
 
 

 
 

PROFESSOR STEPHEN J. SCHNABLY Office: G472 
https://osaka.law.miami.edu/schnably/HomelessnessSeminarSyllabus.html Tel.: 305-284-4817 
E-mail: schnably@law.miami.edu 

READINGS, Parts I, II, III, IV, V & VI 
Part I 
Alex F. Schwartz, Housing Policy in the United States (2014) .................................................................... 1 
Peter H. Rossi, The Old Homelessness and the New Homelessness in Historical Perspective, 

American Psychologist, Aug. 1990, at 954-959 .............................................................................. 7 
National Alliance to End Homelessness: The State of Homelessness, 2025 .............................................. 13 
National Homelessness Law Center, Housing Not Handcuffs 2019, at 9-15 ............................................. 37 
USICH, Implementing Housing First in Permanent Supportive Housing (2014) ...................................... 45 
Joe Lonsdale & Judge Glock, ‘Housing First’ Foments Homelessness in California, Wall St. J. 

(op-ed), Nov. 18, 2022 ................................................................................................................... 47 
The White House, Ending Crime and Disorder on America’s Streets, Exec. Order 14321, July 

25, 2025 ......................................................................................................................................... 49 
Florida HB 1365 (codified as Fla. Stat. § 125.0231) .................................................................................. 54 
Part II 
Robinson v. California, 370 U.S. 660 (1962) ............................................................................................. 61 
Powell v. Texas, 392 U.S. 514 (1968) ........................................................................................................ 91 
Pottinger v. City of Miami, 810 F. Supp. 1551 (1992) ............................................................................. 148 
Tobe v. City of Santa Ana, 892 P.2d 1145 (Cal. 1995) ............................................................................ 183 
Joel v. City of Orlando, 232 F.3d 1353 (11th Cir. 2000) 
Martin v. City of Boise, 920 F.3d 584 (9th Cir. 2019) ............................................................................. 192 
Johnson v. City of Grants Pass, 50 F.4th 787 (9th Cir. 2022) .................................................................. 229 
City of Grants Pass v. Johnson, 144 S. Ct. 2202 (2024) ........................................................................... 274 
Part III 
Fulton v Fulton Cnty Bd. of Comm’rs, 148 F.4th 1224 (11th. Cir. 7/31/25) .............................................. 317 
Lavan v. City of Los Angeles, 693 F.3d 1022 (2012) .............................................................................. 376 
Toombs v. State of Florida, No. 15-220 AC (11th Cir. Fla. 7/11/17) ....................................................... 383 
Messina v. City of Ft. Lauderdale, 546 F.Supp.3d 1227 (S.D. Fla. 2021)................................................ 390 
Wayne Wagner, Homeless Property Rights: An Analysis of Homelessness, Honolulu’s “Sidewalk 

Law,” and Whether Real Property Is a Condition Precedent to the Full Enjoyment of Rights 
under the U.S. Constitution, 35 U. Haw. L. Rev. 1976 (2013) .................................................... 421 

Fort Lauderdale Food Not Bombs v. City of Fort Lauderdale, 901 F.3d 1235 (11th Cir. 2018) ............................ 439 
Fort Lauderdale Food Not Bombs v. City of Fort Lauderdale, 11 F.4th 1266 (11th Cir. 2021) ............................ 447 
Letter to City Attorney, El Cajon, CA, re: Food Sharing Ban, Dec. 6, 2017 ............................................ 462 
Lindsey v. Normet, 405 U.S. 56 (1972) .................................................................................................... 465 
Callahan v. Carey, N.Y.L.J., Dec. 11, 1979, at 10, col. 5 (Sup. Co. N.Y. Co., Dec. 5, 1979) .................. 466 
Callahan v. Carey, Consent Decree (1981)............................................................................................... 469 
James Welcome, Shocking the Conscience of the Court: The Case for a Right to Emergency Shelter 

for Families with Children in Connecticut, 8 Quinn. Health L.J. 1 (2004) ................................. 480 
Bradley R. Haywood, The Right To Shelter as a Fundamental Interest under the New York State 

Constitution, 34 Colum. Hum. Rts. L. Rev. 157 (2002) ............................................................. 486 
Thomas J. Main, Homelessness in New York City: Policymaking from Koch to de Blasio   (2016) ....... 491 
Letter to Judge Deborah Kaplan seeking modification o Callahan Consent Decree, May 23, 2022 ......................... 495 
Emergency Executive Order No. 224 (Oct. 7, 2022) ..................................................................................................... 527 
Emma G. Fitzimmons et al, Adams Weakens Right-to-Shelter Rules, Aniticpating Migrant Surge, NY Times, 

5/10/23 ................................................................................................................................................................ 530 
Jeffrey C. Mays, New York City Asks for Relief From Its Right-to-Shelter Mandate, N.Y. Times, May 23, 2023 533 
Mayor Adams’ Statement on New York City;s Right to Shelter Law, May 23, 2023 ............................................... 536 
Greg B. Smith & Gwynne Hogan, Adams Admin Takes Second Shot at Suspending ‘Right to Shelter’ in New 

Court Filing, The City, Oct. 3, 2023 ................................................................................................................. 537 
Emma Whitford, NYC Mayor’s Latest Bid to Suspend Adult Shelter Rights Cools in Court, City 

Limits, Oct. 19, 2023International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 

THE CRIMINALIZATION OF HOMELESSNESS 
Spring 2026 

https://osaka.law.miami.edu/schnably/HomelessnessSeminarSyllabus.html
mailto:schnably@law.miami.edu


 
 

G.A. res. 2200A (XXI), 21 U.N.GAOR Supp. (No. 16) at 49, U.N. Doc. A/6316 (1966), 
993 U.N.T.S. 3, entered into force Jan. 3, 1976 ......................................................................... 540 

Gynne Hogan, New York’s ‘Right to Shelter’ No Longer Exists for Thousands of Migrants, The City, Dec. 18, 
2023 .................................................................................................................................................................... 542 

International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1976) ............................................... 548 
The Government of the Republic of South Africa v. Grootboom (Constitutional Court of South 

Africa, Case CCT 11/00, Judgment of 4 Oct. 2000) .................................................................. 550 
Cass R. Sunstein, "Social and Economic Rights? Lessons from South Africa" (John M. Olin 

Program in Law and Economics Working Paper No. 124, 2001) ............................................... 560 
Ben A. McJunkin, The Negative Right to Shelter, 111 Cal. L. Rev. 127 (2023) ..................................................... 563 
Mila Versteeg, et al., The New Homelessness, 113 Cal. L. Rev. 434 (2025) .......................................................... 637 
Part IV 
DREDF, Legal Advocacy for Unhoused People with Disabilities, January 2025 ...................................................... 691 
Tyson v. City of San Bernardino, Order/Preliminary Injunction, No. EDCV 23-01539 (C.D. Cal. 1/12/24) ....................... 719 
Judge Dismisses San Bernardino Homeless Lawsuit, Lifts Injunction, HEY SOCAL,10/8/24 ................................ 735 
Nicole Comstock, City of San Bernardino cleared to start removing homeless encampments after reaching 

settlement with ACLU, CBS LA, 10/2/24 ...................................................................................................... 738 
Part V 
Deborah K. Padgett et al., Housing First: Ending Homelessness, Transforming Systems, and 

Changing Lives (2015).................................................................................................................. 739 
Karen Mahar, Not Getting By: Poverty Management and Homelessness in Miami, ch. 5: Contemporary 

Homelessness in Miami (FIU, Ph.D. Thessis, 2012) ...................................................................................... 749 
Congressional Research Service, Homelessness: Targeted Federal Programs 3-6 (CRS Rep. 7-

5700, RL 30442, Oct. 18, 2018) .................................................................................................. 766 
McKinney-Vento Act, 42 U.S.C. § 11302 ................................................................................................ 770 
McKinney-Vento Act, 42 U.S.C. § 11434a  ............................................................................................. 771 
Homeless Trust Census Results, 2024 & 2053 1996-2025; Street Count by Neighborhood, 1992-2023 ................. 772 
NLCHP, Don’t Count on It: How the HUD Point-in-Time Count Underestimates the Homelessness Crisis in 

America (2017) .................................................................................................................................................. 777 
Sjostedt, Even the Mayor Felt Confused When San Francisco Tried to Count Its Homeless Population, The San 

Francisco Standard, Feb. 1, 2004 ..................................................................................................................... 789 
National Center for Homeless Education, Student Homelessness in America, 2019-2022 ....................................... 795 
Amy DiPierro & Corey Mitchell, Hidden Toll: Thousands of Schools Fail to Count Homeless Students, 

Chalkbeat, Nov. 15, 2022 ................................................................................................................................. 821 
National Council of State Legislatures, Report: Youth Homelessness Overview ....................................................... 831 
iCount Miami 2019-2022 ................................................................................................................................................ 845 
Camillus House, Causes of Homelessness ..................................................................................................................... 849 
Guy Johnson & Chris Chamberlain, Homelessness and Substance Abuse: Which Comes First?, 61(4) Australian 

Social Work 342 (2008) .................................................................................................................................... 852 
The Council of Economic Advisers, The State of Homelessness in America (Sept. 2019) ....................................... 859 
Gregg Colburn & Clayton Page Aldern, Homelessness Is a Housing Problem 3-31 ................................................. 864 
Soon Kyu Choi et al., Serving our Youth 2015: The Needs and Experiences of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 

Transgender and Questioning Youth Experiencing Homelessness ............................................................... 879 
Washington State Coalition Against Domestic Violence et al., The Intersection of Domestic 

Violence and Homelessness (June 2013) ................................................................................. 883 
James D. Wright & Amy M. Donley, Poor and Homeless in the Sunshine State: Down and Out in Theme 

Park Nation (2011) .......................................................................................................................... 896 
Camillus House, Our History and Mission  .................................................................................................................... 904 
Camillus House, What Is the Homeless Trust, and How Does Camillus House Relate to It? ................................... 914 
Chapman Partnership, Housing ....................................................................................................................................... 915 
Miami-Dade County Homeless Trust, About Us; About Us ........................................................................................ 917 
Miami-Dade County Homeless Trust, FY 2025-2026 Adopted Budget and Multi-Year Capital Campaign ........... 919 
Sarah L. DeWard & Angela M. Moe, “Like a Prison!”: Homeless Women’s Narratives of Surviving Shelter, 

37(1) J. Sociol. & Soc. Welfare 115 (2010) .................................................................................................... 929 
Laura Nichols, Homelessness and the Mobile Shelter System: Public Transportation as Shelter, 40 J. Soc. Pol. 

40(2) ................................................................................................................................................................... 933 
NLCHP, Tent City USA: The Growth of America’s Homeless Encampments and How Communities Are 

Responding (2017)  ........................................................................................................................................... 938  



 
 

Deborah K. Padgett, Benjamin Henwood, and Sam J. Tsemberis, Housing First: Ending 
Homelessness,Transforming Systems, and Changing Lives, ch. 3: Three Lineages of Homeless Services 
(Oxford, 2015) ................................................................................................................................................... 947 

National Alliance to End Homelessness, Fact Sheet: Housing First (April 2016) ...................................................... 952 
Nicholas Pleace, Housing First Guide: Europe (2016) .................................................................................................. 954 
Kelly McEvers, Utah Reduced Chronic Homelessness By 91 Percent; Here’s How, NPR, 12/10/15...................... 967 
Jack Tsai et al., A multi-site comparison of supported housing for chronically homeless adults: “Housing first” 

versus “residential treatment first,” Psychol. Serv. 2010, 7(4): 219-232 (excerpts) ..................................... 970 
Stephen Eide, Housing First and Homelessness: The Rhetoric and the Reality (Manh. Inst. Apr. 2020) ................. 972 
Congressional Research Service, Homelessness: Targeted Federal Programs 3-6 (CRS Rep. 7-

5700, RL 30442, Oct. 18, 2018) .................................................................................................. 995 
The White House, Continuing the Reduction of the Federal Bureaucracy, Exec. Order 14238, 

March 14, 2025 .......................................................................................................................... 1005 
Richard Fowler, Doge Days: Inside the Dismantling of the Federal Homelessness Agency, Forbes, 4/30/25 ....... 1007 
Katherine Hapgood, Trump administration policy change makes deep cuts to homeless permanent housing 

program, Politico, 11/13/2025 ........................................................................................................................ 1011 
Danielle Dawson, Oregon homeless service groups say Trump’s overhaul of key housing program will exclude 

them from funding, Investigate West, Nov. 14, 2025 ................................................................................... 1013 
Danielle Dawson, HUD says homeless services program overhaul on pause after federal in-junction, Investigate 

West, Jan. 12, 2026 .......................................................................................................................................... 1015 
Jose Davila IV, Top state official wants to force some Utahns into treatment at new homeless campus, The Salt 

Lake Tribune, 9/20/25 ..................................................................................................................................... 1019 
Borck Marchant & Jose Davila IV, Utah’s plan for massive homeless shelter draws heat from advocates, 

community leaders, The Salt Lake Tribune, 11/19/25 .................................................................................. 1021 
Governor Newsom’s New Plan to Get Californians in Crisis Off the Streets and into Housing, Treatment, and 

Care (Cal. Governor’s Office) ........................................................................................................................ 1023 
Erin Baldassari, CARE Court Was Suppposed to Help Those Hardest to Treat. Here’s How It’s Going, The 

California Report, 10/2/24 (updated 1/29/25) ................................................................................................ 1026 
Joy Dockter, The Promise and Perils of of CARE Court, Western Center on Law & Poverty, 7/25/25 ................. 1048 
Marisa Kendall, New California law expands Newsom’s Mental Health Court, CalMatters, 12/27/25 ................. 1032 
Marisa Kendall,Why Newsom’s Care Court has struggled to help homeless Californians most in need, 

CalMatters, 12/18/25 ....................................................................................................................................... 1048 
Craig Willse, The Value of Homelessness: Managing Surplus Life in the United States ch. 5 (2015) ................... 1063 
Loïc Wacquant, Punishing the Poor: The Neoliberal Government of Social Insecurity (2009) .............................. 1093 
Steve Binder & Amy Norton-Newell, Returning Home … to Homelessness, Experience (ABA), Vol. 23(3) 

(2014) ............................................................................................................................................................... 1106 
CARE Court will change how California addresses serious, untreated mental illness, LA Times, 9/15/22 ........... 1111 
When New Miami Center Opens, arrestees with mental illness can be treated, not jailed, Miami Herald, 2/11/24 1113 
Materials on CARE Court and NYC mental health initatives (Optional) .................................................................. 1117 
Ellickson, Controlling Chronic Misconduct in City Spaces, 105 Yale L.J. 1165 (1996) .......................................... 1156 
Schnably, Rights of Access and the Right to Exclude ................................................................................................. 1167 
Amster, Patterns of Exclusion, 30(1) Social Justice 195 (2003) ................................................................................. 1174 
Leonard Feldman, Citizens without Shelter (2004) ..................................................................................................... 1178 
Duplicates (included in error) (pp. 1183-1209) ............................................................................................................ 1183 
Part VI 
Mary Ellen Klas, Where did $1.3 billion for affordable housing go? Florida Legislature took it, 

Miami Herald, March 31, 2017 ........................................................................................................ 1210 
Holland & Knight, Florida’s New Live Local Act Offers Land Use and Tax Benefits (2023) .............. 1213 
Mitch Perry, Advocates hailed a new law to help stabilize FL's housing crisis, but implementation 

has been rocky, Florida Phoenix, Oct. 13, 2023 ............................................................................... 1216 
Holland & Knight, Florida Legislature Amends Live Local Act’s Land Use Provisions (2024) ........... 1219 
Holland & Knight, 2025 Updates to Florida’s Live Local Act (2025) ................................................... 1224 
Sofia Baltodano, New development breaks ground in Allapattah as Miami advances first Live Local 

Act housing projects, WLRN Public Media, 2/13/26 ....................................................................... 1226 
Terner Center for Housing Innovation, New Pathways to Encourage Housing Production: A Review 

of California's Recent Housing Legislation (2023)  ......................................................................... 1228 
Terner Center for Housing Innovation, California Housing Supply and Land Use Legislative Round-

Up 2025  ........................................................................................................................................... 1243 
Michael Wallace, What the Housing for the 21st Century and ROAD to Housing Acts Mean for 

Local Governments (National League of Cities), 2/13/26 ............................................................... 1250 
Rebec Picciotto, How Congress Plans to Take on the Housing Crisis, Wall St. J., 2/16/26 .................. 1253 



 
 

David M. Dworkin, The Quiet Part Out Loud: Housing Affordability Is Not a Zero-Sum Game, 
1/25/2026 .......................................................................................................................................... 1257 

Ezra Klein and Derek Thompson, Abundance 40-53 (2025) .................................................................. 1271 
Julie Z. Weil, Are YIMBYs winning the housing wars?, Washington Post, 2/1/2026 ........................... 1282 
Julie Z. Weil, Why Nobody Really Knows the Scale of the U.S. Housing Crisis, Washington Post, 

2/4/2026 ............................................................................................................................................ 1282 
Ronda Kaysen, Why Building Alone Won't Solve the Housing Crisis, NY Times, 2/5/2026  .............. 1286 
Sandeep Vaheesan, The Real Path to Abundance, Boston Review, May 22, 2025  ............................... 1288 
Public Housing Myths: Perception, Reality, and Social Policy 1-28 (Nicholas Dagan Bloom et al., 

eds. 2015) ......................................................................................................................................... 1308 
Howard Husock, How New York's Public Housing Fails the City's New Poor, Manhattan Institute, 

Issue Brief, Oct. 2017 ....................................................................................................................... 1336 
Peter Harrison, The Manhattan Institute Dumps on NYCHA, Again. And Fails, Again, Medium 

(2017)  .............................................................................................................................................. 1345 
Michaela Zonta, Community Land Trusts: A Promising Tool for Expanding and Protecting 

Affordable Housing (Center for American Progress June 2016) ..................................................... 1351 
Laurie Goodman and Amalie Zinn, What Is the Build to Rent Sector, and Who Does It Serve?, 

Urban Institute (June 2023) .............................................................................................................. 1375 
Matthew Goldstein, Trump Decries a 'Nation of Renters' but His New Policy Promotes One, NY 

Times, 2/11/2026  ............................................................................................................................. 1388 
Jared Mitovich, Massachusetts Weighs Return of Rent Control, Dividing Top Democrats, Wall St. 

J., 2/16/26 ......................................................................................................................................... 1391 
Urban Institute, Rent Control: Key Policy Components and Their Equity Implications (2021) ................ 1393 
Matthew Desmond, Evicted: Poverty and Profit in the American City 295-313 (2016)  ....................... 1412 



Access World News  (New Search)

Where did $1.3 billion for affordable housing go? Florida Legislature took it. Hide Details

Miami Herald, The (FL) - March 31, 2017
Author/Byline: Mary Ellen Klas, Miami Herald Section: state politics

Florida has an affordable housing problem, but you wouldn't know it from the proposed budgets that emerged this week from
state lawmakers. 

For the 10th year in a row, the governor and legislature are proposing to sweep money from the affordable housing trust
funds into the general revenue fund to spend on other purposes. Since the start of the Great Recession, that has added up
to $1.3 billion. 

This year, the trust funds will collect about $292 million for affordable housing from the documentary stamp taxes on real
estate transactions. The draft Senate budget released last week allocates $162.4 million of the funds into affordable housing
while the House and Gov. Rick Scott propose spending even less of the proceeds on housing — $44 million. 

"Housing is definitely a problem, but the issue is we aren't going to just throw more affordable housing into South Florida,"
said Rep. Carlos Trujillo, R-Miami, chair of the House Appropriations Committee, adding that he believes the program
couldn't absorb more than the House will give it. 

Besides, he adds, "the reality is there's only a 60-day legislative session. There's only so many issues you can tackle in 60
days." 

A steady stream of recent reports offers a window into the wilting American dream of affordable housing across Florida. 

Nearly one million very low-income Florida households pay more than 50 percent of their incomes for housing. The state has
the third highest homeless population — 34,000 — in the nation. 

More people in Broward County spend 30 percent of their income on housing than anywhere else. Renters in South Florida's
black communities spend 58 percent of their income on rent. 

Miami ranks No. 1 in housing costs for people of moderate incomes. Orlando, once a haven for affordable housing, is tied
with Las Vegas as the city with the greatest shortage of rentals for low-income tenants. And rent in Tampa is getting more
expensive faster than anywhere else. 

As home ownership has declined, population growth has continued and wages remain stagnant, there is an increasing
demand for low income housing. 

Florida legislators saw this coming 25 years ago when they put a 10 cent surcharge (per $100 of amount paid) on every real
estate transaction and directed the money into the William E. Sadowski Affordable Housing Trust Funds to go into state and
local housing programs. Three years later, they steered another 10 cents of the tax into the funds. 

A vestige of the growth management laws and named after the former head of the state's planning and growth management
agency, the funds were designed to leverage private and federal funding to help develop affordable housing for the
workforce, the elderly and disabled as Florida grew. 

But, as with much of Florida's growth management laws, lawmakers broke their promise. Of the $1.87 billion collected and
deposited in the trust funds since the recession in the 2008-09 fiscal year, lawmakers diverted nearly $1.3 billion to other
purposes — from tax breaks to spending. 

The first sweep occurred in 2003 under former Gov. Jeb Bush. The housing boom had expanded the trust funds to $392
million and lawmakers wanted to skim the excess into other needs. But when the recession hit, and Florida's budget tanked,
the sweeps continued. 

The Shimberg Center for Housing Studies at the University of Florida reports that between 1993 and 2012, Florida lost at
least 51,000 rental units that were privately owned and publicly subsidized and, by 2020, another 43,200 subsidized rental
units could be gone. 

According to the Florida Housing Coalition, a non-profit housing advocacy group, Florida now has only 22 affordable and
available rental units for every 100 of the state's poorest renters, and the market for starter homes is weak. 

The Sadowski Coalition, 30 diverse groups that include the Florida Housing Coalition, AARP, the Florida Realtors
Association, the Florida Chamber of Commerce, the Florida Home Builders Association and Associated Industries of Florida,
is urging lawmakers to leave the money collected by doc stamp taxes in the funds. 
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"The House budget is utterly unacceptable," said Jaimie Ross, executive director of the Florida Housing Coalition and
facilitator of the Sadowski Coalition. "We deal with that regularly. The Senate usually comes out with higher funding and the
House picks up the governor's budget and we have that heavy lift to get to a compromise." 

Working in every county 

The coalition argues that the programs have a proven track record working in partnership with all 67 counties and local
governments to provide programs to help families find and keep affordable housing, offering everything from assistance with
down payments, closing costs, home repairs and rehabilitation of rental housing. 

If lawmakers leave the $272 million available, the projects that could be completed would bring $3.78 billion in positive
economic impact into the state's economy and 28,700 jobs, the coalition claims. 

The Sadowski funds go to Florida Housing Finance Corp., an independent agency, which distributes 70 percent of its funds
to the State Housing Initiatives Partnership program (SHIP) to provide affordable housing to low- to moderate-income
families. The agency gives the remaining 30 percent of the Sadowski money to the State Housing Trust Fund for programs
such as the State Apartment Incentive Loan (SAIL), which provides low-interest loans on a competitive basis to affordable
housing developers. 

Trujillo noted there is another source of funds available for affordable housing this year — $111 million in revenues earned
from administering a successful housing loan guarantee program that has run its course. But housing advocates say that
money already belongs to the Florida Housing Finance Corp. and should not be used to supplant revenues from the doc
stamps for the affordable housing programs. 

A misunderstood scandal 

House Speaker Richard Corcoran, R-Land O'Lakes, and Trujillo defended the House's funding levels last week, and argued
that Sadowski fund has not only become too large but too generous. 

"Affordable housing has grown around this huge source of money so it's no longer the people who can't afford housing, now
it's those people who struggle to afford adequate housing but they are fully salaried and employed," Corcoran said. 

He also pointed to recent sanctions and investigations against two developers who submitted inflated claims to the Housing
Finance Corp. to qualify for higher federal subsidies to do work on four low-income housing projects in Miami-Dade County.
The projects were not affiliated with the Sadowski-financed programs, and no state funds were used. 

"The affordable housing industry, has been wracked with not repugnant scandal, it's been wracked with graft and corruption
resulting in prison sentences," Corcoran said. "I think there needs to be reform in that whole thing." 

But Ross urges them to make a distinction between the federally funded programs and those operated with Sadowski
money. 

"The scandal involving South Florida developers is shameful," she said. "The good news is that the Legislature can rest
assured that no Sadowski State and Local Housing Trust Funds were involved with any of those developments. The abuse
committed was with the federal tax credit program. 

"That program is administered by the Florida Housing Finance Corporation, which also oversees the Sadowski state and
local housing trust funds, so confusion about this is understandable, but our state and local housing trust programs played
no part in those abuses." 

She also sent House and Senate leaders a letter providing clarifications and attempting to assure them the programs have
had "no misuse of funds" in their 25-year history. 

Federal cuts loom 

Complicating the future of affordable housing is the proposal by President Donald Trump to eliminate $6 billion in housing
assistance programs at Housing and Urban Development, including two programs dedicated to affordable housing — the
Community Development Block Grants and the HOME Investment Partnership. 

Fewer people own homes in Florida than they did prior to the recession and, as the home ownership rate has dropped from
a peak of 71 percent in 2007 to 64 percent in 2015, rental costs have risen. 

"There was no housing built during the recession, and now with enough funds to build 3,000 to 5,000 units, we can't keep
up," said George Romagnoli, Pasco County community development director and chairman of the Florida Housing Coalition. 

The shortage of affordable housing extends into moderate income communities as well, where teachers, first responders,
nurses and others often can't find homes near their jobs, according to data compiled by the coalition in its 2016 Home
Matters report. 

For example, a report by the National Association of Home Builders found that dental assistants, paramedics, firefighters
and elementary school teachers living in the Lakeland metro area — considered the third most affordable region in the state1211



— would not make enough to buy a median-priced home. 

Childcare workers, maids and housekeepers, landscapers, nursing assistants and janitors earning the average wage in
Miami or Orlando don't earn enough to rent a one-bedroom apartment in either of those metro areas, the data show. 

According to two charts created by the Sadowski Coalition listing the number of housing units that could be built in each
House and Senate district if the programs were fully funded, there would be 241 additional housing units build in Corcoran's
Pasco County district and 1,908 in Trujillo's alone. Statewide, there could be 12,657 homes built, housing an estimated
92,881 people. 

Future shock 

Sen. Jeff Brandes, R-St. Petersburg, chair of the Senate Transportation, Tourism and Economic Development Committee
fears that Florida's affordable housing problem is going to get worse and he says the model used to develop affordable
housing is unsustainable. 

"The problem I see coming for Florida is we have another 5 million people potentially moving to the state by 2030 where
already there is a situation where the average cost per affordable housing unit is costing between $150,000 to $200,000 to
construct," he said. "The math simply doesn't add up." 

He held a workshop last week to discuss approaches to help fill the gap in affordable housing. He said his goal is to pass
legislation this year that creates a task force to look into the problems. 

Trujillo also argues that it is unrealistic to expect to build enough housing in a year to use all the money going into the
Sadowski funds, and he's no fan of the trust funds, anyway. 

"I don't believe in trust funds in general," he said. "The revenue stream is not voluntary. People who buy properties have to
pay a tax, the doc stamps, in order to fund a trust." 

Mark Hendrickson, a member of the housing coalition board who specializes in affordable housing financing, agrees
lawmakers shouldn't fund the program because it's a trust fund. 

"I agree with the speaker about trust funds,'' he said. "But our contention is the program should be funded because it is
needed, it has leveraged millions of dollars to help people get access to safe and affordable housing, and it's effective." 

Mary Ellen Klas: 850-222-3095, meklas@miamiherald.com, @MaryEllenKlas 
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Florida's New Live Local Act Offers Land Use and Tax Benefits
August 8, 2023
Holland & Knight Alert
Pedro Gassant  |  Alessandria San Roman  |  Lawrence E. Sellers

Highlights

Florida Gov. Ron DeSantis signed into law Senate Bill 102, the Live Local Act (the Act), on March 28, 2023, with an
effective date of July 1, 2023.

The Act mandates that a local government authorize the development of multifamily rentals on sites that are zoned
as mixed-use residential, commercial or industrial if at least 40 percent of the residential units in a proposed
multifamily development will, for a period of at least 30 years, be affordable to individuals making up to 120 percent
of the local area median income (AMI).

In addition, a county or municipality must apply the highest "allowed" density on any land within its jurisdiction to the
proposed multifamily development, while the maximum height is determined based on the highest currently allowed
height for commercial and residential development located within 1 mile of the proposed development. At a
minimum, the Act mandates that a local jurisdiction allow the proposed development to build to a height of three
stories.

The Act provides that certain developments will be eligible for a 75 percent or 100 percent ad valorem tax
exemption, depending on the level of rent restriction for the units, which will first apply to the 2024 tax roll and
require a certification notice issued by the Florida Housing Finance Corporation (FHFC).

Florida Gov. Ron DeSantis signed into law Senate Bill 102 on March 28, 2023, with an effective date of July 1, 2023.
Commonly referred to as the Live Local Act (the Act), it has significant land use, zoning and tax benefits that will now
be available to developers and investors. This Holland & Knight alert provides a general outline of the Act's impact on
land use and zoning, as well as a general summary of the Act's benefits from a tax perspective.

Land Use and Zoning Benefits
The Act mandates that a local government authorize the development of multifamily rentals on sites that are zoned as

mixed-use residential,1 commercial or industrial if at least 40 percent of the residential units in a proposed multifamily
development will, for a period of at least 30 years, be affordable to individuals making up to 120 percent of the local
area median income (AMI), referred to as the Threshold Requirement.

The Act provides that a county or municipality cannot require a proposed multifamily development that will comply with
the Threshold Requirement to obtain a land use, zoning, special exception, conditional use approval, variance or
comprehensive plan amendment with respect to building height, zoning and density.

Once a multifamily project complies with the Threshold Requirement, a county or municipality must apply the highest
"allowed" density on any land within its jurisdiction to the proposed multifamily development. Furthermore, once a
project complies with the Threshold Requirement, the local jurisdiction cannot restrict the height of the proposed
development below the highest currently allowed height for a commercial or residential development located in the
local jurisdiction within 1 mile of the proposed development. At a minimum, the Act mandates that a local jurisdiction
allow the proposed development to build to a height of three stories.
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There are a panoply of issues associated with the ability to utilize the Act. For example, there are various jurisdictions
in South Florida that do not provide for a density per acre but provide for a "pool" of units that can apply to properties.
Naturally, one of the questions that arises is regarding the "maximum" density in such jurisdictions. Notwithstanding
such issues, the Act provides a path that certainly is tailored toward increasing the inventory of affordable and
workforce housing in Florida.

Tax Benefits
The Act provides that certain developments will be eligible for a 75 percent or 100 percent ad valorem tax exemption,
depending on the level of rent restriction for the units. If at least 71 units are affordable to natural persons earning up

to 80 percent of the AMI,2 then each unit provided to such persons qualifies for a 100 percent ad valorem tax
exemption. If at least 71 units are affordable to natural persons earning more than 80 percent of the AMI and up to 120
percent of the AMI, then each unit provided to such persons is eligible for a 75 percent ad valorem tax exemption.
These exemptions first apply to the 2024 tax roll and require a certification notice issued by the Florida Housing
Finance Corporation (FHFC).

New Tax Exemptions

This exemption applies throughout Florida without further action by local governments.

The Act defines eligible property to include units in a "newly constructed" multifamily project containing more than 70
units dedicated to housing natural persons or families below certain income thresholds. Newly constructed is defined
as an improvement substantially completed within five years before the property owner's first application for the
exemption. The units must be occupied by such persons or families and rent limited so as to provide affordable
housing at either the 80 percent to 120 percent AMI threshold. Rent for such units also may not exceed 90 percent of
the fair market value rent as determined by a rental market study. If an occupied unit qualifies for this exemption and
the following year it is vacant on Jan. 1, the vacant unit is eligible for the exemption provided it meets the other
requirements and a reasonable effort is made to lease the unit to eligible persons or families.

Units subject to a recorded agreement with the FHFC under Ch. 420, F.S., to provide affordable housing and property
receiving an exemption under Section 196.1979, F.S., as created by a local affordable housing exemption ordinance,
are not eligible to receive this exemption.

Procedure

The exemption first applies to the 2024 tax roll and will be repealed on Dec. 31, 2059.

To receive this exemption, a property owner must 1) file a certification form with the FHFC and 2) submit an application
by March 1 to the local property appraiser, accompanied by the certification notice from the FHFC.

As part of the FHFC certification process, a property owner must submit a request on a form that includes:

the most recent market study (the study must have been conducted by an independent certified general appraiser in
the preceding three years)

1. 

a list of units for which the exemption is sought2. 

the rent amount received for each unit3. 

a sworn statement restricting the property for a period of no less than three years to provide affordable housing4. 

The certification process is administered within the FHFC. The agency's responsibilities include publishing the
deadline for submission, reviewing each request, sending certification notices to both the successful property owner
and appropriate property appraiser, and notifying unsuccessful property owners with reasons for any denial.
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Penalty

If the property appraiser determines that an exemption has been improperly granted within the last 10 years, the
property appraiser must serve the owner with a notice of intent to record a tax lien. Such property will be subject to the
taxes improperly exempted, plus a penalty of 50 percent and 15 percent annual interest. Penalty and interest amounts
do not apply to exemptions erroneously granted due to clerical mistake or omission by the property appraiser.

For Further Assistance
If you have any questions or would like assistance regarding the recent Act requirements, please contact one of the
authors.

Mischaël Cetoute, a former law clerk in the firm's Miami office, contributed to this alert.

Notes

1 The zoning districts that comprise mixed-use districts are anticipated to be an issue in certain municipalities. For
example, are Planned Area Developments or Planned Developments mixed-use districts?

2 In Miami-Dade, the area median income is $68,300. The upper income threshold for all of the programs (120 percent
AMI) is $81,960. Miami-Dade County's Workforce Housing Development Program includes families whose incomes
are within 60 percent to 140 percent AMI. Therefore, while units restricted from 120 percent to 140 percent AMI qualify
in the county, the aforementioned units do not count toward the minimum of 70 units required by the Live Local Act.

