
2003 Innovations Awards Program
Application Form

ID #:  ________________

Category: _______________

State: Virginia

1. Program Name

Sponsoring Partnerships and Revitalizing Communities (SPARC)

2. Administering Agency

Virginia Housing Development Authority (VHDA)
3. Contact Person (Name & Title)

Susan Dewey, Executive Director

4. Address

601 S. Belvidere Street

Richmond, Va. 23220

5. Telephone Number

804-343-5601

6. FAX Number

804-783-6704

7. E-mail Address

Susan.Dewey@vhda.com

8. Please provide a two-sentence description of the program.

VHDA’s Sponsoring Partnerships and Revitalizing Communities (SPARC) loan program encourages localities, housing authorities and housing organizations to form partnerships that will address critical issues affecting homeownership in their communities. The SPARC program allocates funding to these partnerships that is 1/2 to 1 percent below VHDA’s standard low-interest loan rate for first-time homebuyer programs, which are financed through Mortgage Revenue Bonds. 

9. How long has this program been operational (month and year)?

VHDA awarded the first round of allocations in January 2002. 

10. Why was the program created? (What problem[s] or issue[s] was it designed to address?)

A statewide housing needs assessment, conducted in 2001, demonstrated the wide regional diversity in housing needs across Virginia.  The study also indicated the extend to which state, local and private resources are all needed in order to address the needs of low-income people as well as populations residing in high-cost areas of the Commonwealth.  Together, these findings pointed to a need for greater flexibility in state housing programs in order to facilitate local partnership initiatives to address unique local and regional housing needs.  VHDA responded by creating the SPARC program.  Under SPARC, VHDA low-interest home purchase mortgage funds are competitively allocated to local housing partnerships to carry out home purchase initiatives addressing unique local needs.  VHDA funds are made available on a flexible basis to enable those funds to be combined with local and private resources in a manner that best fits local program needs.

11. Describe the specific activities and operations of the program in chronological order.

· In October 2001, VHDA announced the SPARC program. 

· Applications for the funds were accepted in December 2001.

· In January 2002, VHDA allocated $45 million to 33 SPARC applicants across the state. 

· VHDA announced round two of SPARC in October 2002.

· In January 2003, VHDA allocated $51 million to 24 applicants across the state. 

12. Why is the program a new and creative approach or method?

As the state’s housing finance agency, VHDA is charged with helping low- to moderate-income Virginians purchase homes. VHDA continues to develop new and innovative approaches to reaching this goal, and in 2001, the authority joined with the state’s Department of Housing and Community Development to conduct an assessment of the state’s critical housing needs. This assessment yielded a broad picture of regional differences in needs, conditions and trends. 

VHDA’s SPARC program was developed in part as a response to this analysis. Because the state’s housing needs are so diverse, the SPARC program was designed to be flexible and responsive to the needs of individual communities—not as a broad-brush, one-size-fits-all answer to solving a community’s housing problems. 

Instead, the SPARC loan program encourages collaboration and cooperation among local governments, redevelopment and housing authorities, non-profit housing advocates and for profit developers. Together these groups have designed programs that target special populations and serve low-income households within their localities. 

13. What were the program’s start-up costs? (Provide detail about specific purchases for this program, staffing needs and other financial expenditures, as well as existing materials, technology and staff already in place.)

The start-up costs for the SPARC program were minimal.  Existing staff developed and implemented the SPARC program.  VHDA’s in-house Business Development Officers provide training to approved originating lenders. Reservations for SPARC funds are manually processed to eliminate the necessity of altering the on-line reservation system. Gallagher, VHDA’s loan origination system, was enhanced to “flag” all SPARC loans and to offer a special pricing structure.

14. What are the program’s annual operational costs?

The operational costs for the SPARC program were approximately $32,000 in 2002.

15. How is the program funded?

SPARC is funded with a mix of Mortgage Revenue Bonds and funds allocated to the Virginia Housing Fund (VHF).  The VHF is funded by earnings of the VHDA and serves the most needy populations.  This enables SPARC to provide very low interest rates to those populations most in need.

16. Did this program require the passage of legislation, executive order or regulations?  If YES, please indicate the citation number.

No.

17. What equipment, technology and software are used to operate and administer this program?

VHDA keeps an excel spreadsheet of the award recipients.   

18. To the best of your knowledge, did this program originate in your state?  If YES, please indicate the innovator’s name, present address and telephone number.

Yes. Don Ritenour, 601 S. Belvidere St., Richmond, Va. 23220

19. Are you aware of similar programs in other states?  If YES, which ones and how does this program differ?

No.

20. Has the program been fully implemented?  If NO, what actions remain to be taken?

Yes.

21. Briefly evaluate (pro and con) the program’s effectiveness in addressing the defined problem[s] or issue[s].  Provide tangible examples.

In 2002, VHDA closed 95 SPARC loans, with an average loan amount of $102,000.  Of those loans, 80 percent were made to families who earned 60 percent or below of the area’s median income. Additionally, 55 percent of the recipients were minorities. Round two of SPARC is expected to finance more than 600 units. 

Fewer loans were made in 2002 because in this start-up year, various people and organizations were forming alliances.  Many were not able to get their programs operational as quickly as had been planned.  Nonetheless, here are two examples of loans made in 2002: 

•  SPARC funds were an important component of Arlington County’s “Live Near Your Work” program, which provided a loan to Micah Stein-Verbit, a special education teacher, to buy a one-bedroom condo in the historic Fairlington community.  Because of high housing costs in Northern Virginia, only 27 percent of municipal and school employees live in Arlington, a county housing representative said. “It’s actually my dream. Ever since I was a kid, I’ve wanted to live in this area,” Stein-Verbit said.  

•  In far southwestern Giles County, federal funds were combined with SPARC money to provide low-interest loans to residents with incomes of 60 to 80 percent of the area median income.  This allowed Herman Greever, 55, to purchase a two-bedroom home for himself and his disabled, elderly mother.  The Greevers applied through the Giles County Housing and Community Development Corporation, a nonprofit, to renovate their home, adding aluminum siding and a carport and improving the front porch, roof, plumbing system and kitchen.  “It feels so good,” Greever said of his new home.  “It’s like the things you do to the house are for your own good.  It gives you the responsibility of ownership, I just love the place.” 

22. How has the program grown and/or changed since its inception?

The evaluation of the SPARC applications in round two places a greater emphasis on underserved populations, such as minorities, new immigrants, persons with special needs and persons who have Housing Choice Vouchers for homeownership. For this reason, VHDA introduced a tiered pricing structure that encourages participants to leverage partnerships and seek additional funding sources for down payment and closing costs. 

23. What limitations or obstacles might other states expect to encounter if they attempt to adopt this program?

Limitations are directly tied to the availability of funding. The ability to blend additional resources with Mortgage Revenue Bonds to provide an even lower interest rate has enabled housing advocates to target very-low income households, persons with disabilities and new immigrant populations.

The Housing Needs Assessment that was conducted in 2001 provided a foundation from which to build the SPARC program.  States that have not adequately assessed and identified their existing housing needs may have a challenge in developing a competitive application and scoring tool for a similar loan program.

Add space as appropriate to this form.  When complete, return to: 

CSG Innovations Awards 2003
The Council of State Governments

2760 Research Park Drive, P.O. Box 11910

Lexington, KY 40578-1910

innovations@csg.org 

DEADLINE: All original applications must be postmarked or e-mailed by April 11, 2003, to be considered for an Innovations Award for 2003.
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