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B
y all indicators, the Brizzolara 
Apartments in San Luis 
Obispo are prime downtown 
residential real estate. Buffered 
four blocks from the hustle and 

bustle of Higuera Street, the two two-story 
Spanish-style buildings with 30 units 
border the scenic SLO Creek across from 
Mission Prep High School.
   Several towering eucalyptuses and one 
massive oak shade the complex’s central 
courtyard. Laughter emanates from the 
nearby school soccer fi eld as tree limbs 
gently swoosh in the wind.
 This is a special place to Anne 
Ramirez, 69, who’s been a tenant at the 
Brizzolara Apartments since they fi rst 
opened in 2000. Seated in her electric 
wheelchair on a chilly winter day, 
Ramirez wears a purple beret and is 
shrouded in blankets as she scoots down 
an access ramp from her one-bedroom 
apartment to the courtyard.
 “I come out here to read magazines and 
books with these lovely eucalyptus trees,” 
Ramirez said with a smile.
 Like almost every resident in the 
Brizzolara Apartments, Ramirez is 
a senior with a disability. She was 
diagnosed with multiple sclerosis more 
than 25 years ago after she started 
falling frequently (though now, doctors 
aren’t sure exactly what she has).
 “I would be standing doing dishes and 
all of a sudden my legs would give out and 
I’d be kissing the fl oor,” Ramirez said. “It 
was not a fun thing.”
 Physically debilitated, Ramirez searched 
for many years for housing that was both 
affordable and wheelchair-friendly. In 1998, 
Ramirez caught wind of the Brizzolara 
Apartments, a Housing Authority of San 
Luis Obispo (HASLO) project that was 
under construction at the time.

 The complex was designed for disabled 
seniors, it was centrally located close to 
medical services, and the monthly rent 
was less than $300—it met all of her 
needs. Ramirez moved in on opening day 
and 18 years later, she hopes it will be her 
forever home.
 “Why leave?” she asked, while gazing 
pleasantly around the courtyard.
 But the tranquility at the Brizzolara 
Apartments doesn’t extend beyond its 
courtyard and appreciative residents. 
While Ramirez and her neighbors 
envision long-term futures at the 
apartments, a battle is escalating over 
ownership of the property.

 HASLO recently fi led for eminent 
domain in SLO County Superior Court 
to force a purchase of the property, 
fearing that the land’s private investor 
has less than benevolent intentions. The 
Brizzolara Apartments house just 30 
of the hundreds of affordable housing 
units across the state that could also be 
impacted by the alleged actions of the 
investor, global insurance giant American 
International Group (AIG).

Trouble looming
 Like most affordable housing projects 
nationwide, the Brizzolara Apartments 
were developed using Low Income 

Housing Tax Credits, a Reagan-era 
program encouraging private investment 
in affordable housing.
 In 1998, SunAmerica, a subsidiary 
of AIG and one of the top affordable 
housing syndicators in the U.S., invested 
in the Brizzolara Apartments, receiving 
$118,004 in annual tax credits in return, 
according to state records.
 “That’s what entices them to fund 
projects like this,” said Jerry Rioux, 
executive director of the SLO Housing 
Trust Fund, which provides low-interest 
loans to local affordable housing 
developers. “The investor gets tax credits 
and [HASLO] gets money to make the 
project pencil.”
 HASLO formed a limited partnership 
with SunAmerica for the project where 
SunAmerica owned a 99.9 percent stake. 
Under a regulatory agreement, the complex 
has a 30-year affordability period to serve 
senior/disabled households earning 50 to 60 
percent of the area median income.
 Today, 97 percent of Brizzolara 
tenants are disabled and 70 percent 
are seniors earning a median income of 
$12,000 per year.
 But HASLO is worried about what 
will happen to the property when the 
mandated period of affordability expires.
 According to HASLO Executive 
Director Scott Smith, SunAmerica 
expressed an intention to convert the 
Brizzolara Apartments to market-rate 
housing in 2029, when the land is no 
longer deed-restricted as affordable.
 “In markets that start to appreciate, 
like SLO, they see bigger horizons,” Smith 
told New Times.
 In a written statement to New Times, 
SunAmerica’s parent company, AIG, 
denied such plans, and stated they are 
looking instead at “marketing” the 

OWNERSHIP DISPUTE The Housing 
Authority of SLO (HASLO) filed for eminent 
domain in court on Nov. 30 to take ownership 
of the Brizzolara Apartments in SLO, a 30-unit 
affordable housing complex where 97 percent 
of the tenants have disabilities.

HEADED TO COURT HASLO and private investor SunAmerica, an arm of American 
International Group (AIG), are in an ownership dispute over the Brizzolara Apartments. 
HASLO believes SunAmerica intends to convert the complex into market-rate housing when 
an affordability requirement expires in 2029, while AIG claims it’s looking to sell the property.
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