Information contained in this alert is for the general education and knowledge of our readers. It is not designed to be, and should

not be used as, the sole source of information when analyzing and resolving a legal problem, and it should not be substituted for

legal advice, which relies on a specific factual analysis. Moreover, the laws of each jurisdiction are different and are constantly

changing. This information is not intended to create, and receipt of it does not constitute, an attorney-client relationship. If you

have specific questions regarding a particular fact situation, we urge you to consult the authors of this publication, your Holland &

Knight representative or other competent legal counsel.
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Mitch Perry, Advocates hailed a new law to help stabilize FL’s housing crisis, but imple-
mentation has been rocky, Florida Phoenix, Oct. 13, 2023 

Local officials on the ground working to help alleviate Florida’s housing crisis are now asking for 
a favor when the Legislature convenes in 2024: Fix the unintended consequences that came out of 
a signature policy initiative in the state Senate. 
Florida lawmakers have already been hearing from elected local officials in the past few weeks, 
saying they need to readdress what’s called the “Live Local Act,” the new law that passed earlier 
this year to deal with issues that are hampering affordable housing and development in Florida. 
“The Live Local Act, which I think your hearts are in the right place on it and we have a real 
workforce housing problem here in Hillsborough County, but what it does is it bypasses us as a 
local government when it comes to the land use and zoning,” Hillsborough County Commissioner 
Michael Owen, of Tampa Bay, said at a legislative delegation last month. “I would ask that you 
all take a look at it next year.” 
That was a reference to the law that says a proposed development need only be “administratively 
approved” without having to get approval by a board of county commissioners if the project satis-
fies certain regulations. 
Another twist?  The law allows housing to be built in areas previously zoned only for industrial 
purposes. 
At another recent legislative delegation meeting — in Pasco County — County Commissioner 
Jack Mariano said the Live Local Act was a “great thing for a lot of areas.” But he added that the 
law is also detrimental to long-term efforts by county officials to bring more businesses to the area, 
now that housing developments are allowed to be built in areas zoned as industrial. 
Overall, officials in other communities say they’re grateful for the hefty pot of state money — 
$711 million that was listed as the appropriation for the Live Local Act initiative, according to 
legislative records. But at the same time, they’re unhappy about the law’s inability to account for 
the unique characteristics inherent in each community when it comes to their comprehensive plans, 
by imposing a “one-size” fits all framework. 
Florida’s two-month legislative session will begin Jan. 9, 2024, and some local government offi-
cials have been calling on state lawmakers to file a “glitch” bill even before the new session begins 
in January. 
The Senate moved quickly 
The Live Local Act was Senate President Kathleen Passidomo’s signature policy initiative going 
into the 2023 legislative session, and the bill moved quickly through both legislative chambers last 
spring. 
Some Democrats criticized the measure for banning local governments from implementing rent 
control laws, but the legislation passed unanimously by the Senate on just the second day of the 
session. The House passed it a few weeks later and Gov. Ron DeSantis signed it into law in March. 
The law gives tax breaks to developers who create multifamily and mixed-use residential proper-
ties with at least 70 units in any area zoned for commercial, industrial or mixed-use if at least 40% 
of those units are dedicated to affordable units for a period of 30 years. 
But there’s been pushback from local officials. 
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“I think it’s too early to really know all the potential unintended consequences of this legislation,” 
says Seminole County Commissioner Lee Constantine, in east Central Florida. 
In his role as the [now former] president of the Florida Association of Counties, Constantine says 
he and his staff worked with Senate President Passidomo and her staff on suggestions as the bill 
was being drafted. He says the organization supported the proposal mostly because of the addi-
tional funding for state housing programs. 
“Clearly the funding was needed and important, but we have never made any bones about the fact 
that we felt that there were some things that we did have concerns about,” he said about the final 
legislation. “Primarily taking away local governments ability in certain situations to govern when 
it comes to zoning and comp plans and we did feel that there would be, and we have suggestions 
for working towards suggestions on a glitch bill this year.” 
Killing a crucial goal 
Located on the west-central coast of Florida, Pasco County has been known as a bedroom com-
munity for people who work in Tampa and St. Petersburg because of its lower housing costs. 
Local officials have worked for decades on recruiting more businesses in Pasco communities. But 
allowing housing to be built in areas zoned as industrial —now in the new law — will kill that 
crucial goal. 
“Right now, 43% of our workforce commute outside the county, and it’s really what we call a 
talent drain,” says David Engel, the economic growth director for Pasco County. 
“Our goal for a number of years is to balance our community so that we have job opportunities for 
our local labor force to avoid commuting ten to twelve hours a week in a car and causing our 
roadways to clog. So when we start taking indiscriminately industrial zoned areas that were ear-
marked for employment and we start inserting affordable housing projects inside of them, it causes 
quite a setback for us, because the employment is essential.” 
Engel is an urban planner who was involved in housing policy for decades in New York. 
“We applaud the state of Florida for providing some types of revenue, but to put a predominant 
amount of burden on counties and localities like Pasco County is not reasonable,” he says. “It 
undermines the broad approach of dealing with our workforce and affordable housing issues for 
our unmet needs.  And it’s something that we would respectfully request be reconsidered.” 
A six-month moratorium 
In Doral, about 13 miles west of Miami, Mayor Christi Fraga and the city council approved a six-
month moratorium on new development applications earlier this summer to give the city time to 
consider potential changes to its comprehensive plan and land development regulations in reaction 
to passage of the Live Local Act. 
Fraga says that was needed to contend with a proposal from a South Florida developer that came 
to her before the Live Local Act passed this spring. The development includes the construction of 
623 new apartments in five towers between 10 and 12 stories tall, according to the South Florida 
Business Journal. The new law says a city or county may not restrict the height of a proposed 
development below the highest currently allowed for commercial or residential development 
within one mile of the development or three stories, whichever is higher. 
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“I felt it was just not consistent with that area – not anything that we would allow with our zoning 
code – and I rejected his proposal right from the start and just told him that it was definitely not 
something that anybody would be willing to welcome in that zone or that area, especially with the 
kind of zoning that he had,” she says. “And that’s when he told me that he was keeping an eye on 
the Live Local Act and if it passed, he was going to be utilizing the law.” (The developer – the 
Apollo Companies – did not respond to multiple requests for comment). 
Fraga calls the Live Local Act another preemption bill that takes powers away from local govern-
ments when it comes to land use decisions. She says the moratorium was needed because the law 
didn’t create any procedures for cities to implement any safeguards. 
“There was nowhere where our code could address applications such as the one we saw on a parcel 
that is 18 acres next to a traditional neighborhood with potential 14-story buildings,” she says. 
The legislation’s criteria for what qualifies as an affordable housing project was expanded to in-
clude households who make up to 120% of average median income (AMI). That means that in a 
place like Miami-Dade County, a single person making up to $81,960 or a family of four making 
up to $117,000 is now eligible. 
20 Local Live Act projects 
Take for example the case of a proposed development on a closed golf course in Plant City, located 
east of Tampa in Hillsborough County. The planning board there has twice rejected a mixed-use 
proposal as being incompatible with the local community. But unbowed and undeterred, the de-
veloper, Walden Lake LLC, recently resubmitted a new proposal which they say will now qualify 
as a Live Local Project, according to the Plant City Observer. 
The proposal has 1,530 multifamily units and 468 townhome-style units made up of studio, one 
and two-bedroom unit up to three stories high. 
The attorney representing Walden Lake LLC, Jacob T. Cremer, a partner with Stearns Weaver 
Miller in Tampa, said that his firm learned about the Live Local Act after the Plant City planning 
board rebuked their proposal for a second time earlier this year. 
That’s when they pivoted towards providing more affordable housing in their package under the 
law to get it through a third time. And under the Act if it does receive administrative approval from 
Plant City, they won’t need to go through the planning board – meaning that the public won’t have 
the ability to weigh in on it. 
Nick Brown is president of Save Walden Lake, a neighborhood association that has been opposing 
plans for developing that area for years. He says he appreciates the intent of the Live Local Act to 
“enable schoolteachers, policemen and firemen to be able to live close to where they work.” But 
he says that the developer’s new proposal is a complete “perversion” of the intent of the law, and 
says that his group is prepared to legally challenge it if it moves forward. 
For his part Cremer says his firm is now working on upwards of twenty Local Live Act projects. 
He says developers are still trying to figure out if they can take advantage of the law so it works 
for them. 
“The 40% affordable housing requirement is pretty substantial and so they have to make sure that 
it works for their investors and their lenders,” Cremer said. “So that takes a lot of time on the front 
end and we’re finding that it takes a long time to work with the local governments on these 
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Florida Legislature Amends Live Local Act's Land Use Provisions
March 12, 2024
Holland & Knight Alert
Pedro Gassant  |  Alessandria San Roman  |  Lawrence E. Sellers  |  Vanessa Madrid  |  Misch Cetoute

Highlights

The Florida Legislature on Feb. 28, 2024, passed Senate Bill 328, which amends the Live Local Act (Amended Act).
It becomes effective upon becoming law (except as otherwise provided).

The Amended Act requires local governments to authorize the development of multifamily residential and mixed-use
developments on sites that are zoned mixed-use residential, commercial or industrial if at least 40 percent of the
residential units in a proposed multifamily development will, for a period of at least 30 years, be affordable to
individuals making up to 120 percent of the local area median income (AMI).

The major changes include provisions that limit a local government's ability to restrict the floor area ratio (FAR),
clarify that the height and density maximums do not include bonuses, mandate a 20 percent parking reduction near
transit and modify the maximum height when adjacent to single-family residential uses, under certain
circumstances.

The Florida Legislature on Feb. 28, 2024, passed Senate Bill 328, which amends the Live Local Act (Amended Act). It
becomes effective upon becoming law (except as otherwise provided). While most of the 2023 Live Local Act
provisions remain the same, there are some significant changes in the Amended Act. This Holland & Knight alert
provides a general outline of the changes in the Amended Act and discusses the potential impact on land use and

zoning entitlements.1

The chart below highlights the key changes to the 2023 Live Local Act:

 

Policy 2024 Live Local Act 2023 Live Local Act

Zoning
Entitlements
Mandated as of
Right

administrative approval, preempts issues re:
density, floor area ratio (FAR), height, use
and parking

administrative approval, preempts
issues re: density, height, use

Parking
Requirements

eliminates parking requirements for projects
within a Transit Oriented Development

reduces parking by at least 20 percent for
projects within one-half mile of a major
transportation hub

must "consider" reducing parking
for projects within one-half mile of
a major transit stop
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Permitted Uses multifamily residential

mixed-use2 – at least 65 percent must be
residential

multifamily residential

mixed-use – at least 65 percent
must be residential

Maximum Height provides for highest currently allowed height
for commercial or residential "building" within
1 mile or three stories, whichever is higher

limits height when project is adjacent to
single-family homes, under certain
circumstances

provides for highest currently
allowed height for commercial or
residential "development" within 1
mile or 3 stories, whichever is
higher

FAR provides at least 150 percent FAR of the
highest currently allowed FAR in the
municipality

no provisions addressing this issue

Calculations clarifies that bonus entitlements are not
included in the maximum height, density or
FAR calculations, but projects may still be
eligible for bonuses, which must be
administratively approved

clarifies that projects will be considered
conforming uses even after expiration of
statute and the affordability period

no provisions addressing these
issues

Some of the favorable provisions that were changed in the Amended Act are still available to applicants for proposed

developments that are grandfathered in3 by the timing of their application. The Amended Act provides an opportunity
for applicants to be grandfathered under the 2023 version of the law. Depending on the project's specifics, it may be to
a developer's advantage to utilize either the 2023 provisions or submit a revised application to account for the new
provisions in the Amended Act.

Land Use and Zoning Changes
If at least 40 percent of the residential units in a mixed-use or multifamily residential project will, for a period of at least
30 years, be affordable to individuals making up to 120 percent of the local area median income (Threshold
Requirement), then local governments must administratively approve development of the project on sites that are
zoned mixed-use, commercial or industrial.

The Amended Live Local Act provides that where the Threshold Requirement is met, a local government also cannot
restrict the FAR of a proposed development, in addition to the existing prohibitions on restricting height, use and
density.

Once a multifamily project complies with the Threshold Requirement, a local government must allow at least 150
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percent of the "highest currently allowed" FAR under the land development regulations. Additionally, a local
government cannot restrict the height of the proposed development below the highest currently allowed height for a
commercial or residential building located within the local jurisdiction within 1 mile of the proposed development. At
minimum, the Amended Act mandates that a local jurisdiction allow the proposed development to build at a height of
three stories.

The Amended Act clarifies that the "highest currently allowed" density and height provisions do not include any
building that 1) was approved under the previous version of the bill or 2) has received a bonus, variance or other
special exception for density. However, the Amended Act further clarifies that if a development qualifies for a density,
height or FAR bonus pursuant to the jurisdiction's regulations, then the local government must administratively
approve such bonus without further action by the governing body.

The Amended Act also carves out a new exception for height determinations where the proposed development is
"adjacent" to properties zoned for single-family use, under certain circumstances. If a proposed development is

adjacent to4, on two or more sides, a parcel zoned for single-family residential use that is within a single-family
residential development with at least 25 contiguous single-family homes, then the height of the proposed adjacent
development is limited to 150 percent of the tallest building on any property adjacent to the proposed development, the
highest currently allowed height for the property provided in the land development regulations or three stories,
whichever is higher.

The Amended Act strengthens the parking reduction requirements for qualifying developments by requiring local
governments to:

consider reducing parking requirements for developments within one-quarter mile of a transit stop as defined in the
local government's land development regulations and the transit stop is accessible from the development

reduce parking requirements by at least 20 percent for developments within one-half mile of a "major transportation

hub"5 and has alternative parking6 available and accessible within 600 feet from the proposed development; a
county may not require that the available parking be sufficient to compensate for the reduction in parking
requirements

eliminate parking requirements for developments within a transit-oriented development or area, as recognized by
the local government; the proposed development must be mixed-use residential and otherwise comply with the local
government's regulations concerning transit-oriented development, except for use, height, density, FAR and parking
provided by this exception or otherwise agreed to by the local government and the developer

Finally, the Amended Act precludes development within one-quarter mile of a military installation from being approved
administratively and requires local governments to publish their policy for administrative approval of qualifying
developments. Airports and military installations are not subject to these provisions, nor are areas impacted by airport
land use regulations.

If you have any questions or would like assistance regarding the recent Amended Act requirements, please contact the
authors.

Notes

1 A future alert will address the Amended Act's tax exemption program.

2 For mixed-use projects, at least 65 percent of the total square footage must be used for residential purposes, leaving
35 percent for commercial and ancillary uses. Sections 125.01055(7)(a) and 166.04151(7)(a), F.S.

3 For a summary of the 2023 Act, see Holland & Knight's previous alert, "Florida's New Live Local Act Offers Land Use
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and Tax Benefits," Aug. 8, 2023.

4 The Amended Act defines "adjacent to" for the purpose of the exception as those properties sharing more than one
point of a property line, but not including properties separated by a public road.

5 The Amended Act defines "major transportation hub" as any transit station, whether bus, train or light rail, that is
served by public transit with a mix of other transportation options.

6 The available parking within 600 feet of the proposed development may consist of options such as on-street parking,
parking lots or parking garages available for use by residents of the proposed development. A local government may
not require that the available parking compensate for the reduction in parking requirements.

Information contained in this alert is for the general education and knowledge of our readers. It is not designed to be, and should

not be used as, the sole source of information when analyzing and resolving a legal problem, and it should not be substituted for

legal advice, which relies on a specific factual analysis. Moreover, the laws of each jurisdiction are different and are constantly

changing. This information is not intended to create, and receipt of it does not constitute, an attorney-client relationship. If you

have specific questions regarding a particular fact situation, we urge you to consult the authors of this publication, your Holland &

Knight representative or other competent legal counsel.
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2025 Updates to Florida's Live Local Act
Senate Bill 1730 Adds New Provisions, Makes Key Changes from Previous Legislation
July 1, 2025
Holland & Knight Alert
Pedro Gassant  |  Alan Samuel Krischer  |  Alessandria San Roman  |  Lawrence E. Sellers  |  Misch Cetoute

Highlights

Amendments to Florida's Live Local Act that provides land use, zoning and tax benefits to developers and investors
took effect July 1, 2025.

The 2025 Live Local Act introduces several significant technical changes aimed at clarifying the legislature's intent.

Some of the new provisions prevent local governments from imposing additional requirements on qualifying
developments.

Florida Gov. Ron DeSantis signed Senate Bill (SB) 1730 on June 23, 2025, amending the Live Local Act (2025 Live
Local Act), which takes effect on July 1, 2025. The 2025 Live Local Act introduces several significant technical
changes aimed at clarifying the legislature's intent by adding new definitions for key terms such as "commercial use”
and provisions that prevent local governments from imposing additional requirements on qualifying developments.

New Provisions in the 2025 Live Local Act

Expanded Definitions and Applicability

Since its inception on July 1, 2023, the Live Local Act has required local governments to authorize the development of
multifamily residential and mixed-use developments on sites zoned for mixed-use residential, commercial or industrial
purposes, provided that at least 40 percent of the residential units in a proposed development will be affordable to
individuals making up to 120 percent of the local area median income (AMI) for a period of at least 30 years. (See
Holland & Knight's previous alert, "Florida's New Live Local Act Offers Land Use and Tax Benefits," Aug. 8, 2023.)

The 2025 amendments, now codified at Chapter 2025-172, Laws of Florida, introduce new definitions for "commercial
use," "industrial use" and "mixed use" to clarify how those terms should be applied to lands titled or categorized
differently under the municipal zoning but that allow certain activities.

Significantly, the Florida Legislature requires that a parcel zoned to permit uses such as wholesale sales, equipment
rentals and other for-profit business activities is considered commercial use for the purposes of the 2025 Live Local
Act, irrespective of the local land development regulation's listed category or title.

The amendments also expand the applicability of the Live Local Act to portions of flexibly zoned areas such as
planned unit developments (PUDs) permitted for commercial, industrial or mixed use. The 2025 amendments prohibit
local governments from requiring more than 10 percent of the total square footage of a mixed-use project to be used
for nonresidential purposes. The amendments also clarify that density, height and floor area ratio allowances cannot
be lower than the highest allowed entitlements as of July 1, 2023. Lastly, the amendments expand the definition of
"floor area ratio" to include lot coverage.

Yes In God's Backyard (YIGBY)

The 2025 Live Local Act includes Florida's first YIGBY policies, aimed at empowering religious institutions1 to build
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affordable housing on their land to address local needs. This policy opens up tens of thousands of parcels of land
statewide for affordable homes. The 2025 Live Local Act amends current state law to allow (but not require) local
governments to approve affordable housing development on any parcel owned by a religious institution that contains a
house of public worship, regardless of underlying zoning, as long as at least 10 percent of the homes are affordable.
The provision is self-executing, thus obviating the need for any action or ordinance from a local government before
utilizing the new process.

Administrative Approval Only

The 2025 Live Local Act clarifies that qualifying developments must receive administrative approval without further
action from quasi-judicial or administrative boards or reviewing bodies, provided the development complies with the
local land development regulations for multifamily development in designated areas and is otherwise consistent with
the comprehensive plan, except for specific provisions regarding allowable densities, floor area ratios, height and land
use. This language is designed to prevent local governments from layering on additional reviews in contravention of
the legislature's intent.

Demolition of Historic Structures

Local governments must administratively approve the demolition of a structure related to a qualifying development if it
complies with all state and local regulations without needing further action from the board of county commissioners or
other quasi-judicial or administrative reviewing bodies. However, if the proposed development is on a parcel with a
contributing structure or building within a historic district listed in the National Register of Historic Places before Jan. 1,
2000, or on a parcel with a structure or building individually listed in the National Register of Historic Places, the local
government may administratively require the proposed development to comply with local regulations relating to
architectural design, such as facade replication, provided it does not affect the height, floor area ratio or density of the
proposed development.

Employer-Sponsored Housing Policy

The 2025 Live Local Act declares it state policy to provide affordable housing to employees of hospitals, healthcare
facilities and governmental entities, allowing developers to create a preference for these employees. This allows
developers in receipt of federal low-income housing tax credits or other governmental funding sources to create a
preference for housing the specified employees, assuming such preference conforms to the Internal Revenue Code
Section 42(g)(9).

Key Changes from the 2024 to 2025 Live Local Act

Height Requirements. For proposals adjacent to, on two or more sides, a parcel zoned for single-family residential
use within a single-family neighborhood with at least 25 contiguous single-family homes, local governments may
restrict the height of the proposed development to 150 percent of the tallest building on any property adjacent to the
proposed development, the highest currently allowed (or allowed on July 1, 2023) or three stories, whichever is
higher, but not more than 10 stories.

Parking Mandate Reduced. Requires local governments to reduce parking requirements by 15 percent for
developments within a quarter-mile of a transit stop, half-mile of a major transportation hub or with available parking
within 600 feet.

Civil Actions and Building Moratoria. Expedites civil actions filed against local governments for violating the Live
Local Act and caps attorney fees and costs at $250,000. The amendments allow a county to enforce a building
moratorium against developments that qualify under the Live Local Act for no more than 90 days in any three-year
period after the county has prepared an assessment of affordable housing in the business impact estimate for the
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ordinance imposing such a moratorium.

Local Government Reporting. Requires local governments to provide annual reports on litigation, proposed or
approved projects, and other relevant data to the state land planning agency.

For more detailed information on the 2025 Live Local Act and how it may impact your projects, please contact one of
the authors or another member of the Florida Land Use Team.

Notes

1 Religious Institution as defined in s. 170.201(2), means "any church, synagogue, or other established physical place
for worship at which nonprofit religious services and activities are regularly conducted and carried on…"

Information contained in this alert is for the general education and knowledge of our readers. It is not designed to be, and should

not be used as, the sole source of information when analyzing and resolving a legal problem, and it should not be substituted for

legal advice, which relies on a specific factual analysis. Moreover, the laws of each jurisdiction are different and are constantly

changing. This information is not intended to create, and receipt of it does not constitute, an attorney-client relationship. If you

have specific questions regarding a particular fact situation, we urge you to consult the authors of this publication, your Holland &

Knight representative or other competent legal counsel.
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Sofia Baltodano, New development breaks ground in Allapattah as Miami advances first 
Live Local Act housing projects, WLRN Public Media, 2/13/2026 

With shovels in hand, city and county officials 
pressed their spades into the sandy soil of Al-
lapattah on Friday afternoon, marking the start 
of construction for a mixed-income workforce 
and affordable housing community rising just 
west of downtown Miami. 
The project is among the first in the city to 
move into construction under Florida’s Live 
Local Act since the law was enacted in 2023. 
At the project site on 1785 NW 35th St., City 
of Miami Commissioner for District 1 Miguel 
Angel Gabela called the moment a milestone 
for a city grappling with soaring rents and a 
deepening affordability crisis. 
“Nowadays, land is not cheap and there's not an 
abundance,” said Gabela, whose office gave 
about $13 million for the project. “In Allapat-
tah, we probably have one of the greatest needs. 
But I think this is probably the center of the af-
fordable housing need, because of all the sen-
iors.” 
Developed by Coral Rock Development 
Group, the $89.2 million housing unit called 
“Dulce Vida” will include 230 mixed-income 
rental units and a 8,500 square foot public 

library at ground level. The project replaces a 
library that was temporarily demolished during 
redevelopment, with plans to modernize the fa-
cility as part of the new building. 
Of the 230 total units at Dulce Vida, 92 will be 
reserved for households earning up to 60% of 
Area Median Income (AMI), 78 units for those 
at 100% AMI and 60 units for households earn-
ing up to 120% AMI. The project will also in-
clude 170 units that are city-assisted, meaning 
the apartments receive government support to 
keep rents below market rate for low- to mod-
erate-income residents. The mix is designed to 
serve both low-income residents and workforce 
families, creating a layered income structure 
within one development. 
Michael Wohl, a principal partner of Coral 
Rock Development, said the project will help 
ease the rental burden for residents in the 
county. 
“People are paying the highest percentage of 
their gross income for rents here compared to 
any place in the country,” said Wohl. “So it's 
very important that we attack the affordable 
housing issues head on.” 

Wohl said Allapattah was an 
ideal choice for the building due 
to its central location, near a 
main transportation artery, 36th 
Street, and two miles away from 
Miami International Airport and 
the city's health district. 
Live Local Act as a catalyst 
The project was financed to sup-
port long-term affordability, in-
cluding a $54 million construc-
tion loan from Citibank, $15 
million from the City of Miami’s 
Miami Forever Affordable 
Housing Bond and tax credit  
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equity from Affordable Housing Partners. 
But city officials pointed to the Live Local Act 
as a key catalyst. 
The law passed in 2023 and was heralded as a 
model for addressing housing affordability na-
tionwide. The act incentivizes the development 
of affordable housing by cutting red tape, such 
as, easing zoning restrictions, committing to 
keeping rents low over time, granting tax ben-
efits to property owners and expediting the 
public approval process. 
Since its passage, more than 3,000 housing 
units have been built across the state, with thou-
sands more in the pipeline, according to Florida 
Tax Watch. 
The act allowed for more units to be built, 
something Gabela said gives the project, “more 
success rate.” 
But the Live Local Act already has its fair share 
of controversy. 
This past January, Surfside officials and resi-
dents opposed the construction of a 12-story 
hotel and residential building on the site of an 
old post office on 250 95th St. They argued the 
building violates the town’s zoning rules cap on 
buildings over 30 feet or 12 stories. 
The project — which would be the first project 
proposed under the act in Surfside — drew 
sharp criticism from Mayor Charles Burkett, 
who called it a "disaster" and a “a developer-
driven initiative that doesn’t address affordable 
housing.” 
While Wohl admits Live Local has its issues, 
he says the new development is "the best exe-
cution of Live Local. It is utilizing Live Local 
to subsidize mixed income developments that 
include affordable housing and workforce 
housing.” 

The scope of the housing crisis is stark. Florida 
has only 24 affordable rental units for every 
100 extremely low-income renters, according 
to a 2025 report from the Florida Housing Co-
alition. 
But there may be a light at the end of the tunnel 
for residents seeking affordable housing in Mi-
ami, one of the nation’s most expensive hous-
ing markets. 
In a “win for renters,” according 
to RentCafe.com, Miami added nearly 9,000 
affordable apartments between 2020-24. The 
company said there was a 95% increase in af-
fordable apartments compared to the previous 
five years. 
Obed Jauregui, pastor of Miami Bethany 
Church of the Nazarene and a partner in Coral 
Rock Development, called the development a 
turning point for the community. 
“We're bringing projects that will bring dignity, 
that will bring productivity, that will bring sta-
bility to a city,” said Jauregui, who is also the 
CEO of Miami Bethany Community Services, 
in Spanish. “For a long time this community in 
some cases wasn't well-known, and in others it 
was known for violence, gangs, drugs, and 
other things. And now that it's known for hav-
ing such beautiful projects…that's completely 
changing the community.” 
Construction is expected to take approximately 
18 to 24 months, with the building projected to 
open in 2028. Due to anticipated high demand, 
apartments may be awarded through a lottery 
system. 
“We need more than half a million apartments 
for low-income families throughout the 
county,” said Jauregui. “But well, we can't 
bring in half a million all at once, but we 
brought in 227.” 
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Ezra Klein and Derek Thompson, Abundance 40-54 (2025)

1271



1272



1273



1274



1275



1276



1277



1278



Julie Z. Weil, Are YIMBYs winning the housing wars? Not so fast, these people say, Wash-
ington Post, 2/1/2026. 

 
For years, housing activists couldn’t agree on 
what was driving prices higher, let alone how 
to fix it. 
The divide stems from two schools of thought: 
One side lays the blame on a lack of inventory. 
Build more housing — especially in dense, 
transit-accessible neighborhoods — and the 
laws of supply and demand will lower prices 
for everyone, goes the thinking of the YIMBY 
(Yes in My Back Yard) movement. 
On the flip side are the “supply skeptics,” who 
tend to believe housing affordability calls for 
government policies, not just market forces. 
From city council hearings to the halls of aca-
demia, the debate raged for years. Then came 
2020, and Americans raced to buy homes dur-
ing the early stages of the coronavirus pan-
demic. Prices shot up, pushing the U.S. me-
dian to $410,800, a 30 percent increase in five 
years, Federal Reserve data shows. Median 
prices go significantly higher in the West 
($531,100) and Northeast ($796,700). Now 
even starter homes are increasingly out of 
reach. 
The political pressure to rein in housing costs 
has led to a wave of YIMBY legislative victo-
ries. Last year, 13 states passed laws peeling 
back regulations to remove barriers to home 
construction, according to the group Welcom-
ing Neighbors Network. 
Dennis Shea, a housing expert at the Bipartisan 
Policy Center, says the YIMBYs have put the 
housing debate to rest. “They’ve won,” he says 
flatly. 
Most Americans seem to agree, a YouGov sur-
vey found, with nearly 7 in 10 saying the 
amount of available housing contributes “a 
great deal” or “a fair amount” to the cost of 
housing. Nearly 6 in 10 also blame government 
regulation for housing costs. 

But supply skeptics like Michael 
Storper,Source commentSource comment an 
urban planning professor at UCLA and the 
London School of Economics, say there’s 
enough home construction. “To put it bluntly, 
in America we haven’t actually been under-
building,” said Storper, an urban planning pro-
fessor at UCLA and the London School of Eco-
nomics. “The problem is demand is now split 
in a very unequal society. The supply you get is 
the wrong kind of supply.” 
Six years ago, Storper co-authored a paper with 
colleague Andrés Rodríguez-Pose arguing that 
regulations like zoning and parking require-
ments aren’t driving up home prices. It sparked 
an uproar in research circles. 
In a newly published paper, Storper and new 
co-authors say that despite “broad consensus in 
public discourse” embracing the YIMBY push 
for deregulation: “Links between regulation 
and supply, and between supply and prices, are 
weak at best.” 
Simply unleashing developers to build more 
homes won’t make housing affordable, the pa-
per says. It explores a hypothetical: Imagine 
that a city increases its housing stock by 1.5 
percent each year — a rate that is more than 
twice the growth of New York or San Francisco 
from 2000 to 2020, though lower than Denver, 
Phoenix or Houston. 
If all that new housing caused prices to fall by 
4 percent a year, it would take 18 years before 
a median one-bedroom apartment becomes af-
fordable for a worker without a college educa-
tion in San Francisco, or 11 years in the District 
or eight years in Boston, the paper says. If 
housing prices fall more slowly, less than 1 per-
cent per year, it would take as much as 124 
years in San Francisco and 109 years in Los 
Angeles. 
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That’s no way to fix affordability, they insist. 
Focusing on deregulation is a “harmful distrac-
tion” to more direct approaches like publicly 
funded vouchers to help pay for housing. 
The National Bureau of Economic Research re-
cently published a working paper attacking the 
idea of constrained supply as the problem with 
housing, claiming instead that rising home 
prices basically tracked local income, regard-
less of zoning laws in a given city. The paper 
called the idea that regulation drives up prices 
“the standard view” and “the prevailing view,” 
but claimed that it is wrong. YIMBYs rushed 
to poke holes in the argument. 
One author, Schuyler Louie, said in an inter-
view that he concluded developers have basi-
cally been able to build housing at the cost that 
each local market will bear. Removing regula-
tions wouldn’t necessarily lead developers to 
build more. 
“Per capita income growth is correlated pretty 
much one-to-one with house prices,” Louie 
said. “If I get richer in a city, I’m not going to 
demand more units of housing. I’m going to de-
mand a nicer house, which is going to increase 
the price without actually increasing the de-
mand for units.” 
Rodríguez-Pose takes issue with a YIMBY 
view known as “filtering” — that even the con-
struction of high-priced luxury housing will 
improve housing affordability, because the 
people who pay to live in the luxury buildings 
will no longer be competing for another apart-
ment that will become available for a lower-in-
come renter. 
“What was, for me, very weird was the claim 
by many scholars that the best way to address 
urban inequality … was to start building the 
most expensive homes in the most desirable lo-
cations, and hope that everything was going to 
trickle down,” Rodríguez-Pose said. He doesn’t 
think the conventional laws of supply and de-
mand function well in the housing market. 

Houses, he said, “are not necessarily inter-
changeable. It doesn’t mean if you start build-
ing houses in Montana, then people are going 
to move to Montana.” 
Across the country, a wave of pro-housing sup-
ply sentiment has been building in recent years, 
with politicians in both parties enthusiastically 
embracing the view that obstacles to housing 
construction are a problem to be cleared away. 
Maryland, for instance, will require counties to 
let homeowners build accessory dwelling units 
starting this year. Florida blocked local apart-
ment building moratoriums and cut down on 
parking requirements. Arizona forced cities to 
allow construction starting at 5 a.m. A large 
group of cities, from Philadelphia to Denver to 
Seattle, passed YIMBY laws. 
While Republicans tend to promote less regu-
lation, the new YIMBY laws have support on 
both sides of the aisle. 
“Today as many people on the left as on the 
right, maybe more on the left even, 
acknowledge that local [regulations] are the 
major if not the main obstacle to building hous-
ing. It’s just so clear of a story. … And people 
are witnessing it in the places where they live, 
where prices are so high,” said Kevin Corinth, 
a former Senate and White House staffer who 
works for the right-leaning American Enter-
prise Institute. “I think there’s just a recogni-
tion, if we want these places to be at all availa-
ble for moderate- to middle-income families, 
we just need to build more.” 
That said, he added, there’s growing concern 
among some on the right about density. Some 
Republicans say: “We worry about preserving 
suburban areas as they are. We worry about 
homeowners potentially seeing a decline in the 
value of their homes.” 
Journalists Ezra Klein and Derek Thompson 
pushed for removing obstacles to housing and 
other forms of construction in their influential 
2025 book “Abundance.” 
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Giselle Hale, a former mayor of Redwood City, 
near San Francisco, is involved in the advocacy 
group YIMBY Action and also leads 
the “Abundance Network,” a group of state and 
local elected officials across the country who 
espouse the ideas of the book. 
“I do think that it has definitely turned the tide. 
We have seen so many more leaders get elected 
for whom this is a top priority,” she said. The 
book and the formation of new advocacy 
groups helped people learn about the topic, 
come to believe in the ideas, and prioritize the 
policies. And the increasing stress in the hous-
ing market upped the urgency. “We hit the tidal 
wave where the pain of not building housing 
for so long became undeniable.” 
Adam Guren, a housing economist at Boston 
University, thinks some key questions are still 
up for debate. “The real question is: How seg-
mented are housing markets? There’s one 
model where if you add floor space to the city, 
that drives down prices. Another where luxury 
apartments … are completely different, and 
there’s not going to be this trickle-down cas-
cade where that drives down prices.” 
Democrats are divided, with some taking up 
“Abundance”-inspired objections to rules that 
make it expensive to build housing, like park-
ing requirements and mandated minimum lot 
sizes, while some left-leaning groups favor less 
market-driven ways to make housing more af-
fordable. 
“If we really were focused on getting and keep-
ing people housed, we wouldn’t be playing 
around with all these things around the mar-
gins,” said Unai Montes-Irueste, a leader of the 
left-leaning group People’s Action. Instead of 
reforming permitting and zoning laws to allow 
housing to be built, he thinks, the government 
should just build it. 
“The housing that we need is housing for work-
ing people, and that housing is really hard to 
produce” just by letting developers build more, 
said Meghan Choi, executive director of the 

Los Angeles tenants’ group Power. “In order 
for people to be truly safe, then yes, public 
housing has to be treated like public education. 
…. It should be protected as a right.” 
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Julie Z. Weil, Why nobody really knows the scale of the U.S. housing crisis, Washington 
Post, 2/4/2026 

 
America faces a serious housing shortage, one 
that Moody’s estimates would take more than 2 
million new homes to resolve. 
But over at Goldman Sachs, analysts put the 
number at 3 million. Zillow’s estimate tops 4 
million, while Brookings projects 5 million, 
and McKinsey says 8 million. Meanwhile, con-
gressional Republicans insist the shortfall is 
closer to 20 million. 
Then there are the economists who contend 
there’s no shortage at all. 
The disparate projections reflect the challenge 
of quantifying the nation’s housing needs, a 
puzzle that rests on assumptions about how 
much a home should cost, how many people it 
should hold and how big a footprint it should 
have. 
With housing affordability a crucial political is-
sue and increasingly out of reach for many 
Americans, determining the nation’s needs is 
not merely an academic exercise but is key to 
devising policies that will solve the problem. 
Vacancy rates and missing households 
The U.S. has 146 million homes, Census Bu-
reau data shows. Of those, 8.1 million are “dou-
bled up” households, meaning people are shar-
ing space with non-relatives. Zillow’s housing 
estimate assumes most of those people would 
prefer having their own place. There also are 
3.4 million vacant homes available to rent or 
buy, the real estate website says. So Zillow 
economists subtracted the number of available 
homes from the number of doubled-up house-
holds and concluded that the nation needs 4.7 
million more homes. 
Several analyses zeroed in on two questions: 
How many homes should be vacant, and how 
many consumers have delayed striking out on 
their own because of the cost? 

