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As communities across California face ambitious State-mandated affordable 
housing goals and heartbreaking rates of homelessness, jurisdictions are looking 
for new and innovative ways to facilitate affordable housing development. To 
address the ongoing housing crisis, local jurisdictions can tap into hundreds 
of acres of unused faith-owned land, utilize cost-effective factory-built housing 
products, and foster cross-sector collaboration to establish cottage communities 
with supportive services. By leveraging these resources and partnerships, 
communities can meaningfully address their homelessness crisis, affordable 
housing shortages, and mandated housing goals, such as the Regional Housing 
Needs Allocation (RHNA). This White Paper delves into an innovative model that 
unites stakeholders to create a cohesive and effective solution to homelessness.

The purpose of this White Paper is to serve as a guide for local governments 
and other stakeholders who wish to encourage, fund, and support cottage 
communities to be developed on faith-owned land. This White Paper is based 
on the work supported by a Partnership for the Bay’s Future (PBF) Policy Grant 
(previously called a Breakthrough Grant), generously funded by the San Francisco 
Foundation. The Policy Grants provide resources and technical assistance to help 
local governments create and successfully implement equitable affordable  
housing policies, and to do so in partnership with community groups that help 
bring the voices of renters, low-income residents, and people of color into 
conversation with government. 

Under this grant, the City of Antioch, together with Hope Solutions (formerly known 
as Contra Costa Interfaith Housing) and the Multi-faith ACTION Coalition (MFAC) 
(collectively called the Antioch Policy Grant team), addressed several barriers to 
affordable housing production in Antioch. This White Paper focuses on the Antioch 
Policy Grant team’s work with faith-owned land. Such a model, funded through 
a combination of private and public philanthropy, can become a template for 
future affordable housing development. We hope this paper stimulates thinking 
and generates action for those cities seeking to address homelessness in their 
communities with a new and innovative model.

Introduction
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Contra Costa County reported that more than 10,000 people (7,200 families) 
experienced homelessness in 2023. We call this a housing crisis but really it’s 
a humanitarian crisis. The problem continues to grow, and its root cause is a 
combination of a severe shortage of affordable units in our County, increasing cost 
of living, and an economy that leaves many people unable to make ends meet. 
Current housing supply simply does not meet demand; today we have a shortfall  
of more than 34,000 units for low- and very low-income individuals and families. 

In addition to providing shelter, it is essential to treat the underlying drivers and 
outcomes of homeless trauma. Homelessness has, at its core, a number of root 
causes: economic conditions; mental health (including depression, anxiety, and 
substance use disorders); structural realities of our State-sponsored foster  
care system leading to a “cliff” of young adults who leave the foster care  
system with nowhere to turn; lack 
of sufficient job training; inadequate 
options to “age in place,” particularly for 
those with health conditions, including 
physical disabilities or traumatic health 
events that often lead to loss of a 
job; and a deficit in life skills training 
for many who are caught in a multi-
generational cycle of poverty and 
economic insecurity. 

As economic conditions exacerbate 
homelessness, traditional stick-built 
housing development takes too long 
and costs too much to address the 
problem adequately. The situation  
calls for a new and innovative  
approach to housing production that 
leverages the resources of interested 
parties, utilizes construction techniques 
that can be deployed quickly, and 
requires manageable investments by 
project partners.

Magnitude of the Problem 
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In the past few years, the Antioch Policy Grant team has come together to 
pursue an innovative solution to our housing crisis: communities of permanent 
cottage housing with supportive services on faith-owned land. This solution 
addresses multiple aspects of the problem: 

1. Faith-owned property opens an immense inventory of land for affordable
housing development, often in communities with nearby essential services

2. Factory-built, small footprint cottages are quicker and more cost effective
to build than traditional construction and are built from durable and often
environmentally-friendly materials.

3. Professional supportive services and case management provide tailored,
on-site resources to help residents heal, grow, and thrive within these
cottage villages.

The Terner Center for Housing Innovation has identified more than 47,000 acres 
of developable land owned by faith institutions in California, an amount greater 
than the landmass of the City of Oakland. They identified 1,159 acres on 493 
distinct parcels in Contra Costa County, with an average parcel size of 1.2 acres. 
Statewide, almost half of the sites (45%) are located in high resource opportunity 
areas, meaning areas rich in amenities like high-quality schools and services. Of 
the higher-opportunity sites, 10% are also located near transit (i.e., within a half 
mile of a rail transit station or within a quarter mile of a bus stop). These faith 
institutions have underutilized land assets in the form of undeveloped parcels 
and unused parking lots that can be converted into affordable housing, opening 
up new sites and neighborhoods for affordable homes. Further, faith institutions 
that are willing to donate or lease their land at below-market prices can offer 
substantive cost savings to an affordable housing project. 

Innovative Solution to Meet Affordable 
Housing Needs

Faith-Owned Land Inventory

In the past few years, the Antioch Policy G rant team has come together to 
pursue an innovative solution to our housing crisis: communities of permanent 
cottage housing with supportive services on faith-owned land.

baysfuture.org
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Studies suggest that it costs up to $1 million and a minimum of 5-7 years to build 
an affordable housing unit in California. High cost and long lead times to build 
traditional housing have driven our team to explore a new housing type: a smaller 
footprint, factory-built home, which we call a cottage or micro-home. Regulated as 
either U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) manufactured 
homes or State of California Factory-Built Housing, these homes are built to 
high-quality standards and can be 40-50% lower in cost to build. Perhaps most 
importantly, because cottages are built in a factory, site work (like site clearing, 
grading, and utility installation) can happen simultaneously to the build of the 
cottages, substantially reducing the overall construction timeline.

