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Abstract 
 
Local public, private, philanthropic, and nonprofit changemakers have joined a growing national 
call to increase equitable outcomes for people of color and low-income residents. The need to 
improve outcomes is acute in legacy cities, where inequities tend to be prevalent and persistent. 
This paper presents a scan of equitable development strategies centered around real estate market 
activity that are specifically geared for use in legacy cities with predominantly weak real estate 
markets or a lack of extensive political will to support broad-based equity programming. The 
strategies in this paper range from hyper-local interventions responding to individualized 
development proposals, to more established programming that improves development processes 
or more equitably redirects anticipated market gains to people of color and low-income residents.  
 
Keywords: Equitable development, legacy cities, real estate, inclusionary zoning, affordable 
housing, weak markets, naturally occurring affordable housing, community benefits agreements, 
linkage fees, accessory dwelling units, zoning 
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Building Equity: Equitable Real Estate Development Strategies for Weak Markets 
 
 
 

Introduction 
 
A growing national call for greater equity in American life is pushing local governments, 
community groups, nonprofits, foundations, and other local actors, including the private sector, 
to challenge the status quo and look for new ways to ensure their work delivers equitable 
outcomes for people of color and low-income residents. Equitable development strategies, such 
as those described in “Equitably Developing America’s Smaller Legacy Cities,” offer a range of 
programs, policies, and practices for addressing this urgent societal need, like capacity building, 
community outreach, and workforce development.   
 
In this paper we zero in on one specific subset of equitable development: strategies targeting the 
real estate market and associated development projects to improve equity outcomes within the 
context of weak real estate markets found in legacy cities within the United States. The term 
“equity” is used to refer broadly to the goal that opportunity is accessible to all, regardless of 
background and circumstance and that special efforts are made to improve outcomes for low-
income populations and communities of color to bring them into parity with other populations.  
 
More concretely in reference to real estate, the strategies and interventions outlined in this paper 
all attempt to make safe, secure, and affordable housing attainable for residents of color and low-
income residents through increased production, maximizing benefits associated with affordable 
housing, or capitalizing on market opportunities. Many examples discussed in the paper also 
foster conditions that create mixed-income communities in emerging areas of opportunity. 
 
This paper identifies strategies that are applicable in predominantly weak real estate markets (aka 
“legacy cities”) and that can produce novel ways of delivering equity benefits.  We offer 
approaches for high-capacity local actors working in places that cannot otherwise sustain broad 
inclusionary housing policies or exactions due to the lack of market strength or political will or 
both.  
 
The strategies in this report range in scale from emerging hyper-local interventions improvised 
into being by individual community groups, to more established programming aimed at 
redirecting the anticipated gains of future market potential more equitably across residents, to 
city-wide regulatory changes. A few of the strategies included are still being tested but 
demonstrate potential, some feature modest policy incentives led by motivated public leaders and 
supported by municipal staff, while others highlight programs championed by local community 
groups operating with little or no direct municipal support. All the strategies proposed here are 
constructed with the goal to promote equitable outcomes while also protecting against 
overstepping and diminishing market strength, which is essential to nurture for sustained 
revitalization to occur in the legacy city context. 
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Market Context is a Main Driver in Identifying Appropriate Strategies 
 
Weak market contexts, like those in many legacy cities, are a significant limiting factor on policy 
and programmatic options, and can make formalizing conventional inclusionary zoning 
interventions, like developer fees, exactions, or income restrictions, inappropriate in these 
settings. Context is critical, as even certain “hot market” neighborhoods in large legacy cities 
remain too fragile or geographically small to handle certain inclusionary zoning approaches 
because sale prices cannot support the added costs they generate (Norton et al. 2020).  Even if 
the market is strong enough to absorb developer exactions or fees, such interventions require a 
considerable amount of political will to be enacted, typically needing significant municipal or 
city council support to pass.  In the weak market context where housing production is minimal, 
the number of units or dollars an aggressive inclusionary intervention would yield is nominal, 
making the political cost associated with instituting a policy greater than the yield it would likely 
produce in many contexts.  In sum, the standard toolkit of housing interventions, particularly 
those used in strong housing markets, needs to be reconsidered for the weak market context and 
new tools are needed. 
 
Practitioners in legacy city markets understand this reality and want to know what types of 
policies can work in weak market contexts to ensure that new development delivers benefits to 
all constituents. This paper is written primarily for community development corporations 
(CDCs), neighborhood associations, local governments, philanthropy, and other local change 
makers in weak market places. It identifies ways that some elements of legacy city housing 
markets—publicly-owned or vacant scattered plots, low value housing, established Low Income 
Housing Tax Credit development ecosystem—can be leveraged as an asset to generate greater 
equity.  The strategies listed here also can be led by high-capacity quasi-public entities like land 
banks, city governments or even equity-minded private sector developers.  
 
The strategies presented in this paper are presented in three groups that profile different 
approaches to real estate market-based equitable development in legacy cities: 
 
Context-Sensitive Reponses to Development Proposals 

Reactive strategies built to deliver equity outcomes based on a keen understanding of the 
real estate market and local context. 
 

Strategies that Seize and Shape Real Estate Market Opportunities  
Proactive strategies that attempt to shape future real estate markets by rethinking 
allowable housing types and strategic acquisition programs in target neighborhoods to 
seize and equitably distribute opportunities and value in emerging markets. 
 

Strategies that Maximize Equity Benefits of Affordable Housing 
Proactive strategies that modernize local government regulation to maximize the impacts 
of subsidized affordable housing development and support the preservation of naturally 
occurring affordable housing. 
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Context-Sensitive Responses to Development Proposals 
 
High-capacity local actors have found ways to push developers to deliver more equity benefits 
even in weak real estate market contexts.  The commonality in these strategies is that they 
employ situational sensitivity to achieve outcomes that benefit residents of color and/or low 
income residents whether it is negotiating for affordable units within market rate projects, taking 
quick action to acquire a strategic portfolio, or making requirements for diversified hiring in new 
construction projects. This understanding of local context makes each approach unique with 
enough flexibility to boost equitable impacts without extinguishing emerging market strength.  
 
The following approaches are important tools for legacy city markets because they allow 
practitioners to push for greater equity outcomes from new development while preserving 
burgeoning market strength.  
 