Though it might seem counterintuitive, a 
healthy housing market needs vacancies. An 
empty property could signal it’s between ten-
ants or buyers, for example, or under renova-
tion. Or it could mean the owner is splitting 
time between properties; according to the Na-
tional Association of Home Builders, more 
than 6 million homes — about 1 in 20 — 
are secondary residences. 
What constitutes a healthy level of vacancies is 
harder to define, as experts put it anywhere 
from 3 percent to 13 percent. After home con-
struction cratered following the 2008 housing 
crash, vacancy rates slumped to the lowest 
level in nearly two decades, falling to less than 
1 percent of owner-occupied dwellings and 5 
percent of rental units. They have yet to fully 
recover. 
Vacancy rates tumbled after the early-2000s 
housing boom ended 
Many economists believe the U.S. needs more 
vacant houses today, along with more houses 
for people to live in. 
The optimal home number could be as simple 
as one for every household, plus a certain num-
ber of vacancies. But what if we don’t have an 
accurate count of households? 
When housing costs are prohibitive, adult chil-
dren tend to reside with their parents longer; in 
2023, 18 percent of adults 25 to 34 were living 
in a parent’s home, compared with 8 percent in 
the 1970s, according to a Pew Research Center 
report. 

1282

https://zillow.mediaroom.com/2025-07-09-US-housing-deficit-grew-to-4-7-million-despite-construction-surge
https://zillow.mediaroom.com/2025-07-09-US-housing-deficit-grew-to-4-7-million-despite-construction-surge
https://eyeonhousing.org/2024/09/the-nations-stock-of-second-homes-2/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/style/trends/2026/01/16/stay-at-home-sons/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2025/04/17/the-shares-of-young-adults-living-with-parents-vary-widely-across-the-us/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2025/04/17/the-shares-of-young-adults-living-with-parents-vary-widely-across-the-us/


For many economists, that suggests the equa-
tion should be: the number of existing house-
holds, plus the number of homes that should be 
vacant, plus the number of households that 
would naturally come into being if there was 
enough inventory to lower prices. 
Yet different researchers using this framework 
still came up with different answers for the 
housing shortage. 
Moody’s Analytics and PolicyMap say it would 
take 800,000 homes to reach the equilibrium of 
the U.S. housing market between 1985 and 
2000. Add 1.2 million “pent-up households,” 
those that haven’t formed yet, and the conclu-
sion is the U.S. needs an additional 2 million 
homes. 
Brookings’s calculation aims to get back to the 
2006 vacancy rate of more than 12 percent, 
when it was near its historic peak. It used a 
complex statistical model to tease out how 
much of the decline in household formation 
since then is due to home prices instead of other 

factors, such as young people having trouble 
finding jobs or marrying later. As a result, it 
concluded the U.S. needed 4.9 million more 
houses. 
Other analyses along these lines include Fred-
die Mac’s, which calls for 3.7 million more 
homes. Goldman Sachs analysts tried the “va-
cancies plus pent-up demand” approach, as 
well as a mathematical model to determine how 
many homes it would take to make ownership 
as affordable relative to income as it was in the 
1990s. Both equations worked out to between 
3 million and 4 million homes. McKin-
sey added up new households and vacancies, 
plus enough housing to address homelessness 
and replace overcrowded homes with more 
than one person to a bedroom, to get to 8.2 mil-
lion. 
Envisioning an unconstrained market 
A 2022 congressional report took a differ-
ent tack. Most analyses attempt to re-create 
some semblance of the housing market two, 
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three or four decades ago. But Republicans on 
the Joint Economic Committee argued that the 
correct number is equal to the number of homes 
that developers would build had they had no 
regulatory constraints — no permitting or zon-
ing rules that prohibit them from building what 
customers want. 
The Republicans’ estimate relied on the reason-
ing that the value of the land should be about 
20 percent of the home cost. Anything higher 
would mean the market is artificially con-
strained; land becomes pricier when it is harder 
to build something on it. To bring prices in line 
with that in every U.S. county, they concluded 
the home shortage stood at 20 million. 
By their math, North Dakota and West Virginia 
have almost no housing shortage, while Cali-
fornia is short 4.5 million homes. Eliminating 
zoning and building restrictions across the 
country’s hundreds of jurisdictions might be 
unfeasible, but they project that any substantial 
effort would lower prices. For example, they 
contend that building an additional 2.7 million 
homes could reduce prices enough to make 
ownership economically viable for nearly 5 
million more consumers. 
“If we relaxed all regulations that concerned 
supply in every single market in the United 
States, this is how many homes you would 
have. … I do think this is the right way to think 
about how many homes we should have,” said 
Kevin Corinth, an economist who co-authored 
the report while he was a Senate staffer and 
now works at the American Enterprise Insti-
tute, a libertarian think tank. “If you really want 
to bring down home prices to the point where 
people can actually afford them, you’re going 
to have to build a lot more houses than people 
are suggesting.” 
Per capita spending 
Housing analyst Kevin Erdmann did some eye-
popping math recently. Adjusted for inflation, 
per capita spending on housing construction 
has been falling as a fraction of personal 

consumption, dropping 23 percent since 1990. 
If such spending held to 1990 levels, he said, 
the U.S. would have an additional 40 million 
houses. “Almost all professional estimates of 
the housing shortage are ridiculously low,” 
Erdmann, who has written two books about the 
housing market, wrote on his Substack. 
He said the slowdown in construction spending 
indicates that people are living in smaller 
homes than they would prefer because they had 
no choice, but he shies away from actually say-
ing the country is 40 million homes short. In-
stead, based on aggressive assumptions about 
missing households and necessary vacancies, 
he says the country needs 15 million to 20 mil-
lion. 
Maybe there’s no shortage at all 
Urban planning professors Kirk McClure and 
Alex Schwartz examined 900 U.S. metropoli-
tan areas and found that only 19 had added 
more population than housing since 2000. Be-
fore the 2008 recession, they argued, develop-
ers built far too many houses, leaving room for 
under-building in some years since. 
“Yes, we have a shortage of units in the low-
income price points, but not overall,” McClure 
said. He contends it would be far less costly for 
the government to help poor households rent or 
buy existing units than to build new ones. “The 
best housing program right now would be an 
increase in the minimum wage. You get people 
up to $20 an hour and suddenly life gets better 
— we can’t build our way out of this problem.” 
This view of the current housing supply trans-
cends partisan lines, with some of the highest 
and the lowest estimates of the shortage com-
ing from the right. Economists at the libertar-
ian Cato Institute contend that housing produc-
tion has kept up with population growth. Just 
because people want to live in big houses in ex-
pensive, densely populated areas, they assert, 
doesn’t mean there’s a shortage. 
“A shortage is literally people don’t have any-
where to live. That’s not what we have,” 
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Norbert Michel, one of the Cato writers, said in 
an interview. 
In the end, the dispute doesn’t just come down 
to the choice of mathematical models, but var-
ying interpretations of what a housing shortage 
even means. 
“If I have a hard time finding an apartment in 
the area of Washington, D.C., that I like, I can 
still move to Maryland and find something,” 

Michel said. “The idea that I’m just completely 
shut out of all my options and I can’t find any 
place to live, that’s what a shortage evokes. 
And the data doesn’t support that.” 
Erdmann views it differently: “There are 28-
year-olds living with their parents that wouldn’t 
be if there were a house. If that’s not a shortage, 
I don’t know when you could use the word.” 
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Ronda Kaysen, Why Building Alone Won’t Solve the Housing Crisis, NY Times, 2/5/2026 
The United States has not built enough housing 
for years, and a consensus has coalesced 
around a simple solution — if communities 
simply built more homes, rents and home 
prices would come down. 
But a new report raises doubts about that narra-
tive, finding that in cities that aggressively built 
housing in recent years, rents rose dramatically 
for low-income households and stabilized for 
wealthier ones. The new rental housing that 
was built was often luxury housing, with stu-
dios and one-bedrooms, units that targeted 
young, single professionals but were too small 
and too expensive for low-income households 
with children. New single-family homes for 
sale were larger than they were in the past, 
aimed at wealthier buyers, rather than cash-
strapped, first-time home buyers. 
“You can’t just build, build, build and think it’s 
going to work out for everybody in the end,” 
said Lelaine Bigelow, the executive director of 
the Georgetown Center on Poverty and Ine-
quality, which published the report in January. 
“You need to think about what you’re building 
and who you’re building it for.” 
Relying on federal data from 2015 to 2023, re-
searchers focused on six metro areas that built 
more housing than the national average: At-
lanta, Dallas, Houston, Phoenix, Seattle and 
Washington, D.C. They found that even as the 
housing supply increased, the number of units 
available to lower income households fell or 
was stagnant. Rents generally rose more 
sharply in units priced for lower income house-
holds than in those for wealthier ones. And in 
four metro areas, the new housing had higher 
vacancy rates than older properties, indicating 
that the newer housing stock was not meeting 
the needs of the renters. 
“A lot of new housing production is targeted to-
ward that higher end in the market because 
that’s what you need to do to make your project 
pencil out,” said Dan Emmanuel, the director 

of federal research at the National Low Income 
Housing Coalition, who was not involved with 
the study. 
The disparity was most pronounced in Phoenix, 
where the vacancy rate for new units was over 
9 percent. Despite the vacancies, rent for ex-
tremely low income households rose 26.7 per-
cent during the time period, as rents for moder-
ate- to high-income households fell by 5.3 per-
cent. 
It also became harder for low-income house-
holds to find housing in Phoenix, as the number 
of units available to people earning less than 
$30,000 a year fell by 27 percent. “What you 
see is by and large, if you are higher income, 
you are taking up most of the housing,” said 
Ms. Bigelow. 
The housing crisis has strained household fi-
nances for millions of renters across the coun-
try. Nearly half of all renters were cost bur-
dened in 2024, meaning they spent more than a 
third their income on rent and utilities, and 26 
percent of them were severely burdened, mean-
ing they spent more than half their income on 
housing costs, according to the most recent 
census data analyzed by Harvard’s Joint Center 
for Housing Studies. But among households 
making less than $30,000 a year, the numbers 
were even starker, with 83 percent of renters 
cost burdened, and 67 percent of them severely 
burdened. 
Joel Berner, a senior economist for Real-
tor.com, argues that ultimately, once enough 
housing is built, renters will feel relief because 
as wealthier renters move into the newest units, 
the apartments they left behind become availa-
ble for people of more modest means, a phe-
nomenon known as filtering. “The only way to 
not be in a tight housing market is to build 
more,” he said. 
But filtering only works to a certain point. In an 
expensive city, where the cost of operating a 
building is high, the trickle-down effect may 
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not reduce rents enough to both meet the needs 
of the lowest income households and provide a 
landlord with sufficient rental income to main-
tain the property. “The filtering process can 
break down or even reverse,” Mr. Emmanuel 
said. 
To reach those renters, communities need to 
also build and maintain affordable housing 
with public funding. “You’re still going to need 
these subsidies for these lowest income 
renters,” said Mr. Emmanuel. 
Rents are also rising because it has gotten sub-
stantially more expensive to own and operate a 
building, and rising insurance costs are a main 
driver of those increases. A report published 
Feb. 5 looked at the impact of rising insurance 
costs on the affordable housing supply, sound-
ing an alarm about a looming crisis. 
In 2023, insurance premiums jumped by 25 
percent or higher for many affordable housing 
providers, with some seeing their rates double, 
according to the report, published by 

Enterprise Community Partners, which builds, 
operates and oversees affordable housing. 
“We’re in the middle of, arguably, the deepest 
affordability crisis we’ve had in our lifetimes,” 
said Shaun Donovan, president of Enterprise 
Community Partners. “And the fastest growing 
cost in housing is insurance.” 
Market rate landlords are facing the same sky-
rocketing costs, but without subsidies. They 
may pass those rising costs along to their ten-
ants in the form of rent increases, delay mainte-
nance, or even abandon their properties. The 
Enterprise report found that rising operating 
costs have already driven some affordable 
housing operators into bankruptcy, threatening 
the stability of the existing stock. 
“The factors that are driving this are not cycli-
cal, they are also structural,” said Mr. Donovan, 
a former secretary of Housing and Urban De-
velopment under President Obama, adding, 
“This is not today’s crisis, this is also tomor-
row’s crisis.” 
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INTRODUCTION

If American urbanists and politicians share any conventional wisdom 
across po liti cal divides, it is the idea that public housing failed in every pos-
sible dimension. Public housing has, indeed, come a long way from the idyl-
lic interwar images of children frolicking in landscaped courtyards, tidy brick 
buildings, and presentable families. These dreamy places—and the promised 
step forward from decaying and crowded urban slums—sent countries around 
the globe down the road to public housing construction (Figure I.1). Since 
then, however, endless portraits of derelict towers, rampant criminality, and 
unchecked disorder have contrasted sharply with public housing’s idealistic 
aspirations. And if the woeful images and narratives rarely did justice to the 
complexity of public housing on the ground, there is no question that public 
housing as it exists is usually a world away from what the movement’s found ers 
had in mind (Figure I.2).

Public housing, after all, has its roots in what we would today consider uto-
pian ideas about urban life and human nature. The huddled urban masses could 
be whisked away from tenements, gangs, and disease to a paradise not only 
of simply sanitary housing but of better living and behavior. Beyond building 
modern apartments for the urban working class, both in Eu rope and Amer-
ica, the state would provide excellent schools, community centers, parks and 
playgrounds, close supervision, and health care. Public housing was not just 
replacing tenements with modern housing, but replacing urban disorder with 
a highly regulated, socially controlled urban community: the slumless city of 
the Settlement House vision. However, world war, bud get realities, politics, 
mismanagement, racism, and social confl ict undermined this broad housing 
vision both  here and abroad after World War II. The story varied by region 
and nation, but the early idealism often lost out to a penny- pinching focus 

Public Housing Myths: Perception, Reality, and Social 
Policy 1-28 (Nicholas Dagan Bloom et al., eds. 2015)
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on the quantity of units over their quality, racially biased urban politics, and 
an increasingly punitive welfare state. Given public housing’s utopian birth, 
its subsequent and very public fall from grace was perhaps inevitable—there 
was, after all, a rather long way to tumble.1

Nor did it help public housing’s case that from a functional perspective 
public housing represents one of the more complex undertakings of twentieth- 
century public administration. Designing and building lovely complexes, even 
when it did happen, guaranteed little. Intricate fi nancing, administrative com-
plexity, urban poverty, and challenging daily operations combined to make 
public housing management notoriously diffi cult. The most dramatic failures 
engendered by these challenges (such as Pruitt-Igoe, Cabrini-Green, and Ronan 
Point), and the growing distance over time between utopian premise and urban 
reality, bolstered the powerful critique of public housing from both the left and 
the right. This critique not only endures but until recently completely swamped 
any reasonable discussion of the phenomenon known as public housing.2

Figure I.1 Jane Addams Houses, Chicago (ca. 1930s). The initial vision of public housing as 
achieved in Chicago. Courtesy of the Library of Congress.
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The range of public housing programs and motives is rarely acknowledged 
outside specialist circles. It is true that most traditional public housing pro-
grams, by design, funnel government funds and powers into low- cost housing 
for construction, renovation, and long- term operations, but there has always 
existed a strong private dimension to public housing, including private- sector 
contracting to build, maintain, and renovate public housing projects. In Eu-
rope, in par tic u lar, nonprofi t managers and social housing companies have 
played leading roles in building and operating public housing projects for 
over a century. In Singapore, the vast majority of residents even have the op-
portunity to purchase their units. Motives have also varied greatly, despite the 
widespread view that public housing is always a liberal or socialist program. 
The pressure for public housing programs in the United States, for instance, 

Figure I.2  After the fall from grace: the Techwood Homes awaiting redevelopment in Atlanta. 
Courtesy of the Library of Congress.
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frequently came as much from private downtown business interests, who 
viewed public housing as a tool for clearing poor neighborhoods, as it did 
from liberal idealists. Singapore’s leaders, and those in China today, view 
public housing as a key element of economic modernization as much as a hu-
manitarian program. Public housing, then, includes a range of institutions, 
actors, and aims, depending upon a par tic u lar context.

Public housing comes in more fl avors than ste reo types suggest. Pop u lar and 
academic attention has focused on high- rise projects in big cities, but the ma-
jority of what remains of the nation’s traditional public housing (approximately 
1.1 million of an original 1.4 million units) consists of low- rise complexes (in-
cluding single- family homes) in small towns and cities. This smaller scale ap-
proach, in fact, predominates among the country’s three thousand housing au-
thorities. Eu ro pe an and Asian cities, despite a few high- profi le disasters, have 
constructed and maintained millions of low-, medium-, and high- rise public 
housing units. In fact, many Eu ro pe an governments have invested heavily to 
renovate or reconfi gure large- scale social housing projects while keeping 
the original residents on site. Generalizing about public housing’s essential 
nature from Pruitt-Igoe or Ronan Point fails to capture the design diversity—
and the varying quality of life over time—in such a widely distributed 
 phenomenon.

The racial composition of public housing has been and is today also more 
complex than widely believed. While it is true that in the United States racial 
and ethnic minorities have formed the disproportionate majority of public hous-
ing residents for the last several de cades, it is also the case that many housing 
authorities, including that of New York City, created public housing projects 
for a majority white tenancy. Many of these white projects subsequently tipped 
to minority occupancy because whites enjoyed access to subsidies for single- 
family homes in the emerging, racially restricted suburbs. In Eu rope, too, non-
white immigrants also populate a sizable share of Eu ro pe an social housing 
units despite public housing’s roots in social demo cratic policies targeted at 
white Eu ro pe ans. On the other hand, Eu rope’s public housing continues to shel-
ter millions of native- born white Eu ro pe ans—not only that continent’s “new 
minorities”—despite media portrayals. Likewise, in diverse cities such as 
New York, San Francisco, and London, the broad range of ethnic minorities 
calling public housing home belies pop u lar notions of the projects as a pro-
gram only for African Americans and Latinos. In Asia, too, race is not a 
factor in public housing in the same ways. Singapore, for instance, employs 
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strict ethnic quotas in each of its projects, thereby ensuring a substantial 
Chinese ethnic majority in every complex. To say that public housing is mi-
nority housing by its nature is not consonant from a global or historical 
perspective.

These widespread misconceptions about the true nature of public housing 
make the subject of public housing ripe for myth busting. Since 2000, even 
while many American and Eu ro pe an public housing towers have been pulled 
down, and even as the reputation of public housing programs sank to new lows, 
historians and social scientists have quietly imploded the conventional wisdom 
about public housing. Addressing a range of large- and mid- sized cities, in-
cluding New York, Chicago, Boston, Baltimore, and St. Louis, and identifying 
overlooked but crucially important themes ranging from management to ten-
ant activism, these fresh perspectives and unexpected fi ndings have given 
public housing studies a new life. At the same time, a wealth of overseas schol-
arship—less familiar to American audiences—has emerged that charts public 
housing’s complex fate in several Eu ro pe an and Asian contexts.

We are learning a lot more, for instance, about the instances in which public 
housing partly realized the goals of its early twentieth- century inventors 
through case studies that have largely been ignored by most public housing 
scholars. Northern Eu rope, Singapore, Hong Kong, many small towns, and 
even New York City, for example, all gave rise to decently managed public 
housing systems that may not be utopian but have adequately sheltered hun-
dreds of thousands, even millions, of low- income tenants in modern apartments 
for de cades. These communities are often rougher around the edges or more 
institutional than the dreamers of the interwar period had in mind—and they 
often throw off genteel observers today—but many publicly constructed de-
velopments convey a genuine community feeling and a quality of life that com-
pares favorably with conditions found in urban tenements both past and pres-
ent. These communities also provide needed low- rent (or low- cost own ership) 
housing in very expensive cities.

We also know that the real problems in even the most troubled projects can 
never be explained by a single causal factor. Tall buildings, superblock urban 
forms, or welfare concentration—factors usually blamed for all problems in 
public housing—constitute just part of an intertwined problem, and some places 
have many of these “problems” without ever becoming wholly problematic. 
The new scholarship does not naively celebrate public housing projects, public 
housing managers, and heroic residents. The reality of deeply troubled housing 
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projects  here and abroad precludes such romanticism, but the research is suf-
fi cient in depth and data to spark new questions.

The per sis tence of crime, poverty, and other social problems in cities such 
as New Orleans and Chicago—even after the elimination of most public hous-
ing projects associated with those ills—raises questions about earlier schol-
arship and public policy that primarily blamed housing projects for a range of 
urban problems in poor neighborhoods. Chicago’s aggressive Plan for Trans-
formation has erased nearly all of its highly stigmatized family high- rise public 
housing projects from the city’s landscape, but this did not stop the city from 
becoming the murder capital of the United States in 2012, with fi ve hundred 
killings in just one year. Perhaps there was more to the story than we thought. 
A new accounting is needed, one less weighted with utopian and ideological 
baggage, that can bring us closer to the truth about a complex and quite fasci-
nating twentieth- century social experiment.3

To provoke this discussion, we have reframed the generally accepted be-
liefs about public housing as a series of myths. What the editors of this text 
mean by myths is that while there is much truth to public housing criticism, 
the hypercritical framework, like any mythology, has assumed a power far be-
yond the specifi c facts of the story. That Pruitt-Igoe failed did not, ipso facto, 
mean that all public housing everywhere had to (or would) go the way of that 
doomed place. Even the failure of multiple projects both in the United States 
and abroad should not be allowed to defi ne the reputation of complex and var-
ied government programs that still  house millions of low- or moderate- income 
people. Nor do experts, even today, understand fully the interwoven factors 
that caused a project such as Pruitt-Igoe to fail. A 2011 documentary, The Pruitt-
Igoe Myth, raises questions about the conventional wisdom surrounding the 
project without fi xating on just one smoking gun to explain the collapse. Yet, 
all too often, the worst cases are allowed to become mythologized into the 
reigning stigmatized ste reo type, even as these “worst cases” fail to be ana-
lyzed in nuanced ways.4

The myths that engulf public housing, like all myths, feature strong didac-
tic elements, rooted in utopian origins and po liti cal biases that thwart rational 
analysis. The new housing research thus attempts to steer clear of utopian re-
grets but also tries to avoid reductive arguments that pit liberals against con-
servatives. Conservatives did not kill all public housing; liberals did not al-
ways save or even adequately defend it; tenants  were not simply victims or 
villains; and racism was just one of many factors undermining the promise 
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of public housing. The fi nger- pointing of an earlier generation missed the 
real, and really interesting, stories.

The Founding Myth
The tight connection between leftist modernist planning and public hous-

ing that began in the 1920s has made it nearly impossible to look at public 
housing as a form of urban shelter or as kind of regular government ser vice; 
rather, it has taken on a deeper meaning as an expression of an ideological 
movement of planning and design. Because public housing arrived on the scene 
freighted with utopian idealism (the belief that it could transform both people 
and places) and burdened with ready- made enemies on the right, any and all 
blemishes in that unrealistic narrative severely damaged the claims made by 
early advocates. Since the 1950s, scholars and activists from a variety of dif-
ferent po liti cal and occupational perspectives have justifi ably focused on the 
failure to achieve ambitious community revitalization and improved human 
nature through public housing. Judged by its founding standards, public hous-
ing has often fallen short.5

Public housing had its initial roots in straightforward housing reform in cit-
ies such as London, Paris, Vienna, New York, and Chicago. Housing activists 
at fi rst saw public housing as simply the next, logical step in housing reform 
(after the implementation of building regulations and zoning) on their march 
to the creation of a healthy and sanitary metropolis. Some housing experts dis-
agreed vehemently with this tactic, but it was hard for many  housers not to 
believe that “market failure” in the lower end of the housing market could only 
be remedied through constructive government action. Housing as a munici-
pal ser vice was, from their view, just like city water or public parks: a neces-
sary public provision when market failure was obvious.

The international movement in modern housing of the 1920s and 1930s, how-
ever, along with social demo cratic movements in many countries (Labor in 
Britain, Viennese socialism, or the New Deal in the United States) added a 
signifi cantly more ambitious, almost magical, notion to public housing. Hous-
ing would be the vanguard of the sanitary city, or ga nized in such a fashion as 
to create healthy and happy communities of working- class inhabitants regard-
less of the wider social forces acting upon it. Through the provision of open 
spaces, community facilities, and generous social ser vices, public housing in 
Eu rope and America in the interwar period became part of planned urban dis-
tricts built with increasing self- containment.
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The distance between ideal and reality quickly surfaced. Proponents intended 
separation, for instance, to convey superiority over past forms of ill- conceived 
tenements and shacks. Isolated projects, however, also could come to signify 
unwanted difference, emphasizing the distance between modern forms of hous-
ing and the more comforting forms of conventional dwellings. The story of 
public housing might well have turned out somewhat differently if these com-
plexes had been built from the beginning as regular urban buildings, part of 
the fabric of the city; much of today’s newer “affordable housing” has sought 
to remedy this disjuncture.

In the United States, the community infrastructure and social demo cratic 
uplift of the New Deal era also frequently fell victim to bottom- line thinking 
in the 1940s and 1950s, even as the founding ideology still made grand claims 
about urban transformation. In the postwar period, public housing continued 
to be constructed in ever vaster modernist superblocks (and, in a few large 
cities, often with very tall towers), even as many of the more utopian notions 
such as community and health facilities disappeared from housing project 
grounds, victims of the new austerity. All too frequently local offi cials looked 
to public housing more as a patronage opportunity than as a program supply-
ing decent housing for the working class— let alone a utopian community ef-
fort. Others could not resist the opportunity to hijack the program to serve the 
purposes of business- oriented urban renewal schemes. Such po liti cal interests 
often meant maintenance and even construction funds found their way into 
well- connected pockets.

Even more troubling, public housing both in the United States and elsewhere 
became a tool by which elites created the minority- free urban space real es-
tate interests often demanded. As public housing shifted from a venue for hous-
ing carefully vetted members of the working class to a place for domiciling 
those so displaced (or too poor to live elsewhere), social exclusion became a 
leading part of public housing’s agenda. Many projects and their increasingly 
minority or immigrant populations  were left to rot. So much for utopia!6

THE AMERICAN CRITICAL PERSPECTIVE

It wasn’t hard to fi nd fault with public housing as it developed, particularly 
in the postwar United States. By the 1950s, the critique of public housing fo-
cused almost exclusively on the failure of the community planning ideal. Sure, 
the apartments at fi rst  were generally of a higher standard than the old tene-
ments, but could they really be enjoyed in peace? The urban activist Jane 
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 Jacobs castigated tower- in- the- park planned districts not only for failing to 
generate community but also because they destroyed existing, functioning 
places under the guise of urban improvement. Jacobs had very little to say 
about public housing apartments as housing, perhaps because their quality 
was higher at the time than the standard walk- up apartments in the tenement 
districts she preferred (and not that far from middle- income towers at the 
time), but she powerfully framed high- rise tower- in- the- park communities of 
all kinds as perpetually corroding security and community life. Even early 
advocates of utopian style housing such as Catherine Bauer and Elizabeth 
Wood  were, by the 1950s, criticizing declining design standards, social isola-
tion, and the unhealthy role of public housing communities in urban renewal.7

The pop u lar ac cep tance of Jacobs’s design critique grew during the 1960s 
and 1970s amid many public housing projects’ growing crime rates, declin-
ing maintenance, and spreading signs of social disorder. Very few observers 
 were able to distinguish between the effects of planning and those of its so-
cioeconomic context. Despite race riots and dramatic urban decline that de-
stabilized thousands of conventional urban neighborhoods in the post-1960 pe-
riod, the theme of public housing as a failed community ideal in time became 
a cottage industry in the work of leading architects, critics, and planners such 
as Oscar Newman, Peter Rowe, Richard Plunz, and Andrés Duany. Many de-
signers and critics disavowed their loyalty to the modernist movement and its 
utopian goals; public housing, and particularly the high- rise tower in the park, 
became Exhibit A in the failure of modernist community planning and often, 
by extension, the social demo cratic welfare state.8

Since at least the 1960s, most planners and architects in the United States 
have viewed high- rise and low- rise public housing as essentially pathological 
and anticommunal, regardless of any value this form of housing may have as 
shelter or the fact that similar communities for the middle and upper classes 
have often been very successful. On the positive side, this rejection has en-
couraged design practitioners, who once subscribed religiously to the mod-
ernist canon and played such an important role in publicizing and promoting 
the tower- in- the- park ideal, to seek practical alternatives or creative renova-
tion solutions. Their design experiments have, at times, resulted in more in-
teresting fi nancial and physical designs for public housing. In recent years, 
more controversially, the public housing critique has taken the form of the U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban Development’s HOPE VI program—an 
acronym now translated as Housing Opportunities for People Everywhere. 
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Here, the public policy goal has entailed replacing “severely distressed” public 
housing with community designs that respect the urban grid and surrounding 
context, even if this means very few public housing tenants get to return fol-
lowing extensive redevelopment into mixed- income communities. The pol-
icies known as “estate rescue” in Eu rope have addressed many similar is-
sues, but with far less displacement and more extensive renovation of 
distressed housing projects.9

Criticism of public housing has progressed far beyond the planning and hous-
ing circles that gave birth to the program. Public housing has been, over the 
past few de cades, one of the few domains of social policy where the ideas of 
thinkers from a variety of different po liti cal perspectives converge. Although 
critics on the opposing sides may not agree on causes, analysts from a sur-
prising range of po liti cal ideals agree that public housing as built has almost 
no redeeming features.

Conservative partisans both in the United State and Eu rope have consis-
tently viewed public housing as a dramatic failure of big government policies 
to create either a better community or more affordable housing. Whether epit-
omized by anticommunist crusaders in the McCarthy era, Thatcherite efforts 
to sell off Britain’s council housing in the 1980s, or Howard Husock’s 2003 
dissection of America’s Trillion-Dollar Housing Mistake, conservatives have 
viewed public housing as a tremendous waste of money that undermines the 
operation of a free market, unfairly competing with the private enterprise that 
could more effectively deliver affordable and better regulated housing to 
the urban masses. This critical perspective, sometimes cynically abetted by 
declining conditions connected to the withdrawal of funding introduced by 
conservative policies, has spawned a variety of myths, among them the wide-
spread and erroneous notion that public housing residents are all criminals 
and welfare cheats; that the U.S. public sector stopped public housing provi-
sion in the 1970s as a result of programmatic failure; that all public housing 
projects have themselves become slums that must be destroyed; and that public 
housing can never be a tool of social and economic development. Nearly every 
myth in our collection has at one point or another been mixed into right- wing 
critiques of public housing.10

The academic left, which might have been expected to defend public hous-
ing because of its utopian goals and social demo cratic heritage, has not been 
much more generous. There have been a few upbeat accounts, focusing mostly 
on the early years when the utopian promise seemed within reach or on more 
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recent attempts at public housing redevelopment; still, public housing plays 
an important role in urban history due chiefl y to its frequently poor condi-
tions and capacity to epitomize failed and unfair urban policy in the postwar 
era. For most American liberal scholars, including Arnold Hirsch (Making the 
Second Ghetto) and Joel Schwartz (The New York Approach), public housing 
was too intertwined in racist and frequently incompetent urban renewal poli-
cies to ever be successful in its own right as housing or community. The Eu-
ro pe an left, in a similar manner, has criticized the isolation of immigrants in 
vast suburban housing projects with high unemployment. The left critique of 
public housing, particularly in the United States, has contributed to the myths 
that public housing can never be decently managed, that public housing by its 
nature traps its tenants in poverty, and that there is no conceivable role for 
public housing in economic or social redevelopment. The ambivalence liber-
als feel for public housing has contributed to the declining po liti cal support 
for the American program, and led to minimal backing from the left even for 
dramatic efforts to reform the program through public housing redevelopment. 
In Eu rope, where the left has more po liti cal power, the results of the critique 
have been more complex, and often more positive, in terms of redevelopment.11

Urban sociologists and some po liti cally oriented planners have provided the 
most subtlety when it comes to critical perspectives, perhaps because they have 
been better able to separate out the various impacts of poverty and housing. 
Through their engaged fi eldwork and sensitivity to context, they also recog-
nize forms of community and support that go unnoticed by many middle- and 
upper- class observers and academics who may never venture into public hous-
ing, but still write about it frequently. At the same time, by their focus on the 
pathos, poverty, and crime in public housing, rather than on ordinary lives, 
some scholars have unwittingly contributed to myths that public housing is 
essentially defi ned by social disorder and crime.12

What the public thinks it knows about public housing is probably the most 
troubling. Reporters in the United States have developed a series of per sis-
tent ly demeaning and dehumanizing public housing memes and tropes. Mostly 
middle- class reporters fi nd public housing as con ve nient shorthand for all 
urban poverty, government malfeasance, rampant criminality, and dependence. 
Overwhelmingly negative images and stories have been devoured for de cades 
by middle- and upper- income readers. In fact, an almost Mad-Lib approach 
to urban reporting emerged in the twenty- fi rst century, where simply inserting 
a project name and city, along with choice ste reo typical images (urine- stained 
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elevators, a broken window), generates a modern analog of How the Other 
Half Lives (to borrow from photojournalist Jacob Riis’s 1890 publication). 
The same articles on public housing have been written a thousand times— 
although, tellingly, they have not been written about a thousand different places. 
At its core, public housing reportage suffers from a combination of two un-
fortunate factors: a disproportionate focus on a handful of highly troubled 
places (either nationally or within a given city) and a formulaic approach to 
diagnosing problems that evinces little capacity to probe underlying condi-
tions. Edward Goetz characterized this as an “exaggerated discourse of di-
saster” because “media stories zeroed in on the most dysfunctional high- rise 
projects,” emphasizing “social pathologies such as crime, violence, family 
breakdown, and drugs.”13

Longtime Chicago Tribune columnist Mary Schmich pointed out that the 
word “notorious” became associated with Cabrini-Green so often that it was 
almost as if this  were part of the project’s offi cial name.14 Similarly, drawing 
on her lengthy dissertation that dissects the repre sen ta tions of Cabrini-Green’s 
visual culture, Nicola Mann lamented that, “provocative headlines, dramatic 
photographs and sensational imagery frame Chicago‘s public housing residents 
as non- citizens, living in a place that isn‘t a community.” According to Mann, 
most portrayals reduce “the complex po liti cal issues of economic stagnation 
and cuts in social spending into chaotic, ruinous narrative messages.” In so 
doing, projects such as Cabrini “get mythologized in late twentieth- century 
pop u lar visual culture as sites that deserve to be demolished.”15 Likewise, David 
Fleming emphasized in a provocative essay the ways that various repre sen ta-
tions of Cabrini-Green have worked to disempower residents.16

It is possible to trace the changing media portrayal of public housing through 
observing the rise of key words and terms used to describe it. Most benignly, 
a term such as “modern” appears with relatively high frequency in the pre– 
World War II period and again from the 1940s and throughout the 1950s 
 before declining. It then peaks once more in the late 1980s and early 1990s 
under the guise of the need for “modernization” of public housing stock suffer-
ing from deferred maintenance. Most often, as this shift suggests, newspapers 
have charted the language of public housing’s troubles and in the pro cess, 
compounded them.

