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The Santa Fe Civic Housing Authority, just months after completing major renovations at five 
public housing properties for low-income families, is preparing to launch a $30 million project 
to gut and overhaul more than 200 homes for some of the city’s poorest seniors. 
 
When the work at two complexes on Alta Vista and Luisa streets is finished, said Ed Romero, 
the housing authority’s executive director, the tiny homes will have roof-mounted solar 
panels, more accessible kitchens and bathrooms for aging residents, new plumbing and wiring, 
and greater insulation. Outer walls, new roofs and recently installed windows are about the 
only parts of the 4-decade-old apartments that will be salvaged as crews strip the homes “down 
to the studs,” a process scheduled to begin in February at the Luisa Street site and sometime in 
spring at the Alta Vista site, Romero said. 
 
“We believe this will let us roll out another 40 years of housing for the next 40 years’ worth of 
people with no income who need somewhere to live,” he said. 
 
On a tour of a 600-square-foot senior apartment at the authority’s Alta Vista Street complex, 
Romero pointed out the narrow galley kitchen, saying an elderly person using a cane or a 
wheelchair would have a hard time moving around in the tight space. A poorly designed 
bathroom in the home had a tub with an edge so high a senior would struggle to climb into it. 
 
Romero said some residents still living at the senior complexes are reluctant to move to other 
homes through a federal housing voucher program while the work is completed. But he has 
met with them several times to assure them that they’ll be able to return to brand-new, solar-
powered units. 
 
Larry Chavez, 65, a three-year resident of the Luisa Street complex who is scheduled to move 
out Jan. 15, is looking forward to returning when the project is finished. “It’s a great place,” he 
said. “Everyone is friendly.” 
 
The housing authority is handling the relocation effort, he said, “and they gave us plenty of 
notice.” 
 
Phil Chavez, 83, who also has lived in the complex for about three years, won’t be moving quite 
as soon, he said. His building is one of the last scheduled for renovations. A few of his neighbors 
have been wary, he said, but he isn’t concerned. “I just take it as it comes.” 



 
He also hopes to return to a unit at the sprawling complex, where each building is its own small 
neighborhood, with apartments facing into a landscaped courtyard. “It’s peaceful here,” Chavez 
said. 
 
The housing authority recently received $1 million in grant funding to pay for part of the work 
from the Federal Home Loan Bank of Dallas and two local sponsoring banks, New Mexico Bank 
& Trust and Los Alamos National Bank. 
 
To cover most of the costs, the housing authority, funded primarily by the U.S. Housing and 
Urban Development Department, is taking advantage of a federal program that allows such 
agencies to leverage private financing for rehabilitation projects. The Rental Assistance 
Demonstration program was created in 2012 with a goal of tackling a $26 billion backlog in 
deferred maintenance at more than a million public housing units across the nation — a 
problem that Romero said often leads to building decay so severe that structures have to be 
demolished. 
 
The 120 homes the local housing authority renovated earlier this year, the 237 that will be 
overhauled in 2017 and a 98-unit project the agency completed last year in the city of Bernalillo 
are among 185,000 homes across the nation in the Rental Assistance Demonstration program. 
 
The program has drawn some concerns that it could lead to the privatization of public housing 
because it allows agencies to shift properties from public housing status to the Housing Choice 
Voucher program, also known as Section 8, for privately managed but publicly subsidized 
homes. Agencies can then leverage private financing for renovations through a federal tax 
credit program and bonds. 
 
But with Congress consistently underfunding public housing, Romero said, the Rental 
Assistance Demonstration program is a solution. “It allows a huge influx of capital from the 
private market to save public housing. … We’re solving this situation for the next 40 years.” 
 
Otherwise, he said, “you live with the capital funds that HUD gives you.” 
 
The department offers about $1,000 per year per unit for improvements, Romero said. That 
money doesn’t go far. A bathroom remodel alone would cost about $20,000, he said, and the 
price of rehabbing each one-bedroom senior housing unit would be about $70,000. 
 
“You can’t piecemeal it,” Romero said, “and really build sustainability in the units.” 
 