Permanent housing, provided with very low barriers to entry and coupled with 
professional supportive services, is a proven solution to addressing homelessness 
on a sustainable basis. Building upon a “housing first approach,” supportive 
housing should always include an array of appropriate supportive services paired 
with condition-free housing as a foundation from which to heal and rebuild. 
Housing alone, however, is not enough. Once the basic need for shelter is met, the 
next step for residents includes professional, coordinated, supportive services that 
can help them build life skills, address physical and mental trauma, and begin to 
overcome the underlying issues that lead to homelessness.

The Hope Solutions model employs a trauma-informed and clinically-supported 
case management team to meet the specific needs of the population being served. 
For example, education and employment support are especially vital in programs 
targeting homeless youth so they can establish economic independence and self-
sufficiency. On the other end of the spectrum, intensive support for health needs 
or with basic life tasks is necessary when serving homeless seniors or those with 
disabilities. Across populations and demographic groups, studies indicate that 
supportive services can have a determinative impact on improvements to health, 
education, housing stability, and economic outcomes. As such, supportive services 
are strongly recommended to be included and supported with funding when 
establishing supportive housing cottage communities on faith-owned land.

The following chapters focus on the pieces of this solution within the control 
of local governments (e.g., entitlement, funding), as well as considerations 
for nonprofit affordable housing developers that seek to partner with faith 
institutions.

Professional Supportive Services

Factory-Built Cottages

baysfuture.org
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Addressing major systemic societal issues like homelessness demands a strong 
public and private partnership. Even just one successful project requires a team 
of experts from different sectors and professions to work closely together within 
defined roles, coming together like a puzzle. It is useful to understand the unique 
challenges and motivations of each group and how this proposed model can 
thread the needle between all of these elements. 

A non-profit affordable housing developer like Hope Solutions is critical to making 
all the connections and relationships work in harmony toward a successful 
supportive housing cottage community (see Figure 1 below). Hope Solutions has 
developed a unique model for bringing all the pieces together, which includes:  

• Identifying potential faith-owned land and partnering with faith-based
organizations (FBOs) throughout the life of the project from permitting and
construction to occupancy and sustained management.

• Raising private and public funding to support the project.
• Hiring experienced and trusted construction partners.
• Identifying the subpopulation of unhoused who will be best suited for each

unique community. By working with Contra Costa County’s Health Housing and
Homeless Programs (H3) and the Coordinated Entry System,  organizations like
Hope Solutions can effectively identify and select residents (including helping
with screening, lease agreements, etc.) who are appropriate for the community.

• Lining up supportive services targeted to the resident communities (including
specialized services like substance use disorder and mental  health counseling,
life skills, etc.).

• Managing the operations of the community during its lifetime.

This work requires a unique combination of relationships and expertise. In 
particular, the non-profit affordable housing developer and/or its construction 
team must have experience installing factory-built homes and successfully 
managing public funds, which requires a significant investment of time and 
resources. 

Coordinating and Integrating 
Stakeholder Resources 

Non-Profit Affordable Housing Developer 

The Coordinated Entry System is the regionally-coordinated organizational backbone of homeless services. It serves as a 
centralized hub for assessing needs and connecting vulnerable people to appropriate housing services as quickly as possible.

1

1
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The non-profit’s experience operating and managing permanent affordable 
housing programs, track record of providing supportive services backed up 
with outcome data, ability to manage collaborative projects with many different 
partners, and expertise and experience in working with FBOs are all critical for 
success. Choosing the right non-profit leader for the project can make all the 
difference, and any jurisdiction interested in encouraging this kind of project 
should think carefully about the eligibility requirements of the non-profit leader it 
wishes to select through a Request for Proposal (RFP)/Request for Qualifications 
(RFQ) process or similar.

1

Figure 1. Bringing together all the puzzle pieces to create a scalable, effective solution to homelessness. 
Concept model by Jasmine Tarkoff, Hope Solutions. 
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Off-site housing construction (generically called modular, prefabricated, or 
“prefab”) can produce substantial cost and time savings. Off-site construction can 
range from two-dimensional panelized components to whole volumetric modules 
that can be used as independent dwelling units. These modular buildings are 
permanent structures made with the same materials as other structures but built 
in a controlled manufacturing facility. They are transported to the home site for 
final assembly. Today, there are hundreds of prefab and modular home builders. 

Types of prefabricated homes include 
manufactured and modular homes. 
Manufactured and modular homes 
don’t look that different from one 
another, and both can look very similar 
to traditional site-built ones. The main 
difference between manufactured and 
modular homes is the building codes 
required of each. Manufactured homes 
are built to the national HUD code while 
modular homes are built to local and 
state building codes.

Besides the different codes they 
are subject to, another factor that 
can set them apart is the type of 
foundation typically used for each. 
Some  jurisdictions may require modular 
homes to be permanently installed at 
the home site without a steel frame, 
while others allow on-frame foundations 
and lower pitch roofs.

Hope Solutions has found cost-to 
build savings of 40-50% using off-
site construction compared to traditional construction. In addition, the smaller 
footprint of cottages is particularly well-suited to the smaller portions of land 
that faith institutions may have available for housing development. Some other 
advantages to using off-site construction include:

Innovative Housing Technologies

baysfuture.org
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•	 Time savings: Individual units are built off-site in a factory, allowing on-site 
construction (e.g., grading, utility work) to occur simultaneously with home 
construction. Construction time can be reduced by 50% compared to the 
traditional method of building housing. The fast building time is beneficial to 
increasing the overall housing stock in a shorter time period, a key strength 
when the typical multi-family housing project or shelter takes 4-5 years for 
approval and construction.

•	 Reduced environmental impact: The controlled environment of off-site 
construction reduces water usage and supports the recycling of scraps and 
other materials. 

