Community Development and Finance Division Listening Session
March 2, 2006

Crown Plaza Macon

Note: The discussion below is arranged by topic and reflects comments by participants and DCA staff in the listening session in addition to any DCA decisions regarding the topics discussed. DCA decisions are outlined in red.
Discussion Regarding Bonus Points for “Readiness to Proceed”

Participant Comments
· Discussion of upcoming policy changes for new round: readiness to proceed can earn up to 5 bonus points. Examples include:

· Engineering and/or architectural plans finalized meeting local, state, and federal approval

· Plans and specifications finalized meeting local, state, and federal approval
· Environmental reviews (including NEPA reviews and Historic Preservation reviews) completed

· Procurement processes completed
· Acquisition of real estate needed for ROW or easement already identified and completed

· Participant suggested that smaller communities will be penalized by not being able to afford up front costs to complete these activities and so be less competitive for bonus point consideration.

· Participant suggested that regular round CDBGs be allowed Pre-Agreement Cost Approval (PACA) in order to allow smaller communities to compete with those communities that can afford to compete for “readiness” bonus points. If an application proves competitive, PACA would allow communities to obtain reimbursement for expenditures made prior to grant award as an eligible CDBG activity.
· Audience and DCA staff engaged in discussion of pitfalls with this approach (e.g., if project is not funded, the community would not be reimbursed, etc.).
· Participant suggested that comprehensive planning is paramount and planning and PACA would help process.
· Participant noted that “readiness” points for projects requiring Georgia EPD permitting, or funding from other sources may be difficult because of other agencies slowness to respond to requests. Also reiterated that smaller communities may be at a disadvantage because of budgetary restrictions.
· Participant suggested that some cities have power to approve certain plans thus avoiding need to seek EPD approval.

DCA Decisions and Comments Regarding Readiness to Proceed
· DCA will make changes to the applicants’ manual to specify more specifically the thresholds needed to earn bonus points for the next application cycle.

· DCA will implement, consistent with applicable federal requirements, a Pre-Agreement Cost Approval (PACA) process for the annual competition. PACA will generally be approved only for administrative, planning costs and non-construction related costs that will allow project’s to quickly move to bidding and construction. More information will be provided on this process before the next applicants’ workshop. This may address some of the concerns of smaller communities regarding “Readiness to Proceed” bonus points. AN APPROVED PACA WILL NOT IN ANY WAY GUARANTEE DCA FUNDING.
· For the 2006 Annual Competition, DCA will give full credit for environmental review “readiness points” if all NEPA and other applicable environmental requirements have been met except for comments from DNR.

Discussion Regarding Timely Use of CDBG Resources
Participant Comments
· Participant commented that EPD sometimes is slow in reviewing plans and specifications, and thus slows implementation of CDBG projects.

· Participant suggested that EIP remove the “pro rata” spending requirement.
DCA Decisions and Comments Regarding Timely Use of CDBG Resources
· Brian Williamson agreed to look into the EPD response time problem. A letter from DCA Commissioner Mike Beatty encouraging expeditious reviews will be forwarded to EPD Director Carol Couch.

· For economic development projects, DCA is not able to disburse funds on other than a pro rata basis due to requirements in federal regulation. See 24 CFR §570.482 (e)(2)(vi).
Discussion Regarding Administrative Burdens and Use of DCA Forms
Participant Comments
· Participant suggested that reporting requirements be reduced so as to ease the administrative burden.
· Participant members said they appreciated hearing rationale for increased reporting requirements. Some were unaware that HUD had instituted additional requirements.
· Participant requested that reporting requirements be made available ASAP.

· Participant described negative feedback from communities who are required to request demographic information, especially pertaining to race (respondents cross out all racial categories and substitute “American”) and even income categories.

· Participant asked for assistance in finding ways to easily determine census block/tract information for potential projects.
· Participant requested additional space on form to fill in census information.
· Participant requested link to website with census information.
· Participant requested guidance on why activities (streets and drainage improvements, for example) are combined on DCA 2 but itemized on DCA 7.

