
Thousands of privately owned affordable apart-
ments—both HUD-subsidized and unsubsidized—
located near transit are at risk as property values rise.
A 2009 AARP report co-authored by the National
Housing Trust (nhtinc.org) and Reconnecting
America (reconnectingamerica.org) claims that there
currently exist over 250,000 privately-owned, HUD-
subsidized apartments within walking distance of
quality transit. However, over 150,000 of them are
covered by federal housing contracts that will expire in
2014, which raises the possibility of their being con-
verted to market rate housing as transit-oriented
housing values rise.
These HUD-subsidized apartments house a very

vulnerable population: The average annual income is
less than $12,000; approximately 66 percent of resi-
dents are elderly or disabled; and most are people of
color. In fact, low-income and people of color are
about four times more likely to rely on public transit
to get to work than middle class whites. Consequent-
ly, preserving transit-oriented housing is critical to
maintaining access to jobs and resources for these dis-
advantaged populations.
In an environment where resources are scant,

preservation becomes a critical priority, as well as an
attractive option. Preserving an existing home is sig-
nificantly less expensive than constructing new afford-
able housing. Rehabilitating an existing affordable
apartment can cost one-third less than building a new
apartment and in more expensive communities with

high land costs, preservation can cost half as much as
building new affordable housing.
Ironically, the economic downturn provides an excel-

lent opportunity to safeguard affordable housing near
transit—if we act before property prices appreciate.

Notable Preservation Strategies
In September, 2010, the National Housing Trust,

Enterprise Community Partners (enterprisecommuni-
ty.com), and Reconnecting America published a
report—Preserving Affordable Housing near Transit: Case
Studies from Atlanta, Denver, Seattle and Washington,
D.C.—which demonstrates how nonprofit developers
in these metro areas have engaged in creative strategies
to preserve and improve affordable rental housing near
transit in spite of the challenges presented by the eco-
nomic downturn. Featured preservation strategies
include:

Act quickly to acquire buildings close to planned
transit prior to price appreciation. NEWSED Com-
munity Development Corporation (CDC) faced this
challenge when it sought to preserve Jody Apartments,
located adjacent to the Sheridan Light Rail Station in
Denver, Colorado. NEWSED (newsed.org) purchased
the unsubsidized but affordable rental property in
2007, six years before the scheduled opening of the
station. Early access to flexible acquisition assistance
from Enterprise and a land lease from the Urban Land
Conservancy were critical to making the purchase feasi-
ble. Although NEWSED immediately made improve-
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Preserving Affordable 
Transit-Oriented Housing

s the U.S. economy slows, the likelihood of significant federal or local investment in new mass transit diminishes. But
low- and moderate-income families depend upon housing close to transit to reduce their commuting expenses and
improve access to jobs, schools, and other opportunities. Not surprisingly, the rental market has already begun to grow
tighter in communities near existing transit and will most likely lead to escalating property values, making it more dif-
ficult to ensure long-term housing affordability.
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ments to address life and safety
issues, they were unable to obtain
financing to make substantial physi-
cal improvements and secure long-
term affordability within the same
time frame. The seven-year loan term
from Enterprise allowed NEWSED
sufficient time to assemble the
financing needed for a complete
property redevelopment.

Use data to identify and target
at-risk, affordable properties near
transit. Successful preservation often
begins with good data that can be
used to identify and prioritize HUD-
assisted, Low Income Housing Tax
Credit (LIHTC), and unsubsidized
rental properties near existing and
planned transit. The Mt. Baker
Housing Association in Seattle,
Washington (mtbakerhousing.org), is using a data-
driven approach to carefully target and preserve unsub-
sidized rental properties for long-term affordable use
along Seattle’s southeast transit corridor.
Although the southeast corridor’s new light rail line

opened in 2009, the economic downturn has mini-
mized widespread investment in the area, giving non-
profits an opportunity to acquire rental housing before

speculation occurs. Since accessing public subsidies to
redevelop such projects can be a challenge, Mt. Baker
has chosen to purchase properties that do not need sig-
nificant rehabilitation. To identify cost-effective preser-
vation targets, Mt. Baker reviewed data on approxi-
mately 350 buildings in the transit corridor looking at
factors, such as the property’s age and construction
type—to weed out properties that may have been
poorly constructed or were in bad condition or simply
not good candidates for preservation. This approach
allows Mt. Baker to stretch its limited resources much
further in securing affordable housing before specula-
tion picks up.