•	 Inspections: Home inspections occur throughout the prefab assembly line 
process. Off-site modules are inspected at the factory by a State housing 
inspection agency.  On-site construction work is inspected by the local 
jurisdiction. Different building standards apply depending on a range of factors; 
cottages could be built to federal HUD code as manufactured housing, the 
California Residential Code standards as accessory dwelling units, American 
National Standards Institute (ANSI) or National Fire Protection Association 
(NFPA) codes when they’re on wheels, or State of California standards for 
factory-built housing. Having review and permitting done through State or 
federal processes can create another time and cost savings, although it may 
require educating local jurisdictions in cases where they do not have authority 
to request changes to components already reviewed and permitted through 
other agencies.

•	 Quality control and safety: Factory tools and work platforms can offer 
greater quality control than on-site construction methods. A consistent indoor 
environment reduces the impact of weather on production, and streamlined 
processes can improve safety.

•	 Design options: The home-scale design and customization options of 
•	 factory-built cottages allow them to blend into existing neighborhoods 

that may surround faith institutions, taking the wind out of arguments 
that affordable housing disrupts “community character,” casts shadows, or 
otherwise negatively impacts the aesthetics of neighborhoods. 

Local jurisdictions need to be educated on the advantages and characteristics of 
off-site construction, including the building process, transporting manufactured 
homes to the site, and their inherent energy efficiency. 

baysfuture.org
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Jurisdiction staff need to become familiar with their more limited  
review purview for factory-built homes and development teams must be  
prepared to help educate jurisdictions. In particular, stakeholders, especially 
local governments, must be aware of how cottage communities relate to mobile 
home park laws and stipulate that cottage communities are considered at least 
equivalent to the requirements of the California Building Code so that cottage 
communities are not considered mobile home parks. See Appendix A for  
more information.

Finally, community perception may be a barrier to using factory-built homes given 
outdated notions of manufactured homes and mobile home parks that some 
people perceive as aesthetically unattractive. Providing pictures, 3D models, 
and full-size examples of cottages can assuage these sentiments.

FBOs possess a critical asset, in the form of land, that can significantly contribute to 
much needed solutions to address the housing crisis. As previously mentioned, this 
land potential in Contra Costa County totals 1,159 acres on 493 distinct parcels, 
representing a real opportunity for jurisdictions to consider as they seek to reach 
their State-mandated affordable housing goals and alleviate the humanitarian 
crisis in their communities. While one might assume that larger faith-owned sites 
may be most appealing for affordable housing development, smaller sites are still 
feasible for development. The average portion of land used for affordable housing 
developments on faith-owned sites is only 0.4 acres. Smaller pockets of land are 
especially well-suited for small footprint cottages.

Furthermore, FBOs can be ideal places and spaces where “communities within 
a community” can be created for real healing and transformation for homeless 
individuals. FBOs have a long history and well developed approach for  
creating a sense of community and belonging, something that many individuals 
cite as a critical loss when becoming unhoused. Through volunteerism in the  
form of tutoring, driving residents to medical appointments, life skills development  
(e.g. cooking, managing a budget), and hosting community dinners and  
events, members of a FBO can contribute in meaningful ways to the creation  
of community.

Working with Faith Institutions

baysfuture.org

https://baysfuture.org/


12

Faith institutions face two 
fundamental challenges today: their 
membership is is declining (leading 
to declining contributions) and their 
capital budgets are growing (aging 
facilities, etc.). Approximately 1% of 
the nation’s 350,000 congregations 
close each year.2  Our model addresses 
both of these issues by offering 
two key elements: 1) a new mission 
aligned engagement opportunity for 
faith institutions that can serve to 
reinvigorate membership or attract 
new members of younger generations 
and 2) a potential new revenue 
stream in the form of annual land 
lease payments or a one time land 
sale. Every congregation is unique 
and negotiations around revenue 
reflect their individual needs. While a 
land appraisal can help to provide some basis for a land lease or sale, FBOs must 
understand that affordable housing developers have to raise public or private 
funds to cover these costs. In search of ongoing income, many FBOs may prefer 
to lease their land as opposed to selling it, an expense the project operator must 
take into account. While residents of affordable housing units usually contribute 
to rent (under the suggested national standard of 30% of income), in all cases 
the operation of the project demands additional subsidies provided by homeless 
services providers like Hope Solutions. In other words, 30% of an extremely low-
income household’s wages is nowhere near enough to cover the costs of operating 
permanent housing with supportive services.

Many faith institutions are attracted to the opportunity to build cottage 
communities within their communities as a way to respond to the current housing 
saginghortfall. The appeal of this model can be seen in Appendix B, a compilation 
of housing developments involving faith institutions. One of the few universal

    Nierenberg, Amelia. The New York Times. “New Spirits Rise in Old, Repurposed Churches.” 2020.  
    Available at https://www.nytimes.com/2020/10/25/us/abandoned-churches-covid.html. 

2
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patterns across these diverse projects is their commitment to housing low-
income residents and special needs populations. However, mission-alignment 
is not always sufficient to persuade FBOs to participate in supportive cottage 
community projects. Non-profit affordable housing developers must be aware 
of the apprehensions FBOs may have and be ready to assuage their fears and 
accommodate their needs.

Even when FBOs have the available land and the desire to develop affordable 
housing on their land, there are unique circumstances that development teams 
and jurisdictions will need to be aware of and responsive to. For instance, many 
jurisdictions require affordable housing covenants for these projects that preserve 
affordability restrictions for decades, which may dissuade some FBOs from 
participating. The relationship between FBOs and their umbrella organizations 
is another unique characteristic of working with FBOs that may impact the 
development process. Appendix C compiles learnings and recommendations 
gathered from over two years of working with faith institutions that local 
governments and nonprofit organizations can consult in order to maximize 
the impact of affordable housing on faith-owned land coupled with supportive 
services.