· Participant questioned if DCA wanted both cash and in-kind leverage listed on DCA 7 (form instructions indicate cash only).

· Participant expressed opinion that they liked using the Adobe PDF forms that DCA requires. Indicated that after initial skepticism, once they were used to using the forms, they realized how useful the tool was, and wanted to thank DCA staffer David Cox.
· Participants described some difficulty in getting requests approved by DCA and asked us to respond to requests in a more timely fashion (grant extension or amendment requests in particular).

· Participant requested more timely response from DCA to requests to exceed maximum program allowances for projects that run over budget. Suggested implementation of a 20% allowance over maximum without the need for DCA approval (similar rules are already in place for CDBG housing programs).

DCA Decisions and Comments Regarding Administrative Burdens and Use of DCA Forms

· Steed Robinson explained in detail the rationale for increased reporting and HUD’s requirement for reporting new performance measurements and outcomes.

· Brian Williamson discussed congressional issues and potential for changes to the CDBG program.

· DCA has draft quarterly report forms in response to HUD’s new reporting requirements that were passed out at the last applicants’ workshop. DCA will also provide additional material and training through mail outs and workshops. The first scheduled training is at the Housing and Compliance Workshop scheduled for August 2-4, 2006. Draft Quarterly Reports will also be published on DCA’s web page prior to the training in August.

· Brian Williamson indicated DCA would provide assistance for easily determining census block/tract information for potential projects, additional space on DCA forms to fill in census information, and a link to appropriate websites with census information.  As of 6/1/2006, the census bureau website provides a useful tool for determining an address’ census block group and tract information. The address is: http://factfinder.census.gov/servlet/AGSGeoAddressServlet .

· Steed Robinson stated that information DCA requests are in accordance with HUD reporting and disbursement requirements.

· Steed Robinson explained that both types of resources (cash and in-kind) should be included on DCA 7 and that DCA would change the instructions for better clarity for future applicants.

· DCA agreed to be more responsive to requests from our customers and suggested submitting extension requests 30 days prior to the grant expiration date.

· To assist with administrative burdens, DCA has the following goals: 1) by the September 2006 Recipients’ Workshop, have all the paper forms necessary for existing and new recipients to establish on-line accounts with DCA’s CDFD Division; and 2) by the December 2006 Applicants’ Workshop, have all necessary DCA web changes in place so that quarterly reports may be submitted on-line for reports ending December 31, 2006.

· Generally, DCA expects to turn around all requests within 15 working days. DCA is always happy to discuss situations that require a faster turn around time. If DCA does not meet the goal of turning around requests in 15 working days, please feel free to contact the applicable Office Director for follow-up.

· DCA expects grant recipients to request grant extensions 30 days ahead of their grant expiration date.

Discussion of Application Due Dates

Participant Comments
· One participant suggested that due dates for applications be moved later in the year. One reason cited was difficulty completing surveys after work hours in some neighborhoods when daylight is limited in the evenings.
· Numerous other participants disagreed, stating that the April date works well for them. One suggested attempting to survey on Saturdays for those difficult to reach during the week.

DCA Comments and Decisions Regarding Application Due Dates

· DCA is not considering changes to the application cycle at this time.

Discussion Concerning Revitalization Areas
Participant Comments
· Participant asked if Revitalization Area Strategy applications could be submitted prior to CDBG application deadline.
· Participant suggested that by allowing bonus points for RAS, DCA may be causing some smaller communities with good projects to be denied funding since scores are so close.
DCA Decisions and Comments Regarding Revitalization Areas

· Participant was informed that application may be submitted at any time prior to the deadline.
Discussion of Policy on Administrative Drawdowns

Participant Comments
· Participants commented that the new policy on administrative drawdowns (using activity completion as a progress measurement) was unfair to administrators especially in cases where delays are no fault of the administrator (weather, acquisition, engineer firm delays, etc.)

