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Executive Summary
Tompkins County has been the subject of a
series of housing analyses and plans over the
last decade. These efforts have yielded
consistent evidence that the community
needs more affordable housing for working
families and individuals. Also known as
“workforce housing,” or income-appropriate
housing, this is housing that is priced above
the levels of low-income-restricted affordable
housing typical in housing subsidy programs
but is still affordable for people earning
between 80 percent and 120 percent of the
area median income.
The Tompkins Chamber Foundation and the
Community Foundation of Tompkins County,
with support of the Park Foundation, have led
an effort to review existing evidence and
engage with key stakeholders to inform future
strategies for investing in such housing that
helps working families (i.e., people earning 80
percent to 120 percent of the median income)
to live and work in the community.

Moving Forward:
✓ Reducing Barriers to Workforce
Housing Development
✓ Expanding Housing Fund Loans,
Equity Investments and Technical
Assistance
✓ Leveraging Housing Funds with Tax
Abatements and Incentives
✓ Implementing “Qualified Opportunity
Zones” to Facilitate Projects in Key
Areas
✓ Expanding Incentives to Improve
Existing Properties
✓ Facilitating Homeownership
through Down Payment Loans and
Employer Partnerships
✓ Advocating for Workforce Housing
Through a Tompkins
County Campaign for Housing
Development

Tompkins County is fortunate to have a wealth of housing data and analysis to inform
evidence-based housing development strategies with respect to income-appropriate
housing. This analysis is based on a variety of information sources, including reviews of
prior strategic plans, public documents, interviews with local housing professionals and
other key informants, as well as publicly available housing and economic data.
Based on this information, Tompkins County needs 300 additional rental units for
workforce housing (at rent levels between $1,100 and $1,800) added to the housing
stock annually to address the current gaps or shortage in supply. The County also
needs over 300 single family homes and 80 multifamily condominiums annually to meet
demand (about one-third of which are needed at income-appropriate levels—a
purchase price of under $200,000).
While the community has tremendous assets—an active development sector with an
interest in affordable housing, proactive local government officials and professionals
with a commitment to better housing outcomes, and a strong local economy where
families want live—development of workforce housing has remained a struggle. A lack
of resources, problems with community opposition and regulatory approval delays,
among other factors, are reducing the development of housing for working
families. There is no “silver bullet” to spur the development of new housing or the

redevelopment of existing housing. This endeavor requires a comprehensive set of
strategies, as well as coordination across organizations and sectors.
Goal: Stimulating Development of Single and Multifamily Housing at Scale
Tompkins County needs to develop thousands of new housing units that working
families can afford over the next decade—current trends suggest the community will fall
short unless there is a concerted effort to develop said housing. However, there is no
one kind or design of housing that is a priority. The County needs to add a mix of
projects, including multifamily units with rents that are affordable to working families,
as well as multifamily units that can be sold to homeowners as condominiums. The
County should also expand the use of small rental units that are added to existing
properties as accessory dwelling units (ADUs). These provide rental income to
property owners and add to the stock of housing. The County should also add to the
supply of single family homes that are on the market at prices under $200,000. Given
fixed costs of development, this means more single family developments with higher
numbers of units per acre and smaller square footage homes, as well as using more
efficient techniques like factory-built and modular designs. Finally, there are
opportunities to develop more infill housing and re-use land that has been zoned for
commercial or industrial uses for workforce housing. Any development should prioritize
location and energy efficiency, while balancing total development costs. The
Tompkins County housing market also needs single family detached and attached
homes, as well as multifamily housing, that working families can afford to buy and own,
or rent.
These units can be developed by the following strategies:
Strategy 1: Reducing Barriers to Development
Every community struggles with the balance of efficient and productive
housing development versus protections for existing and future residents. Regulatory
agencies in the County are perceived as biased towards blocking projects. Even
promising developments with support from public-private partnerships have
long approval timelines that ultimately add to the costs of housing. This “regulatory
delay tax” is passed on in the form of higher housing costs for families. Regulatory
review delays discourage developers and impede innovation in the market. Key
problems are a lack of coordination and adversarial relationships between developers,
bureaucrats, and elected officials, as well as opposition from existing residents.
Zoning, engineering, environmental and other rules are important for assuring that
housing is of sufficient quality in the community. But revisiting rules on a regular basis
can make sure outdated or inefficient polices are revised. The implementation and
administration of rules is as important as the rule itself. Key informants suggested that
civil servants in the community too often apply rules inconsistently. Principle-based
regulation can help the community be open to innovations like accessory dwelling units
and manufactured homes, for example. The use of predevelopment meetings, case
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manager approaches, and other strategies can help to expedite projects, especially
those already engaged with housing fund or other programs.
Strategy 2: Expanding Housing Fund Loans, Equity Investments and Technical Assistance
By focusing on predevelopment and key pieces of the financing process, as well as
technical assistance, the fund can lead a pipeline of housing for working families. These
funds can also be invested as loans and equity than can be repaid and recycled for
projects in the future, rather than grants, further extending resources. Grant funding with
means-tested programs remains a way for low-income housing to support affordable
housing, but workforce housing at more moderate income levels requires more than
grants.
By using corporate, university and private foundation capital and program-related
investments, the fund can have more flexibility and fewer funding restrictions than
federal sources of funding. But beyond capital, the fund can be a facilitator of projects,
marshalling resources, and coordinating planning and approvals. The Fund can also be
a way to promote and stimulate projects through models, standardized processes and
highlighting best practices.
In order for these financing strategies to be successful, projects need to be able to be
approved, and the costs of gain approvals and navigating delays needs to be
minimized; reducing barriers is an important complement to this strategy.
Strategy 3: Leveraging Housing Funds with Tax Abatements
Tax abatements are a flexible tool being used in communities across New York state to
promote housing. Tompkins County has an innovative Industrial Development Agency
with experience in housing. The uniform tax exemption policy in the community can
be a tool to support new types of projects over varying periods. For example,
abatements could automatically offer larger subsidies for developers who convert
commercial buildings into residential housing projects, or former industrial brownfields,
or projects that use tax credits or other programs. Tax abatements can also be
enhanced with complementary financing using low-interest loans financed with the
Housing Fund or below-market rate interest rate bond issues. These tax provisions can
support sustainable housing projects that can serve working families.
In addition, local agencies might consider building more incentives into how real
property taxes are assessed and levied to encourage investments in housing that is
income appropriate or expands the number of units for working families.
Strategy 4: Implementing “Qualified Opportunity Zones”
This relatively new federal tax provision offers an opportunity finance housing in
targeted areas in Ithaca. To take advantage of the Opportunity Zone program,
Tompkins County can form a specialized investment vehicle for investing in taxadvantaged housing that is affordable for people earning more than the levels required
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in means-tested programs. Tompkins County could form a specialized investment
vehicle focused on investing in workforce real estate development. One partner
could be a community-based nonprofit manager who operates the fund on behalf of
investors who are motivated by the tax benefits. Structured as an independent entity,
such as the “Tompkins County Opportunity Zone Fund, LLC”, this could provide a
mechanism to leverage outside resources to local housing development.
Strategy 5: Expanding Incentives to Improve Properties
Tompkins County has a relatively large number of properties built before 1960, many of
which could be affordable for working families, but are in need of significant renovations.
The County could expand incentives for investments in properties, including
updating property, energy efficiency and adding additional units to existing lots.
By offering specialized loans and tax incentives, as well as streamlined design and code
reviews, existing housing assets can be more efficiently used. For example, if local
agencies can be brought on board, property owners could be offered reduced property
tax assessment increases on improvements for qualifying housing construction.
Strategy 6: Facilitating Homeownership through Down Payment Loans
The challenge for working families is having enough savings to cover down payment
and closing costs. Coming up with 10 percent of a $200,000 home purchase transaction
can be difficult, but can be supported with grants and loans. A down payment fund could
be in part funded by invested capital provided by local employers, and the funds could
be recycled as loans are repaid. While there are existing down payment funds, down
payment loans aimed at middle income borrowers can help people afford to buy
homes or condos. Because these would be loans and not grants, the funds can be
recycled to future homebuyers once they are paid off. By leveraging private funds and
employers, this fund could be both larger and more flexible than down payment
assistance provided by federal or state programs.
Strategy 7: Advocating Through a Tompkins County Campaign for Housing Development
A frequent theme across prior reports on housing in the County, as well as interviews
and focus groups conducted for this project, is that there are too many opportunities
for a small minority of existing residents to block projects. Community meetings,
community review boards and other structures allow community opposition to slow or
stop regulatory approval processes. This exists in many communities, but Tompkins
County may be increasingly labeled as a place where housing development is not
supported, regardless if it benefits the workforce. Changing community processes and
attitudes will be a slow process, but a coordinated campaign to provide evidence-based
information in the community, including public-private partnerships and coalitions with
advocates, can help to change the norms, expectations and culture of how residents
engage in the review process. This effort may also benefit from investing in technical
experts who can guide messaging strategies based on best practices in public
advocacy. Community education can be a critical component across strategies. It
can include neighborhood associations and community groups, we well as housing
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professionals, housing review board members and civic leaders and workers in local
government.
Next Steps
Tompkins County has many tools at its disposal to formulate cohesive strategies that
promote workforce housing. By taking action now, the community can provide new and
better housing options for families in the “missing middle” of incomes that are
underserved in the current housing market. By expanding access to housing, people will
have more stability and greater financial well-being. A more robust supply of housing for
the middle market will also enhance local business’ ability to recruit and retain
employees, support an expanded tax base and community services, and ultimately
improve the quality of life for Tompkins County.
This vision is attainable, especially if community leaders, organizations, and housing
advocates work together towards solutions. Future tasks include:

1. Review county-wide regulatory inconsistencies for zoning and building codes and
share best practices for streamlining development, especially when housing for
working families is in jeopardy.
2. Convene community discussions around innovative financing using loans and
equity from a housing fund, including fund priorities and scoring criteria for
projects;
3. Recommend tax abatement policies to focus on high priority workforce housing
needs, including the potential to issue bonds for capital for projects;
4. Explore other tax incentives, from local property and other tax relief for certain
types of housing projects, to leveraging federal income tax programs like the
Opportunity Zone;
5. Develop strategies to deliver community-based education promoting workforce
housing;
6. Convene stakeholders to explore ways to design and promote accessory
dwelling units, including new financing mechanisms, as well as more inclusive
codes and regulations;
7. Support model developments for single family subdivisions with a substantial
number of units priced under $200,000, as well as condominium units, for
working families to buy, and
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Introduction
This report describes strategies to promote the development of affordable and incomeappropriate housing in Tompkins County. This analysis is based on a variety of
information sources including reviews of prior strategic plans, public documents,
interviews with local housing professionals, and publicly-available housing and
economic data to inform strategies for Tompkins County with respect to incomeappropriate housing. For this report, the focus is housing that is targeted to working
families, also called “workforce housing” or income-appropriate housing. This is housing
that is priced above the levels of low-income-restricted affordable housing typical in
housing subsidy programs but is affordable for people earning between 80 percent and
120 percent of the area median income.
Several key questions posed by the Community Foundation of Tompkins County and
the Tompkins County Chamber of Commerce Foundation guided this work:
•
•
•
•

What strategies will promote the development of income-appropriate housing in
Tompkins County?
What type and amount of funding will accelerate the development of affordable
and income-appropriate housing in Tompkins County?
What strategies are being used in other communities to expand access to
housing for working families that could be applied in Tompkins County?
What resources should be explored for greater use in Tompkins County,
including tax abatements and loan funds?

The Tompkins County region has been the subject of a number of housing analyses in
the last decade and a half. Existing reports and plans show that Tompkins County has a
shortage of affordable owner- and renter-occupied units. Increasingly, this lack of
affordable housing reaches well into the middle market, burdening people earning
around county median income. This group earns too much to qualify for subsidies to
afford housing, but still cannot find quality homes in the community without creating
financial insecurity. High housing costs strain household budgets and financial wellbeing, undermine local business’ ability to recruit and retain employees, require long
commutes for thousands of workers, and ultimately reduce the quality of life of the
community.
Tompkins County has already conducted a series of studies on local housing trends and
needs. This report uses these and other data to develop potential strategies to boost
housing development that crosses sectors and markets, focusing on development that
is not subsidized by public programs but can serve the “missing middle” range of
housing that is affordable to working families—the families that make Tompkins County
a vibrant economy and livable community.
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To develop strategies for Tompkins County, the community has four key tasks: defining
the need, prioritizing investments, discovering new strategies, and tailoring strategies to
the local context for implementation.
1. Defining: What income levels should the community prioritize for workforce
housing? What types of housing do families need?
2. Prioritizing: What housing strategies does the county most need to address?
3. Discovering: How can new and existing strategies, including a housing
investment fund, drive progress toward the development of the most critical
housing priorities? What can the county learn from other communities? What can
the private sector, public agencies and local employers do to develop and
promote workforce housing?
4. Tailoring: How can workforce housing strategies be optimally designed for
implementation in Tompkins County? What are complementary strategies that
will support and sustain housing investments in the community?
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1. Background
1.1 Prior Studies
Table 1 summarizes the main housing studies and reports conducted in the County over
the last decade and a half. The region is fortunate to have a wealth of data and analysis
to guide housing strategies. The Affordable Housing Needs Assessment in 2006 began
a series of studies on housing for low-income and underserved families. The strategies
developed based on that Needs Assessment included inclusionary and incentive zoning
for affordable housing, using a community housing trust to acquire land, employerassisted homeownership, and a community housing affordability fund to fill funding
gaps. The final strategy was institutionalized as the Community Housing Development
Fund (CHDF) in 2009. The 2006 study also recommended the county add 4,000
additional rental and owner-occupied units across all income levels by between 2006
and 2014. After the recession in 2008, housing development slowed, however, and
fewer than 3,200 units were added as of 2017.
In 2016, another Housing Needs Assessment was conducted, resulting in an even more
comprehensive set of housing strategies. The 2017 Housing Strategy included a
number of ways to increase housing development, including facilitating infill housing
projects, expanding funding for the CHDF, and exploring the creation of a Local
Development Corporation (LDC) to spur development partnerships. The 2017 Strategy
also included recommendations to streamline zoning and approval process and improve
code enforcement. Notably, the Strategy also recommended using Tompkins County
Industrial Development Agency (IDA) tax abatements for housing projects, as well as
new ways to provide additional local financing options to support housing development.
These two topics are the focus of much of this report.
Finally, the County’s 2017 Housing Strategy provided an estimation of housing needs in
various categories over the coming decade, including affordable/middle income,
condos, single family homes, purpose-built student housing, supportive and special
housing, and senior housing of numerous types and amenity levels. While these are
important ways to develop an inclusive housing market, the focus of this report is largely
on housing that is targeted to working families, also called workforce housing or incomeappropriate housing.
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Table 1. Summary of Affordable Housing Reports in Tompkins County
Year

Report

Author

Topics and Key Findings

2006

Affordable
Housing Needs
Assessment

Economic & Policy
Resources, Inc.
(prepared for the
Tompkins County
Planning
Department)

Foundational report that documented population and economic trends in
Tompkins County and projected local housing demand through 2014.
Provided recommendations about how to encourage the development of
new housing units. Underpinned the County’s 2007 Housing Strategy
and the creation of the Community Housing Development Fund.

