Policy/Advocacy Update – July 2015
Federal Legislation Update:
· Senate T-HUD Bill:  Senate Appropriations Committee released its FY 16 spending bill that would allocate $55.646 billion for the Transportation, Housing and Urban Development, and Related Agencies (T-HUD) Subcommittee. This is $376 million above the House spending bill. The Senate T-HUD Committee will now begin marking up its spending bill.  The Subcommittee passed its FY16 spending bill on Tuesday, 6/23.  The full Appropriations Committee marked up and voted to approve the bill on 6/25.  
The bill would:
· Increase funding for voucher renewals by $496 million over 2015. But that is still $352 million less for voucher renewals than the President requested in his budget, and $169 million less than the House included in their bill.
· Provides $75 million for about 10,000 new HUD-VASH vouchers (which were not included in the House bill or the President’s budget request)
· Provide $20 million for about 2,500 new FUP vouchers (as requested by the President to help restore the vouchers lost to sequestration). 
· Not use any National Housing Trust Fund (NHTF) resources to fund other HUD housing programs, and does not restrict future NHTF funding in any way.
· Cut HOME funding from FY15’s level of $900 million to an FY16 level of $66 million.
· Expand the Moving to Work demonstration (currently restricted to 39 public housing agencies) to an additional 300 PHAs. 
· Provide a “full year” of funding for all project-based rental assistance contracts and continue assistance to all those currently served. 
· Provide $20 million for Family Unification Program vouchers.
· Provide $40 million for strategies to reduce youth homelessness.
· Increase Section 811 Housing for Persons with Disabilities by $2 million, to $137 million.
· Provide $330 million for the Housing Opportunities for Persons with AIDS (HOPWA) program and include an updated formula for distribution of HOPWA funds. 
· Decrease funding for Community Development Block Grants from FY15’s $3.1 billion to $2.9 billion for FY16.
· Not amend the HUD definition of homelessness.
· House T-HUD Bill:  The full House approved the T-HUD bill on 6/9 in a razor-thin 216-210 vote.  Passage of the bill came after Presidential veto threat earlier in the week because of insufficient funding levels, capped by sequestration, and controversial policy riders pertaining to transportation, relations with Cuba, and Guantanamo Bay prison transfers. 

The bill drastically underfunds critical housing programs and transfers all funds set to go into the National Housing Trust Fund into the HOME program.  Among other harmful provisions, the draft bill would:
· Direct ALL National Housing Trust Fund (NHTF) money into the HOME Program, and forbid Congress from putting any other money into the NHTF.
· Cut HOME to $767 million from $900 million in FY15. HOME must be fully funded, in addition to, not at the expense of, critically needed funding for the NHTF.
· Underfund tenant-based rental assistance (TBRA), by $665 million. In order to simply renew all vouchers in use in 2015, TBRA would need an increase of $850 million. 
· Not provide funding to restore vouchers cut under sequestration in 2013, or provide funding for any new VASH vouchers.
· Underfund project-based rental assistance (PBRA). In order to renew existing contracts for 12 months, PBRA would need an increase of $1.2 billion. The bill provides only a $924 million increase.
· Underfund Homeless Assistance Grants.  The bill proposes funding at $2.185B, well under the President’s request of $2.48B, but above the FY 15 budget of $2.135B.  This would likely not be enough to renew existing grants.
· Rep. Stivers’ amendment, which would “prohibit the use of funds by the Private Enforcement Initiative of the Fair Housing Initiatives Program that awards grants to local non-profit organizations” passed the House on 6/3 in a vote of 224-198, with all Democrats voting against the amendment.
· President’s Budget:  The President’s budget has been announced.  Overall, the request seeks $49.3 billion for HUD, the largest amount this Administration has ever requested for the agency and $4 billion above HUD’s enacted FY15 level.  HUD’s requested funding increases described below will only be possible if Congress agrees to lift the Budget Control Act (BCA) spending caps.
· Housing Choice Vouchers:  Funds to renew existing vouchers and to restore 67,000 vouchers lost because of the BCA’s sequester cuts in 2013.  HUD would target 30,000 of these vouchers to special populations.  The voucher request from HUD would also mark the end of the Veterans Affairs Supportive Housing voucher program, whose programmatic goals would be carried out through the restored 67,000 vouchers.
· Project-Based Rental Assistance:  HUD’s request seeks $10.76 billion in FY16, almost $1 billion more than FY15. HUD says this amount is “complete year” funding, sufficient for 12 months of PBRA contract renewals and amendments.
· Homeless Assistance Grants:  HUD requests $2.480 billion for homeless assistance grants, through the Emergency Solutions Grant and Continuum of Care programs, well above FY15’s $2.135 billion level. The request also seeks to continue annual appropriations language allowing nonprofits to administer rental assistance.
· HOME Fund:  Proposed increase from FY15’s $900 million level, to $1.06 billion in FY16.
· CDBG:  The request seeks less funding for CDBG in FY16 ($2.8 billion) than was provided in FY15 ($3 billion).
· HUD Section 811:  HUD seeks a $42 million increase to $177 million for FY16. According to HUD, such a funding level would provide $150 million for the renewal and amendments of existing Section 811 operating subsidy contracts, and provide $25 million for new Project Rental Assistance awards.
· HOPWA:  HOPWA would receive a $2M increase, to $332 M for FY16. 