Non-profit affordable housing developers must be aware 
of the apprehensions FBOs may have and be ready to 
assuage their fears and accommodate their needs. 

baysfuture.org
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NIMBYism (Not in My Backyard) remains a barrier to affordable housing 
development. Though new legislation such as Senate Bill (SB) 4 has made 
affordable housing projects on faith-owned land permitted by-right, affordable 
cottage communities will only thrive if neighbors and the broader community 
buy into the effort. Some neighbors worry about who would live in these homes, 
assuming they will bring crime and harm property values. However, professional 
supportive services coupled with experienced property management helps to 
address many of the fears that community members hold. 

Local CBOs play an important role in championing more affordable housing 
in local communities. Their close connection to vulnerable residents makes 
CBOs ideal partners in advocacy for such communities. Inclusive community 
organizing approaches that include a combination of listening campaigns, 
education, and advocacy, can respond effectively to potential community 
concerns about who will live in the cottages, the fear of decreased property 
values, and the stigma around manufactured homes. Jurisdictions should 
encourage community engagement for the purpose of increasing awareness and 
education toward the goal of a long term positive relationship with affordable 
housing communities.

Further, jurisdictions should encourage local coalition building between CBOs in 
the form of an advisory group that brings people and government together in 
productive, creative, and proactive ways. Such an advisory group could facilitate 
increased information sharing between CBOs and the local government and help 
to break down silos to create a more collaborative relationship between the local 
government and its citizenry. See the Antioch Policy Grant team’s Community-
Driven Housing Solutions Report for more information on this concept and a 
roadmap to deepening community collaboration.

Engaging Community-Based Organizations (CBOs) 

Inclusive community organizing approaches that include a 
combination of listening campaigns, education, and advocacy, 
can respond effectively to potential community concerns.

baysfuture.org
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One of the critical elements to a successful model are the insights and 
perspectives gained from consulting with individuals who have lived experience of 
homelessness or housing insecurity. This unique model calls for the entire process 
(community organizing, planning, building, and operating the villages themselves) 
to be informed by the perspectives of those we seek to serve. This critical lens 
provides insights into the approaches that are most effective in enrolling residents 
into a long-term program of rehabilitation and success. Hope Solutions’ Resident 
Empowerment Program (REP) Housing Policy Consultants have been effective 
in ensuring that solutions are responsive to community needs and aligned with 
community desires.

Engaging People With Lived Experience

Law firms, financial consultants, 
architects, civil engineers, 
construction firms, and all 
the needed subcontractors 
have critical roles to play in 
the building of affordable 
cottage communities. Some 
are interested in contributing 
labor, donated materials, and 
professional services to help 
offset the costs of development. 
One outstanding model has 
been developed by HomeAid, 
the charitable arm of the home 
builders association, which has 
taken an active role to help 
build these communities. In 
projects with HomeAid, donated 
materials, labor, and consultants 
help to defray costs and make 
the project more financially 
feasible. This model has been 
helpful to Hope Solutions and 
something that jurisdictions 
should be aware of.

Local Partners

baysfuture.org
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As described above, addressing homelessness starts with providing a home but 
must be coupled with professional supportive services. However, selecting an 
appropriate provider of professional supportive services is critical to ensuring 
the success of the resulting supportive housing project. First, it is important 
that partners not view these services as an ancillary or informal piece of the 
project; they must be provided by professionals with experience serving the 
target population of the project with evidence-based approaches. When funding 
these projects, public agencies should require a supportive services provider 
with a track record of success, credentialed staff, and a documented ability 
to collect outcome and impact data to prove their services are effective. The 
supportive services provider should also have a plan to sustain their services 
for the community indefinitely, since their services will always be needed by 
residents. In other words, we cannot rely on the congregation or its members 
to provide supportive services; these services must be provided by credentialed 
and experienced professionals. As discussed above, congregations can volunteer 
to help in many important ways, such as providing occasional meals, activities, 
transportation, and other non-technical support. 

Professional Support Services

Securing funding for permanent affordable housing projects with professional 
supportive services remains an enormous obstacle. Market rate developers can 
secure financing from a bank and the cost of construction can largely be passed 
on to residents in the form of rent. But that model does not work for building 
subsidized, supportive housing since developers cannot rely on cash flow from 
rental income sufficient to secure bank financing. Affordable housing developers 
must piece together funding from various local, state, and federal programs to 
make their projects a reality and these efforts can take years. When funding 
affordable housing projects with supportive services, public agencies should 
ensure that affordable housing projects contemplate and secure sustainable 
funding for both construction and ongoing operations. Homes without supportive 
services for homeless populations are ineffective at ending homelessness, and 
yet identifying long term sources of operating revenue can be very challenging, 
especially since local jurisdictions often limit their funding to capital expenses. 
Jurisdictions should consider including funds for operating expenses to 
facilitate supportive cottage communities and requiring applicants to show other 
sources of ongoing support. 

Financial Resources 

baysfuture.org
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Low Income Housing Tax Credits (LIHTC), one of the most important funding 
resources for creating affordable housing in the United States today, isn’t suited 
for projects with fewer than 50 units. Most local affordable housing funds 
are structured to favor larger LIHTC projects that leverage State funds. Local 
jurisdictions must allocate funds to smaller-scale housing projects such as cottage 
communities on faith owned land, which are left out of most State and federal 
funding sources. 

Transparency and technical assistance from the funding entity is extremely 
helpful. Applying for public funding demands expertise and can be extremely 
burdensome for smaller, less resourced affordable housing developers; many 
must hire a consultant to assist with the process. Timeliness requirements force a 
level of pre-development investment without any guarantee of receiving funding. 
These processes are often highly competitive and can pit should-be allies against 
one another. Funding entities can help affordable housing developers by being 
clear in their expectations and desired impact when publishing an RFP.