Securing Affordable Units in Exchange for Public Land – Cleveland, OH 
 
Summary 
Tremont West Development Corporation, a nonprofit neighborhood community development 
corporation (CDC) in Cleveland, OH, has modified the linkage fee tool1 to take advantage of 
favorable hyper-local market strength and their access to land to push developers for more 
affordable housing production in a high-opportunity Cleveland neighborhood. 
 
Details  
Responding to growth in market rate construction in the 2010s, two Cleveland CDCs—Tremont 
West Development Corporation (TWDC) and Ohio City Inc.—commissioned a white paper to 
find ways to increase the production of missing middle housing in ways that fostered economic 
diversity, inclusivity, and sustainability in the high-opportunity neighborhoods they represent.2 
The 2017 white paper concluded that both neighborhoods had strong markets, relative to other 
Cleveland neighborhoods and could support such a program.  Additionally, the CDCs recognized 
that the federal Opportunity Zones program also created favorable investment conditions.  
Informed by the white paper’s findings, TWDC engaged the City of Cleveland in discussions 
around how they could partner to create workforce housing intended for households earning 50 
percent to 120 percent of area median income (AMI).  The documentation of market strength in 
the white paper helped the CDC persuade officials that the city landbank land within the 
neighborhood was a key tool that could be further leveraged to achieve these goals.  
 

 
1 Linkage fees are a flexible tool at the disposal of local governments and nongovernmental community partners 
which attempt to link the production of affordable housing to new development. Also called impact fees, this tool 
leverages market rate development to generate revenue for the production of new affordable housing by assessing 
fees on a square footage or per unit basis, or as a percentage of a final sales price. While naturally suited to 
geographies experiencing, or predicted to experience, an increase in commercial or residential growth, linkage fees 
can also be leveraged on a case-by-case basis in select legacy city neighborhoods. 
2 The City of Cleveland was one of the hardest hit markets during the 2008 financial crisis, with the housing markets 
showing only modest signs of recovery a decade later; between 2017 and 2018, 61% of homes citywide were sold 
for less than $50,000, and a significant portion (31%) sold for less than $25,000 (Norton et al. 2020). The same 
study found highest sales prices in the city concentrated in a few downtown neighborhoods, including Ohio City and 
Tremont. 
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Since 2017, the City has allowed TWDC to pursue affordability agreements with developers 
looking to purchase city land bank-owned lots within the neighborhood. The agreements, in the 
form of a cognovit,3 aim for 20 percent of the new units constructed to be affordable to 
households at 120 percent or less AMI. The CDC is responsible for enforcing their affordability 
agreements, and the city retains the right, through Councilperson or administration, to approve 
the release of publicly owned property as they see fit. As further incentive, the city land bank 
parcels are offered to developers at below-market rate prices. The CDC program also includes a 
guide for calculating unit requirements depending on the intended scale and type of a proposed 
development. Additionally, TWDC has strong working relationships with many of the area 
developers working in the neighborhood, which allows TWDC to negotiate effective agreements 
in a desirable market. 
 
CDC staff uses the parameters established in concert with the city to begin negotiations from a 
predictable starting point, already calculating the affordable dwelling unit production 
requirements based on the scale of a new project. A developer will then adjust designs to meet 
the affordable unit requirements, and an individualized agreement is set. In one instance, a 
developer planned to construct a building with ten residential units on one site while demolishing 
a structure with two units on a separate site. Recognizing the value of preserving existing, 
inhabited units, TWDC negotiated that the developer could fulfill their affordability requirement 
by transferring ownership of the two units to the CDC and build the remaining ten new market 
rate units without further adjustments (Riordan 2021).  
 
Flexibility in TWDC’s negotiation process captures a return on investment for the community 
while protecting the market strength and the viability of each project. These agreements are 
unique to existing production match tools, like linkage/impact fees, because they do not have an 
in-lieu or pay out alternative to producing on-site affordable units, a deliberate effort by the CDC 
to ensure and preserve the presence of affordably-priced housing in a high-opportunity 
neighborhood.  
 
Partners 
Tremont West Development Corporation, City of Cleveland Land Bank, private developers 
 
Favorable Financing for Equity-Centric Development – Cleveland, OH 
 
Summary  
As a nonprofit CDFI, Cleveland Development Advisors-Community Reinvestment Fund (CDA-
CRF) was already funneling their lending to projects that provided community benefits, but the 
organization wanted to evaluate new applications with a clearer process that would improve the 
existing models used to negotiate Community Benefits Agreements4 and be more reflective of 
community priorities.   

 
3 A cognovit note is a clause in an agreement obligating a borrower to repay a lender, allowing one party to enter 
judgement against the other. 
4 Community Benefits Agreements are contracts between a lender and a borrower establishing goals for community 
impact. Terms of the agreement are meant to reflect community or neighborhood interests and are a useful tool to tie 
equity outcomes to project financing. CBAs often include benefits including hiring minimums for underrepresented 
or local workers and contracting firms, inclusion of affordable units, or improvement of public or community 
facilities. 
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Details  
CDA-CRF is an affiliate of the Greater Cleveland Partnership, the regional chamber of 
commerce, and has been financing development projects across the city and county for 30 years. 
The organization is also a certified Community Development Financial Institution (CDFI) that 
has the ability to provide flexible financing and leverage New Markets Tax Credits (NMTC). 
Prompted by the adoption of the federal Opportunity Zone (OZ) tax incentive program, 
Cleveland Development Advisors-Community Reinvestment Fund (CDA-CRF) partnered with 
another select partners to form the Opportunity CLE Collaborative in 2017.5 This Collaborative 
sought to take advantage of the anticipated increase in investments and establish a way to gauge 
and prioritize projects with equitable impacts.  
 
CDA-CRF engaged the Urban Institute to develop a tracking tool to steer OZ investments 
towards the most impactful projects, which was then incorporated into CDA-CRF’s standard 
practice. The assessment tool was designed to ensure that community priorities, as identified 
through an extensive outreach process, were being considered and given precedence in the 
CDFI’s funding decisions. CDA-CRF utilizes the project evaluation form and CBAs to identify 
projects that will deliver equity outcomes and warrant special financing terms. As a nonprofit 
entity, CDA-CRF structures their loans to cover costs, giving them discretion to lower loan fees. 
 
