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Overview

Equitable development requires a foundation of affordable housing to give families a stable home base,
prevent displacement, and reduce turnover. Unfortunately, housing affordability can be an unpredictable
factor in community life. It depends on many factors-whether population is growing in a region; whether
there are restrictions on rental increases; whether the general condition of the neighborhood is declining or
improving; and how much new housing is being produced in the area. In communities where the housing
market is tight, or where new investment is improving the physical appearance of the neighborhood,
gentrification puts housing affordability at risk.

Get Oriented

Comparing different kinds of housing tools side by side can help equitable development advocates make
good strategy choices to ensure affordable housing in their neighborhoods.

Determining how to increase housing affordability can be difficult. Community activists tend to discuss
housing in terms of who is being affected by gentrification and what they envision for their communities.
Community development professionals, economists, and government officials, however, often talk in terms
of specific housing programs, complete with acronyms and technical language. While it may not be possible
to get everyone speaking the same language, Affordable Housing 1017 is a workshop intended to help
advocates understand their options and match their housing goals with appropriate tools.

The workshop includes an introduction to the affordable housing field, a discussion of six sets of tools that
can be used to maintain and increase the supply of affordable housing, and an analysis of the relationship
between housing and gentrification. Along with some key strategy questions, it includes summaries of
specific housing tools discussed in the Equitable Development Toolkit, and provides side-by-side
comparisons of those tools.

The tool sets discussed are those that:
1 Regulate the private housing market
1 Create nonprofit-owned affordable housing
T Increase affordable homeownership opportunities
1 Encourage resident-controlled limited-equity ownership
1 Leverage market-rate development

1 Preserve publicly-assisted affordable housing
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What s it?

People mean many things when they say "affordable housing." Affordable to whom? Affordable for how long?
Affordable for rental or ownership? There are many different answers to those questions, but there are also
some ways to define the term and compare the different projects that fall under it.

Affordable For Whom?

A commonly accepted standard for affordability is that a Area Median Income and the
household's monthly housing costs should not exceed 30 Definition of Low-Income
percent of its monthly net household income. Housing is
usually considered "affordable" if it would meet this 30 percent
standard for families considered "low-income," meaning they
earn below 80 percent of the area median income (AMI).

Public Agencies often define
affordability in terms of area median
income (AMI). AMI is published by the
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban

To see what this definition of affordability means in a specific Development (HUD) for every county
community, check out HUD's income limits. For example, in and metropolitan area. It is the most
Oakland, California a household of four is considered low- common benchmark to determine
income if its income is below $35,800. For housing to be eligibility for federal housing programs.
affordable to that family, it would need to cost no more than

$895 per month. Households earning: between 120 and

80 percent AMI are considered
"moderate-income: below 80 percent
AMI, "low-income"; below 50 percent
AMI, "very low-income" and below 30
percent AMI, "extremely low-income."

Because AMI is defined across a large area, the metropolitan
definition of low-income is higher in many communities than
what residents would consider "low-income" in their specific
community. It is important to adjust the official definitions of
"low-income," and therefore of "affordable," to fit the local
situation.

Affordable for How Long?

How long housing will be affordable is also a major consideration for neighborhood stability. For the
purposes of this tool, we will distinguish between housing with affordability restrictions (which we will call
affordable housing) and private, market-rate housing that happens to be priced low at the moment due to
economic conditions. Market-rate housing is sometimes available at a low cost, but as the demand for
housing rises, owners can raise the price as they choose. Since a basic effect of gentrification is that market-
rate housing rapidly increases in price, only housing with affordability restrictions of some sort will guarantee
a lasting supply of affordable housing.

Effective affordability restrictions legally insure that the housing will be rented or sold at a specified price
affordable to households within a specific income range, and they are in effect on a permanent or long-term
basis . In many cases, the issue of ownership -who controls the housing-is also important in assuring long-
term affordability.
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http://www.huduser.org/datasets/il/fmr01/

In subsidized housing models, affordability is created by using public and/or private funds to lower the
housing costs for residents. Subsidies generally fall into two categories: 1) development subsidies to help
construct or acquire housing; and 2) operating subsidies to supplement the amount that the residents can
pay. Operating subsidies are especially needed when housing extremely low-income people and people with
special needs, such as seniors, homeless people, and people with disabilities. Ideally, subsidies of either kind
come with restrictions on the ownership of either the land or buildings, to ensure long-term or permanent

affordability.

Different ways to use both kinds of subsidies are described further in the 'From Goals to Tools ' section.