All public funding sources require proof of site control like a fee title, lease, or 
executed development agreement. Negotiations with FBOs around partnership 
structure and therefore land ownership take time and can be delicate. The City of 
Antioch cited lack of documented site control as one reason they did not pursue 
a faith-owned site for Project Homekey, one of the few State funding programs 
that does provide financial resources for smaller-scale development. This missed 
opportunity indicates the importance of jurisdictions working in partnership with 
affordable housing developers to contemplate creative solutions so as to not miss 
critical funding opportunities.

For jurisdictions not already doing so, there are models today for collecting 
affordable housing impact fees or “in lieu” inclusionary housing fees from 
commercial or market-rate residential developments. These funds are dedicated 
to affordable housing development. Many jurisdictions are already doing this, 
and for those who are not, it is an effective method to build resources for this 
much needed housing. Establishing a local housing trust fund is also one of the 
higher-scoring criteria on the application for a Prohousing Designation, a State 
of California program that gives jurisdictions eligibility for and advantages in 
accessing State housing and planning grant programs.

Barriers: Suitability, Lack of Sources and Frequency 

baysfuture.org
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The extraordinary opportunity to raise funds for affordable housing through a 
November 2024 general obligation bond is another important potential funding 
source. If successful, the regional bond would unlock billions of dollars at an 
unprecedented scale to build and preserve affordable housing throughout the 
nine-county Bay Area in conjunction with the Bay Area Housing Finance Authority. 
Jurisdictions should think about how they would like to allocate flexible funding 
associated with the Bay Area Housing Finance Authority (BAHFA) bond measure 
to prioritize innovative models, deeply affordable homes, and other priorities 
that cottage communities on faith-owned land can address. Finally, today, many 
cities must more aggressively pursue opportunities to apply for State-sponsored 
funding, such as the National Housing Trust Fund. Advocacy is needed at the State 
level to ensure such programs are realistic for smaller jurisdictions.

In regards to securing funding for operating, the Housing Authority has limited 
vouchers and operates in an uncertain environment. However, California’s 
Multifamily Housing Program, recently amended by Senate Bill 482 (2023), 
now requires the program to offer capitalized operating subsidy reserves to 
supportive housing units after developers have sought capitalized reserves from 
other potential funding sources. The capitalized operating reserves may be used 
for operations and supportive services in the form of a grant or rent subsidies. 
Development stakeholders should look for future MHP Notices of Funding 
Availability to access these reserves.

Finally, Hope Solutions is pursuing a new, unique formula for unlocking public 
money that relies upon raising private money (from both individuals and 
foundations) that can be leveraged to fund cottage communities. Charitable 
foundations and private funders are dedicating philanthropy dollars to housing 
development, but are particularly attracted to two key elements: (1) a model that 
combines affordable housing with supportive services that drives self-sufficiency 
among the residents and (2) a model where their philanthropic contributions 
unlocks public money.

The extraordinary opportunity to raise funds for affordable 
housing through a November 2024 general obligation bond is 
another important potential funding source.
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Our model presents two critical regulatory challenges for jurisdictions aiming to 
facilitate this innovative approach to housing development:

1.	 How to best unlock faith-owned properties for residential land uses 
(i.e., where development can happen) 

2.	 How to remove regulatory barriers to cottage communities  
(i.e., what forms development can take)

Each of these components are 
explored below and are informed 
by the experience of creating a 
policy explicitly for this housing 
development model in the City  
of Antioch.

Regulatory Considerations

SB 4, the Affordable Housing on 
Faith and Higher Education Lands 
Act of 2023, became effective 
January 1, 2024 and enables faith 
institutions and nonprofit colleges 
to build affordable housing on 
their property by-right, even if 
local zoning does not allow housing 
development. This law unlocks and 
streamlines affordable housing 
production on faith-owned land 
and, for many jurisdictions, may 
supersede the need to adopt any 
further regulations. However, there 
are components of SB 4 that can 
still be obstacles for the model in 
this White Paper:

Faith-Owned Land
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•	 Deed restrictions: Affordable housing built under SB 4 must be deed-
restricted for 55 years for rental homes and 45 years for ownership projects. 
These timelines are already baked into LIHTC and many public funding 
sources. However, they can be daunting to a faith institution and may be 
greater than otherwise required by federal and local homelessness funds, 
such as HUD Continuum of Care funds (15 years) and project-based vouchers 
(20 years). Furthermore, a minimum deed restriction period is not required 
for jurisdictions to count affordable units in their Housing Element Annual 
Progress Reports.

•	 Labor requirements: Prevailing wages are required for construction workers 
on SB 4 projects with over 10 homes and additional workforce requirements 
are triggered for projects with 50 or more homes. These requirements 
help California’s construction workforce. They also add to project costs for 
affordable housing developers and can serve as a barrier to using donated 
labor or materials.

•	 Cottage typology: SB 4 was written with medium- and high-density multi-
family apartment buildings in mind. Jurisdictions may struggle to apply 
their existing objective development standards to the cottage communities 
proposed.

•	 Temporary: Unless renewed, SB 4 will only be in effect until January 1, 2036.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Because SB 4 had not been passed when our team began our policy work, the City 
of Antioch established a new zoning overlay that applied to faith-owned sites in 
Antioch best suited for affordable housing development. Our approach, explained 
later in this section, also addressed the SB 4 barriers above and can serve as a 
model for other jurisdictions seeking to go beyond SB 4.

Affordable housing built under SB 4 must be 
deed-restricted for 55 years for rental homes 
and 45 years for ownership projects.

California Department Of Housing and Community Development Housing Element Annual Progress Report  (APR)  
Instructions. 2023. Available at https://www.hcd.ca.gov/sites/default/files/docs/planning-and-community/housing-ele-
ment-annual-progress-report-instructions.pdf.