2007

Housing Strategy
for Tompkins
County

Tompkins County
Government

Proposed locations in the county where new development should be
prioritized, outlined four strategies for promoting affordable housing:
inclusionary and incentive zoning, a Community Housing Trust, employer
assistance, and a Community Housing Affordability Fund.

2014

Town of Ithaca
Comprehensive
Plan

Town of Ithaca

Outline’s the Town’s commitments to housing, which include affordable
housing options. Makes a series of recommendations for meeting the
Town’s affordable housing goals including zoning changes, density
bonuses, affordability requirements for developers, and a housing trust
fund or land bank. Classifies recommendations into priority levels.

2015

Tompkins County
Comprehensive
Plan

Tompkins County
Planning
Department

Overviews trends in the local housing market, factors affecting the
market, and barriers to and opportunities for improving local housing
affordability. Predates the 2017 Housing Strategy, so it highlights the
earlier strategy from 2007. Explains County Government’s role in
promoting affordable housing and proposes next steps for the County to
take.

2015

City of Ithaca
Comprehensive
Plan

City of Ithaca
Planning Division

Outlines the city’s housing goals and recommended next steps.
Highlights the need not just for new development, but for adapting and
expanding existing housing stock while maintaining neighborhoods’
sense of place. Commits to expanding housing opportunities for all
income levels.

2016

Cornell University
Student Housing
Master Plan

U3 Advisors and
Design Collective
(prepared for
Cornell University)

Explains the pressures a lack of on campus housing creates for students
and the local rental market—less than one-half of undergraduates live on
campus, which pushes rents up in the surrounding community Provides
high-level strategies about how the University can increase housing
affordability and on-campus living opportunities. Highlights how
intertwined Cornell is with the surrounding housing market.

2016

Downtown Ithaca
Housing Demand
Study

Danter Company
(prepared for the
Downtown Ithaca
Alliance)

Uses a variety of data sources to project housing demand over the next
five years in downtown Ithaca specifically. Breaks demand out by rental
housing, for-sale, and student purpose housing. Describes the
characteristics that make the area capable of absorbing large numbers
of new housing units.

2016

Tompkins County
Housing Needs
Assessment

Danter Company
(prepared for
Tompkins County
Government)

Updated the 2006 Needs Assessment. Documents local population and
economic trends and estimates housing demand through 2025 by
market segment: student, workforce, senior, and supportive
housing/special needs. Projects a demand for 3,800 new ownership and
2,000 new rental housing units through 2025 (with further breakdowns by
price point).

2017

Tompkins County
Housing Strategy

Tompkins County
Government

Uses lessons learned from the 2016 Needs Assessment, 2016 Tompkins
County Housing Summit, and other local efforts to generate a list of
strategies for promoting the development of new housing and the
improvement of existing housing stock in the county. Proposes ways the
County can monitor progress towards its housing goals.
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1.2 Key Informant Views on Strategies to Develop More Workforce Housing
Starting in fall of 2018 and into early 2019, the community conducted a series of focus
groups and interviews of key informants in the area of workforce housing: community
leaders, housing professionals, developers, landlords, and residents (see Appendix 1).
These key informants were invited to discuss ways to support housing development that
would be affordable for moderate income workers who may struggle financially to live in
Tompkins County. Five main themes emerged.
Workforce housing is a priority need for the community that was raised across
focus groups with landlords, employers, real estate professionals and community
leaders.
• We have an attractive a workforce, but we will lose these people in our local
economy if they cannot find housing that is close to work.
• A lack of workforce housing is a becoming a barrier to recruit the people we want
to get here.
• The demand for places to live that are walkable and close to amenities is
growing; we cannot just tell people to go out to the fringes of the County.
Regulation and “red tape” are a barrier for all kinds of housing development but
make developing more affordable workforce housing that much harder.
• Our zoning is old fashioned and incredibly inefficient. We need to modernize
rules around density, utilities, and how we use land.
• We need a change in culture: too many of the city/ /town staff(s) that administer
rules have an obstructionist mentality or are inconsistent in their application of
procedures and interpretations of regulations.
• One example is “accessory dwelling units” that can be added to homes, but the
regulatory barriers make it too hard for property owners to carry out. This same
problem exists with manufactured homes or smaller, energy efficient microhomes.
Promising developments with support from public-private partnerships need
expedited approval timelines.
• Bring everyone together at a pre-development meeting and then assign one
person to be a guide for navigating the regulations around zoning, codes,
planning, engineering, environment, etc.
• Enforcement of the rules should be uniform. All the units involved need to be in
sync and take a case management approach to get projects through all phases.
• Use form-based, pre-set standards and let developers proceed as long as
standards are being met.
Community review processes allow people to object to any development of any
kind, regardless if it helps support workforce housing or not.
• Not in my backyard (NIMBY) is a challenge that results in multiple meetings and
delays; this discourages projects and raises costs.
• Delays result in either no development, or projects that are less affordable.
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•

We need to highlight and reward developers, bankers, zoning officers, elected
officials, developers to showcase efforts to build workforce housing.

Workforce housing can be encouraged with existing financing tools, like trust
funds, revolving loan funds, tax abatements and low-cost loans.
• Projects are complicated to develop and incur high soft costs. Funding for predevelopment planning is not easy to finance. We are under-capitalized for this
important work, which advantages large projects and developers.
• There is a perception that property taxes on rental developments are very high in
the County; abatements can really reduce the costs of development and make
rents more affordable.
• Larger multifamily projects (60 to 75 units or more) can layer local loans, tax
abatements and grants with New York State programs and federal tax credits to
develop mixed-income workforce and housing affordable to families.
• Look for opportunities to lower the costs of capital with tax‐exempt bond
financing through the Industrial Development Agency or Tompkins County
Development Corporation, or another entity, to issue bonds, especially for
projects that use the 4 percent Low Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) likely for
mixed-income projects (instead of the 9 percent credit).
There is no single solution to the housing issues facing working families.
The next step in understanding the local need for workforce housing is to review
existing data for the community, as well as lessons learned from other communities.
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1.3 Understanding the Need for Income-Appropriate Housing that Working Families Can
Afford
Currently, there are over 43,000 housing units in Tompkins County, housing around
105,000 people. Just over half (55 percent) are owner-occupied, while the remainder
are rental units. There are about 39,000 households living in the community, meaning
about 3,000 housing units are vacant, in transition, or second homes. Meanwhile, about
468 new residential units were permitted in 2017, the latest period for which finalized
permit data are available.
Table 2. Tompkins County by the Numbers
Housing Units
Owner Units
Population
Households
Building Permits

43,453
24,116
102,793
38,986
468

Source: U.S. Census Bureau. QuickFacts: Tompkins County, New York.
2013-2017; 2018.

While the County is adding housing, the units being added may not be aimed at, or
affordable to, working families. “Housing affordability” and “affordable housing” are
often used interchangeably, but they have slightly different meanings. Housing
affordability refers to the ongoing costs of paying for housing, while affordable housing
relates more to the initial process of developing or rehabilitating housing to be
affordable at specific income levels.
Affordability is often defined based how much (as a percent) of gross household
income is required for housing-related expenses. The U.S. Department of Housing and
Urban Development (HUD) defines cost-burdened families as those who pay more than
30 percent of their income for housing and may have difficulty affording necessities
such as food, clothing, transportation, and medical care. HUD defines a severe housing
cost burden as paying more than 50 percent of income on housing.
However, housing costs relative to income do not account for all struggles families have
with housing costs. A poor-quality home far from work opportunities or amenities is one
way to reduce housing costs, but that might increase transportation costs and child care
expenses, as well as reduce other opportunities. These tradeoffs are not captured by
measuring the share of income people directly spend on housing.
At the very lowest levels of income, less than 50 percent of the area median income
(under approximately $26,000 in Tompkins County, depending on household size),
quality affordable housing is scarce and almost always publicly subsidized, both in
terms of development costs, as well as ongoing rents. Owner-occupied housing also
exists in price ranges that could be affordable for a very-low income household, but
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these housing units are typically near the end of their lifecycle, in poor condition, or in
less desirable locations.
Housing for “working families” targets middle income levels, which are relative. One
way to define relative income is compared to the median (or midpoint) in incomes for
the overall area. For example, 80 percent of the area median income level equates to
slightly below the median income, while 120 percent is just above median. Relative
incomes also take into account household size. More income is needed to support a
larger family, which has more basic expenses, including a larger home.
Figure 1 shows 80 percent to 120 percent median income levels for Tompkins County
by family size. Income ranges for a 4-person household (perhaps typical for a couple
with two children) would be considered “middle income” by earning between $67,350
and $101,040—between 80 percent and 120 percent of median area incomes for that
size household. The 80 percent to 120 percent of area median income threshold is
lower for smaller households, down to $47,150 for single person households at the 80
percent of area median income level, and up to $70,800 at the 120 percent level.
Figure 1. 80% to 120% Area Median Income Level for Tompkins County by Family Size
4 people
3 people

→

$60,650

2 people
1 person

→

$67,350
→

$53,900
$47,150

$101,040
$90,960

$80,880

→

$70,800

Source: HUD Office of Policy Development and Research. 2018. FY 2018 HUD Income Limits.

Working family households tend to have multiple members, for example, parents with
one or two children. The market is diverse, however, and encompasses demographics
ranging from young people new to the workforce to older, working couples.
Regardless, the income levels for working families are higher than the thresholds
defined as “low income,” meaning in many cases these people do not qualify for meanstested benefits or special programs. Nevertheless, incomes alone may not define what
a family needs for housing. Another factor is how housing costs compare to income for
a given family size at a given income level.
Table 3 shows the approximate regional rents based on incomes and family sizes in
2018, with 80 percent of median income as the lowest band of the working family
income levels (based on HUD income levels; see Figure 1). The “affordable” rent is
defined as 30 percent of gross income, as noted above. This translates into rent levels
for single-person households of just under $1,200, up to about $1,700 for a 4-person
household, which would typically mean at least two- or three- bedroom housing units.

Table 3. Targeting Income Levels: "Affordable" Housing Costs per Month (based on
housing cost as 30 percent of gross family income)
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80% Median Income
$1,179
$1,348
$1,684

Single Person
Two-Person
Family of Four

120% Median Income
$1,768
$2,021
$2,526

Source: HUD HOME Investment Partnership Program. 2018. HOME Income Limits for Ithaca,
NY metropolitan statistical area (MSA

Figure 2 shows the approximate “affordable” rents for workforce rental housing based
on the size of the unit, which translates into different family or household types (single,
couple, etc.) shown in orange. The blue market rent levels are based research provided
by the local development firm, Integrated Acquisition & Development (IAD). While there
are some units available in price ranges affordable for working families, the overlap
between affordable (orange) and market rates (blue) is limited. Market units exist but
many housing units are priced at levels that are above what working families can
afford. This is the dilemma of the missing middle: there are not enough units at
affordable levels (see also Appendix 2).
Figure 2. Working Families Face Limited Options in Rental Market
1,000
Studio
Available
Affordable
1 Bedroom
Available
Affordable
2 Bedroom
Available
Affordable
3 Bedroom
Available
Affordable
Key:

1,250

1,500

Rent Level ($)
1,750
2,000

2,250

2,500>

Market
Single
Market
Couple
Market
3 People
Market

>

4 People

Market rental rate for unit type (i.e., rate at which housing type is available)
Rent level that would be affordable (based on median income level and family size)

Notes: Worker 80-120% Median Income paying 30% monthly gross income. Based on
2018 rent levels from market data collected and monitored by Integrated Acquisition &
Development, Ithaca, NY.

As the small overlap between availability and affordability shows, the price of housing
in Tompkins County may simply be too high for many people to afford—there are
not enough units at the targeted price levels. Furthermore, housing at these income
levels is market rate housing, and does not have direct public subsidies. There are few,
if any, subsidy programs from the public sector for this income level, and given the fixed
costs of development, investors may not want to build housing for this market since they
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expect lower rates of return on investment with relatively low rental income—this results
in a shortage of existing units and an under-supply of new units.
The lack of housing that a family earning around the median income can afford is a key
concern in Tompkins County housing market. In this “missing middle” market,
affordability is relative to other options, including relocating (or never locating) in
Tompkins County. The County is not unique in the lack of housing—renter and owner—
that are viable for people making too much to qualify for subsidies but too little to afford
quality homes. The County does have additional complexities, however, including
geographic barriers like the lake and steep terrain that limit development. A
disproportionately large student population, and older supply of single-family homes that
are or have been rented by students and tenants who move frequently also make the
County a challenging market to diagnose. The market is larger than some small town or
rural areas, but smaller than major metropolitan areas that attract big-time housing
developers. New innovations like sharing-platform un-hosted short-term rentals (e.g.,
AirBnB) also impact the housing supply. This combination of factors makes the local
housing market dynamic, but also makes housing strategies more difficult to define.
Student housing is a unique aspect of the Tompkins county market. Students have
relatively little earned income, but demand and consume much housing of reasonable
quality near Ithaca’s urban core. Student demand influences overall prices and
development patterns. These units impact demand for land and the use of
infrastructure; it is important to keep an eye on this market as workforce housing is
developed.
The 15,000 students living off campus in Tompkins County strongly impact the rental
market, particularly near the campuses. A significant number of off-campus student
housing units are in development (over 1,200 are expected between 2020 and 2022). In
addition, Cornell University plans to add 2,000 new undergraduate beds on-campus.
The demand for housing by college students is a strong influence on housing strategies
in Tompkins County. The community has made great progress in addressing the needs
of student housing and ameliorating the problems that student demand for housing
makes on the rest of the market. The fact that Tompkins County has coalesced with
Cornell University, Ithaca College and other stakeholders to expand housing for
students is promising. The effort to strategically develop student housing serves as a
model for how more workforce housing can be opened up in the community.
Beyond serving as a model, student housing does add to the overall supply. If students
vacate affordably priced units, this could open up options for working family households.
This can be challenging, however. Some of the housing students are exiting may not in
good condition, including older single-family homes divided into rental units. These units
may not be attractive to workforce or other types of households without a significant
investment in repairs and renovations. Landlords may not find their properties can
command the same rents as family homes without investing in costly improvements.
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Moreover, adding student housing may trigger other needs for the County to address to
serve the needs of workforce housing.
1.4 Demand: Estimating the Number of Workforce Housing Units Needed
Based on a recent analysis by the nationally-recognized real estate research consulting
firm, the Danter Company, Tompkins County needs 300 additional rental units for
workforce housing (rent levels between $1,100 and $1,800) added to the housing
stock annually to address the gap or shortage of supply. This means developing over
3,000 for-rent housing units over a decade.1,2
As shown in Table 4, the County also needs 300 single family homes annually to
meet demand, yet only half that number are built in a typical year. Of these units, 90 are
needed that are priced under $200,000, while almost none have been developed in this
price range in recent years. The County also has demand for 80 multifamily
condominiums annually, of which 35 are also needed with purchase prices under
$200,000.
Table 4. Tompkins County Housing Targets 2016 through 2025
Type of Unit

Annual Development Need

Ownership-Single Family <$200k

90

Ownership-Single Family $200-300k

210

Ownership-Condominiums <$200k

35

Ownership-Condominiums $200-300k

45

Source: Tompkins County Housing Needs Assessment 2016.