Taking seriously Schmich’s comment about the ubiquity of the “notorious 
Cabrini-Green” moniker, it is possible to graph the presence of public hous-
ing notoriety in major newspapers and to assess where Cabrini’s own prob-
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lems falls within this depiction. Looking only at articles from the Chicago 
Tribune, by 1974 a Chicago school could be blamed for being “in the vi-
cinity of the notorious Cabrini-Green housing project.” In 1978, a secretary 
at the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) optimistically 
opined that a “once- notorious symbol of all that is wrong with urban public 
housing can be saved by a special effort,” but the Cabrini- centered notoriety 
returned with a vengeance in the 1980s and 1990s. In 1982, “notorious Cabrini-
Green” is described as the place where poor women  were forced to raise their 
children; by 1986, it is the “city’s second- largest and, some contend, most no-
torious high- rise public housing development”; and the following year it is 
branded “the nation’s most notorious public housing project.” Press coverage 
of “notorious” Cabrini-Green peaked in 1992 following the senseless murder 
of fi rst- grader Dantrell Davis, shot by a rooftop sniper while making the short 
journey from his Cabrini apartment to the elementary school located just across 
the street. By the late 1990s, just as the city’s Plan for Transformation geared 
up for massive public housing de mo li tion, the context of Cabrini’s notoriety 
took a different turn: “There is probably no more startling visual repre sen ta-
tion of the turnaround in the city than the sight of the notorious public hous-
ing high- rises of Cabrini-Green backing up against new $300,000, Lincoln 
Park- style row houses.”17

In this evolving narrative, Cabrini’s notoriety, once self- contained, fi rst af-
fected neighboring institutions and then, rendered anomalous by encroaching 
gentrifi cation, simply became a problem to be removed. Chicago’s fl agship 
newspaper frequently used the world “notorious” to describe other parts of 
the city’s public housing, but these pieces tended to focus mostly on the other 
iconic symbol of distressed housing, the Robert Taylor Homes, or  else cast 
more general disrepute upon its neighbors along the “Chicago Wall, the most 
notorious public housing in the nation.”18

Looking across four major newspapers—the Chicago Tribune, the Los An-
geles Times, the New York Times, and the Washington Post—the overall trajec-
tory of “notorious public housing” is both clear and revealing (see Figure I.3). 
“Notorious” and “public housing” fi rst emerge in tandem in newspaper 
accounts during the 1940s and 1950s, but in those years “notorious” is, not 
surprisingly, used to set up the contrast between modern public housing and 
the evils of the slums it replaced. By 1970 or so, the referent begins to shift, 
as “notorious” gains a new housing partner in crime. In 1981, a New York Times 
article explicitly shifted the reference, using “notorious” to describe a “public 
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housing slum” in San Francisco.19 After that infl ection point, the reportage of 
notoriety in the four papers increased during the 1980s; in the New York, Chi-
cago, and Washington papers, it peaked between the 1990s and the early 2000s, 
as the HOPE VI program called attention to the de mo li tion and redevelopment 
of various benighted projects. After 2007, with most of the nation’s most vili-
fi ed projects removed, use of the term “notorious” to describe public housing 
had begun to dissipate.

In all this, however, it is striking to note that if one graphs stories from the 
four newspapers in a disaggregated manner (Figure I.4), the trend lines are 
relatively similar; the overall graph (Figure I.3), however, is greatly skewed 
by the markedly higher number of negative articles in the Chicago paper. And, 
in turn, the Chicago articles are almost invariably about a few of that city’s 
largest high- rise projects (all now demolished), with occasional mentions of 
failures in other cities, typically in New Orleans or St. Louis. In other words, 
the national picture of public housing negativity conveyed by four of the coun-
try’s major papers may well be distorted by a few conspicuous failures in Chi-
cago, coupled with the dramatic initial implosion of Pruitt-Igoe and the re-
newed spate of destruction and rebuilding occasioned by the HOPE VI program.

New York, a city that has far more public housing than Chicago, Los An-
geles, and Washington, D.C. combined, seems to have had little in public hous-

Figure I.3  Articles with “public housing” within fi fty words of “notorious.”
Sources: Proquest Historical Newspapers, Proquest Archives
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ing that  rose to the level of true notoriety, at least as described by the New 
York Times. With so many developments to consider, reporters tend to focus 
on management by the New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA)—and 
systemwide episodic operational shortcomings—rather than looking at one 
project or on project life per se. Moreover, some of that paper’s most direct 
coverage about public housing is about problems in Chicago, St. Louis, and 
elsewhere, not a more localized referendum on NYCHA. The Washington Post, 
too, emphasizes the notoriety of public housing projects in cities far afi eld of 
the District of Columbia, especially Chicago and St. Louis, much more fre-
quently than any local failures. More remarkably, in Los Angeles—where pub-
lic housing is overwhelmingly delivered in a scattered form through portable 
housing vouchers or in low- rise developments—it has been more than twenty 
years since the last time the Los Angeles Times used the word “notorious” to 
describe public housing, whether in LA or anywhere  else.

Figure I.4  Articles with “public housing” within fi fty words of “notorious.”
Sources: Proquest Historical Newspapers; Proquest Archives
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“Notorious public housing,” by defi nition, refers to the presence of extreme 
cases, but similar evidence arises from other investigations of less tendentious 
language about public housing in the pop u lar press. The same four city news-
papers increasingly associated public housing with “violence” or “violent” dur-
ing the 1970s and 1980s, with the use of those terms peaking in the mid-1990s 
and declining thereafter. Likewise, public housing increasingly became asso-
ciated with being “rundown” during the 1980s, though this connection also 
dissipated after the early 1990s. Similarly, articles associating public housing 
with “isolation” (or “isolated” or “isolating”) spiked in the mid-1990s and then 
rapidly declined.

Looking at a broader sample of newspaper coverage for the 1993–2010 pe-
riod, the downward trend in the frequency of negative associations with pub-
lic housing since the early 1990s is confi rmed.20 Associations between “pub-
lic housing” and “crime/criminal” or “isolated/isolation/isolating” or “violence” 
each declined by approximately half between the early to middle 1990s and 
the end of the fi rst de cade of the 2000s (see Figures I.5– I.7). Taken together, 
then, there is some evidence that the overwhelming negativity about public 
housing in the pop u lar press may fi nally be on the wane. Even so, public hous-
ing remains extremely stigmatized in the pop u lar imagination.21 Beyond liv-
ing in one par tic u lar housing development, residents are often described as 

Figure I.5  “Public housing” within fi ve words of “crime.”
Source: LexisNexis
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living in “the projects.” In so doing, they are identifi ed (and often self- identify) 
not simply with a specifi c neighborhood but with a type of place, one presumed 
to  house a specifi c type of person. Worst of all, the term projects suggests not 
only a bounded place, like the original meaning of the word ghetto, but a cat-
egory of place whose image to outsiders is perpetually degraded by the media 

Figure I.6  “Public housing” within ten words of “isolation/isolated/isolating.”
Source: LexisNexis
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Figure I.7  “Public housing” within ten words of “violent” or “violence.”
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portraits of the disasters that lurk within, both actual and latent. NYCHA, for 
instance, scrupulously refers to its housing projects as developments in an often 
quixotic attempt to shed the mental image associated with the word project.

At its worst, ste reo types, class or po liti cal bias, and sloppy reporting shape 
much public housing coverage. At its best, reporting on public housing has 
conveyed to a large audience the par tic u lar issues of public housing projects 
and provided an empathetic portrait of the diffi culties poor people face in 
securing housing and fi nding their place in society at large. Pop u lar media 
can even be marshaled to highlight community empowerment themes in the 
most stigmatized of places, especially prominent in Ronit Bezalel’s fi lms 
about Cabrini-Green—both Voices of Cabrini (1999) and 70 Acres in Chi-
cago: Cabrini-Green (forthcoming), which explores the importance of festi-
vals and community reunions.

The dominant “discourse of disaster” masks the reality that most public hous-
ing is neither high- rise nor burdened with the kind of “severe distress” that a 
National Commission identifi ed with the worst 6 percent of the stock.22 As 
Goetz put it, “The image of public housing communities wildly out of con-
trol, with a tenant base made up of violent criminals on the one hand and pas-
sive, cowering victims on the other, does not, in fact, describe the overwhelm-
ing majority of public housing in the nation. In most cities at most times, public 
housing provides a better alternative than private housing in poor neighbor-
hoods.” Even at the peak of public housing habitation, there  were almost as 
many public housing units in single- family homes as in high- rises, and many 
of those high- rises have  housed se niors quite well. In a country with more than 
three thousand local public housing authorities (80 percent of which operate 
fewer than fi ve hundred units), the vast majority of localities have provided 
housing that “is very functional and provides an essential housing resource” 
for low- income residents.23

Beyond Myths
So what does one make of all this criticism? It is true that public housing 

nearly everywhere failed to meet the ambitious notions that  were used to sell 
the program in the 1930s and 1940s. So many keen observers, many with solid 
research methods and honest intentions, can’t all be wrong. Public housing 
has rarely been free of urban strife, nor are most projects necessarily the kinds 
of places that many middle- or upper- class individuals would want to either 
subsidize or inhabit. Even the best research, however, often shows a lack of 

         1325



INTRODUCTION

19

nuance that parallels the naivety of the elite public housing proponents from 
seventy- fi ve years earlier. Many well- intentioned critics are still in thrall to 
the founding myth of public housing. At some level, they still believe that the 
urban working classes could be transformed by providing more than shelter: 
a top- to- bottom pro cess of social reor ga ni za tion and physical redevelopment 
for a post- confl ict urban order. HOPE VI– funded public housing redevelop-
ment (which has usually involved both neo- traditional urban streetscapes and 
dramatically lower numbers of low- income residents living on the post- 
redevelopment site) has generated a new set of utopian predictions that link 
public housing destruction with the coming end of urban poverty and crime, 
despite the lack of evidence to support these strategies and outcomes.

Pop u lar opinion rarely views public housing as simply one aspect of contem-
porary urban poverty—a condition that often has less to do with architecture’s 
power or government’s failure than with the fact that poverty and social exclu-
sion are common occurrences around the globe. What public housing has actu-
ally delivered over time are complex forms of poor people’s urban and rural 
housing and community that frequently partake in what ever social, adminis-
trative, and po liti cal challenges are found in their surrounding neighborhoods 
and cities. Sometimes projects work well, and sometimes they do not, even in 
the same city or right next door. Sometimes tenants build community, and 
sometimes they do not. The social situation of tenants, their age ranges, the 
quality of the buildings’ construction, access to other resources, the state of the 
city and nation in which they are located, and even the generosity of social 
benefi ts each play as important a role in outcomes as the initial planning ideals.

Public housing’s most dramatic failures, indelibly captured in photographs 
of Pruitt-Igoe’s iconic implosion, invited scholars and pundits to craft for their 
audiences parable- like theoretical explanations that have become mythic. Even 
as the dramatic villains varied (modernist architects run amok, racist politi-
cians emboldened by federal policy, or impractical do- gooders interfering with 
market forces), the narrative arc of well- intentioned plans undone by a small 
but infl uential cast of characters remained the same. Public housing, accord-
ingly, appears to be exceptional compared to other public ser vices (schools, 
hospitals, transit) that are also criticized but managed to remain valued through-
out an era when public housing is being pulled down. Just as iconic high- rise 
towers stood apart from their neighborhoods, public housing history has rarely 
been woven into the larger fi ndings, approaches, and trends of urban history—
other than the familiar trope of inevitable decline.24
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By contrast, the authors in this collection seek to integrate public housing 
history into the story of the larger urban experience by emphasizing context and 
contingency. Among the factors included in our essays are changes in policing, 
public administration, po liti cal trends, family structure, economics, demo-
graphics, and women’s rights. The essays reframe conventional myths of public 
housing problems or failure by creating a richer po liti cal, social, and cultural 
narrative both in the United States and abroad. We want to know what worked, 
what didn’t work, and why. We are also open to exploring unplanned outcomes, 
both good and bad. The essays in this book explore complex themes such as the 
effects of daily housing management and tenant selection on housing quality; 
public housing as a bellwether of white fl ight and suburban re sis tance to inte-
gration; the culture of struggle fostered by tenants and social workers; the need 
to distinguish between correlation and causation in public housing crime; and 
even the notion of public housing as a decent home valued by tenants. The 
end result is a way of looking at public housing that is distinct from the utopian 
and po liti cal tradition that has defi ned public housing history up to this point.

The problems of deindustrialization, for instance, had variable impacts on 
cities both  here and abroad. New York, Hong Kong, and other strong market cit-
ies with activist governments and resilient economies have not only had better 
luck preserving public housing projects—even extraordinarily large ones—but 
have also succeeded in preserving and upgrading their citywide infrastructure 
as a  whole. Cities in industrial decline or facing white fl ight, such as St. Louis, 
on the other hand, could certainly have preserved public housing had they made 
it a priority, but city leaders faced headwinds when marshaling suffi cient re-
sources to control social order in these new neighborhoods and, at the same 
time, maintain other urban ser vices. It certainly didn’t help cities like Baltimore, 
either, as their industry melted away. Tenants who had once formed part of the 
industrial army, who  were supposed to be many of the tenants in the new proj-
ects, increasingly lost or never found the stability and income of employment’s 
“honest eight.” Moreover, once the Brooke Amendment (1969) linked residents’ 
rents to their income, low incomes meant low rent receipts, making public hous-
ing maintenance that much more diffi cult. Long- term unemployment inevitably 
led to social disorder on a scale that tested government’s basic capability not 
simply in public housing but also in neighborhoods across the city. Yet, there 
are examples of strong market cities, including Chicago, Paris, and London, 
that have had a quite mixed experience with public housing. Generalizations, 
our contributors fi nd, turn out to have less salience than once thought.
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Part I: Places
When analyzing public housing, it is a signifi cant challenge to distinguish 

between public housing as a community and public housing as a series of build-
ings within an urban context. Because of the founding myth’s power, the ten-
dency of scholarship and reporting over the de cades has been to treat public 
housing as a place removed from its social, economic, po liti cal, and neighbor-
hood milieu. What we have been fi nding out, however, is that despite the goals 
of the early housing reformers to create islands of urban beauty and order, pub-
lic housing is shaped primarily by its tenancy, management, and urban context.

The fi rst chapter in the collection, Joseph Heathcott’s “Myth #1: Public Hous-
ing Stands Alone,” aims to reconnect public housing as a place to the cities in 
which it is located. This essay explores the ways in which the decline of public 
housing in St. Louis and elsewhere mirrored deteriorating metropolitan condi-
tions more broadly. Rather than epitomizing the welfare state’s allegedly poor 
social and physical design, as conventional wisdom holds, the failure of public 
housing developments like Pruitt-Igoe refl ected the worsening state of many 
postwar cities in the American Rust Belt. St. Louis, for instance, lost hundreds 
of thousands of residents and most of its industrial and commercial base be-
tween the 1950s and 1980s. The collapse of public housing projects like Pruitt-
Igoe had less to do with their inherent design qualities or tenancy than with the 
general collapse in city ser vices and infrastructure as a result of deindustrializa-
tion. The hemorrhaging of population in the St. Louis urban center further com-
plicated the ability of the St. Louis Housing Authority to maintain a tenant base 
that, from a fi nancial or social perspective, could support and benefi t from the 
high- cost, high- maintenance, high- rise public housing towers at Pruitt-Igoe.

The second chapter, “Myth #2: Modernist Architecture Failed Public Hous-
ing” by D. Bradford Hunt, takes on the distance between utopian notions and 
social reality directly. For many, architecture is to blame for public housing’s 
downfall. Dreary modernism—especially in high- rise forms—sent a message 
of inferiority to public housing residents, deadened community life, and pro-
duced alien forms of living. But placing all the blame on modernist architects 
is unfair, according to Hunt. Architects worked within severe cost constraints 
due to bureaucratic imperatives and ambivalence about how well to build for 
the poor. Yet, the focus on architecture misses an even more important plan-
ning decision that affected numerous public housing communities around the 
country. In a desire to help families with children, public housing concentrated 
youth at historically unpre ce dented densities. In most communities—even in 
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baby- boom suburbs in the 1950s—adults outnumbered neighborhood youth. 
But in public housing, youths far outnumbered adults—by more than two to 
one in many projects across the country. Public housing’s exceptional youth 
density had enormous consequences. Social order, as sociologists have ex-
plained, comes from adults policing shared community space in conjunction 
with authorities. Petty vandalism, youth violence, and other low- level prob-
lems require the supervision of public space by adults. But when youths far 
outnumber adults, social order becomes extraordinarily diffi cult. Hunt shows 
us that who lives in public housing—the design of the “unit mix”—is often 
more important than how public housing looks.

The third chapter in our collection, by Fritz Umbach and Alexander Ger-
ould, also challenges a classic argument about public housing space and public 
security. “Myth #3: Public Housing Breeds Crime” can be traced in part to the 
exaggerated promises made in the early years about the potential impact of 
public housing on crime- ridden tenement neighborhoods. Public housing was 
touted as a remedy to inadequate sanitation and a cure- all for a variety of other 
urban ills; through the provision of quality housing and community goods, it 
was thought, the new neighborhoods would essentially eliminate crime. It did 
not take long to realize that public housing might not be the panacea for urban 
disorder that its original promoters envisioned. Unfortunately, the pendulum 
swung too far to the other side, and public housing residents  were blamed for 
the high levels of crime in the projects. Umbach and Gerould, in their review of 
the different eras of public housing, found that public housing was once a safe 
environment, then a safe environment with a poor reputation (as a result of 
sloppy scholarship), and more lately, an unsafe environment that is fi nally re-
ceiving methodologically sophisticated crime studies. The authors demonstrate 
that public housing is not an essentially crime- ridden environment, even if in 
some cases it became that kind of environment over time.

The fourth chapter in the collection, “Myth #4: High-Rise Public Housing 
Is Unmanageable” by Nicholas Dagen Bloom, addresses more fallout from the 
early years of public housing myths. One of the central myths that helped pro-
mote public housing was the notion that new housing would reduce the costs 
to cities for municipal ser vices. This new housing, according to erroneous 
claims, would eliminate problems such as tenement fi res, disease, and gen-
eral dilapidation in “slum” districts—urban regions that had imposed unwel-
come and disproportionate costs upon municipalities. Because the new hous-
ing would be of such a higher quality than that which existed before, the tenants 
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would no doubt be transformed into respectful and well- behaved citizenry. The 
reality on the ground in most public housing projects was less positive, and 
any signifi cant savings over the de cades remains quite debatable. The fi reproof 
buildings of public housing projects may have endured, but the lower costs in 
ser vices did not necessarily materialize. One city, New York, took a far less 
utopian view of public housing management. New York initially built large 
housing projects in order to achieve economies of scale and transform the city, 
but the city also created a dense network of housing custodians and managers 
on site who  were put in place not only to clean the buildings but also to main-
tain control over tenants. This large staff still serves housing projects that  house 
over four hundred thousand residents across the fi ve boroughs. And NYCHA 
employees continue to keep a close eye on both physical property and tenant 
behavior through inspections, rent collection, and daily maintenance. New 
York’s experience demonstrates that projects of a variety of scales, heights, 
and tenancy can be maintained, although there may be a high fi nancial and 
social price to pay for this order.

Part II: Policy
In the United States, conventional wisdom holds that public housing fails 

to yield proper homes even for the poor. In much of Western Eu rope, social 
housing programs of the past variably targeted a wider spectrum of citizens; 
however, the Eu ro pe an model has faced increasing criticism as more of it be-
comes targeted to the “residual” poor. To politicians of many stripes, public 
housing’s long march away from utopian origins to urban disorder has turned 
support for such developments into a dangerous proposition that threatens their 
own careers and even their communities. Such a belief has become key to pub-
lic housing’s declining role in public policy in Western Eu rope and the United 
States. Recent public policy efforts have been aimed at inhibiting the construc-
tion of more affordable housing and eliminating what has already been 
constructed. In the United States, for instance, over the past twenty- fi ve years, 
conventional public housing projects have declined in number, but other 
low- income housing policies have proliferated—including the creation of 
Section 8 vouchers (now part of the Housing Choice Vouchers Program) that 
tenants can use with private landlords; the construction of privately developed 
and privately managed project- based assistance; and the provision of additional 
subsidies through Low-Income Housing Tax Credits (LIHTC) (see Figure I.8). 
By looking at the wider context of public housing policies both in the United 
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States and elsewhere, the essays in this section raise probing questions about 
the essential nature of public housing policy as understood in the West.

One of the abiding myths of public housing history is that public housing 
came to an end in direct response to its problems. According to this myth, 
public housing was so infl exible that it could never be made to work; realiz-
ing this, politicians rightly ended the program in the 1970s. Yonah Freemark’s 
chapter, “Myth #5: Public Housing Ended in Failure during the 1970s,” dis-
putes this myth and uncovers a more complex picture. In early 1973, the Nixon 
administration introduced an eighteen- month moratorium on new HUD ex-
penditures, and by mid-1974, the federal commitment to new public housing—
at least in the form that had existed since the 1930s—had been substantially 
eliminated. The literature suggests that this change in policy was motivated 
by a growing national consensus that the public housing program was too ex-
pensive and so poorly performing that it should be terminated. In fact, while 
opposition to “conventional” public housing founded on the program’s per-
ceived failures did exist in the early 1970s, these criticisms did not play the 
determining role in the administration’s policy decisions. Rather, when pub-

Figure I.8  The emergent public-private housing landscape: Twenty-fi ve years of dramatic 
change.
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lic housing was put on life support, it was undergoing a period of dramatic 
reinvention and growth that had expanded production, brought new fi nancing 
techniques into the program, and garnered the support of bureaucrats from 
across the po liti cal spectrum, all indicating that prior to the moratorium there 
was no universal agreement about public housing’s failure. A better explana-
tion for the program’s downfall was an ideological effort led by the Offi ce of 
Management and Bud get to reduce federal investments on “indirect” social 
programs such as federal low- income housing in favor of revenue sharing with 
states and localities and a guaranteed minimum income for poor  house holds. 
In other words, public housing collapsed as much because of bureaucratic in-
fi ghting as from any par tic u lar failure.

The rush to bury public policy mistakes of the past has led to programs of 
redevelopment that are addressed in Lawrence J. Vale’s chapter, “Myth #6: 
Mixed-Income Redevelopment Is the Only Way to Fix Failed Public Housing.” 
Since the early 1990s, the U.S. Congress has appropriated more than $6 bil-
lion under the HOPE VI program to facilitate the redevelopment of “severely 
distressed” public housing, and much of this has entailed the de mo li tion of 
housing projects and their replacement with mixed- income communities. Al-
though this has led to well over 250 redevelopment projects distributed across 
nearly every major city, there are four reasons why it is misguided to view 
mixed- income housing either as a panacea or as the only viable strategy for 
revitalizing distressed public housing. First, several cities have implemented 
successful redevelopment efforts without mixing incomes, both before the 
HOPE VI program began and under its auspices. Second, there is considerable 
variation from city to city in the ways that mixed- income housing has been 
interpreted and implemented, depending on housing market conditions and 
local po liti cal culture. Third, mixed- income development has been too loosely 
defi ned as a category. Finally, scholars and practitioners continue to debate the 
merits of mixed- income approaches: many of the assumed benefi ts of income 
mixing—such as role modeling—provide little positive impact on the lives of 
low- income people, whereas other aspects seem more promising, such as in-
creased investment in neighborhoods and higher expectations for management.

The next chapter in Part II, Florian Urban’s “Myth #7: Only Immigrants Still 
Live in Eu ro pe an Public Housing,” draws back the curtain on a widespread 
belief that public housing sank so low in Eu rope that only those with abso-
lutely no choice would live in state- subsidized housing. The author discov-
ered that while the marginalization of ethnic minorities is a serious problem 
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in many Eu ro pe an countries, the correlation of immigrants with public hous-
ing is rarely as clear- cut as in the suburbs of Paris. In Berlin, for example, the 
share of poor inhabitants with North African or Turkish ancestry was just about 
as high in nineteenth- century neighborhoods as in the public housing blocks of 
the 1960s—and in none do they constitute a majority. Urban’s chapter focuses 
on Germany, where public housing is far more accepted among a middle- class 
nonimmigrant population than in the United States. In both Germany and France, 
the state authorities have always retained a responsibility for housing and on 
many occasions have renovated and upgraded their public housing estates.

Nancy Kwak’s chapter, “Myth #8: Public Housing Is Only for Poor People,” 
directly contradicts the fatalistic view of public housing in the United States 
and Eu rope. Singapore, like New York, cared less about the utopian vision 
than the economic benefi ts of state building. Kwak discusses the ways in 
which public housing can serve as a viable socioeconomic strategy for a de-
veloping nation such as Singapore. In that island nation, state provision jump- 
started the construction industry, raised living standards for the majority of 
citizens, and fostered greater po liti cal stability. Local leadership also created 
an innovative compulsory savings and homeownership program within the pub-
lic housing system that helped increase domestic savings. By temporarily sus-
pending market impact on housing price, Singaporean leaders removed most 
price volatility and ensured affordable shelter for the majority of its popula-
tion. In this way, the Singaporean government successfully encouraged home-
ownership within the framework of a much more stable, state- managed pub-
lic housing apparatus, even as it incentivized increased personal savings and 
reaped the po liti cal benefi ts of rising living standards. The city- state’s mas-
sive public housing program was so successfully managed and executed that 
Singapore has since become a model for other nations—including, most prom-
inently, China. Kwak fi nds that public housing can play a leading and largely 
positive role in urban and social development.

Part III: People
The residents of U.S. public housing have been treated shabbily in the lit-

erature for de cades. The blatant fall from utopia may have conditioned the ste-
reo type, but the switch from white to minority residency contributed enor-
mously to the propagation of this negative vision in the media. Arguably, people 
of color are already at a disadvantage when it comes to media coverage, and 
a public housing setting adds a level of drama that is nearly irresistible. Some-
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times tenants are lucky enough to be treated as victims of unfeeling adminis-
trators; other times, they are erroneously categorized as the shiftless and crim-
inal undeserving poor. Certainly, there have been many unfeeling administrators 
over the years, and public housing has seen its share of criminal residents, but 
that’s just a small part of the story. Less widely known are the stories of legions 
of public housing tenants who have fought for order in their communities or 
simply lived prosaic lives of quiet responsibility. The essays in this section ad-
dress different dimensions of the fi ght for order. Public housing tenants may not 
always have exemplifi ed the ideal that the housing reformers had in mind, but 
many took real action to maintain the dignity and order of these communities.

Fritz Umbach’s chapter, “Myth #9: Public Housing Residents Hate the Po-
lice,” tells a very different kind of story about public housing residents and 
crime. This essay maps the complex relationship that links tenants, manage-
ment, and the police in NYCHA. Contrary to countless pop u lar and scholarly 
depictions of hostility between nonwhite residents and the police as a fact of 
big city life, through the 1970s NYCHA tenants often embraced the offi cers 
of their separate police force, the Housing Authority Police Department, which 
existed from 1952 to 1992. At the same time, they applied pressure on offi -
cials to win tougher conditions of tenancy and law enforcement in their com-
munities. Before the theory of community policing arrived in the 1980s, the 
practice was already alive and well in New York’s public housing. From the 
1950s through the 1970s, special housing authority cops (mostly black and La-
tino) walked their high- rise beats and worked closely with managers and 
NYCHA’s largely minority residents to keep crime down. But this synergy 
did not survive the crisis years of the 1970s. Municipal labor politics and a 
burgeoning informal economy caused cops and residents to part ways, even 
as crime rates soared. NYCHA’s sprawling red brick complexes  were neither 
the dysfunctional wastelands imagined by social scientists nor the hulking 
 ruins of failed social engineering invoked more recently by neoconservatives. 
Instead, “the PJs”—as residents often called their homes—served as largely 
unheralded sites of minority anticrime mobilization.

Public housing residents  were also not the passive pawns of social policy and 
public housing, as Rhonda Y. Williams demonstrates in her chapter, “Myth #10: 
Public Housing Tenants Are Powerless.” Williams shows how this myth fails 
to align with the experience of many residents in Baltimore. Simply because 
the tenants failed to save public housing should not be taken as an indicator 
of their complete powerlessness on the urban scene. This chapter tracks the 
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ways in which public housing activism in Baltimore and other cities translated 
into wider po liti cal participation by women. If many see the diffi culties of public 
housing tenancy, few recognize that it also served as an entryway into po liti cal 
participation for underrepresented social groups. Tenant activists—most of 
them women—responded to and shaped public housing conditions and legis-
lation from the local to the federal level. In doing so, the activists often remade 
the pa ram e ters of Great Society antipoverty programs. Many of these public 
housing leaders, in turn, became part of a national movement of poor black 
women in the welfare and tenants’ rights struggles of the late 1960s and 1970s.

Lisa Levenstein’s chapter, “Myth #11: Tenants Did Not Invest in Public 
Housing,” illustrates how black women in Philadelphia challenged the postwar 
city’s racial and gender inequalities by seeking a variety of resources from 
government programs. These resources, including subsidized housing, pro-
vided them with badly needed leverage in their relations with employers and 
men—even as such public programs subjected their largely African American 
benefi ciaries to intensive surveillance and public humiliation. Although poor 
women initially embraced the city’s public housing complexes, where modern 
con ve niences provided the trappings of a much- desired respectability, deterio-
rating conditions pushed the tenant activists in directions that often varied 
from the goals of national civil rights organizations. This analysis of public 
housing residents details how such women became active agents without for-
mally participating in a traditional social movement; it counters ste reo types 
that have long plagued public debate about minority women, the ste reo typical 
“welfare queen,” in both public housing and poor neighborhoods generally.

True, public housing did not usher in utopia, as our contributors document. 
But that outcome makes the story more rather than less signifi cant. The places, 
policies, and people in this collection—too-often fi led together under the rough 
heading of “public housing and its problems”—defy the easy moral parables 
so beloved by the public, reporters, and many academics. Housing authorities 
both  here and abroad have maintained many projects; housing policies and proj-
ects developed and changed for reasons other than a failure gene buried in 
public housing’s DNA. Likewise, the residents of public housing often infl u-
enced public housing life in unexpected directions. The editors and contribu-
tors apologize in advance for replacing simple answers and ste reo types with 
complexity. Yet, such an important dimension of twentieth- century urban 
life, where millions still live, merits this detailed, evenhanded treatment.
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Scarce land, rigid building rules, and a thriving economy that attracts new workers 
have made New York one of the world’s most expensive cities in which to rent or 
buy a home.2 Low-income New Yorkers suffer most from the lack of affordable 

market housing. Many cram into tiny apartments. Others seek accommodation in the 
city’s vast public-housing system—spanning 176,066 apartments in 326 developments3 
and home to one in 14 New Yorkers.4

Here, too, low-income city dwellers are ill-served. Average waiting times for a New York 
City Housing Authority (NYCHA) unit stretch to 7.5 years.5 Those who endure the wait 
face high crime,6 dilapidated buildings,7 and scant access to supermarkets and other 
stores.8

NYCHA does little to ensure that its scarce public resources are fairly shared. Despite a 
shortage of units, NYCHA residents can stay indefinitely. Many do: the average tenant 
has lived in public housing for more than 18 years.9 Nor do residents face pressure to 
leave when they rise out of poverty. More than one in ten NYCHA households have 
incomes greater than the New York City median ($53,000).10

Low turnover is not the only problem. More than a quarter of NYCHA residents live 
in apartments so spacious that bedrooms outnumber occupants.11 Meanwhile, some 
groups are sharply underrepresented. Asians, for instance, account for 11.1% of the city’s 
households in poverty but make up only 4.7% of NYCHA households.12

To create more equitable public housing, NYCHA should, among other things, prioritize 
outreach to underserved communities, as well as adopt policies that encourage a higher 
rate of turnover, particularly among tenants whose rising incomes place them firmly in 
the middle class.

Executive Summary 1
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NYCHA’s Racial Disparities Are a  
Long-Standing Problem

The New York City Housing Authority, the largest public-housing authority in the U.S.,13 aims “to increase opportunities for 
low- and moderate-income New Yorkers by providing safe, affordable housing and facilitating access to social and communi-
ty services.”14 NYCHA was founded and its first buildings were dedicated in 1935,15 two years before the 1937 Wagner-Steagall 
Act ushered in federal support for public housing.16

Today, NYCHA administers more than 16% of all public-housing units in the U.S.17 Its Queensbridge development is the 
largest public-housing complex in North America.18 If NYCHA’s authorized residents19 constituted a city, it would be Ameri-
ca’s 48th most populous, larger than St. Louis, New Orleans, or Tampa.20

Despite its vast size, NYCHA does not serve a representative cross-section of New York City’s poor. For example, 27.2% of 
the city’s households in poverty are white, but only 4.8% of NYCHA households are white. Likewise, 11.1% of households in 
poverty are Asian, but only 4.7% of NYCHA households are Asian. In contrast, blacks account for 25.8% of the city’s house-
holds in poverty but occupy 45.2% of NYCHA units. Hispanics, who account for 33.8% of households in poverty, occupy 
44.7% of NYCHA units.21

Faced with New York’s high market rents and long waiting lists for public housing (the average NYCHA applicant must wait 
90 months),22 many poor New Yorkers—especially Asians and non–Puerto Rican Hispanic immigrants23—have little choice 
but to live in overcrowded private apartments (Figure 1). Meanwhile, 26% of NYCHA residents live in apartments so spa-
cious that bedrooms outnumber occupants (see Appendix, Figure 9).24 

FIGURE 1. 

Percentage of NYC Households in Private Housing That Are Overcrowded

According to NYCHA, a residence is overcrowded if it has “more than twice as many people as the number of bedrooms (e.g., three  
people in one bedroom, five people in two bedrooms).” Households are classified by the race and immigration status of the head of 
household. We consider all ethnic Puerto Ricans to be U.S.-born because the New York City Housing and Vacancy Survey classifies  
Puerto Ricans as native-born Americans.
Source: “2014 New York City Housing and Vacancy Survey,” U.S. Census Bureau

Asian Black Puerto Rican Other Hispanic White All Races

Foreign-born 24.3% 18.3% N/A 27.8% 15.5% 21.7%

US-born 18.6% 12.3% 16.7% 20.1% 11.5% 13.2%

Overall 22.5% 14.5% 16.7% 25.8% 12.9% 16.7%
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Historically, NYCHA has served some types of poor households more than others. For instance, in 1980, blacks represented 
27.6% of New York City households in poverty but made up 51.1% of all NYCHA households. In the same year, whites repre-
sented 47.2% of poor households but made up 14.9% of NYCHA households (Figure 2).

In recent years, the underrepresentation of certain groups has not improved. As Figure 2 shows, Asians accounted for 11% of 
New York’s impoverished population in 2015—up from 2% in 1980—but made up fewer than 5% of NYCHA residents. Blacks 
and Hispanics are sharply overrepresented in public housing, accounting for 25.8% and 33.8% of impoverished households, 
respectively, but 45.2% and 44.7% of NYCHA households. 

How NYCHA Fails to Adequately Serve All Groups  
of Low-Income New Yorkers
Low Turnover
NYCHA is much less successful than most public-housing programs at accepting new tenants and encouraging old ones to 
move out. According to the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), the average U.S. public-housing 
resident has spent 10 years in public housing; in New York City, the figure is more than 18 years.25

In 2016, 13% of America’s public-housing tenants received their apartments in the previous year, compared with only 3% of 
NYCHA’s tenants.26 Similarly, the average U.S. public-housing resident waits about two years for his apartment, compared 
with 7.5 years for the average NYCHA tenant.27

Inefficient Use of Space
A significant amount of NYCHA’s housing stock is underused. According to HUD, 16% of U.S. public-housing residents are 
“over-housed” (i.e., they live in apartments with more bedrooms than occupants), compared with 26% of NYCHA residents, 
as previously noted. In other words, whereas nearly a quarter of privately housed foreign-born Asian households and nearly 

FIGURE 2. 

Poverty Rates and Share of NYCHA Residents by Race, Percentage of NYC Total, 1980–2015

 
Current Population Survey figures labeled 1980, 1990, 2000, and 2010 are derived from averages for, respectively, 1976–85, 1986–95, 
1996–2005, and 2006–16. Because the Current Population Survey did not record Asian ethnicity until 1988, the 1990 Asian population in 
public housing is derived from a 1988–95 average. Here and throughout this paper, the ethnic labels “Asian,” “black,” and “white” exclude 
Hispanics. Impoverished households are defined as those with incomes less than 60% of the city median. 2015 NYCHA figures exclude 
Section 8 transition households (i.e., Section 8 voucher holders who haven’t yet found private housing), as well as public-housing house-
holds in developments managed by Kraus Management, Inc.
Source: Decennial Census (1980–2010 poverty and population figures); 2011–15 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates (2015 poverty and population figures); Current Population Survey 
(1980–2010 public-housing figures); and 2016 NYCHA Resident Data Book (2015 public-housing figures)

Year
Asian  

Share of 
Impoverished 
Households 

Asian  
Share of NYCHA  

Households 

Black  
Share of 

Impoverished 
Households 

Black  
Share of  
NYCHA  

Households 

Hispanic  
Share of 

Impoverished 
Households 

Hispanic  
Share of  
NYCHA  

Households 

White  
Share of 

Impoverished 
Households 

White  
Share of  
NYCHA  

Households 

1980 2.1% n/a 27.6% 51.1% 22.7% 31.9% 47.2% 14.9%

1990 4.4% 1.9% 26.9% 43.5% 26.5% 35.6% 41.7% 18.1%

2000 7.4% 2.4% 27.5% 49.2% 28.7% 41.9% 32.7% 6.3%

2010 9.8% 6.2% 26.5% 42.3% 32.3% 42.8% 29.7% 8.0%

2015 11.1% 4.7% 25.8% 45.2% 33.8% 44.7% 27.2% 4.8%
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30% of foreign-born non–Puerto Rican Hispanic households live in overcrowded private apartments (see Figure 1), a large 
minority of NYCHA residents live in apartments that could comfortably house more people. 