Access public resources targeted toward providing
affordable housing near transit. States and localities
are increasingly prioritizing public resources for afford-
able housing near transit. At present, 32 states provide
an incentive for proximity to transit, usually by award-
ing points in their LIHTC competitive scoring process.
In Missouri, Mississippi, Oregon, Texas, and Utah,
properties near transit can benefit from a 30 percent
“basis boost” in LIHTC, thereby improving project via-
bility.

Tap zoning incentives to lower capital cost of
affordable units near transit. Capitol Hill Housing
(capitolhillhousing.org) preserved Brewster Apart-

   

 

     

    
 

Advocates in Action

Renters near D.C. Metro Live Better for Less
Approximately 55,000 renter households in D.C.

live in apartments located within half-a-mile of a
metro rail station and over two-thirds of these apart-
ments are unsubsidized. Many are located in neigh-
borhoods that have experienced dramatic increases in
median household incomes from 1999 to 2009.
These households have significant lower housing and
transportation costs than their counterparts in auto-
dependent neighborhoods. According to data from
the Center for Neighborhood Technology (cnt.org),
combined housing and transportation costs in D.C.
neighborhoods are less than 45 percent of area
median income (AMI), as compared to over 55
percent of AMI in the region’s outlying suburbs.
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ments—conveniently located just blocks from Seattle’s
streetcar line—by tapping into resources created by the
city’s innovative Transferable Development Rights
(TDR) program. The TDR allows commercial real
estate developers seeking to construct buildings in
excess of allowable density to purchase unused density
from affordable housing owners, providing them an
opportunity to benefit while increasing building
density near transit.
Capitol Hill Housing agreed to sell Brewster Apart-

ments’ unused development rights to Vulcan, Inc.,
which plans to construct three office buildings taller
than allowable heights for the neighborhood. The
exchange provided $648,000 to Capitol Hill Housing,
which was used to pay off Brewster’s underlying debt
and improve the property’s replacement reserve
accounts, making it sufficiently capitalized to continue
serving as affordable housing for the next 50 years.

Create acquisition funding sources. Flexible
financing to acquire and hold properties near existing
and proposed transit until permanent financing can be
assembled is critical to preservation. The National
Housing Trust and Enterprise are working to fill this
gap in Washington, D.C., through the Green Preserva-
tion of Affordable Transit-Oriented Housing (Green-
PATH) initiative. GreenPATH is an acquisition loan
fund specifically for existing subsidized and unsubsi-
dized multifamily buildings that serve low- to moder-
ate-income families within half-a-mile of rail stations
in the D.C. metropolitan area.
Planned transit investments in Maryland and Vir-

ginia promise to bring improved transportation servic-
es to D.C.’s suburbs, but also raise the challenge of
preserving affordable rental housing if neighborhood

redevelopment occurs. In Montgomery County, Mary-
land, more than 26,000 apartments are located near
existing or proposed rail stations and according to the
Northern Virginia Affordable Housing Alliance, nearly
50 percent of multifamily rentals along three redevel-
opment corridors in northern Virginia’s inner suburbs
are currently affordable to households with incomes
below 80 percent of area median income (AMI). NHT
and Enterprise intend to raise about $54 million to
preserve 1,000 affordable apartments through the
GreenPATH loan fund. Potential sources of capital
include banks, foundations, insurance companies, local
government, and contributions from NHT and Enter-
prise.
Assembling the right mix of capital to provide

preservation-oriented purchasers a low enough interest
rate to maintain rents at affordable levels is critical to
the success of the fund. Also critical are loan terms,
which must grant buyers sufficient time to assemble
permanent preservation financing, especially in light of
limited public subsidies and the challenge of securing
private financing. 
All of these preservation strategies should be put in

place during an economic downturn, so that when
properties begin to appreciate, we can ensure that fam-
ilies of all incomes enjoy the many benefits of living
near public transit. n 

References
n Preserving Affordable Housing near Transit: Case Studies from Atlanta, Denver,

Seattle and Washington, D.C. <nhtinc.org/downloads/preserving_affordable_
housing_near_transit_exec_summary.pdf>

n Preserving Affordability and Access in Livable Communities: Subsidized Housing
Opportunities near Transit and the 50+ Population. <aarp.org/home-garden/hous-
ing/info-09-2009/2009-15.html>

Michael Bodaken is president and Todd Nedwick is assistant director of public policy at the National Housing Trust. 

This article is adapted from one published at Shelterforce.org.

n

Photo:

The 2007 launch
of  a San Fran-
cisco Muni Metro
line along the
eastern water-
front coincided
with a develop-
ment boom.

