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MEMORANDUM

To: Monroe County

FROM: Ruhi Maker, Esq and Barbara Van Kerkhove, PhD for Empire Justice Center
DATE: June 18, 2026

RE: Comments on Public Review Draft of Plan Forward - A Comprehensive Plan

for Monroe County

VIA: Email: planforward@monroecounty.gov

CC: Adam Bello, Ana Liss, Yixuan Lin, Jim Yockel

We are writing to comment on the Public Review Draft of Plan Forward - A Comprehensive
Plan for Monroe County. Our comments mainly focus on the goals and strategies to
increase access to a variety of housing that meets the needs of workers and families at
different stages of life and is more affordable.

In August 2024 we submitted comments supporting Phase Il of the Monroe County
Community-Wide Climate Action Plan, mainly because we saw in the Action Plan steps to
encourage and incentivize higher density development, infill development, development
along transit corridors, and reduced lot sizes.

We first want to thank County Executive Adam Bello for talking about the county’s housing
shortage and affordability crisis in his State of the County address on June 8™ and for
connecting housing to economic development, social equity, and regional resilience in the
draft Plan Forward.


mailto:planforward@monroecounty.gov

Plan Forward starts with a Land Acknowledgment that ends with:

“Respecting this indigenous relationship with the land, planning efforts must be
coupled with informed actions as guardians of Monroe County’s rich natural
resources, abundant fresh water, and prime soils—in order to maintain social equity
and a healthy habitat for all life. Decisions should consider the implications for the
seventh generation, as often we fail to recognize the potential for long-term
unintended consequences.”

We appreciate that Plan Forward includes several goals directly related to housing and
creating walkable, vibrant communities that align with the County’s Land
Acknowledgment. They include:

e Foster the development of vibrant community centers that incorporate mixed-use
development and greater residential density where infrastructure supports.

e Promote walkability and development of pedestrian-friendly areas.

e Promote diverse housing options to address gaps in the housing market, including
single-family homes, rental units, workforce housing, and adaptable housing types
that accommodate various household needs.

e Convene stakeholders and industry professionals to work on developing creative
solutions to the housing shortage in Monroe County.

e Improve the quality of existing homes and reduce disinvestment by providing
additional incentives or grants for repairs and upgrades.

e Develop strategies to increase the availability of various housing options to
accommodate the diverse needs of the workforce.

e Regularly assess housing needs and market dynamics to ensure that housing
policies adapt to changing conditions and continue to meet community demands.

e Leverage on-going major capital projects to expand homeownership opportunities
and support active transportation-oriented communities.

e Promote transit-oriented design by collaborating with RTS, transportation providers,
and municipalities to enhance public transit efficiency and accessibility while
encouraging mixed-use development and zoning policies that support higher-
density, walkable communities near transit hubs.

e Work with municipalities to adopt and implement complete street principles and
policies on local roadways.



We are very concerned that two of the main tools the County has to increase the
availability and affordability of housing are NOT mentioned in Plan Forward’s goals or
strategies:

e COMIDA and/or the PILOT Program and Schedule
e The Monroe County Land Bank Corporation

While Plan Forward describes how the County is currently using these tools, there is
nothing in the current draft about how they can further the housing and housing-related
goals above. We recommend that the County include the following in the final Plan’s Goals
and Strategies:

1. Conduct regular assessments of the new Payment in Lieu of Taxes (PILOT)
schedule and adjust as needed to increase affordable, senior, and supportive
housing in opportunity rich areas, including to increase residential density on
transit corridors and in mixed-use areas.

We appreciate that the County recently adjusted its PILOT schedule to encourage the
development of affordable, senior, and supportive rental housing.' However, there are no
benchmarks for success nor any statements in Plan Forward or the housing study about
regular assessments of the new PILOT schedule to see if it results in additional below-
market units. While the new PILOT schedule may encourage more affordable housing units,
we are concerned that most of these units will be outside of high opportunity areas.

