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Six years ago, Alexandria officials
began to choose sites to rebuild sev-
eral dozen public housing row houses
that had to be torn down because thev
were in the path of the Braddock
Road metro station. 3,

Gladys West. now 69, was one of

those forced to move. From the win- -

dow of the hoyse she moved to
nearby, she watched and listened as
the wrectking craites and bulldozers
began to build the station on the land
where she had lived for 14 years. But
there has been no such building activ-
ity at the various locations scattered
around Alexandria where the new
public housing units are supposed to
be built. .

© What happened to Alexandria’s ef-
forts to build new public housing in a
case study in the kinds of social and
governmental barriers that frequently
block the path tonew housing for the
poorest of the poor in the Washington
area. .
Those barriers can take many
forms. In Alexandria, residents-avho
lived near-many of the proposed sites
in 1974 irately opposed the notion of
having new public housing near them.
Over the years, there were disputes

with the federal Department of Hous-
ing and Urban Development over
where the new homes should be built
and how the city should complete its .
project.

Twice this year, when the Alexan-
dria Redevelopment and Housing Au-
thority advertised for developers, only
one builder responded.

There is no question that the Wash..

- ington area could use more public

housing. If everyone now living in the
estimated 15,000 public housing apart-
ments and homes in the District, Fair-
fax County, Alexandria, Montgomery
County and Prince George's County
moved out today to make way for new
tenants, there still wouldn’'t be
enough units for the estimated 15,900 -
families on public housing waiting
lists in those jurisdictons.

Nor is the situation likely to get
better soon. The area office of HUD
said that ‘only about 280 public hous-
ing homes will be added here this
year in the Distriet, Fairfax County
and Montgomery County.

Alexandria’s plans to build. new
public housing took an important .step

~forward this week. An official at the

HUD area office said the government
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has approved a $2.9 million bid from
the Dittmar Company in Arlington to
construct the houses.

Vola Lawson, an official with the
suburbs’ housing authority, said con-
struction could begin in early Septem-
ber.

“We've been waiting for these
units” Lawson said, “We need then.”
Costs are going up all the time."
Plans call for 19 two-bedroom row
houses, 26 three-bedrooms, and five
four-bedrooms to be built at four
sites.

The 40 families who were displaced
from their John Roberts Homes, near
the railroad tracks were relocated
over the last three years by the Alex-
anderia Redevelopment and Housing
Authority, a state-established body
that acts as the city’s urban renewal
agent, and Metro. The families have
been promised the opportunity to
move into the new vow houses when
they finally are built.

But West said it has taken so long
to build the new homes that she no
longer is interested—a feeling echoed
by others who moved.

“I don't want to put up with moving
again now,” West said “I'm pretty will
satisfied I have good neighbors and
I'm on a bus line.

The {amilies were moved—some
twice—into other sections of the John
Roberts Homes, into other public
housing, and into subsidized privately
owned apartments. About 45 percent
of the adull tenants had jobs accord-
ing to Alexandria records. Twenty-
nine of the families are black and
11 are white.

In 1972, the housing authority and
the Alexandria City Council signed
an agreement saying that if any pub-
lic housing unit is demolished by pub-
lic action, it must be replaced with an-

other public housing unit “within a
reasonable period of time.”

At one point in 1974,.as many as 20
sites were suggested as places to put
new public housing. Finally, Alex-
andria officials chose five locations—
only to have HUD write back they
disapproved of some of them, mainly
for enviromental reasons.

The new public housing also was de-
layed because Alexandria officials ex-
pected their public housing plans to
include not only replacement of the
John Roberts Homes, but also the con-
struction of a new building for elderly
residents, and the demolition of some
deteriorated units at the Cameron
Valley public housing complex.

Cameron Valley’s 368 units had
been built as temporary government
housing during World War II, Ten
new units were to be built there as
part of the project.

But HUD twice rejected the Cam-
eron Valley demolition plans, stress-
ing rehabilitation rather than demoli-
tion and new construction, It took
many months to resolve that dispute.

Alexandria isn't the only jurisdic-
tion that has had problems building
public housing. Harry Williams, a for-
mer lawyer for a builder who con-
structed public housing for the eld-
erly in Bethesda, noted that though
his firm was chosen to develop the
building in the early 1970s, it wasn't
dedicated until 1978.

Williams said the corporation he
represented ran into zoning problems,
a federal moratorium on subsidized

¥housing, a county sewer moratorium, -

and increased construction costs. 1t
seemed, he said, as if “a kind of Mur-
phy's law”—the rule that says-that if
anything can go wrong, it will—af-
flicted the project.

“The delays resulted in tremendous
cost increases” Williams said. “The
[Montgemery County] Housing Op-
portunities Commission had to con-
vince HUD that costs had
changed . . . Public housing is a vic-
tim of the economic times. It's a real
problem from the standpoint of infla-
tion and tight money. The amount of
federal funds available are able to
subsidize fewer and fewer units.”

Local officials say that many build-
ers don't want to participate in gov-
ernment-subsidized programs because

they envision mountains of paperwork
and bureaucratic delays. The empha-
sis today on building subsidized hous-
ing in scattered locations. rather than
In massive projects, discourages devel-
oper who don’t want to get invoived
tn small projects.

Officials at the Washington area
HUD office said they are sympathetic
to the problems of local governments
and that they try to be flexible. Cost
guidelines are brought up to date
cach summer, and vary from metro-
politan area to metropolitan area.

If HUD had no cost ceilings, devel-
opers obviously would be interested
in building more public housing, said
April LeClair, deputy Director of
housing for development at the area

HUD office. But she added, “We're
not so restrictive that we can't prod-
uce housing that we have money for.
We can use all the money we've got.”

D.C. housing director Robert L.
Moore said the District uses some
money that comes from HUD to subsi-
dize public housing projects. Half a
million dollars was used for that pur-
pose during the current fiscal year,
Moore said.

The Distriet by far has the majority
of the area’s public housing — nearly
12,000 units. About one out of every
four public housing units in the area
is for the elderly. Arlington County
has no traditional, government.owned
public housing.

Earl Morgan, a Prince George’s
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County housing authority official, said
his Maryland suburb doesn’t intend to
develop new public housing. The .
counly's elected officials long have
complained that Prince George’s has
been the dumping ground for low- and
moderate-income, privately owried
housing.

HUD’s cost guldelines, he said,”
“hold us very tight.”

Morgan said the county is concen- -
trating on a federal rent subsidy pro- .
gram that uses existing, privately
owned apartments. The program has
become one of the most active hous-
ing programs locally and nationally.

“It maintains a scattered-site pro-
file, with no undue concentration of
low-income people,” Morgan said.