CDA-CRF prioritizes the following social impacts: 
 

• permanent job creation 
• support for minority businesses 
• affordable housing production 
• health and environment 
• connectivity  

 
The established, straightforward metrics in the assessment tool create a starting point to enter 
into CBA negotiation with developers to ensure the accurate and timely data collection to track 
the identified impacts (Coffey et al. 2022). The assessment tool generates an equity impact score 
for a project depending on how well it delivers on the above social impacts and community 
priorities, allowing CDA-CRF to compare and justify financing what would otherwise be high 
risk investments. Their non-profit, mission-driven status allows them to assume risks that have 
the potential to yield significant equity impacts. 
 
One project that received a high equity impact score and received below-market rate funding 
from CDA-CRF is the Pivot: Center for Art, Dance, and Expression, a commercial rehabbing of 
a vacant, historic manufacturing site to create a new community-focused arts, social service, and 
maker space in the Clark-Fulton neighborhood. The Pivot Center was unable to secure financing 
from traditional lenders and approached CDA-CRF for assistance. CDA-CRF negotiated with the 
project developer to guarantee below-market rates and flexible rental terms for prospective 
commercial tenants of the development, which include a rape crisis center, a dance theater, and 
the city museum of art, and secured inclusion goals for low-income or under-represented 

 
5 Partners in the Opportunity CLE Collaborative included the City of Cleveland, Cuyahoga County, Greater 
Cleveland Partnership, the Fund for Our Economic Future, and the Cuyahoga County Land Bank. 
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minority residents to be hired during the construction of the development. In exchange for 
favorable financing terms, CDA-CRF secured the following equity benefits from this project: 
 

• 46 Predevelopment or Construction Jobs with above-average wages ($50/hour), benefits, 
and on the job training and advancement; 20% were expected to employ 
underrepresented populations (e.g. low-income or minorities). 

• Good-faith effort commitments to engage Minority Business Enterprise (MBE), Female 
Business Enterprise (FBE), and Small Business Enterprise (SBE) contractors, design 
professionals, and others. Goals were to engage 15% MBE, 7% FBE, 8% SBE, and 20% 
Cleveland residents in their contract labor. 

• 3 new Permanent Jobs created with above-average wages ($25/hour); 25% were expected 
to employ underrepresented populations. 

• 32 Tenant-generated Permanent Jobs created and 31 Tenant-generated Permanent Jobs 
retained with above-average wages ($20-$22/hour); 15%-20% were expected to employ 
underrepresented populations (Elam 2020). 

 
To ensure accountability to these goals, CDA-CRF and the developer agreed to publish an 
annual Community Benefits Report, an annual Tenant Report, and reports on low-income and 
underrepresented minority participation in construction labor. In exchange for these developer 
commitments, CDA-CRF agreed to finance the project with $3.6 million of flexible debt 
financing at approximately 200 basis points below a traditional loan. As a nonprofit lending 
partner, CDA-CRF is able to offer below-market loans on all of their investments, meaning that 
they reach developers and projects that traditional lenders either wouldn’t support, or would 
support, but at far more expensive terms.  
 
Partners 
Cleveland Development Advisors-Community Reinvestment Fund (CDA-CRF) 
 
Quick Action to Gain Site Control and Promote Homeownership – Hamilton County, OH 
 
Summary 
The Port of Greater Cincinnati Development Authority (“The Port”) moved decisively in 2021 to 
purchase a portfolio of rental units from an out-of-state investor in a bid to expand access to 
homeownership and return many properties to local management. 
 
Details 
In October 2021, the Port received word that a 194 unit-rental portfolio owned by California-
based investor, Raineth Housing, was moving in to foreclosure. Investor-owned properties are a 
growing concern in the Cincinnati region, where just five landlords have bought more than 4,000 
single-family homes since 2008 (Putzier 2022), reducing the supply of properties affordable to 
first-time homebuyers and also earning a reputation for being difficult to reach and neglecting 
property maintenance. At the time of the foreclosure, Raineth Housing owed more than $600,000 
in property taxes, fees, and interest on the portfolio in question and was subject to a lawsuit by 
the City of Cincinnati for owning properties that constituted a public nuisance (Cheatham 2018). 
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To capitalize on the unusual opportunity to secure this portfolio, The Port responded quickly to 
news of the sale and moved to submit a bid. The Port’s risk tolerance and access to capital 
through bonding authority, as opposed to having to fundraise to pull together the funding 
package, helped them quickly assemble a successful offer (Knutson 2022). Their $14.5 million 
bid succeeded and The Port took ownership of the 194 units in December 2021. The Port plans to 
renovate the properties and resell them, prioritizing the resale of homes to current tenants by 
connecting them to mortgage assistance and financial counseling. The agency plans to fund the 
purchase by taking on debt through tax-exempt environmental, social, governance bonds, which 
will be repaid through the resale of the homes. The Port does not intend to hold the properties for 
an extended period of time. The Port’s existing relationships with various social service and 
financial counseling agencies should boost efforts to open opportunities for homeownership to 
current residents, a group that would have otherwise been priced out of a fast-moving market. 
Additionally, since many of the units are congregated in Cincinnati’s Price Hill Will 
neighborhoods, an area experiencing notable market strengthening, the Port’s efforts will help 
prospective homeowners to benefit from increasing property values and further boost existing 
neighborhood revitalization efforts. 
 
The purchase of the Raineth portfolio was largely possible due to the Port’s access to capital 
through its bonding authority. The ability to pay back the bonds will rely on the Port’s ability to 
rehab and resell the properties in the portfolio, a daunting task given the variation in property 
quality and tenant readiness to purchase. Recognizing that they were one of few agents equipped 
to make such a considerable purchase, the Port was willing to take on this risk in order to put 
together a sizable bid and seize control of the large, regionally significant portfolio. Contributing 
to this was a supportive board of directors and a willingness to move quickly on the sale.  
 
