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FOREWORD







Most people experience moments in their lives that change them for the better. We often refer to these as pivotal moments. The product of such moments is sometimes obvious but usually comes into focus the further we move away from the event. Meeting Tony Bertoldi in 2009 was one such moment for me. Back then, his impact seemed relevantly evident. However, each year has provided an improved vantage point on his greater influence.


When Tony joined our company, CREA, LLC, it was not very well known outside of the Midwest. We were a tax credit syndicator within a small industry, based out of Indianapolis, with shortreaching roots. But that soon changed. While it wasn’t just Tony who transformed CREA’s trajectory and outreach, the rearview mirror has shown me the true growth that came from developing a lifelong friendship with a person who cares about others. In the fourteen years that I have known Tony, he has made CREA a better organization and has made me a better person.


Tony is a highly disciplined and intelligent individual with a passion for everything he does. I mean, he even has an Instagram for his dogs. More importantly, and evident in the following pages of this book, his passion and commitment include his drive to create and preserve affordable housing in America. His work ethic, values, and standards serve as an example and create the foundation for what we know as the American dream.


But to have the American dream come true, there must be help along the way—which Tony details in this book. Tony shares a certain awareness that no one is successful on their own.


With a focus on community, one’s village, this book is about becoming a better nation and the role affordable housing plays in this equation. With millions of individuals and families struggling to pay their rent or mortgage, where many are at risk of homelessness, affordable housing is undeniably a critical issue in America. American Dream Come True highlights the basics of the Low-Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) program and how it creates affordable housing. But the real depth is found when answering the question, Why?


Why do we have a lack of affordable housing?


Why can’t we seem to solve the issue with all the resources we have available in this country?


And: What can we do?


Tony proffers a few solutions that are workable and, perhaps more relevant, achievable to correct an economic mismatch to the American dream.


I trust that readers will find this book to be a pivotal moment. I trust that the message from Tony will provide insight to think more deeply about what can be done to join in the effort to bring the American dream to all Americans. And perhaps readers will find themselves being a little bit better for having met Tony through his work on this book and realize it’s not too much to ask that everyone has a place to lay their head each night.


Jeffrey Whiting


Chairman and CEO, CREA, LLC
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INTRODUCTION







When you’ve been in a relationship with someone for nearly a quarter of a century, the expectation is that you know everything about each other. At home, you can finish each other’s sentences like mind readers, and in a group setting, you can finish each other’s stories like well-rehearsed actors. I would say my husband, Kevin, and I reached this milestone a long time ago. With one glaring exception.


As long as we’ve been together, Kevin has been an architect focused exclusively on affordable housing properties, and I’ve worked in the affordable housing industry. As you might expect, there are some overlaps between our work.


Recently we were on a long drive, escaping the noise of Boston and headed to the Cape for some fresh air and relaxation. Driving along, I had him as my captive audience, much to his chagrin. Naturally, I began grilling him about some properties he was designing for a specific developer, since the company I work for hadn’t worked with them yet:


“Who’s their equity partner? Do you know which bank is buying the tax credits? How many more deals do they have in their pipeline?”


You know, the typical marital banter.


Suddenly, Kevin stopped answering my barrage of questions, a perplexed look on his face. “Hold on a second,” he said. “What exactly is the role of your company? And what do you do, specifically?”


Okay, this might be a slight exaggeration, as I am prone to do, but you see the point, right?


The confusion he expressed over my job is pretty standard for those of us in the affordable housing industry—most people I meet don’t understand what I do. I thought at least my husband would understand something about my job—especially after almost twenty-five years together! As you can imagine, the moment gave me a bit of a career identity crisis.


Over the years, I’ve faced this perpetual career identity crisis when I’ve discussed my job, since Kevin isn’t the only one confused by what I do. I’m convinced a good part of my family thinks I sell houses—I can’t tell you the number of times I’ve received emails asking, “Tony, do you think this is a good price? What do you think about this mortgage rate?” All I can do with those questions is shrug my shoulders.




MOST PEOPLE ARE EITHER CONFUSED BY AFFORDABLE HOUSING, OR THEY HAVE THE WRONG IDEAS ABOUT WHAT IT IS.





So if you’ve come here not knowing a single thing about the affordable housing industry or why it matters to everyone, let me assure you—you’re in very good company!


Which gets to the heart of why I’m writing this book—to remove the mystery surrounding the affordable housing industry so that you, my fellow American, can understand why affordable housing is so important to our national well-being. Unless they work within the industry itself, most people are either confused by affordable housing, or they have the wrong ideas about what it is.


Knowing this, I want to use this book to answer the question, “What is the affordable housing industry?” I’ll do this first by clearing up the common misunderstandings and misconceptions that exist about affordable housing. Beyond that, though, I want to also answer the question, “How does the affordable housing industry work?” Specifically, my company, CREA, works within the Low-Income Housing Tax Credit program, or LIHTC (pronounced Li-Tec). With over twenty-five years’ experience in LIHTC, I want to show you how it really works through down-to-earth explanations and examples.




GIVEN THE MANY MISCONCEPTIONS SURROUNDING AFFORDABLE HOUSING, IT’S EASY TO OVERLOOK THE MAJOR IMPACT IT CAN HAVE ON THE QUALITY OF LIFE NOT ONLY FOR THE PEOPLE IT PROVIDES A HOME FOR BUT ALSO FOR ALL AMERICANS.