1.5 Additional Demand for Workforce Housing from Commuters
Tompkins County firms draw about 15,000 workers into the County, based on the most
recent Census American Community Survey estimates.3 These people mainly live in
Cortland County, Tioga County and Cayuga County but work at employers based in
Tompkins County. Some portion of these workers would be willing to rent or buy in
Tompkins County, but cannot afford housing.
Based on the 2016 demand estimates by the Danter Company, about 1,369 households
with a member who commutes to the County would be potentially in the market to buy a
home in the County, if they could find an appropriate unit they could afford. Meanwhile,
about 576 commuters would have demand for a rental unit. These households provide
added demand to the more than 3,000 rental units needed in the next decade, and
more than 1,300 homeownership units if they were to decide to move.

1

Tompkins County Housing Needs Assessment 2016.
Tompkins County Housing Strategy 2017.
3 See also Residential Demand Potential: Tompkins County In-Commuters Tompkins County, New York 2016.
2
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Between demand for housing from existing County residents, as well as newcomers,
commuters and others, Tomkins County has a shortage of housing, especially for
people who are working and have incomes that are around or below the median for all
households in the community.

2. The Supply of Housing
Given that Tompkins County lacks housing at prices that are appropriate for working
families, the next major challenge is how to add to the “supply” of homes, especially
homes affordable to working families.
Permitted housing development is on the rise in Tompkins County.
Figure 3 shows that there has been an increase in permitted residential housing
development since 2014, especially among multifamily projects. Many of these are
larger projects in the core urban area. Still, it is promising that the County is adding units
after a long period where housing production lagged market demand.
Figure 3. Tompkins County Housing Permits by Residence Type, 2014-2017
Number of Permitted Housing Units
Added Per Year

450
400
350

Single-Family Structures
2-unit Multi-Family Structures

5+ unit Multi-Family Structures

300
250
200
150
100
50
0
2014

2015

2016

2017

Source: HUD State of the Cities Data Systems (SOCDS) Building Permits Database
<https://socds.huduser.gov/permits>

More recent data collected by a local development journalist, Brain Crandall, track
multifamily units that are not yet counted in permitting data, that are under construction
or in development. These data show continued growth in the number of units in
development.4 Figure 4 shows these data for 2018 and 2019. In 2018, student
multifamily housing made up most of the growth in supply—which is a positive
development, to the extent this frees up other housing for working families. In 2019,
there are projected to be over 400 market rate multifamily rental units added to the
4

For more information see: Brian Crandall <https://ithacating.com/>
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stock. This is consistent with a dynamic local housing market. Most of these units,
however, will be priced at rent levels above what a median income working family can
afford. This begs the question of how the community can stimulate more housing that is
affordable for working families.
Figure 4. Number of Housing Projects in Development in Tompkins County, 2018-19
545

411

90
52
1

Low Income

42

23

Market

88

4

Mixed-Income
2018

Senior

Students

2019

Source: Project data collected by Brian Crandall <https://ithacating.com/>
(Multifamily projects for residential housing in process or completed by year.)
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2.1 Overview of Federal Subsidies for Housing
One way to supply units that are more affordable is through the use of development or
rental subsidies. Major federal rental subsidy programs5 include:
• 9 Percent Low-Income Housing Tax Credit – for new construction (supports 70
percent of project costs)
• 4 Percent Low-Income Housing Tax Credit – for rehabilitation (supports 30
percent of project costs)
• Section 515 – low interest loans for rural rentals
• HOME – grants for very low-income rental projects
• Section 8 project based – rental housing development subsidy
• Section 202 –subsidy for affordable rental housing for seniors
• Section 236 – a mortgage interest subsidy for affordable rental housing
developers
According to data on HUD-funded projects, there are about 1,300 rental units with
federal subsidy in the County. There are also about 700 rental units financed at least in
part by the Low-Income Housing Tax Credit program. Tax credits are a different form of
subsidy providing investors in certain housing projects a reduction in federal income tax
liability for financing affordable rental housing. Projects must remain affordable at least
30 years, but the tax credits are claimed over 10 years. In addition, there are about
1,000 households using Section 8 rental vouchers to afford rental housing, with the
average unit receiving just under $400 in subsidy per month.6 The subsidies are not tied
to a specific unit, but allow people to find housing that meets certain criteria and then
receive direct rental subsidy to afford monthly rents.
These subsidized units are critical to serve the needs of low-income families in the
County. While these units might be co-located with units that are affordable for working
families, the restrictions on who can have access to these units limits the extent these
programs can support the needs of workforce housing—families earning 80 to 120
percent of the area median income earn too much to be eligible for these programs or to
rent subsidized units in these projects. These programs are income-restricted to
households with incomes below established limits, usually well below 80 percent of area
median income.
However, projects might combine more low-income targeted affordable housing into a
mixed-income development, making working family housing more economically viable.
Using these programs in development projects requires the project meet program
standards and regulations, and the development must stay in compliance for the life of
the project.
Figure 5 shows major federal subsidy programs for the period 1995-2015, and how
many projects were developed using the program. Tax credits are the most common
subsidy program used, followed by Section 515 rural housing and HOME funds. Most
5
6

See: Congressional Research Service. An Introduction to the Low-Income Housing Tax Credit. February 27, 2019.
HUD Central Accounting and Program System (HUDCAPS)
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projects use the more generous (and more competitive) 9 percent tax credit, which
supports 70 percent of project costs, as opposed to the 4 percent credit which supports
30 percent of costs. There were no project-based section 8 developments in the County
in this period, nor were there projects that made use of Section 202 elderly programs or
Section 236 mortgage subsidies. These programs are more often used in specialized
developments; the lack of these programs being part of developments in the County is
not unusual. Demand for these programs far outstrips the funds available. Nationwide,
affordable housing lacks strong public supports.7
Figure 5. Subsidized Housing Programs Used in Tompkins County by Number of
Projects, 1995-2015
13

7

7

2
0
9% Tax Credit 4% Tax Credit Section 515

HOME

0

Section 8
Section 202
Project-based

0
Section 236

Source: National Housing Preservation Database <https://preservationdatabase.org/>

Table 5 shows units in Tompkins County that are listed in the National Housing
Preservation Database (NHPD), which was created by the Public and Affordable
Housing Research Corporation and National Low-Income Housing Coalition. This table
represents all federally assisted housing inventory at the address level as of 2018—
although more recently developed units may not yet be recorded in HUD data. Based
on these data, more than half (725) of the units were developed before 2000. As has
been documented in prior studies, recent development, especially in the recession, was
below prior trends. Projects use a variety of federal programs, including tax credits (Tax
Cr), Section 515 rural rental housing assistance, and the HOME program.

Table 5. Tompkins County Affordable Housing Projects in HUD Data, 1969-2015
7

State of the Nation’s Housing, Joint Center for Housing Studies. 2018.
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Property Name

City

Units

Family Sites
Titus Towers
Center Vil Court I
Ellis Hollow
Woodsedge
Newfield Garden
Fountain Manor
Lehigh Crossing
Juniper Manor Ii
School House Garden
Linderman Creek
Linderman Creek II
Trumansburg Country Estates
Floral Av Rehabilitation
Adams Street Housing
The Overlook At West Hill I
The Overlook At West Hill II
Ithaca Special Needs
Conifer Village Senior
Cedar Creek
Spencer Road Affordable Hsg
Juniper Manor
Breckenridge Place
Poets Landing
Stone Quarry
Total

Ithaca
Ithaca
Groton
Ithaca
Lansing
Newfield
Slaterville Spr
Freeville
Trumansburg
Groton
Ithaca
Ithaca
Trumansburg
Ithaca
Ithaca
Ithaca
Ithaca
Ithaca
Ithaca
Ithaca
Ithaca
Trumansburg
Ithaca
Dryden
Ithaca

106
235
60
104
40
28
24
24
20
28
56
72
24
7
4
64
64
38
72
39
4
40
50
72
35
1310

Year
1969
1972
1975
1975
1980
1986
1987
1991
1991
1992
2000
2003
2004
2006
2006
2006
2007
2008
2008
2009
2010
2013
2013
2013
2015

0-1
BR

60
104
38
28
24
24
6
22
16
24
12

2
BR

3+
BR

2

6
32
40
10

8
8
2

12
12
38
54
7

40
40

12
12

18
15

17

36

4

0

32
10
249

16
18
93

24
7
548

Target
LMI
LMI
Sr.
Mixed
Sr.
Sr.
Sr.
Sr. or DI
Sr. or DI
Sr. or DI
Family
Family
Family
LMI
LMI
Family
Family
Sr. or DI
Sr. or DI
Mixed
LMI
Sr.
Sr. or DI
LMI
Mixed

Tax
Crt

515

HOME

Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y

Y

Y

Y

Y
Y
Y
Y
Y

Y
Y

Y
Y
Y

Y
Y
Y

Source: National Housing Preservation Database <https://preservationdatabase.org/> Note: 210 Hancock
Development is not included in the database during this period, but adds additional units (see:
http://inhsproperties.org/210hancock).

Figure 6 shows units in Tompkins County that were developed using federal LowIncome Housing Tax Credits (LIHTC), again based on HUD records. It is important to
note that LIHTC projects generally are structured based on 30 years of affordability.
Units that were developed before 2000s will begin to be eligible to convert to market
rates in the next decade, although most will remain affordable based on prior studies.8

8

Abt Associates. 2012. What Happens to Low-Income Housing Tax Credit Properties at Year 15 and Beyond?
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Figure 6. Housing Tax Credit Units (LIHTC) Housing Projects in Tompkins County,
1991-2015
91
72

72
64

64

56
36
28

24

38

39

39

24

29

6
1991 1992 2000 2003 2004 2006 2006 2007 2008 2008 2008 2009 2013 2013 2015
Source: HUD LIHTC Database < https://lihtc.huduser.gov/>

One concern is that Tompkins County may not be using available federal subsidy
programs at a level needed to support the affordable housing market, further
compressing demand for moderately-priced rental housing.
Figure 7 shows units in Tompkins County that were developed using federal subsidy
programs based on records in the National Housing Preservation database. Tompkins
County cities of Ithaca and Trumansburg are the main areas covered in the dataset.
These places can be compared to other communities in the region to understand the
relative trends in the area. Relative to other cities in Upstate New York, these two cities
have about the same number of subsidized housing units put into service in the last
decade, but fewer in the last three years. Overall, the County is using available federal
programs at a similar rate to other areas.
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Figure 7. Subsidized Affordable Housing Development by Period in Upstate New York
2001-2019
350
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Source: National Housing Preservation Database <https://preservationdatabase.org/>

Table 6 shows units in Tompkins County and other areas in the region that were
developed using LIHTCs between1991 and 2015. Since projects with LIHTCs can have
a mix of low-income affordable units and more moderate income units, the first column
shows all units in LIHTC projects, and the second the LIHTC units only. Most counties
are using the program to develop more than just very-low income targeted housing.
Since each of these counties varies in size, one useful comparison is the number of
LIHTC units relative to the total housing stock. Tompkins County has one of the highest
rates of LIHTC units per 1000 housing units in the county overall.
Table 6. Low Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) Units by County, 1991-2015
Units

Low Income
Units

LIHTC Units Per
1000 Units

Cayuga County

377

300

10.2

Cortland County

260

255

12.5

Onondaga County

4269

3210

20.5

Saratoga County

1225

970

11.5

Tioga County

143

139

6.3

Tompkins County

980

643

22.6

Source: HUD LIHTC Database <https://lihtc.huduser.gov/>
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There is no evidence Tompkins County is using existing federal subsidy
programs any less than other communities. However, the County faces the same
problem all communities in the United States face: federal housing subsidy
programs alone are not able to narrow the gap in workforce housing.
2.2 NOAH: Naturally Occurring Affordable Housing
In addition to units that have federal subsidies, the County also has so-called “naturally
occurring affordable housing” (NOAH) units that could be subject to turnover,
demolition, or could be upgraded to higher cost units. Typically, these units in the
market are older and in poorer condition. Preserving NOAH units could be an
important issue given the age of housing in the county. As shown in Figure 8, the
largest proportion of housing units built in the county (approximately one-third of all units
built) were built before 1950. Less than 10 percent of all the units in the county in 2018
were built after the year 2000.
Figure 8. Tompkins County Housing by Decade of Construction

Units by Year Built

12,520

6,024

5,638

5,814
4,922

3,584

Before 1950

1950s

4,225

1960s

1970s

1980s

1990s

Since 2000

Source: U.S. Census Bureau. American Community Survey: Tompkins County. 2012-2016.

There are barriers to re-using older homes as an affordable source of rental or
ownership housing for working families.
• Older units often have high operating costs for maintenance and utilities
• Older units are often lower in quality and need major renovations
• Older units in desirable areas may be viewed by speculators as a way to buy a
property and upgrade it significantly, including effectively building a new unit in a
developed lot.
• Older units in less desirable areas may not be appraised at values sufficient to
support conventional financing
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•

Families may be looking for more modern amenities and the design and
materials in older units may be too outdated to preserve given current demand.

There is no simple solution, but given the number of older units in the County, further
study could identify units built before 1960 that are more (and less) appropriate for
preservation, demolition, or re-use in a different form—such as converting a rental
property to condominiums or single family ownership or vice versa. This type of analysis
might be especially helpful in targeting future housing redevelopment programs.
2.3 The Need for Housing that Serves Families with Children
The figure below shows large gaps in the availability of two-bedroom units at the
$1,100 to $1,800 price ranges in Tompkins County, based on estimates from the Danter
Company. While development from 2017 to the present has changed this mix in supply,
there remains a general shortage of market rate units that working families with children
can afford (see Appendix 2).

Units Avialble - United Demanded

Figure 9. Estimated Supply Gaps for Rental Units in Tompkins County in 2016.
Studio/1 BR

127

2 BR

3BR
80

82

31

9

21

-5

-126
-197

$1100-1399

$1400-1799

$1800+

Rent Level
Source: Tompkins County Apartment Demand Analysis for Non-Student Market Rate Apartments,
provided by The Danter Company Survey Summary of Unmet Needs, 2016
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2.4 Local Barriers to Income-Appropriate Housing
Key informants in interviews, focus groups, and correspondence consistently suggested
that the costs of housing development in Tompkins County are relatively more
expensive than other areas, and this discourages development.
Indeed, the value of per unit permitted projects in the County is higher than in Cortland
or Tioga counties, as shown in Table 7, which compares Tompkins to other counties in
the region that are proximate and/or share common housing market characteristics. And
the value per unit has risen faster in Tompkins County than other areas in the 2016-to2017 period when data is available. Much of this increase is driven by multifamily unit
projects.
Table 7. Building Permits Reported by Value and Housing Type in Tompkins and
Comparison Counties, 2016-2017
Change 2016-2017:
All Permitted
Single Family
Projects
Projects Only

2016

2017

Cayuga County
Cortland County
Onondaga County
Saratoga County
Tioga County

$172,000
$124,269
$153,089
$226,898
$125,773

$165,813
$112,300
$170,410
$227,366
$125,113

-4%
-10%
11%
0%
-1%

-3%
-8%
-8%
-3%
-4%

Tompkins County

$140,132

$183,824

31%

5%

Source: U.S. Census Bureau. Building Permits Survey. 2017.

