the sake of

more vulnerable populations in our communities.

If we are unwilling to invest in providing such
support, then the only remaining option is to stop
pretending as though we actually care about our
community. And, naturally, if any among us don’t
care about the community, then those individuals
have no business involving themselves in

community affairs.

At the same time, there is a limit to how much risk
is acceptable. How much is too much? What price is
reasonable? Recklessly ignoring or denying the
potential risks of a new endeavor is just as
shortsighted as refusing to take action solely

because of risk. An assessment of the consequences



of action demands a discussion of whether the good

consequences outweigh the bad, or vice versa.

While it is somewhat regrettable that Sinos has
chosen such a narrow position on this issue, her
opinion absolutely has value — she was bold
enough to acknowledge a point that many would be

unwilling to address.

We should all be careful to avoid crass ad hominem
attacks on Professor Sinos, regardless of whether
her concerns are substantiated or not. To deride her
character as a poor-hating monster is unnecessary
and unproductive. Instead, her letter should be
taken as a starting point for a greater conversation
about the merits and repercussions of Valley CDC’s

plan.
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Fallout From Affordable Housing Dispute
Leads President Martin, AAS to Weigh in

Shawna Chen '20

Fallout from the affordable housing controversy continued through
Thanksgiving break, with President Biddy Martin sending an email on the low-
income housing project at the center of the debate to a group of students who
identify as first-generation and low-income (FLI).

Backlash on campus began after The Student published an article on Nov. 13 that
revealed details of a joint letter signed by 56 neighborhood residents — including
numerous professors — opposing the development of a single-room occupancy
low-income housing unit across the street from Pratt Field. The planned project,
located at 132 Northampton Rd., underwent public comment in July before the
Town Council voted to fund it.

Reaction to The Student’s report about the professors’ signatures was swift, with
FLI student organizations mobilizing and The Amherst Muck-Rake, a satirical
online publication, posting about the letter. Four days after the article’s
publication, the Association of Amherst Students (AAS) sent an email to the
student body distancing itself from the professors’ position.

Martin entered the fray on Nov. 21, when a group of students received an email
from Casey Jo Dufresne, the program director of the Meiklejohn Fellows
program, which offers workshops, internship funding and other resources for
FLI students.

In the letter, Martin expressed the college’s support for the housing project and
“what the project seeks to accomplish.” She wrote that the college has been in
communication with the executive director and project manager of the Valley
Community Development Corporation (Valley CDC) — the developer of the
housing project — and that the college had compiled information about the
project to send to neighbors who contacted the college with their concerns.

“I understand why many members of our community have found some of the
now public comments in resistance to the project to be surprising and upsetting
and I feel badly that some of the comments that emerged in town discussions
have had that impact,” Martin wrote.

Dufresne’s addendum to Martin’s letter stated that Martin had reached out to
her with the message and encouraged students to contact Dufresne if they
needed support.

Isiaha Price 21, an AAS senator who was one of the first to publicly speak out

against the joint letter, said he didn’t know Martin’s email had been sent only to
students who identify as FLI until he talked to other students and realized they
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hadn’t received the email.

“When I was just reading it myself, I was like, ‘I’'m happy,” Price said. “It was an
important sentiment: just because you have some head administrators and
powerful faculty on this petition doesn’t mean it’s the official stance of the
school. That was important for me; I liked hearing that.”

The nature of the letter’s delivery, however, made Price feel “a little bit weird.”
The FLI community may be the group most affected by the professors’
opposition, but “we’re also the group that already knows this should be
supported,” he said. He’d hoped for a community-wide email affirming support
for low-income students and low-income people in the town of Amherst.

Helen Knott 23, who identifies as FLI, said Martin’s email was both appreciated
and “a little bit distancing” because of its delivery through Dufresne. The letter
also seemed like a “political move,” Knott said.

“She made it sound like the institution believed in the affordable housing project
and that these professors and staff were just lone wolves doing their own thing,
basically throwing them under the bus,” Knott said. “And while I don’t
particularly have a problem with that, ... I don’t know how disingenuous it might
be.”

When admitted to the college, Knott was “100 percent sold” on the idea that she
deserved her place and that low-income students like her were welcome and
wanted. With this new academic degree, she’d make her way in the world — it
would be her chance at a new life, she thought. “Getting hit with the ‘you were
chosen because of optics’ — that hurts,” Knott said, referring to the professors’
letters. Now, she doesn’t know how much faith to put into Martin’s message.

In a separate interview with The Student, Martin said she reached out to
Dufresne and Tenzin Kunor, director of the Center for Diversity and Student
Leadership, after she heard FLI students were offended by some of the
commentary. She was concerned for the students who felt directly implicated but
didn’t have an email list, so she asked Dufresne and Kunor to pass along her
message. The college, according to Martin, has been holding informational
meetings with Valley CDC since May.

