Richmond Residents are REDI for

Housing Rights

By Michael Katz

ven a determined family effort was not enough to keep Jessica Peregrina’s home out of default. “We bought a six-

bedroom home in San Pablo for $540,000 to house our large tight-knit family and keep us close together,” says

Peregrina. Shortly after they bought the house, their mortgage lender went bankrupt. Another bank bought the

mortgage and switched it to an adjustable rate. The house lost 30 percent of its value, while the family’s payment

ballooned by $1,200 per month, sending them into foreclosure. “My family has sought help from multiple

sources,” says Peregrina. “I looked everywhere for an organization or program to help and I can’t find any.”

Peregrina and many others told their stories at a
Housing Crisis Town Hall meeting at St. Mark’s
Church in Richmond, California. More than 500 com-
munity members and elected officials packed the
church for the March 12, 2009 event sponsored by the
Richmond Equitable Development Initiative (REDI).

Housing as a human right is under threat, perhaps
as never before. Richmond is one of cities most
impacted by the housing crisis in the San Francisco
Bay Area. Richmond’s Iron Triangle neighborhood,
home to St. Mark’s, saw 254 homes go into foreclo-
sure last year.

As Peregrina and others testified, images of aban-
doned and blighted properties flashed on a wall
behind them. The abandoned properties themselves
drag down the quality of life in the neighborhood,
one resident said. One longtime resident (who wants
to remain unidentified) says she is surrounded by
foreclosed properties that have been taken over by
illegal activity. Drug dealers set up shop in several
homes while others are used to traffic stolen property.
Someone was gunned down in front of her house. Her
friends are afraid to visit and she is afraid to go
outside. “Eventually, something’s going to go down
and someone’s going to get hurt,” she says. “Bullets
don’t have eyes.” She has called the police department
hotline and nobody answers. She has called other city
departments, but nothing has been done.

The testimonies evoked tears and outrage, but the

church erupted in cheers when Richmond Mayor
Gayle McLaughlin and a majority of the City Council
members signed on to REDI's comprehensive housing
program and committed to meeting with the group
within 30 days to begin making the proposals real.

REDI created a partnership of advocacy, research,
and community-based organizations, including the
Association of Community Organizations for Reform
Now (ACORN), Asian Pacific Environmental
Network -Laotian Organizing Project (APEN-LOP),
Communities for a Better Environment (CBE),
Contra Costa Interfaith Supporting Community
Organization (CCISCO), East Bay Alliance for a Sus-
tainable Economy (EBASE), The Greater Richmond
Interfaith Program (GRIP), and Urban Habitat. It
aims to build a Richmond in which every resident has
access to affordable housing, quality education, health
care, a clean environment, and safe and reliable public
transit that connects them to living-wage jobs.

Already on the ground for two years working on
local employment, just cause eviction and fair rents,
REDTI’s collaborative efforts crystallized with the
General Plan Campaign. A city’s general plan defines
the type, amount, and location of future growth and
development. It guides decisions made by city offi-
cials and staff and can have a deep impact on people’s
lives. For example, a general plan can require devel-
opers to include a certain percentage of affordable
housing units in new projects.
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At the REDI Community
Forum and Action on
July 26, 2007 a young
man uses a zoning
map to locate impor-
tant places in relation
to land use.

© 2007 Urban Habitat

Right to Housin

When Richmond’s General
Plan came up for revision in
2006, REDI saw an opportunity
to influence city policies affect-
ing the lives of low-income
people and people of color.
Through research, community
meetings, and trainings with city
officials and members of its
REDI
developed several policy recom-

partner organizations,

mendations. One of these called
for strengthening Richmond’s
Inclusionary Housing Ordinance.

The ordinance now povides an option for develop-
ers to pay a small fee, called an “in lieu fee,” instead
of constructing affordable housing. The fee is so small
that it doesn’t cover the city’s true cost of developing
affordable units on its own. In effect, the policy dis-
courages affordable housing. REDI recommended
increasing in lieu fees to encourage development of
more affordable housing.

Delegations of community leaders, residents, and
organizers met with elected officials to present this
and other recommendations, and a large, well-attend-
ed community forum followed.

But land use planning moves at a slow pace. Rich-
mond was supposed to adopt its new General Plan in
early 2008. By 2009, a draft had yet to be pub-
lished—and the housing crisis had thrust itself to the
top of the public agenda.

