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“Housing helps define communities and is a major component in determining the 
quality of life for individuals, families, and the Commonwealth’s general 
prosperity.” 
 
Bob McDonnell, Governor of Virginia 
 
 
Building Consensus for a Comprehensive Statewide Housing Policy Framework 
 
In recent decades, states have played an increasingly important role in assuring access to quality, affordable housing 
for their residents.  Today, through the leadership and administrative capacity of state HFAs, the role of states now 
matches that of federal and local governments.  Nonetheless, much of the states’ role involves administering 
federally funded assistance programs, and many states remain reluctant to intervene in housing development 
matters that are viewed as local issues.  In the past, this has led to deferral to federal policies and priorities in 
providing housing assistance and to local government land use and zoning policies in shaping residential 
development patterns.  State housing policy has tended to occur in fragmented arenas without an overarching view 
of desired housing goals and outcomes. 
 
Today, state governments see the need to take a broader and more comprehensive look at housing issues.   In 
Virginia, VHDA has found it increasingly difficult to effectively employ the capital and subsidy resources we 
administer in the absence of an articulated consensus on the specific policy priorities and objectives that the 
Authority and other state entities need to collaboratively address.  Consequently, VHDA has used its status as an 
effective housing program administrator, and the respect its staff has earned for knowledge, experience and 
nonpartisanship, to help create the strong coalitions necessary for the state legislative and executive branches to 
build a common housing policy framework that addresses the full array of housing issues facing the Commonwealth.  
This policy sets clear direction for the use of state and federal resources in alignment with sound state regulatory 
framework, and helps build and sustain housing delivery capacity in Virginia. 
 
 
Working with the Virginia Legislature to Lay the Groundwork for a State Housing Policy  
 
In the past, housing policy in Virginia has been the purview of the legislative Virginia Housing Commission, which 
developed and built political support for comprehensive legislative initiatives that established a state administrative 
structure for housing (i.e., the creation of VHDA and the Virginia Department of Housing and Community 
Development), comprehensive housing regulatory structures (e.g., the Virginia Uniform Statewide Building Code and 
Virginia Residential Landlord and Tenant Act), and state funding structures to support affordable housing 
development (e.g., the Virginia Housing Partnership Fund).  However, over the past two decades, the Commission’s 
focus has narrowed, and its role has shifted to the annual vetting of individual pieces of housing and real estate 
related legislation.  This was of concern to some Commission members who desired a current and broader policy 
framework within which to make incremental legislative recommendations. 
 
At the Commission’s request, VHDA played a lead role in convening a cross-section of housing industry partners, 
state, federal and local government representatives, and affordable housing stakeholders to craft a state Housing 
Policy Framework to guide the Commission’s annual plan.  The Policy Framework established Guiding Principles 
based on bi-partisan consensus on desired housing outcomes, and identified key unresolved housing policy issues in 
five broad policy areas to which the Commission needed to direct its attention going forward.  VHDA  
hosted and facilitated the work sessions and drafted the Guiding Principles and Key Issues reports, which were 
presented to and adopted by the full Housing Commission.  Subsequently, the Commission restructured its standing  
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workgroups to align with the five issue areas identified in the policy framework, and developed work plans more 
clearly grounded in the Guiding Principles. 
 
 
Developing Virginia’s First Executive Branch Housing Policy Framework 
 
This success in helping the General Assembly develop a clear housing policy focus led housing stakeholders to seek 
action by the executive branch to likewise clarify its housing priorities and goals.  Traditionally, administrative housing 
policymaking occurred within state agency and secretariat silos.  This made it difficult to fully address housing issues 
of rising priority that spanned agency and secretariat spheres of responsibility—e.g., expansion of supportive housing 
opportunities for extremely low-income persons at risk of institutionalization, and better linking housing and 
employment opportunities through transit oriented development.  Therefore, when in 2010 the McDonnell 
Administration expressed an interest in establishing Virginia’s first executive branch policy framework, VHDA seized 
the opportunity to help shape a policymaking framework that could help move forward several immediate state 
priorities and also put in place an inter-agency, inter-secretariat collaborative framework to facilitate ongoing 
administrative policymaking. 
 
VHDA, in partnership with the Virginia Department of Housing and Community Development (DHCD), provided staff 
support to the Governor’s Senior Economic Advisor in structuring a process for developing an administrative Housing 
Policy Framework.  VHDA took the lead in crafting 2010 Executive Order 10, which established the need for a 
comprehensive administrative housing policy, identified key state housing priorities based on the Virginia Housing 
Commission’s Guiding Principles, and established the Governor’s directive to state agencies to work collaboratively 
to develop a Housing Policy Framework.  VHDA then worked with DHCD to create a Housing Policy Work Group 
composed of a cross-section of housing stakeholders and a larger Housing Policy Advisory Committee to oversee 
and guide the development of the policy framework.  VHDA and DHCD used their strong relationships with the 
Virginia Housing Commission to assure that the work of the Governor’s initiative remained fully aligned with the 
Commission’s ongoing legislative work.  The Commission’s Guiding Principles and Key Issues reports were made 
the starting point for Governor’s Housing Policy Framework.  VHDA and DHCD assisted the Governor’s Senior 
Economic Advisor in regularly briefing the Commission on the Administration’s initiative in order to ensure 
cooperation and collaboration between the executive and legislative branches. 
 
VHDA has used its staff program knowledge and experience and internal analytic capacity to enable the 
Administration to successfully carry forward this important state initiative.  VHDA has hosted and facilitated meetings 
of the Housing Policy Work Group and Advisory Committee.  In addition, VHDA developed and maintains the policy 
initiative’s website (www.virginiahousingpolicy.com) and assumed responsibility for drafting a Housing Policy report 
which was presented by the Governor’s Economic Advisor at the Governor’s annual statewide housing conference. 
 