What might underlie higher housing costs in Tompkins County? Data are available
on the at least two factors, land and labor costs.
The value of land can be estimated based on repeated real estate transactions
monitored by the Federal Housing Finance Agency (FHFA), at least for counties with
sufficient real estate transactions. Overall, Tompkins County single family land values
are below the levels of other counties in the region. These land values are based on
single family home sales; land in demand in dense urban cores may not precisely track
these estimated values. Nevertheless, these estimates, which are based on
administrative data, provide an indication of relative values over time. Having relatively
affordable land costs does not suggest that the cost of land alone is a major barrier to
housing development relative to other areas.
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Figure 10. Land Values (Average Price of Land per Acre Used in Single-family Housing
Units) in Tompkins and Surrounding Counties, 2012-2017
$160,000
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2017
Upstate Average

Source: U.S. Federal Housing Finance Agency. The Price of Residential Land for Counties, ZIP codes,
and Census Tracts in the United States. 2019.
Note: County-level aggregate estimates of standardized land values per acre under single family
residential units based on standardized appraised values from CoreLogic assessor data. These are the
only areas reported by FHFA.

The other factor that can be observed in public data are labor costs. The Bureau of
Labor Statistics (BLS) tracks wages by industry and worker type. Table 8 shows the
comparison for other areas in the region. Overall, the costs of private construction labor
in the county is just over $900, about two-thirds the state wide average of close to
$1400 in weekly wages (67 percent). Wages are rising but not at higher rates than other
areas.
Table 8. Regional Labor Costs for Private Construction (Occupation Code 1012) as
Average Weekly Wage (based on payroll-based employment and wages)
U.S. TOTAL
New York
Cayuga County, New York
Cortland County, New York
Onondaga County, New York
Saratoga County, New York
Tioga County, New York
Tompkins County, New York

2016

2017

$1,128
1,351
1,083
979
1,106
1,105
823
890

$1,168
1,373
1,057
1,017
1,137
1,177
866
921

Change 2016-2017
4%
2%
-2%
4%
3%
7%
5%
3%

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages.
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Another issue raised by developers and landlords is that property taxes are more costly
in Tompkins County, which undermines the viability of more affordable developments.
Property tax rates vary a great deal across the state, as shown in Table 9. Other
counties have higher tax rates; however, they may also not tax 100 percent of the
assessed value as is standard in Tompkins County. A ten-million-dollar multifamily
rental housing development in the County would incur about $320,000 in annual
property taxes. These costs would typically be passed on to residents in the form of
higher rents.
Table 9. New York Property Tax Rates, Fiscal Year 2017
Local Fiscal Year

2017
Rate

Assessment
Percentage

New York State (less NYC) ($)
Chemung County ($)
Cortland County ($)
Onondaga County ($)
Saratoga County ($)
Schuyler County ($)
Seneca County ($)
Tioga County ($)
Tompkins County ($)

28.1
33.9
41.4
36.0
20.7
27.9
29.8
35.7
32.3

varies
varies
80-100%
78%
49-100%
Varies
73-100%
26-100%
100%

Effective
Property Tax
Rate
(payment/value)
-1.38%
3.23%
2.79%
1.09%
2.33%
-2.70%
2.35%

Sources: New York State Department of Taxation and Finance. Overall full-value tax rates by county
2008-2017 and Equalization Rates.

The costs of land and labor both appear to be relatively in-line with other areas in the
region. But the comments by professionals in the community indicate that Tompkins
County is an expensive place to propose housing development could still be driven by
“soft costs”. Indeed, contractors may factor regulatory delay and oversight into their bid
price, which would not be reflected in weekly labor rates.9 Factors that influence total
development costs for housing include:
Project planning: Reviews and approvals can take a large amount of time and
attention to get a project through to even start construction. Site plans, revisions,
community meetings, drafting contracts, responding to concerns—these can all require
legal, financial, accounting and architectural and engineering expertise. State and local
regulations can add additional expenses and time delays. These costs are passed
through to the overall project costs, ultimately increasing the costs to residents. These
‘soft’ costs can amount to 10 to 20 percent of total development costs.
Financing: Development projects require a mix of equity and debt (mortgages, backed
by the property as collateral). Below-market interest rate loans can reduce the costs of
For example, see: Nathan M. Lyman memo “CIITAP program between the City of Ithaca and the Tompkins County
Legislature/TCAD.” Open Letter to the City. February 15, 2015.
9
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financing, as well as grants of equity or equity with low expected return on investment.
Multiple sources of funding can add to the complexity of projects, require longer
development timelines and may limit the ability of developers to refinance or exit a
project. Tax credits and abatements serve to provide a mechanism to reduce the
amount or costs of financing, but also require more due diligence.
Operations: Maintenance, upkeep, property management, tenant screening, rent
collection, property insurance, taxes and other operating costs are built into the financial
performance of housing developments. Higher costs increase the requirements that
projects set aside reserves and budget for expenses that ultimately result in higher
housing costs for residents.
Project scale: Approval procedures, holding property before and during construction
and other costs are not directly related to the number of units in a project. A 5-unit
development and a 25-unit development may have similar fixed costs. The larger
project can spread those costs across 25 units, but the smaller project can only do so
over 5 units. This makes the smaller development less viable on a per unit basis. There
is a limit to the economies of scale (a 500-unit development, for example, will have
substantially higher fixed costs), but in the range of 5 to 50 units there could be benefits
to preferring larger sized projects.

Figure 11 . Illustration of Spreading Out Costs by Project Size
Development Costs Per Unit Decline as Overall Project Size Increases
$200,000

$175,000

$150,000

$125,000

$100,000

0 - 10 Units

11 - 25 Units

26 - 50 Units

51 - 100 Units 101 - 200 Units

201 or more
Units

Source: Abt Associates. 2018. Variation in Development Costs for LIHTC Projects (Exhibit 3-12).
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2.5 Single Family Housing Supply
There are about 850 single family home sales in Tompkins County each year, with a
median (mid-point) sales price of $235,000 in 2018 according to state property records.
This means about 425 units sell below $235,000. The affordable range for a working
family is $150,000 to $200,000. Fewer than 50 homes sell for less than $150,000 in a
typical year, and many of these sales are for older home needing significant renovations
or that will have high operating costs if not renovated.
As demand for housing in the County grows, there need to be as many as 300
additional owner-occupied units built, according to Danter estimates, including 200
single family units. Permit data from the U.S. Census for 2010-2017 for the County
show only about 100 single family units being added to the supply on average annually,
and these newly added units average over $250,000 in value. There are not enough
single family units being added to the market to serve working family housing.
Table 10. Total Single Family Home Sales County-Wide, 2013-2017
Year

Number of Sales

Median Price

2013
2014
2015
2016
2017
2018

898
912
871
836
846
819

n/a
n/a
n/a
$215,000
$232,250
$235,000

Source: New York State Department of Taxation and Finance.
Residential median sale price information by county. All arm's length single family residential sales
transactions coded non-condominium greater than $10 and on the market less than 1 year.

While the County overall has relatively costly single-family homes, at least based on
home sales, there are some communities in the County with lower prices. For example
Figure 11 shows Ithaca and Lansing have the highest home sales values. Meanwhile,
home sales in Groton and Newfield are almost $100,000 less expensive, more than 40
percent lower in sales price. These areas are farther from the urban core and may have
fewer amenities that are close by and ay mean longer commutes. Since working
families have to balance the net costs of housing, including the costs of transportation,
schools and other issues, simply steering families to outlying areas may not be
effective.
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Figure 12. Single Family Home Prices in Tompkins County from Zillow, March 2019
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Source: “Ithaca Home Prices & Values” <https://www.zillow.com/ithaca-ny/home-values/>

New single family construction can take two primary forms: larger scale subdivisions
and smaller scale infill housing. Both are needed: subdivisions provide new
neighborhoods with common access roads and infrastructure; infill units provide a more
efficient use of land in already developed areas.
Building single family homes in the $150,000 to $200,000 price range, as infill or
subdivisions, is challenging. The major limitation is the fixed costs of land and
infrastructure.
The National Association of Home Builders data show that a typical subdivision only
builds 4 single family homes per acre.10 A typical subdivision is 26 acres, with 45 units
and 9 acres used for roads, drainage or other infrastructure. To reduce costs,
developers could use smaller lots, minimize roads and other components to build more
units per acre. Still, a 45-unit subdivision with detached homes will require at least 5-10
acres even in an ideal setting. Using attached homes, such as duplexes, townhomes or
similar designs, developers could build as many as 18 units per acre. More units per
acre allow a developer to spread the costs of access roads, drainage, utilities—all high
fixed costs—across more housing units. Higher fixed costs push up the costs of
housing. Building low priced units is economically challenging for developers to
break even unless there is a relatively dense subdivision plan.
Another cost is the process of obtaining design, engineering, environmental and other
plans in place, and then getting approvals to break ground. These “soft” costs require

10

National Association of Home Builders. Typical American Subdivisions. October 3, 2016.
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costly technical experts and can take a long time, tying up the developer’s capital while
not generating any income.
Finally, there is the cost of materials and labor for construction. Smaller, more
affordable homes limit the costs of materials, but all the other costs of development
exist no matter how small the units are. Streamlined building processes, including using
proven designs with standardized materials can produce more efficient, assembly-line
style construction where crews complete well-practiced tasks repeatedly. As
subcontractors become familiar with the individual projects, they can produce housing in
less time and at lower cost.
One constraint, however, is a construction contractor in one locality may have to go
through licensing requirements in each individual city or town, which slows down work
and prevents crews from moving efficiently across projects. Delays with code and
building inspections can also downtime, increasing costs. All of these issues are
included in final home sale prices families have to pay. Any strategies that can reduce
soft costs, including form-based zoning (units and designs that are pre-approved)
and expedited approvals and inspections, can help make single family homes
more affordable. These strategies can be used for both owner-occupied housing and
the development of rental properties.11
2.6 Construction Techniques
The most common way to build homes is stick-built construction.12 Stick-built
construction is labor-intensive; a developer has to line up specialty crews—with skilled
carpenters, roofers, electricians, and other trades—at each stage of the building
process. This means that starting from excavation, workers have to come to the site at
every stage until the work is complete. Factory-built housing is a different approach,
where workers on units build homes on an assembly line. The housing units are
shipped to a site and installed quickly. These units can be developed at a much lower
cost per square foot. Likewise, modular homes are built in sections in a factory, then
shipped to the site for assembly. Faculty and modular units still need land, infrastructure
and utilities, but can reduce costs for construction and reduce development time. These
units can also be more energy efficient and more environmentally-friendly, with less
waste. The barriers to modular or factory-built housing include:
• Perceptions that factory-built units are lower quality
• A lack of qualified installers
• Limited financing options
• Developers and consumers are unfamiliar with the product.
The use of panelized, modular and factory built, manufactured units can save time,
reduce construction costs and ultimately produce more affordable housing. There
already builders using modular and panelized techniques. One strategy would be to
Nick Reynolds. “Want to build an affordable house? Good luck.” Ithaca.com. December 14, 2017.
See: Sam LaTronica. Smaller, Faster, and Creative: Innovations in Affordable Single-Family Home Construction.
Harvard’s Joint Center for Housing Studies and NeighborWorks America. November 2016.
11
12
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develop pilot units in Tompkins County to prove the concept locally to further
expand the concept and gain greater acceptance. There are at least three
developers or manufacturers existing in Tompkins County which could be considered as
partners for such a pilot program: Minka Homes & Communities, Buzz Dolph of Tiny
Timbers, and newcomer to the market, Ivan Martynenko of Adar Construction.
2.7 Smaller Sized Housing
Another way to produce lower cost housing is to produce smaller square footage single
family units. This differs from “tiny homes,” which are often on wheels and can be
transported. Instead affordable single-family homes that are between 900 and 1200
square feet are an option that can reduce material and labor costs. Of course, there are
still fixed costs of development and infrastructure for a development, but smaller homes
on smaller lots can result in more units per development. These units are more
affordable to buy and also more affordable to own over the long run. They require less
energy, less maintenance and have generally lower operating costs for the resident.
Smaller units can better use irregular lots, squeeze more units per acre and save on
land acquisition costs.
But, there are not many smaller units built in today’s market. Developers seek higher
price levels to cover fixed costs. The marginal costs of a larger home are less than the
highest asking price possible, creating incentives for homes at 2,000 square feet or
more.13 Smaller homes with unique designs or unusual lot lines may be hard for
builders to gain approvals for, and if projects are plagued by code reviews and delays,
the savings from smaller units is negligible. Nonetheless, a growing number of
developers, architects and builders have experience with smaller designs.14
Opportunities to highlight unique, smaller home designs in the County may help
highlight the potential to build market rate single family homes with lower upfront
costs, as well as energy efficiency and lower long-term costs. Smaller units could
also be incorporated into developments along-side more traditional, larger units to offer
range of values in new subdivisions. For example, the Tiny Timbers project and
proposals for pocket neighborhoods in the City of Ithaca are promising steps towards
more innovative designs.15

2.8 Accessory Dwelling Units
Accessory dwelling units (ADUs) are small housing units set aside either within or
attached to a single family home or located on the same lot. ADUs have several
advantages: the units tend to be small and relatively affordable, they are built on or next
two already developed land with utilities, and the units offer the property owner a way to
generate income from a rental property. On the other hand, neighbors may have
13
14

15

U.S. Census Bureau. Highlights of Annual 2017 Characteristics of New Housing.
NeighborWorks Capital. Funding small, tailored single-family homes for workforce housing.

See; https://www.tinytimber.house.com and https://www.cohousing.org/business-directory-2/amabel
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concerns about the added units being compatible with the look and scale of the main
unit.
Sometimes called “granny flats” (in reference to the ability to use them to house an
aging relative), these units have to provide code-compliant sleeping and cooking areas,
as well as sanitation separate from the primary dwelling unit. Units typically have an
exterior entrance as well. These rules serve to protect the neighborhood and uphold
certain standards but can be an example of the types of housing regulations that block
housing options for working families. One strategy for Tompkins County would be to
review zoning and code regulations to make sure that ADUs are not unnecessarily
being discouraged.
Beyond regulatory barriers, property owners have to be able to understand their options
to even consider building an ADU. The concept of adding a unit to an existing property
may not even be something individual property owners consider. There is nothing to
promote the concept—real estate agents and contractors are not actively marketing
ADUs as an option, and few architects or builders specialize in this area. Though it
would be possible to educate homeowners via ADU manuals and prototype plans, as
well as providing technical assistance.
A property owner who does want to add an ADU would still need to figure out how to
pay for it. Since an ADU can produce income—the tenant in the unit can pay rent that
could be the basis of a mortgage payment—it would seem lenders could loan the
funded needed to build an ADU against future rental income. There is not a
standardized ADU financing market, however. Generally, property owners have to
commit their own financial resources to build an ADU—meaning invest their own assets
or borrow using other loans.16
Since it can also be challenging to find bank financing for these units, owners typically
use home equity. Longer time owners who have paid down their mortgage or have
accumulated home equity from home appreciation are in the strongest position to be
able to take out home equity loans. This means owners without other assets and low
levels of home equity may not be able to find a way to pay for adding an ADU. There
are not loans that are based on potential rents, but could be a special bank, or credit
union loans developed for ADUs. Loans for property owners to build ADUs could also
be a target of a specialized trust fund to support grants and loans for qualified property
owners.
Portland, Oregon is an example of a community that has supported streamlined
approvals for accessory dwelling units.17 The local zoning rules have been revised to
allow for variances in ordinances around space, design, parking and structural issues.
These ordinances make it easier for creating these units.

