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mARYLAND ABCD NETWORK ASKS BALTIMORE HOUSING FOR GREATER TRANSPARENCY IN FUNDING DECISIONS


The Baltimore City Committee of the Maryland ABCD Network, representing a coalition of the major asset building, community development, and housing nonprofits serving the residents of Baltimore City, asked that Baltimore Housing provide greater transparency and accountability regarding how Community Development Block Grants (CDBG) are allocated, in particular:

· The City needs a more transparent process for determining what gets funded and how it relates to priorities and strategies.

· There needs to be an open dialogue on what should be the priorities and strategies used by Baltimore to strengthen neighborhoods, and to keep residents and attract new residents to the city.

· CDBG funding cannot continue to be used to help cover operating budget costs of City agencies.

These remarks were made at Baltimore Housing’s public hearing for its Annual Action Plan on June 20.
The fact that CDBG funding has been reduced by $4.4 million for the coming year (17% reduction) dramatizes the need to be very strategic about how these shirking resources are targeted.  We must ask ourselves: 
· What priorities are most critical?

· What strategies are most likely to be effective? and

· In light of reduced funding, what are the most promising investments?

While we acknowledge the difficulty of making these kinds of decisions and dramatically paring down a plan, we want to raise three core issues:
1. The City needs a more transparent process for determining what gets funded and how it relates to priorities and strategies.  The current process engenders great suspicion because it is done behind closed doors and without any clearly defined criteria.  The Baltimore City Committee of the Maryland ABCD Network recently proposed a public rating and ranking system for CDBG funds that we believe should apply to both public and nonprofit proposals and we hope that progress can be made for implementing such a system for the next planning year.  
For example was Commissioner Graziano’s letter inviting CDBG proposals last fall outlined in general terms some criteria that would be taken into account to judge proposals.  However, it did not say that new proposals would not be considered, or would automatically be at the bottom of the list – regardless of merit.  In fact, the plan states, “… many worthwhile projects were not funded simply because of the lack of resources and not because of the quality of the application.”  Meanwhile, continuing activities were basically scaled back in a “share the pain” strategy, rather than by making difficult decisions based upon clearly established priorities and strategies.  We continue to believe this approach does not serve Baltimore’s best interests for the future.
2. We believe there needs to be an open dialogue on what should be the priorities and strategies used by Baltimore to strengthen neighborhoods, and to keep residents and attract new residents to the city.  We recognize that this goes beyond Baltimore Housing, CDBG, and HOME funds, but it is a discussion that needs to happen.  With increasingly scarcer resources, and demands for money to meet needs coming from all directions, we simply must prioritize and invest with vision.  It is no longer good enough to have a good project or program, it must contribute to achieving a broadly shared priority and it must be cost effective.  As we all know, we have a surplus of good ideas, but some are more strategic than others.  
While we must prioritize shrinking resources, this needs to be done in the context of an open process that builds a consensus around priorities and strategies for the future of Baltimore.

3. CDBG funding cannot continue to be used to help cover operating budget costs of City agencies. We believe that increasingly tight government budgets are drawing a higher and higher percentage of CDBG funds to help cover operating budget costs of City agencies.  As money is siphoned off to meet City agency operating budgets, it reduces the funds available for investing in Baltimore’s future.  We believe that there is a real danger that CDBG funds will increasingly be used to cushion reductions in City agencies, outside of the framework of priorities and strategies outlined in the Annual Action Plan.  

###



The Baltimore City Committee of the Maryland Asset Building and Community Development Network, Inc, created in 2007, focuses on establishing a healthy and productive environment to support community revitalization in Baltimore City.  Membership consists of many of the leading housing and community development organizations in the city and other entities and individuals who are interested in making Baltimore and its neighborhoods a better place to live and work.

ABCD/Baltimore is part of a statewide coalition of public and private organizations that work together to strengthen low-wealth communities throughout Maryland.  For more information visit www.abcdnetwork.org
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