Partners  
The Port of Cincinnati Development Authority, Legal Aid Southwestern Ohio, WIN, Talbert 
House, Price Hill Will, Sisters of Charity, LISC Cincinnati, Cincinnati Metropolitan Housing 
Authority, Home Ownership Center of Greater Cincinnati 
 
Weak Market Application of Context-Sensitive Responses 
 
Context-driven approaches like these provide an avenue to deliver equity benefits even when 
broad-based policies aren’t feasible or where market strength is delicate. Extensive outreach and 
planning were conducted to inform programmatic design and ensure it was appropriately 
calibrated to the context of the place. The extensive community outreach conducted during the 
development of the Cleveland Development Advisors’ assessment tool, for example, helped 
incorporate community priorities in a documented and consistent manner and helped the CDFI 
prepare for increased development interest resulting from new federal programming. Similar 
planning and research into existing market conditions may benefit high-capacity actors looking 
to take advantage of new sources of funding made available through the American Rescue Plan 
Act or the Bipartisan Infrastructure Law.  
 
Context-sensitive efforts like those profiled here can be led by one entity in the absence of 
coalitions or broad community support for equity-oriented programming. Many cities with weak 
markets have at least one high-capacity local actor punching above their weight and can pave the 
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way for other groups. Have some leverage, such as access to debt financing, land ownership, or 
even strong relationships, can help organizations successfully negotiate with real estate 
developers. While the approaches presented are intentionally adaptable for individual 
organizations, they could be further enriched or enlarged through other community partnerships 
if the opportunity presents itself, as will be the case in the Cincinnati example where the Port 
Authority will use community connections to sell homes to disadvantaged buyers.  
 
Many weak market cities have neighborhoods or blocks of moderate or improving market 
conditions that can support interventions similar to the linkage fee adaptation devised by 
Tremont West Development Corporation. These areas may show increasing residential sale or 
rental rates, recovering property values, or even instances of new market rate construction.  
 
 

Strategies that Seize and Shape Real Estate Market Opportunities 
 
This section addresses strategies for harnessing anticipated market changes or using planning 
tools to create altogether new real estate markets. Several of these initiatives focus on proactive 
acquisition and preservation of existing property to capture and preserve equity benefits for 
marginalized groups, as opposed to responding to individual development proposals. High-
capacity community organizations, quasi-governmental entities, or municipalities can multiply 
benefits to underserved communities by surveying market opportunities and proactively moving 
to more equitably shape future market trends. Deliberate action in up-and-coming areas creates 
opportunity to convey future benefits to residents in the form of homeowner equity and 
affordable rental units in mixed-income neighborhoods. 
 
The following approaches are important tools for legacy city markets because they allow 
practitioners to deliver greater equity outcomes by shaping new, more affordable possibilities 
within the real estate market and seizing pivotal opportunities. 
 
Positioning Residents to Benefit from Future Market Gains – Cincinnati, OH 
 
Summary 
Price Hill Will (PHW), a Cincinnati, OH nonprofit community development corporation working 
in the Price Hill neighborhoods, operates a land contract program that makes homeownership 
accessible to low-income families through a combination of creative financing and sweat equity.  
 
Details  
The Homesteading Program was established in 2015 through a partnership between PHW, the 
Hamilton County Land Reutilization Corporation (e.g. land bank), Legal Aid Society of 
Southwestern Ohio, and a number of social service agencies working together to revitalize target 
neighborhoods. The program provides access to homeownership for families and mitigates blight 
by preserving existing homes (Price Hill Will n.d.). The CDC acquires vacant homes, often from 
the county landbank, then completes necessary repairs to ensure the property is code-compliant 
(The Port of Greater Cincinnati Development Authority n.d.). Basic repairs, like replacing 
plumbing equipment or electrical components, certify that a property is safe and habitable, but 
don’t go so far as to make the property more attractive. The CDC’s economical approach to 



9 

repairs keeps the purchase price for a future homeowner lower than a conventional rehab and 
resale program.  
 
The program relies on coordination from a web of social service and community development 
organizations to ensure the success of the buyers. From the beginning, families are referred 
through Santa Maria Community Services, a local social services organization. To keep contract 
prices low, PHW incorporates sweat equity into the equation, meaning that selected families 
commit to a list of repairs in order to qualify for the program. Families with home improvement 
skills are prioritized in the applicant pool. Once selected, WIN Cincinnati, a community 
advocacy group, helps the family to assess their budget and take any basic home repair courses 
they may need, while Legal Aid Southwestern Ohio draws up a land contract for PHW. To 
apply, families must make 80 percent or less of the area median income, and monthly payments 
are established so that costs are no more than 25 percent of the family income (Holthaus 2022). 
Distinct from other Community Land Trust programs, which often hold 99 year leases, PHW 
only holds contract for five years, after which the family can become full owners of the 
property.6 
 
In the program’s first year, homes were purchased and resold at an average cost of $16,000 to 
each family; at that time, the median sales price for the neighborhoods was around $45,000. 
Since then, the median sale price for single family homes in Lower Price Hill, East Price Hill, 
and West Price Hill have increased by 65 percent, 116 percent, and 262 percent, respectively 
(Redfin 2022). These trends position homebuying families in the program to realize this 
increased equity at the end of the five-year land contract).  
 
Funding for the Homesteading Program comes from philanthropic sources, as well as matching 
grant contributions from the City of Cincinnati when using publicly-owned, land bank property. 
PHW invests between $30,000 and $102,000, including acquisition costs, into the properties they 
acquire; in 2017, the CDC estimated that a $1 million budget could place 77 families into houses 
that might otherwise sit vacant or blighted (Copsey 2017).  
 
While one of the goals of the Homesteading Program has been to build on revitalization efforts 
by expanding affordable homeownership options as the neighborhoods experience reinvestment, 
the significant increase in property values has made it difficult to acquire more properties and 
expand the program. The blight mitigation and first-time home buying support elements of the 
Homesteading Program, coupled with other coordinated neighborhood revitalization and 
community building efforts, ensure that families housed through the program have an 
opportunity to gain additional equity and benefit from improvements in the neighborhood.  
 
As of early 2022, 15 families have entered into a purchase contract through the Homesteading 
Program, with three more properties in the pipeline for acquisition (Kratz 2022). Though the 
Homesteading Program was not intentionally created for the immigrant and Latino families that 

 
66 Community Land Trusts (CLTs) are nonprofit, community organizations providing affordable housing by owning 
and leasing land to on-site homeowners. A CLT enters into long-term ground leases with homeowners, typically for 
a period of 99 years. CLT agreements also include resale formulas, balancing the interests of a homeowner to 
benefit from equity in their property while considering the public interest in ensuring housing remains affordable to 
future owners. 
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reside in the Price Hill neighborhoods, these families have disproportionately accessed the 
program and the pathway to homeownership it offers. 
 