3

3
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Every jurisdiction has their own policies, permitting requirements, and fees for 
housing, and those policies may be different for small homes. Many jurisdictions 
do not have a definition of a cottage community and, as such, may struggle to 
entitle them unless emergency housing ordinances or State-mandated ministerial 
approval processes apply. The ambiguity around the cottage community model is 
clear when looking at how three different villages of tiny homes were each entitled 
differently in the last 10 years in Eugene, Oregon: one was administratively 
approved through an affordable housing provision, one processed as a homeless 
shelter and required a Conditional Use Permit, and one was entitled as a multi-
family residential land use permitted outright in the underlying zoning district. 
Appendix B outlines known precedent projects that include tiny homes or cottages 
and the regulatory mechanisms used to permit them, which range from creating 
a new “Innovative or unconventional housing to alleviate homelessness” land use 
category to administrative approval under emergency authority. 

Creating an accepted definition for 
cottage housing is complicated by the 
many different forms that cottage 
communities can take. Previous projects 
listed in Appendix B include a mix of 
permanent and temporary housing; 
ownership, rental, and limited equity 
co-op units; homes on foundations and 
on wheels; built in factories and built 
on site; and built to different codes and 
standards.

In Antioch, planning staff desired a 
clear definition of cottage communities 
with objective development standards 
against which to review and approve 
applications. This approach ensured 
that cottage communities were not 
subject to a one-off permitting process 
that cobbled together different State 
laws; a clear definition and permitting 
procedure gives projects credibility and 
replicability. 

Cottage Typology

A Note on Language  

The term “tiny home” or “tiny house” is a 
popular marketing term that can refer to 
a wide range of structures. Within the tiny 
home industry, a tiny house generally refers 
to a single dwelling unit that is 400 square 
feet or less and can be either movable (on 
wheels) or stationary (on a foundation). Such 
homes may be referred to as a tiny house, 
moveable tiny house, or tiny house on 
wheels (THOW). 

In the Bay Area, many jurisdictions may 
also refer to pallet homes, tuff sheds, and 
other transitional housing structures as tiny 
homes. These interim housing tiny dwelling 
do not have the elements normally required 
for long-term residential use (e.g., kitchen, 
minimum size, sanitary sewer connection).

This report uses the term cottage to avoid 
the connotation of transitional housing and 
because the homes Hope Solutions would 
like to develop – which range from 680 to 
1,030 square foot – are much larger than the 
technical definition of a tiny home (i.e., 400 
square feet).
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The City of Antioch created a new zoning district, the Innovative Housing (IH) 
Overlay District, that applies to approximately 90 acres of faith-owned land in 
Antioch. The IH Overlay permits by-right cottage communities, which are defined 
as three or more cottages, and each unit in a cottage community is considered 
an accessory dwelling unit (ADU). This means that cottage communities are now 
clearly defined in the Antioch Municipal Code (see Section 9-5.3850 Innovative 
Housing Overlay District) as a new category of residential facilities, separate from 
single-family or multi-family dwellings, with a set of development standards 
(summarized in Appendix D) to ensure high-quality design. All cottages must meet 
affordability requirements for at least 20 years. The staff report for this work can 
be found here.

The City of Antioch decided to create a zoning overlay that expands the use of 
ADUs after substantial analysis and reflection. Appendix E includes a matrix that 
City staff used to think through regulatory approaches. It highlights the pros and 
cons of each approach, as well as the implications for racial equity and economic 
inclusion. It is imperative for jurisdictions to keep equity considerations in mind 
when weighing regulatory approaches. 

The primary strength of this approach is that it enables cottages to benefit 
from powerful State ADU law. Because they are considered a collection of ADUs, 
cottages communities in Antioch must be ministerially approved or denied 
within 60 days and are given relief from development impact fees, with 
homes less than 750 square feet being completely exempt and larger cottages still 
charged an amount less than other development types. The Antioch approach is 
an especially strong one for jurisdictions applying for a Prohousing Designation 
because it hits upon several criteria to gain points in multiple categories, such as 
increasing allowable density beyond State ADU law, establishing by-right approval 
for a variety of housing types, significantly reducing development impact fees for 
residential development, and promoting innovative housing types that reduce 
construction costs. Finally, the Antioch approach was also responsive to staffing 
and regulatory conditions in Antioch, as listed below. 

•	 Updates to ADU Ordinances are exempt from the California Environmental 
Quality Act (CEQA), and so limited resources did not need to be expended on 
CEQA analysis.

The Antioch Approach

StrengthsStrengths
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•	 California Government Code Section 65583(c)(7)) mandates that jurisdictions 
facilitate the development of ADUs that can be offered at an affordable rent, 
providing a strong legal backing for this work.

•	 The faith institutions in Antioch had a wide variety of zoning districts and 
General Plan designations, and sometimes the two were mismatched. The IH 
Overlay approach allowed the City to avoid amending the rules in multiple 
zoning districts and did not require an extensive overhaul of inconsistencies 
across the General Plan and Zoning Code.

•	 The City was able to select which sites to include in the IH Overlay based on its 
affordable housing and environmental justice goals.

•	 Creating objective standards for cottage communities allowed community 
input to shape how the communities will look and feel and ensured the 
communities are aligned with the community’s needs and values. 

•	 Because SB 4 had not passed at the time of Antioch’s policy change effort, 
the IH Overlay approach took faith-owned land in Antioch out of California’s 
uncertain politics, ensuring affordable housing would be allowed on faith-
owned sites and permitting it sooner than State law would. 

•	 The IH Overlay enabled the City to have control over the required or 
incentivized depths/amounts of affordability and the deed restriction period 
for affordability agreements. Antioch elected to use the same affordability 
requirements as SB 4, but decreased the required affordability tenure 
from 55 years to 20 years to align with the funding realities and community 
preferences in Antioch. 
 
 

The Antioch approach does have tradeoffs, as listed below.

•	 The IH Overlay applies to select sites, and any new or additional faith 
institutions would need to go through the rezoning process to be added.

