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In May of 2016, the Abell Foundation produced a report on rising rental housing costs in Baltimore, finding 

that more than half of Baltimore’s renters lived in housing that they could not afford and that 33 percent of 

renters were spending more than half of their income for housing. These statistics were sobering to many but 

unsurprising to those watching this crisis unfold over a number of years.  

 

Later that year, housing advocates garnered enough signatures to place a charter amendment on the ballot to 

create the Affordable Housing Trust Fund, a proposal intended to provide funding for the construction of more 

affordable housing units. However, the trust fund charter amendment did not provide a dedicated funding 

source, leaving the issue of how to fund affordable housing for another day. Voters ratified the charter 

amendment on Election Day 2016.  

 

Council Bill 18-0221 is meant to address the mistake of two years ago by providing dedicated funding for the 

Affordable Housing Trust Fund. This funding source will not only allow for the construction of affordable 

housing units but also a variety of homeownership services.  

 

The Greater Baltimore Committee is supportive of efforts to increase homeownership and make housing more 

affordable for Baltimore City residents.  

 

There are two amendments to this legislation that we urge the committee to consider. First, we propose the 

creation of a sunset provision that would allow the program to be evaluated for effectiveness after three years. 

Housing advocates have sought, and the Mayor has committed to $20 million annually to be dedicated for the 

affordable housing fund. But to date no one has been able to provide an accurate picture of how that money will 

be spent. A sunset provision would provide an opportunity for the City Council to ensure that the money has 

been used effectively and for its intended purpose.  

 

Second, the committee should consider a “grandfather clause” that allows a real estate development project that 

has already met city approvals to be exempt from the increased tax. As outlined in the GBC’s report, “Gaining 

a Competitive Edge”, businesses rely on predictability to thrive. Implementing a significant change in the tax 

rate that will increase the cost of an approved project by tens of thousands of dollars would be incredibly 

crippling to those developments. 

 

While the GBC supports efforts to increase affordable housing, it is important to note that the legislative process 

by which this legislation has proceeded lacks transparency, openness, and fails to meet acceptable standards of 

a fair process. The passage of any legislation in this fashion should be a concern to individuals who live in or 

conduct business with the City of Baltimore.  
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On August 13, 2018, it was publicly announced that city elected officials had reached a deal with housing 

advocates to provide funding for the Affordable Housing Trust Fund. According to the Baltimore Sun, this 

“historic” level of funding would largely be generated from two excise taxes levied on commercial real estate 

transactions – transfer and recordation taxes, the identical taxes that are the subject of Council Bill 18-0221.  

 

Essentially, what city elected officials announced was an agreement on amendments to Council Bill 18-0221 

and a commitment to pass legislation that had not been heard by the City Council. There was no public hearing 

or testimony on this bill before its passage was agreed upon behind closed doors. There was no fiscal analysis 

performed on the bill or the agreed upon amendments, despite a recently created position in the Council 

President’s office whose responsibility is to perform such an analysis. There was no opportunity for anyone to 

express an opinion, propose amendments, or exercise any of the rights entitled to the public by the rules of the 

City Council when a legislative proposal is pending. Furthermore, the long-promised task force that was 

intended to study this issue never materialized. 

 

It is hard to imagine another piece of legislation where the members of the City Council would find this type of 

legislative process acceptable. 

 

As the representative body of the citizens of the City of Baltimore, it is imperative that fairness and a willingness 

to hear all sides of an issue before casting a committee or final vote are seen as fundamental tenets of sound 

public policy. Sound public policy demands the opportunity for all interested parties – advocates and opponents 

– to be heard in a civil setting and without negative retribution. It is unfathomable that, as reported in The Daily 

Record on September 25, 2018, an unnamed city council staff member would suggest that if opponents were 

“too aggressive” in voicing displeasure that additional taxes could be forthcoming. 

 

The real estate, development, and business community are an important participant in Baltimore City’s 

economy. These industry sectors create jobs for Baltimore residents, provide millions of dollars in tax revenue, 

contribute significantly in the funding of city projects and are vested in the well-being of the city.  

 

For the reasons stated above, it is respectfully requested that the amendments discussed herein be given due 

consideration and that any final committee vote be delayed until the traditional City Council legislative process 

has been met.  

 

 