Many Nonpoor Residents
Only households below the poverty line can become NYCHA residents. Yet NYCHA residents who later rise above the poverty 
line are not required to leave. Instead, they merely pay more rent.28 In 2014, 10% of NYCHA households earned more than 
the city median of $53,000 (Figure 3).

Lack of Racial Diversity
More than 90% of NYCHA households are black or Hispanic, though both groups together make up only 60% of New York 
households in poverty.29 Some NYCHA developments are even more narrowly segregated (see Appendix, Figures 5-8).  
For example, 12,977 households live in 31 developments (of which 25 are in Brooklyn) that are at least 75% black.30

Figure 4 shows developments by size, location, and percentage of households that are black and Hispanic. The closer a 
development is to the diagonal black line, the more its population is exclusively black and Hispanic; developments that touch 
the black line have only black and Hispanic residents. The lack of racial diversity in NYCHA developments may discourage 
applications from underrepresented groups, especially immigrants, who may be willing to endure overcrowded private 
housing in order to have a sufficiently large cultural support network.

FIGURE 3. 

Percentage of NYCHA House-
holds with Incomes Greater than 
$32,000 and Incomes Greater  
than $53,000

$32,000 is roughly equal to 60%  
of the New York City median household 
income ($53,000).
Source: “2014 New York City Housing and Vacancy Survey,” U.S. 
Census Bureau

Ethnicity
Household  

Income  
> $32,000

Household  
Income  

> $53,000

Asian 25.9% 4.8%

Black 26.6% 9.3%

Puerto Rican 26.3% 9.1%

Other Hispanic 30.3% 15.9%

White 8.5% 3.8%

Overall 26.4% 10.1%

FIGURE 4. 

NYCHA Developments by Size, Location,  
and Percentage Black and Hispanic

The NYCHA developments displayed in Figure 4 consist of all developments with  
their own entries in section 3 of the 2016 NYCHA Resident Data Book Summary.  
The exceptions are the Betances II and Betances III developments, each of which is 
displayed as a single development despite comprising subparts with their own entries 
in the Data Book.
Source: “NYCHA Resident Data Book Summary,” New York City Housing Authority
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Conclusion
To make public housing in New York better reflect the demographic profile of New York’s poor population, NYCHA should 
take the following steps. First, bolster outreach efforts to underrepresented groups, such as poor whites, Asians, and non–
Puerto Rican Hispanics. Second, to give all poor New Yorkers a better chance at securing public housing, encourage a higher 
rate of turnover by adopting the following rules:

1  |  10-year time limits. 
Given the huge backlog of applicants, new NYCHA residents should not be allowed to stay in public housing longer 
than the U.S. average for public housing.

2  |  Fixed-rent, long-term leases. 
Instead of penalizing NYCHA residents for earning more income, adopting fixed-rent, long-term leases would offer resi-
dents an incentive to improve their finances, as well as save for the time when their NYCHA residency concludes.

3  |  Mandatory transfers and voluntary buyouts for over-housed residents. 
Transfers would downsize residents to apartments of an appropriate size. Buyouts would pay tenants to move to 
private housing. Residents with higher incomes might receive smaller payments; residents with deep, long-established 
ties to their development might receive larger payments.

Finally, it is worth noting that a long-term tenure in public housing should be considered a mixed blessing, at best. Those 
of moderate means who choose to pay low public-housing rents are forgoing the chance to purchase property. Faced with 
growing concern about the comparatively lower wealth of blacks compared with whites,31 one cannot ignore the fact that 
public housing across the U.S. is disproportionately black (45%).32 It is time to reimagine public housing as a way station—
one where households can save but also strive, and one that serves the full range of those in need.

Appendix. NYCHA’s Most Heavily Segregated  
Developments

FIGURE 5. 

Most Heavily Asian NYCHA Developments 

Excludes NYCHA developments with fewer than 50 households. All figures consider only the head of household’s race. Asians make up 
11.8% of New York City’s heads of households. * = excludes Section 8 transition households.
Source: 2011–15 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates and 2016 NYCHA Resident Data Book

Development Location; Community District % Asian  
Households

% Asian Households in  
Community District

La Guardia Addition Two Bridges, Manhattan; CD 3 70.1% 28.8%

Leavitt Street–34th Avenue Flushing, Queens; CD 7 59.0% 46.7%

Rutgers Houses Two Bridges, Manhattan; CD 3  54.5%* 28.8%

Lower East Side III East Village, Manhattan; CD 3 48.2% 28.8%

45 Allen Street Chinatown, Manhattan; CD 3 47.1% 28.8%
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FIGURE 7. 

Most Heavily Hispanic NYCHA Developments 

*Bronx Community Districts 3 and 6. Excludes NYCHA developments with fewer than 50 households. Community district figures consider 
only the head of household’s race. Hispanics make up 24.9% of New York City’s heads of households.
Source: 2011–15 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates and 2016 NYCHA Resident Data Book

Development Location; Community District % Hispanic  
Households

% Hispanic Households in  
Community District

Fort Washington Avenue Rehab Washington Heights, Manhattan; CD 12 89.7% 60.4%

West Tremont Avenue–Sedgwick Avenue Area Morris Heights, Bronx; CD 5 84.5% 65.9%

Washington Heights Rehab (Groups 1 and 2) Washington Heights, Manhattan; CD 12 81.2% 60.4%

Highbridge Rehabs (Anderson Avenue) Highbridge, Bronx; CD 4 80.6% 60.5%

Twin Parks East (Site 9) Tremont, Bronx; CD 6 79.3%  61.5%*

FIGURE 8. 

Most Heavily White NYCHA Developments

Excludes NYCHA developments with fewer than 50 households. Community district figures consider only the head of household’s race. 
Whites make up 39.2% of New York City’s heads of households. * = excludes Section 8 Transition households.
Source: 2011–15 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates and 2016 NYCHA Resident Data Book

Development Location; Community District % White  
Households

% White Households in  
Community District

Haber Coney Island, Brooklyn; CD 13 72.8% 68.5%

New Lane Area Shore Acres, Staten Island; CD 1 56.4% 44.8%

Williams Plaza Williamsburg, Brooklyn; CD 1  50.7%* 64.3%

Surfside Gardens Coney Island, Brooklyn; CD 13 47.5% 68.5%

Taylor Street–Wythe Avenue Williamsburg, Brooklyn; CD 1 43.3% 64.3% 

FIGURE 6. 

Most Heavily Black NYCHA Developments

Excludes NYCHA developments with fewer than 50 households. Community district figures consider only the head of household’s race. 
Blacks make up 21.8% of New York City’s heads of households.
Source: 2011–15 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates and 2016 NYCHA Resident Data Book

Development Location; Community District % Black  
Households

% Black Households in  
Community District

Rutland Towers East Flatbush, Brooklyn; CD 17 94.9% 89.4%

Randolph Houses Central Harlem, Manhattan; CD 10 86.2% 59.9%

Brevoort Houses Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brooklyn; CD 3 86.1% 59.9%

Tapscott Street Rehab Brownsville, Brooklyn; CD 16 85.1% 76.4%

Park Rock Rehab Crown Heights, Brooklyn; CD 8 83.6% 61.7%
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FIGURE 9. 

NYCHA  Households by Number of Occupants and Bedrooms, Percentage of Total

*For example, 3.2% of NYCHA households have one occupant living in a three bedroom apartment. 2.4% of NYCHA  
households have three occupants living in a one bedroom apartment.
Source: “2014 Housing and Vacancy Survey,” U.S. Census Bureau

Occupants 0
bedrooms 1 bedroom 2 bedrooms 3 bedrooms 4 bedrooms 5 bedrooms 6 bedrooms

1 3.7% 17.8% 10.8% 3.2% 0.2% 0.0% 0.0%

2 0.4% 8.7% 15.2% 4.0% 0.7% 0.0% 0.0%

3 0.0% 2.4% 10.7% 4.4% 0.6% 0.2% 0.0%

4 0.0% 0.8% 3.9% 4.2% 0.5% 0.0% 0.0%

5 0.0% 0.2% 0.8% 3.3% 0.5% 0.0% 0.0%

6 0.0% 0.0% 0.2% 1.0% 0.1% 0.0% 0.0%

7 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.1% 0.6% 0.2% 0.0%

8 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.1%

9 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.1% 0.0% 0.0%

10 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.1% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0%

11 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.1% 0.0% 0.0%
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Introduction and summary

Seven years after its onset, communities across the country are still grappling with 
the aftermath of the foreclosure crisis: More than 6 million homeowners are still 
underwater,1 and local governments are faced with the plague of vacant and aban-
doned properties and the loss of assets in many neighborhoods. Furthermore, dif-
ficulty qualifying for mortgage loans has contributed to an increased demand for 
rental units, which has resulted in escalating rents in a market already character-
ized by a shortage of affordable rental housing. Housing affordability is a pervasive 
problem among renters and owners. About 39 million households spend more 
than 30 percent of their income on housing expenses and nearly 18 million are 
severely burdened, paying more than 50 percent.2 

Housing experts have argued about whether homeownership can be considered a 
viable goal in light of the recent financial collapse.3 Homeownership is not without 
risk. Even after the deleterious outcomes of the foreclosure crisis, however, most 
experts tend to agree that homeownership achieved through safe and responsible 
lending is still central to American families’ ability to build wealth, especially 
among lower-income families and people of color.4 The foreclosure crisis, the 
shortage of affordable housing, and the credit crunch have brought new attention 
to one solution that could make sustainable homeownership possible for more 
families: shared equity homeownership. Shared equity homeownership is a hous-
ing choice in which the benefits of home price appreciation are shared between an 
individual low-income buyer assisted with a subsidy and a public entity provid-
ing the subsidy. This represents an alternative to rental housing and traditional 
homeownership that can help low- and moderate-income families safely bridge 
the gap between rental housing and traditional homeownership and its rewards.5 
The Federal Housing Finance Agency, or FHFA—which regulates the activities 
of the government-sponsored enterprises Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac—has 
recently included shared equity models in its proposed duty-to-serve rule.6 The 
FHFA points to shared equity models as an important tool for increasing access 
to sustainable homeownership, decreasing the likelihood of foreclosure, building 
wealth, and preserving affordable homeownership.
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The term “shared equity” refers to a range of models of resale-restricted, 
owner-occupied housing. In a shared equity homeownership model, the rights, 
responsibilities, risks, and rewards of ownership are shared by two entities: an 
income-eligible family who buys a home at a below-market price and a govern-
ment or nonprofit entity. The latter serves as a steward of the land and protects 
the affordability, quality, and security of the home long after it is purchased, 
even in the case of housing market declines.7 Deed restrictions, community 
land trusts, and limited equity cooperatives are the most prevalent examples of 
shared equity homeownership models. Besides providing a safe opportunity 
for lower-income families to enter the homeownership market, shared equity 
models ensure long-term affordability and make homeownership more sustain-
able.8 Although they are best known for keeping homes affordable in hot mar-
kets, shared equity models can also serve as a suitable element in neighborhood 
revitalization and stabilization strategies.9 

After discussing the notion of shared equity and the main characteristics of pre-
dominant shared equity models, this report describes one model type in detail: 
the community land trust, or CLT. CLTs have the potential to challenge the 
conventional housing market through their emphasis on the collective owner-
ship of land in perpetuity. This report highlights the mechanisms through which 
community land trusts provide and protect long-term affordable housing for 
lower-income families. The report then discusses the CLT model’s potentials and 
benefits and evaluates the important barriers that affect the capacity and scalabil-
ity of CLTs. Although CLTs are still evolving and cannot be considered the sole 
solution to the current shortage of affordable housing, this report shows that they 
can be part of the solution. This report concludes with policy recommendations 
that could help the CLT model gain more ground by addressing the important 
challenges of site acquisition, funding, and mortgage financing. 
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What is shared equity?

The term “shared equity” has been used interchangeably with other designa-
tions: nonspeculative homeownership, permanently affordable homeownership, 
third-sector housing, and nonmarket models of homeownership.10 Shared equity 
homeownership comprises a range of programs of resale-restricted, owner-
occupied housing that are designed to provide initial and long-term affordability 
while promoting successful homeownership. In these programs, a nonprofit or 
government entity provides a subsidy to lower the purchase price of a housing 
unit for a low- or moderate-income buyer. In return for the subsidy, the home-
buyer agrees to share any home price appreciation at the time of resale with the 
entity providing the subsidy. 

Shared equity programs subsidize the housing stock by keeping it affordable for 
subsequent home purchasers. The initial subsidy reduces the purchase price of 
the housing unit to an affordable level. The subsidy is then retained in the home 
over time through resale restrictions that require the property to be sold for an 
affordable price to qualifying homebuyers, thus preserving the value of the public 
subsidy and ensuring that the homes remain affordable to future lower-income 
purchasers. Resale restrictions are enforced through deed covenants, ground 
leases, or shareholder agreements; these mechanisms limit the price homeowners 
set and the equity they receive when they sell the property. This process usually 
allows homeowners to recoup their original down payment plus at least part of the 
appreciation. Resale restrictions are typically monitored and enforced by a stew-
ard, which can be an arm of government, a community development corporation, 
or some other nonprofit organization. 

By locking initial public subsidies into the properties and imposing limits on resale 
prices, shared equity programs do more than create a portfolio of homes that can 
be purchased by additional lower-income homebuyers in the future, even when 
the prices of other homes in the same community rise substantially. The programs 
also expand the number of people who are able to purchase homes with a fixed 
subsidy, eliminating the need to provide new subsidies each time a property is 
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sold.11 This contrasts with other public programs that provide individual home-
buyers grants and forgivable loans for down payments and closing costs, allowing 
homeowners to keep these subsidies and the entire equity of the property when 
they sell.12 In those programs, properties are usually sold at market price, and 
affordability is lost unless the new buyer qualifies for assistance. 

Deed restrictions, community land trusts, and limited equity cooperatives are 
the most prevalent examples of shared equity homeownership.13 Deed restric-
tions—and, to some extent, CLTs—have been adopted by a growing number of 
local governments, housing agencies, and nonprofit organizations, particularly as 
elements of inclusionary housing programs.14 These models are typically publicly 
funded through upfront direct subsidies, zoning incentives, or public and private 
donations.15 Because of its emphasis on the collective ownership of the land in 
perpetuity, the CLT represents a very promising tool to develop and protect 
affordable housing while challenging the conventional housing market. It is to the 
CLT model that this report now turns. 

Prevalent shared equity models
Deed-restricted homes: Typically, deed-restricted housing involves resale-restricted homes that are developed through 

local mandates or initiatives, such as inclusionary zoning. Affordability is achieved through a restrictive covenant that is added 

to a property’s deed or mortgage. Covenants specify that future home sales will be set at prices affordable to qualifying 

buyers, and they typically remain valid for 10 years to 99 years, most commonly 30 years. The duration can be renewable at 

the time of resale, allowing properties to be permanently affordable. These agreements need to be actively monitored by an 

entity with an interest in maintaining ongoing affordability, as with a community land trust. Deed restrictions are by far the 

most widespread form of shared equity.

Community land trusts: CLTs are nonprofit organizations that acquire and manage land upon which affordable homes can 

be developed. CLTs sell these homes to low- and moderate-income families at below-market rates but retain ownership of the 

land. Home buyers lease the land from CLTs for a nominal fee. In exchange for purchasing a CLT property at an affordable price, 

buyers agree to resell at a price that is affordable for future low-income owners. Resale price restrictions are enforced through 

a 99-year ground lease. 

Limited equity cooperatives, or LECs: In LEC models, the real estate is owned collectively by a corporation of low- and 

moderate-income residents rather than the individual residents; individual residents own a share in the corporation. When 

LEC owners sell their shares, they transfer the right to live in the cooperative to new buyers. In an LEC, there are limits on the 

share price to ensure that it remains affordable to future low- and moderate-income buyers. The shareholder agreement, 

signed by all residents, further stipulates and specifies resale restrictions. LECs are used predominantly with apartments and 

other multifamily developments. 
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Community land trusts

A CLT is a nonprofit community-based organization that acquires land within a 
specified geographic area, removing it from the speculative real estate market by 
retaining ownership of the land in perpetuity. It then leases the land to homeown-
ers or other entities that own the buildings developed on the land,16 including 
cooperative housing corporations; nonprofit developers of rental housing; and 
other nonprofit, governmental, or for-profit entities. 

The CLT model emerged in the United States during the civil rights movement as 
an effort to create long-term economic and residential independence for African 
Americans in the rural South. New Communities Inc., the first CLT, was estab-
lished in 1969 near Leesburg, Georgia. The few CLTs established in the next two 
decades emerged predominantly from the grassroots activities of local community 
organizers. Their inspiration was the Gramdan movement in India and kibbutz 
cooperatives in Israel, which built community on a small scale through neighbor-
hood engagement and the ownership and stewardship of land.17 

It was not until the 1990s, however, that the movement started to proliferate. In 
the past two decades, CLTs have gained broader attention as a model for providing 
permanent affordable housing to low-income homebuyers. Today, there are about 
220 active community land trusts in the United States.18 New York, California, 
Massachusetts, and Washington feature the largest concentrations of CLTs.19 No 
CLTs exist yet, however, in Arkansas, Indiana, Nebraska, Oklahoma, or West 
Virginia. Limited data are currently available on CLTs, although it is estimated 
that between 10,000 and 15,000 homeownership units and close to 20,000 rental 
units are located upon CLT-held land.20 Champlain Housing Trust in Burlington, 
Vermont, with 565 homeownership and 2,200 rental units, represents the largest 
CLT in the country.21

There is variation in the ways CLTs are established, structured, and governed. 
Sometimes CLTs are established as successors, affiliates, or components of 
other housing or community development corporations. Membership in the 
CLT is generally open to anyone who leases land from the CLT and to anyone 
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who resides within the geographic area that the CLT serves. The classic CLT is 
governed by a tripartite board of directors consisting of one-third leaseholders, 
one-third residents living in the organization’s service area, and one-third public 
officials and other stakeholders. The tripartite composition of the board ensures 
the balanced governance of the organization and that all interests are heard, but no 
single interest is predominant.22 

CLTs acquire land through a variety of channels. They may receive a land donation 
from a government entity or private donor. Often, they purchase land at market 
price with funds given from public sources or donated or loaned from private 
sources, such as foundations, individual philanthropists, or financial institutions.23 
Less frequently, CLTs receive municipally mandated donations from private devel-
opers in the form of land or buildings in exchange for concessions24 or density 
bonuses granted by local governments or in compliance with inclusionary zoning 
ordinances. In the past decade, CLTs have received the greatest project sup-
port from the Community Development Block Grant program and the HOME 
Investment Partnership Program, or HOME. 

Once the land is acquired, it is used for the development of affordable housing. 
Alternatively, CLTs may acquire land with existing viable housing or with hous-
ing in need of renovation. In some cases, CLTs develop or redevelop affordable 
homes; in other cases, they work with development partners. CLTs also may 
develop rental housing, commercial buildings, agriculture, and community facili-
ties on CLT land to further enhance their target areas.25 

The CLT and a qualifying low- or moderate-income homeowner typically agree 
to the terms of a long-term ground lease—usually 99 years—through which the 
CLT leases the land underneath the home for a nominal fee.26 The ground lease 
delineates the rights and responsibilities of both parties and specifies a resale 
formula intended to protect housing affordability in perpetuity by balancing the 
interests of present homeowners with the goals of the CLT to provide affordable 
housing for future homeowners.27 The resale formula typically specifies a resale 
price that preserves the same level of affordability as the initial property price did, 
gives sellers a fair return on their investment, and grants buyers fair access to an 
affordable home.28
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As with other shared equity models, stewardship is a central component of CLTs. 
As stewards of the land, CLTs actively monitor and enforce the ground lease. CLTs 
also play an important role in promoting sustainable homeownership by provid-
ing pre- and post-purchase education; approving first mortgages, refinance loans, 
or home equity lines of credit; assisting with major home repairs; monitoring 
compliance with use, occupancy, maintenance, and resale restrictions; and inter-
vening to prevent foreclosure. As a result—and not surprisingly—CLTs typically 
experience low foreclosure rates.32 A 2011 study of 96 CLTs indicated that at the 
height of the foreclosure crisis in 2009, homeowners living in CLTs were 10 times 
less likely to be in foreclosure proceedings and 6.6 times less likely to be at least 90 
days delinquent, compared with homeowners in the conventional market.33 

Resale formulas

There are two options available to CLT homeowners who want to move: sell the home 

directly to an income-qualified buyer or sell it back to the CLT. If the house has retained 

or increased its value, the CLT homeowners recoup all of their initial equity—the down 

payment plus the mortgage paid—as well as a portion of the appreciated value of the 

home. The sale price for the house is determined using a resale formula that is outlined 

in the ground lease. That formula varies from one CLT to another, but there are three 

common ones:29 

1.  �Appraisal-based formula: This formula ties the affordable resale price to the 

change in the market value of the property. The seller receives the original price plus 

a specified percentage of any increase in the appraised value. The increase in market 

value is measured by market appraisals at the time of initial purchase and the time 

of resale. The most common percentage is 25 percent.

2.  �Indexed formula: With this formula, the resale price is no more than the initial 

affordable purchase price plus an adjustment based on the annual change in either 

the area median income published by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 

Development, or HUD, or the consumer price index.30

3.  �Fixed-rate formula: With this formula, the homeowner’s initial affordable price is 

increased over time by a fixed annual percentage of either simple or compound inter-

est. The most common interest rates are between 1 percent and 2 percent per year.31
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Benefits of CLTs

CLTs provide several benefits to individual homeowners and their neighbor-
hoods. In many respects, these benefits, including those described below, are very 
similar to those offered by other shared equity homeownership models and other 
nonprofit community development organizations. The emphasis on the collec-
tive ownership of the land in perpetuity is perhaps the feature that makes CLTs 
stand out as a promising tool to challenge the conventional housing market. Their 
mission to retain land is especially important in neighborhoods where out-of-state 
investors who purchase property may not be interested in maintaining the homes’ 
affordability.34 In addition, CLT residents’ direct engagement in decision-making 
provides an important opportunity for lower-income individuals to actively 
control housing quality and security, not only for their families but also for subse-
quent generations of CLT residents.

Benefits for individual families 

CLT homes are usually more affordable than market-rate homes. Those who 
buy CLT homes make on average between 60 percent and 65 percent of the area 
median income and may not be able to afford purchasing their homes in the 
private market.35 CLT homeownership promotes wealth building and economic 
mobility for these families. It serves as a springboard for lower-income families to 
eventually enter the conventional housing market, realize the financial benefits of 
homeownership with a lower risk of losing their home to foreclosure, and accu-
mulate wealth in the long run.36 

Although CLTs are best known for providing permanently affordable owner-occu-
pied housing, several CLTs also provide rental opportunities.37 This is particularly 
common in larger cities characterized by an abundance of multifamily buildings 
and by a mix of cold and hot markets.38 Examples of CLTs that include rental 
units are Dudley Neighbors Inc. in Boston;39 Sawmill Community Land Trust in 
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Albuquerque, New Mexico;40 T.R.U.S.T. South LA in Los Angeles;41 and Cooper 
Square in New York.42 According to a 2011 survey conducted by the National 
CLT Network, roughly two-thirds of residential properties in CLT portfolios are 
rentals.43 The ground lease arrangement with CLTs gives tenants the added secu-
rity that rent increases will be limited. 

Neighborhood benefits 

CLTs can be an effective tool in neighborhood stabilization strategies. 
Economically depressed communities are plagued with abandoned land and 
decaying buildings that discourage investment in community improvement. In 
these markets, CLTs can contribute to fewer foreclosures, better upkeep, and 
stable occupancy. They can help reconnect vacant properties to the market. As in 
other shared equity models, a CLT’s stewardship protects homeowners and neigh-
borhoods by stabilizing owners, ensuring that properties are not abandoned or 
turned into absentee rentals, providing basic maintenance and rehabilitation, and 
replacing vacant buildings or lots with functional homes. Cities across the country 
have been shifting foreclosed and vacant properties into CLTs before they can 
negatively affect their neighborhoods.44 Pioneers in this shift include advocates 
and leaders in Massachusetts, Colorado, and Minnesota.45 

CLTs can also prevent displacement in gentrifying neighborhoods. Gentrification 
puts pressure on many low-income residents of rapidly appreciating, often high-
opportunity urban neighborhoods. In many cities, the land cost represents more 
than 50 percent of the cost to complete a dwelling unit.46 In these markets, the 
construction of affordable units is nearly impossible; lower-income families are 
faced with displacement as redevelopment and the increase in private rents price 
them out of their communities. CLTs, either alone or as an element of inclusion-
ary housing programs, represent an effective tool to prevent this displacement. By 
attaching the single initial subsidy to the land, CLTs provide a stock of affordable 
housing that remains intact regardless of what happens in the surrounding neigh-
borhood. This can preserve the mixed-income character of neighborhoods that 
experience rapid home price increases.47 

CLTs can also be a tool to support smart growth and mixed-use land develop-
ment. This is particularly important for the ongoing affordability of homes near 
public transportation, transit-oriented developments,48 job centers, or other ame-
nities. Buildings on CLT land may include mixed-use structures with commercial 
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or office spaces.49 In addition, CLTs could be used to support the development of 
scattered sites for affordable housing in suburban areas, especially those character-
ized by job opportunities that are currently out of reach for many lower-income 
families. Some CLTs already have scattered site acquisition strategies and could 
serve as models for other CLTs, especially those that could expand their activi-
ties to the suburbs of high-cost metropolitan areas. Rocky Mountain CLT in 
Colorado, for example, focuses on scattered site development because it allows 
residents greater flexibility and choice in their home selection.50
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Challenges and recommendations 
for expanding the capacity and 
scalability of CLTs

Opportunities exist for CLTs to be part of the solution to the housing crisis at 
a time when affordable housing is in short supply for homeowners and renters, 
neighborhoods nationwide are losing assets due to foreclosures and the reduction 
of housing subsidies, and tight credit prevents families from achieving sustainable 
homeownership. Several challenges, however, prevent CLTs from playing a stron-
ger role both in the production and protection of long-term affordable housing 
and in neighborhood stabilization.

CLTs’ limited capacity is one of the model’s biggest challenges, despite its benefits 
and potential. Although their numbers have increased considerably since their 
inception in 1969, CLTs still represent a very small segment of the community 
development sector, and CLT homes make up a negligible portion of the national 
housing stock. In addition, CLTs tend to be very small local nonprofits organiza-
tions with a neighborhood focus. Their grassroots character may curb their ability 
to operate at broader geographic scale. 

The costs and availability of buildable sites and the availability of funding severely 
challenge the scalability of this model. In many parts of the country, land prices 
are very high, and CLTs have a hard time acquiring land. Land acquisition is even 
more difficult because many of the subsidies that CLTs have traditionally used to 
develop and steward affordable housing units have been curtailed. Funding from 
the Community Development Block Grant program and HOME, for instance, has 
declined dramatically in recent years.51 

Another key challenge to expanding CLT programs is the difficulty of access-
ing conventional loans for first mortgages on homes purchased through a CLT. 
Lenders are often concerned about the greater administrative burden and the 
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smaller profits generated by making loans on homes in CLTs. Most residential 
lenders are unfamiliar with the ground lease mechanism and often worry that their 
ability to foreclose on a property may be compromised because they would not be 
able to resell it free and clear.52 

Access to the secondary market and to mortgages insured by the Federal Housing 
Administration, or FHA, represents another important barrier. Investors in the 
secondary mortgage market generally prefer assets that can be easily liquidated. 
Therefore, a ground lease that limits the sale price and the allowed buyers rep-
resents an obstacle for CLT mortgages’ access to the secondary market, unless 
the lease can be modified. Fannie Mae has developed mechanisms to address 
some of its lending partners’ concerns, especially those related to administra-
tive burdens and the ground lease restrictions.53 For instance, Fannie Mae’s 
Desktop Underwriter can now underwrite CLT transactions; in the past, it was 
done manually.54 Fannie Mae also addressed the concern related to ground lease 
restrictions with a ground lease rider that modifies or eliminates specific restric-
tions for as long as the financial institution has an interest in the leasehold; it does 
not, however, permanently change the lease to which it is attached. Modifications 
through riders are applicable only for the life of the loan in question. 

CLT homebuyers currently do not have access to FHA-insured mortgages, 
because some of the conditions on which such insurance is available conflict with 
the basic CLT mission of preserving the affordability of owner-occupied units.55 

Recommendations

Given their potential and benefits, CLTs must continue to contribute to the pro-
duction and protection of long-term affordable housing and serve as an effective 
tool in neighborhood stabilization strategies. As they continue to evolve and build 
capacity, however, they need to address the important challenges of site acquisi-
tion, funding, and mortgage financing.

Acquisition of sites

CLTs should take advantage of existing housing units and bring them into the CLTs. 
In weak markets and older urban neighborhoods where values are low, CLTs may be 
able to acquire properties with a smaller initial subsidy or donations and rehabilitate 
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some of the properties. Because it might not be financially viable for CLTs to sell 
the properties acquired in weak market conditions, CLTs may consider redevelop-
ing some of these properties as rentals and then turning them into homeownership 
opportunities if the market heats up, perhaps through a lease-purchase mechanism.56 
Foreclosed and vacant homes in many neighborhoods nationwide represent an 
opportunity for CLTs. CLTs, as other local nonprofit organizations, should be given 
serious consideration for the disposition of real estate-owned properties,57 the dona-
tion of surplus municipal real estate, and the acquisition of distressed assets that 
are periodically auctioned in these areas. Sometimes distressed assets are clustered 
together: This represents a potential advantage for CLTs in that it would save on 
costs related to rehabilitation, maintenance, and infrastructure. Most importantly, 
these properties are often located close to downtowns and neighborhoods that 
have seen increased housing demand due to their proximity to transit. Preserving 
affordability may be critical for future development in the broader communities 
in which CLTs are located. City First Homes, for example, is already doing this in 
Washington, D.C., a market characterized by a severe shortage of affordable housing 
and rampant gentrification.58

At the same time, CLTs should be encouraged to expand their service areas and 
adopt scattered site strategies, especially in job-rich suburban areas and in neigh-
borhoods close to public transportation.59 Local municipalities could support the 
integration of CLTs into local inclusionary housing programs and smart growth 
strategies and encourage partnerships with other local nonprofit organizations. 
Through these partnerships, CLTs would be in a better position to increase 
their capacity and diversify their holdings to include rental housing and mixed-
use development,60 especially in high-opportunity areas where the demand for 
affordable housing is stronger. This could also help save existing rental housing 
units, maximize the overall number of affordable units throughout a metro-
politan area,61 and enhance a CLT’s revenue stream. In addition, this could give 
lower-income families a broader choice of neighborhoods and increase their 
opportunities for economic mobility. 

Funding

It is critical to identify, safeguard, and enhance sources of CLT project funding at 
all levels of government. Restoring funding for affordable housing and community 
development programs in the budget to prerecession levels is a vital step to ensure 
that CLTs, like other shared equity and affordable housing programs, continue 
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to receive critical federal support. But it is also important to think about how to 
make existing dollars go further. For example, HUD could increase the affordabil-
ity period in programs such as HOME, which currently requires minimum afford-
ability periods of five years to 15 years for homeownership projects, depending on 
the amount of HOME funds invested in the units.62 

In addition, states should adopt lasting affordability in their qualified allocation 
plans for the Low-Income Housing Tax Credit program, giving CLTs a greater 
opportunity to be considered for this type of funding.63 States should also be 
encouraged to contribute to CLT capacity management through funding and 
technical assistance. Partnerships with local governments, mortgage servicers, and 
employers could increase access to additional sources of funding and land acquisi-
tion opportunities. In addition, merging small CLTs could be an effective strategy 
for increasing their capacity to compete for Community Development Block 
Grant program funding and gain direct access to federal and local subsidies. 

Mortgage financing

To increase access to mortgage financing for buyers of CLT homes, it is important 
that lenders receive education concerning the CLT model and the fact that mort-
gages for CLT homes have access to the secondary market. The FHFA rightfully 
points to shared equity models as an important tool for increasing access to sustain-
able homeownership, decreasing the likelihood of foreclosure, building wealth, and 
preserving affordable homeownership.64 The support for shared equity homeowner-
ship by government-sponsored enterprises can enhance its effectiveness in meeting 
the needs of underserved markets. As the FHFA finalizes the proposed duty-to-
serve rule, it should prioritize building support for shared equity models. First, the 
FHFA should keep enterprise support for shared equity models as a regulatory 
activity. Volume and resources are two of the factors mentioned in the proposed 
duty-to-serve rule that the FHFA will use to evaluate the enterprises’ underserved 
market plans. Because CLTs and other shared equity models might not have an 
immediate impact on volume and resources, the agency must acknowledge the pow-
erful long-term impact of shared equity models in its evaluation process. The enter-
prises should not be discouraged from nor penalized for proposing activities that 
support shared equity, which can have a significant impact on affordable housing 
over time. The enterprises can take various steps to meet their regulatory obligation. 
For example, automated underwriting for shared equity loans should be improved 
and adopted by Fannie Mae—which has already made automated underwriting 
available for some shared equity mortgages—and Freddie Mac.
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FHA-insured mortgages

Access to FHA-insured mortgages for CLT homebuyers should be given more 
consideration in HUD’s policy agenda. In particular, regulations regarding FHA-
insured loans for homes that are purchased through CLTs should be revised and 
expanded to better align with the mission of CLTs. The FHA could model its regu-
lations after what Fannie Mae has done with the adoption of a ground lease rider. 
This would assist lower-income buyers who are not qualified for conventional 
loans. In addition, such a step by the FHA could represent promising movement 
toward the much-needed standardization of guidelines for mortgage financing in 
long-term affordability programs. The absence of standardized guidelines in the 
industry too often deters lenders from entering not only the CLT arena but also 
other deed-restricted housing as well. 
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Conclusion

Community land trusts, like other shared equity models, can help lower-income 
families safely bridge the gap between rental housing and traditional homeowner-
ship and its rewards. They also have the potential to challenge the conventional 
housing market and enhance neighborhood stability through the collective owner-
ship of land in perpetuity. This model is still evolving and has not yet achieved the 
critical mass that would allow it to have a broader impact on the housing market. It 
is not the sole solution to the housing affordability crisis, but opportunities exist for 
it to be part of the solution by creating and protecting a portfolio of homes that are 
affordable for current and future generations of lower-income families. 

1369



17  Center for American Progress  |  Community Land Trusts

About the author

Michela Zonta is a Senior Policy Analyst for the Housing and Consumer Finance 
Policy team at the Center for American Progress. She has extensive research, 
teaching, and consulting experience in housing and community development. 
She has published work on the government-sponsored enterprises, mortgage-
lending practices of ethnic-owned banks in immigrant communities, jobs-hous-
ing imbalance in minority communities, residential segregation, and poverty and 
housing affordability. 

Acknowledgments

The author thanks Emily Thaden for her thorough and helpful feedback on early 
versions of this report. The author also thanks Alan Mallach and Ellen Seidman 
for their helpful comments.