16

Urban Land Insitute. Jumpstarting the Market for Accessory Dwelling Units: Lessons Learned from Portland,
Seattle and Vancouver. 2017.

17

City of Portland Development Services. Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs).

31

Tompkins County could support adding ADUs the housing stock, making more supply
that could serve workforce or other needs by:
•
•
•

•

•

Changing zoning rules. Review regulations to allow ADU waivers for minimum
lot size and floor area standards.
Simplify construction permits and wave ADU permit fees. This reduces the
barriers to development and creates an incentive for ADUs.
Allow for flexibility in occupancy. Flexible occupancy requirements would
allow ADUs to be rented or used for an aging parent. Requiring ADU property
owners to register rental units on an annual basis and pay fees (e.g., Residential
Registry Operating Permits) can be a barrier to people wanting to build an ADU.
Support Innovative financing models based on rental income. Consider
developing specialized loan or grant programs to develop ADUs, or partner with
private lenders in the market to develop specialized loan products.
Educate property owners, builders, designers and neighbors about ADUs.
The more the community understands the win-win of adding rental units while
making single family homes more affordable, the more acceptance the ADU will
become.

3. Facilitating Ownership
Discussions of housing for middle-income families often focus on owner-occupied
homes, but rental housing is also critical part of the market. Not everyone wants to own
a home. Some people do not plan to remain in the area long enough to make owning a
home viable, while others cannot qualify for financing or want to avoid the risks of
holding a mortgage. Regardless of the reasons, there is strong demand for rentals
across the life cycle.
One perspective is that owning and renting are on a continuum or spectrum. Rentals
offer households convenience and flexibility. When occupants want or need to move,
they can do so per the terms of their lease. Owners must market and sell their home,
which takes time and incurs transaction costs. The renter also does not have to manage
or pay for repairs and upkeep at the same level as an owner. However, the owner can
build equity from any appreciation of the unit. Moreover, paying down principal on the
mortgage loan is a form of forced savings. People may over-estimate the “investment”
potential of owner-occupied homes, but the potential exists, whereas it does not among
rental units.
In between the renting and owning extremes of the continuum are options with some
aspects of ownership but other features more like renting. Condominium units, for
example, offer shared maintenance costs, and lower per unit purchase prices.
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Cooperative units offer long-run stability but may limit resale prices.18 Land trusts and
other structures may also limit equity accumulation, which preserves affordable housing,
but also limits one of the potential benefits of owning. Simply put, each form of housing
has tradeoffs.
Housing strategies must recognize this continuum, and that markets need a mix
of forms of housing tenure. While individuals and families can work to buy, build, or
renovate a single family home, it is generally only developers or nonprofits that are
going to contribute to the supply of rental housing. Often community housing funds
focus on the development of affordable rental housing in multifamily setting, since there
is both a strong need for these units and these developments offer the scale to make an
impact on the housing market. However, multifamily ownership developments, including
condos and townhomes, need the same kinds of predevelopment and other financing
as rental projects.
Owner-occupied units in multifamily developments
(5 or more units) are usually structured as
condominiums. Other options include land trusts
and cooperative units, where some aspects of the
property are shared and the return on equity
limited. Another variation are community land
trusts, where the land is commonly owned by the
trust and resale prices are limited. (These are
already in use in Tompkins County; see textbox.) If
resale prices rise rapidly, the homebuyer keeps
only a portion of the increase and the remainder
stays in the house, ensuring it remains affordable.

The Ithaca Neighborhood Housing
Services (INHS) Community Housing
Trust (CHT) makes owed-homes more
affordable by treating land separately
in a home purchase. A CHT
homebuyer buys only the house and
the land under the house is leased
from INHS. CHT homes remain
permanently affordable to future
generations of home buyers. In
exchange for the opportunity to buy a
home at an affordable price, each CHT
home buyer agrees to limit the price
for the home if they sell.

Single family ownership housing development can also take place in scattered sites (in
existing neighborhoods) or in larger contiguous developments. The costs and
affordability of these units can vary widely, with some cost savings for larger
developments when basic infrastructure like roads and utilities are in place.
A key feature of ownership related strategies is that the owner-occupants have a
financial stake in their housing. Strategies can be targeted at the individual level to
help people buy, and perhaps renovate, the homes they will live in. The occupant
manages the financing. But many would-be buyers lack the down payment and closing
costs required to buy a home. A down payment assistance loan is one way to address
this barrier. This is also a key role for employers, who may be willing to subsidize these
grants and loans as part of workforce recruitment and retention efforts.
3.1 Down Payments and Closing Cost Loan Fund
The optimal way to support homeownership in the community may be to offer easy-to use small loans for down payments and closing costs. For example, the Santa Barbara
18

For example, Ecovillage https://ecovillageithaca.org/
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Affordable Housing Fund offers a 10-year simple interest down payment loan up to
$100,000 to help middle income homebuyers purchase homes. This is not a
development focused strategy—rather, it helps individuals finance homes. Units that
need rehabilitation may need purchase loans combined with construction loans
(purchase-rehab) mortgage loans. These products exist through banks and credit
unions, including federal FHA insured loans and the New York State Housing Finance
Agency-backed mortgages.
A homeownership down payment fund is also a way to leverage local employers
to invest in housing. Employers can support workforce housing in general, and
specifically help recruit and retain productive workers in the community for their
firms. Tompkins County has downpayment loans and grants, but most have income
guidelines that would restrict working middle income families. This loan fund would also
be repaid, recycling loans over time. Based on one set of estimates, approximately $3.2
million in down payment loans could fund 135 owners to buy homes or condos per year,
or $32 million over a 10-year loan life cycle. But each year, the prior year’s funds would
be repaid. When buyers sell the home, the loan balance would be due (based on a
second mortgage lien). Some loans will pre-pay, returning to the fund earlier than 10
years. These loans may also be sellable to secondary investors to replenish the fund at
lower capital levels.
Table 11. Downpayment Loan Fund
Homebuyers Purchase
Single Family
Condo
Total

100
35

Downpayment Total Pool

$250,000
$200,000

$25,000 $2,500,000
$20,000
$700,000
$3,200,000

Notes: 10% of purchase price. No interest. Repaid in 120 equal installments on a monthly basis.

3.2 Maintaining Affordability
Any time public or private resources are used to subsidize housing, especially units
owned by the occupant, there is a concern that people will benefit financially and not
pass that benefit to the next generation of homeowners. The land trust model was
suggested as one solution, building on Ithaca Neighborhood Housing Service’s
experience with the Community Housing Trust. These models share common
ownership of the land, allowing any appreciation to accumulate to the trust. This setup
helps create permanent affordability. However, other than removing land from the real
estate transaction itself when the resident moves in, this strategy does not lower
development costs. And converting homes to the trust may be impossible without
acquiring the property and then selling it to a new owner under the trust mechanism.
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4. Workforce Housing and the Community Housing Development Fund
The costs of land, development, and
construction make it difficult to build or
substantially renovate affordable housing
without public assistance. This leaves a key
role for specialized housing development
funds.

Moving Forward:
✓ Expanding Incentives to
Improve Existing Properties
✓ Facilitating Homeownership
through Down Payment Loans
and Employer Partnerships

The Community Housing Development Fund
was launched by Tompkins County, the City of
Ithaca, and Cornell University in 2009, and in
2015 the partners agreed to extend the program through 2021. More than $3 million has
been invested by the fund, producing more than 450 units. These investments have
leveraged over $114 million in additional project development funds, more than 30 times
the Fund’s investment, meaning the Fund accounts for just 2.6 percent of total
development costs.19 Note that this implies an average subsidy of $6,667 per unit, and
average private investment per unit of $253,000. These are leveraged investments.
The Fund supports the construction and rehabilitation of housing units that will remain
affordable to successive buyers or renters. Funds can be used to purchase land, for
construction, rehabilitation, or any other development costs. Units are required to
remain “permanently” affordable (defined as at least 49 years). Tompkins County funds
are restricted to units for people earning up to 80 percent of median income. City of
Ithaca funds are limited to the City, and Cornell focuses funds on units that fill workforce
needs. Total requests are limited to $400,000 per owner-occupied project and $300,000
for rental housing.

Table 12. Community Housing Development Fund Activity 2016-2017
Year

Total Outlays

Total Units

Per Unit

2009
2010
2011
2012
2013
2014
2015
2016
2017
2018
Total

$275,000
$215,000
$230,000
$380,000
$195,000
-$700,000
$641,250
$506,875
$680,000
$3,823,125

61
7
12
41
4
-57
127
132
115
556

$4,508
$30,714
$19,167
$9,268
$48,750
-$12,281
$5,049
$3,840
$5,913
$6,876

The Center for Community Change. 2015. “Cornell University, City of Ithaca, Tompkins County Extend Housing
Fund Partnership.” <http://housingtrustfundproject.org/tompkins-county-extend-housing-fund-partnership/>
19
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Source: http://tompkinscountyny.gov/planning/housing-choices-housing-fund

Based on development costs in recent permitting data, Table 13 shows that achieving
even 200 workforce units and 135 ownership unit numbers will require about $70 million
annually in housing investments. If the Fund provides 10 percent of total project costs,
the demand for investments is just over $7 million. If these funds are 5 percent of total
development costs, the demand for funds is about $3.5 million annually. At 2.5 percent
of total development costs, a high leverage rate, the need for funds is about $1.7 million
annually. These are large sums—the total 10-year commitment to the Fund would be
exhausted even providing 5 percent of project costs for one year’s projected need.

Table 13. Estimated Need for Local Housing Development Funds Annually
Unit Type
1 BR Rental
2 BR Rental
3 BR Rental
Single Family
Condo
TOTAL

Units /
Year
75
75
50
100
35
335

Cost / Unit
175,000
200,000
225,000
250,000
200,000

Total
Investment
13,125,000
15,000,000
11,250,000
25,000,000
7,000,000
$71,375,000

10% (10:1)

5% (20:1)

2.5% (40:1)

1,312,500
1,500,000

656,250
750,000

328,125
375,000

1,125,000
2,500,000
700,000
$7,137,500

562,500
1,250,000
350,000
$3,568,750

281,250
625,000
175,000
1,784,375

Notes: Author’s estimates.

4.1 Strategies for the Community Housing Development Fund
Key informants for this project generally were very supportive of the Fund and its impact
on the community. The Fund draws attention to the need for housing development that
is affordable for families in the community. It can be a “spark” to form partnerships and
coalitions. A more robust and active Fund would most certainly lead to more
development of housing for working families.
Suggestions for improving the impact of the Fund include:
• Because of the structure of the Fund, Cornell, City of Ithaca, and Tompkins
County funds cannot be used for certain projects in certain locations. The Fund
needs more flexible sources of funding to meet workforce housing needs
countywide—private lenders could be willing to provide flexible capital to meet
community reinvestment commitments.
• Some more complicated projects need pre-development grants and loans for
developing and planning projects. A specialized sub-fund could be useful to plan
infrastructure, hire consultants to conduct environmental, engineering, housingrelated zoning issues and other tasks.
• Developing a revolving loan fund so that funds are recycled at a faster rate,
ideally with most funds being returned over a period of less than 5 years.
• Fund investments could strategically focus on predevelopment and key pieces of
the financing process, leveraging what other sources of funding.
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•
•

Fund both multifamily rental and ownership (condos), as well as scattered site
single family infill and larger scale subdivisions.
Develop specialized loan tools to support ADUs and specialized designs.

There are a number of communities nationally that have a locally-based loan or
investment fund, with public or private funding from one-time or irregular investments.
Table 15 shows examples of other locally-based affordable housing investment funds.
Each fund has a unique structure and focus, reflecting the needs and context of each
community.
Table 14. Local Housing Funds
Fund

Focus

Capital

Funding

Income target

Established

Community Development
Housing Fund (Ithaca)

Housing Loan
fund

PublicPrivate

$3.6mm

Low and middle

2009

Arlington County,
Virginia

Housing Loan /
Investment fund

Public

$274mm

<60% AMI preferred
under RFP scoring
system

1988

Greater Minnesota
Housing Fund

Housing Loan
fund

Private

$58.5mm

Low and middle

1996

MIDAS Housing
Revolving Loan Fund
(RLF) (rural Iowa)

Housing

Public

$850k

Low and middle

1999

Santa Barbara

Housing Loan
fund

Public

$6.5mm

25% of units for
<120% AMI

2005

Denver Housing fund

Housing Loan
fund

Public

$10mm

<60% AMI

2015

Metro Denver Impact
Facility

Housing and
nonprofit facilities

PrivatePublic

$50mm

Low income

2018 *

Notes: Sources hyper-linked in Column 1.

Two of the largest funds are in Virginia and Minnesota. The Arlington County (VA) Local
Affordable Housing Investment Fund is one of the oldest local community affordable
housing funds. This fund is mainly funded by public dollars. The fund is large and has a
substantial administrative structure. Funding is allocated using a notice of funding
availability (NOFA) process with standard review cycles. The fund provides low-interest
loans for construction, acquisition, and rehabilitation of affordable housing. The Fund’s
loans are leveraged 3:1 or more with private loans and equity, and often combined with
federal programs such, or financing through the state housing finance agency (HFA).
The Greater Minnesota Housing Fund was initially capitalized with private foundation
capital and program-related investments (PRIs). The private funds have more
flexibility and fewer federal funding restrictions. The fund also supports community
organizations and shared infrastructure. This fund places more emphasis on
preservation and NOAH units, and provides technical assistance. These funds and the
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others in the table illustrate how communities have designed funds with features that
meet the needs their specific needs and opportunities.
Across these example funds, the uses of loans and investments are generally for:
• Predevelopment: Providing capital for early stage activities such as site planning
and legal work.
• Site Acquisition/Rehabilitation/Clearance: To prepare a site for housing
development.
• Construction Loans/ Guarantees: For a developer to reduce the carrying costs of
a project until units are sold or leased.
• Infrastructure Improvements: For infrastructure before the development of
housing.
Investments of community housing funds range from $10,000 for short-term early stage
activities to $250,000 or more when a developer has secured private financing. A loan
used for working capital may have a term of 12-18 months. Construction loans may
range from 12-36 months. Loans for permanent real estate financing could be for 10 to
20 years. Interest rates are typically well below market rates, usually indexed to the
prime rate plus a premium based on the risk and security of the project.
4.2 Administering Local Affordable Housing Funds
Beyond financing the development of housing projects, local affordable housing funds
can also become a facilitator of housing development more broadly. The fund in
Arlington, VA works closely with local planning and community development agencies.
The Santa Barbara, CA funds offers technical assistance even at early, more
conceptual stages of projects. Many of the funds see projects as a “pipeline” and
engage along the entirety of the development process.
The staff of loan funds are often specialists in affordable housing, housing finance, and
law. Some funds operate as a team, where each stage of the development process is
handled by a designated staff person. Other models use more of a case manager
structure, in which one staff member is responsible for the project throughout the
development process.
Ideally, affordable housing funds structure decisions about loans and investments using
a transparent process, using clear scoring factors that help determine if a financial
commitment should be made, and at what level. These decisions are typically left to a
review board (typically drawn from local business experts, community development
professionals, and community residents) and are grounded by policy statements, rather
than leaving wide discretion to the board.
4.3 Maintaining Affordability
Once funded units are occupied, the goal is usually to keep those units affordable, or
else recapture the subsidy within a certain period if the units are not still used as
affordable housing. Property owners might receive some approval that some portion of
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the units remain affordable and the rest market rate. This requires ongoing (usually at
least annual) monitoring of project financial statements and rent levels by unit. Some
funds complete these monitoring functions in-house, while others use consultants and
contractors. The loan fund’s portfolio management and loan servicing activities may be
fulfilled by a contract with a bank that acts for the loan fund. Some loan funds may even
sell off loans in sustainable properties to secondary markets, recapturing capital to
make new loans. This is challenging for more complicated projects but could be
important to consider for longer term loans that tie up considerable capital.
4.4 Criteria for Investments
Most funds use a standardized scoring rubric, as illustrated below in Table 16. Each
factor has a weight, reflecting its relative importance. Projects that come closer to each
target would receive a higher score for that factor. The total score would be the sum of
each row multiplied by the weight. This scoring rubric is only an example; for use in
Tompkins County, it would need to be co-developed by key stakeholders in the
community.
Table 15. Scoring Rubric for Housing Developments (Multifamily or Single Family)
Factor (weight)
Timeliness (15%)

Target Metric, 1-10
Construction completed, units ready for occupancy, and funds
expended within 1-2 years (10), 3-5 years (5), 6 or more years (1)

Preservation (10%)

Units will remain affordable for at least 50 years (10), 30-49 years (7),
15-29 years (5), 10-14 years (1).