Eliza Brewer ’21, president of Questbridge, an organization for FLI students, said
she was glad Martin reached out. “It’s more than I expected from her, but I do
wish it had been sent to the entire community,” Brewer said. “By sending it out
only to FLI students, she’s sort of making this into a FLI students issue. That’s
not the conversation.This is very much a confirmation of what we already know,
which is that a lot of the staff and faculty here are quite classist and just don’t
understand FLI issues. If they’re going to be teaching us, they need to
understand that these people that they’re talking about are their students. And
that’s one discussion that for sure needs to be had, but not the big discussion I
think that needs to be found or the only discussion needs to be had.”

The bigger discussion that needs to be had, she said, is that Amherst is “failing
its most vulnerable population.”
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“As people of privilege, I think it is our responsibility to have those conversations
and not just live in our own little bubble of Amherst students,” she said. “And I
think by sending that email to FLI students only, [Martin] restricts the
conversation only to: ‘Oh, this is a FLI student issue,” which it’s not. Qur greater
community is suffering. It’s not receiving the sort of aid it needs and it’s
continuously coming up against these obstacles — elitism and classism and just
like failures of justice in so many senses.”

After hearing from students at a senate meeting, the AAS sent a second email to
the student body on Nov. 20, writing that “while the AAS acknowledges these
professors’ fundamental right to express themselves and their opinions, we
believe that many of their comments and those comments’ implications are not
only problematic and contrary to Amherst College’s mission, but also deeply
harmful to many members of our community.”

Affirming Valley CDC’s work, the AAS addressed low-income students,
emphasizing that the AAS hears their concerns, recognizes the challenges they
face at Amherst and will “do everything in our power to advocate” for them. The
letter ended with a request that the faculty who wrote in opposition consider the
impact of their words.

“We ask that you think about the power imbalance in your classrooms, and how
low-income students must feel to know that their professors have insinuated that
people like them don’t belong in this neighborhood,” the email stated.

A Sense of Misunderstanding

Across the student body, one of the most surprising signatories of the joint letter
was Dean of New Students Rick Lopez, who is also the chair of Latinx and Latin
American Studies (LLAS).

Lopez was one of Knott’s first friendly faces at Amherst. During Summer Bridge,
a three-week program dedicated to helping first-year FLI students navigate the
college, Lopez was one of the people who “sold me on the idea that I deserve to
be here, I am valued as a person, my background and identities are valued.”

Now, maybe Lopez shouldn’t be the one talking to first-year students about
being first-gen low-income, Knott said. “I don’t mind if he’s still tenured or if he
still has a position, [as long as] he moves on to somewhere else so he doesn’t
have as much power,” she added. “If I need any sort of help, that oftentimes can
be like, ‘T'm low on money and I need help getting some money from financial
aid. Could you help me with this?’ And for accommodations: ‘Because I'm poor, I
didn’t have this, so I'll need it.”” Now that her trust in Lopez has been broken,
she said she is unsure she can rely on him.

On Nov. 20, LLAS majors received an email from Lopez in which he referenced
his experience growing up poor in a “minority and low-income neighborhood.”

“I have seen, from close up, low-income housing models that work well for the
people who live in them, and models that do not work as well,” he wrote. “In the
conversations regarding the development on Northampton Road, I sought an
open conversation in the planning phase, but when it became clear that the
developer was not open to a conversation about the details of the model they
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were using, and given some of my concerns, I agreed to sign the letter asking the
Town Council not to approve the specific proposal.”

Despite his opposition to the project, he wrote, he became “committed to the
success of the project” after the Town Council approved its development. He
took issue with his neighbors’ choice to “use certain statistics” in the joint letter
but noted that “the letter sought to address the input of more than 50
individuals, so it falls short for any of us.”

At the time that the letter was being written and signed, he added, he was in El
Paso, Texas trying to help his sister, who is disabled, out of her current lease so
she could move near their parents. “I did not have the time or energy in that
context to get involved in the details of the letter,” Lopez wrote. “I figured that
the inclusion of the text stating that the signers were not uniform in our views
and that our main goal was to get the project right were sufficient to signal
heterogeneity in perspective.”

In a separate interview with The Student, Lopez referred to a low-income
housing complex in his neighborhood during his childhood that through its
design isolated its residents and led to violence and drug dealing. Other people
in his neighborhood who also lived in low-income housing didn’t experience the
same kind of unhappiness, he said. After many years, the complex was declared a
disaster. When it was rebuilt about a decade ago, its residents no longer felt
unsafe or unsupported.

Lopez pointed to this example as the reason he signed the joint letter, noting that
his opposition was to the proposal and not the creation of the unit itself. The
housing unit on Northampton Road will offer single-room occupancy
residencies, which Lopez said will be a “tower of isolation.”

“What people were wondering was why not make it mixed [housing]? Why not
make it have on-site support?” Lopez said, adding that he was invested in
incorporating permeability and community-building into the conceptualization
of the project. “There were no channels for people to feel integrated into the
neighborhood ... And to not offer robust support to help residents succeed
requires a conversation.” He did not agree with the joint letter’s use of the call
data, however, which cited calls to the police at Valley CDC’s Northampton low-
income housing sites evidence the Amherst project would be poorly managed.