DCA Decisions and Comments Regarding Administrative Drawdowns

· DCA is streamlining its administrative drawdown policy to read as follows:

The following requirements are applicable to all new and existing CDBG Recipients, regardless of time of award, unless otherwise noted:

1. Recipients may not draw down more than 25 percent of their administrative funds prior to clearance of all special conditions.

2. The last 10 percent of administrative funds may not be drawn down until all other CDBG funds have been expended.

Exceptions will only be approved on a case-by-case basis. The Department may require an acceptable certification from the Recipient stating that it will provide the additional administrative funds necessary to allow the project to proceed in a timely fashion.

Note that these requirements apply to the CDBG annual competition. 
Discussion of Housing Issues

Participant Comments
· A Participant stressed the importance of having CHIP available to communities as a tool to use for housing in a community that has other needs for CDBG money. 

· Participant also described the benefit of CHIP being a local program where the administrators actively market the program citing that most of the eligible residents of CHIP communities have no practical access or knowledge of other “centralized” DCA programs for rehabilitation or homeownership.

· Participant asked that DCA consider raising the maximum for downpayment assistance for manufactured housing units, citing that in some cases the existing maximum cannot respond in very deserving circumstances because the limit is too low.

· Participant described problems qualifying candidates for CHIP and that a large number of applications must be processed to find one who is eligible for the program. (Credit or other problems prevent candidates from participating but administrator has to spend considerable time trying to qualify candidates.) 
DCA Decisions and Comments Regarding Housing Issues

· DCA Staff agrees to further study its housing policies to try to balance the need for local flexibility and the need for program accountability as well as to try to devise methods to serve all low- and moderate-income homeowners and buyers.

Miscellaneous Topics

Participant Comments
· Participant requested that DCA consider allowing transfer of funds from one CHIP activity to another without having to submit a formal budget amendment. Example cited was if the CHIP budget has a small amount of money remaining under the rehabilitation line item but no available candidate is identified, that the money can be transferred to downpayment assistance. (This would be similar to the CDBG rule allowing up to 10 percent of the overall budget to me moved between approved activities without express permission from DCA.)

· Final discussion of CDBG brought request that DCA staff visit communities that have established a local Revolving Loan Fund as a result of an EIP grant for technical assistance in administration of the RLF.
· Participant questioned how to budget contingency for specific activities. Indicated that even though they include contingency in a particular activity for which it is intended, DCA removes it and puts the amount in the contingency line item. When that money needs to be accessed, the administrator must then submit a request to DCA to restore the money to its original location. (Also why, for EIP will we not allow any funding for contingency?)
· Same participant suggested that the demographic point award system currently in use should be amended to allow communities to use their survey information. An example was cited using a community where the poverty level overall is well below 20%. However, if the particular neighborhood or target area has a high percent in poverty, the application will not garner appropriate demographic points because the poverty level is not reflected in the overall community census information.  The suggestion was made to allow survey information to be a basis for demographic points.
DCA Decisions and Comments on Miscellaneous Topics

· A recipient currently may move up to 10% of funds using the drawdown process. See the current CHIP Recipients’ Manual.

· DCA staff pointed out that that TA is provided at close of the EIP but could be offered again after the RLF becomes funded upon repayment of loan(s), if requested.
· DCA will continue its policy of making contingency a line item in the DCA approved CDBG budget, even for projects that involve only one major activity. No amendment is required to move funds from contingency to a major activity line item and thus should not cause grantees an administrative burden. A recipient currently may move up to 10% of funds using the drawdown process. See the current CDBG Recipients’ Manual.

· The demographic score is supposed to be a measure of relative need of the applicant jurisdiction, not the target area. Using the Census as the consistent source of information rather than local surveys helps insure all are considered fairly and consistently. Survey information is considered under the feasibility, strategy and impact scoring sections of the rating criteria.
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