 
Addressing the Human and Economic Impacts of Foreclosure as a Key Component of Housing Policy  
 
VHDA has also taken the lead in supporting the work of Virginia Foreclosure Task Force, which was created as a 
result of the Authority’s encouragement, as one of two special work groups to address immediate housing policy 
priorities.  VHDA developed and maintains the Task Force’s website (www.virginiaforeclosureinfo.com), develops 
and presents quarterly in-depth analytic updates on foreclosure and housing market trends in Virginia to guide the 
Task Force’s work, and organizes and facilitates its meetings.  With VHDA’s assistance and support, the Task Force 
introduced and won passage of legislation in 2011 amending Virginia’s SAFE Act to exempt nonprofit housing 
counselors engaged solely in foreclosure prevention counseling from having to be licensed.  This legislation was of 
critical importance to the success of VHDA’s and other mortgage lenders’ foreclosure prevention efforts and helped 
VHDA achieve its strategic objectives.  As a result of the Task Force’s recognized success in building consensus on  
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foreclosure-related matters, the 2011 General Assembly forwarded six bills to it for further review and 
recommendation.  VHDA facilitated the Task Force’s consideration of those legislative proposals by organizing 
meetings, and identifying and scheduling subject matter expert presenters.   VHDA’s willingness to invest staff time, 
expertise and analytic capacity has enabled the Task Force’s success in helping Virginians who are at risk of 
foreclosure as well al those experiencing foreclosure. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
HFAs play a significant role in setting housing policy through the investment of mortgage capital in affordable housing 
programs, the allocation of federal Low Income Housing Tax Credits, and the administration of federal Housing 
Choice Vouchers, and other state and federal housing funds.  Nonetheless, those critical capital and subsidy 
resources cannot be employed on a cost-effective basis to address Virginia’s critical housing needs unless fully 
aligned with broader state policy and the regulatory and investment decisions of other state entities.  VHDA’s 
programs, like those in other states, are increasingly being asked to address needs that require collaborative inter-
agency responses that bridge agency and secretariat boundaries.  That is why VHDA chose to take a leadership role 
in the campaign for a statewide housing policy.  VHDA’s investment of staff analytical capacity toward the 
development of state policy pays long-term dividends in more cost-effective use of limited state resources.  In 
addition, through collaborative involvement in state policymaking, VHDA has also forwarded its own strategic 
objectives. 
 
State HFAs have developed significant staff capacity, knowledge and experience.  In light of new fiscal realities, it is 
imperative that HFAs now invest that capacity to help forge more comprehensive and effective state housing policy, 
as VHDA has done, in order to ensure their continued ability to address critical unmet housing needs, while achieving 
their mission of providing quality, affordable housing.  VHDA has demonstrated that, in an era of partisan division and 
divided government, state HFA involvement in state policymaking can effectively build bridges across the executive 
and legislative branches of government and disparate stakeholder groups to reach consensus on desired housing 
outcomes and priorities, while forging strong coalitions that will surely be needed to address State housing needs 
well into the future. 
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Summary of Interim Recommendations and Actions

Recognize the role of the housing industry as a vital economic 
development engine within the Commonwealth

Action:

Establishment of the Virginia Foreclosure Task Force to provide a timely response to current 
and emerging issues related to foreclosures and housing market recovery.

Recommendations:

1. Initiate a review of existing regulations with a major impact on housing to streamline 
processes and mitigate costs

2. Develop an enhanced administrative process to ensure adequate review of the impact 
of proposed regulations on housing

3. Support the provision of loss mitigation counseling

4. Enhance economic literacy among Virginia’s high school students

5. Address the integral linkage of housing, employment and transportation through 
establishment and alignment of land use priorities and incentives

Promote sustainable and vibrant communities

Recommendations:

1. Establish and align state priorities and incentives to promote private housing 
development which supports sustainable communities

2. Enhance the ability of state and local agencies to offer consistent incentives for housing 
developments that incorporate “visitability” and Universal Design standards

Ensure the provision of a range of housing options

Recommendations:

1. Establish and align state priorities and incentives to promote expanded housing options

2. Create a structure authorizing a state housing trust fund to enable a consistent source of 
“gap” financing for affordable housing development

3. Establish and align state priorities and program resources to promote a continuum of 
quality housing options for special needs and at-risk populations



ii

Summary of Interim Recommendations and Actions

4. Maintain and enhance administrative structures that support inter-agency and inter-
secretariat collaboration in addressing special housing needs

5. Reform existing state assisted-living funding programs to expand access to non-
institutional, community housing options

6. Address local barriers to affordable housing

7. Address ongoing concerns regarding rental housing non-compliance with federal fair 
housing accessibility requirements

Prevent and reduce homelessness in the Commonwealth

Action:

Establishment of the Homeless Outcomes Advisory Committee to assist in drafting an action 
plan to increase the efficiency and effectiveness of state resources in order to prevent 
homelessness and address the needs of homeless Virginians

Homeless Action Plan Overall Target:

Reduce homelessness in the Commonwealth by fifteen percent over the next three years

Homeless Action Plan Goals:

1. Increase the number of permanent supportive housing units in the Commonwealth

2. Increase the flexibility of funding to prevent homelessness and support Rapid                   
Re-housing for individuals and families

3. Increase statewide data collection and system coordination

4. Increase access to substance abuse and mental health treatment

5. Evaluate, develop and ensure implementation of statewide, pre-discharge policies for 
the foster care system, hospitals, and mental health and corrections facilities




