March 15, 2021
Office of the General Counsel
Rules Docket Clerk
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development
451 Seventh Street SW, Room 1
RE: Request for Comments- Economic Growth Regulatory Relief and Consumer Protection Act:
Implementation of National Standards for the Physical Inspection of Real Estate (NSPIRE) Docket No.
FR-6086-P-01
To whom it may concern:
On behalf of Stewards of Affordable Housing for the Future (SAHF), thank you for the opportunity to
provide comments on the Implementation of National Standards for the Physical Inspection of Real
Estate (NSPIRE). We applaud HUD’s continued efforts to develop an inspection model that aligns with
housing quality and appropriately identifies conditions that impact the health and safety of residents
of HUD-assisted properties.
The pandemic has changed the landscape of health and housing, and we urge HUD to take lessons
learned including how both property owners and residents have adapted to inform appropriate
inspection models and ways to streamline and innovate. This could include expanding video remote
inspections to HUD Multifamily properties, and examining how ventilation and other health retrofits
are incorporated into physical condition standards for HUD-assisted housing.
In addition to the opportunity to comment on NSPIRE implementation, we also urge the agency to
push back the timeline for full NSPIRE implementation until the NSPIRE demonstration is complete
and HUD has collected the data it needs to implement its comprehensive inspection overhaul. Due to
COVID-19, HUD has not been able to conduct critical fieldwork to test NSPIRE scoring, and while HUD
has made efforts to conduct remote listening sessions, this fieldwork is also needed to test the
proposed changes.
About SAHF
SAHF is a collaborative of thirteen exemplary multi-state nonprofits who collectively own, operate, and
manage more than 147,500 affordable rental homes in 2,000 properties across the country. At least
half of these properties are subject to REAC inspections and the average REAC score, even including
troubled properties acquired for rehabilitation, is approximately 90. SAHF members are committed to
providing quality affordable housing to all residents and carefully manage operating funds and
replacement reserves to ensure that their properties are in good repair. In many cases, SAHF member
organizations are partners to residents, local governments and HUD and are trusted to rehabilitate
troubled properties. Even with the benefit of great expertise and a strong mission focus, our members
must balance the needs of their properties with the reality of limited operating budgets and
diminishing federal resources. These constraints drive careful prioritization of repairs and
management of major capital projects to maximize resources like the low-income housing tax credit
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(LIHTC). SAHF members have generally balanced these constraints very successfully and it is based on
this experience that we offer the following comments on the implementation of NSPIRE.
Below are SAHF’s specific comments on the proposed regulations:


Several of HUD’s proposed affirmative safety standards would exceed local building codes,
create significant costs for housing stakeholders and create unnecessary confusion. In order to
create clarity and ensure consistent, safe and quality housing, we strongly urge HUD to base
standards on existing International Building Code or fire Life Safety Codes wherever possible.
If HUD proceeds with these affirmative safety standards, the agency should be mindful of these
impacts and help owners defray costs, while allowing transition times or the possibility to
“earn” extra points, rather than lose points, for new affirmative safety standards. HUD should
also be mindful of where it must harness its power to partner with other agencies to advance
the health and safety of residents such as in the area of safe drinking water (see question 3).
While multifamily owners may strive to provide the highest quality services they can, utilities
like water often lies in systems far outside the actual property and outside of the owner’s
control. HUD should partner with other agencies (ex. the Environmental Protection Agency) to
address these concerns on a broader scale rather than the individual property scale.



We strongly support enhancing the risk-based annual inspection requirement from 2-5
years (see question #14). Paired with the annual self-inspection requirement, a risk-based
inspection schedule would provide adequate oversight over the portfolio. As is current
practice, we recommend HUD set ranges based on previous REAC score performance. 5-year
inspection cycles, for example, should be reserved only for the highest-performing properties
(90-100), with the inspection frequency increasing as the score drops by every 10 points. We
also suggest that the agency maintain the ability to override this schedule if needed, e.g. in the
case of significant tenant-input to HUD that seems to indicate a poor building quality, HUD
would immediately override the risk-based inspection schedule or request a Video Remote
Inspection at the regular notice period, disregarding the risk-based schedule.
SAHF and its members appreciate HUD’s consideration of higher performing properties. For
owners that have consistently demonstrated a commitment to maintaining properties in
excellent physical condition, we continue to encourage HUD to provide owners more advanced
notice of inspection across the owner’s portfolio. This helps owners better manage the staff
time and resources of regional managers and property staff across their portfolio, allowing
them greater focus on regular maintenance and services for residents. This would also provide
HUD and contract inspectors helpful flexibility in scheduling mechanics when paired with 14day scheduling for the rest of the portfolio. Further, this respects the privacy and autonomy of
residents.



