
Creative financing allows 
renovation at aging 
Newport News housing 
projects 
Oyster Point apartments are among public housing units that are getting renovated under a HUD pilot program called 
Rental Assistance Demonstration. 
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Jamel DeCosta had recently separated from her husband when she moved into 
Oyster Point Apartments, a public housing complex, five years ago. It wasn't 
what she usually called home, but it was what she could afford. 

"When I came in here, I cried," DeCosta said recently. 

The apartment was in horrible shape, she said. Water came out of the faucets 
very slowly. Cabinets in the kitchen and bathroom were uneven, and the 
material they were made of was visibly rotting away. The floors were damaged, 
with mismatched tiles running throughout the apartment. 

Then, last March, the Newport News Redevelopment and Housing Authority 
temporarily moved DeCosta and other Oyster Point residents as it began a 13-
month renovation of every unit under a pilot program by the Department of 
Housing and Urban Development. They had also planned out a full renovation 
of units at Cypress Terrace and Brighton. 
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The program, called Rental Assistance Demonstration, gives public housing 
authorities the ability to do what they usually can't: use private funding 
sources, including equity that comes from federal low-income housing tax-
credit programs, to fix up housing. 

  

 

Two Newport News public housing complexes get step closer to renovation 

The program was set up three years ago to give housing authorities a new way 
to fund renovations as HUD continues to be strapped for cash, said Karen 
Wilds, director of the city's housing authority. The housing authority set up a 
portfolio of properties that it wanted to renovate, including a rough plan of 
how everything would be financed. HUD gave its blessing. 

These are properties that need some major improvements but are not so costly 
that they can't be financed under this program, Wilds said. Places like Ridley 
Place and Aqueduct Apartments need more work, and a better financing plan 
must be nailed down for those, she said. The city currently has a HUD Choice 
grant that is being used to figure out how to best improve Ridley Place and its 
surrounding area. 

"We're updating the insulation; these buildings badly needed new roofs ... 
cabinets were in bad shape," Wilds said during a recent tour of Oyster Point, 
as construction workers hammered in the background. "Walls were in pretty 
bad shape. The HVAC system needed to be replaced." 

 This is how it works: The housing authority creates a limited liability 
corporation for each complex that has been approved to be in the RAD 
program. Only then can it apply for low-income housing tax credits through 
the Virginia Housing Development Authority. It then sells those credits, if 
granted, through a third party to private investors and collects the equity. 
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The housing authority is wrapping up $19.79 million in renovations at Oyster 
Point, Cypress Terrace and Brighton Apartments, about 70 percent of which is 
funded through the sale of low-income housing tax credits. The rest is covered 
by $1 million of the housing authority's reserves, $1.5 in capital money and 
$3.34 million from city and state grant funds. 

Wilds said building completely new units would cost at least $125,000 per 
unit, totaling at least $35 million. 

Inside a newly renovated apartment at Oyster Point, the smell of new paint 
was still fresh. 

New vinyl floor panels throughout the unit resemble light-colored wood. The 
walls are painted a light gray. The kitchens have new black General Electric 
appliances and are surrounded by new laminate kitchen countertops and 
white cabinets. Upstairs, new white doors lead to bedrooms and closets. Dark 
brown cabinets were installed in the bathroom with a new shower, toilet and 
vinyl floor. 

Outside, each apartment building used to have a section of vinyl siding that 
was taken off and replaced with brick on the front, and a cement mixture 
behind it for better insulation. 

"I was ecstatic," DeCosta said when she walked into her new apartment the 
week before Thanksgiving. She said her nice furniture, like a large wooden 
kitchen table and a white leather couch, finally fit their surroundings. 

Julie McKay, mother of a 7-, 4- and 1-year-old, said she was impressed when 
she moved back to her finished apartment in October but, with time, found the 
new floors are still hard to clean like the old ones. The walls are easy to scuff 
up, too, she said — marks were visible on hers. 

She also continues to have a cockroach problem, but it's not as bad as before, 
she said. Two baby cockroaches could be seen laying on their backs in between 
her children's toys in the living room. Pest control had just treated her unit the 
day before, she said. 

Shanicqua Reed, who lives a couple buildings from McKay, said her bug 
problem — cockroaches and crickets — was essentially gone when she moved 
back in December. The renovated unit is "way better" than before, she said. 



She agreed that the walls are easy to scuff up, and she would have preferred 
carpet because she has a 1-year-old son. She likes that there's more cabinet 
space in the kitchen and that it generally feels more clean, she said. 

Residents are not going to see top-of-the-line materials like granite 
countertops, Wilds said during the tour. But each unit was renovated with 
things that can last for a while and that the housing authority can afford, she 
said. 

As renovations wrap up this spring, the authority will apply for new low-
income housing credits for two more properties: Spratley House and Lassiter 
Courts. Lassiter Courts has failed its HUD inspection the past two years, while 
Spratley House has been just shy of a full passing score. 

But renovations are a long way off. The housing authority will find out this 
summer if they get those tax credits, then will try to nail down the rest of the 
financing, Wilds said. 
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