Partners  
Price Hill Will, LISC Cincinnati, SC Ministry Foundation, Catholic Charities of SW Ohio, WIN, 
Santa Maria Community Services, Hamilton County Land Reutilization Corporation, and Legal 
Aid of Southwestern Ohio 
 
Preserving NOAH in Target Neighborhoods – Minneapolis, MN 
 
Summary 
Organizations working in and around the City of Minneapolis have launched several initiatives 
to acquire, restore, and maintain NOAH, and while these programs often work together, each can 
be viewed separately for replication. These programs preserve affordability for residents and, by 
focusing acquisition efforts on opportunity neighborhoods, help preserve mixed-income 
neighborhoods. 
 
Details  
Known as Naturally Occurring Affordable Housing or “NOAH,” older, unsubsidized rental units 
form the most common type of affordable housing in the country. Because it is so plentiful in 
most cities, especially legacy cities, NOAH is an integral segment of a stable and diverse 
housing stock; however, it is also at risk due to rising property values or poor maintenance. In 
Minneapolis, more than half of low-income renter households live in unsubsidized housing, 
putting residents at risk of increased housing cost burden and displacement (City of Minneapolis 
2022), and reinforcing the need for preservation strategies that maintain high-quality, 
socioeconomically diverse neighborhoods.  
 
To preserve NOAH in high-opportunity and improving neighborhoods, the Greater Minnesota 
Housing Fund (GMHF), a CDFI, launched the NOAH Impact Fund in 2017. The fund 
specifically targets acquisition of properties serving low- and moderate-income individuals that 
are deemed at risk of conversion to higher rents due to their location in a neighborhood with 
increasing property values. Under the program, the Fund provides 90 percent of the funds needed 
for acquisition of Class B and Class C rental housing (Greater Minnesota Housing Fund n.d.).  
 
In addition to the GMHF NOAH Impact Fund, the City of Minneapolis launched its own NOAH 
Preservation Strategy in 2017, which includes three programs to aid in the acquisition and 
preservation of NOAH properties:  
 

• Two acquisition loan funds for partners interested in maintaining strategic ownership of 
properties (NOAH Preservation Fund and the Small & Medium Multifamily Loan Fund). 

• One property tax reduction program for private owners of NOAH who are willing to 
make long term affordability commitments (the 4d Affordable Housing Incentive 
Program). This policy is discussed in a later section, with more information on page 18.  

 
One of the NOAH Preservation Strategies—the Small & Medium Multifamily Loan Program 
(SMMF)—is designed as a partnership between the Land Bank Twin Cities, Twin Cities LISC, 
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and the City. Much like the NOAH Impact Fund, the SMMF is a short-term acquisition fund to 
secure community control over Class B and C multifamily buildings7 that offer existing 
affordable rents. The City and LISC act as financing partners, offering the land bank zero percent 
interest loans of up to $50,000 per unit for the acquisition, rehab, and operation of a property,8 
provided the land bank commit to finding buyers that will keep at least 20 percent of units 
affordable to households making at or below 60 percent of area median income. 
 
Acquisition funding from the City is available for use citywide, while the NOAH Impact Fund is 
specifically deployed in high-opportunity areas regionally, ensuring that affordable housing is 
available within reach of public transportation, employment opportunities, and high-performing 
schools. Between the city fund and regional fund, tens of millions of dollars have been invested 
in NOAH, preserving the affordability of thousands of units. These programs can compete with 
speculators and national investors through available lower-cost capital and professional capacity 
that can close deals within 60 days (Greater Minnesota Housing Fund 2016).  
 
Partners 
Greater Minnesota Housing Fund, City of Minneapolis Community Planning & Economic 
Development Department, local CDFIs, Land Bank Twin Cities, Twin Cities LISC, private 
market developers 
 
Streamlining Accessory Dwelling Unit Permitting and Review Processes – Clovis, CA 
 
Summary  
To increase housing options and density in existing neighborhoods, the City of Clovis, CA 
amended their zoning code to reduce regulatory barriers and expanded allowable housing 
products through Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs), referred to as their Cottage Home Program.  
Pre-approved architectural designs were also created as part of the program to help accelerate 
development by homeowners interested in building a unit on their property.  
 
 
Details  
The Cottage Home Program allows 500 sq. ft. cottage homes oriented towards the city’s 
alleyways in designated neighborhoods. To build a cottage home, a property must be located 
within city limits with access to an alley; the property must be zoned single-family residential, 
and must have adequate space to accommodate the unit and one required parking space. The city 
sends staff on-site to evaluate the property and determine the appropriate layout, after which the 
property owner submits an application packet for the program. Permits are issued between 10 to 
15 business days after the application is submitted (City of Clovis 2018). Due to popular 
demand, the city expanded eligibility citywide in 2019 (Yurong 2019), and since its launch, 18 
cottage homes have been finalized and nine more permits have been issued (De Leon 2021). 
 
To support the adoption of cottage homes, The Clovis Department of Planning and Development 
contracted with an architect to create three distinct floor plans and elevations, which are already 

 
7 The SMMF program applies to buildings with two to 49 units. 
8 LISC Twin Cities loans includes City first loss capital, which allows each loan to take on more risks, reduce 
operating costs, and “buy time” for the end buyer to build capacity and assemble capital (McCulloch 2022).  
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checked and approved by the department. The plans are offered to residents free of charge, 
translating to approximately $11,000 in savings for homeowners (American Planning 
Association 2019). 
 
The Cottage Home Program was informed by the city’s 2016 master planning efforts in response 
to resident requests to beautify the network of alleyways while simultaneously increasing 
housing supply, encouraging infill development, and creating a source of passive income for 
existing property owners (American Planning Association 2019).  The program’s emphasis on 
adding new housing supply is an attempt to address trends in California and nationally where a 
constricted supply of new housing and high costs of construction have led to housing and 
affordability crises.  
 