1370



18  Center for American Progress  |  Community Land Trusts

Endnotes

	 1	 Svenja Gudell, “Q4 2015 Negative Equity: When Abnor-
mal is the New Normal,” Zillow, March 8, 2016, available 
at http://www.zillow.com/research/q4-2015-negative-
equity-11906. See also Michela Zonta and Sarah 
Edelman, “The Uneven Housing Recovery” (Washington: 
Center for American Progress, 2015), available at https://
www.americanprogress.org/issues/housing/re-
port/2015/11/02/123537/the-uneven-housing-recovery.

	 2	 Calculated from Bureau of the Census, 2014 American 
Community Survey 1-Year Summary File (U.S. Depart-
ment of Commerce, 2015), available at http://www2.
census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/summary_file/2014/
data (last accessed February 2016). The data also 
indicate that 48 percent of renters and 23 percent of 
owners pay more than 30 percent of their income for 
housing. In addition, the Joint Center for Housing Stud-
ies reports that more than 82 percent of homeowners 
with incomes less than $15,000 (equivalent to full-time 
pay at the federal minimum wage) spent more than 30 
percent of their income on housing costs in 2013. See 
Joint Center for Housing Studies of Harvard University, 
“The State of the Nation’s Housing 2015” (2015), avail-
able at http://www.jchs.harvard.edu/research/state_na-
tions_housing.

	 3	 See, for instance, The Editorial Board, “Homeown-
ership and Wealth Creation,” The New York Times, 
November 29, 2014, available at http://www.nytimes.
com/2014/11/30/opinion/sunday/homeownership-
and-wealth-creation.html.

	 4	 Christopher E. Herbert, Daniel T. McCue, and Rocio 
Sanchez-Moyano, “Is Homeownership Still an Effective 
Means of Building Wealth for Low-income and Minority 
Households? (Was It Ever?).” Working Paper HBTL-06 
(Joint Center on Housing Studies, 2013), available at 
http://www.jchs.harvard.edu/sites/jchs.harvard.edu/
files/hbtl-06.pdf.

	 5	 Jim Gray, “Shared Equity Gains Acceptance in Afford-
able Multifamily Development,” Commercial Mortgage 
Insight, May 2008, available at http://community-
wealth.org/sites/clone.community-wealth.org/files/
downloads/article-gray.pdf. A 2010 study of seven U.S. 
shared equity housing programs shows that when 
owners moved, 68 percent to78 percent entered 
market-rate homeownership. See Kenneth Temkin, 
Brett Theodos, and David Price, “Balancing Affordability 
and Opportunity: An Evaluation of Affordable Home-
ownership Programs With Long-Term Affordability 
Controls” (Washington: The Urban Institute, 2010), avail-
able at http://www.frbsf.org/community-development/
files/6b-temkin-theodos-price-paper.pdf.

	 6	 Federal Housing Finance Agency, “Enterprise Duty to 
Serve Underserved Markets; Proposed Rule,” Federal 
Register 80 (243) (2015), available at https://www.gpo.
gov/fdsys/pkg/FR-2015-12-18/pdf/2015-31811.pdf.

	 7	 John Emmeus Davis, “Shared-Equity Homeownership.” 
In Andrew T. Carswell, ed., The Encyclopedia of Housing, 
2nd ed. (Los Angeles: Sage Publications, 2012).

	 8	 Emily Thaden, Andrew Greer, and Susan Saegert, 
“Shared Equity Homeownership: A Welcomed Tenure 
Alternative Among Lower Income Households,” Housing 
Studies 28 (8) (2013): 1175–1196.

	 9	 Federal Reserve Bank of Richmond, “Community 
Land Trusts: An Alternative Approach to Affordable 
Homeownership and Neighborhood Revitalization,” 
Marketwise Community 3 (1) (2012), available at https://
www.richmondfed.org/publications/community_devel-
opment/marketwise_community/2012/vol03_issue01.

	 10	 John Emmeus Davis, “Shared Equity Homeownership: 
The Changing Landscape of Resale-Restricted, Owner-
Occupied Housing” (Montclair, NJ: National Housing 
Institute, 2006), available at http://www.nhi.org/
research/522/shared_equity_homeownership.

	 11	 It is estimated that over a period of 50 years, shared 
equity homeownership could help three to five times 
as many homeowners. See Jeffrey Lubell, “Housing 
More People More Effectively Through a Dynamic 
Housing Policy” (Cambridge, MA: Abt Associates, 2014), 
available at http://bipartisanpolicy.org/wp-content/
uploads/2014/12/BPC_AbtAssociates_Housing_Paper.
pdf.

	 12	 Temkin and others, “Balancing Affordability and Oppor-
tunity.” See also Nico Calavita and Alan Mallach, “Inclu-
sionary Housing, Incentives, and Land Value Recapture,” 
Land Lines 21 (1) (2009), available at http://inclusion-
aryhousing.ca/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2010/01/
Mallach-Incentives-Recapture-2009.pdf.

	 13	 The notion of shared equity homeownership also 
includes other products that are designed to mainly 
improve the affordability of the initial buyer. Shared 
appreciation schemes typify these products. In these 
models, a loan is provided to the buyer who then 
repays the subsidy—in the case of publicly funded 
models—or the investment—in the case of privately 
funded models—upon selling the home, along with 
some portion of appreciation. Shared appreciation 
products usually keep pace with the housing market 
and are not designed to preserve affordability, unless 
the share of home price appreciation is used to provide 
a larger loan to the next buyer. This is the case of some 
publicly funded shared appreciation products such 
as silent second mortgages. These accrue no or very 
limited interest, and borrowers do not have to make 
any payments until they sell their homes. Silent second 
mortgages reduce the amount of the first mortgage 
loan that a family needs to take out, lowering monthly 
payments and making the home affordable. When the 
family sells the home, it pays back the silent mortgage 
plus a portion of the home price appreciation. The 
amount returned reflects increases in home prices, 
which helps to preserve the buying power of the 
subsidy if the amount returned is used to help a subse-
quent lower-income buyer.

	 14	 Rick Jacobus and David Abromowitz, “A Path to 
Homeownership: Building a More Sustainable Strategy 
for Expanding Homeownership,” Journal of Affordable 
Housing 19 (3 & 4) (2010): 313–344.

	 15	 Robert Hickey, Lisa Sturtevant, and Emily Thaden, 
“Achieving Lasting Affordability Through Inclusionary 
Housing.” Working Paper WP14RH1 (Lincoln Institute of 
Land Policy, 2014), available at https://www.lincolninst.
edu/pubs/2428_Achieving-Lasting-Affordability-
through-Inclusionary-Housing.

	 16	 Some CLTs, when developing multiunit rental housing 
or leasing out commercial space, retain ownership not 
only of the underlying land but of the building as well. 
Furthermore, some CLTs do not own the land on which 
limited-equity condominiums sit but retain ownership 
only of a durable right to repurchase these condomini-
ums for an affordable, formula-determined price.

	 17	 John Emmeus Davis, “Origins and Evolution of the Com-
munity Land Trust in the United States” (2014), available 
at https://dl.dropboxusercontent.com/u/4088576/clt-
roots/eBooks/Origins-Evolution-CLT.pdf.

	

1371

http://www.zillow.com/research/q4-2015-negative-equity-11906/
http://www.zillow.com/research/q4-2015-negative-equity-11906/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/housing/report/2015/11/02/123537/the-uneven-housing-recovery/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/housing/report/2015/11/02/123537/the-uneven-housing-recovery/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/housing/report/2015/11/02/123537/the-uneven-housing-recovery/
http://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/summary_file/2014/data/
http://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/summary_file/2014/data/
http://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/summary_file/2014/data/
http://www.jchs.harvard.edu/research/state_nations_housing
http://www.jchs.harvard.edu/research/state_nations_housing
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/11/30/opinion/sunday/homeownership-and-wealth-creation.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/11/30/opinion/sunday/homeownership-and-wealth-creation.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/11/30/opinion/sunday/homeownership-and-wealth-creation.html
http://www.jchs.harvard.edu/sites/jchs.harvard.edu/files/hbtl-06.pdf
http://www.jchs.harvard.edu/sites/jchs.harvard.edu/files/hbtl-06.pdf
http://community-wealth.org/sites/clone.community-wealth.org/files/downloads/article-gray.pdf
http://community-wealth.org/sites/clone.community-wealth.org/files/downloads/article-gray.pdf
http://community-wealth.org/sites/clone.community-wealth.org/files/downloads/article-gray.pdf
http://www.frbsf.org/community-development/files/6b-temkin-theodos-price-paper.pdf
http://www.frbsf.org/community-development/files/6b-temkin-theodos-price-paper.pdf
https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/FR-2015-12-18/pdf/2015-31811.pdf
https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/FR-2015-12-18/pdf/2015-31811.pdf
https://www.richmondfed.org/publications/community_development/marketwise_community/2012/vol03_issue01
https://www.richmondfed.org/publications/community_development/marketwise_community/2012/vol03_issue01
https://www.richmondfed.org/publications/community_development/marketwise_community/2012/vol03_issue01
http://www.nhi.org/research/522/shared_equity_homeownership
http://www.nhi.org/research/522/shared_equity_homeownership
http://bipartisanpolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/BPC_AbtAssociates_Housing_Paper.pdf
http://bipartisanpolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/BPC_AbtAssociates_Housing_Paper.pdf
http://bipartisanpolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/BPC_AbtAssociates_Housing_Paper.pdf
http://inclusionaryhousing.ca/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2010/01/Mallach-Incentives-Recapture-2009.pdf
http://inclusionaryhousing.ca/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2010/01/Mallach-Incentives-Recapture-2009.pdf
http://inclusionaryhousing.ca/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2010/01/Mallach-Incentives-Recapture-2009.pdf
https://www.lincolninst.edu/pubs/2428_Achieving-Lasting-Affordability-through-Inclusionary-Housing
https://www.lincolninst.edu/pubs/2428_Achieving-Lasting-Affordability-through-Inclusionary-Housing
https://www.lincolninst.edu/pubs/2428_Achieving-Lasting-Affordability-through-Inclusionary-Housing
https://dl.dropboxusercontent.com/u/4088576/clt-roots/eBooks/Origins-Evolution-CLT.pdf
https://dl.dropboxusercontent.com/u/4088576/clt-roots/eBooks/Origins-Evolution-CLT.pdf


19  Center for American Progress  |  Community Land Trusts

	 18	 Personal communication with Emily Thaden, director 
of research and national policy, Grounded Solutions 
Network, April 21, 2016. 

	 19	 As of June 2016, there were 21 CLTs in California, 21 in 
New York, 18 in Massachusetts, and 17 in the state of 
Washington. National Community Land Trust Network, 
“Program Directory,” available at http://cltnetwork.org/
directory (last accessed May 2016). 

	 20	 Personal communication with Emily Thaden, April 21, 
2016.

	 21	 Champlain Housing Trust, “About Us,” available at http://
www.getahome.org/about-us (last accessed May 2016).

	 22	 The 2015 Member Report of the National Community 
Land Trust Network, however, indicates that only a 
minority of nongovernmental entities actually have 
a classic CLT tripartite board structure in which one-
third of the board must be dues-paying community 
members who are not residents of properties in the 
CLT. Most CLTs in the network meet a less stringent 
definition of a tripartite board. See Emily Thaden and 
Jason Webb, “National Community Land Trust Network 
2015 Member Report” (Portland, OR: National Com-
munity Land Trust Network, 2015), available at http://
cltnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/2015-
Member-Report-final-11-30-15.pdf.

	 23	 CLTs can also acquire land for a below-market price 
through a mechanism known as a bargain sale, where 
the seller accepts cash for a portion of the land’s value 
and claims a tax deduction for the remainder of the 
land’s value. 

	 24	 Municipalities sometimes support development of CLT 
homes by reducing or waiving application and impact 
fees, relaxing zoning requirements for parking or lot 
coverage, and/or offering other regulatory concessions. 

	 25	 Miriam Axel-Lute, “CLTs Go Commercial,” Shelterforce, 
July 25, 2011, available at http://www.shelterforce.
org/article/2299/clts_go_commercial. See also Greg 
Rosenberg and Jeffrey Yuen, “Beyond Housing: Urban 
Agriculture and Commercial Development by Com-
munity Land Trusts.” Working Paper WP12GR1 (Lincoln 
Institute of Land Policy, 2012), available at https://www.
lincolninst.edu/pubs/dl/2227_1559_Rosenberg_WP-
13GR1.pdf.

	 26	 Often, CLTs also use deed restrictions, as in the case of 
condominiums, for which ground leases cannot be le-
gally used. Personal communication with Emily Thaden, 
April 21, 2016.

	 27	 It is in the homeowner’s interest to benefit from the use 
of their home as a real estate investment. 

	 28	 When CLT homeowners default, the CLT is generally 
given 60 days to cure the default on the homeowner’s 
behalf. If the CLT does not cure and the lender proceeds 
to foreclosure, the CLT is then given an opportunity 
to purchase the foreclosed building. Because the CLT 
retains ownership of the underlying land, it is in a 
strong bargaining position with respect to both the 
homeowner and the lender. The CLT has a pre-emptive 
option to purchase any homes that are located upon 
its land. The CLT may purchase the home and resell 
it to another income-eligible buyer. Alternatively, 
the CLT may waive its option to purchase and allow 
the homeowner to sell the home directly to another 
income-eligible qualified buyer. In either event, the 
CLT homeowner is obliged to sell the home for no 
more than the maximum price determined by a resale 
formula stipulated in the homeowner’s ground lease.

	

	 29	 Julie Brunner and the National Community Land Trust 
Network, “The Balancing Act: Resale Formula Options 
for Long-Term Affordable Homeownership Programs” 
(Oakland, CA: Cornerstone Partnership, 2015), available 
at http://www.affordableownership.org/wp-content/
uploads/2015/03/The-Balancing-Act-Resale-Formula-
Options.pdf.

	 30	 Sometimes the maximum resale price is calculated by 
estimating the cost for taxes and insurance and sub-
tracting that from an affordable share (for example, 30 
percent) of the target family’s income (with the target 
family defined, for example, as one with an income that 
is 80 percent of area median income).

	 31	 Brunner, “The Balancing Act.”

	 32	 In addition to monthly affordable housing costs, this is 
due to the assistance and pre- and post-purchase finan-
cial counseling provided by CLTs to buyers and owners, 
the fact that CLT homes are protected from market 
price fluctuations, and the steward’s contractual right 
to approve or reject any home equity lines of credit or 
refinance loans—the predominant source of subprime 
loans to lower-income families during the subprime 
crisis. 

	 33	 Emily Thaden, “Stable Home Ownership in a Turbulent 
Economy: Delinquencies and Foreclosures Remain Low 
in Community Land Trusts.” Working Paper WP11ET1 
(Lincoln Institute of Land Policy, 2011), available at 
https://www.lincolninst.edu/pubs/dl/1936_1257_
Thaden%20Final.pdf.

	 34	 For a discussion of investor ownership, see Sarah Treu-
haft, Kalima Rose, and Karen Black, “When Investors Buy 
Up the Neighborhood: Preventing Investor Ownership 
From Causing Neighborhood Decline” (Oakland, CA: 
PolicyLink, 2010), available at http://www.nwaf.org/
content/uploads/oldsite/FileCabinet/DocumentCata-
logFiles/Other/PolicyLink%20When%20Investors.pdf.

	 35	 Personal communication with Emily Thaden, April 21, 
2016.

	 36	 Temkin and others, “Balancing Affordability and Op-
portunity.”

	 37	 See, for instance, Maxwell Ciardullo and Emily Thaden, 
“Community Land Trusts Have Renters Too,” Shelterforce, 
October 15, 2013, available at http://shelterforce.
org/article/3464/community_land_trusts_have_rent-
ers_too.

	 38	 Miriam Axel-Lute and Dana Hawkins-Simons, “Commu-
nity Land Trusts Grown From Grassroots: Neighborhood 
Organizers Become Housing Developers,” Land Lines, 
July 2015, available at https://www.lincolninst.edu/
pubs/3567_Community-Land-Trusts-Grown-from-
Grassroots--Neighborhood-Organizers-Become-Hous-
ing-Developers.

	 39	 Dudley Street Neighborhood Initiative, available at 
http://www.dsni.org (last accessed May 2016). 

	 40	 Sawmill Community Land Trust, available at http://
www.sawmillclt.org (last accessed May 2016).

	 41	 T.R.U.S.T. South LA, available at http://trustsouthla.org 
(last accessed May 2016).

	 42	 Tom Angotti, “Community Land Trusts and Low-Income 
Multifamily Rental Housing: The Case of Cooper Square, 
New York City.” Working Paper WP07TA1 (Lincoln 
Institute of Land Policy, 2007), available at http://www.
lincolninst.edu/pubs/1272_Community-Land-Trusts-
and-Low-Income-Multifamily-Rental-Housing.

1372

http://cltnetwork.org/directory/
http://cltnetwork.org/directory/
http://www.getahome.org/about-us
http://www.getahome.org/about-us
http://cltnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/2015-Member-Report-final-11-30-15.pdf
http://cltnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/2015-Member-Report-final-11-30-15.pdf
http://cltnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/2015-Member-Report-final-11-30-15.pdf
http://www.shelterforce.org/article/2299/clts_go_commercial/
http://www.shelterforce.org/article/2299/clts_go_commercial/
https://www.lincolninst.edu/pubs/dl/2227_1559_Rosenberg_WP13GR1.pdf
https://www.lincolninst.edu/pubs/dl/2227_1559_Rosenberg_WP13GR1.pdf
https://www.lincolninst.edu/pubs/dl/2227_1559_Rosenberg_WP13GR1.pdf
http://www.affordableownership.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/The-Balancing-Act-Resale-Formula-Options.pdf
http://www.affordableownership.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/The-Balancing-Act-Resale-Formula-Options.pdf
http://www.affordableownership.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/The-Balancing-Act-Resale-Formula-Options.pdf
https://www.lincolninst.edu/pubs/dl/1936_1257_Thaden%20Final.pdf
https://www.lincolninst.edu/pubs/dl/1936_1257_Thaden%20Final.pdf
http://www.nwaf.org/content/uploads/oldsite/FileCabinet/DocumentCatalogFiles/Other/PolicyLink%20When%20Investors.pdf
http://www.nwaf.org/content/uploads/oldsite/FileCabinet/DocumentCatalogFiles/Other/PolicyLink%20When%20Investors.pdf
http://www.nwaf.org/content/uploads/oldsite/FileCabinet/DocumentCatalogFiles/Other/PolicyLink%20When%20Investors.pdf
http://shelterforce.org/article/3464/community_land_trusts_have_renters_too/
http://shelterforce.org/article/3464/community_land_trusts_have_renters_too/
http://shelterforce.org/article/3464/community_land_trusts_have_renters_too/
https://www.lincolninst.edu/pubs/3567_Community-Land-Trusts-Grown-from-Grassroots--Neighborhood-Organizers-Become-Housing-Developers
https://www.lincolninst.edu/pubs/3567_Community-Land-Trusts-Grown-from-Grassroots--Neighborhood-Organizers-Become-Housing-Developers
https://www.lincolninst.edu/pubs/3567_Community-Land-Trusts-Grown-from-Grassroots--Neighborhood-Organizers-Become-Housing-Developers
https://www.lincolninst.edu/pubs/3567_Community-Land-Trusts-Grown-from-Grassroots--Neighborhood-Organizers-Become-Housing-Developers
http://www.dsni.org
http://www.sawmillclt.org/
http://www.sawmillclt.org/
http://trustsouthla.org/
http://www.lincolninst.edu/pubs/1272_Community-Land-Trusts-and-Low-Income-Multifamily-Rental-Housing
http://www.lincolninst.edu/pubs/1272_Community-Land-Trusts-and-Low-Income-Multifamily-Rental-Housing
http://www.lincolninst.edu/pubs/1272_Community-Land-Trusts-and-Low-Income-Multifamily-Rental-Housing


20  Center for American Progress  |  Community Land Trusts

	 43	 Thaden, “Stable Home Ownership in a Turbulent 
Economy.”

	 44	 Anne J. Martin and Alexis Smith, “Creating a Com-
munity Land Trust to Acquire Foreclosed Properties: 
Stabilizing Neighborhoods and Creating Permanently 
Affordable Housing” (Berkeley, CA: University of Califor-
nia, Center for Community Innovation, 2009), available 
at http://communityinnovation.berkeley.edu/reports/
CLT.pdf.

	 45	 Anthony Flint, “Two Strategies to Confront the Crisis: 
Value Capture in Inclusionary Zoning and Convert-
ing Foreclosed Properties to Community Land Trusts.” 
In Christopher Niedt and Marc Silver, eds., Forging a 
New Housing Policy: Opportunity in the Wake of Crisis 
(Hempstead, NY: National Center for Suburban Studies 
at Hofstra University, 2009), available at http://www.
hofstra.edu/pdf/Academics/css/ncss_housing_crisis.
pdf.

	 46	 Edward J. Dodson, “Scattered-Site Properties and Com-
munity Land Trusts: A Strategy for Expanding the Sup-
ply of Permanently Affordable Housing” (Cherry Hill, NJ: 
School of Cooperative Individualism, 2008), available at 
http://community-wealth.org/sites/clone.community-
wealth.org/files/downloads/article-dodson.pdf.

	 47	 Rick Jacobus and Jeffrey Lubell, “Preservation of Af-
fordable Homeownership: A Continuum of Strategies” 
(Washington: Center for Housing Policies, 2007), 
available at http://cltnetwork.org/wp-content/
uploads/2014/01/2007-Preservation-of-Affordable-
Homeownership.pdf.

	 48	 See, for instance, Atlanta Land Trust Collaborative, 
“About Us,” available at http://www.atlantaltc.org/
about-us. See also Robert Hickey, “The Role of Commu-
nity Land Trusts in Fostering Equitable, Transit-Oriented 
Development: Case Studies From Atlanta, Denver, 
and the Twin Cities.” Working Paper WP13RH1 (Lincoln 
Institute of Land Policy, 2013), available at https://www.
lincolninst.edu/pubs/dl/2243_1579_Hickey_WP13RH1.
pdf.

	 49	 Rosenberg and Yuen, “Beyond Housing.”

	 50	 Kirsten Akens, “A Road Home: At Rocky Mountain Com-
munity Land Trust, Low-Income Families Find a Bridge 
to Property Ownership,” Colorado Springs Independent, 
December 31, 2014, available at http://www.csindy.
com/coloradosprings/at-rocky-mountain-community-
land-trust-low-income-families-find-a-bridge-to-prop-
erty-ownership/Content?oid=2983631.

	 51	 Isaac Shapiro and others, “Funding for Housing, Health, 
and Social Services Block Grants Has Fallen Markedly 
Over Time” (Washington: Center on Budget and Policy 
Priorities, 2016), available at http://www.cbpp.org/
sites/default/files/atoms/files/11-19-15bud.pdf.

	 52	 Sarah Ilene Stein, “Wake Up Fannie, I Think I Got 
Something to Say to You: Financing Community Land 
Trust Homebuyers Without Stripping Affordability 
Provisions,” Emory Law Journal 60 (1) (2010): 209–249.

	 53	 Fannie Mae, “Selling Guide,” available at https://www.
fanniemae.com/content/guide/selling/b5/5.1/04.html 
(last accessed May 2016).

	 54	 Fannie Mae, “Community Land Trusts” (2015), available 
at https://www.fanniemae.com/content/fact_sheet/
community-land-trust.pdf.

	 55	 Generally, FHA regulations require that properties with 
FHA-insured mortgages must be free of restrictions. 
FHA strongly opposes the survival of any program 
restrictions and considers them a risk to FHA’s ability to 
recoup its investment in the event of foreclosure. See 
Edwin Stromberg and Brian Stromberg, “The Federal 
Housing Administration and Long-Term Affordable 
Homeownership Programs,” Cityscape: A Journal of 
Policy Development and Research 15 (2) (2013): 247–257.

	 56	 Sarah Edelman, Michela Zonta, and Julia Gordon, “Lease 
Purchase Failed Before: Can It Work Now?” (Washing-
ton: Center for American Progress, 2015), available at 
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/housing/re-
port/2015/04/29/112014/lease-purchase-failed-before-
can-it-work-now/.

	 57	 These properties are owned by lenders after unsuccess-
ful sales at foreclosure auctions.

	 58	 City First Homes, “Impact,” available at http://cfhomes.
org/about-us/impact (last accessed May 2016).

	 59	 Some CLTs, like OPAL CLT in Washington state, Rocky 
Mountain CLT in Colorado, and Madison Area CLT in 
Wisconsin, have properties scattered throughout a 
broad geographic area and different neighborhoods. 
The 2013 study by Thaden and others indicates that 
study participants placed great value on access to 
better neighborhoods and recommended that shared 
equity programs include scattered site properties in 
their portfolio that blend with other types of tenure. 
See Thaden and others, “Shared Equity Homeowner-
ship.”

	 60	 Stephen R. Miller, “Community Land Trusts: Why Now 
Is the Time to Integrate This Housing Activists’ Tool Into 
Local Government Affordable Housing Policies,” Zoning 
and Planning Law Report 36 (9) (2013): 1–20.

	 61	 Angotti, “Community Land Trusts and Low-Income 
Multifamily Rental Housing.” See also William Apgar, 
“Rethinking Rental Housing: Expanding the Ability of 
Rental Housing to Serve as a Pathway to Economic and 
Social Opportunity.” Working Paper WO4-11 (Joint Cen-
ter for Housing Studies, 2004), available at http://www.
jchs.harvard.edu/sites/jchs.harvard.edu/files/w04-11.
pdf.

	 62	 Code of Federal Regulations, Title 24, Housing and 
Urban Development (National Archives and Records 
Administration, 2012), p. 593, available at https://www.
gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/CFR-2012-title24-vol1/pdf/CFR-
2012-title24-vol1.pdf. 

63	Marla Nelson and Elizabeth Sorce, “Supporting Perma-
nently Affordable Housing in the Low-Income Housing 
Tax Credit Program: An Analysis of State Qualified Allo-
cation Plans” (National Community Land Trust Network 
and the University of New Orleans, 2013), available at 
http://www.uno.edu/cola/planning-and-urban-studies/
docs/NelsonSorceNCLTN_LIHTC_Final2013.pdf.

	 64	 Federal Housing Finance Agency, “Enterprise Duty to 
Serve Underserved Markets.” 

1373

http://communityinnovation.berkeley.edu/reports/CLT.pdf
http://communityinnovation.berkeley.edu/reports/CLT.pdf
http://www.hofstra.edu/pdf/Academics/css/ncss_housing_crisis.pdf
http://www.hofstra.edu/pdf/Academics/css/ncss_housing_crisis.pdf
http://www.hofstra.edu/pdf/Academics/css/ncss_housing_crisis.pdf
http://community-wealth.org/sites/clone.community-wealth.org/files/downloads/article-dodson.pdf
http://community-wealth.org/sites/clone.community-wealth.org/files/downloads/article-dodson.pdf
http://cltnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/2007-Preservation-of-Affordable-Homeownership.pdf
http://cltnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/2007-Preservation-of-Affordable-Homeownership.pdf
http://cltnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/2007-Preservation-of-Affordable-Homeownership.pdf
http://www.atlantaltc.org/about-us/
http://www.atlantaltc.org/about-us/
https://www.lincolninst.edu/pubs/dl/2243_1579_Hickey_WP13RH1.pdf
https://www.lincolninst.edu/pubs/dl/2243_1579_Hickey_WP13RH1.pdf
https://www.lincolninst.edu/pubs/dl/2243_1579_Hickey_WP13RH1.pdf
http://www.csindy.com/coloradosprings/at-rocky-mountain-community-land-trust-low-income-families-find-a-bridge-to-property-ownership/Content?oid=2983631
http://www.csindy.com/coloradosprings/at-rocky-mountain-community-land-trust-low-income-families-find-a-bridge-to-property-ownership/Content?oid=2983631
http://www.csindy.com/coloradosprings/at-rocky-mountain-community-land-trust-low-income-families-find-a-bridge-to-property-ownership/Content?oid=2983631
http://www.csindy.com/coloradosprings/at-rocky-mountain-community-land-trust-low-income-families-find-a-bridge-to-property-ownership/Content?oid=2983631
http://www.cbpp.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/11-19-15bud.pdf
http://www.cbpp.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/11-19-15bud.pdf
https://www.fanniemae.com/content/guide/selling/b5/5.1/04.html
https://www.fanniemae.com/content/guide/selling/b5/5.1/04.html
https://www.fanniemae.com/content/fact_sheet/community-land-trust.pdf
https://www.fanniemae.com/content/fact_sheet/community-land-trust.pdf
http://cfhomes.org/about-us/impact
http://cfhomes.org/about-us/impact
http://www.jchs.harvard.edu/sites/jchs.harvard.edu/files/w04-11.pdf
http://www.jchs.harvard.edu/sites/jchs.harvard.edu/files/w04-11.pdf
http://www.jchs.harvard.edu/sites/jchs.harvard.edu/files/w04-11.pdf
https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/CFR-2012-title24-vol1/pdf/CFR-2012-title24-vol1.pdf
https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/CFR-2012-title24-vol1/pdf/CFR-2012-title24-vol1.pdf
https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/CFR-2012-title24-vol1/pdf/CFR-2012-title24-vol1.pdf
http://www.uno.edu/cola/planning-and-urban-studies/docs/NelsonSorceNCLTN_LIHTC_Final2013.pdf
http://www.uno.edu/cola/planning-and-urban-studies/docs/NelsonSorceNCLTN_LIHTC_Final2013.pdf


1333 H STREET, NW, 10TH FLOOR, WASHINGTON, DC 20005  •  TEL: 202-682-1611  •  FAX: 202-682-1867  •  WWW.AMERICANPROGRESS.ORG

Our Mission

The Center for American 
Progress is an independent, 
nonpartisan policy institute 
that is dedicated to improving 
the lives of all Americans, 
through bold, progressive 
ideas, as well as strong 
leadership and concerted 
action. Our aim is not just to 
change the conversation, but 
to change the country. 

Our Values

As progressives, we believe 
America should be a land of 
boundless opportunity, where 
people can climb the ladder 
of economic mobility. We 
believe we owe it to future 
generations to protect the 
planet and promote peace 
and shared global prosperity. 

And we believe an effective 
government can earn the 
trust of the American people, 
champion the common  
good over narrow self-interest, 
and harness the strength of 
our diversity.

Our Approach

We develop new policy ideas, 
challenge the media to cover 
the issues that truly matter, 
and shape the national debate. 
With policy teams in major 
issue areas, American Progress 
can think creatively at the 
cross-section of traditional 
boundaries to develop ideas 
for policymakers that lead to 
real change. By employing an 
extensive communications 
and outreach effort that we 
adapt to a rapidly changing 
media landscape, we move 
our ideas aggressively in the 
national policy debate. 

	

1374



Laurie Goodman and Amalie Zinn  

June 2023 

There is not enough housing in the US to meet demand. For-sale residential construction declined 

substantially after the financial crisis and has yet to fully recover. And although the pace of construction 

has increased since its lows, it has not yet returned to normal, which, over time, has created an acute 

supply shortage. Parrott and Zandi (2021) estimated that the annual supply of new housing units was 

running an estimated 100,000 units behind new housing demand, with an aggregate deficit of 1.7 million 

units. Freddie Mac estimated that the US had a housing supply deficit of 3.8 million units (Khater, Kiefer, 

and Yanamandra 2021), while Rosen and coauthors (2021) estimated that from 2001 to 2020, we have 

cumulatively built 5.5 million fewer units than if the annual rate of production over the prior three 

decades had continued. The growth of the build-to-rent (BTR) sector, part of the single-family rental 

(SFR) market, is one potential source of new supply that can help close the supply-demand gap. But 

there has been little research done on the market and the product.  To assess the potential of the BTR 

market, we must look at who BTR homes serve and determine what the business models in the market 

are today and what the policy implications are of this growing industry.  

The build-to-rent sector, as we refer to it, is part of the SFR market in which homes are built to be 

rented, as opposed to acquired. The SFR market is dominated by small investors and “mom-and-pop” 

landlords who hold fewer than 25 properties and often own older properties ; the average year built for 

all SFR properties is 1979 (Goodman et al. 2023). These properties are typically in neighborhoods and 

locations scattered across cities and metropolitan areas, while BTR properties are new-builds that are 

often together in a single community. BTR properties are typically owned and maintained by builders or 

institutional investors, or partnerships between the two. Because BTR homes are built for renters as 

opposed to homebuyers, they differ from other SFR homes. BTR homes are often part of master-

planned BTR communities that share amenities such as walking trails, parks, or swimming pools, as 

opposed to the scattered-site model for general SFR properties, which typically do not include similar 

HO USI NG  FI NANCE PO L I CY CENT ER  

What Is the Build-to-Rent Sector,  

and Who Does It Serve? 
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amenities. BTR homes are similar to ground-up multifamily development, except that they are 

horizontal instead of vertical and consist of larger units. 

Given the recent and rapid growth of the BTR market, we wanted to better understand it. Through 

interviews with leaders in both the SFR and BTR industry, we set out to understand the size of the BTR 

market, the various business and financing models across the industry, the people and places that BTR 

homes serve, and the BTR industry’s future.    

Why Build to Rent? 
BTR homes have attracted interest from institutional investors in single-family rentals, homebuilders, 

commercial multifamily developers, and the public.  

It has become increasingly difficult for institutional SFR investors to source existing homes through 

traditional channels. Institutional SFR investors began to buy homes in 2012, relying heavily on 

foreclosures or other distressed sales as their source. SFR investors then bought homes through more 

traditional channels, such as the Multiple Listing Service. But as interest rates fell in 2019 and 

homeownership demand increased, it became increasingly difficult to source homes in desired locations 

with desired characteristics, and SFR investors began to rely more heavily on BTR homes. This 

movement accelerated during the COVID-19 pandemic and ensuing remote-work period, as households 

increasingly desired single-family homes that had home office space and outdoor space. This demand, in 

turn, has given BTR market participants more confidence that these properties will stay rented. 

Although BTR homes may be more expensive up front, they are particularly enticing for SFR 

investors because of the reduced capital expenditure burden relative to typical SFR homes. The homes 

are new and require less maintenance, and there are efficiencies of scale in management, as the homes 

are often concentrated in one location. Moreover, the appliances  and the air conditioning and heating 

systems are new and under warranty. And depending on the relationship between the builder and the 

SFR investor, most of the maintenance expenses may be covered. As a result of the demand and the 

economics, the BTR sector, which has always been a part of the SFR landscape, has grown at an 

exponential pace over the past few years and added to the housing supply.  

BTR homes also offer an additional disposition strategy for homebuilders, who can continue to build 

homes during periods of economic uncertainty with the opportunity to rent out properties or sell the 

properties to an institutional single-family investor who will rent the properties, instead of selling to 

homeowners. This gives the builder an additional outlet for the properties  and reduces the risk, which 

enables homebuilders to continue to build in economic environments with high or fluctuating interest 

rates, when potential homeowners have pulled back from the market. Contractual arrangements 

between homebuilders and SFR investors can allow the builder to build scalable, standardized floor 

plans that take advantage of volume deals on materials and products. It also allows for a steadier 

business flow with local construction trades that can keep those workers secured across the ups and 

downs of new for-sale cycles and give the builder an assured labor supply.  
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Commercial multifamily developers have also entered this sector, as it is close to their core 

business; building and renting multifamily properties provides some diversification. Similarly, 

hospitality and resort developers have made inroads in this sector.  

BTR homes increase supply for a key, and potentially growing, part of the market: households with a 

desire to live in single-family homes but who do not want the responsibility of being homeowners, those 

who intend to live in an area for a short time, and those who cannot enter homeownership given their 

incomes in relationship to the carrying cost of a mortgage. The reality is that nearly 80 percent of homes 

on the market are not affordable for households earning median incomes or less  to purchase, and this 

income threshold is lower in many metropolitan areas.1  

BTR by the (Rough) Numbers 
It is difficult to size the BTR industry, but Yardi and the National Rental Home Council estimate that 

131,000 BTR units were built from 2019 through the first quarter of 2023  (Q1 2023). Given the rapid 

growth in recent years, this represents the bulk of the outstanding BTR stock. This estimate is 

consistent with industry estimates that there are about 900 BTR communities averaging 135 to 150 

units apiece. This is a tiny share of total housing units. For context, according to the 2021 American 

Community Survey, there are 127.5 million occupied housing units in the US, 44.1 million of which are 

rental units. There are 11.4 million occupied detached SFR units and 2.9 million attached SFR units, for a 

total of 14.3 million occupied SFR units. Thus, 131,000 BTR units represents just under 1 percent of 

outstanding SFR units. 

