Gary Miller Speaks Out on ....

America’s Affordable Housing Crisis and the New Homeless


“I think the housing crisis is just starting to unfold,” Steve Johnson, Director of Metro Study Corp. told Inland Valley Daily Bulletin staff writer Kevin Smith.  “Builders can’t find enough lots to build on and we’re seeing increasing hysteria.”  


This simple statement summarizes the housing crisis facing Southern California.  The suppressed housing supply is not keeping pace with demand, and as a result, prices are skyrocketing.  As more families find home ownership out of reach and stay in rental housing, a limited supply and high demand is forcing rents upward.  This trend is creating a generation of young families who make up the “New Homeless.”


The “New Homeless” is comprised of middle class Americans who find themselves working in high housing cost areas.  Although their incomes are often average for the region, and typically higher than the national average, they still don’t qualify for a mortgage in the community where they work.  Because the “New Homeless” cannot access home ownership, they occupy what should be the move-up market for individuals leaving public housing programs.  The end result is a far-reaching housing crisis.


To tackle this crisis, we need a comprehensive plan to address the factors which are limiting supply and artificially increasing prices.  In Congress, I am focusing on bringing balance to the application of the Endangered Species Act (ESA).  Under the ESA, hundreds of thousands of acres are being set aside as critical habitat.  For example, in San Bernardino, the designation of 33,295 acres for the San Bernardino Kangaroo Rat halted the development of 2,500 affordable homes.  Although litigation could eventually clear the way for development, the court costs will be passed on to the home buyer, and the delay will exacerbate our current supply crunch.


I am also opposed to the tariffs levied on Canadian soft wood lumber which is used to build houses.  Although soft wood grows here in the U.S., we import 34 percent of it from Canada because logging bans reduce domestic production below demand.  Recently, the U.S. Department of Commerce proposed a 27 percent tariff on softwood lumber imported from Canada.  This drastic measure will result in an approximate $1,500 increase in the price of a new home.


But much attention is also needed from our state and local leaders.  California’s 10-year construction defect law has nearly halted the development of attached housing, and last year’s SB 221 prevents the building of large - over 499 homes - developments.  Additionally counties and cities must assess the bureaucracy of building approvals and fees - in excess of $35,000 per home in some cities. 


As a former home builder, I realize that homes cannot be built overnight, nor will our housing crisis be solved as quickly.  However, the blueprint for reform must include a sincere desire to protect the environment while addressing the housing supply and demand issues from the federal, state, and local levels.  If we do not, the inequity and hysteria created by the current housing crisis will only grow worse. 

