Town of Long Island
Year Round Housing Corporation

Box 263

Long Island, Maine 04050

Mark Greene, Housing Administrator

Mlongreene2@aol.com
207 766 4440

December 16, 2007

To:
Year Round Housing Application and Selection Committee (YRHASC) Members or Applicants  
Subject:
Some thoughts about Goals and Responsibilities of the YRHC & YRHASC.

Greetings to All;       Thank you for tackling the challenging task we have given you and your willingness to assist Long Islanders to achieve some measure of housing for the future well being of the community and its residents.

I apologize right off because this is going to be way longer than it maybe should be, but I feel a need to express some thoughts that may or may not help you in your Committee’s work.  
There have clearly been honest tensions as to who should be doing what and who should or should not be participating in your work.   I would like to address these issues directly and continue with a dialog at Wednesday’s meeting.   It may need to be an ongoing dialog, particularly if new members may be coming on board later.

It has been satisfying and interesting for me to watch the YRHASC get up and running very quickly and well.  It has also been gratifying to see you folks grappling as hard as we did with trying to sort out what are “fair” criteria to allow folks to participate in this program or not.   “Fair” is one of those concepts like “Independent” that seems obvious until you try to apply it to specific and/or personal situations - then it gains all kinds of new meanings.

I will jump right now to the bottom line point of view which I think has been fairly well articulated in the past year’s works by the YRHC and YRHCorp which has led to the creation of the YRHASC.    The purpose and goals of the Year Round Housing Committee brought forth to the voters last spring are to address the implementation of housing policies to benefit a significant number of our present citizens - young and on up - who are here now and uncertain of their housing status for the future.    All other goals, no matter how worthwhile and how lofty are great, but not part of our initial focus.        

 I took on the position of Housing Administrator reluctantly, but passionately as nothing is more important to me than the well being of this island community.   My background of forty plus years of activism on behalf of Long Island issues should stand by itself.


The past 15 or so years during and since Town Incorporation has given me the opportunity to visit,  meet, work with, and befriend many representatives and citizens of the other year round islands while researching becoming a Town.  This research also involved working with the Island Institute, and attending numerous conferences on all sorts of island issues including housing, and more recently as the Town’s representative to the Maine Island Coalition (MIC), which works solely for the well being of year round islands and issues with much emphasis on legislative initiatives.


While year round islands face a host of issues that make their continued success anything but certain (except increasingly as summer colonies),  the issue that currently (by consensus of all MIC members) stands out as the “global warming” of our well being is lack of decent housing at reasonable prices.   It is a complicated issue that involves everything from global economics, aging populations, baby boomer retirements, lots of people with lots of money, lack of local employment, low wages, choices, and on and on.  The housing crunch was later in coming to Long Island, also for complicated reasons,  but the short reason is we had a fair amount of very modest, not very great properties, a healthy fishing industry and strong family ties that kept at least some properties in the family.  There are many other reasons, but Long Islanders have been fortunate to be behind the curve on this “affordability” index that hit many other island and coastal communities sooner.  To those from other places looking at our real estate, much of it still seems a bargain, which is part of the problem.  The problem is not the fault of any our citizens or choices they have made or not made.
What we have done to address this issue is contained in the packet mailed to all voters prior to Town Meeting entitled:  (a complete copy is available if desired)
Informational Summary of Article 47

A Proposal by the Year Round Housing Committee (YRHC) to Lease Town Lands 

For Long Island Year Round Residents to build Homestead Housing

Article 47.  To see if the Town will vote to authorize the Selectmen to lease certain parcels of Town owned or tax acquired property for an annual fee of no less than, but not to exceed the amount that would otherwise be collected as tax revenue if the property were privately owned, for the purpose of allowing construction of privately owned homes under a criteria established by the Long Island Year Round Housing Committee


In the introduction to that packet, I still think that historian David McCullough hit it right on the head about the housing crisis (on Martha’s Vinyard):        “If the people who need to live here year-round, who do the work, who make it work, can’t live here, it’s all going to collapse. Simple as that. And this isn’t charity. Let’s forget that.  This is reality.  This is being members of a great community.  And it’s emblematic of the oldest, simplest truth in the world: if you want to be happy, do everything you can to make other people happy.”      The extreme housing crunch there and on many Maine islands is not unlike the one brewing here on Long Island.   