The residents wanted to vote down the proposal of that version of the model,
Lopez said, not the project itself. After the town voted to fund it, “everyone
moved on and committed to making it a success.”

The ongoing backlash from the college community is not his concern, however.

“The fallout of this misunderstanding — I wouldn’t want this to make the
students I'm committed to serving hesitate to reach out for support,” he said. He
has been reaching out to individual students to meet and talk in person about the
controversy.

Moving Forward
After the The Student’s initial article was published, Brewer contacted Lopez and
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engaged in conversation about his signature on the letter. They reached a mutual
understanding, she said.

“I still don’t really agree with his methods, ... but the one thing that we both
agreed on very strongly was that, especially in a low-income community, it can
be hard for students to find champions,” Brewer said. “We’re very good at self-
advocacy, and so when someone says they’re going to be an advocate for us, we
take that very seriously and we keep them accountable. Our fear was that this
would be seen as a betrayal for a lot of students, so they wouldn’t seek out
resources in the future. And that’s something that neither of us wanted.”

Whether or not FLI students seek out Lopez doesn’t matter to him or Brewer,
she said, “just that they do seek someone out.” She noted that Lopez has received
numerous emails from people calling him a racist and classist, but she disagrees,
saying instead that he made a decision with “poor judgment.”

“I think that he should ask for grace, ... but I don’t believe that he is deserving of
all the hate that’s coming his way,” Brewer said.

She is planning a collaboration with FLI students at UMass Amherst to find ways
to support low-income people in the Amherst area.

Professor of History Frank Couvares, one of the faculty members who submitted
a letter in support of the project in July, defended his colleagues in an interview
with The Student, emphasizing that people can have “honest disagreements
about this” and that he didn’t think the opposing professors have been
“threatening or insensitive to low-income students.”

Nobody should be demonized, he said, especially when the dialogue was “well
within ordinary discourse, occasionally elevated in emotion.” Couvares himself
maintained his continued support for the project and noted that “we need to see
this project built.”

Chair of Classics Rebecca Sinos, who submitted a letter to the Town Council
asking if it’s “fair to expect Amherst College groundsmen to deal with needles on
the Amherst fields,” declined to comment for the article. Price, however, said she
needs to be held accountable for her words.

“When your opinions are attacking someone, that deserves to be talked about,”
he said. “I feel like it fell on low-income students to have to defend ourselves
when we shouldn’t have had to defend this sort of rhetoric, because it should
have been instantaneous from the college and from other people: you get to have
opinions on topics but you don’t get to have opinions against people’s existence.”

Growing up, Knott had long felt that her middle and high school administrators
didn’t care about her as a person who was poor and had home life issues. “You
don’t really enjoy it but you get used to it,” Knott said. “But it hurts just a little
more that I have to get used to it now that I'm here because I really did hope that
things would be a lot better on this campus. I don’t have to worry about whether
or not I'll eat because I know there’s always going to be food for me, or whether
or not the lights will stay on or whether or not I go homeless.”

It’s a bit saddening, she said, to realize she will still have to play the “political
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game” of making sure she makes a big enough fuss to get her problems solved,
but not enough that she has to deal with potential ramifications.
“It’s a systematic problem,” she said with a sigh.
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Faculty and the Affordable Housing Project

Elizabeth Aries and Allen Hart

Many students are extremely upset about the views expressed by some professors about the
likely occupants of the affordable housing project at 132 Northampton Rd., as first reported in
The Student on Nov. 13.

The linked letters submitted to the Town Council represent the voices of a small number of
faculty members who, except for one, opposed the affordable housing project. These voices
were upsetting and harmful to low-income students’ sense of belonging and respect in our
campus community.

Not surprisingly, many low-income students have felt demeaned by the assumptions made
about the occupants, people with whom they identify.

Regardless of the intentions of the signatories, students have taken these assumptions
personally as an indication of how they might also be viewed by the faculty of this college. It
was easy for them to quickly conclude that they, too, may be seen as “other,” as “them” and not
aS “us.”

When asked by our class, “What do other faculty think?” we were embarrassed to admit that
outside of faculty meetings, there are no structures in place for faculty to regularly have
important conversations about issues that we as a community face, and so we could only
speculate.

The full faculty has not met since this story came out and is unlikely to meet before the
semester ends, but we have spoken informally with many members of the faculty who want
students to know that the views expressed in letters to the Town Council are not representative
of their views.

If the college is committed to ensuring that every student here feels included, then clearly we
have much more work to do. Individually, we must think more deeply about the beliefs we may
unwittingly carry and how those beliefs may be harming others. Even if the “controversy” over
the housing project “blows over” there has been harm done that needs repair.

Among the many things that this situation has revealed about the community is that students
are longing for and need to hear the voices of more faculty.

We need to create opportunities for dialogue among and between students and faculty before

the semester ends. We hope that other faculty members will add their voices to the
conversation.
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