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There is no disagreement on the value of homeownership in a community. 
While not a choice available to all (such as those with low incomes) or desired 
by all (such as students or others intending to be transient inhabitants of a 
community), home ownership has been correlated with higher achievement by 
students, more community stability, lower crime rates, a more stable tax base, 
etc. As frequently noted, home ownership constitutes the largest financial 
asset for most families and the surest way to improve to their economic 
situation.  
 
Home ownership is an important economic driver. It is the backbone of the tax 
base for most communities. Affordable (workforce) housing is an important 
asset in recruiting and retaining commercial and industrial development. 
Affordable housing is usually the gateway to first time home ownership. In 
turn, this hopefully advances families to financial security and new housing 
opportunities. It is also key to the housing industry and all the businesses and 
forms of employment associated with it.  
 
All parties: for-profit, non-profit and governmental, support affordable housing. 
The question is how all sectors can work cooperatively to support efforts to create 
more affordable housing in a win-win-win situation.  
 
Context: When considering the issue of affordable housing in Madison, where are a 
number of assumptions and factors we must consider.� The City of Madison will 
probably not be providing significant new funds for housing programs. The City 
generously supports various housing programs. Considering the current economic 
environment, it does not seem likely that there will be a significant increase in the 
ability of the City to provide funding, such as allocating millions of new dollars for 
the purchase of homes or for down payment assistance. � The issue of affordable 
housing can best be addressed using existing housing stock.  
 
As noted by Donovan Ripkema, the least effective way to address affordable 
housing is to use the most expensive form of housing; new housing. At the start of a 
year, approximately 98-99% of the housing in a community for that year is already 
available.  
 
In 2007, the average cost of a new home (3bdr./1.5+bath) in Madison was $312,120. 
A similar home, 5+ years old was an average of $238,060 (MLS figures).� Existing 



markets will always provide some affordable housing. In some situations, however, 
it will create a lot more. 
 
Home costs and sales increased at record levels from about 1999 to 2005. In 2006, 
the housing marker leveled and the shift began from a seller’s to a buyer’s market. 
In 2003, when the initial discussions were on-going over inclusionary zoning, there 
were approximately 450 condos/single family detached homes available on the MLS 
under $200,000. In May 2008 the numbers are: 
 

 0-$150,000 $151-$175,000 $176-$200,000    Total 
Detached    67    108   202     377 
Condo  483    171   142     796   
  550    279   344   1173 
 
Remember — this is only a list of those properties offered through the MLS    
Successful housing programs will take into account the state of the housing 
market� In the current market, effective housing markets may be less about 
creating new homes, than getting people into existing homes and finding ways 
to sustain them in those homes. 
 
Examples of Potential Elements in an Affordable Housing Program for 
Madison   
 

City Efforts: There are some things that the City can do with relatively little 
expense.� Request all relevant departments to submit summaries of their 
policies regarding housing issues.� Coordinate department policies to insure 
that, when possible, they are not contradictory in their impact on housing.  
 
This is modeled on the Wisconsin Land Council efforts for market growth. 
One of the first things we did was request that the major state departments 
dealing with land use be familiar with each other’s policies and, when 
possible, coordinate them.  �  
 
Request a housing statement for new ordinances and amendments. While the 
City may have legitimate reasons to create or alter ordinances that might 
increase the cost of housing, it should at least be explicitly aware of the 
implications of such actions. �  
 
The City needs to understand the conditions that the housing industries face. 
The housing industry must understand the conditions under which the City 
much operate and its goals and policies. To this end, the City should create an 
informal housing council consisting of representatives of the housing industry, 
non-profits, alders and interests, alders and city staff. The purpose is to meet 
quarterly to exchange information on housing conditions and preview upcoming 
initiatives. All entities will benefit from understanding proposed initiatives 



before they become potentially contentious.  It may be possible that the 
Housing Committee can be the venue for such meetings.  
 
However, it is important to stress that the intent here is to encourage the free 
and open dialogue not conducive to the 3-5 minute statements made in public 
hearings.  
 
To the extent that resources allow, the City should advertise down payment 
and rehab programs. These programs are as important as recycling efforts and 
the City needs to made people aware that it is a source of help on housing 
issues. 
 
�The City should explore programs such as “Ambassadors for Cities” which can 
provide seed money for housing programs and bring the housing industry and the 
City into a more successful partnership. 
 
Affordable Housing Council 
 
Affordable housing will benefit from the creation of an informal Affordable 
Housing Council. Discussions with individuals in government (city, county, 
WHEDA, etc.) and various sectors within the housing industry suggest that 
entities providing down payment assistance are often not familiar with each 
other’s programs.  
 
