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New rules
on housing
raise fears

Towns expect costs to soar

By HARVY LIPMAN
STAFF WRITER

Local officials will soon find out
how much a¥erdable housing the
state wants built in their towns dur-
ing the next decade, as officials in
Trenton complete their review of
municipal fair-housing plans.

It's the latest step in what’s been
34 years of lawsuits and controver-
zsiince the state Supreme Court

ruled that towns must provide
housing opportunities for moder-
ate- and low-income New Jer-
seyans.

But key elements distinguish this
latest round in the ongoing struggle
over how to accommodate that
mandate.

This time, future growth is an
important part of the equation, and
municipalities no longer have the
option of satisfying their obligation
by writing a check to cities and oth-
er jurisdictions. From now on,
every unit must be built within the
town itself.

In addition, municipal officials
and consultants hired to draw up
their plans say the newest round of
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state rules leave property tax pay-
ers potentially liable for millions of
dollars in construction costs. That
in particular has drawn the ire of
some local officials, who worry
that an extended recession could
htumdthat potential into a likeli-
ood.

“The municipalities’ resistance
isn’t to building affordable hous-
ing. It's the right thing to do, but
this is the wrong way to do it,” said
Michael Cerra, senior legislative
analyst for the state League of Mu-
nicipalities. “There simply isn't
enough state funding to pay for the
housing the state is projecting.”

But state officials, affordable-
housing advocates and builders in-
sist the towns are using scare tac-
tics to conjure a worst-case, and
unlikely, scenario. The advocates
further argue that the latest rules
issued by the state Council on Af-
fordable Housing are so riddled
with loopholes that in fact only
about 40 percent of the 115,000 af-
fordable housing units the state
says are needed will be built.

“The whole idea that the towns
are being put upon here, that
COAH is this big, bad agency, is
absurd,” said Kevin Walsh, associ-
ate director of the Fair Share
Housing Center in Cherry Hill,
which brought many of the law-
suits that led to the Supreme Court

decisions. “It’s { % :lg gahoots
with the towns,’%r%? g to scare
everyone.” _
Lawsuits and politics

Meanwhile, the picture is fur-
ther muddied by the fact that
every party to the debate has filed
legal challenges that could over-
turn COAH’s new regulations.
Municipalities say the council has
wildly overstated towns’ capaci-
ties to construct affordable hous-
ing, while builders and affordable-
housing advocates argue that the
rules encourage towns to restrict
all development in order to avoid
meeting their obligations.

And casting a shadow over the
entire affordable-housing regime
is an upcoming gubernatorial
election that features a Democra-
tic incumbent who supports it
and two Republican challengers
who oppose it.

The crux of the debate over
whether local taxpayers will end
up footing a large bill for afford-
able housing developments lies in
one COAH regulation. It states
that municipalities planning to
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