· Bills to watch:
· H.R. 574: To prohibit contributions by Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac to the Housing Trust Fund and the Capital Market Fund while such enterprises are in conservatorship or receivership, and for other purposes.  Sponsor: Rep. Edward “Ed” Royce [R-CA39]  *Sent to House Finance Committee on 1/27/15 – Maine Congressman Bruce Poliquin is a member of this committee
· H.R. 576 & S. 256: To amend the definition of “homeless person” under the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act to include certain homeless children and youth, and for other purposes.  Sponsors: Rep. Steve Stivers [R-OH15] for H.R. 574 and Sen. Dianne Feinstein [D-CA} for S. 256.  Both bills were sent to their respective committees on 1/27/15.
· H.R. 1047: To authorize private nonprofit organizations to administer permanent housing rental assistance provided through the Continuum of Care Program under the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act, and for other purposes.  Sponsor: Rep. Scott Peters [D-CA52].  Introduced on 2/24/15 and referred to the Financial Services Committee.

State Legislation Update:
· Bills to watch:  
· LD 443, An Act to Help Stabilize Homeless Shelters in Maine, sponsored by Sen. Justin Alfond (D-Portland).  This bill would provide $3.5M from the General Fund for homeless shelters.  Currently 42 homeless shelters share less approximately $300,000 annually. Initial committee vote was 10-2 ought to pass as amended.  The amendments included reducing the amount to $2M and including a human trafficking shelter.  Under suspension of the rules both the House and Senate passed the bill on 6/16.  It was placed on the Special Appropriations Table on 6/17 for enactment.   
· LD 1035, An Act To Create a 9-month Time Limit on General Assistance Benefits, sponsored by Sen. Eric Brakey (R-Auburn), would limit general assistance to a maximum of 275 days every 5 years for a person who does not have any dependents and who is capable of working.  The chambers remained in non-concurrence on 6/23.  The bill is dead.
· LD 369, majority report and with Sen. Volk’s amendment, to allow asylum seekers and other “lawfully present” immigrants to receive General Assistance welfare benefits for up to 24 months, passed the Senate 29-5, and the House 81-63 (not a veto-proof majority).  The House would need to pick up roughly 20 votes to override an all-but-certain veto from Gov. Paul LePage.  House lawmakers added language that would limit “lawfully present” immigrants to two years of General Assistance, the temporary assistance program that provides emergency vouchers for housing, heat, medicine and other basic necessities.  This faces further votes.
· LD 526 directs DHHS to seek a waiver from the federal government to ban junk food purchases from SNAP.  The chambers remained in non-concurrence on 6/23.  The bill is dead.
Biennial Budget Proposal – Passed the House (105-42) and the Senate (31-4) on 6/16 and 6/17 (early morning) respectively.  There were 64 line-item vetoes from the Governor, all were overturned by both the House and Senate on 6/19.  The Governor vetoed the budget, and the veto was overturned by both the House and Senate.
Highlights from MMA:
	Municipally-related Budget Line in Governor’s Proposed State Budget 
	           Majority Report
	         Leadership Amendment
Sent to the Governor on 6/17/15

	Revenue Sharing:
Proposed flat funding in FY 2016 and elimination in FY 2017 and thereafter.
	Flat fund municipal revenue sharing at a fixed $62.5 million for both years of the biennium, without further amending the revenue sharing statute. 
	The leadership amendment revises the revenue sharing law for the next four fiscal years (FY 2016-FY 2019) to require the distribution to be 2% of state sales and income tax receipts, rather than 5% as required by law. The 5% requirement would allegedly kick back in during FY 2020 and thereafter. Under current projections, 2% of sales and income tax revenue would yield revenue sharing distributions of:
FY 2016  - $62.57 million
FY 2017  - $62.07 million
FY 2018  - $64.78 million       
FY 2019  - $67.5   million

