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LWV Corvallis 
PO Box 1679, Corvallis, OR 97339-1679  
 541-753-6036 •  http:/ / www.lwv.corvallis.or.us 

 

Date:  February 5
th

, 2019 

To:  Corvallis City Council 

From:  League of Women Voters of Corvallis,  

  Laura Lahm Evenson, President 

Re:  SDC Exemption for Affordable Housing 

 
Summary 
 
A system development charge (SDC) is a one-time fee imposed on new and selected re-development. 
The fee is intended to recover a fair share of the costs of existing and planned infrastructure to serve 
new growth. Currently the City of Corvallis has SDCs for Parks, Sewer, Water, Transportation, and 
Stormwater. 

In October 2016 the City Council accepted the Housing Development Task Force (HDTF) report, which 
recommended SDC waivers, offsets, and reductions, even temporarily. A waiver or exemption of SDCs 
has the potential to reduce costs and incentivize the building of affordable housing. The League of 
Women Voters of Corvallis has recommended to City Council the rapid implementation of three of the 
HDTF recommendations, including “Create SDC waivers, offsets, and reductions, even temporarily”. At 
the end of this time period, City Council can review the impact of the exemption and make the decision 
whether to continue with the exemption, modify or discontinue it.   
 
How SDCs Impact Affordable Housing 
 
SDCs add directly to the cost of housing development. By exempting SDCs for approved affordable 
housing programs, significant financial barriers can be removed. In Corvallis the removal of SDCs for the 
two nonprofits working on affordable housing would enable these organizations to reduce per-project 
costs, demonstrate local support for affordable housing projects when seeking outside funding, and 
increase the number of housing units for families in our community. 
 
While only a small portion of the city’s overall SDC income, SDCs can be a significant obstacle for 
Willamette Neighborhood Housing Services and Benton Habitat for Humanity as they work to increase 
affordable housing in our community. 
 

Benton Habitat for Humanity 
Average annual amount currently spent on SDCs per housing unit: $15,000 
Average number of housing units built annually: 2 
 
Willamette Neighborhood Housing Services 
Average annual amount currently spent on SDCs per housing unit: $13,000 
Average number of housing units built annually: 10 
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Comparison of SDC Accommodations in Oregon Cities 
 
The LWV of Corvallis Housing Committee analyzed updated SDC information for each of the 23 
comparator cities, using data from the 2016 League of Oregon Cities SDC Report, in addition to 
conducting direct outreach to each city’s planning staff, and cross-referencing the data with City of 
Corvallis planning staff. The 23 comparator cities used by the City of Corvallis to evaluate its SDC charges 
are: 
 

Albany Beaverton Bend Columbia City Eugene Garibaldi 

Grants Pass Gresham Hillsboro Lake Oswego Lebanon Medford 

Monmouth Newberg Philomath Portland Salem Silverton 

Springfield Veneta West Linn Wilsonville Woodburn  

Cities in BOLD provide SDC accommodations 
 
Key Takeaways: 

a. 40% of comparator cities provide some type of SDC accommodation (waiver, exemption, fee 
reduction, or payment delay). Three additional comparator cities are in the process of 
considering accommodations for affordable housing. 

b. Affordable Housing and Economic Development are the two primary reasons cited by 
comparator cities for accommodations. 

c. Nonprofit organizations working on affordable housing are often provided exemptions or 
waivers, to enhance affordable housing options. 

d. Several cities that provide waivers or exemptions do not backfill the charges through other 
means. This is due to the fact that the methodology used to calculate SDC rates for 
improvement fees based on future planning is inexact. 

e. Corvallis has set precedent for SDC accommodations through its partial waiver program for 
ADUs. 

 
Recommendation 
 
The League of Women Voters of Corvallis recommends that the Corvallis City Council move forward on 
the HDTF recommendation to create SDC exemptions that support efforts to create affordable housing 
in our community.  We recognize that SDCs are key to funding the city’s infrastructure and we also 
recognize that Corvallis is at the low end in charging SDCs and reducing these fees will tax an already 
underfunded infrastructure.  However, our community is experiencing a crisis in affordable housing.  
While reducing SDCs is not a fix for this crisis, it is a significant tool the city can use in conjunction with 
land acquisition and density increases. Moreover, for grant seeking agencies, showing that the City has 
exempted their agency from SDCs can provide them with added value and matching funds in their grant 
applications to support affordable housing. 
 