•	 Some faith institutions may be interested in splitting off land and selling it for 
affordable housing development. The subdivision process is not subject to 
the streamlining benefits purposefully baked into the application process for 
cottage communities, and therefore projects involving lot splits are subject to 
a lengthier process. 

Weaknesses
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• The IH Overlay only enables development in the form of cottage communities.
Some jurisdictions may want to streamline other residential facilities, like
multi-family buildings. (The City of Antioch has since determined that SB 4 is
sufficient for streamlining these types of buildings in Antioch.)

• Bigger cottages that are 750 square feet or more, which are needed to
house families, are still subject to development impact fees, especially the
East Contra Costa Regional Fee and Finance Authority (ECCRFFA). For one
850-square-foot ADU, the ECCRFFA fee is over $8,500.

• Because development rights move with the land, ownership by a mission-
aligned organization is not a prerequisite. A faith-based institution in the IH
Overlay could sell its land to anyone who wants it.

• Based on community feedback, funding realities, and policy tradeoffs,
the Antioch approach prioritizes reducing barriers to affordable housing
production over ensuring long-term affordability. In jurisdictions where longer-
term affordability is a community priority, a deed restriction period of more
than 20 years may be desired.

 

With these tradeoffs and our experience in mind, the Policy Grant team provides 
the following recommendations:

Regulatory Recommendations

Middle housing refers to medium-scale buildings between single-family homes and large apartments or condos, such as 
duplexes, triplexes, fourplexes, bungalow courts, townhouses, and small apartment buildings. These typologies have been 
an important part of our housing stock historically, but seldomly built in the last 40 years. Because of this, they are often 
referred to as “missing middle” housing.

4

• Educate faith institutions and applicants for development on faith-owned land 
on fair housing laws and require applicants sign a fair housing agreement 
to demonstrate their understanding that housing cannot be tied to religious 
practice or used as an opportunity for evangelizing future residents.

• Establish a streamlined, ministerial lot split process for developments
on faith-owned land. Examples that can be helpful resources include 
implementation of SB 9 in California, which requires ministerial approval of 
splitting one single-family parcel into two parcels; SB 458 in Oregon, which 
requires “expedited land division” processes for middle housing   l4 ike cottage 
clusters; and forthcoming implementation of California’s SB 684, which requires 
ministerial approval to split lots on multi-family zoned sites of 5 acres or less.
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•	 Proactively determine which regulations to apply to cottage communities, 
either as a type of multi-family development, a collection of ADUs, a new type 
of residential facility, or part of a middle housing ordinance. Ensure standards 
for cottage communities are clear, objective, and knowable to development 
applicants and not overly burdensome or prescriptive. Ensuring there is a 
regulatory procedure for this development type will ensure that cottage 
communities are not forced to navigate one-off entitlement pathways and 
instead are given recognition 
as a replicable model.

•	 Consider defining cottages 
on faith-owned land as ADUs 
to remove governmental 
constraints related to 
application processing and 
development fees and to help 
provide greater acceptance 
of this housing model. This 
approach also allows projects 
to benefit from pre-approved 
ADU plan programs active 
in many jurisdictions (and 
required starting in 2025 by 
Assembly Bill 1332).

•	 Ensure development 
impact fees levied on 
cottage communities are 
proportional to their small 
footprint, following State ADU 
law as an example. When 
projects are 100% affordable 
housing, jurisdictions should 
consider additional fee relief 
to achieve housing goals, 
implement programs in 
their Housing Elements, and 
gain points in Prohousing 
Designation applications.

baysfuture.org

https://baysfuture.org/


26

Laying the regulatory groundwork is necessary but not the only step for 
jurisdictions. To fully realize the potential of this model, jurisdictions need to 
commit financial and informational resources. At the very least, local governments 
should conduct an inventory of faith-owned land to understand the development 
potential in their jurisdiction. The inventory should include the General Plan 
Designation, Zoning District, environmental constraints, SB 4 eligibility, and 
acreage of each faith-owned parcel, which will inform the jurisdiction’s regulatory 
approach. For example, if few sites qualify for SB 4, jurisdictions may want to 
consider amending their General Plan or Zoning Code to enable development 
on faith-owned land. Other jurisdictions may find patterns across the size or 
location of sites that lead them to think more strategically about how to leverage 
faith-owned land for affordable housing goals. Jurisdictions will not be able to 
facilitate development on faith-owned land until they understand the actual 
sites and potential in their jurisdiction.

In addition to conducting an inventory, local governments should conduct the 
following activities to more fully leverage the potential of faith-owned land and 
spur partnerships with faith institutions and nonprofit organizations:

•	  Conduct outreach to faith institutions to inform faith leaders of SB 4 and the
possibility of adding affordable housing to faith-owned land. This outreach
can be done through property owner mailings, presentations at faith leader
gatherings, and partnering with capacity-building initiatives that are focused
on helping faith institutions develop affordable housing.

• Provide technical assistance to projects involving faith-owned land.
Interested faith leaders can be referred to initiatives like Bay Area Local
Initiatives Support Corporation (LISC)’s Faith and Housing Program or
Enterprise Community Partners’ Faith-Based Developer Initiative (FDBI).
Jurisdictions can prepare public-facing guides to explain the development
process to faith institutions. At the very least, jurisdictions should be available
for pre-application conferences and inter-departmental working sessions to
help development teams through the development process.

• Serve as a convener to bring together interested partners where faith
leaders can learn more about the development potential on their land and
get connected to trusted partners who can help them with the next steps.
This process can be conducted in tandem with a pre-application meeting
before the release of a RFQ/RFP or in partnership with trusted CBOs, such as
Hope Solutions, already working in the housing development and faith-based
organizing spaces.