In Richmond, with a population of just over
100,000, more than 2,000 homes were in foreclosure
as of March 2009. The Richmond Finance Depart-
ment projected that 3,000 more would go into fore-
closure in the next year. The hardest-hit neighbor-
hoods—the Iron Triangle and North and East—have
large populations of African Americans, Latinos, and
Laotians, many of whom have low-to-moderate
incomes.

REDI’s report, “Transforming the Housing Crisis

in Richmond,”" indicates that nationally, subprime

lenders disproportionately targeted communities of
color, regardless of income. The report goes on to
describe how in 2004, minority homeownership
surged past 50 percent for the first time in history,
with a foreclosure rate below one percent. Now,
however, minority homeownership gains seen in the
past are slipping away, with African American home-
ownership rates nationwide falling back under 50
percent.? Black borrowers will lose between $61
billion and $122 billion during this crisis, while His-
panic borrowers will lose between $76 billion and
$129 billion.> A 2008 United for a Fair Economy
report indicates that the current foreclosure crisis will
result in the greatest loss of wealth for people of color
in recent United States history.*

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights iden-
tifies adequate housing as one of the most basic
human needs and a human right. In the United
States, the right to quality, affordable housing is
under attack, and the current economic crisis exposes
how vulnerable historically marginalized communi-
ties continue to be. The current crisis requires
accountability from financial institutions and new
policies at all levels of government that will keep
families in their homes, revitalize neighborhoods, and
promote affordable housing.
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REDI’s Housing Platform

Keep Families in Their Homes

Require banks to modify loans to make them affordable. We
urge Congress to enact bankruptcy reform as quickly as possible.

Require the State of California to provide clear data on which
banks comply with the state moratorium on foreclosures and
which banks modify loans.

Pass county legislation requiring banks to identify, disclose,
and record all investors on foreclosed properties and to fine
them $1,000 a day if they do not comply. Apply the fines to a job
training program that rehabilitates homes to “green” standards.

Pass state legislation to protect tenants impacted by foreclo-
sure by allowing families who are paying rent to remain in their
homes and requiring any notices or legal documents to be
written in the tenants’ native languages.

Revitalize Neighborhoods

Establish a community land trust to keep homes permanently
affordable for Richmond families.

Bundle bank-owned foreclosed properties and sell them to
the City of Richmond, nonprofit housing developers, and the
community land trust.

Aggressively enforce SB 1137 to fine banks $1,000 per day
for failing to maintain properties. Use this revenue for a job
training program that rehabilitates homes to “green” standards..

Set up a revolving home ownership loan fund to help Rich-
mond families acquire vacant foreclosed properties, giving pref-
erence to families victimized by predatory lending.

Create Long-Term Sustainability for Affordable Housing

Adopt a Just Cause Eviction/Fair Rent ordinance.

Modify the law that requires new developments to include
affordable housing to make more units available. Increase the in
lieu fee so that it covers the actual cost to construct an afford-
able unit.

REDI developed its Housing Platform to guide
organizing and program development towards these
goals. (See box above.) The platform, as presented to
Richmond officials at the March 12 Town Hall,
includes modifying loans so they are affordable; estab-
lishing a community land trust composed of foreclosed
properties purchased from banks; a city revolving home
loan fund; tenants’ rights education programs; passing
just-cause eviction and fair rent legislation; and funding
employment-training programs to teach residents to
rehabilitate homes according to green standards.

Create a Safe and Healthy Living Environment

Adopt city policies and programs to rehabilitate substandard
rental housing without displacing existing residents or raising
their rents. Require the city to make an annual report on the

number of rental units inspected and their general conditions.
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Provide a city rehabilitation assistance program to ensure that
rental units are maintained and rehabilitated to comply with

health and building codes.

Create a city fund for educating tenants on their legal rights

under health and building codes.

Use the General Plan to ensure that contaminated lands near
current or planned residential areas are cleaned up to meet state
health standards and that improvements funded by the city

benefit low-income communities. m
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(Top Left) Vernell
Crittendon, ACORN repre-
sentative. (Top Right)
Yvonne Bailess and Irene
Garcia are in the process
of losing their homes to
foreclosure. (Bottom) More
than 500 community mem-
bers and elected officials
packed the REDI Town Hall
housing event.
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