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Senator Perry, Representative Piotti and members of the Joint Standing Committee on Taxation, my name is Christine Wolff.  I am the Community Development Director with the Island Institute and am here on behalf of the Coalition for Coastal Workforce Housing, of which I am the Co-Chair.  I am here to speak in support of LD 762, which would help communities support affordable housing by allowing them to assess—and earmark for affordable housing purposes—a one percent local option transfer tax on houses sold for more than $500,000.

As I’m sure you’re aware, over 50 bill titles have been submitted this session in support of affordable housing initiatives.  Many of these bills are based on the idea that local communities can best assess their needs and have solid ideas for creating a sustainable base for affordable housing.  The Coalition for Coastal Workforce Housing consists of individuals and organizations dedicated to securing affordable housing for Maine’s islands and coastal communities, where lack of affordable housing is an acute problem. 

Almost every area of Maine suffers from a lack of affordable housing.  In coastal and lakefront communities and on Maine’s islands this challenge is even more acute.  According to 2006 Maine Housing data, the median price of a home increased by 55.6% over the past 4 years.  On Maine islands, the price has shot up by over 72% over the same period.  To afford a median-priced island home required an income of about $85,000 – about twice the actual median income in Maine’s island communities.  These figures hold true for many coastal counties as well.  

This lack of affordable housing creates challenges for the local workforce and for families who struggle to raise their children in the area where they grew up.  Many of them are local fishermen or lobsterman for who access to the water is essential.  These folks can’t move inland to find affordable housing.  And because of the higher median income in these island communities, they are usually disqualified from federal government grant programs.  A few years back, a valued teacher on Islesford wished to settle on the island with his wife and three children.  Islesford has some available affordable housing, but the housing was created with federal funds, and the eligibility guidelines very strict.  This teacher, on a teacher’s salary, with a family of 5, did not qualify under these guidelines and was unable to secure a year-round home, which ultimately caused the family to move away.  This was an incredible loss for the community- the loss of a valued teacher, and the loss of 3 children to populate the small island school.  

When affordable housing dries up, local families are the first people to feel it.  Paradoxically, they are the ones with the greatest need to be on the island or coast.  They need to live close to work and want most to raise their children in the area where they grew up.  They are also the people who are the foundation of the year round community on our Maine islands.  Young families are increasingly being forced out of their communities.  As one realtor on Peaks Island recounts, “Not long ago, a good friend of mine, who grew up on the island and has three children, was squeezed out of the community where she grew up.  She and her husband decided it was time to buy a home.  After an extensive search, they were unable to find a home to suit their needs and they bought a home in town.  She was an active participant in the island PTO, a provider of in-home childcare for babies and toddlers not quite old enough for our island childcare facility.  Ironically, not only did my friend grow up on Peaks, she returned as a young adult with children to raise her family on Peaks.  Her parents, 35+ year residents of Peaks, have worked at our local childcare facility for more than 30 years.  Working island families are now carting babies under 30 months off island to her house in town for the excellent childcare she provides.  My friend’s departure was a real loss for our community.  Not to mention a 3 student loss to our island school system.”
A 1% local option transfer tax on homes sold for over $500,000 will allow these communities to leverage additional dollars for affordable housing initiatives.  The very same homes that are causing the inflated home values in the first place will create a fund in support of affordable housing for the local workforce and families.  

I’m sure that you will hear testimony from the Maine Realtors Association later this afternoon in opposition to this bill.  I suspect they will tell you that an additional 1% on the purchase price of a $500,000 Maine home will drive out of staters from purchasing a second home in the State.  In fact, that did not happen on Nantucket, or Martha’s Vineyard, or any number of other islands that passed such a proposal to respond to real estate prices that were pushing middle income natives into the ocean.  I also have letters in support of LD 762 from island realtors who, I would respectfully submit, appreciate and understand this issue better than anyone.

I am also submitting a packet of letters from people who were unable to attend today’s hearing, as well as a list of the members of the Coalition for Coastal Workforce Housing.  The Coalition includes organizations and individuals from all over Maine and with a variety of different missions.  They all support LD 762 because they recognize that it would benefit any community where inflated home values are making it increasingly difficult for the average working family to access affordable housing.
Thank you for the opportunity to testify.  I would be happy to answer any of your questions.
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