Leverage (10%)

Fund equity or debt leveraged at least 50:1 across all sources
(10),49:1 to 20:1 leverage (5), 19:1 to 10:1 leverage (1)

Sustaining Fund (10%)

Funds invested will be repaid or equity retained that could be returned
to the fund for future investments at the rate of 80-100 percent
retained over 10 years (10), 50-70 retained (7), 30-49 retained (5),
Less than 30 percent retained (1)

Cost Per Unit (10%)

Average costs per 3 bedroom affordable unit <$180,000 (10) $181230,000 (5) >$230,000 (1); Average costs per 2 bedroom affordable
unit <$150,000 (10) $151-200,000 (5) >$200,000 (1)

Family size units (5%)

>40% of units are 3+ BR (10), 25-39% 3+BR (5); <25% 3+BR units
(1). +2 point bonus if 10-20% are studio units/

Transit Nodes (5%)

Development distance from mass transit: <100 feet (10); 101-250 feet
(8); 251-500 feet (5); 501-1000 feet (3); 1000+ feet (1)

Innovation (10%)

Energy efficiency (e.g. LEED) (5 points), green design (2.5 points),
low ongoing maintenance costs (2.5 points)

Stakeholders Engaged
(10%)

Experienced development team (5 points); community residents and
nonprofit stakeholders engaged (5 points)

Working Families Served
(15%)

50-80% of units serve between 80 and 120 percent area median
income (10 points); 30-49% of units serve between 80 and 120
percent AMI (5 points); 20-30% of units serve between 80 and 120
percent AMI (1 point). +2 points if at least 25% of units are market
rate.
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4.5 Alternatives to Grants: Loans or Equity
Direct grants for projects can provide a direct way to support housing development, but
the capital provided will quickly be exhausted given local needs. An alternative is to
recapture funds through low-cost loans or investments of equity that can be recouped
later. Loans offer ways to extend the leverage and reach of the fund and reduce the
need to recapitalize the fund as frequently. Loans can be used for housing
developments that are focused on single of multifamily units.
•

•

•

Pre-development loans or equity investments
o Low cost per unit
o Can be repaid once development is operational
o 1 to 3 year term
Land acquisition
o Purchase properties or land over a period of time for future project
o Loans or equity that can be refinanced when financing completed
o Land can be collateral, lowering risks
o 3 to 5 year term
Construction – direct costs
o Usually the largest costs of projects are financed by bank loans
o Equity investments could lower borrowing costs by lowering loan ratios
o 2 to 5 year term

These investments leverage other funding; typically, the loan or equity from the fund is a
small portion relative to other sources. Other sources of financing can include loans
from banks, but even these loans may fall under special financing programs offering
lower interest rates or flexible terms. Rental projects may also include Low Income
Housing Tax Credit financing, and/or use
ongoing rental support programs from HUD New York State Housing Funds
for income qualified occupants. There are
• DHCR/HTFC Trust Fund
also a mix of grants and loans from public
• NY Homes
agencies and other programs, including a
• Moderate Income Finance Fund
number of funds operated by the State of
• Multifamily Preservation Fund
New York and the Housing Finance
• Rural & Urban Community Investment Fund
Authority (see textbox). Also, the overall
• Homes for Working Families Fund
financing package for projects will likely
• Mobile & Manufactured Home Fund
change over the life span of a project as
equity and debt is converted or refinanced.
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4.6 Opportunity Zones
The relatively new Opportunity Zone program is another
program that housing funds can leverage.20 New York
State Empire State Development has designated two
areas in Tompkins County as Qualified Opportunity Zones
(Census tracts 8 and 11, shown in the figure right).
Investors in housing developments in these areas can
defer capital gains on their investment for 5 years and
receive a 15 percent reduction on the amount of the capital
gain that is subject to tax if they hold the investment for 5
to 10 years. If the investment is held for at least 10 years,
investors can receive a step up in the basis for capital
gains, so all the gains during the ten-year investment
period are tax-free.
Opportunity Zones
This program provides a strong incentive for longer-term
investments in development, especially for mixed-income,
mixed use-properties. A successful project in the targeted areas could offer investors a
way to eliminate any future federal capital gains taxes. The designed Zones in
Tompkins County are also designated as Qualified Census Tracts (QCTs) under the
Low-Income Housing Tax Credit program, meaning projects could also be eligible for
income tax credits.

Tompkins County could form a specialized investment vehicle focused on
investing in workforce real estate development. One partner could be a communitybased nonprofit manager (with 1 percent ownership) who operates the fund on behalf of
investors who are motivated by the tax benefits. Structured as an independent entity,
such as the “Tompkins County Opportunity Zone Fund, LLC”, this could provide a
mechanism to leverage outside resources to local housing development. Investors
would be required to stay in the fund for 10 years. A key issue to work out is how
investors exit projects.
Using programs like the LIHTC or tax abatements would lock in affordable rent levels for
a longer period, but some investors may seek to exit the fund with some return of capital
in a shorter period. Here secondary investors may be willing to buy into the fund for
market rate returns even without tax benefits, but likely the capitalization of housing
projects would need to be revised. One consideration of any strategy with private
investors needs to be how changes in ownership and control will be managed,
even if decades in the future.

20

See: New York State Opportunity Zone Program.
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5. Tax Incentives
The 1969 New York State Industrial Development Act created industrial development
agencies “to promote the economic welfare, recreation opportunities and prosperity of
its inhabitants…through governmental action, for the purpose of preventing
unemployment and economic deterioration by the creation of industrial development
agencies”. The use of tax abatements has been controversial statewide, since local
communities rely on the taxable value to pay for the costs of public services, and
residents may often misunderstand how tax abatements work. IDA’s support projects
which generate net new tax revenue, and that liability is phased in over time. There are
109 industrial development agencies in the state. IDAs can provide:
• Real estate tax abatements for qualified companies and projects.
• Sales and use tax abatements on state and county sales tax on materials and
equipment
• Mortgage recording tax abatement if a mortgage is used to finance the project
• Low cost financing through tax-exempt bonds
• Taxable bonds if projects do not qualify for tax-exempt bonds
Table 17 shows an example of a $5 million multifamily rental project with a 10 year
property tax abatement, as well as sales and mortgage recording tax abatement.
Overall, this saves nearly half a million, which can directly result in savings that the
developer can pass on as lower rents. Regardless of the intent, the tax abatements act
as a subsidy for development. The illustration shows the relative value under one set of
assumptions: the value can be quite substantial.

Table 16. Examples of Abatement Usage for a $5 Million Project
Abatement Type
Resulting Value on $5,000,000 Project
Property tax abatement
$275,000 over 10 years
Sales tax abatement
$174,000 one-time
Mortgage recording abatement (1% of mortgage) $ 40,000 one-time
Total value
$489,000 over 10 years
Source:. Based on 10 year abatement on $5 million project in order to show value for development.
Longer or larger abatements will save more, shorter, smaller abatements will save less in taxes. Actual
value of abatements depend on the design of the abatement.

The use of these IDA tax abatements for residential housing is a relatively new
approach, since for decades IDAs focused more on commercial and industrial
projects.21 IDAs have wide latitude to issue a uniform tax exemption policy (UTEP) as a
guideline for projects to qualify for tax exemption benefits. While some IDAs do not
address housing in their UTEP, other agencies have begun to revise their UTEP
to include housing provisions. There are several examples of tax abatements for
housing development that may be useful as Tompkins County develops is own tax
21

Guardino, Anthony S. 2017. Eligibility of Residential Developments for IDA Benefits. New York Law Journal, March
22, 2017 issue, vol. 257, No. 54
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abatement strategies. These agencies use a variety of approaches and terms for
housing.
5.1. Closer Look: City of Albany Industrial Development Agency
Since 2014 the City of Albany IDA has assisted the development of more than 470
affordable housing units. The IDA has been positively reviewed by the New York State
Comptroller22 and has released clear guidance on how tax abatements can support
housing. The IDA has an evaluation framework using community benefit metrics. One
of its focal program areas is “Inclusionary Housing” used for workforce and affordable
housing. The IDA has issued a Project Evaluation and Assistance Framework that
provides guidance for developers on how the program works and is publicly available.
The program requires at least $675 dollar per door minimum payment-in-lieu-of-taxes
(PILOT) payment from the start of assistance and allows abatements up to 20 years
based on total value of the project. Projects with a value of $100,000 per unit or more
can qualify for the largest tax abatements for 20 years on a declining basis in later
years. Projects with per unit value of $60,000 can only receive up to 12 years of
support. Projects at higher values can be eligible for increased support for longer
periods. Project compliance is monitored by a third-party partner for the life of the
project.
Projects are eligible for tax abatements based on benefits metrics, as illustrated in Table
18. Projects that include affordable housing satisfy at least one factor related to
inclusionary housing. Projects that check more boxes are eligible for enhanced
abatements. For example, an inclusionary housing project in a distressed, high vacancy
downtown area that will invest $10 million and use local, target labor would have 10
positive community metrics, could be eligible for the maximum 20-year abatements.

22

Office of the New York State Comptroller: City of Albany Industrial Development Agency - Project Approval and
Monitoring. 2018.
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Table 17. Example of Community Benefits Metrics, Albany IDA
Location of Project
Distressed Tract
High Vacancy Tract
Downtown Core Tract
Business Improvement District Tract
Project Priority Area
Historic Preservation Project
Urban Residential Project
Investment Size
>$2.5 million Project
>$10 million Project
>$17 million Project
Community Commitment
Inclusionary / Mixed Income
Regional / City Labor for Project
Apprenticeship Labor for Project
Targeted Workforce (EEO, etc)
Employment
>80 construction jobs
>160 construction jobs
>240 construction jobs
Metrics in Place















10

Source: City of Albany Industrial Development Agency (CAIDA) Project Evaluation and Assistance
Framework (affordable housing metrics only)

5.2. Closer Look: Town of Islip IDA
Located in a high-cost housing market, Islip on Long Island supports housing through
several abatement programs.23 The town has a number of initiatives to promote
development, including site assembly and project consulting. Projects for assisted living
facilities or that convert commercial buildings into residential housing projects are a
special focus. Housing developed in a former industrial brownfield can be eligible
for 100 percent abatement on the incremental assessed value, declining 10
percent per year over a ten-year period. While many of these are market rate
projects, the agency offers also offers property tax abatements for LIHTC
developments.
Affordable housing and senior housing may also be eligible on a case-by-case basis for
flat PILOT payments per unit, per year. The agency uses factors such as rent levels, the
extent of public subsidies and participation in the project. All tax-abatement-eligible
projects also receive an exemption from the mortgage recording tax and sales tax
exemptions on all materials and equipment.
23

See: Town of Islip Economic Development
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5.3. Closer Look: Town of Babylon
Nearby Islip, the Town of Babylon Industrial Development Agency has a relatively new
affordable housing tax abatement program. The Town has an ‘inclusionary’ provision on
residential real estate investments, such that 20 to 25 percent of the units are deed
restricted to rent levels that are affordable for families earning less than 60 percent of
area median income. The PILOT schedule includes a 100 percent abatement on
improvement in the first year, declining over 15 years at a rate of 6.67 percent annually
(1/15th). The town uses National Development Council, a national non-profit
organization that works with municipalities to review tax abatement projects. Projects
require a community nonprofit partner to manage housing projects and monitor
compliance.
The Town also has a focus on not just tax abatements and financial support, but also
making the development process easier. From the Town of Babylon Industrial
Development Agency website:
“At the Babylon IDA, we've cut the red tape and fast-tracked the approval
process. We even work with town and county agencies to give you "up-front"
feedback on your proposed plans. That helps cut approval time even
further. That saves time. And in business, time saved is money saved.”24
This is an example of an IDA offering economic development style strategies, which
attempt to reduce administrative burden for private market firms who may have other
options as to where and how to invest in projects.
Developers value not just the financial support but also the consulting and technical
assistance that helps projects get through approvals more quickly and efficiently.
5.4. Closer Look: Syracuse Industrial Development Agency
The Syracuse Industrial Development Agency offers 14 years of tax abatements at 100
percent for the first ten years and declining for years 11 through 14. Projects are
required to be mixed use that include a residential component as well as a business or
commercial component. Projects need to be located in priority areas and/or have at
least 20 percent of the residential units affordable at 65 percent of area median income.
The commercial component can be a small portion of the overall development costs, so
that effectively projects are primarily multifamily housing.25

The IDA structure and authorizing legislation are unique to New York State. But there
are also examples of tax incentives for housing development that may be useful, as
well.

24

Babylon Industrial Development Agency: About Us.