�The Affordable Housing Council could be a creation of the City or the housing 
industry. It would allow attendees to familiarize themselves with each other’s 
programs and to determine when programs can “piggy-back” to better serve 
familiar. Some programs, such as the RASCW down payment assistance trust fund, 
will take a second or third position to other programs to make funds available. 
Down payment assistance is becoming an increasingly important issue in terms 
of the current credit situation and the need to provide mortgage interest when 
higher down payment levels are not possible. 
 
�The Affordable Housing council might also be a venue where institutions or even 
families might apply for information on down payment assistance packages.  
 
Consumer Information and Education 
 
Discussions are already underway to create an inclusive and user-friendly web 
presence on housing issues. Such an entity might be an expansion of the 
services provided by the Homebuyer’s Roundtable, the City or some new 
entity. It would allow individuals with minimal computer skills to access 
information from a key word driven system providing information on how to: 
 

• �obtain education prior to entering the home-buying process  
• �Manage credit and finances to more effectively prepare to 



• Obtain a mortgage 
• �Work with professionals within the housing industry – builders, bankers, 

mortgage and insurance companies, REALTORS, etc. 
• Access down payment assistance, rehabilitation loans, historic restoration 

credit programs, etc. 
• Determine which programs serve or specialize certain demographics 
• Determine which programs compliment each other 
• Apply for assistance and timing. 

 
The goal of this effort is to make a great deal of information from diverse 
sources available to home seekers prior to when they have to make live 
contacts. Hopefully, this will provide the kinds of information necessary when 
it is wanted, rather than making individuals wait for certain events. 
 
There are good existing models for this initiative such as 
www.kchomeprograms.com, which provides assistance to those in the Kansas 
City area. In the northeast, one program was created by REALTORS® who divided 
the task by assigning members to identify programs from different sources. 
 
It is understood that creating the architecture of this network and hosting it 
will cost money. It may be possible to allow sponsorship or commercial 
advertising by housing-related entities.  
 
Apartment to Condo Conversion  
 
Apartment to condo conversion is an on-going phenomenon in Madison. As 
indicated by City staff, for the last few years, 500-600 units a year have been 
converted. While these units range widely in cost, many would be considered 
affordable. For example, the Marriott conversion create condos priced from 
$60,000-$104,000. Several years ago, we calculated that some of these units 
could be affordable to a family in the 40% AMI based on a monthly costs of 
about $800.00. Some other considerations are: 
 
�Many of the available units come in 4-8 units buildings. Condo associations of 
such size may be too small to be stable. However, creating discontinuous condo 
associations   using buildings in proximity, but not contiguous can surmount this 
problem.  
 
�The private/non-profit sector could be approached to create “teams” to help 
develop condo associations and make them sustainable. Such teams might 
include lawyers, accountants, REALTORS, members of the craft unions, etc. 
 
�Encouraging conversions is an adaptive reuse of land and materials. 
 



�The City can provide vital support by prioritizing down payment assistance, 
rehab funds and other incentives for apartment to condo conversions that 
provide housing at certain AMI levels. 
 
�On May 27th, there are 47 four-units and 17 eight-units on the MLS. This totals 
314 possible condo units, mostly 2-3 bedrooms in size. These numbers are 
significant as the MLS is usually not the principal venue for the sale of such 
units. 
 
Urban homesteading programs 
 
As noted in the press, the construction of thousands of new units of student 
housing is having a negative impact on some near east and west side 
neighborhoods. Older housing, long ago converted into student rentals, are 
having problems maintaining occupancy. 
 
This presents the potential for even further deterioration of this housing stock. 
The City is already aware of this situation. 
 
�The City can prioritize these units for down payment assistance and 
rehabilitation loans to update these structures for family use, or to adopt them 
for sale as condos. The discontinuous condo association model might also be 
used. City assistance could be tied to sale or rental of the properties at certain 
AMI levels. 
 
�Working with the Wisconsin Historical Society, the City can access historic 
restoration credits (25% credit) for individual structures or for historic district. 
 
�The neighborhoods in question are in proximity to government offices on the 
east and the University and hospitals to the west. This dovetails with the 
potential for Employer Housing Assistance Projects 
 
Employer Housing Assistance Projects 
  
In some communities, partnerships of municipal and state governments, 
business, the National Association of REALTORS and non-profits have formed to 
design and implement Employer-Assisted Housing (EAH) programs. In Wisconsin, 
WHEDA has been conducting surveys to determine the interest in such programs 
and in communities such as Milwaukee and Oshkosh, programs are already in 
operation. The Wisconsin REALTORS Association is offering its members a 
training course in EAH’s. 
 
�The City explored the concept of developing an EAH for the Vilas and 
Greenbush neighborhoods. The status of this effort needs to be explored, 
especially in light of the potential to also support such a program using other 
sources of funding such as historic restoration credits.  