Partners 
City of Clovis Planning and Development Department 
 
Reducing Regulatory Barriers for ADU Development – Seattle, WA 
 
Summary 
To address their housing shortage and facilitate more development, the City of Seattle amended 
regulations to encourage more development of Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs) and Detached 
Accessory Dwelling Units (DADUs) and increased public outreach around the new policies.9  
 
Details 
To expand the number of ADU units, the City of Seattle now permits two ADUs on one single-
family lot in certain zones, eliminated additional parking requirements for new units, and 
removed a requirement that property owner live on-site (City of Seattle n.d.).  In cases with two 
ADUs on one lot, the second unit must either meet green building standards or be an income-
limited affordable unit. The city also launched a comprehensive web tool intended to better 
communicate ADU regulations and help residents easily add units to their properties. This tool 
includes a gallery of pre-approved DADU designs and a step-by-step guide to the ADU process 
(City of Seattle 2022). 
 
According to an annual report of ADU activity, Seattle experienced an increase of 53 percent and 
112 percent of attached accessory dwelling units and detached accessory dwelling units, 
respectively, in the first year following the ADU reform (City of Seattle 2021). Seattle now has 
3,928 ADUs and DADUs registered in the city.  
 
Partners  
Seattle Department of Construction and Inspections 
 
  

 
9 ADUs and detached accessory dwelling units (DADUs) have been permitted on existing properties since 1994, but 
regulatory requirements and conflicts with state law held back the widespread development of ADUs. 
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Weak Market Application of Strategies that Shape Real Estate Market Opportunities 
 
Communities can expand affordable housing production by modernizing zoning codes to allow 
housing types, like Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs), that generate unsubsidized rental housing 
in compact footprints. Given their small development footprint, many ADUs rent for below 
market rates and can be considered a form of unsubsidized affordable market-rate housing 
(Chapple et al. 2018). Allowing ADU development can benefit places with an aging or low-
income populations that may value smaller units that are not currently available in the 
marketplace. Additionally, efforts to create and pre-approve housing designs for these units 
promotes development by reducing project costs and speeding up the approvals process. These 
strategies require municipal policy change but help create more affordable housing in existing 
neighborhoods and can make opportunity neighborhoods more accessible for more people. 
 
Existing unsubsidized rental units (NOAH) that comprise large amounts of affordable housing 
are often plentiful in weak markets places and represents a tremendous opportunity for 
affordable housing preservation. While the NOAH preservation strategies profiled here are 
mature and benefit from established partnerships, a high-capacity CDC could seek to replicate 
these models by incrementally acquiring private rental housing and maintaining affordable rents, 
even without support from a larger partnership.  
 
Private acquisition of NOAH and Price Hill Will’s Homestead Program can be executed by a 
single high-capacity actor, though the efforts will benefit from partnership that provide wrap-
around services to residents. Strategies that target municipal zoning changes will likely require a 
coalitions of advocates to execute. 
 
 

Strategies that Maximize Equity Benefits of Affordable Housing 
 
In many weak market cities, new market rate development is rare and Low Income Housing Tax 
Credit (LIHTC) projects are the primary type of new residential development. Additionally, 
many weak market places carry legacy zoning guidelines that do not match current needs and 
conditions, and in some cases add burdensom hard costs to new development. For these reasons, 
this section focuses on development and zoning policies that help layer additional equity benefits 
beyond affordable rents onto LIHTC and other affordable projects. These interventions introduce 
time or cost savings to project timelines, so that LIHTC financing can be used to produce more 
units or offer even lower rents or other benefits. This is generally done by increasing output 
through reducing costly requirements, like parking, or offering density bonuses. Zoning and 
development-based incentives on market rate development work best in areas experiencing some 
demand pressure; applying these interventions to subsidized development can be a means to 
increase total units output or further reduce costs to tenants in areas with little to no demand 
pressure. In all cases, a city must evaluate internal capacity to ensure they are able to deliver on 
any time or cost savings promised through regulatory adjustments.  
 
The following approaches are important tools for legacy city markets because they address ways 
to generate additional equity benefits from subsidized housing projects, a frequent development 
type in legacy cities. They also include an approach for preserving naturally occurring 
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unsubsidized housing not centered around property acquisition but instead geared at supporting 
private landlords. 
 
Linking Affordable Housing with Other Equity-Boosting Benefits – Cleveland, OH 
 
Summary  
Aspen Place, an LIHTC project in Cleveland, is an example of layering additional benefits on 
top of LIHTC’s affordability guarantee by locating projects close to high-frequency transit lines 
and offering free monthly transit passes to residents through a partnership with the city’s transit 
authority.  
 
Details  
In 2017, the Detroit Shoreway Community Development Organization (DSCDO) broke ground 
on a 40-unit development on a one-acre triangular parcel of land previously owned by the 
Greater Cleveland Regional Transit Authority (GCRTA). Detroit Shoreway is one of a handful 
of Cleveland neighborhoods that is experiencing a rebound in the market, and as a public entity, 
GCRTA was required to sell the lot at market rate. Nonetheless, there were benefits to working 
with a public partner on land acquisition as the site sat adjacent to a light rail station and a 
frequent bus route, allowing the CDC to obtain a variance from the City of Cleveland to reduce 
onsite parking and maximize the developable space of the site.   
 
Additionally, the developer and transit agency negotiated to provide a free monthly transit pass 
to each unit, providing another benefit of this partnership (Connelly Rice 2019). The variety of 
modes of transportation that serve Aspen Place—rail, bus, bike, and walking networks—reduce 
resident transportation costs and increase accessibility, making the development particularly 
impactful for the low-income family and senior households who reside in the development 
(Walliser-Wejebe 2019). 
 
The 100 percent affordable housing project offers six units to households making below 30 
percent of the area median income, 10 units for households making 50 percent of the area 
median income, and 24 units for households making 60 percent of the area median income (Ohio 
Housing Finance Agency 2019). The transit-oriented development (TOD) also achieved a near 
50 percent reduction in energy demand compared to the minimum Ohio Building Code 
requirements; energy-efficient appliances, and a number of other Green Building improvements 
further reduced energy costs for residents within the building (REIjournals 2017). The project 
used traditional funding sources for the development of publicly subsidized affordable housing, 
including state LIHTC equity, Ohio’s Housing Development Assistance Program funding, 
Affordable Housing program funds, County HOME funds, foundation grants, and loans proceeds 
from the City of Cleveland (Ohio Housing Finance Authority 2019).  
 