25

http://www.syracuse.ny.us/Syracuse_Industrial_Development_Agency.aspx
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5.5. Closer Look: City of Syracuse
In addition, the City of Syracuse offers tax incentives for housing construction
and rehabilitation. This is not an IDA program but a city tax provision. Residents
who build infill housing on vacant lots, or who renovate an existing vacant property can
be eligible for relief from added property taxes in the City. These owners do not have to
pay city or school taxes on the additional value of the property after the improvements
over the next 5 to 7 years. The program applies to 1- or 2-unit properties and if the
value of the construction is at least $10,000 and the work adds value to the property
over and above basic maintenance and repairs. While not an abatement for
developers, this suggests an innovative approach to support smaller property
development by exiting residents.
5.6. Closer Look: Richmond, VA: Abatements for Home Renovation and Support for a Trust
Fund
Older buildings are often an important element in the unsubsidized affordable housing
market, but without proper maintenance they can fall into disrepair, making their
continued tenancy less desirable for people at all income levels. However, building
renovations will usually cause a rise in the assessed value of the property, typically
prompting property owners to raise rents to cover the extra cost. Real estate property
tax abatements can help greatly improve the quality of the existing housing stock by
making renovation financially feasible for property owners, while allowing them to
maintain rents at affordable levels for people with moderate or low incomes. Typically,
when a property qualifies for renovation abatement, the real estate tax assessed upon it
is "frozen" at the pre-improvement level.
The City of Richmond, VA offers a tax abatement to residents who invest in home
rehabilitation.26 The abatement disregards 100 percent of the increase in value due to
the added value to the home from the renovation and improvements for seven years.
After the abatement, the property is fully taxed and on the property assessment cycle,
but the additional portion of the property tax added since the pre-abatement value is
designated for a local housing trust fund, which makes grants to support
affordable housing.
5.7. Closer Look: Portland, Oregon: Abatements for Construction
The City of Portland offers a 10-year tax property abatement for any increase in
assessment value that results from renovating rental units if the owner agrees to
keep a portion of the units affordable. There is no abatement of taxes on the assessed
value of the land, but the building improvements are abated on a declining basis.
Oregon authorized the Limited Tax Abatement (LTA) in 1990, and it also allows cities to
abate property taxes for newly constructed or renovated homes in targeted areas
purchased by income-eligible homebuyers. The tax abatement supports
homeownership in targeted neighborhoods.
26

Richmond, Virginia Assessor’s Office. Rehabilitation Overview.
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6. Community Investment Incentive Tax Abatement Program (CIITAP)
The Tompkins County Industrial Development
Agency and the City of Ithaca created an
abatement program in 2000 to increase
density and promote a more vibrant downtown
core. Originally focused on downtown areas,
the Community Investment Incentive Tax
Abatement Program (CIITAP) was revised in
2007. However, it was not widely used until
2014, when the program was revised again to
be more accessible for all types of
development.

Moving Forward:
✓ Expanding Housing Fund
Loans, Equity Investments and
Technical Assistance
✓ Leveraging Housing Funds with
Tax Abatements and Incentives
✓ Implementing “Qualified
Opportunity Zones” to Facilitate
Projects in Key Areas

CIITAP tax abatements are reduced in equal
increments over a period of years. This strategy can phase in the new property taxes on
developments with housing units affordable for the community’s workforce if this is a
priority objective of the City and IDA.
6. 1 Modeling PILOT Payments
Table 19 shows a stylized example of a payment-in-lieu-of-taxes (PILOT) agreement
that sets out an estimated payment schedule for 10 years. This is based on a 15-unit
property at $175,000 in total development costs per unit, or $2.6 million total. It is
assumed that the value of the property for assessment purposes increases at 3 percent
per year (roughly the rate of inflation plus a small real growth in values). While this
project might face a property tax of $94,000 in year 1 (based on a mill rate of 36.21),
with the abatement, no tax would be due.
One approach is to offer full 100 percent abatements for the first 5 years, with no
property tax on the value of improvements. Then the tax abatement phases out by year
10. This approach allows project to “front load” more tax incentives earlier. On a
per unit basis, this approach significantly reduces the monthly costs of the development
per unit—at least $500 per month per unit.
Table 18. PILOT Payment Example
Year

Value

Tax

Abatement

Tax Due

$94,763

$6,318

Monthly
Reduction
$526

$94,763

100%

$0
0

97,605

6,507

542

0

100,534

6,702

559

100%

0

103,550

6,903

575

100%

0

106,656

7,110

593

109,856

60%

43,942

65,913

4,394

366

113,151

40%

67,891

45,261

3,017

251

116,546

20%

93,237

23,309

1,554

129

1

$2,625,000

2

2,703,750

97,605

100%

3

2,784,863

100,534

100%

4

2,868,408

103,550

5

2,954,461

106,656

6

3,043,094

7

3,134,387

8

3,228,419
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PILOT

per unit

9

3,325,271

120,042

20%

96,034

24,008

1,601

133

10

3,425,030

123,644

20%

98,915

24,729

1,649

137

11

3,527,780

127,353

0%

127,353

0

0

0

400,019

686,327

Total

1,086,346

Notes: Based on $175,000 per unit total improvements for 15 units development and
$36.21 per $1000 tax rate and 3% annual growth rate for property assessed values.

Other PILOT agreements might offer a longer period of abatements, as much as 20 or
30 years.27 Each structure is based on different goals. If the goal of IDA PILOT
payments is to match a LIHTC project, for example, a 30-year period might be
appropriate to provide ongoing support for below market rate rents. For
developments with more market rate units that will be naturally stable at rents that are
affordable for working families, a shorter more accelerated abatement may help
developers to take on otherwise challenging projects to get through approvals and
construction.
When considering how to structure PILOT payments, there are two main factors: the
amount of taxes as a percent of the total and the number of years the abatement is in
place. Developers generally will support the maximum (100 percent) for the longest
period possible. The higher the PILOT and longer the period, however, the more
revenue the local government is forgoing. Longer periods also require a commitment
to longer term project monitoring and compliance. Most tax abatement programs
gradually phase out the level of support over the total abatement period.
Table 20 shows differences in the aggregate PILOT value by the total abatement period
and phase out speed. The first column (A) is an evenly split phase out with the first onethird of the years at 100 percent, the next one-third of the years at 60 percent and the
last one-third of years at 30 percent abatement. This is an aggressive schedule; even
with just 10 years if abatements this results into an estimated $738,342 in PILOT
abatements. Over 30 years, the PILOT is more than $2.5 million.
The second column (B) is a less aggressive PILOT schedule. Here there is never a 100
percent abatement. Instead, the first one-third of years are at 80 percent, followed by 40
percent for the next one-third of years and 20 percent for the last one-third of years.
This results in much lower total abatements, and some taxes are collected in every
period. Projects that include some taxable value even in the early periods may have
value (similar to a minimum “per door”) in that there may be less community
opposition and more political support if at least some taxes are due from the
outset.
The final column (C) starts at a 100 percent abatement in year 1, but that percentage
declines each year to no abatement by the final year. The value of abatements far in the
future may be quite low today for developers, meaning they may put more weight on the
value of taxes foregone in the next few years. This model also avoids a “cliff” in tax
27

For example, see: “Old Library Project, Arthaus affordable housing request tax abatements,” The Ithaca Voice,

April 8, 2019.
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payments where the owner will owe little in one year and have a large tax bill the next.
The speed of the phase out does not result in significant changes in total PILOT value,
but maybe more attractive for developers.
In summary, there is no one “right” way to structure PILOT agreements—indeed,
there is wide variation among IDAs statewide. Workforce housing projects will benefit
from a structure that balances incentives for developers without forgoing more tax
payments than needed to stimulate the supply of housing the community needs.

Table 19. Total PILOT Varies by Term and Phase Out
Phase Out Levels (%)
A

B

C

Abatement Period

100/60/30

80/40/20

100/gradual

10 years

$738,342

$481,751

$515,308

15 years

$1,055,890

$771,008

$875,370

20 years

$1,447,364

$1,123,535

$1,212,405

30 years

$2,550,939

$1,845,472

$2,000,824

Note: estimates of PILOT abatements including a 3% annual increase
in assessed property values and constant tax rates.

CIITAP tax abatements can be combined with other strategies, including sales and
use tax abatements on state and county sales tax on materials and equipment, and
relief from the mortgage recording tax on the state’s portion. Another important tool
could be the use of low-cost financing through tax-exempt bonds. Combining lower cost
financing and abatement could support housing units that are even more affordable for
the community’s workforce. Like HFA bonds and other forms of financing can help
reduce the costs of developing and managing properties that are income appropriate for
working families, including, but not exclusive to, the types affordable projects nonprofit
organizations often propose.
Table 21 shows an example of the unit rents possible (adjusted at 3 percent inflation per
year) with an abatement only, the use of debt that is 250 basis points (2.5 percentage
points) below market rates, and then the combination of both strategies. The lower
interest rates (250 basis points) means lower debt service and lower costs. The
abatement does the same on the property tax side. The use of one or more of these
strategies results in a target rent per unit, that is then compared to the percentage of
income needed to afford that rent (based on $45,000 income, also adjusted at 3 percent
annually).
The abatement alone reduces rent burdens to 26 percent of income for this
household earning $45,000 in year one. The lower-cost debt reduces the rent
burden to only 34 percent of income. But combining both strategies lowers the
rent burden to just 20 percent of income. A property manager might choose to
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‘smooth’ these rents to 30 percent of income over all the periods, but in effect this
approach can result in a development that is affordable using only IDA-based financing
tools, at least for a decade.
Table 20. Combining Abatements and Low-Cost Debt
Abatement Only
Year

Market
Rent

1

$1,500

2
3

Unit
Rent

250 BPS

Income

% of
Income

$974

$45,000

1,545

$1,003

1,591

$1,033

4

1,639

5

1,688

6
7

250 BPS + Abatement

Unit
Rent

Income

% of
Income

26%

$1,287

$45,000

34%

46,350

26%

$1,332

46,350

47,741

26%

$1,379

47,741

$1,064

49,173

26%

$1,427

$1,096

50,648

26%

$1,476

1,739

$1,373

52,167

32%

1,791

$1,540

53,732

34%

8

1,845

$1,715

55,344

9

1,900

$1,767

57,005

10

1,957

$1,820

58,715

Unit
Rent

Income

% of
Income

$761

$45,000

20%

34%

$790

46,350

20%

35%

$820

47,741

21%

49,173

35%

$851

49,173

21%

50,648

35%

$883

50,648

21%

$1,526

52,167

35%

$1,160

52,167

27%

$1,579

53,732

35%

$1,327

53,732

30%

37%

$1,632

55,344

35%

$1,503

55,344

33%

37%

$1,688

57,005

36%

$1,554

57,005

33%

37%

$1,745

58,715

36%

$1,607

58,715

33%

Source: Authors estimates based on prior tables.

6.2 Leveraging Debt, Mortgages and Loans
There are other sources of debt financing for workforce multifamily housing, including
the New York State Housing Finance Agency (HFA). These sources may also provide
tax exempt bond financing and lower interest rates. Private lenders may be willing to
lend to local projects if the underwriting meets specific criteria, including to meet
community investment goals.
After a project is completed, some projects may need secondary financing to pay off
existing loans or refinance equity investors. One example of later stage financing is
Freddie Mac’s Multifamily Mezzanine Loan pilot for multifamily properties .28 While the
future of this program is in flux, this type of loan mechanism seems likely to expand in
the future. These loans cover up to 90 percent of the property value and offer below
market interest rates. In exchange, owners agree to keep any increases in the rents on
80 percent of the units in the property to the rate of inflation. The program can refinance
privately financed developments, as well as existing subsidized properties. This would
allow a developer to refinance loans or investments from a community affordable
housing fund, paying back the fund while reducing the costs of development.
6.2. Funding Models for Housing Trust Funds
There are more than 700 city and county housing trust funds in the nation. Housing
trusts come in many forms, with some funds comingling public funds and private
donations, as in Tompkins County. Other communities fund these entities with a
28

See: “Mezzanine Loan preserves long-term affordability without subsidies,” FreddieMac - Press Release, August 7,
2018.
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dedicated tax or fee from government and primarily make grants for housing as
opposed to loans or equity investments. The structure of a trust fund is to designate a
specific revenue source for the fund. The funds typically make grants, not loans, and
need a sustained source of revenue. Examples of trust fund sources could include:
• Real estate transaction fees
• Portions of previously abated property taxes (exhausted PILOT)
• Taxes on retail sales (e.g. legalized marijuana)
• Fines and penalties
• Unexpended funds from other programs.
• Gambling taxes revenues.
• Developer fees (linkage fees for commercial projects, permit fees, etc.)
• Automobile or gasoline taxes
• Interest on real estate escrow accounts or tenant security deposits
• Interest on city/county accounts
• Fees from government-owned assets (e.g. leases)

7. Community Education to Overcome Public Opposition
A common barrier frequently voiced by stakeholders
in the community is that public resistance to
affordable housing delays projects, increases costs,
and deters developers from undertaking projects.
This is a difficult problem for any one agency or
group to tackle. It is also not directly related to
housing finance but imposes costs on affordable
housing in the community.

Moving Forward:
✓ Reducing Barriers to Workforce
Housing Development
✓ Advocating for Workforce
Housing Through a Tompkins
County Campaign for Housing
Development

Typical types of community opposition include:29
• Opposition to land use;
• Critiques of the public participation process;
• Problems with physical characteristics;
• Speculative concerns about future problems of consequences of projects;
• Commentary about previous development experiences that might be related to
current projects, and
• Objections that are related to the future occupants of the housing.
One strategy is a coordinated education effort to better “market” affordable, mixedincome properties targeted to working families. Such a campaign can destigmatize
29

White, J, Ashton, B (1992) Meeting housing needs and the NIMBY syndrome. Rural and Small Town
Research and Studies Programme, cited in Abraham, M., & Maney, G. M. (2012). Transforming place and
belonging through action research, community practice, and public policy: Comparing responses to
NIMBYism. Current Sociology, 60(2), 178–201. https://doi.org/10.1177/0011392111429220
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affordable housing and offer evidence of the benefits of affordable housing for the
community. Ideally, these efforts will reduce the resistance developers and agencies
face at public hearings and in other settings. This is not a high cost strategy and
could include public-private coalitions with simple briefs, websites and
marketing, all based on up-to-date evidence showing the benefits of workforce
housing and debunking myths about affordable units harming home values or
spurring crime.
Developing a shared language and norms among the development community can also
help head off community resistance to affordable units. A campaign will not eliminate
so-called “NIMBY”-ism (Not In My Back Yard) but may help to lower the intensity of the
dialogue. Prior research in Canada explored how NIMBY groups operate and could be
useful to help inform local education efforts.30 The more that developers in the
community are aware of the processes that dissenters use, the more they can
counteract them.
A critically important of the implementation of nearly every successful regional housing
strategy, is a coordinated educational public relations campaign. Such campaigns
typically utilize all media to raise the level of awareness on the need for
housing—and below-market rate housing in particular. This approach is grounded
in the presumption that a significant part—if not the majority—of local opposition to
housing development projects is coming from a certain level of ignorance and/or
misinformation around the issue. A public education/public relations campaign can
reduce the stereotypes and false assumptions and eventually reduce the opposition to
housing projects—and especially those that seek to develop below-market priced owner
and rental housing.
One model to consider is the Opportunity Starts at Home campaign launched by the
National Low Income Housing Coalition with the Funders for Housing and Opportunity.31
This campaign brings together dozens of stakeholders to advocate for public support for
affordable housing using shared messaging, websites and social media. While this is a
national campaign, focused on trust funds, it offers lessons for a local workforce
housing campaign.
By using high quality-data and objective evidence the public can better
understand the reality of housing development and the impact of housing on
families and the community. Providing information on how building more housing will
not create problems but instead improve the quality of life for the County can change
the tenor of the debate over housing developments.
HUD's NIMBY Decision Tree is a tool that is focused on overcoming community
opposition to housing services for the homeless, but offers a useful model. The tool

30

Jeannie Wynne-Edwards. Overcoming Community Opposition to Homelessness Sheltering Projects under the
National Homelessness Initiative. Government of Canada. September 2003.