But BTR housing is relatively new and has been increasing rapidly the past few years. It now 

constitutes a significant share of new construction. Rob Dietz, chief economist at the National 

Association of Home Builders, estimates that from Q2 2022 to Q1 2023, there were 68,000 single-

family BTR homes started, compared with 52,000 in the previous four quarters.2 Figure 1, where the 

bars illustrate quarterly starts, shows that the growth of this market has been rapid in the past two 

years. The average annual number of BTR starts from 1990 to 2020 (a 31-year period) averaged 29,000, 

compared with 68,000 in the past four quarters. To put this in a broader perspective, US Census Bureau 

estimates show 926,000 single-family starts from Q2 2022 to Q1 2023, making BTR starts about 7.3 

percent of total starts (versus a 3 percent average from 1990 to 2022).  
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FIGURE 1  

BTR Starts and Share of the Market 

URBAN INSTITUTE 

Source: Robert Dietz, “Cooling for Single-Family Built-for-Rent Construction,” Eye on Housing (blog), National Association of 

Home Builders, May 17, 2023, https://eyeonhousing.org/2023/05/cooling-for-single-family-built-for-rent-construction/; based 

on US Census Bureau quarterly starts data. 

Notes: BTR = build-to-rent. This figure does not include homes built for sale or homes sold to an investor with an intent to rent.  

But this estimate is grossly understated, as it includes only homes held by the builder for rental 

purposes. The number excludes homes that are sold to another party who intends to rent it out. That is, 

the estimate does not include homes that are sold to an SFR investor upon receipt of the certificate of 

occupancy, even when a partnership between a builder and SFR investor is in place from the beginning. 

In addition, this number does not include homes built for individual ownership that are sold to investors 

and operators as individual properties to be rented. The National Association of Home Builders, using 

industry surveys, estimates that another 5 percent of single-family starts are actually built to rent. This 

would bring the total share to 12 percent of new construction, suggesting close to 120,000 BTR starts in 

2022.  

How do we reconcile the National Association of Home Builders numbers with the 131,000 BTR 

units from 2019 when Yardi first started collecting data on this sector to early 2023? First, not all the 

units the National Association of Home Builders tallies as starts in 2021 and 2022 are completed. Units 
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are in various stages of completion; in some cases, only the land has been purchased, and in other cases, 

construction has been started. Yardi and the National Rental Home Council estimate that in addition to 

the 131,000 completed units, another 112,000 are in various stages of development, including 31,000 

prospective units (those committed to by the developer but not yet approved by local zoning  or review 

authorities), 35,000 planned units (projects approved for construction), and 46,000 units under 

construction (projects that have broken ground).  

In short, we expect continued rapid growth in the BTR market, though it will likely slow from the 

breakneck pace of 2022. Although today’s high interest rates will provide some moderating influence, 

the land has been purchased and construction has already begun in many cases. For example, American 

Homes 4 Rent (2022) noted that it expected to complete 2,150 homes in 2022 but has a land pipeline of 

more than 15,000 units, up from 6,000 in 2019.  

Indeed, over the past few years, the housing supply shortfall has become ever more apparent. While 

housing starts have increased, household formation has been even more robust. The result is that it is 

difficult for institutional SFR investors to purchase the number of units in their buy box (desired location 

and characteristics) at prices that are attractive, producing rapid growth in the BTR market.  

How Does the BTR Market Work? Do All Market 

Participants Follow the Same Model? 
In the BTR business model, new homes are being built to be rented. But different market participants 

employ BTR models in different ways. After talking to industry participants, we put together the 

following four categorizations: the vertically integrated model, the contractor model, the partnership 

model, and the one-off sale model. Many operators fit into more than one category. They may be 

representative of the vertically integrated model for some of their communities but also have 

partnerships, for example.  

In the vertically integrated model, one organization builds, holds, and manages its own homes. Our 

interviewees suggested this model requires high levels of both capital and expertise in construction and 

building management. The advantage of this model is that the entity controls every aspect of the 

process, from land selection to the community layout to unit design and construction to the ultimate 

sale. This model is employed by American Homes 4 Rent, one of the largest and longest-tenured players 

in the BTR marketplace. Several large public builders have expanded to serve as rental operators, 

including D.R. Horton,3 Century Communities,4 and LGI Homes.5 Some smaller private operators are 

also vertically integrated.  

Under the contractor model, an SFR investor serves as the developer and operator and has a 

relationship with a homebuilder to contract and build homes. In this model, the SFR investor buys the 

land and finances the project. The builder plays more of a contractor role. The SFR investor often 

provides floor plans or other input for the homes and amenities but does not undertake the 

construction. Haven Realty6 and Quinn Residences are examples of this model. 
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The partnership model is most often struck between an SFR investor and a builder. Although the 

terms differ from partnership to partnership, the builder typically buys the land and then partners with 

an SFR investor. The SFR investor agrees to buy all (or a major portion) of the completed development 

at a preset price or based on a preset formula. The SFR investor pays the builders a deposit up front, 

which assures the home builder that the deal will close. The deposit also helps the builder cover some of 

the construction costs and reduces financing costs. That is, the lender knows the deal has been presold, 

which makes financing less risky. The SFR investors typically make the final payments on the properties 

when the homes are delivered with a certificate of occupancy. The SFR investor may have some input 

regarding the size and design of the units or the types of amenities, depending on their relationship with 

the builder. SFR investors may also have some input in selecting the appliances, as they have negotiated 

volume discounts for their SFR business and have experience maintaining these appliances.  

Several public builders have announced partnerships. In May 2021, Lennar announced a $4 billion 

platform for BTR homes, capitalized with equity from Centerbridge Partners, Allianz Real Estate, and 

others.7 Toll Brothers and BB Living have a partnership that operates more than 30 BTR communities.8 

Pulte has announced a partnership with Invitation Homes to build 7,500 homes over five years 

beginning in mid-2021.9 Taylor Morrison had a partnership with Christopher Todd Communities, 

though that partnership has since broken up.10  

In addition to those three models, where homes are built to be rented, the BTR industry has given 

builders an outlet for properties built for sale that did not sell through traditional channels to 

homeowners. These homes can be sold to rental operators to become rental homes, albeit at a lower 

price. This occurred in 2022 because of volatility in the homebuying market; homebuilders saw demand 

evaporate as interest rates rose, and they tapped the BTR industry as another outlet for their homes. 

Under this one-off sales model, operators have no control over the home structures or available 

amenities. This model gives builders a bit more confidence and comfort to keep building hom es during 

economic downturns because they will have an additional disposition channel. Sometimes, this model is 

a disposition strategy of last resort—these built-for-sale homes tend to be larger and hence more costly 

to build than BTR homes, and the builder does not realize the same profitability as it does when selling 

to a homebuyer. This strategy is not new; builders have been using this disposition strategy since well 

before the BTR boom, albeit on a more limited scale, as builders can profit from lower selling costs by 

selling to a single entity rather than to individual homebuyers.  

Financing is slightly different depending on the operation. The vertically integrated model and the 

contractor model rely on acquisition, development, and construction loans, which are generally 

provided by banks. In the partnership models, bridge funding, often in the form of warehouse facilities 

from banks, may be needed between when the SFR operator takes possession of a large number of 

homes at once with a certificate of occupancy. If the construction rollout is gradual, no bridge financing 

is necessary, but investors may opt to use warehouse facilities.  Once most of the homes are rented, SFR 

investors will generally opt for permanent financing so that the equity tied up in the project can be 

redeployed elsewhere. These homes can be included as collateral in SFR securitizations. In 2021, 

Freddie Mac began to pilot permanent financing in this space, though there are some restrictions on 
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rents to qualify. In this pilot, 75 percent of SFR homes must have affordable rents or be affordable to 

households earning 80 percent of the area median income or less; waivers are considered for mission-

based or nonprofit strategies. Loans where only 51 percent or more SFR homes are affordable for 

households earning 80 percent of the area median income or less will be considered on an exemption 

basis.11 

What Do BTR Homes Look Like? Where Are They 

Concentrated? Who Are the Residents? 
The three main types of BTR homes are horizontal apartments, townhomes, and single-family detached 

homes. Horizontal apartments, or “cottage style” homes, are typically small apartment-sized units on 

one floor and are one-to-two-bedroom homes attached at the sides. These units provide some of the 

benefits of single-family living without the price tag, as Yardi and the National Rental Home Council 

estimate these rents to be between $1,300 and $1,900  a month. Specifically, renters in horizontal 

apartments do not have neighbors above and below them, which reduce s noise, and they may have 

access to a small yard, dog run, or other outdoor shared space and amenities. Horizontal apartments are 

typically built on single parcels of land and cannot be divided up for individual sale to other operators or, 

in the future, to individual owners.  

Townhomes are larger than horizontal apartments and usually have several levels; most have two 

to four bedrooms. While a horizontal apartment in the BTR space may be between 1,000 and 1,500 

square feet, a townhome is usually closer to 1,400 to 1,800 square feet, plus a garage, in many cases. 

Some townhome communities are built on single parcels, while others are on individual parcels that can 

be sold off individually. These homes are concentrated in the western United States, according to 

survey data from Yardi and the National Rental Home Council.  

Finally, single-family detached homes are the largest BTR properties. In many ways, these homes 

are similar to homes built for sale, though they tend to be slightly smaller and often contain more 

durable finishes, such as laminate faux wood flooring and granite or quartz countertops, wider hallways, 

and standard appliances. The institutional operators of BTR homes are often willing to spend a bit more 

up front to save on maintenance costs. These homes usually have three or more bedrooms, are 1,800 to 

2,500 square feet, and typically have their own garages and yards. At the very top of the BTR market are 

luxury SFR homes that are usually 2,000 to 3,000 square feet and have four or more bedrooms. 

According to Yardi and National Rental Home Council data, luxury single-family detached BTR 

properties are concentrated in California and Nevada, while more traditional single-family detached 

BTR properties are more concentrated across the Southeast.  

In the BTR space, all these products run the gamut of basic to luxury based on size and finishes in 

the homes, the number of community amenities, and the locations they occupy. All BTR properties offer 

on-site maintenance, and most provide parking and privacy. BTR operators are increasing ly 

incorporating smart home technology, such as alarm systems. 
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Amenities vary both by community size and by the developers’ philosophy. Smaller communities 

may have a dog park and a walking path. Larger communities may have a clubhouse with a fitness center 

and a pool. Some developers believe amenity-rich developments command rent premiums high enough 

the offset both the initial costs and the operating costs, but other developers believe the house is the 

amenity. On all sides of the amenity debate, developers noted the importance of location as an amenity. 

Neighborhoods near good public schools and that have low levels of crime are attractive to BTR 

developers and operators, as families, often the target renters for BTR homes and communities, are 

drawn to such locations.  

Our interviews with leaders in the BTR space indicated a shift among developers away from 

horizontal apartments and townhomes and toward single-family detached homes. Traditional BTR 

townhomes and horizontal apartments are now considered to be the lower end of the spectrum, while 

single-family detached homes and communities are often more luxurious and can pull in higher-income 

renters. Many of our interviewees attested that the significant growth of the BTR industry, particularly 

since 2019, has been driven by single-family detached homes. There has been rapid growth in single-

family homes built at the top end of the spectrum. These luxury homes cost more have greater square 

footage and more amenities, such as pools, gyms, and coworking spaces.   

The newer “luxury” BTR model, which data and our interviews suggest accounts for much of the 

recent growth in the space, has been built to attract renters that could afford to transition into 

homeownership but have decided not to. Many of these renters do not want to be stuck in one place, 

and they appreciate the flexibility that renting provides.12 Some are not interested in the maintenance 

and investment that is required for homeownership and appreciate the opportunity to contact a 

landlord for maintenance and landscaping needs. In some cases, our interviewees noted that people are 

even renting single-family detached BTR homes as second homes or vacation homes. 

Given such recent developments and changes in the BTR space, we know little about who BTR 

occupants are and how they differ from other renters. From their work and their knowledge of the 

space, our interviewees indicated that BTR renters, specifically those in single-family detached homes, 

are typically affluent (i.e., a high proportion earn more than $100,000 a year), are educated (have a 

bachelor’s degree or more), are married and have children (and often pets), and tend to be older than 

the average renter. To validate this, we compared 2021 American Community Survey data on renters in 

single-family homes built in 2011 or later (our proxy for BTR homes) with renters in all rental 

properties, in SFR properties, and in SFR properties built in 1990 or later (a crude proxy for SFR 

properties owned by institutional investors) (table 1). We found that mean and median incomes of 

renters in single-family properties built in 2011 or later was highest of the groups. These renters had 

larger average family sizes and more children than all renters, though these numbers were both slightly 

lower than those in all SFR homes and all SFR homes built in 1990 or later. This likely reflects that some 

BTR homes are the smaller horizontal apartments. We also found that a slightly higher share of these 

renters is white, and a slightly lower share is Black or Hispanic, versus any of the comparison groups, but 

the differences were minor. Finally, as expected, we found that the median rent and the distribution of 

rents for BTR households was the highest among all renters.  
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TABLE 1  

Household Characteristics, by Rental Type 

 

SFRs built in 
2011 or 

later (BTR 
proxy) All rentals SFRs 

SFRs built in 
1990 or 

later 

Median household income  $73,000   $43,500   $51,200   $63,000  

Mean household income  $91,165   $60,764   $69,120   $81,479  
Mean family size 2.56 2.16 2.69 2.85 

Median number of bedrooms 3 2 3 3 

Median age of head of household 39 42 43 41 

Share of households with three or more 
people 45.6% 32.9% 48.8% 53.8% 

Share of households with kids 42.5% 34.5% 48.6% 52.7% 

Share of households that are Black 14.6% 19.0% 17.1% 16.2% 

Share of households that are white 60.3% 49.6% 53.3% 52.8% 

Share of households that are Hispanic or 
Latino 15.4% 20.5% 20.0% 19.8% 

Share of households that are Asian American 
or Pacific Islander 4.0% 5.6% 3.9% 5.5% 

Share of households that are another racial 
or ethnic group 5.7% 5.3% 5.6% 5.7% 
10th percentile of rent   $750   $430   $500   $600  

30th percentile of rent  $1,300   $750   $750   $1,000  

Median rent   $1,600   $1,000   $1,100   $1,400  

70th percentile of rent  $2,000   $1,400   $1,500   $1,800  
90th percentile of rent  $2,800   $2,000   $2,200   $2,500  

Source: 2019 American Community Survey IPUMS one-year samples. 

Note: BTR = build-to-rent; SFRs = single-family rentals. 

Rental apartments are often found in city centers, where horizontal space is scarce, so developers 

build upward. BTR single-family homes, however, are often part of full BTR communities, for which large 

open real estate space is needed. These communities usually have between 100 and 200 homes. Beyond 

the community amenities, our interviewees noted that the location of the BTR home is an important 

selling point, particularly to attract households who rent by choice. Renters want homes in communities 

that are safe but lively, close to good schools and neighborhood resources. Although a small minority of 

BTR communities are exurban and far away from cities and metropolitan areas, the bulk of these 

properties are suburban and are within a one-hour drive of a city center with shopping, restaurants, and 

employment nodes nearby. Horizontal apartments and townhouses are likely to be closer to the city, as 

their higher density allows for the use of infill space. 

Our interviewees suggested that BTR communities of all kinds—horizontal apartments, 

townhomes, and single-family detached homes—exist all over the country, but there are some 

metropolitan areas where BTR homes have become particularly popular. But because of the difficulty of 

capturing data on BTR homes versus homes built for sale, it is unclear where most BTR communities are, 

and it is difficult to disaggregate by BTR type. Overall, our interviewees indicated that BTR operators 
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are most interested in suburbs outside of growing metropolitan areas, those with hig h job growth that 

are attracting higher-income residents.  

The data show that BTR development has been concentrated in areas where the starting land basis 

cost was low, such as affordable markets that were destinations in postpandemic migration patterns 

where people moved for greater housing affordability. National Rental Home Council and Yardi Matrix 

data show the most properties under construction in Texas, Arizona, Florida, North Carolina, and 

Georgia, while completed units are concentrated in Texas, California, Ohio, and Arizona. This is partially 

because of the flat open land that exists in or near major metropolitan areas in these states, partially 

because these are growing areas with influxes of residents, particularly since 2019, and because of local  

regulations that make it possible for developers to acquire land and build properties to their 

specifications with fewer local regulatory zoning and permitting hurdles to overcome.  

Policy Implications and Conclusion 
Data and our interviews indicate that the BTR market share is growing rapidly, but more research, data, 

and analysis are needed to fully understand how large the BTR market is. The BTR community, 

researchers, and policymakers would benefit from more data on who BTR renters are and in what kind 

of properties they live. This information could help drive market efficiencies and help policymakers 

determine the evidence-based policy pathways to develop BTR homes.  

Anecdotally, we learned that BTR homes were initially designed with senior citizens in mind (i.e., 

small single-family properties that have one floor, are easy to manage, and have maintenance available), 

but the market has evolved, and newer, particularly high-end, properties are geared more toward 

younger households that are aging out of apartments and need or want more space but cannot afford to 

or do not want to buy. To better understand this market and its potential growth, it would be helpful to 

have data on who rents BTR properties versus other rentals.  

The United States is experiencing a severe shortage of housing supply, particularly of single-family 

homes.13 BTR housing is one opportunity to bring new capital and energy into the homebuilding space, 

which will increase the nationwide housing supply. Policies that encourage and allow more 

homebuilding overall are crucial to combating the supply-side shortage, and such policies will help the 

BTR market as well. Tax incentives and flexible zoning policies can promote more homebuilding, either 

for rent or for sale, and these policies should be tweaked to encourage more investment in affordable 

housing. By allowing greater density in new developments, localities can encourage newly built 

properties, including BTR properties, to be affordable, as the cost of the units will be lower. Given that 

land costs have increased more rapidly than the costs of structures themselves over the past decade, 14 

BTR operators could produce smaller units, which can be more profitable in many locations, even when 

they can charge lower rents. Similarly, by allowing incentives such as low-cost financing (e.g., Freddie 

Mac’s pilot) or tax credits for homes rented to low-income borrowers, SFR investors would be more 

likely to prioritize affordable rental housing.  
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That said, BTR homes are not the silver bullet for increasing housing supply, particularly affordable 

housing supply. Both the SFR market writ large, and the BTR market, are small pieces of the overall US 

housing market. One criticism that is often leveled against the institutional SFR industry is that it 

competes with and may crowd out those who seek to provide affordable housing for renters and 

potential new homeowners. Evidence of this for institutional SFR homes is mixed, and there has been no 

research specifically on BTR homes. Regardless, given how great today’s affordable housing crisis and 

undersupply is, particularly relative to the supply of SFR and BTR homes, wider and more inclusive 

policies that change incentives and returns on affordable housing will be necessary to adequately 

address the lack of affordable housing in the United States. But at the margin, BTR housing helps.  

Overall, the BTR model, while exhibiting a great deal of variation in terms of property type, 

financing, and business strategy, is here to stay. The model provides capital for a desperately needed 

increase in housing supply, and it offers an additional disposition strategy for homebuilders, which can 

help keep housing supply and starts stable during economic downturns that decrease homebuying 

demand. More available data, particularly disaggregated by BTR type, will help researchers and 

policymakers more fully understand the BTR models, their various constraints, and the opportunities to 

serve many different types of renters. 

More research needs to be done to allow policymakers to better assess how much increased supply 

this growing sector can add. BTR homes increase supply, though likely not by the full amount of BTR 

activity, as some of the homes would have been built in any case. The critical question we leave for 

future research is how much of the BTR supply would have been built in any case, and how much simply 

reflects a reallocation from homes that would have otherwise been owner-occupied? 
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Matthew Goldstein, Trump Decries a ‘Nation of Renters’ but His New Policy Promotes 
One, NY Times, 2/11/2026 

President Trump has identified what he says is a clear culprit holding back the housing market: 
corporate investors buying up single-family homes and renting them out. 
“Homes are built for people, not for corporations,” Mr. Trump said in a speech last month in 
Davos, Switzerland. “America will not become a nation of renters.” 
But buried in Mr. Trump’s recently announced executive order that seeks to bar large investors 
from acquiring single-family homes is an exemption that allows them to build homes for renting 
out. 
These build-to-rent housing communities are a growing niche of the market and involve some of 
the same Wall Street landlords that Mr. Trump has blamed for preventing average Americans 
from owning their own homes. 
In recent years, private equity firms like Blackstone have been building new subdivisions of 
single-family houses that are all for rent. Large home-building companies like Lennar and D.R. 
Horton have also gotten into the business, building single-family homes dedicated as rentals. 
One of the president’s own top housing officials, Bill Pulte, had a small business of buying 
newly built rental homes before he joined the administration. 
The build-to-rent exemption may seem at odds with the Trump administration’s stated goal of 
making more homes available for sale to middle-income Americans by cracking down on Wall 
Street-backed landlords. Similar proposals have garnered support from some Democratic and 
Republican politicians over the years. 
But housing analysts say, from a policy perspective, build-to-rent communities make sense 
because they are improving the availability of quality rental housing. 
Rick Palacios Jr., director of research for John Burns Research and Consulting, a housing 
research firm, said build-to-rent communities catered to parents with young children who weren’t 
quite ready to buy a home. 
“Build-to-rent is really a natural steppingstone for homeownership,” he said. 
Last year, some 66,000 homes in build-to-rent communities were completed, according to 
Zonda, a home-building data and research firm. By comparison, just 11,000 build-to-rent 
community homes were constructed in 2021. 
The president’s executive order could give a boost to the nation’s home builders, at a time when 
many Americans cannot buy single-family homes because of high mortgage rates, rising home 
prices for existing homes and a severe shortage of newly constructed affordable homes. 
D.R. Horton, the nation’s largest homebuilder, said in a recent regulatory filing that it sold 3,546 
single-family rental homes last year, compared with 83,622 that were mainly sold to ordinary 
buyers. Lennar started a dedicated online platform in August for investors looking to buy newly 
built rental homes. Both Lennar and D.R. Horton declined to comment. 
Alan Ratner, a managing director at Zelman & Associates, an investment bank focused on the 
housing industry, said build-to-rent deals provided a “built-in hedge” for builders. The ability of 
a homebuilder to presell a significant number of rental homes in a given development to a large 
institutional buyer gives the builder comfort to build more homes than it normally might, he said. 
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Today, almost all of the big Wall Street landlords — Invitation Homes, American Homes 4 Rent 
and Blackstone — are either cutting deals with homebuilders to buy newly constructed homes in 
dedicated rental communities or setting up their own construction firms. 
Last month, Invitation Homes, one of the original Wall Street landlords, acquired a build-to-rent 
developer that specialized in constructing single-family rental home communities in several 
Southeastern states. 
Invitation Homes, which already owns 80,000 rental homes, announced its deal roughly two 
weeks after Mr. Trump announced his ban on corporate investors turning single-family 
homes into rental units. 
For many years, Invitation Homes and its private equity owner at the time, Blackstone, were 
the public face of the Wall Street-backed landlords. The aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis, 
which left millions of Americans in financial ruin, was a buying opportunity for Invitation 
Homes, which acquired tens of thousands of foreclosed homes to operate as rentals. 
Wall Street-backed firms’ buying of foreclosed homes helped stabilize the housing market in 
some regions because it took vacant homes off the market and helped put a floor under falling 
home prices. But over time, the Wall Street landlords became a lightning rod for critics who said 
the deep-pocketed firms were crowding out first-time home buyers in places like Atlanta, 
Nashville, Phoenix, Las Vegas and Tampa, Fla. — where most of the firms concentrated their 
buying. 
In recent years, several members of Congress introduced bills that would limit institutional 
investors from buying large numbers of homes to operate as rentals. But the measures were not 
adopted. 
Mr. Trump’s executive order would similarly require congressional action to be fully put into 
effect. The executive order also instructs the Treasury Department to come up with a definition 
of what constitutes a big institutional buyer and operator of single-family rentals. 
Eric Seymour, a Rutgers University professor who has studied the impact of Wall Street 
landlords on the housing market, said the federal government could have had more of an impact 
on the ability of Wall Street to buy homes if it had acted a decade or so ago during the Obama 
and first Trump administrations. 
Most of the big Wall Street landlords — which came into existence in the wake of the financial 
crisis — long ago moved on from buying large numbers of existing homes. Soaring home prices 
and low foreclosure rates have made such purchases less profitable. 
Today, Wall Street landlords make up only a small segment of the homebuying market. By some 
estimates, they own 1 to 3 percent of all single-family rentals in the country. Blackstone, in a fact 
sheet, said it owned 22 percent fewer homes than it did eight years ago. 
Most investors buying single-family homes are mom-and-pop businesses that own a handful of 
rental homes and are not expected to fall under the executive order. Other active buyers are 
smaller investment firms that have acquired a few dozen rental homes, as opposed to whole 
communities. 
Investing in single-family homes had been lucrative for Wall Street. Blackstone took Invitation 
Homes public in 2017 and fully exited its investment in 2019, generating $7 billion in gross 
proceeds, about twice its original investment. 
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Two years ago, Blackstone got back into the business in a big way, acquiring Tricon Residential, 
a large single-family rental firm that already had been active in the build-to-rent market and is 
continuing to manage rental communities in Texas, North Carolina, South Carolina, California 
and Georgia. 
Last year, Tricon broke ground on a development that will include 93 rental homes and town 
homes in Simpsonville, S.C. The company is working with a Florida-based builder to construct 
the development, which will include a pool, a dog park, a playground, and pickleball and tennis 
courts. A sign at the development said: “Brand New Homes for Rent.” 
Like President Trump, Mr. Pulte, his director of the Federal Housing Finance Agency, has been a 
vocal critic of corporate landlords. But before he joined the administration, Mr. Pulte was an 
investor in build-to-rent properties. 
In recent years, several of Mr. Pulte’s investment firms had bought more than a dozen single-
family homes, including from his family’s former home-building business, PulteGroup, and from 
other big builders like Lennar and Toll Brothers. 
At the time, Mr. Pulte said those rental properties would help “give the experience of a new 
home to Americans who cannot afford it.” Asked on Monday about Mr. Trump's executive order, 
Mr. Pulte said: “Unlike small landlords, corporations that are owning 100,000-plus homes are not 
where we should be in America.” 
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Jared Mitovich, Massachusetts Weighs Return of Rent Control, Dividing Top Democrats, 
Wall St. J., 2/16/26 

BOSTON—A fight is heating up in Massachu-
setts over what could become one of the na-
tion’s strictest rent-control measures. 
A group of housing advocates and labor unions 
want to stop landlords from raising rents by 
more than the state’s annual rate of inflation—
but no higher than 5%—a year. They amassed 
enough signatures late last year to qualify their 
proposal for this November’s ballot, launching 
New England’s most populous state headlong 
into the debate over whether policing rent helps 
tenants. 
The ballot measure has garnered early polling 
support in a state with some of the nation’s pric-
iest real estate. The average two-bedroom 
apartment in Massachusetts goes for about 
$2,560 a month, 74% above the national aver-
age, according to Zillow. In Boston, where such 
units fetch about $3,370, Mayor Michelle Wu, 
a Democrat, is supporting the measure. 
Opposition is mounting, too. Gov. Maura Hea-
ley—also a Democrat—has said she would 
vote against the measure on concerns that rent 
control stifles housing production. A campaign 
organized by developers, landlords and busi-
ness groups has pledged to spend millions try-
ing to defeat it, and is also backing a legal chal-
lenge. 
The Massachusetts law, if adopted, would be 
especially strict as it doesn’t allow for rent in-
creases above inflation. Rent controls in places 
such as Oregon, California and Maryland’s big-
gest county set limits at the rate of inflation plus 
an additional amount, or set a higher maxi-
mum, said Evan Horowitz, executive director 
of the Center for State Policy Analysis at Tufts 
University. 
Economists have long argued rent control can 
slow investment and worsen housing-supply 
shortages. The hazards are on display in Min-
nesota’s Twin Cities: permits for multifamily 
construction plummeted in St. Paul after it 

enacted a strict rent-control law in 2022, which 
it is now loosening. Nearby Minneapolis, with-
out rent control, saw a rise in permits. 
Still, the concept keeps drawing support in 
pricey, Democratic-controlled parts of the 
country. Los Angeles recently tightened rent 
controls for the first time in four decades. New 
York City Mayor Zohran Mamdani wants to 
freeze rents for stabilized units there. In Mas-
sachusetts, a November Suffolk Univer-
sity/Boston Globe poll of 500 registered voters 
found that nearly 63% would support the rent-
control ballot measure. 
“The housing crisis isn’t gonna wait for us to 
ramp up production,” said Charles Clark, 26 
years old, a member of the coalition backing 
the proposal. He has been looking for full-time 
work since a recent stint in nonprofit organiz-
ing ended while living with family in a Boston 
suburb, with rents putting an apartment of his 
own out of reach. 
Detractors say the law would slow develop-
ment and deflate property values. “The ques-
tion will not only be a cold shower for produc-
tion of housing in Massachusetts, but it also is 
gonna hurt little people—people that are trying 
to build generational wealth,” said Greg Vasil, 
chief executive of the Greater Boston Real Es-
tate Board. It is one of the main groups in-
volved in the campaign opposing the proposal. 
Massachusetts has tried rent control before, but 
not for decades. In 1994, when Boston and 
neighboring Brookline and Cambridge all had 
some form of limits on rent hikes, voters 
banned the practice via ballot measure follow-
ing a contentious campaign led by small land-
lords. That means the law has to change—in the 
statehouse or via the ballot box—to once again 
cap rent increases. 
Boston’s mayor has more recently tried to re-
vive rent control, but the Democratic-con-
trolled legislature hasn’t allowed it. Wu said 
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last week she would vote for the November bal-
lot proposal, even though she had previously 
expressed concern that the measure was too re-
strictive. 
The measure would exempt new construction 
for the first 10 years and owner-occupied build-
ings with four or fewer units. It will officially 
qualify for the November ballot if the legisla-
ture declines to pass it themselves by midyear, 
and if proponents collect roughly 12,400 more 
signatures beyond the 88,000 certified signa-
tures collected so far. 
The House is focused on ways to boost housing 
production, said Max Ratner, a spokesman for 
Speaker Ron Mariano. “The speaker has long 
argued that rent control, and specifically the 
proposal that could go before voters in the fall, 
will stifle housing production, exacerbating the 
main challenge at the root of the affordability 
crisis here in Massachusetts,” Ratner said. 
A spokeswoman for the governor said Healey’s 
earlier comments opposing the ballot meas-
ure—she spoke out against it on a December 
radio program—still reflect her position. 
“If you look at the studies, you effectively halt 
production,” Healey said at the time.  

Amir Shahsavari, president of the Small Prop-
erty Owners Association in Massachusetts, said 
Boston’s old rent-control policy meant his 
mother couldn’t collect enough for the upkeep 
and repair of her 10-unit building there. 
He later took ownership of that property, but 
said he sold it last year for fear rent control 
would return. He said he still owns five units in 
Beverly and Rockport, two communities north-
east of Boston, but that he would consider leav-
ing the business and even the state if the ballot 
measure passes. 
Claude James Jr., a behavioral specialist at a 
Boston high school, said the rent for the one-
bedroom apartment he shares with his fiancée 
in suburban Quincy, Mass., eats up half of his 
monthly net income. James said they have al-
ready seen increases since moving there in 
2024, and more hikes could push them farther 
away from Boston and his job. 
Rising rent “just makes everything harder for 
the working people that need to live and need 
to work and want to live near where they 
work,” James said. 
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Rent control has a long and hotly debated history. Although rent control has been shown 

to increase stability and affordability for tenants in controlled units, some studies have 

found that these benefits are offset by greater costs in the uncontrolled rental market 

because of reductions in the overall supply of rental units (Diamond, McQuade, and 

Qian 2018; Sims 2007). Critics also question whether the benefits of rent control truly 

reach renters with low incomes and renters of color who face the greatest affordability 

challenges (Ault and Saba 1990; Gyourko and Linneman 1989; Sims 2007). 

Even still, many tenants, tenants’ rights groups, and community organizers support rent control and 

believe in its ability to balance power between renters and landlords. As such, rent control has 

reemerged as a potential tool to address the housing affordability crisis in the US. In 2019 alone, New 

York, California, and Oregon passed statewide rent control laws or laws that allow cities to enact their 

own regulations (Rajasekaran, Treskon, and Greene 2019). Additional efforts for new regulations or 

challenges to preemption (when states do not allow cities to enact their own rent control ordinances) 

are expected or under way in 2021 in Colorado, Illinois, Massachusetts, Minnesota, Nevada, and 

Washington state (NMHC 2020). 

In this brief, we detail the various components of rent control that determine the regulations’ 

impact on the equitable provision of affordable housing. To identify these components, we pull from 

academic literature, document review, and interviews with 23 key stakeholders that include community 

leaders, tenant advocates, policymakers, landlords, and developers. We also gather evidence from 

Rent Control 
Key Policy Components and Their Equity Implications 

M E T R O P O L I T A N  H O U S I N G  A N D  C O M M U N I T I E S  P O L I C Y  C E N T E R  
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newspaper articles across the US about rent control reforms to identify common barriers, changes to 

regulations, and innovative ways of implementing rent control to close loopholes and improve outcomes 

for low-income tenants, both in and outside rent-controlled units. A project advisory group oversaw this 

work (members are listed in the acknowledgments section below). 

This brief also serves to inform our broader body of work on rent control and inclusionary zoning,1 

which will include an empirical study that estimates the impact of rent control reforms on the overall 

supply of housing, the supply of housing that is affordable to households with low and moderate 

incomes, and access to opportunity for households with low incomes and households of color. 

We find that different groups of stakeholders have diverging views on the efficacy of rent control in 

promoting equitable housing outcomes: 

 While landlords, for-profit developers, and real estate industry representatives are skeptical of 

rent control’s ability to provide affordable housing for renters with low incomes and renters of 

color, many tenant advocates and housing policy researchers disagree and feel that policy 

loopholes or weak regulatory coverage is to blame when rent control fails to improve housing 

affordability. 

 Tenant advocates support rent control over other, more supply-driven policies like inclusionary 

zoning, partly because they feel that rent control plays a crucial role in mitigating power 

imbalances between tenants and landlords and in increasing civic engagement, which is often 

overlooked in traditional quantitative research. They also feel that rent control does a better 

job of providing housing that is affordable to families with low incomes and that other supply-

driven policies create housing that is affordable to households with more moderate incomes. 

 Vacancy decontrol, which allows landlords to raise rents to market rate or exclude units from 

regulation after a vacancy, creates an incentive for landlords to displace current tenants and 

encourages them to select tenants who are more mobile and often have higher incomes. Many 

jurisdictions have enacted tenant protections such as just-cause eviction requirements to 

mitigate the negative impacts of vacancy decontrol. However, landlords have found so many 

loopholes around these protections that vacancy control may be the only way to truly ensure 

the stability and rights of tenants in rent-controlled units. 

 Policy enforcement, compliance, and education are important and often overlooked program 

components that are necessary to ensuring equitable tenant outcomes. The same rent control 

regulation may work differently in one jurisdiction versus another if one has a strong protective 

body in place that helps enforce the rules and support tenants and landlords and the other does 

not. 
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Rent Control Regulations 
“Rent control” is a loose term used to cover a spectrum of rent regulations. These regulations can vary 

from hard caps on maximum rents (often associated with traditional rent control) to limits on the 

amount that rent can increase over time (a method that is often referred to as rent stabilization and is 

popular currently). 

