Merrimac Affordable Housing Board of Trustees 
Minutes

January 16, 2025 Town Hall, 7 p.m.

                  Call to order: The meeting was called to order at 7:05 p.m. by Chair Sandra Venner.

I. Present:  Broad members Sandra Venner, Colleen Ranshaw-Fiorello, Dawne Young, Brienne Walsh, and Bridget Bacheller. Guest Kerri Perry, Director of Community Action, Inc. in Haverhill.
II. Approval of Minutes for August 21, 2024: With a motion by Brienne Walsh and a second by Bridget Bacheller, board members approved the minutes for the board’s October 17, 2024 meeting.
III. Discussion of Partnership for Housing Assistance Options with Community Action, Inc.  Board members provided Kerri Perry, Director of Community Action, Inc. in Haverhill with background information on the Affordable Housing Board of Trustees, some past projects and information regarding the bequest from Pat True’s estate that will allow the board to move forward with potential housing assistance programs.  Board members explained that the board is interested in possible partnerships with Community Action or other local non-profit agencies such as Rebuilding Together in Haverhill that would provide administrative support for potential programs funded by the Affordable Housing Trust. One option for further exploration might be the state’s new Mass Housing Partnership Program that is seeking to match down payment assistance that first time home buyers might be offered from another funding source.  If possible, the trust could provide matching down payment assistance and first-time homebuyers could be connected to Community Action through their First Time Home Buyer Education Program funded by CHAPPA.  Kerri also discussed connecting with local banks who provide first-time home buyers with a range of services and products.  Local banks would be able to refer first-time home buyers to the Affordable Housing Board of Trustees and to Community Action for the information on the Mass Housing Partnership Program and First Time Home Buyer Education Program. 
If the board were to develop a rental assistance program that could provide assistance with first and last month’s rent, Kerri said that Community Action could assist with means testing.  Board members discussed the possibility of a gift to Community Action that would establish a fund for rental assistance with clear parameters that would allow Community Action to administer a rental assistance program. The potential rental assistance program could also dovetail with the state’s RAFT (Residential Assistance for Families in Transition) program. 
Board members also discussed the possibilities of creating a program similar to the Norfolk Retire in Place Assistance (RIPA) Program that provides some repair and rehabilitation of owner-occupied housing units for income-eligible homeowners. Similar to partnering with Community Action for a First Time Home Buyer Program or a rental assistance program, board members discussed whether or not a gift with conditions could be given to Rebuilding Together in Haverhill to administer a similar program in Merrimac.  Kerri said a repair and rehabilitation program could dovetail with services for new heating systems and fuel assistance available through Community Action as well as some support for safety and access issues that might be funded through AgeSpan. 
IV. Next steps: To further research the possible housing assistance options, Sandy said that she would review the board’s bylaw in order to determine if the language in the bylaw would allow the board to establish a rental assistance program. Language in the bylaw might need to be amended.  Questions regarding the bylaw can be discussed with Town Counsel Lisa Mead at a meeting in March.  At that time, Sandy can provide Town Counsel with information about the housing assistance programs under consideration by the board, the idea of a gift with conditions to a non-profit agency such as Community Action or Rebuilding Together so that programs could be administered locally and whether or not the bylaw needs to be amended to allow the creation of a rental assistance program.
V. Report on status of new Housing Production Plan:  The Select Board and Planning Board approved the Town’s new Housing Production Plan at the joint January 14 board meeting.
VI. Progress Update for former Coastal Metal site and The Flats: Another $200,000 grant is in place for additional cleaning of contamination at the former Coastal Metal site. Zoning Board of Appeals hearings have denied the Flats but an appeal by the developer has been filed, Chair Venner reported.
VII. Review of potential updates for SHI list:  Board member Phil Parry reported by email that the Shared Living Collaborative housing units are private and are not subsidized by the state.  They cannot be included in the town’s Subsidized Housing Inventory.
VIII. Correspondence: Chair Venner said she will draft the board’s annual report for the 2024 calendar year.  The report is due March 4. 
IX. Scheduling Next Meeting and Adjournment.  The board will meet again on Thursday February 20, 7 p.m.  With a motion by Dawne Young and a second by Brienne Walsh, the meeting was adjourned at 8:45 p.m.
Respectfully submitted by Colleen Ranshaw-Fiorello, Secretary, January 17, 2025.
