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Housing project for homeless wins state grant

Project includes 32 apartments on Cordell Avenue

by Bradford Pearson | Staff Writer

The Montgomery County Coalition for the Homeless was recently awarded a $900,000 grant to help defray the $1.9 million cost of opening a new affordable housing complex in downtown Bethesda.

Cordell Homes, which will be owned and managed by the coalition, was awarded the grant from the Maryland Department of Housing and Community Development. The complex could open as early as May.

"We worked really hard with the state to get this money, and it paid off," said Sharan London, executive director of the coalition. "We're so excited."

The coalition purchased the office building at 4715 Cordell Ave. in April and plans to convert it into a 32-unit affordable housing complex for homeless residents. The 44-year-old, 17,000-square-foot building cost $5.25 million, according to tax records, with construction costs totaling $1.9 million.

London said she hopes to keep the ground level of the building as retail and office space. The building will not have to be rezoned, she said, and rent for the tenants will be 30 percent of their income.

State officials said the reason the Cordell Homes project was selected was because, in part, of its model. The project is a "Housing First" complex, which emphasizes permanent housing instead of transitional housing, where residents must leave after a few months or years.

"This project does not have the limitation in having people leave the housing after 24 months," like many shelters, said Elaine Cornick, with the Department of Housing and Community Development's multi-family division. "This gives them a sense of permanency, allows them to live there longer, and gets them ready to move into a regular apartment, or maybe buy a home."

London said the site will be staffed 24 hours a day, and tenants will sign a rental agreement like a regular apartment. Each tenant will be referred to the coalition by nonprofit groups that serve homeless populations, such as Bethesda Cares, an area nonprofit that assists homeless residents, she said.

The building is located one block from Wisconsin Avenue in a neighborhood of restaurants, shops, bars and office complexes. Bethesda Cares is a five-minute walk from the site and a Catholic Charities office, which also provides services to the homeless, is one block away.

The Maryland Board of Public Works, which includes Governor Martin O'Malley (D), Treasurer Nancy K. Kopp (D), and Comptroller Peter V.R. Franchot (D), approved the grant on Sept. 17. Funds will come from the Department of Housing and Community Development's Shelter and Transitional Housing Facilities Grant Program, which provides financing to help develop shelters and supportive services for homeless people.

"During these challenging economic times, projects such as this are much needed to help those in our community who have been severely impacted and have lost their homes," said Housing and Community Development Secretary Raymond A. Skinner (D), in a statement. "This effort reaffirms the O'Malley-Brown administration's commitment to putting families first by developing more transitional housing opportunities for Maryland residents."

The coalition purchased the building using a housing initiative fund loan, provided by the county to create affordable housing. The County Council approved $57.8 million for the Housing Initiative Fund last spring, as recommended by County Executive Isiah Leggett (D). The $900,000 grant means the coalition needed to borrow less money from the fund for construction costs, London said.

"It's a much needed resource for the community, and it's a perfect fit," she said. "There's access to services, jobs, medical. We really are looking forward to opening."