SAHF strongly supports the alignment of inspections across programs where possible, as
this has a positive for properties with mixed financing or subsidy layering, and eliminates the
need to subject residents to multiple, separate oversight mechanisms.



SAHF strongly supports resident voice in the ensuring the quality of their housing
(question 15). We urge HUD to better utilize the tools currently under its authority to use
information collected from physical, management and occupancy inspections, current tenant
input channels, and other means to ensure quality housing. Tenants have an existing
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mechanism to report issues with maintenance and management through HUD’s Multifamily
Housing Compliant Line and under local law. We understand that some groups find the current
mechanism ineffective. We urge HUD make sure that the reporting systems work well to
inform the appropriate HUD staff of conditions and to ensure that these resources are fully
staffed and communicated to residents through multiple channels. To the extent that HUD
wishes to facilitate a different system, we believe that a designated tenant inspection form
uploaded in a similar manner to owner self-inspection and on the same frequency/timeline is
an appropriate and consistent mechanism for input. If HUD were to pursue this option, we
strongly urge HUD to create a form appropriate for a non-technical user with clear instructions
and an appropriate scope.


We support the proposed clarification to self-inspect all HUD housing units (question #16).
While the self-inspection protocol itself will not strongly impact HUD communities, any new
requirements around the self-inspection process and in particular the reporting has the
potential for significant impacts. We therefore urge the agency to provide further details
regarding the submission methods and self-inspection criteria that will be expected of owners
and agents, and we urge HUD to carefully consider the feasibility of the new reporting
requirements. SAHF members encourage HUD to put forth clear guidance or parameters
around the requirements for self-inspection. While we appreciate HUD’s intent to develop a
process that is efficient and consistent with good management, the process will not be efficient
if owners aren’t providing HUD with sufficient information in a usable format.



We support a fair approach to tenant-induced damage to units and properties (question
19). SAHF members agree that an increased focus on health, safety and function of the
property is appropriate and a better way to ensure that HUD-assisted housing is in good
condition. Our members also agree that it is appropriate to focus on unit conditions, however
we urge HUD to carefully consider how to address deficiencies in units that can be caused by
tenants and may be outside of owner control. Examples cited by SAHF members are i)
deficiencies for blocked egress where a tenant has moved furniture in front of doors and
windows, even after owner or its agent has requested that the item be moved and verified that
it was moved; ii) resident installed fans and air conditioning units; iii) improper storage of
items in the oven by residents; and iv) condition of tenant owned appliances over which the
owner has no control. To the extent that greater weight will be placed on units and that owners
will receive less notice of inspections which may further limit their ability to request that
tenants take action, it is appropriate that such items not be treated as deficiencies that
negatively impact scores.
One solution could be for HUD to identify key deficiencies that may relate to areas of tenant
control and allow owners to request a scoring adjustment if they can identify significant
number of such deficiencies attributable to an individual unit that are not present in other
units in the sample and are otherwise unreflective of the property condition. If the number of
inspectable items is reduced to streamline the inspection and limit the inspection of some
condition and appearance deficiencies, this will increase the point value of each deficiency.
Standards must be specific and clearly defined as each deficiency will have a greater impact on
scores under the new model. Consistency of inspections between inspectors has been an issue
in the past and will never be entirely eliminated, but needs to be mitigated to the extent
possible
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SAHF and its members appreciate HUD’s efforts to improve the physical inspection system and we
look forward to working with HUD throughout the NSPIRE demonstration, including commenting on
new scoring and standards. Please feel free to contact me at aarnold@sahfnet.org with any questions
about our comments above.
Sincerely,
Althea Arnold
Senior Vice President, Policy
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