Most impacted immediately are young people, young families and single individuals of all ages who are not presently property owners, but wish to remain a part of our strong, diverse, unique year round island community.  The single biggest thing we can do to bring housing costs within reach of our own citizens is to control the cost (and availability) of the land, which is what this plan proposes to do.  There are many other things we can and may eventually try to do, but right now this is our focus with the most potential bang for the buck

All that is history, and we have moved to form the organizations to carry forth the plan that was approved at Town Meeting with only one amendment to Article 47 (empowering the YRHC to go forward) which added the words “and approved by the elected Selectmen”.

Now the tough stuff.   Who will make these difficult decisions?  It was proposed by the YRHC that an application process be used with an independent and diverse Selection Committee appointed by the Selectmen to review applications and assign points.  This Selection Committee would develop the application and the application process and be given the authority to refine the criteria further before beginning the selection process. The qualified applicants with the highest number of points, as determined by the Selection Committee would be highest on the list for the next eligible lease property. 

Trust me when I say that we (YRHC) were more than happy to have an “independent” group take over this part of the process.   While I am always glad to hear any and all ideas put on the table, and that is all that has happened so far with the YRHASC, I have become concerned by the ongoing discussion of “independent” and the hesitation of some to have the public present and participating in the process.   
Everything we have done during and since Incorporation of this Town has focused on citizen input here on Long Island and local solutions for local problems.  The local problem that the survey and later the voters supported was to first and foremost take care of our own with this housing proposal.    The suggested criteria we came up with was done face to face with the affected folks having open and frank discussions and making compromise decisions – some of which harmed their ability to participate and some of which did not.  While it is the expectation of all concerned that the YRHASC can and should refine these proposed criteria, I urge them to do so only after as much input as available has been weighed.   When hard compromises are worked out by one group of citizens, it is unsettling to see them reworked without knowing all of the blood, sweat, and tears that went into those compromises.  It is kind of like having a big difficult debate at a Town Meeting and then turning the hard won compromise outcome of that debate to a new group that did not hear or participate in the Town Meeting and having them change the results without adequate understanding or background as to what they were working with.                                                                    


The reality, like it or not, of everything we do on Long Island is that it all has faces and that is a part of the decision making process here.  If the YRHASC wants to try to come up with a process that does not take into account the clientele we hope to serve, the chances of the program being successful are pretty small.  That lack of knowing who you are serving may be perceived as independence, but it will not, in my opinion, do us much good.  That approach may very well be successful for future needs of other island housing initiatives. Our needs are clear and here now and everything the YRHC, YRHCorp, Selectmen, and Housing Administrator have focused the voters on up until now has to do with helping folks that are here now.   Because we requested an “independent” group to review our work, does not mean that it should be “unrelated” to what has been hard wrested up until now.     Needless to say, I hope the YRHASC will keep their focus on the mission we have in progress.

I also think we all must be cautious about projecting our personal values onto others and look at this program for what it is and what it is trying to do.  This program is a safety valve; it is not a great investment scheme or a giveaway in any manner.  It requires the participants to make a huge commitment with little risk for the Town and only limited equity for themselves if they decide to leave the program.  It is, however, a partial solution to a major problem in an island community with so little available land.  You need to remember that this entire town is only 800 acres, about the size of a farm in much of the country.    In a perfect world maybe everyone would have gone to a top ten college, made lots of money, saved lots of money and simply have figured a way to compete with the vacation buyer market that is engulfing us.  

My real point is this.  We welcome and need the input of theYRHASC.  You do not need to lie down and accept all that we have proposed. We encourage creative input.   It was our idea to have this oversight, but if the YRHASC makes selection criteria that are too restrictive or not appropriate for the folks that are living here now, I think we all will have failed in helping improve this housing issue and the future well being of a diverse thriving community.                                                                                                                         
I especially encourage you to welcome any and all citizen input into this process.    The YRHC, and ultimately the Selectmen who must give all of this a final blessing did not intend for any one committee, especially one created to help,  to jeopardize the success of this project in any way.   I hope that this gives some helpful and well intentioned background for your difficult work ahead.
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