The distinction between these terms generally reflects differences in first- and second-generation 

regulations. First-generation policies were associated with federally imposed rent ceilings in response 

to constrained housing markets during World War II. While this iteration of strict rent control largely 

disappeared by the 1950s, the second generation emerged in the 1970s in response to mass tenant 

organizing and growing housing cost burdens. Unlike the blunt rent caps associated with the first 

generation of policies, this iteration was more moderate—it had caps that shifted yearly and often had 

hardship provisions, including allowing landlords to petition to increase rents for capital improvements 

if they were not receiving “reasonable returns.”  

The following decades were marked by heavy lobbying against rent control by the real estate 

industry and early economic research suggesting that rent control negatively affected construction 

rates and property maintenance.2 Significant backlash against rent control and a wave of statewide 

preemptions followed (box 1). 

BOX 1 

Preemption and Restriction of Rent Control at the State Level 

In the 1980s and 1990s, conservative state legislators from the American Legislative Exchange Councila 
led efforts to preempt rent control legislation in cities, counties, and other jurisdictions—with great 
success (Goetz et al. 2021). At the same time, many existing rent control policies were repealed or 
weakened through state-level legislation. While more than 200 municipalities have enacted some form 
of rent regulation, rent control is outlawed by the majority of states in the country. As of 2020, 31 states 
had preempted local use of rent control.b Some researchers argue that these statewide restrictions 
prevented rapid policy responses during the COVID-19 pandemic and impeded local housing policy 
advocacy (Greene, Ramakrishnan, and Morales-Burnett 2020). Examples include the following:  

 Dillon’s Rule. While this does not explicitly preempt rent control, local governments in Dillon’s 
Rule states are required to make their case to the state government before enacting rent control. 
The states with Dillon’s Rule are Alaska, Nevada, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, Vermont, Virginia, 
and West Virginia as of 2020.c 

 Costa-Hawkins Rental Housing Act. This California law requires vacancy decontrol, prevents 
rent caps on units built after 1995, and exempts single-family homes and condominiums from 
coverage. 

 Ellis Act. This state law, also in California, allows landlords going out of business to evict tenants 
and convert those units into ownership units such as condominiums.  

This trend of statewide rent control restriction has been challenged in recent years as local tenant 
advocates are finding ways to work around state preemption to get rent stabilization policies on local 
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ballots. For example, although Minnesota technically preempts rent control, housing advocates in St. 
Paul were able to collect the signatures needed to put a citywide rent stabilization measure on the 
ballot this coming November.d  

a Maya Dukmosova, “The Secret History of Illinois’s Rent Control Prohibition,” Chicago Reader, May 16, 2017, 

https://www.chicagoreader.com/chicago/illinois-rent-control-prohibition-history/Content?oid=26517042.  
b “Rent Control Laws by State,” National Multifamily Housing Council, September 2, 2020, https://www.nmhc.org/research-

insight/analysis-and-guidance/rent-control-laws-by-state/. 
c “Rent Control Laws by State,” NMHC. 
d Katie Galioto, “With 9,000 Signatures in Hand, St. Paul Housing Advocates Campaign for Rent Control,” Star Tribune, June 15, 

2021, https://www.startribune.com/with-9-000-signatures-in-hand-st-paul-housing-advocates-campaign-for-rent-

control/600068443/. 

Rent control has two primary goals: preventing rapid rent increases and keeping qualifying units 

below market rate. However, rent control has also been used for addressing concerns surrounding 

speculative real estate investment, maintaining economic and racial diversity, and providing renters 

with housing habitability and stability (Chew and Treuhaft 2019). Instead of relying on government 

subsidies, rent control uses private landlords and developers as stakeholders responsible for the 

provision of affordable housing. This theory of change is similar to that of inclusionary zoning, a policy 

whose components we explore in “Inclusionary Zoning: How Different IZ Policies Affect Tenant, 

Landlord, and Developer Behaviors” (Stacy et al. 2021). 

The impact of rent control regulations depends on the institutional features of the policy and the 

local housing market conditions where they are implemented (Been, Ellen, and House 2019). For 

instance, some rent control policies allow for vacancy decontrol. Other policies ban vacancy decontrol 

and thus yield different results (Nagy 1997). Studies that treat all rent control regulations the same may 

mask the heterogeneous effects of different policies and limit their ability to inform policy and improve 

lives. Therefore, it is important to study not only rent control broadly but also how it is designed and 

implemented. 

Rent Control Policy Components 
Iterations of policy enactment and reforms over time have made the specific features of rent control 

and their implementation vary widely between jurisdictions. Understanding the diversity of policy 

components and their potential effect on affordable housing supply is essential to creating equitable 

and targeted programs. 

Rent control regulations generally have five policy components, as seen in table 1 and discussed in 

greater detail below. 
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TABLE 1 

Components of Rent Control Regulations 

Component 
of regulation Definition 
Permitted rent 
increases 

The maximum rent or increase in rent that a landlord can charge to a tenant and how such 
increases are determined (e.g., pegged to the consumer price index, a flat increase, the 
consumer price index plus a percentage, a nominal amount, or decided by board). 

Types of 
housing 
covered 

Characteristics that make rental housing ineligible for rent regulation. Examples may include 
new market-rate construction, buildings built after a set year, inclusion after a certain number 
of years post-development (e.g., 10 years after construction), developments with substantial 
recent renovations, or properties under a certain unit count.  

Unit decontrol The process through which a unit or building becomes deregulated. This includes vacancy 
decontrol, by which a unit is raised to market rate or becomes unregulated after vacancy, as 
well as condominium conversions and building sales, by which landlords convert or sell their 
properties to remove them from the market.  

Exceptions 
to rent caps 

Individualized increases granted to owners under certain conditions, such as cost pass-
throughs for improvements or appeals for right to fair returns. 

Tenant 
protections  

Many program features incentivize tenant harassment and evictions. Recent policies have 
included just-cause eviction and protection against harassment by landlords. 

Source: Authors’ compilation of rent control regulations. 

To better understand these policy components and their implications for stakeholder behaviors, we 

interviewed 23 community leaders, tenant advocates, policymakers, landlords, researchers, and 

developers. Opinions varied on which policy components had the largest effect on the supply of 

affordable housing and overall housing supply. The components most frequently mentioned as 

important by interviewees were permitted rent increases, harassment and eviction protections, 

vacancy decontrol and building sales, and the housing types included in the regulation (table 2).   

TABLE 2 

Rent Control Policy Components Most Frequently Mentioned, by Stakeholder Group 

Urban planners Politicians 
Landlords and 

developers 
Nonprofit 

developers 
Housing policy 

researchers 

Tenant 
advocates and 

organizers 
Permitted rent 
increases 

Permitted 
rent 
increases 

Unit decontrol Types 
of housing 
covered 

Permitted rent 
increases 

Unit decontrol 

Tenant 
protections 

Types 
of housing 
covered 

Permitted rent 
increases 

Permitted rent 
increases 

Unit decontrol Permitted rent 
increases 

Unit decontrol   Types 
of housing 
covered 

 Exceptions 
to rent caps 

Tenant 
protections 

Source: Authors’ interviews with rent control policy stakeholders. 
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Permitted Rent Increases 

The rate at which landlords can increase rents is a core component of a rent regulation. Increases are 

set using a fixed formula determined by a state or local housing agency, or they are determined each 

year or in some other interval by a rent control  board. Programs with formula-based rent increases use 

a few common methods to set their yearly increases, such as the following:   

 increases equal to the full amount of the annual consumer price index (e.g., Los Angeles; 

Newark, New Jersey) 

 increases equal to a percentage of the annual consumer price index (e.g., West Hollywood, 

California; Cambridge, Massachusetts) 

 changes in the cost of living throughout the duration of a lease (e.g., Jersey City, New Jersey) 

Annual rent increases can also be influenced by the political landscape within a jurisdiction if rents 

are set by elected or appointed rent boards. For example, in New York City, the Rent Guidelines Board 

is made up of nine members, all appointed by the mayor, who vote on yearly rent increases. A recent 

report found large differences in the average yearly increases between administrations, with current 

Mayor Bill de Blasio’s board much more likely to vote for freezes compared with the board appointed by 

former Mayor Michael Bloomberg (Stein 2021). One landlord of small properties whom we interviewed 

stated that what small local landlords perceived as overly restrictive rent control boards and measures 

cause those unable or unwilling to accept lower profits to sell. 

We don’t have big, giant Jared Kushner–type guys like they have in New York. I wouldn’t be 

surprised to see those guys come here if people like me say, “Oh, screw this. This isn’t worth it. 

I don’t want to deal with all these rent boards telling me what to do and what I can charge. I 

can’t get rid of somebody that’s screwing around in the neighborhood or causing trouble and 

having the cops called on them all the time. I’ll just sell them. I’ll sell them to Jared Kushner 

and let people deal with him.” 

—Landlord 

A more recent form of rent control, referred to as antigouging statutes, sets high maximum rent 

increase caps statewide. Used in California and Oregon, antigouging measures aim to prevent both 

gentrification and homelessness caused by steep rent hikes, which occur disproportionately in lower-

cost units and for low-income renters.3 California and Oregon rent caps—at 7 and 5 percent plus 

inflation, respectively—are higher than the typical yearly rent increases of 1 to 3 percent allowed in 

other rent-controlled jurisdictions. 
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Some housing policy researchers and developers believe that antigouging caps allow for needed 

flexibility within markets and will not hinder construction and that the simplicity eases the 

administrative burden of statewide implementation. But in California, tenant organizers stated that 

Assembly Bill 1482, California’s antigouging policy, was too high to prevent displacement of low-income 

and economically precarious renters. One tenant advocate explained, “Increases of only 2 or 3 percent 

are what often cause people to lose their homes.” This raises the largely unstudied questions of what 

level of yearly rent increase allowance improves housing stability and how this decision affects low-

income renters and renters of color. Pinpointing the optimal yearly increase is particularly important 

because rent control does not include participant-level targeting, which is discussed more in box 2.  

BOX 2 

The Role of Means Testing in Rent Control 

Because rent control is a blanket policy without a targeting mechanism, such as the means testing or 
income restrictions used in inclusionary zoning, some policymakers and researchers have questioned 
whether rent control can even be considered an affordable housing policy solution. As one member of 
our project’s advisory group reflected, “Affordability is a measure of price relative to income; rent 
control only addresses price.” We outline common sentiments for and against means testing policies 
shared by interviewees below.  

Critics, including real estate lobby representatives and some housing policy researchers, argued 
that its lack of targeting makes rent control inefficient and provides subsidies for tenants who do not 
necessarily need them. 

 “You could have a doctor and their partner making $300,000 a year benefiting from the lower 
rent and caps, whereas someone making minimum wage is forced into a more expensive unit. It 
doesn’t truly ensure low-income renters are the beneficiaries.” 

 “[In Washington, DC,] we have a lot of couples and singles that earn more than families and are 
bidding on the same homes. Rent control supports residents without any attention paid to 
income.” 

On the other hand, tenant advocates and other researchers believe its broad application is essential 
to rent control’s strengths. They say rent control, used as a consumer protection policy, encourages 
neighborhood stability, reduces bureaucracy and administrative costs, and eliminates potentially 
exclusionary renter vetting requirements.  

 “Means testing isn’t the issue. Everybody needs low-cost housing if you want a better society. [If 
you use means testing,] then what happens to people who are middle income and they lose their 
jobs? We want to make housing less of a commodity and more of a community asset, or we’re not 
going to have stable communities. We don’t have communities because people can’t stay where 
they are.”  

 “[Inclusionary zoning] is very heavily means-tested, but that has created so many procedural 
hurdles that make it difficult for people to access housing. I think [the lack of means testing] is a 
strength of rent control because there aren’t these procedural hurdles or the hurdles of 
discrimination, having to provide documentation—it’s just a normal person trying to find 
housing.” 
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Types of Housing Covered 

The most common criteria used to determine whether a property is covered by a rent control regulation 

are the age and size of the property and the landlord’s portfolio. Policymakers generally try to include as 

much of the rental housing stock as possible within the regulation. Broad inclusion is then often 

challenged by the developer and real estate lobbies that believe rent control may dampen new 

development, unfairly burden small landlords, or reduce their profit margins. These negotiations and 

subsequent trade-offs have meant that most rent control policies exempt new construction, exempt 

buildings constructed after a certain date, or offer a grace period before a building is incorporated into 

the controlled stock.  

Some tenant advocates and housing policy researchers stated that excluding new or more recently 

constructed buildings unnecessarily limits rent control’s coverage. The number of apartment units 

constructed, they contend, is more strongly linked to existing exclusionary land-use policies, market 

conditions, and economic cycles than it is to rent control. Indeed, research comparing jurisdictions in 

New Jersey with and without rent control found no relationship between rent control and the number 

of units constructed (Gilderbloom and Ye 2007). Another study comparing construction rates before 

and after the end of rent control in the Massachusetts localities of Boston, Brookline, and Cambridge 

found the policy did not significantly affect short-term construction rates (Sims 2007). Such findings 

could suggest that the reduction in rental units found in other studies is driven predominantly by 

condominium conversions rather than by reduced construction, although this question requires more 

research. 

Tax exemptions are also used to add units in recently constructed buildings to the controlled stock, 

and this opt-in method addresses fears of stymied construction. For example, the Affordable New York 

program, commonly referred to as 421-a, provides developers with a subsidy to place their units under 

rent regulation. Similarly, the city’s J-51 exemption and abatement program subsidizes renovations or 

conversions of industrial or commercial spaces into apartments under the condition the buildings 

remain stabilized for 20 years.4 Tax exemption programs incentivize additional controlled housing 

supply. However, one housing policy researcher and advocate described the exemptions as overly 

generous and “a monumental giveaway to developers,” as rents are still initially set at market rates and 

arguably “produce rent-stabilized housing that’s not necessarily affordable at all.” Rent control 

provisions can also be placed temporarily on buildings that were developed using other tax credits or 

exemptions but are transitioning to market rate (box 3). 
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BOX 3 

Placing Expiring LIHTC Properties under Rent Control Can Prevent Rapid Rent Increases 

The Low-Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) program is one of the largest federal sources of new 
affordable rental housing in the US. Tax credits are given to private and nonprofit developers to build or 
rehabilitate projects so long as a portion of units are kept affordable (usually accessible to residents 
whose incomes are below 60 percent of the area median income) for 15 to 30 years, at which point the 
developers can convert the units to market rate. Many of these affordability requirements are set to 
expire, with more than 485,000 LIHTC units set to reach 30 years between 2020 and 2029. 

Now, some states and jurisdictions are trying to prevent rapid rent increases from displacing LIHTC 
tenants—disproportionately people with low incomes, people of color, and seniors—by placing these 
buildings under rent stabilization. In Massachusetts, state legislators placed these buildings under 
temporary rent stabilization, creating a rent cap on government-assisted properties in the first three 
years after their affordability requirements expire.a 

a Bob Katzen, “Beacon Hill Roll Call: Nov. 23–27, Retain Affordable Housing (S 2190),” Somerville Times, December 8, 2009, 

https://reading.wickedlocal.com/article/20091208/NEWS/312089414. 

Most rent control regulations limit coverage by the number of units within a building and generally 

exclude small buildings and single-family homes. This limit is intended to exclude small landlords, who 

are more likely to own these properties and to sell or convert their properties into condominiums. This 

exclusion raises equity concerns; single-family homes have become an increasingly larger share of the 

rental housing stock, particularly in racially diverse neighborhoods, and their tenants are more likely to 

have children living in poverty (Pfeiffer, Schafran, and Wegmann 2020). And some large landlords own 

many small units, allowing them to evade rent control regulations. Washington, DC, uses an alternative 

approach that bases coverage on the size of the owner’s portfolio, rather than on the number of units 

within a building, in an attempt to exclude small landlords from regulation. Similarly, California’s 2019 

Tenant Protection Act differentiates between small landlords and investors by ensuring that real estate 

investment trusts and corporate owners of single-family rentals are included in the coverage. 

Manufactured homes, whose 22 million renters and owners in the US are disproportionately lower-

income than their single-family and multiunit owner and renter counterparts, are also increasingly 

covered by rent control policies.5 A housing policy researcher explained that the addition of 

manufactured homes to rent control policy coverage in New York via the Housing Stability and Tenant 

Protection Act of 2019 was an important step toward equitable coverage of housing types in the state. 

The researcher explained that manufactured homes are generally not as well regulated as large-scale 

apartment buildings but face similar rent hikes on the land they occupy. “The same investors that were 

buying up rent-stabilized properties to decontrol them were buying up these manufactured home parks 

to raise rents on RV tenants,” the researcher said. “While manufactured home residents are in some 

ways homeowners, they are also land tenants.” 
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Removal of Units from Rent Control 

Buildings or units are removed from rent control’s coverage in two main ways: vacancy decontrol and 

condominium conversions. Vacancy decontrol is a common method of unit decontrol, with one study of 

rent regulations in New Jersey finding that three-quarters of all city-level legislation contained some 

form of vacancy decontrol (Goetz et al. 2021). Similarly, vacancy bonuses allow landlords to raise rents 

by a much higher percentage than previously allowed by the permitted rent increase, but the units 

remain part of the controlled stock. 

Generally, the landlords, developers, and property management representatives we interviewed 

support vacancy decontrol because they believe that without it, landlords would not have enough of an 

incentive or return on investment and that housing supply could be reduced. One landlord believes 

vacancy decontrol makes rent control more palatable: “The rent control itself is not that big of a deal [if 

it allows for vacancy decontrol].” But the landlord went on to say that vacancy decontrol does affect 

tenant selection: “We do like students. Number one, they leave…I always do raise the rents to market 

rates when they leave. The best tenants are the people that pay the most.” In this case, vacancy 

decontrol rewards landlords for choosing students or highly mobile tenants over longtime community 

members or families and allows them to subsequently raise rents and prioritize higher-income tenants. 

Tenant selection bias is not the only negative impact of vacancy decontrol from the perspective of 

renters; it is also known to incentivize tenant displacement. One housing researcher and tenant 

advocate explained: “Laws were improved in New York to get rid of what we call the eviction bonus, 

which the landlords call the vacancy bonus, that allowed for up to a 20 percent rent increase just 

between tenants. With that in place, a landlord would be incentivized to churn through tenants.” This 

displacement may be through eviction or other indirect and informal means, such as delayed 

maintenance or not renewing a lease. 

Removing vacancy decontrol was also frequently mentioned by interviewees as being fundamental 

to positive housing stability outcomes for tenants of color. Studies have shown that cities with vacancy 

control—places where rent control remains in place at the same level even after a tenant is replaced—

experienced an increase in their share of Black and Latinx renters and were generally more affordable 

to low-income households. Conversely, jurisdictions with vacancy decontrol were less affordable and 

disproportionally displaced Black renters (Heskin, Levine, and Garrett 2007). 

Significant evidence also exists that rent control policies have led to an overall reduction in rental 

units through condominium conversions, building sales, and owner move-ins (whereby owners evict 

tenants to occupy the unit or allow a family member to occupy the unit). In San Francisco, rent control 

was associated with mass condominium conversions, and apartment buildings under rent control were 

10 percent more likely to be converted to condominiums than noncontrolled buildings (Diamond, 

McQuade, and Qian 2018). But some housing researchers say attributing this phenomenon solely to 

rent control creates an oversimplified causal correlation that ignores other external factors such as 

fluctuating building costs, shifting demographics, and local land use and zoning policy (Chew and 

Treuhaft 2019). Now, San Francisco limits condominium conversions to 250 annually. One interviewee 
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noted, however, that property owners still find ways to work around the policy: “[The way] in which they 

convert property in cities like San Francisco is to hold property as tenancy in common. So six people will 

buy a building together, and each will have their own agreements and occupy different units, so they’re 

technically not condos, but they operate like them.” Other jurisdictions have passed reforms to address 

such policy loopholes and prevent decontrol or loss of additional affordable rentals: 

 In Mountain View, California, an ordinance prevents condominium conversions until the city 

has a certain number of apartments in the housing stock. 

 In Cambridge, Massachusetts, conversion applications must be submitted three years ahead of 

time. 

 In San Jose, California, selling a property does not trigger any change in rent control, and 

demolition is the only way a landlord can remove a property. 

While some loss of units is inevitable in places with rent control policies that allow deregulation 

through condominium conversion, building sales, and owner move-ins, program managers stressed that 

localities need to assess and project net controlled unit counts to ensure well-funded and sustainable 

programs. For example, many jurisdictions—including San Jose and Berkeley in California—levy yearly 

per unit registration fees on all stabilized units to pay for local government rent stabilization programs. 

This means that funding for successful program operation and implementation depends on maintaining 

a somewhat stable count of controlled units. 

Tenant Protections 

To address the harassment, retaliation, and evictions incentivized through vacancy decontrol and 

condominium conversions, recent rent control policy reforms and enaction efforts have included tenant 

protection measures or have been paired with tenant protection ordinances. The most common tenant 

protection is just-cause eviction, which allows a landlord to file an eviction against a tenant only under 

certain conditions, usually limited to cases of nonpayment of rent, major and repeated lease violations, 

or illegal activity. Sometimes just-cause eviction protections apply only to rent-controlled units, and 

sometimes they are passed as separate regulations that apply to all rental units within a local 

jurisdiction or state. 

Many jurisdictions also differentiate between evictions that are the “fault” of the landlord and 

evictions that are the “fault” of the tenant. For example, California’s and Oregon’s statewide tenant 

protection laws require that when an eviction is the fault of the landlord (e.g., when the landlord intends 

to sell or withdraw the property, to occupy the property, or to substantially renovate the property), the 

landlord must compensate the tenant. Compensation can take the form of rent waivers or relocation 

assistance as a flat fee or a cumulative number of months’ rent. 

While reducing the incentives for landlords to file formal evictions is crucial, both landlords and 

tenant advocates acknowledged that landlords have other ways of forcing tenants to move so they can 

raise rents. One housing policy researcher pointed out, “The landlord doesn’t have to evict them, they 

1403



can just choose to not renew their lease if they think somebody else will come in and pay more.” Formal 

eviction filings, which are often costly and time-consuming for landlords, are not necessary in the 

absence of guaranteed lease renewal. Some cities have enacted guaranteed lease renewals to address 

this. 

Landlords may also pressure and harass tenants to leave or reduce services and maintenance to 

rent-controlled units. “Antiharassment ordinances are really critical,” explained a housing policy 

researcher and tenant activist. “This makes it so tenants are actually able to secure their rights without 

retaliation. Rent control and guaranteed lease renewal means that you are not going to get evicted 

because the landlord doesn’t like you, or you had a kid, or you moved in with your roommate, or you 

complained because the heat was out during winter.” Closing these loopholes undoubtedly has high 

administrative costs, and programs will only successfully address these policy gaps if code enforcement, 

antiharassment, and just-cause eviction enforcement programs are concurrently passed, well funded, 

and sufficiently staffed. Therefore, removing vacancy decontrol may be the only way to ensure that 

tenants are not pushed out of units unfairly. 

Exceptions to Rent Caps 

Exceptions to rent caps, such as the following, were not frequently identified by interviewees and 

project advisory group members as being likely to have a large effect on overall and affordable housing 

supply or on differential outcomes for tenants with low incomes or tenants of color: 

 Cost pass-throughs for maintenance or capital improvements. In some jurisdictions, landlords 

can request to surpass an allowable rent increase to recoup losses related to building 

maintenance or improvements. While these provisions were meant to address property quality 

and maintenance concerns, particularly for small landlords, one landlord representative stated 

that these exceptions are often difficult to apply for and receive: “Landlords put double-pane 

windows. They fixed balconies, railings, decks, repaired the roof and made other improvements 

that they had to make...There is a very complicated bureaucratic process for this owner to go 

through to justify why they may need an additional $200 a month.” Some tenant advocates 

counter that these improvements and subsequent pass-throughs can be unnecessary and 

overburden tenants, but regulations that limit the amount a landlord is allowed to recoup and 

which repairs qualify can also be determined locally.  

 Right to fair return. To ensure landlords have sufficient cash flow, nearly every jurisdiction has 

some form of “reasonable” return or guarantees to landlords. These hardship petitions seeking 

approval to raise rents over the standard permitted rent increases are usually granted, and the 

subsequent increases are typically calculated as a measure of income the property generates 

against the approved operating costs and valuation. In Washington, DC, for example, landlords 

can file a petition if they earn anything less than a 12 percent rate of return on their investment 

property. 
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Rent Control’s Spillover Effects Can Challenge 
Unequal Power Dynamics 
We find that dominant theories and frequently referenced rent control research still center the basic 

economic theory that price caps limit supply. Unfortunately, this theory overlooks important positive 

effects of rent control for tenants, as one tenant advocate explained: “Having stability in your home is 

crucial for people’s lives and futures, as well as their emotional, family, neighborhood ties. I think some 

of the hidden gems are that the policy does build stronger civic leadership.” The stability and 

subsequent strong social ties resulting from rent control have often created political and social support 

networks that allowed tenants to increase their engagement and advocate for their rights. 

Renters, particularly low-income renters and renters of color, are less politically represented and 

engaged than are their homeowner counterparts in formal land use, zoning, and overall policymaking 

processes (Einstein, Ornstein, and Palmer 2019; Trounstine 2020). Tenant advocates we interviewed 

said renters in regulated units build stronger social networks, tenant associations, and unions. One 

advocate explained: “Rent control has made a key difference in challenging the power imbalances not 

only between tenants and landlords but [also in] increasing civic engagement.” These organizations, 

many of which were formed to push for rent control’s passage or stronger policy provisions, also 

provided critical knowledge, resources, and support for renters who had not previously been involved in 

other forms of housing policy advocacy or formal land-use planning and zoning decisionmaking 

channels. 

Tenants in rent-controlled units, particularly those with strong just-cause eviction protections, may 

also be more likely than renters in unregulated units to challenge landlord harassment and insist on unit 

repairs. While landlords, developers, and some housing policy researchers stated that rent control may 

lead to declines in property maintenance for controlled units, tenant advocates countered that 

stabilization helps mitigate landlord-tenant power imbalances and gives tenants needed social support. 

As one tenant advocate explained, “Rent-stabilized tenants will speak up when there’s a problem in 

their building in a way that not-rent-stabilized tenants won’t.” 

Challenges to the Equitable Provision of Affordable 
Housing Are Tied to External Market Factors 
The diversity of stakeholder experiences and opinions, along with largely varied and inconclusive 

empirical evidence, means that broad statements about the overall efficacy of rent control are 

unproductive at best. One takeaway is that external economic cycles and local housing market 

landscapes are more clearly tied to housing production and market-rate supply trends than is rent 

control alone. One advocate and housing policy researcher emphasized that the housing conditions and 

racialized market factors that lead tenants and activists to advocate for rent control are overlooked 

when rent control is causally attributed to decreases in housing affordability and supply: 
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It was a convergence of factors that weakened housing affordability over the years. What about 

gentrification pressures and not enough affordable housing production? What about the 

financialization of housing—government policies that have fused real estate with Wall Street’s 

financial markets, fueling and deregulating speculation? What about the loopholes and 

weaknesses in tenant protections, including how landlords gutted rent stabilization? We can 

observe effects but need to consider the causes more broadly. 

Land-use and zoning codes, as well as building codes, were noted as the biggest barriers to 

increasing production of both affordable and market-rate housing. Increased bureaucratic hurdles such 

as permitting fees or long and conditional approval processes can slow production and increase costs. 

I’m going to say that 40 years ago, when I first started being a building contractor, I could 

walk into the county building with a plan that was basically three pages. I would walk out 

with a permit, and it would cost me about $200, in an hour, one hour. Now, it would take 

you, probably, at least four to six months to get a permit, which would cost you $30,000. 

—Contractor 

Researchers and policymakers interested in rent control’s potential impact on housing supply might 

also examine the effects of existing land-use and zoning regulations on affordable housing production. 

Enacting rent control in tandem with supply-side policy solutions, such as reducing exclusionary 

zoning and land-use policies, can help address fears of zoning-induced displacement and lead to better 

place-based planning. A housing policy researcher and advocate explained: 

Good urban planning gets translated very quickly into rent increases. The expansion of transit, 

sustainability initiatives, all sorts of things that neighborhoods want, you can actually take out 

the secondary spillover effects of land-use decisions by having strong rent control systems. I 

have been a critic of up-zonings in working-class neighborhoods in large part because it can have 

this displacement pressure on neighboring sites. If we had a strong enough rent control system, 

that would be much less of a concern and we could start having smarter discussions about what 

we want our land-use systems and growth to look like. 

When passed in conjunction with other housing policies to address housing affordability, stability, 

and sufficient supply, rent control may resolve potential competing housing policy priorities. 
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Implementation Is Key to Equitable Programs 
Decisions about how to administer, enforce, and communicate to renters and landlords about rent 

control programs are critical to ensuring equitable tenant outcomes. But implementation, enforcement, 

and tracking are not necessarily part of a regulation itself. We outline examples and considerations in 

the sections below. 

Administration and Enforcement 

Decisions about who will govern, administer, and enforce rent control can mitigate or compound 

existing unequal tenant-landlord power dynamics. For example, Oregon’s statewide antigouging rent 

cap has no formal administrative body that supports compliance. This leaves enforcement to tenants 

alone, as complaints can be resolved only when a tenant initiates a lawsuit against a landlord. This 

effectively leaves only the tenants who have the time, background knowledge, and resources to take 

their landlords to court able to securely enforce this provision. 

Even programs with elected or appointed boards or existing governing bodies are generally reliant 

on tenant-initiated complaints. One program manager noted that renters who are undocumented were 

less likely than renters with citizenship to use the locality’s tenant-initiated system, as the gap between 

reporting and enforcement leaves ample time for landlord retaliation. In New York, for example, it took 

the Office of Rent Administration an average of 24 months to get an overcharge case assigned to an 

examiner.6 

Education and Program Tracking 

Recent rent control policies often have additional features to address negative outcomes from previous 

policy iterations. While closing loopholes creates targeted policies, it can also make them more 

complicated. Dense regulations are hard for both landlords and tenants to understand, which can leave 

landlords to accidentally fall into noncompliance or tenants unable to assert their rights. “There are just 

all these little loopholes everywhere,” a landlord explained. “It’s always going to be incremental, and 

pretty soon, you have people on the side, people that actually provide houses, saying, ‘This isn’t worth 

it.’” Oakland, California, counters these concerns by proactively offering rent stabilization workshops 

for small property owners, along with workshops geared toward teaching tenants their rights under the 

law. 

Tenants and landlords find their administrative burdens eased when localities track data about 

landlords, rents, and buildings subject to rent control. In San Jose, California, when tenants believed 

their landlord raised their rent to illegal levels, they had to initiate a petition to the city themselves. This 

changed in 2015 when the mayor and city council requested the rent stabilization program division to 

begin a rental property registry that tracked controlled apartments, tenancy, and allowable increases 

through an online portal. These data were also paired with property-level eviction data. As the program 

manager explained, “It’s helpful because it gives us a little bit more clarity as to what’s happening for 

rent-controlled units…We’re not trying to dig up information to use against anybody, we just want to 
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make sure whatever laws we do have in place are assisting the community.” The registry not only shifted 

the compliance responsibility from the tenant to the city but also gave the city valuable data to track 

and monitor the program. 

Conclusion 
Tenant advocates and organizers are leading a push for new rent control policies alongside efforts to 

repeal statewide restrictions and preemption. This has increased interest in the ability of different 

program design options to achieve specific housing goals. But even for cities such as New York or San 

Francisco that have been studied thoroughly, virtually no data or analysis has highlighted the causal 

effects of reforms over time and how these gradual shifts can result in varying affordable housing 

outcomes. For example, cities within New Jersey saw their rent control regimes watered down by small 

changes throughout the early 2000s, making the policy significantly less restrictive (Ambrosius et al. 

2015). Yet no one has extensively examined the effects of various reforms across and between 

jurisdictions on the supply of and access to housing that is affordable for people of color and low-income 

renters. 

To help inform the debate about rent control, we will use what we learned through this qualitative 

research and employ machine-learning methods to collect data on rent control reforms from newspaper 

articles across the country. We will then use panel data econometric techniques to estimate the impact 

of rent control reforms on housing supply, housing affordability, and access to high-opportunity 

neighborhoods for people of color and residents with low incomes. 

Notes 
1  Inclusionary zoning is a housing policy that offers incentives or mandates that developers set aside a share of 

units in new developments to be rented or sold at below-market rates. Some IZ policies also give developers the 
option of paying an in-lieu fee instead of developing actual affordable units or building the units in a different 
location from the primary development. 

2  See Downs (1988), Friedman and Stigler (1946), Gyourko and Linneman (1989), and Olsen (1972) for examples 
of these early works. 

3  While the speed and scale of implementation for rent control make it effective at quickly addressing private 
market affordability concerns, there are often immediate negative impacts for renters in the gap between policy 
passage and implementation. Between California’s statewide antigouging bill’s passage in September 2019 and 
its enaction in January 2020, tenants’ rights advocates reported increased instances of renter displacement as 
landlords hiked rents and refused to renew long-term leases in anticipation of the cap.  

4  “Tax Abatements and Exemptions FAQ,” NYC Rent Guidelines Board, accessed August 14, 2021.  
https://rentguidelinesboard.cityofnewyork.us/resources/faqs/tax-abatements-exemptions/.  

5  Jung Hyun Choi and Laurie Goodman, “22 Million Renters and Owners of Manufactured Homes Are Mostly Left 
Out of Pandemic Assistance,” Urban Wire (blog), Urban Institute, August 21, 2020, 
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/22-million-renters-and-owners-manufactured-homes-are-mostly-left-out-
pandemic-assistance.  

6  “New Rent Law Deluges Backlogged Tenant Overcharge Claims,” AmNY, October 1, 2019, 
https://www.amny.com/news/new-rent-law-deluges-backlogged-tenant-overcharge-claims-2/. 
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Epilogue: Home and Hope 299 

does not simply drop poor families into a dark valley, a trying yet 

relatively brief detour on life's journey. It fundamentally redirects their 

way, casting them onto a different, and much more difficult, path. 

Eviction is a cause, not just a condition, of poverty. 

Eviction. affects the old and the young, the sick and able-bodied. 

But for poor women of color and their children, it has become or­

dinary. Walk into just about any urban housing court in America, 

and you can see them waiting on hard benches for their cases to be 

called. Among Milwaukee renters, over 1 in 5 black women report 

having been evicted in their adult life, compared with 1 in 12 His­

panic women and 1 in 15 white women. 21 

Most evicted households in Milwaukee have children living in 

them, and across the country, many evicted children end up homeless. 

The substandard housing and unsafe neighborhoods to which many 

evicted families must relocate can degrade a child's health, ability to 

learn, and sense of self-worth. 22 And if eviction has lasting effects on 

mothers' depressi()n, sapping their energy and happiness, then children 

will feel that chill too. Parents like Arleen and Vanetta wanted to pro­

vide their children with stability, but eviction ruined that, pulling kids 

in and out of school and batting them from one neighborhood to the 

next. When these mothers finally did find another place to live, they 

once again began giving landlords most of their income, leaving little 

for the kids. Families who spend more on housing spend less on their 

children. 23 Poor families are living above their means, in apartments 

they cannot afford. The thing is, those apartments are already at the 

bottom of the market. 24 Our cities have become unaffordable to our 

poorest families, and this problem is leaving a deep and jagged scar on 

the next generation.

ALL THIS SUFFERING is shameful and unnecessary. Because it 

is unnecessary, there is hope. These problems are neither intractable 

nor eternal. A different kind of society is possible, and powerful 

solutions are within our collective reach. 
24. In other markets, when a commodity gets too expensive, people can buy less of it. When the price of oil 
shoots up, people can drive less. ... But when the price of rent and utilities rises, most poor Americans do not 
have the option of consuming cheaper or smaller housing, becasuse it doesn't exist in their city. . . 1416
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