
U DISTRICT CONVERSATION on HOMELESSNESS – Meeting notes for 7/22/15 
 
 
July’s UDCH gathering focused on the report issued by the Mayor’s HALA – Housing 
Affordability & Livability Agenda - Committee.   To help us sort through the issues in the  
HALA Report were:  

 Maiko Winkler-Chin – Executive Director of the Seattle Chinatown International 
District Preservation & Development Authority;  

 Esther Handy – City Council staff (for Councilmember Mike O’Brien – Chair of the 
Planning, Land Use, and Sustainability Committee); 

 Alice Woldt – member of the Community Housing Caucus;  and  
 Michael Ramos – Executive Director,  Church Council of Greater Seattle, and a 

member of the Mayor’s Emergency Task Force on Unsheltered Homeless. 
 

These notes won’t do justice to our panelists, or to the discussion that followed, but they 
will give you some sense of the issues they got us thinking about.   The room was full, with 
people from many elements of the U District community.  It was a GREAT U District 
“conversation.” 
 
Bill Kirlin-Hackett served as our MC, noting up front that no one needs to say “we have a 
housing problem” – that’s a given – and nobody needs to go far “into the weeds.” 
 
Maiko opened with a view from a neighborhood lens, noting that larger ‘livability’ issues 
often get lost.  E.g., we need more than housing, we need real affordability and services of 
many kinds for a community to be ‘livable.’  And, the diverse stakeholders will need time to 
build the kind of trust that makes real progress possible.  
 
Esther pointed out that there isn’t just 1 ‘solution’ to the lack of housing (or 3 or even 5).  
E.g., we know we need:  more subsidy dollars… tenant protections… preservation of 
existing low-cost housing…ensuring that affordability is built into all construction… and 
linkage fees – among other ‘solutions.’  That said, HALA can be a game changer. 
 
Alice noted that the Community Housing Caucus issued its own Report in March.   Among 
their priorities (conveyed when they met with the Mayor):  the need to identify and commit 
specific dollars;  to acquire and develop unused public land to house the homeless;  to 
prioritize housing for people with special needs;  to preserve affordable housing;  and to 
protect tenant rights.   One immediate action:  use city bonding authority to create a fund to 
build housing for low-income people, and to preserve existing low-cost stock. 
 
Michael noted that current subsidies are too low, which has the effect of pushing people 
who work in the city farther out of the city … just to afford a place to live.  Even the 
proposed linkage fees are not enough.  Understanding the problem is not enough.  He called 
out the need for a winning strategy, e.g., identifying a few practical, urgent actions that 
everyone can take.  He provided a hand-out (also available on the Church Council’s 
website), and noted a few specifics.  E.g., he urged everyone to enlist the support of at least 
five people, and begin now to work to win the critical five Council votes needed for action.  
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After the panelists’ opening comments, we turned to questions from those present.   
 
Q:  Who gains?  Who sacrifices?  …with the HALA recommendations? 
      Maiko said it’s important to keep the issue of ‘capital’ in mind.  E.g., it is hard for the non-
profit housing developers to compete with developers with deep pockets and well-heeled 
funders (some of whom may even be from outside the US).  Plus, non-profits may face high 
costs due to the need to follow costly Regulations… serve tenants with multiple languages 
and other special needs.  One recent project required 15 different funding sources.  Even 
Federal housing money is scarce. 
     Esther noted that there are “gaps” in who will be helped at the income eligibility limits 
being discussed.  Even a 2-earner family working full time at the minimum wage may be 
“priced out.”  Meanwhile, there are some big issues getting little attention:  housing for 
large households;  Family-friendly housing developments; and FAIR housing. 
     Alice pointed out that big developers eligible for subsidies will very likely gain, but the 
taxpayers may lose.  Even increasing the housing levy can be tricky given taxpayers’ typical 
reaction to any increase.  One possible “gain” may lie in doing more with existing housing. 
    Michael drew attention to the need to keep an eye on raising the minimum wage, and 
keep a focus on the idea of LIVABLE wage.’ E.g., the current minimum wage isn’t enough to 
afford housing now.  And it is equally important to keep an eye on diversity… to be 
attentive to preserving and modifying housing throughout the city.   If we are to benefit the 
entire community, we must raise the sense of urgency everywhere.  FYI – the Church 
Council is conducting a survey of all church-held property. 
 
Q:  What is meant by “affordable” housing? 
A:  All the panelists chimed in; here’s a sampling of their responses. 
 
 That’s a tougher question than it appears at first glance.  Some say it is tied to “30% of 
income.”  But…  If it means not having to spend more than 30% of one’s own income, you 
get one answer.   If it’s pegged at housing that’s available to people with incomes below 
30% of AMI (Area Median Income) you get a very different answer.  Some seniors have 
incomes that make them ineligible, while also having special needs that make it hard to find 
anything affordable.  Meanwhile, some benefit eligibility (e.g., for Medicaid or Medicare) is 
based on national standards – which may or may not be relevant in our local housing 
market.  Plus, income may not be the only relevant factor – e.g., sometimes teachers have 
low incomes and high transportation costs.    It may also be important to speak of “low 
income” and “ very low income.” 
 
Q:  What about the people who work for non-profits at relatively low pay?  They see 
themselves as middle class and hope to own a house some day…. 
A:  That’s part of the challenge:  where do hopes for home ownership fit in?  That’s another 
whole conversation. 
 
Q:  Our city doesn’t track displacement.  Who is taking on that challenge?  City? County? 
Non-profits?  Academics? 
A:  The city is thinking about trying to track turnover, but the data is hard to get.  This is an 
issue all cities are facing.  Though King County does a ‘benchmark report’ every few years.    
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Q:   So - What can WE do?   (Brief answers were requested; many chimed in.) 
* Don’t get bogged down in the data swamp. 
* Encourage the city to use its bonding capacity for non-profit development NOW. 
* Require Linkage fees. 
* Track City Council Hearings; call on City Council members to act. 
* Attend any/all public hearings on housing matters. 
* Have a broader discussion about the implications of allowing taller buildings in return for 
more affordable units. 
*  Appreciate the complexity, and respect what a tough set of issues this is for Council & 
Mayor. 
*  Raise affordable housing as an issue at Candidate Forums and don’t be afraid to say 
publicly that you support low-cost housing. 
*  Support Inclusionary zoning. 
*  Support encampments as an interim measure. 
 
And keep the issue alive … with neighbors, congregants, friends, relatives, elected officials.    
 
Briefs:    
Street Youth Ministries desperately needs donations of men’s clothing. Of particular need 
are mens clothes, plus size clothing and gently used/new boxers. Our clothing hall is open 
to all youth who access our drop-in! Donations can be dropped off at United Presbyterian’s 
front kiosk (4540 15th Ave NE), designated for “SYM”, or contact Kate Phillips at 
katep@upc.org to arrange a drop-off time.  
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