Helping Homeless No Job for “COPs”
 


After spending $550 million for infrastructure and $378 million for a Justice Center, you might have thought Denver would take a breather. 


Nope.


The administration is now angling to saddle taxpayers with new debt of $20 million plus interest to build 200 units of housing for the homeless.  Only this time, taxpayers won’t get to vote on the idea.


One plan presented to City Council uses Certificates of Participation, known as COPs, instead of bonds to pay for the project.  No taxpayer vote would occur because courts have said COPs aren’t legally debt.  Denver would end up with 20 years of payments anyway.


The administration says half the $1.6 million annual cost of the COPs could be paid from “savings” in the city’s General Fund.  The other half could come from “increasing” state and federal Human Service incentive funds.


Can you think of a reason why this plan sounds bad?  Here are seven to get you started:

        Other public and private programs are better choices to finance homeless housing projects than the city budget is;

        Denver should focus on sharpening services that attack the cause of homelessness, not hand out apartments with no client commitment to treatment;

        Voters deserve a say as in a bond issue, but they’re being shut out;

        “Savings” in the General Fund should result in budget cuts, but none has been recommended to City Council. Also, there’s no assurance the state and federal funds will even be around, let alone “increasing”;

        The cost of borrowing for COPs is usually higher than for bonds;

        COPs payments increase the city’s long-term financial obligations, even though they don’t count against the city’s legal debt limit;

        COPs repayments squeeze basic city services that over the next 20 years may need extra funding help.

Officials should scrap COPs and other back-door debt ideas and aim for private funding.  If Denver taxpayers really want to build more housing for the homeless, they deserve the chance to say so at the polls - loud and clear. 

