Q&A from Second Story Housing Hub Event
Is My Building a Housing Opportunity?

Q: What should someone know first when considering the conversion of part of a building to residential use?

- Ms. Crane: Permit compliance is an important early consideration. The Planning Department can help owners understand applicable requirements.
- Ms. Duke: Begin with a feasibility study to determine whether the proposed project is financially viable and worth the investment.
- Mr. Glick: Patience is essential. Numerous resources may be available, but assembling them can take considerable time.

Q: What makes a building a promising candidate for residential conversion?

- Mr. Glick: Former office buildings, hotels, and churches can often be promising candidates. Historic buildings may be more adaptable than contemporary buildings because of their layouts.
- Ms. Duke: Project scale affects feasibility, and larger buildings can sometimes be easier to complete because of economies of scale. She also discussed the historic tax credit and noted that syndication may be possible when using the credit, which can help finance a project.
- Ms. Crane: Zoning changes underway in Butte are intended to make the area more accommodating to residential uses.
- Ms. McCourt: Buildings previously used as boarding houses may be suitable candidates for residential conversion.

Q: What should an owner investigate before starting a residential conversion project?

- Ms. McCourt: Owners should evaluate historic tax credits, location, Americans with Disabilities Act compliance, parking options, and the building layout.
- Ms. Crane: Owners should determine early whether an elevator or sprinkler system will be required, as both can add substantial cost.
- Ms. Duke: A code analysis is important. A brownfields assessment may also be helpful. The Montana Department of Environmental Quality may provide an assessment at no cost, although the process may take approximately one year. Afterward, qualifying entities may be eligible for free or low-interest abatement assistance through the brownfields program.
- Mr. Glick: Complete a feasibility study and “look before you leap.”
- Nancy: The Urban Renewal Agency may pay up to 50 percent of a feasibility-study cost. Interested parties were advised to contact Pauline for more information.

Q: How can a Butte property become financially viable enough for its owner to earn a profit?

- Ms. Duke: Longview Development partners with building owners to make projects financially viable. When a property generates income, the owner receives dividends from that income.

Q: Is Butte adopting housing-development guidelines related to low-income housing?

- Ms. Duke: Her company’s portfolio is approximately 80 percent workforce housing. Workforce housing can be more difficult to make financially viable than luxury housing, but resources are available to help lower-rent projects succeed.
- Ms. Crane: The code update will allow housing in more zones, in part by reducing or eliminating minimum lot-size requirements. It will also permit more duplexes and accessory dwelling units in zones that allow residential uses.

Q: Can two separate buildings on one lot share the same water connection?

- Ms. Crane: If two buildings are served by one water connection, they must be sold together.
- Mr. Glick: Affordable living, rather than solely affordable housing, should be a focus. Residential density is an important part of that discussion.

Q: When should historic preservation enter the planning process?

- Ms. McCourt: Historic preservation should be considered very early so that owners can take full advantage of available public incentives.
- Ms. Duke: It should enter the conversation immediately if an owner intends to pursue the historic tax credit.
- Mr. Glick: The decision should begin with an assessment of what is historically significant about the building. He also discussed elements of the historic tax credit program.

Q: What should an owner learn first from the Planning Office?

- Ms. Crane: The Planning Department offers free pre-application meetings that can include representatives from several relevant departments. Owners should meet early and arrive with as clear a project vision as possible, allowing the department to ensure that the appropriate staff are present.

Q: What are some early warning signs of an expensive or challenging project?

- Mr. Glick: Evaluate the original quality of the building, the level of maintenance it has received, and its current condition.
- Ms. Duke: Water damage and poor structural integrity can make a project particularly costly.

Q: How can a prospective buyer evaluate a building before owning it?

- Ms. Crane: Prospective purchasers are welcome to have an initial meeting with the Planning Department, although staff may be limited in what they can share with someone who does not own the property. It may be more helpful for the seller to hold a planning meeting and provide that information to potential buyers, reducing unknowns during the purchase process.

Q: What should a building owner bring to a pre-application meeting?

- Ms. Crane: Bring as much information as possible about the intended project, including the type of building and use envisioned. The department can then bring the appropriate personnel into the meeting.