The City of Chattanooga Tennessee redesigned its PILOT program to adjust subsidies based
both on the level of the affordable rents (50-80% AMI) for the units as well as the
affordability of the markets (determined by HUD’s Small Area (zip code) Fair Market
Rents).? According to the City of Chattanooga’s Director of Housing Finance on a recent
webinar,?® the new PILOT program does seem to unlock projects that wouldn’t have
happened before. The deeper subsidies in opportunity rich neighborhoods help make the
numbers work for developers considering including affordable units.

1 As seen on pp. 38-39 of https://monroecountybusiness.org/wp-content/uploads/Combined-Housing-Study-
with-Attachments-for-WEB. pdf.

2 https://www.nlc.org/article/2025/01/13/chattanoogas-pilot-reimagined-honing-a-powerful-housing-tool/

3 https://shelterforce.org/event/laboratories-of-democracy-emerging-state-and-local-policy-visions/
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2. Ramp up the purchasing of vacant and abandoned properties by the Monroe
County Land Bank Corporation, particularly in denser neighborhoods and along
transit corridors, and encourage the development of Missing Middle Housing *
on these sites.

Empire Justice Center is proud to work with the County on its land bank. Our involvement
with the land bank dates to its inception. Kevin Purcell Esq., Supervising Attorney of our
Foreclosure Unit, is its current Chair. We are grateful that reference was made in the State
of the County address to the Monroe County Land Bank and its acquisition this year of its
first three properties in the towns of Greece and Gates and that the “land bank plans to
redevelop these properties into modular style single family homes that will create
attainable home ownership opportunities while strengthening neighborhood stability.”®

We believe this is an auspicious start to the work of reknitting our community back
together. We think that the Monroe County Land Bank Corporation should work with other
housing stakeholders in the community, including the Greater Rochester Housing
Partnership and Relmagine ROC Housing, to find ways to bring this work to scale in a timely
manner and to make sure its strategies align with the other housing and housing-related
goals in Plan Forward.

3. Rather than the County, “Convene stakeholders and industry professionals to
work on developing creative solutions to the housing shortage in Monroe
County,” we ask the County to amend this goal to align with what is already
happening in the community.

At the first ReDesign Rochester event in March 2026, Monroe County’s Director of Planning
and Development and COMIDA Executive Director, Ana Liss, shared COMIDA’s Monroe
County Housing Study & Needs Analysis. Jim Yockel, the CEO of the Greater Rochester
Association of Realtors, was also a panelist that evening. Mr. Yockel is one of founding
members of Relmagine ROC Housing,® a group of developers, bankers, not-for-profits, and
other housing stakeholders that has been meeting since at least spring 2025. The purpose
of Relmagine ROC Housing is to develop and “promote creative solutions to the critical

4 Missing middle housing provides “diverse housing options, such as duplexes, fourplexes, cottage courts,
and multiplexes. These house-scale buildings fit seamlessly into existing residential neighborhoods and
support walkability, locally-serving retail, and public transportation options. They provide solutions along a
spectrum of affordability to address the mismatch between the available U.S. housing stock and shifting
demographics combined with the growing demand for walkability,” as seen at
https://missingmiddlehousing.com/.

5 From transcript of Adam Bello’s State of the County Address, June 8, 2026,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p_95BP0cka8&t=3442s

5 https://reimaginerochousing.org/
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housing shortage in the Rochester region to allow all residents choice in housing so they
can choose what meet their needs.” We hope the County will actively engage in Relmagine
ROC Housing (and other initiatives) and bring their power and resources to the table.

On June 24" a housing framework will be launched by Jim Yockel and Bill Price of
Community Design Rochester at the final ReDesign Rochester event.” We invite you to
attend to learn more about this exciting initiative.

We ask the County to incorporate these suggestions into its final Plan Forward draft and to
use Plan Forward’s Land Acknowledgment as a touchstone as it implements the plan’s
goals and strategies.

Ruhi Maker, Esq.
Senior Attorney
rmaker@empirejustice.org

Barbara Van Kerkhove, PhD
Data Analysis & Research Manager
bvankerkhove@empirejustice.org

7 https://www.eventbrite.com/e/reimagine-roc-housing-framework-rollout-tickets-
19892300736997aff=ebdsoporgprofile
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