Cambridge submits application for $300,000 infill houses grant
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CAMBRIDGE The City of Cambridge submitted a $300,000 grant application to the Maryland Department of Housing and Community Development on Friday to build two infill houses for low income families within the city's Maple Street District.

The grant is through the Community Development Administration Home Initiatives and Smart Site programs.

In June, Gov. Martin O'Malley visited Cambridge and announced the city's Maple Street District was one of 15 Smart Site project areas, which works with the Habitat for Humanity to build green homes and retrofit existing homes with green technology for low- and moderate-income households.

The Maple Street District encompasses parts of Pine, High, Muir, Gay, Wells, Douglas and Cross streets as well as Park, School House and Lincoln lanes.

The city was given the opportunity to get money from the grant for Maple Street by the DHCD earlier this month. The project's objective is to build two affordable infill housing units that are minimally Energy Star Rated. The project is to be executed by the city and Habitat for Humanity Choptank.

Housing designs would include the Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED), which measures how well a building saves energy and water, reduces carbon dioxide emissions, improves indoor environmental quality and uses resources responsibly. Habitat for Humanity Choptank is currently working on its fourth home in the city.

The city council approved the grant application at the Oct. 19 council meeting.

Lee Weldon, Cambridge manager of housing and community development, said the lots for the houses have not been determined but the lots would be city-owned. He said lots on School House Lane and Bethel Street are being looked at.

Total acquisition costs for two lots are estimated at $4,000 and would be an in-kind donation from the city. Pre-development costs would be $2,500; fees related to construction would be $5,000, administration fees would be $1,000; and construction costs would be $291,000.

Weldon said the Department of Housing and Community Development told the city if there is a surplus of funds after each house is completed, the city will be able to use the surplus toward future Smart Site projects.

Commissioner Donald Sydnor had a concern about the state urging the city to use Habitat for Humanity instead of allowing the city to put the project out to bid for local companies.

City Associate Economic Director Mary Calloway said the state shows more favoritism to applications that partner with Habitat for Humanity because the state has successfully used Habitat for Humanity in the past and the project will be able to proceed more quickly.

"I think the state, since last year, has tried to reach out to this city through various programs," said Commissioner Gage Thomas. "To me, I think this is a gift horse, so let's take it and use it."

Commissioner Ken Knox said the city should move forward with the application because it shows the state the city supports the program.

A motion to approve the grant application was made by Thomas and seconded by Knox. The motion was approved 4-1, with Sydnor not supporting the application.

"I still have concerns that this application has been specifically written for one applicant, and I know there are other builders in the City of Cambridge who could do a job that is equal to Habitat for Humanity," Sydnor said.

Sydnor said he would not vote for the application as presented because other builders, who could have offered a lower price, were left out of the process and should be given an opportunity. "I was not voting against the concept of the proposal, just the process used for the proposal," Sydnor said.