Other Methods of Support
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•	  Advocate with utility companies (e.g., PG&E, EBMUD) to prioritize affordable 
housing when it comes to conducting utility connections and to provide 
connections within a reasonable timeframe and cost. This messaging could 
be more impactful coming from a local government who can only achieve its 
affordable housing goals if certificates of occupancy are issued in a timely and 
cost-effective manner. Jurisdiction staff are encouraged to meet with utility 
company staff to understand one another’s processes and pain points. At the 
least, such a meeting will empower local government staff to communicate 
utility processes to development applicants and ensure they are applying 
for utility connections as soon 
as possible and benefitting from 
potential cost-saving programs 
(e.g, EBMUD’s Micro Unit Pilot). 
This convening could be done 
in partnership with Countywide 
Planning Collaboratives or the 
Metropolitan Transportation 
Commission/Association of Bay 
Area Governments (MTC/ABAG) 
and/or BAHFA to gain benefits 
and understanding across 
multiple local governments served 
by the same utility company. 
Advocates should also monitor 
implementation of SB 410 (2023), 
the Powering Up California Act, 
which requires utilities like PG&E 
to improve delays in connections 
to the electric grid. 

Finally, local governments also need 
to be partners in providing funding, as 
explained in the previous chapter.

Key supporters of the legislation included the Natural Resources Defense Council, The League of California Cities, the  
California Chamber of Commerce, the Bay Area Council, Sierra Club, Environment California, and Silicon Valley Clean Energy.

5
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By combining the puzzle pieces and bringing together faith-owned land, 
factory-built cottages, and supportive services, this model can have a real and 
scalable impact across the state and even the nation. Jurisdictions should embrace 
this model as one viable solution among the many needed to address the human 
crisis of homelessness and meet their State-mandated housing goals. Consider the 
promising evidence of this approach to date: Out of 26 faith-based organizations 
included in the IH Overlay in Antioch, 19% have expressed interest in developing 
affordable housing on their land, with over 115 new affordable homes now in the 
pre-development phase less than five months since policy adoption. The interest 
in Antioch is consistent with the vast interest from faith organizations across the 
nation to provide affordable housing, as evidenced by the number of projects 
included in Appendix B. Moreover, the passage of SB 4 itself proves the wave 
of support and faith leader interest behind this idea; the California legislature 
would not take up an idea and craft legislation unless it had wide applicability and 
viability across the state.

Moreover, the “housing first” model, coupled with voluntary supportive 
services, works. “Housing first” strategies offer housing as the first priority for 
people experiencing homelessness, with very low barriers to entry and very 
few restrictions on residents. These strategies must be paired with voluntary 
supportive services that are easy to access and provided with evidence-based 
approaches. This approach enables homeless people to be housed faster6,  
remain housed longer 7,  become more healthy 8, stabilize their lives 9,  and recover 
from substance use issues more reliably.10

Why This Will Work

Maria C. Raven, Matthew J. Niedzwiecki, and Margot Kushel, “A randomized trial of permanent supportive housing for  
chronically homeless persons with high use of publicly funded services,” Health Services Research 55, Suppl. 2 (September 
2020): 797–806, https://doi.org/10.1111/1475-6773.13553.   
Mary K. Cunningham, Devlin Hanson, Sarah Gillespie, Michael Pergamit, Alyse D. Oneto, Patrick Spauster, Tracey O’Brien, Liz 
Sweitzer, and Christine Velez, Breaking the Homelessness-Jail Cycle with Housing First: Results from the Denver Supportive 
Housing Social Impact Bond Initiative (Washington, DC: Urban Institute, 2021). 

Devlin Hanson and Sarah Gillespie, “‘Housing First’ Increased Psychiatric Care Office Visits And Prescriptions While Reducing 
Emergency Visits,” Health Affairs 43, no. 2 (January 2024): https://doi.org/10.1377/hlthaff.2023.01041. 

National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine. 2018. Permanent Supportive Housing; Evaluating the Evidence  
for Improving Health Outcomes Among People Experiencing Chronic Homelessness, Washington, DC: The National  
Academies Press.

Sam Tsemberis, Leyla Gulcur, and Maria Nakae. 2004. “Housing First, Consumer Choice, and Harm Reduction for Homeless 
Individuals with a Dual Diagnosis,” American Journal of Public Health 94, 651–6.

6

7

8

9

10
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Jurisdiction staff interested in the approach outlined in this White Paper should 
take the following concrete actions: 

1. Create an inventory of faith-owned land in their jurisdiction to inform
their approach to regulatory reforms and convene FBO property owners
with developable land. This information should be made available to
nonprofit housing developers and other key partners.

2. Look at funding streams for affordable housing development in their
jurisdictions, such as housing trust funds collected from “in lieu” fees or
funds from affordable housing bonds, and think about how to co-apply with
non-profits to bring in additional financial resources to support this work.
Additionally, jurisdictions should seek to join non-profit and governmental
organizations that track and advocate for available public and private
funding. Furthermore, jurisdictions should subscribe to list services such
as the California Housing Accelerator to be kept apprised of new funding
opportunities.

3.  Sign up for updates  to apply for a Partnership for the Bay’s Future Policy
Grant. These grants provide capacity building support, technical assistance,
peer learning, and cross-sector partnerships for local governments to advance
equitable affordable housing policies across the Bay Area and transform
government-community relationships.

4. Allocate public funding from any eligible source for the planning,
construction, and operation of affordable housing communities that utilize
cottage units paired with onsite supportive services. As the homelessness
crisis grips so many California communities and construction costs for
traditional housing units continue to rise, everyone with an interest in
eliminating the misery of homelessness must look for new approaches.
Housing is the solution to homelessness, and affordable cottage communities
built on faith-owned land alongside onsite professional supportive services
offer a realistic path to that solution. If we are serious about urgently ending
homelessness, jurisdictions, nonprofits, faith-based organizations, and
communities must place their resources behind these projects now.
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