Renters Fearing a Change for the Worse Page 1 ot 4

Renters Fearing a Change for the Worse

Conversions to Condos Reductng Availability Ot Attordable Housing

By Phuong |y
Washington Post Staft Wrier
Thursday. November 17, 2005 (G /Z1R

After packing up twice In three vears in search of aftordable housing. Shelley and John Nembhard
thought they were finally finished moving,

Then they found out that their Takoma Park apartment complex -- like dozens of other propertics in the
county's hot real estate market -- may be turned into high-priced condas.

But this time, the Nembhards and their neighbors are fighting back. County efficials and the recently
tormed Hampshire Towers Tenants Association are trying to purchase the 431 umts spread between mo
high-rises. They want ta turn Hampshire Towers, the largest apartment community in Takoma Park. into
condos that could be purchased by the tenants below market rate.

"I don't want to move again.” said Nembhard. a registered nurse who bhas lived at Hampshire Towers for
two years with her husbund and three daughters. "[t's a huge problem. Evervthing is so expensive.”

Countywide. 30 apaniment butldings. or about 4.000 rental units. are currently being converted into
condos, and housing officials say many more conversions could occur in the future.

The increase 11 conversions comes as home prices remain near record levels. In 2004, the median sale
price for a single-family house or townhouse in the county was 3363000, and the median for condos
was S 185,000, according to a Washington Post analysis of government sales records. Data released last
week by Metropolitan Regional Information Systems Inc.., the regional multiple-listing service, show
that the median price for a housc in October had increased 10 $429.000, down somewhat from a peak in
July. Current information was not available on condos.

County ofticials. who fund a housing program to help preserve atlordabie housing. have called
Hampshire Towers a hagh priority because of the large number of residents bemg affected.

Other programs and legislation are being considered to help renters. Takoma Park otficials are asking
state delegates 1o sponsor a bill that would not allow a building to be converted into condos 1t 51 percent
of residents voted against it. The proposal would be similar to a District law.

This tall. Takoma Park established a $23,000 fund to help tenants associations with the cost of
organizing and developing plans to buy their buildings.

Montgomery County Exceutive Douglas M. Duncan (D) and several County Council members say they
arc considering spending more money ta help the county purchase buildings.

"The homceownership opportunitics for low- o maderate-income tolks have essentially disappeared in
this county,” said Linda Walker, affordable housing manager for Takoma Park. "We need to keep this

community economically and ethnically diverse.”

"Where Are We Supposed to Go?'
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Most of the 30 apartment buildings currently undergoing conversions into condominiums are in
Rockyille. Bethesda or downtown Silver Spring, otticials said. But the conversions have hit Takoma
Park harder than other arcas, Fifty-five percent of city residents arc renters. compared with 23 percent in
the county overall. Takoma Park has long been known as a haven for renters, with its rent-control laws
and abundant apartments.

Many ot the buildings being converted in areas such as North Bethesda are high-end propertics and
therefore don't affect atfordable housing stock. And in the upcounty area. the wider availability of land
means developers have the option of constructing a new building rather than buying out an existing
properiy.

But in Takoma Park. renters often are working families who face dwindling options if they want to
continue living in & close-n location with easy access to public transportation. Besides Hampshire
Towers. condo consversions are planned or are already underway at two buildings on Lee Avenuce that
have a total of nearly 104 units, at a 28-umt bulding on Houston Avenue and at a 12-unit butlding on
Sligo Creck Parkway. Takoma Park ofticials say more are likely.

Montgomery County Council member Steven A, Silverman (ID-At Large) said that taking an aggressive
stratepy against landlords could backfire. He said landlords blocked from selling a property could
simply lower their maintenance standards or increase rents, pricing cut lower-income residents.

Some civic activists have been skeptical about whether the council will do much to rein in development
hecause the politicians” campaigns largely are financed hy donations from builders.

Silverman. who is runnig for county exceutive. dismissed such criticism. saying that "cvervbody on the
council wants to protect affordable rental housing.”

Silverman. chaiman ol the council’s Plannimg, Housing and Economic Development Committee. said he
plans to introduce a proposal in December to give Montgomery morc fleaibility in its purchases for
affordable housing, Currently. the county must keep property it purchases as rentals, Silverman said he
wants the county to be able to ereate a combination of condoys and rentals.