The bigger question I want to answer for you is “Why does affordable housing matter?” Given the many misconceptions surrounding affordable housing, it’s easy to overlook the major impact it can have on the quality of life not only for the people it provides a home for but also for all Americans. Economists frequently look to the housing market as a gauge for the economic well-being of the US, and since the inception of LIHTC in 1986, it has played an integral part in the housing market. In fact, it’s estimated that around 90 percent of affordable rental housing built in the US comes from the LIHTC program, which also creates about 150,000 jobs each year.1


I joined CREA back in 2009, and I’m incredibly proud of our company’s reputation for creating transparency by partnering with investors, developers, and the communities they serve. In our history, the company has raised nearly $10 billion in equity from our investors who entrust us to use those funds to improve the lives of people living in over 73,000 units across forty-eight states. Assuming the average household size of 3.13 people in the US, our production alone has benefited around 230,000 people in need of affordable housing!


Side note: While it’s not a requirement for us to be in every state, if you ask my coworkers, it would make me very happy to secure a deal or two in Wyoming and North Dakota. These are both relatively small states in the LIHTC business, since the amount of tax credits available in any state is largely tied to the state’s population. More on that later, though.


Now it’s time to bring this sense of transparency beyond our industry to you—whether you are the average American homeowner, an investor or a developer, or a Fortune 500 executive looking to understand the impact of affordable housing on your people and business. It’s not an exaggeration to say that it impacts us all. This is an especially timely conversation for us to have considering the skyrocketing rate of inflation, unprecedented increases in interest rates, building cost increases, and housing shortages across the US. Often overlooked in everyday conversations about the economy, over 40 percent of CPI (consumer price index) is driven by housing costs.2


Across seven chapters, I will untangle some common misconceptions about affordable housing by showing you why affordable housing matters to all of us, how the LIHTC program works, and the way it benefits our society as a whole. While there is massive division in our society over many important issues, affordable housing is one of those important issues where there shouldn’t be any division. Affordable housing impacts us all—and we all have the opportunity to make an impact on affordable housing.







1National Equity Fund, “LIHTC,” accessed April 11, 2023, https://www.nationalequityfund.org/expertise/lihtc.


2Lida R. Weinstock, “Housing and Consumer Price Index,” Congressional Research Service, July 14, 2022, https://sgp.fas.org/crs/misc/IF12164.pdf.
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CHAPTER 1


WHY THE CURRENT HOUSING CRISIS MATTERS TO EVERYONE







What do you think of when you hear the words “affordable housing”?


For many, it might be images of dilapidated, overcrowded apartment buildings in high-crime areas. Maybe you’ve heard the terms “public housing,” “Section 8,” or “the projects” thrown around—and often there is an assumption that these terms are all synonyms for the same thing. The term “affordable housing” has become a catch-all phrase, and for some it’s a thinly veiled description for “the poor side of town.”


There’s a danger in making assumptions like this, though. It would be like seeing a news story about a dog attacking a child and assuming that all dogs are dangerous. Obviously, you’ve never met my dogs. I could go on and on with examples like this—all of us have had our assumptions challenged and proven wrong before.


So let’s begin things with this simple challenge: What if those images and assumptions our society holds about affordable housing are misconceptions? What if we could return to a truer definition of “affordable housing”—housing that people can afford?


In fact, if you want to get technical, affordable housing really refers to households that spend no more than 30 percent of their income on housing, whether that’s rent or a mortgage.3 If you take this into consideration, affordable housing is more about a person’s available resources, not the type of dwelling they have or the neighborhood they are in. However, a person’s resources—or lack of—will have a direct impact on where they can afford to live. Affordable housing is about sizing their housing costs to match their income.




AFFORDABLE HOUSING IS MORE ABOUT A PERSON’S AVAILABLE RESOURCES, NOT THE TYPE OF DWELLING THEY HAVE OR THE NEIGHBORHOOD THEY ARE IN.





While I’ve been in the affordable housing industry for over twenty-five years, I have to admit I was once marked by these same misconceptions. I was born in the late 1960s, but I’m a true child of the eighties—growing up as a Reagan Republican, a bit oblivious to the struggles faced by others around me. I was like Michael J. Fox’s character Alex P. Keaton from the hit show Family Ties—holding the core belief that if you just pulled yourself up by your bootstraps and studied business, then you’d be successful no matter what.


Hopefully you will forgive my ignorance—after all, most of us make the assumption that our own life experiences define what’s “normal.” I’ve since learned I lived a bit of a charmed life—a real American dream story that laid the foundation for who I’ve become today.


Both sets of my grandparents and my father emigrated to the US from Italy following World War II, and my parents married in 1960. Their first apartment was in Providence, Rhode Island, where they paid thirty-five dollars a month plus five dollars monthly for parking. The place had no heat—except for the warmth given off by the gas stove—and no washer and dryer. While the tenement did have a clothes washer for residents to use, it was down in the basement with a dirt floor, so my mom opted to wash clothes in the sink and hang them to dry on wires my father strung up across the kitchen.


Both my older brother and my sister were born in that apartment, and for years, my dad worked multiple jobs to provide for the family. On Mondays, he’d teach at the army reserve for a full day, and during the week, he worked at Union Tool as a toolmaker. He’d come home for dinner, hold us kids for a bit, and then head back to put in more hours until 10:00 p.m. On Saturday mornings, he had a separate manufacturing job, meaning he was working around sixty-four hours a week with a take-home pay of about sixty-five dollars weekly. In other words, he was making right around the minimum wage of $1.25 at the time.
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