	Homestead Exemption: Proposed to double the current $10,000 exemption for homeowners 65 and older and repeal the homestead exemption for all other homeowners.
	Increase the value of the Homestead property tax exemption from $10,000 to $15,000 beginning April 1, 2016 for all homesteaders, providing 50% state reimbursement for lost tax revenue associated with the first $10,000 of the exemption and 100% reimbursement for the lost tax revenue for $5,000 of the exemption value. The 100% reimbursement would occur over the FY 2016-2017 biennium, but would thereafter drop back to $75% reimbursement for the $5,000 increment.
	 Increase the value of the Homestead property tax exemption from $10,000 to $15,000 beginning April 1, 2016. For that year, the state reimbursement for the lost property tax revenue will remain at 50% for the $15,000 exemption. 
Increase the value of the Homestead exemption from $15,000 to $20,000 beginning April 1, 2017. For that year and subsequently, the state reimbursement for the lost property tax revenue will be 50% for the first $10,000 of the exemption and 75% for the second $10,000 of the exemption. 

	General Assistance: Proposed changes to the GA reimbursement formula to marginally reduce the reimbursement rate for the “50%” municipalities and significantly reduce reimbursement for the cities qualifying for supplemental “90%” reimbursement for GA expenditures exceeding threshold levels.
	 No changes to current GA reimbursement formula.
	Beginning July 1, 2015, changes the GA reimbursement formula to provide all municipalities with 70% reimbursement for General Assistance benefits issued.  The vast majority of municipalities will experience an increase in reimbursement from 50% to 70%. Several of Maine’s service center communities will experience a decrease in reimbursement because of the repeal of the 90% reimbursement formula that applies under current law to GA expenditures exceeding a certain percentage of the municipality’s state valuation. 

	General Assistance: Proposed change to disqualify certain non U.S. citizens from receiving GA benefits, including people in the U.S. in violation of federal law as well as non U.S. citizens waiting for determinations of asylee or refugee status unless especially “qualified” under federal statute.  
	
No changes to current law regarding eligibility.
	The leadership amendment includes language governing the eligibility of non U.S. citizens seeking asylum status with respect to food stamps, TANF and supplemental security income, generally authorizing benefits for a maximum 240 day period. There is no language in the leadership amendment, however, regarding those applicants and the General Assistance program. 

	Tax Reform – Sales Tax Changes: 
Proposed significant expansion of the sales tax base to include a range of services that are not currently subject to the sales tax, as well as increases to the general sales tax rate. 
	Proposes only one change to the sales tax law that would otherwise be in effect on July 1, 2015.  Specifically, the majority report would implement no expansion of the sales tax base and would also allow the temporarily increased tax rate on general retail sales to sunset back from 5.5% to 5%. The majority report retains the meals and lodging sales tax rate at 8% rather than allowing it to sunset to 7% on July 1. 
	Retains the current tax rate on general sales (5.5%) rather than letting it sunset to 5%. Also retains the current tax rate on meals served in restaurants at 8% rather than letting it sunset to 7%. Increases the sales tax rate on lodging from the current rate of 8% to 9%. No significant expansion of the sales tax base, but modifies the statutory definition of “prepared foods” for sales tax purposes. 

	Tax Reform – Individual Income Tax Changes: Proposed a four-year phase-down of the top income tax rate from 7.95% to 5.75%, removed a number of personal income tax deductions and credits.
	 
No substantive changes to the individual income tax code except for bringing the exclusion value under Maine’s estate tax into conformity with the federal exclusion value.
	 
Effects a two-year phase down of the top income tax rate from 7.95% to 7.15%, adjusts the bracketing system to apply an income tax rate to all adjusted gross income (i.e., removes the current “0%” bracket), increases the standard deduction and phases out the ability to utilize the standard deduction (or itemized deductions if applicable)  at higher income levels, establishes a “sales tax fairness credit” within the income tax code for lower-income tax filers to reflect the increases in sales tax exposure, brings the exclusion value under Maine’s estate tax into conformity with the federal exclusion value, exempts military pensions, other changes.  
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