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It was celebrated as millions in 
new funding for housing 
renovation.  
 
Last August, at a time when 
federal funds for home repairs and 
renovations for low-income 
homeowners appeared to be 
dwindling, the city had “found” $4.7 
million to bolster those efforts, 
tapping unspent federal housing 
grants. This would be in addition to 
$1.8 million in new funding. 
Together, the $6.5 million would 
repair 81 homes. 
 
But it turns out much of that $4.7 
million was already allocated to home repair projects. It might not have been spent, but it also 
wasn’t available. 
 
“The money was not there,” said Maria Tijerina of COPS/Metro Alliance. “It wasn’t new money. 
It was old money.” 
 
In other words, this was not a big surge in funding for home repairs. Repairs were already in 
the works, which would be paid for with much of this existing money. 
 
Perhaps it was just a product of poor communication, but city of San Antonio staff gave the 
public a false impression about more funding for new home repairs. Ultimately, that 
undermines trust. It also has the feel of paying lip service to the pressing issue of affordable 
housing in this community. The city received praise and news coverage for doing something 
that it really wasn’t doing. 
 
COPS/Metro held workshops in January with nearly 600 participants in these home repair 
funds — only to belatedly learn the money was not there. 
 

Maria Tijerina talks about the city’s proposed housing bond during a press 
conference put on by the COPS/Metro Alliance on the steps of City Hall in 

San Antonio, Texas on December 14, 2016. Two years later, Tijerina is 
asking why the city told her organization that housing rehab money was 

available when it wasn’t. Photo: Carolyn Van Houten  
 

 



In an interview, Deputy City Manager Peter Zanoni said “COPS misunderstood the 
conversation at the council meeting last year. What they heard was $6.5 million in new money, 
and that was not the case.” 
 
But the broad misunderstanding about these funds belies this argument. For example, Mayor 
Ron Nirenberg was also under the impression this was $6.5 million in new money and had 
called COPS/Metro to celebrate. 
 
“I called them fully believing that we met their request (for additional money), and I was happy 
to call,” he said. 
 
News accounts about the meeting described this as new money. It was a “decision to increase 
funding for home renovations,” according to Express-News archives. 
 
During the August meeting about these funds, Zanoni said, “This is a big increase in capacity.” 
That sure sounds like new money — even if it’s not what was meant 
 
“This wasn’t some misunderstanding,” said Walker Moore, interim lead organizer for 
COPS/Metro. 
 
In a later email, Zanoni said, “The fact that we had some homes qualified for the program 
could have been made clearer to certain individuals.” 
 
But he also maintained the misunderstanding was not widespread. 
 
Whatever the case, Moore and Tijerina said they want the millions that was promised, but this 
might prove difficult. Zanoni said it’s very challenging to find homeowners who qualify for these 
repairs. They have to meet income guidelines and have clear title to their properties. It’s also 
difficult to find quality contractors to do the work. These contractors have to meet strict federal 
guidelines. This is why there was such a large fund balance, Zanoni said. 
 
To move things along, the city has expanded from two contractors to four with plans to go to 
eight in July, Zanoni wrote in an email. It’s also contracted with quality control inspectors and 
added an orientation program for homeowners. These are welcome changes. 
 
To the degree possible, the city should apply new funds to home repairs for the upcoming 
budget — funds that can be spent and honor what COPS/Metro and others thought was 
happening in August. 
 
But the focus going forward must be on Nirenberg’s Housing Task Force, which is offering a 
variety of recommendations on housing affordability, rehabilitation, gentrification and 
displacement. This community is facing an affordability crisis. Homeownership has declined in 
recent years. Growth is surging. Certain neighborhoods are transforming. The community must 
get in front of this, and the Housing Task Force is the appropriate place to start. 