Achieving Permanent of Long-Term
Affordability

Permanent or long-term affordability
models require careful attention. There
is always the risk that the owners could
decide to remove affordability
restrictions. Whether the owner is an

individual family, a for-profit company, a

limited-equity co-op or condo
association, or even a nonprofit,
permanent affordability should not be
taken for granted. Permanent
affordability is secured by either: a)
restrictions attached to the funding
sources that support housing
preservation or development; or b) the
nature of the ownership of either the
land or buildings.

Source: NonProfit Housing of
Northern California
http://www.nonprofithousing.org

Resources:

Department of Housing and Urban Development

National Housing Institute, publisher of Shelterforce magazine

Knowledgeplex A comprehensive searchable library sponsored
by the Fannie Mae Foundation

LISCnet Online Resource Library from the Local Initiatives
Support Corporation

To see what this definition of affordability means in a specific
community, check out HUD's income limits. For example, in
Oakland, California a household of four is considered low-
income if its income is below $35,800. For housing to be
affordable to that family, it would need to cost no more than
$895 per month.

Because AMI is defined across a large area, the metropolitan
definition of low-income is higher in many communities than
what residents would consider "low-income" in their specific
community. It is important to adjust the official definitions of
"low-income," and therefore of "affordable," to fit the local
situation.
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http://www.hud.gov/
http://www.nhi.org/
http://www.knowledgeplex.org/
http://www.liscnet.org/resources/affordable_housing.shtml
http://www.huduser.org/datasets/il/fmr01/
http://www.nonprofithousing.org/

Getting Started

Before considering specific tools to address housing affordability, advocates should undertake a two-step
community planning process.

Define the Problem

The first step of this process will be to define the problem. This may not sound like an important step. After
all, everyone knows the problem, right? In fact, there are often important differences in the way people from
the same community view issues like affordable housing. Very often, local merchants have different attitudes
than residents do, and higher income homeowners may see things differently than lower income tenants.
Getting these differences out on the table early is crucial before moving on to goals and strategies.

Get the Facts. To help make sense of the various community opinions and attitudes, gather some facts
about the housing situation: Who is being evicted? Where are rents going up the most? |s there a geographic
trend-is the housing on one side of the community gentrifying faster than another? Is there a particular
group singled out (Section 8 tenants or a specific racial or ethnic group)? What is the regional economic and
political dynamic, and how does the neighborhood or community in question fit into that context?

Most local governments are required to track information What's the Problem?

about housing and incomes. Ideally, a region or jurisdiction _ _

should have a comprehensive housing affordability plan Different cc?mmumt.y stakeholder.s may
which could both inform, and be informed by, neighborhood- have ve.ry d|fferenjc ideas of what is _
level investigations like this. Such a plan would assess the happening to a neighborhood's hgusmg—
housing stock, categorize it by level and type of affordability, = -and what should c.hange. Gathering
and suggest ways to maintain the desired level of some hard facts will help advocates sort
affordability. through the different perspectives.

Unfortunately, not many jurisdictions have developed this

notion to its fullest extent. In order to be truly effective, advocates will usually need to gather more recent or
specific information on their own. Gathering this information can be a great way to engage and organize
people.

Make it Specific Identify Top Problems. Combining facts and community
priorities, advocates can begin Make It Specific to identify the
most pressing concerns. In most communities experiencing
gentrification, low-income renters in privately owned rental
housing are at risk of displacement. There may be more immediate
threats, however, to residents of publicly owned housing. Or the
problem may be that grown children of neighborhood residents are unable to find housing in their home
community. Other common issues are overcrowding and a lack of affordable homeownership options

When identifying top problems, spell
out who is being affected, how and
why.

Examine Housing Policies. Finally, determine the existing housing policies in the jurisdiction.

1 Do they help or hurt the community, especially in light of its most pressing concerns?
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Do the policies support or promote equitable development?
Are there resources for affordable housing available?

How does regional oversight come into play?

= = =2 =2

Does the state have legislation that affects the climate for the maintenance and development of
affordable housing?

T Is activism for housing policies traditionally effective in the area?

Set Goals . Once the problem is defined, the next step is to set
some specific goals. Having the goals focused on the identified
problem(s) is crucial. If the problem is that Create a Vision of
Successrenters in smaller 2- and 3-unit buildings are being evicted
through condominium conversions, the goals should reflect that
focus. One can always go back and decide on additional goals if it
is discovered that the focus was too narrow or off target.

On the other hand, make sure the goals are positive and proactive.

Also include the aspects of the neighborhood that are not problems and should be preserved. Are residents
pleased with some aspects of gentrification, even though they are unhappy with others? Are organizers and
advocates trying to preserve the neighborhood's
physical character? Maintain an ethnic, racial, or

cultural ide]| |l
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