Utilizing GCRTA as a site acquisition partner, and their added contribution of monthly transit 
passes, is one example of how to use nontraditional partners and existing site assets to multiply 
the impacts of an affordable housing development.  
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Partners 
Detroit Shoreway Community Development Organization, Greater Cleveland Regional Transit 
Authority, Enterprise Community Partners, Ohio Housing Finance Agency, the City of 
Cleveland, Cuyahoga County, Finance Fund, KeyBank 
 
Advocating for Improved LIHTC Development Climate – Cincinnati, OH 
 
Summary 
Encouraged by the work of advocates and development professionals recognizing the benefit of 
more housing for the region, and in spirit off improving the climate for development, the 
Cincinnati City Council instituted a more streamlined tax abatement approval process for Low-
Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) financed housing in early 2022. 
 
Details 
In legacy city markets, new development is an “all hands on deck” operation, wherein public, 
private, and community partners must work in tandem to create a climate that is supportive of 
new development. The Cincinnati City Council took a first step in embracing a more supportive 
development climate by releasing a series of proposals vetted by the advocacy community. The 
proposal to streamline tax abatement procedures for LIHTC projects was introduced as the first 
part of a three-policy plan, which also called for the city to perform a housing incentive and 
zoning policy review and hold nuisance landlords accountable through prosecution (Bovenzi 
2022). This initial policy adjustment, focused on tax abatements for LIHTC, will have a modest 
impact on its own, but its passage reflects growing community support for development-
supportive policies, a coordinated advocacy community, and signals a commitment from the 
public sector to support the development of affordable housing.  
 
The proposal grants developers who are awarded low-income housing tax credits an automatic 
maximum property tax exemption from the city—a 67 percent abatement for a period of 15 
years. Previously, developers seeking LIHTC awards had to approach Cincinnati City Council 
twice: once for a letter of support, then again for approvals on property tax abatements. Prior 
administrations would sometimes withhold letters of support or change terms midway through 
the process, making the LIHTC application process difficult for developers. This program eases 
the burden on developers and decreases potential unknowns by guaranteeing the abatement 
upfront. Reducing the amount of time spent seeking approvals helps affordable housing 
developers get to construction a little bit faster, while guaranteeing a full 15-year property tax 
abatement helps each LIHTC development proposal compete at the state level, allowing 
developers to submit a stronger application with consistent, public-sector support (Harris 2022). 
Developers must still complete all 30-year affordability commitments required to receive LIHTC 
financing, however, the city policy to procedurally greenlight tax abatement applications reduces 
some of the red tape associated with LIHTC development.  
 
The changes to the city abatement policy are consistent with recommendations laid out in the 
most recent regional housing strategy (LISC Greater Cincinnati 2022). The policy is the result of 
several years of open dialogue and education on the part of nonprofit development partners, 
particularly LISC Cincinnati, who engaged with public and private sector representatives to 
bring housing to the forefront of regional discussions. Informed by nonprofit advocates, City 



16 

council engaged on the issue of reducing review time for abatements of LIHTC projects as it was 
one of the easier changes that could impact both development timelines and working 
relationships between developers and the city (Baker 2022). LISC Cincinnati and the regional 
chamber of commerce separately convened a small group of affordable housing developers, 
seeding an informed advocacy and coalition-building exercise that looks to continue the push to 
address barriers to development at the city level and implement the other policies identified in 
the housing strategy. 
 
Partners 
City of Cincinnati 
 
Reduce Parking Minimum Requirements – Denver, CO 
 
Summary 
In 2021, Denver City Council adopted a zoning change to reduce minimum parking requirements 
for affordable housing developments in order to reduce development costs and create conditions 
to support more affordable projects. 
 
Details 
Prior to the 2021 zoning change, parking minimums in the city ranged from 0.25 to 1.25 parking 
spots per affordable residential development unit.10 After the zoning change, they were reduced 
to 0.1 spots per unit.  This significant reduction will allow new affordable housing developments 
to reallocate money that would have gone towards construction of parking to other priorities, like 
building more units or offering even lower rent prices. The move came in response to a 
December 2020 study which found that income-restricted properties provide, on average, “50 
percent more parking than residents use” (RTD 2020) and a separate audit found that the city’s 
zoning code “required 5.5 times more parking than was needed” (Slade and Rossbert 2021). 
 
The policy change had an immediate impact. For example, a 36-unit affordable housing 
development in Denver had stalled for six months over a shortage of 16 parking spaces but once 
the new policy was in place, the development was permitted to move forward with the six 
parking spots proposed in the original design (Hernandez 2021). The City of Denver specifies 
that housing developments can be considered affordable if units are available to households 
earning 60 percent or less of the area median income.  
 
Partners 
City of Denver Department of Community Planning and Development 
 
Increase Density and Reduce Regulatory Requirements – Cambridge, MA 
 
Summary 
In 2020, the City of Cambridge, MA implemented a 100 percent Affordable Housing Zoning 
Overlay (AHO), with the goal of helping developers using public funds build more affordable 
housing faster and in areas where affordable housing doesn’t currently exist. 
 

 
10 Depending on the location of a project. 
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Details  
City of Cambridge leaders saw the need to protect affordable housing development was 
particularly acute because the city’s proximity to Boston means it continues to experience 
development pressure and high premiums on available land. The AHO seeks to level the playing 
field by permitting higher densities and lower setbacks for affordable housing developments and 
streamlining the approval process for projects that create 100 percent new affordable housing 
(City of Cambridge 2022). Additionally, the city provides for the construction of 100 percent 
affordable, four story apartment buildings anywhere in the city by-right, including in districts 
that currently have apartment bans, meaning that development proposals meeting the standards 
of the AHO will not have to go through conditional use or extra review processes. To be 
considered for the AHO, at least 80 percent of rental dwellings, or 50 percent of for-sale 
dwelling units, must be reserved for households making up to 80 percent of the area median 
income; the remaining units must serve households making up to 100 percent of the area median 
income. 
 