Jim Maurer/
Schaffner

cc

  



Subscribe Today!

 & Race, Poverty
Environment

 the

 

RP&E

Journal

Radio

Race, Poverty and the Environment (RP&E) is Urban Habitat’s national journal of social and environmental
justice, founded in 1990. 

For over two decades we have covered how low-income people and communities of color are organizing to
win equality and justice. Multiracial, multi-issue organizations capable of uniting constituencies for social
justice action have never been more critical. RP&E is a longtime and crucial connection point for advocacy
groups, regionally and nationally.

Visit urbanhabitat.org/rpe to subscribe, order back issues, read from our archives, sign up for our quarter-
ly newsletter, and catch up on the latest research and news in environmental, economic and transportation
justice. 

In 2010, RP&E forged print-web-radio collaborations with local and national radio outlets with production
facilities in the Bay Area. Radio RP&E features in depth interviews and speeches from the movement for
racial, economic, and gender justice.  

Annual Subscriptions: $20/individual, $40/institution. Back Issues: $10/issue  The complete archive collec-
tion, which includes over 60 issues from 1990 to present, is also available for $250.

Race,Poverty 
Environment

the&
A Project of Urban Habitat

Race, Poverty & 
the Environment

Urban Habitat 
1212 Broadway, Suite 500 

Oakland, CA 94612 
(510) 839-9609 

urbanhabitat.org/rpe

RP&E is a member of The Media Consortium,
a network of leading independent journalism

organizations in the U.S. working together to strengthen the role of
media in creating a democratic society.

urbanhabitat.org/subscribe 

Our online archives are availabile  at urbanhabitat.org/rpe.
In addition, back issues of the journal will be available via
the comprehensive online academic journal archive JSTOR
beginning in 2013.

2012 occupyoakland.org cc

J9982_UrbanHab_Cov:Layout 1  6/15/12  6:28 PM  Page 2



T

20th Anniversary Edition

Editor Emeritus
Carl Anthony

Publisher
Connie Galambos Malloy

Editor & Art Director
B. Jesse Clarke

Assistant Editor
Merula Furtado 

Layout & Design Assistant
Christine Joy Ferrer

Subscribe to RP&E 
Annual subscriptions are $20 for individuals;
$40 for institutions. (Free for grassroots
groups upon request.)

Subscribe online at urbanhabitat.org
Or send subscription checks to: RP&E,
1212 Broadway, #500, Oakland, CA 94612. 
Libraries can use subscription services avail-
able from ESBSCO, SWETS, and Harrassowitz.

ISSN# 1532-2874

©2012 by the individual creators and Urban
Habitat. For specific reprint information,
queries, or submissions, please email 
editor@urbanhabitat.org.

In the interest of dialogue, RP&E publishes di-
verse views. Opinions expressed are not nec-
essarily those of the editors, Urban Habitat, or
its funders.

RP&E is a member of The Media Consortium,
a network of leading independent journalism
organizations in the U.S. working together to
strengthen the role of media in creating a
democratic society. In addition to our online
archive at urbanhabitat.org/rpe, back issues
of the journal are available via the comprehen-
sive online academic journal archive JSTOR.

Photos: (Left) Selma to Montgomery March to protest Alabama's immigration and voter ID laws. Courtesy of Equal Voice News. (Center) Occupy the Farm occupyoakland.org
(Right) Community Rejuvenation Project  ©2011 Eric K. Arnold. (Front Cover Art) Created for the Immigrant Defense Project, New York City. ©2012 Favianna Rodriguez. 

cc

Urban Habitat Board of Directors

Allen Fernandez Smith
President & CEO, Urban Habitat

Joe Brooks (Chair)
PolicyLink

Romel Pascual (Vice-Chair)
Mayor's Office, City of Los Angeles

Tamar Dorfman (Treasurer)
Public Health Institute

Carl Anthony
Co-Founder, Urban Habitat

Wade Crowfoot
Governor’s Office of Planning and Research

Malo Andre Hutson
Department of City and Regional Planning
University of California, Berkeley

Debra Johnson
San Francisco Municipal Transportation
Agency

Felicia Marcus
Natural Resources Defense Council

Asha Mehta
Leaderspring

Arnold Perkins
Former Director,
Alameda Public Health Department

Organizations are listed for identification pur-
poses only.

Race,Poverty
Environment

& the

Vol. 19 No. 1 | 2012
Printed on processed chlorine-free paper 60% post-consumer fiber

the national journal for social 
and environmental justice

Next GenerationNew Majority Rising Popular Power  Public Property—