Silverman and council President Tom Perez {D-Silver Spring) said the biggest challenge s finding
enough money for the county to be able to buy propertivs. "We're poing against market forces. and right
now the overwhelming market foree is to convert and make money.” Perez said. "What we have to do is
attract new capital into our communities to really make it happen.”

Any change in legisiation or inerease in the county’s housing fund would come too late lor some
residents.

At Houston Arms in Takoma Park. some tenants have alrecady moved out. The owner, David Vichi. filed
a notice with the state in May saying he wanted to convert the building 1nto condomimums. Because the
owner was not selling to a developer, the county government did not have a right of first retusal to buy
the butlding,.

Leaders of the tenants association said they want their notice period. which ends Tuesday. to be
cxtended. The group and the owner are in the midst ot a disagreement over whether the tenants received
proper notice. Vichi oftered to sell the units "as-18" to the tenants tor S200.000 tor & one-bedroom
condo. while tenants say the price was to have included improvements,

http: wiww, washingtonpost.com’wp-dynscontent/article/ 2005:1 [ TO/AR2005 1116012537 .0 1272272005



Renters Fearing a Change tor the Worse Page 3 of 4

According to Patrick McKeever, an lawyer representing Vichi. six of the residents Likely will qualify to
stay on as rental tenants because of state laws requiring that up o 20 percent of g building undergoing
condo conversion be set aside for the disabled. the elderly or residents making less than $63.000. or 80
percent ot the state’s median income of $78.750,

Resident Crvstal Pinman. 51, said she doesn't quahify to stay but 1s having trouble finding an aftordable
apartment elsewhere.

One-bedroom apartments i the county rented for an average of $1.027 in 2004, according to county
tigures. There's not a lot of supply either -- the rental vacancy rate 15 4.6 percent this year. down from
5.1 percent in 2004,

Pittman. an administrative assistant who has a teenage son, said she had been payving $X828 for a two-
hedroom apartment at Houston Armns.

“I'm not gomge exver be able 1o purchase in this county. so I'm always going to have to rent” she said.
"But where are we supposed to go? If we go to another building, the same thing will probably happen
there.”

Elizabeth Davison, head ot the county's Department of Housing and Community Atfairs, said a cooling
housing market might slow the rate of conversions. This happened during the early 1980s. she said,
when there was a construction hoom and too many condos were built.

However, she satd, even in slower limes homes in ¢close-in locations near Mctro <tations have continued
10 be attractive.

"This metropolitan area has a big housing shortage and demand is outstripping supply.” she said. "So
you might see prices not going up as fast. but I don't think there's going to be any huge drop.”

Davison said housing offictals want to try to "selectively buy some of the buildings that are less
cxpensive.”

A Brighter Future?

At Hampshire Towers. the tenants association s trying to come up with financimg to march a $16.64
million otter the owner, New York-based Oxen Equities Corp.. has received from Tenacity Group of
Buethesda.

The deadiine for the tenants association to enter into a contract 1s Dee. 23, said Rick Eisen. the proup's
lawver. He said the county already has signed a contract that would serve as a backup to the tenants’
contract. Many ol the tenants want to become homeowners, but others are interested in continuing to
rent.,

Resident Florence Buraimoeh. 62, said that under ownership by 1enants, Hampshire Towers could have a
new life as a renovated property. Residents have long complimed about leaking pipes and mouse-size
holes in walls. The landlord has been cited for housing code violations numerous times and several

apartments have been condemned. according to @ county housing otficial.

"THIL be goad. very good to own" Buraimoh said.
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Marvin Binion. the tenants association president, said residents have become empowered by the fear of
losing their homes,

Binion. who had never before been involved in community organizing. now 1s spending much of his
time conducting tenant mectings and talking to developers. He drafted Tonya Hubbard. who works for
his tax services business, to interpret tor Spanish-speaking residents and to post updates of tenants

meelings m the lobby.

"There's a lot of power alung this strip here.” Bimon said. "You start thinking about it. vou can get some
things done.”

Shelley and John Nembhard thought they were finally finished moving. Then they found out that their
Takoma Park apartment complex may be turned into high-priced condos.
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