We also recognize the desire on the part of some city councilors to backfill any SDC exemptions with 
funds from the Construction Excise tax.  We do not support this option.  While such a process might 
make sense for Benton Habitat for Humanity, which builds 2-3 three homes/year, backfilling SDCs for 
Willamette Neighborhood Housing Services (that may build 10 homes/year) could reduce CET funds by 
over $100,000, thus significantly reducing funding for additional affordable housing or housing related 
projects. We do, however, recommend that the City seek another way to backfill the SDC exemption 
until the SDC methodology recognizes the exemption. 
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Finally, while the HDTF report calls for a waiver, we believe an exemption through an ordinance change 
would be more in keeping with what other cities in Oregon are doing.  As an example, the city of Bend 
passed an ordinance exempting SDCs (except for parks) to be renewed in five years.   
 
There has been discussion that Oregon law prohibits SDC exemptions.  The accompanying research into 
comparator cities will confirm that exemptions are an option. 
 
Our recommendation is to exempt affordable housing units for a four year period. This is not a 
permanent exemption.  After that time, should Council choose to move forward with a permanent 
exemption, this can be done when SDC methodology is calculated. When the methodology is revisited, 
the exemption of low-income housing will automatically re-adjust the SDC rates for all subject projects.  
 
Based on the experiences from comparator cities and the City’s commitment to incentivize affordable 
housing options in our community through the 2040 Vision, the LWV of Corvallis recommends: 
 

1. SDC exemptions for affordable homeowner unit construction that meets the following 
requirements:  
a) Set affordability requirements for assisted development at 80% AMI or below.  
b) Establish a minimum period of affordability at 20 years.  
c) If the home is sold within the period of affordability, require repayment of the exempted 

SDC amount unless the purchasing household is also at 80% AMI or below.  
 

2. SDC exemptions for affordable rental housing projects that meet the following requirements:  
a) Set affordability requirements for assisted development at 60% AMI or below.  
b) Establish a minimum period of affordability at 60 years.  
c) Require that rental units be maintained to the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 

Development’s Housing Quality Standards.  
d) Require that exempt SDCs be repaid in full if the affordability requirements are not met 

through the entire 60-year period of affordability.  
e) Align the percentage of SDCs exemptions with the percentage of affordable units 

constructed.  
 

3. When the City next undertakes full reviews of its SDC calculation methodologies, alternative 
approaches that provide incentives for small/affordable unit construction, or that allow for 
exemptions of SDCs without negatively impacting the SDC funds, should be considered.  
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Example Cities 
 
Bend 
Type of Accommodation Provided 

 Full SDC Exemption for Low Income Housing 
Purpose/Goal of the Accommodation 

 Increase development of affordable housing units 
Summary of City Process 

 The City of Bend began exempting a portion of SDCs in 2015. 

 The exemption process was conducted through a competitive RFP process, with exemptions 
recommended by the Affordable Housing Advisory Committee and approved by City Council. 

 The program was successful, and our committee returned to Council to ask for a full exemption 
of City SDCs in late 2017. 

 In the new process, applicants work directly with the Advisory Committee, who make a funding 
recommendation if the applicant meets the criteria. 

 Applicants must agree to a deed restriction to ensure the property stays affordable to a 
household making less than 80% of Area Median Income. This is written in the form of a 
forgivable loan at 3% interest. 

 At this time, exemption are not required for parks. 
 

“We only exempt SDCs for affordable housing projects, with the goal of increasing development of 
these units. The effect we’ve seen from this is increased development of affordable units by 

developers who have traditionally only served market-rate customers. It also helps our affordable 
housing developers secure outside funding since our exemption program demonstrates a local match 

and local interest in the project, which is of significant consideration in funding decisions.”  
– Lynne McConnell, City of Bend 

 
Eugene 
Type of Accommodation Provided 

 Full SDC Exemption for Low Income Housing 
Purpose/Goal of the Accommodation 

 Affordable Housing 

 Encourage development in key commercial areas 

 Encourage compact development and efficient transportation options 
Summary of City Process 

 Low Income Housing exemption in place since 1997 (ordinance 20093). 

 SDC Code Language included in Eugene Code 

 City created set of SDC Methodologies, describing how each of the SDC systems is calculated. 
 

“The City of Eugene programs provide financial and regulatory incentives for the development of 
permanent, transitional and emergency housing by nonprofit partner organizations. For a single 

family home, the exemption may be worth $9,000, and for a multi-family housing development, the 
SDC exemption may be worth nearly $300,000. The SDC exemption can also be counted toward the 

required local match for state and federal funds provided to affordable housing development.” 
– City of Eugene, Affordable Housing Program 

Additional Resource 

 League of Oregon Cities: 2016 SDC Survey Report (data.orcities.org) 


