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Can we get affordable housing more affordably?
Communities suffer without enough affordable housing. 

When people live near where they work, it cuts down on 
traffic, travel expense and carbon footprints.  

Diverse neighborhoods, including economic diversity, 
benefit us all, including neighborhoods and businesses. 

Affordable housing would also lead to more diverse 
schools that are close to home.

While there are some localized projects, how do we 
spread affordable housing units (AFUs) across the county? 

New solutions are needed because what we are doing is 
not working.

What exactly is “affordable” housing? 
In regulations, it is defined as either Moderate Income 

Housing Units (MIHUs) or Low Income Housing Units 
(LIHUs). MIHUs are required to be built in housing proj-
ects. LIHUs are built through development tax or financing 
incentives.  

MIHUs are available to those making 80 percent or less 
of the median income in Howard County, (approximately 
$116,000/yr. in 2019). Those earning 60 percent of the 
median are eligible for LIHUs.

AFUs are tied to county funding and so fiscal questions 
arise which causes budget problems. The county needs to find 
a way to provide affordable housing, well, more affordably.

New developments are typically required to provide 
10-15 percent of the total housing units as MIHUs, but fees 
can be paid in lieu of providing those units. 

This “fee in lieu of” has created a concentration of 
AFUs in areas with lower-priced housing. In these areas, 
the difference is smaller between providing the unit, at the 
affordable rate, and paying the fee not to do so, than in 

higher market-priced areas.
So, how do we provide AFUs across more locations? 

Maybe a more direct approach is needed.
Most developments in Howard County need some sort of  

compliance waiver, variance,  extra density, environmental 
work arounds or other types of requests.

Couldn’t we just require more AFUs  in return for these 
considerations? Instead, exorbitant sums are paid to get 
AFUs. 

Currently, the New Cultural Center project, with a $70+ 
million budget includes an art-based amenity center in 
Columbia with AFUs tied into the plan. The County Council 
put a hold on the project because of county economic losses 
during the pandemic. 

Some wonder why the AFU plans cannot be separated 
from the enormous cultural amenity price tag. 

Another project, the Dorsey Overlook development, 
could get more AFUs into Ellicott City, a commendable 
goal. At a recent council meeting, pending legislation was 
discussed that offers the Dorsey project a county-owned 
acre+  strip of land for only $10,000 which raised eye brows. 
In addition, the project received over $1 million from the 
county. Will there be more?

Council Member Liz Walsh questioned Kelly Cimino, 
director of Howard County Housing and Community 

Development, about the funds and expressed concern about 
what other housing programs could have been funded with 
that money, to assist those in economic need versus this 
one development.  

The Baltimore Regional Project-Based Voucher Program 
awarded 25 PBV (project-based vouchers) to Dorsey Overlook. 

Walsh said the project had not documented plans to 
include more AFUs than already legally required. 

So, how many AFU’s in total will be built? Why couldn’t 
the land deal with the county, that assists with road access, 
be a chip in a “deal” to get more AFUs rather than shelling 
out even more county funds?

In seeking ways to get more affordable housing, the 
answer could be as simple as just requiring it and not allow-
ing projects to pay to get out of it. 

Community advocates who are asking these fiscal ques-
tions are not trying to thwart more affordable housing, nor 
are they just anti-development. Instead, the motivation 
behind expressing concerns is simple. There is a desire for 
the county, while bestowing so many “favors” on develop-
ment projects, to get more in return for favors. 

Geographically diverse affordable housing should top 
that list.

Lisa Markovitz, MSF, is president of the Maryland civic/
political group, The People’s Voice.
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