31

Opportunity Starts at Home: https://www.opportunityhome.org/
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helps advocates to recognize, identify and diffuse NIMBY barriers. The tool also
includes case studies of how to respond to common NIMBY scenarios.32
Another excellent model is the report “Changing the Narrative of Affordable Housing:
Final Report” by UC-Davis professor Michael Rios, and colleagues.33 This report also
emphasizes using objective data and evidence, as well as “putting a face” on the
residents who benefit from housing development. It is important to connect the issue to
people’s own situations and families, sharing stories, rather than focus on housing
projects, buildings and designs. Another strategy is to tap into community pride by
highlighting successes relative to other places.
Promoting Tompkins County as Being Favorable to Housing Development
Despite a period of stagnant development, and a range of real and perceived barriers to
the development of housing in the region, there are projects happening in the county.
Tompkins County Area Transit (TCAT) data show dozens of projects in process as of
late 2018. Most are in the urban core, but there are projects in outlying areas as well.
This context is important since there are developers in the area with experience who
could engage in new or expanded projects. This is an opportunity for more growth.
Ithaca and Tompkins county have a reputation for being difficult to develop projects, but
the situation is improving. That message needs to get out to developers across the
region.

8. Reducing Regulatory Barriers
Many developers mentioned in interviews and focus
groups that Tompkins County is a hard place to
develop housing. There are issues about how codes,
zoning, and regulatory reviews are interpreted and
enforced, causing costly delays. These issues
discourage developers and impede innovation in the
market. Key problems are a lack of coordination and
adversarial relationships between developers and
officials, as well as opposition from existing
residents.

Moving Forward:
✓ Reducing Barriers to
Workforce Housing
Development
✓ Expanding Incentives to
Improve Existing Properties

Every community struggles with the balance of efficient and productive housing
development versus caution and protections for existing residents. Even promising
developments with support from public-private partnerships have long approval
timelines that ultimately add to the costs of housing. This “regulatory delay tax” is
passed on in the form of higher housing costs for families. Regulatory barriers
can increase housing costs by 10 to 35 percent, or even block housing from
being developed at all. HUD defines “regulatory barriers” as a public or regulatory
32

https://www.hudexchange.info/resources/nimbyassessment/
Michael Rios, Brandon Louie and Elizabeth Godkin. “Changing the Narrative of Affordable Housing: Final
Report” 2016. https://regionalchange.ucdavis.edu/sites/g/files/dgvnsk986/files/inlinefiles/AARP%20Project%20Report%2002%2029%2016%20rios.pdf
33
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requirement, payment, or process that significantly impedes the development or
availability of affordable housing without providing a commensurate health and/or safety
benefit.”34
There are ways to streamlines and standardize and these processes, without
weakening the intent of the public review process. For example, there have been efforts
documented in studies of Tampa, Florida,35 as well as reports by HUD that show other
strategies to reduce delays and regulatory costs. HUD has a Regulatory Barriers
Clearinghouse (RBC) to share information on local regulations that can become a
barrier to housing development.36
A County-wide Task Force, that includes the agencies that implement coding and
building regulations, well as developers and housing advocates could be convened to
review how regulations differ across the County, and ways that regulations could be
standardized. The priority should be to streamline the process to provide incentives for
workforce housing development. Examples of reduce regulatory barriers to review may
include:
• How standards, codes and zoning rules are applied to infill projects;
• Density maximums, parking requirements, height limitations, setbacks and other
design rules of thumb that may be based on convention but not on objective
evidence;
• The speed and efficiency of the process for how plans that are deemed
incomplete or ineligible are returned re-reviewed;
• The lack of uniformity in how land use and other ordinances are interpreted;
• Innovations for streamlining permitting and reviews for workforce housing, and
• Using a case manager or facilitator model to help developers through reviews.

Implementation and administration of rules is as important as the rule itself. Principlebased regulation can help the community be open to innovations like accessory
dwelling units and manufactured homes, for example. The use of predevelopment
meetings, case managers and other strategies can help to expedited projects,
especially those already engaged with local housing fund. Local agencies ideally would
be cross-trained and share procedures for the enforcement of development regulations.

9. Complementary Strategies to Workforce Housing
In the course of this project, a number of issues were raised by developers, business
leaders, housing advocates, public employees, and landlords that they felt needed to be
addressed in order for any affordable housing finance strategy to be successful. There
34

City of Medford Regulatory Barriers to Affordable Housing Task Force January 2009. https://www.nahb.org/nahbpriorities/affordable-housing/addressing-regulatory-barriers-to-housing-affordability.aspx
35 Casella, Sam and Stuart Meck. 2009. "Removing Regulatory Barriers to Affordable Housing in Development
Standards, Density Bonuses, and Processing of Permits in Hillsborough County, Florida." Cityscape, 11 (2): 61-82.
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was not broad consensus on these topics, but they are important to document and
understand.
These topics are summarized below:
9.1 Inclusionary Zoning Mandate
A suggested idea is to use zoning laws to require more affordable housing, drawing on
models from Washington DC, Massachusetts, New Jersey, and California.37 These
policies mandate that any development over a certain number of units need to have a
certain percentage of affordable units. The affordable unit might be smaller and have
fewer amenities, but in the end the other higher priced units would cross-subsidize the
affordable units. There is a cost to these strategies—for residents of other units in the
development and to the developer. There is mixed evidence38 on how effective these
strategies are, and unless the market is very strong, developers may produce fewer
units overall to avoid triggering these mandates.
9.2 Zoning Incentives for Affordable Units
In the case of zoning incentives, the developer can receive allowances conditional on
some portion (for example, 20 percent) of the units being affordable, and the rest
market rate. This might include zoning variances, density variances, reduced
requirements for setbacks, or reduced parking or other requirements that lower the total
costs of development per unit and increase the developer’s return on investment to
compensate for the lost revenue on affordable units. The costs of this strategy relate to
the approvals process and any vested parties in enforcement of existing regulations,
often local residents. The evidence is more positive on these voluntary provisions,
although most studies are drawn from large markets like Seattle.39
9.3 Targeting Specialized Housing
At focus groups and in interviews there were a number of priorities expressed about
what kinds of housing units are needed, and where they should be located.
One issue that was raised is that workforce housing should be located in mobility
corridors or near transit nodes, reducing the costs of commuting and
transportation. Other respondents suggested the need for affordable, but high quality,
units at rural centers in outlying villages and towns, but again focusing on increasing
density in these areas or on the fringe of denser areas to minimize infrastructure and
transit costs.
Developments could also offer access to shared transportation options to reduce energy
use and parking demands. Tompkins County Planning has already identified several
areas as ideal for nodal development, as well as energy efficiency and sustainability as
37

CityLab University: Inclusionary Zoning
https://www.citylab.com/equity/2018/07/citylab-university-inclusionary-zoning/565181/
39 See: Inclusionary Housing: Designing a Policy - Incentives
38
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a Climate Smart Community.40 The County has a goal of “development is focused in
compact, walkable, mixed-use communities.” There are existing organizations and
plans that can be leveraged to incentivize development in key areas.
Key informants on this project also discussed the lack of townhomes and condos in the
community and if this is a bias in development, a bias in zoning approvals or if it reflects
a lack of demand. Given Ithaca’s preponderance of single-family units, as well as units
that have been converted into 2 to 4 unit rentals (often rented by students), there was
discussion of the potential to covert these back to single unit properties, especially as
students have more on-campus (or nearby) options. Zoning rules and codes could
facilitate these transitions, as well as make it easier to add accessory dwelling units on
properties.
A few key informants raised issues of developing affordable housing that can minimize
total housing consumption costs by reducing the costs of energy use. This could include
solar, LEED and other ways to lower operating costs through energy reductions.
9.4 Senior Housing
Another example of housing that could support workforce needs is housing aimed at
people age 65 and older. While this population is typically out of the workforce, many
are occupying housing that may be too large for their needs. Moving to a more
appropriate unit could open up housing for a working family. There are about 6,000
households in the County over age 65, and this is a fast-growing group as the general
population ages.
Many seniors prefer to “age in place” but some may desire to move to specialized
housing. Others may actually need specialized health care available from assisted living
residences. Based on existing supply, there are only about 1,350 units in the County
targeted to seniors, most of which are designated for low income seniors.
Adding to the supply of housing for this population might help free up some housing
units to support workers in the County.

40

http://tompkinscountyny.gov/planning
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Table 21. Existing Senior Housing
Senior Apartments (income eligible)
Cayuga Meadows
68
Center Village Court Apartments
60
Conifer Village
77
Ellis Hollow Apartments
104
Fountain Manor
24
Juniper Manor I
40
Juniper Manor II
20
Lehigh Crossing Apartments
24
McGraw House
105
Newfield Garden Apartments
28
Schoolhouse Gardens Apartments
28
Titus Towers I & II
256
Willowbrook Manor
50
Woods Edge
40
Senior Living Communities (market-rate)
Horizon Villages Townhomes
40
Longview Patio Homes
22
Cayuga View (2018)
59
Library Place (2021)
67
Senior Living Communities
Kendal at Ithaca (independent living)
236
Longview Apartments
100
Total Units
1,348
Source: Tompkins County Office for the Aging; Cayuga View, Library Place:
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Conclusions
This report summarizes strategies for investments in workforce housing in Tompkins
County, with a focus on housing development for middle-income families, while
acknowledging a the inter-connectedness of other housing issues and community
priorities.
Based on criteria identified by community stakeholders, local and national data and a
review or past reports and studies, a successful workforce housing strategy should:
• Leverage public-private partnerships that cross sectors and jurisdictions to
finance projects;
• Increase the development of income-appropriate housing for families through
innovative approaches and designs;
• Overcome regulatory barriers to the development of workforce housing.
Based on this review, and the input of dozens of stakeholders in the community, there
are at least seven types or categories of strategies that could be the focus in the next
few years:
✓
✓
✓
✓
✓
✓

Reducing Barriers to Workforce Housing Development
Expanding Housing Fund Loans, Equity Investments and Technical Assistance
Leveraging Housing Funds with Tax Abatements and Incentives
Implementing “Qualified Opportunity Zones” to Facilitate Projects in Key Areas
Expanding Incentives to Improve Existing Properties
Facilitating Homeownership through Down Payment Loans and Employer
Partnerships
✓ Advocating for Workforce Housing Through a Tompkins County Campaign for
Housing Development
Next steps for community stakeholders include:
1. Review the experiences of other communities and how they may apply to
Tompkins County in terms of housing funds, tax abatements and regulations
2. Convene discussions around innovative financing using loans and equity from a
housing fund, including fund priorities and scoring criteria for projects
3. Review tax abatement policies to focus on high priority workforce housing needs,
including the potential to issue bonds for capital for projects
4. Explore other tax incentives, from local tax relief for certain types of projects, to
leveraging federal income tax programs like the Opportunity Zone program
5. Develop strategies to support community education promoting workforce housing
6. Convene stakeholders to explore ways to promote accessory dwelling units,
including new financing mechanisms, as well as more inclusive codes and
regulations
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7. Support model developments for single family subdivisions with substantial
number of units priced under $200,000, as well as condominium units, for
working families to buy
8. Review county-wide regulatory inconsistencies for zoning and building codes and
share best practices for streamlining development, especially when housing for
working families is in jeopardy.
Developing workforce housing will be a challenge without a concerted effort community
wide. It will take a significant investment of capital and leadership from the public and
private sectors. However, increasing opportunities for working families to live and work
in the county offers benefits for the tax base, local employers, and the overall quality
and vibrancy of the community.
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Appendix 1: Advisory Group Members and Key Informants
Johanna Anderson, Ithaca Neighborhood Housing Services
Martha Armstrong, Tompkins County Area Development
Katie Borgella, Tompkins County Planning Department
Sue Cossentini, New Earth Living
Jerry Dietz, CSP Management
Caleb Dolph, Tiny Timber LLC
Ormsby Dolph, Tiny Timber LLC
Pat Dutt, West Hill
George Ferrari, Community Foundation of Tompkins County
Todd Fox, Visum Development
John Graves, South Hill
Brian Grout, Ithaca Apartment Company
Lindsay Hart, Hart and Homes Team
Paula Horrigan, Trumansburg
Norma Jayne, Ithaca Board of Realtors
Jon Jensen, Park Foundation
Tom Knipe, City of Ithaca Economic Development
Tammarion Lam, Warren Real Estate of Ithaca
Jim Lane, Dryden Realty & Apartment Co
Nathan Lyman, Ithaca Renting Company
Megan McDonald, Tompkins County Planning
Ducson Nguyen, City of Ithaca Common Council
Andrejs Oxolins, West Hill
Karen Raponi, Cornell University
Susan Ritter, Town of Ithaca
Martha Robertson, Chair, Tompkins County Legislature
Felix Teitelbaum, Small Landlord
Frost Travis, Travis Hyde
David West, Tompkins County Planning
Kurt Wright, Keller Williams Realty Southern Tier & Finger Lakes - Ithaca
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Appendix 2: Additional Data
Market Rents: 2018 Tompkins County Market Database

Studio
1 BR
2 BR
3 BR

Sq Ft
400
550
850
1200

Month /
Ft2
3.89
3.18
2.22
2.48

Expected
Rent
1,558
1,750
1,884
2,979

Source: IAD Research ($4 ft / month)

Map of Units in Development 2014-2019

Source: TCAT Tracking Database
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Infographic I: Finding Housing Strategies for the “Missing Middle”

Income-Appropriate Housing:
Working Families
Housing Types:
Multifamily & Single-Family
For rent and ownership
Condominiums
Single Family Owner-Occupied
2-4 Unit Rentals
ADUs

Tompkins County will always need housing for
homeless and very low-income people. These
populations require direct assistance from public
programs. At the same time, units “just above”
income limits for existing subsidy and
assistance programs are important to
maintaining a vibrant community where families
can live and work. There is especially a need for
housing units for families with multiple
bedrooms.

Larger developments can offer efficiencies that
allow the fixed costs of development to be spread
across more units. Tompkins County needs
quality renter and owner units close to
employers and transit.

In many areas, larger projects are not feasible, but
there is a need for more infill development and
purchase-rehab housing projects. These projects
are more episodic and can engage the potential
owner in the development and financing, as well
as employers using a down payment loan fund.
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Infographic II: Supporting a Vibrant Housing Market that Supports
Working Families
Increasing opportunities for working families to live and work in the county offers
benefits for the tax base, local employers, and the overall quality and vibrancy of the
community.

Employers

$

`Multifamily
Loans

Loans and Equity

Down Payment Loan Fund
Single Family (attached &
detached) Infill & ADUs

Leveraging Tax, Loan,
and Subsidy Programs

Affordable Housing Fund

Community Education
Campaign, Advocacy, and
Promotion

Streamlining Approval Processes and
Reducing Barriers

Moving Forward:
✓
✓
✓
✓
✓
✓

✓

Reducing Barriers to Workforce Housing Development
Expanding Housing Fund Loans, Equity Investments and Technical Assistance
Leveraging Housing Funds with Tax Abatements and Incentives
Implementing “Qualified Opportunity Zones” to Facilitate Projects in Key Areas
Expanding Incentives to Improve Existing Properties
Facilitating Homeownership through Down Payment Loans and Employer
Partnerships
Advocating for Workforce Housing Through a Tompkins County Campaign for
Housing Development
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