The idea for the overlay came out of working group discussions tied to Cambridge’s 2018 
citywide plan and is designed to increase housing supply and diversity, contribute to housing 
stability, and create neighborhoods of opportunity, with more affordable rental and 
homeownership options (City of Cambridge 2018). Since enacting the AHO, Cambridge 
Development Department has a number of proposed projects in the AHO pipeline which create 
or preserve nearly 600 units of affordable housing (City of Cambridge 2022). The Joint Center 
for Housing Studies of Harvard University acknowledges that the Cambridge AHO will not 
solve the city’s affordable housing shortage given that development still requires subsidized 
capital, however, the AHO has the potential to add development capacity and reduce the cost of 
development between 10 and 15 percent (Gibbs 2021). 
 
Partners 
City of Cambridge Community Development Department 
 
Streamline General Application Review – San Diego, CA 
 
Summary 
In 2003, the City of San Diego established the Affordable, Infill, and Sustainable Development 
Program (“the Expedite Program”) to offer an alternative application process with expedited 
permit review available for projects providing affordable and/or environmentally sustainable 
structures (City of San Diego 2019). The primary goal of the program is to move projects that 
meet the identified goals through the permitting process twice as fast as the current system 
dictates. 
  
Details 
Projects that align with Inclusionary Housing Regulations, Transit-Oriented Development goals, 
sustainable development standards, or provide development in city’s most economically 
disadvantaged neighborhoods can apply under the Expedite Program (City of San Diego 2020). 
To achieve a faster processing timeline, developers are required to confirm program eligibility 
prior to submittal, submit all forms and documents electronically, and fund the environmental 
study. In turn, specialized city staff condense the review timeline, push concurrent processing 
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agreements, and give Expedite projects priority on hearing dockets in order to achieve a 50 
percent process time reduction. To support the staffing and administrative burdens to operate the 
Expedite Program, the city collects expedite fees from participating residential and commercial 
projects (City of San Diego, 2022a). 
 
The Expedite Program allows deviations from the development regulations specific to affordable 
and in-fill housing projects negating the need for additional permits (City of San Diego 2022b). 
The Expedite Program prioritizes the production of affordable units that serve a range of 
households earning between 60 percent to 150 percent of the area median income, and waives 
the expedite fees for all developments where 100 percent of new units are affordable. Reductions 
in processing time create financial savings for developers, helping to offset the increased cost of 
affordable housing development. The city has used the Expedite Program to process nearly 2,700 
affordable housing units since its enaction, with more than 90 percent of eligible developers 
choosing to participate (SANDAG, n.d.).  
 
Partners 
City of San Diego Development Services 
 
Support Private Landlords in Exchange for Affordability – Minneapolis, MN 
 
Summary 
In response to a growing affordability crisis for local renters, the City of Minneapolis offers a 
robust package of incentives called the 4d Affordable Housing Incentive Program for rental 
property owners to reduce tax liability, improve energy efficiency, and address issues associated 
with aging buildings in exchange for maintaining affordability. 
 
Details 
Under the 4d Affordable Housing Incentive Program, qualified building owners can receive a 40 
percent tax rate reduction compared to other rental property, solar energy incentives, utility 
rebates, and grants among other additional benefits for 10 years. In return, building owners agree 
to keep a minimum of 20 percent of units affordable to households making at or below 60 
percent of area median income for 10 years (City of Minneapolis 2022). Rental units classified as 
4d are also limited to a maximum yearly rent increase of six percent. 
 
City of Minneapolis provides participating 4d landlords with assistance in reducing the energy 
costs of their property, including a free energy audit and access to city subsidy and utility rebates 
for the cost of energy efficiency upgrades and solar energy installation. Landlords who take 
advantage of this benefit and make energy efficiency improvements can see permanent reduced 
operating and maintenance costs, ideally passing those savings back to low-income tenants. The 
city has enrolled more than 700 housing units in the 4d Affordable Housing Incentive Program 
(Cosier 2021). 
 
More information on two other complementary NOAH Preservation Strategy programs can be 
found on page 10. 
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Partners 
City of Minneapolis Community Planning & Economic Development Department, local CDFIs, 
private market developers 
 
Weak Market Application of Maximizing Equity Benefits on LIHTC Projects 
 
Weak market places often have regular and sizeable LIHTC projects, other affordable housing 
development, and legacy zoning codes that can be modified to improve equity outcomes. 
Updating zoning guidelines to ease the regulatory burden and development costs of new 
affordable housing development should be considered in legacy cities.  For example, most cities 
in the United States have some sort of mandatory parking minimum requirements in their zoning 
codes, adding hard costs to any new development. Through ordinances like the one in Denver, 
cities can pass on cost-savings to new development.  
 
The preservation of NOAH can also be incentivized through supportive municipal policy. In the 
case of Minneapolis, the city provides benefits to existing property owners to maintain rents, 
offering a nice complement to most NOAH strategies focused on private acquisition. In all these 
cases, these interventions require political will to amend zoning, taxation and building 
regulations, as well as specialized staff capacity that can deliver improved processing speeds and 
approvals.  
 
The Aspen Place development in Cleveland is an example of a LIHTC project where a 
partnership with the transit authority resulted in additional equity benefits in the form of free 
fares and good transit access. Following this model, CDCs and neighborhood advocates doing 
affordable housing development in legacy cities can look for partnerships with public entities not 
typically involved with housing development as a way to increase benefits to residents.  
 
 

Conclusion 
 
To meet the challenge of improving equity in America, legacy cities need context-sensitive 
strategies that preserve burgeoning market strength while simultaneously benefitting people of 
color and low-income residents. The fragile real estate markets typically found in legacy cities 
require context-sensitive strategies that target hyper-local areas rather than blanket one-size-fits-
all approaches. Local actors can enact regulatory changes that incentivize the development of 
affordable, unsubsidized units, like accessory dwelling units. They can help position residents to 
benefit from increasing property values and exposure to mixed-income neighborhoods via 
programs that strategically preserve NOAH or promote homeownership in emerging opportunity 
neighborhoods. Existing affordable housing development can also be a vehicle for delivering 
even more equity impact via creative partnerships to layer additional benefits, like transit passes, 
on traditional LIHTC developments or municipal policies that reduce costs and streamlines the 
development process. Capable actors in American legacy cities are innovating these approaches 
and demonstrating the how commonly viewed liabilities of legacy city markets—low-value 
property, and publicly-owned or vacant land—can be turned into equity engines. 
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