


In Portland, Oregon, changes to the River

District Urban Renewal Area housing

strategy illustrate the importance of

flexibility as implementation progresses and

local conditions evolve. Adopted in 1994,

the housing strategy — part of a larger

redevelopment plan — initially called for

the development of more than 5,500 new

housing units. One goal of the strategy was

to diversify the area’s income mix to parallel

the overall population of the city. At the

time, much of the housing stock in the River

District served an extremely low-income

population.. Due to public concerns about

increasing rents and the perceived

displacement of low-income people as plan

implementation proceeded, in 1999 the

Portland City Council requested a

comprehensive survey of all housing in the

area. Findings from the survey indicated

that the River District had met its income

targeting goals and exceeded its goals for

new development. Recognizing this shift,

the 1999 update to the housing strategy

revised the income targets for housing

production moving forward, to ensure the

continued and expanded availability of

units affordable to low- and extremely low-

income families.

Step 1: Convene Multiple Agencies and Stakeholders
Who is responsible for preparing the strategy?
Most comprehensive housing strategies are prepared by a task force drawn from a wide
range of stakeholder groups, including but not limited to local government officials, for-
profit and nonprofit developers and builders active in the area, representatives from
community development groups, members of neighborhood organizations, banks and other
funders of affordable housing initiatives, real estate professionals, employers seeking
affordable housing for their workers, affordable housing advocates and resident
representatives.

By bringing a diverse range of stakeholders together to develop a shared package of policy
interventions that everyone can support, the chances of adoption are greatly increased. And
while a task force process can often take longer than a unilateral approach, a comprehensive
housing strategy developed by a broadly representative group will have much more
momentum once it has been adopted, leading to a greater likelihood of successful
implementation. 

In many cases, employees of government housing agencies provide support for the task
force and help translate members’ ideas into actionable plans. Some communities choose to
bring in an outside consultant to assist in the process.

Step 2: Clarify Goals
What is Your Community Hoping to Achieve?
The first question for the task force or other body developing a housing strategy to consider
is what you want to accomplish. Whether the charge is clear (“Develop a ten-year plan to end
homelessness”) or more open-ended (“Develop a workforce housing strategy), communities
can set three levels of targets to provide the framework for a comprehensive housing
strategy:

�Articulating the overall mission or charge for the task force process — By clearly
defining the specific mission that a task force seeks to achieve, communities can focus
the information-gathering and analysis processes that are critical to the rest of the
housing strategy development process. For example, is the taskforce developing a
comprehensive housing strategy for the community, or addressing a more specific need
(or needs), such as responding to high levels of foreclosures or preventing the loss of
affordable rental homes?

� Identifying policy objectives — By analyzing the housing challenges that are the focus
of its mission, task forces can determine the root causes of those challenges — such as
high levels of subprime lending (leading to foreclosures) or expiring federal subsidy
contracts (leading to the loss of affordable rental homes) — and the corresponding policy
objectives (“Prevent foreclosures” or “Preserve affordable rental housing”). Clarifying the
specific policy objectives can help communities identify the appropriate policy tools to
address these objectives.

� Setting numerical goals — By setting and monitoring progress toward numerical goals,
communities can help keep the implementation of a housing strategy on track and
enhance accountability and transparency among all parties involved. Examples may
include the number of existing homeowners helped to avoid foreclosure or the number of
affordable rentals preserved. There is no magical formula for setting goals. Rather, targets
will depend on the specific objectives of the strategy, the amount of resources devoted to
its implementation and background market conditions and trends.

SOLUTIONS IN ACTION

Museum Place, in Portland, Oregon’s South Park
Urban Renewal Area.
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For more information 
on building a comprehensive housing

strategy visit 
www.housingpolicy.org/factsheets.html

Step 3: Coordinate 
Multiple Housing Policies
Which tools best address 
local needs?
Once communities have identified the root causes of
their housing challenges and the corresponding policy
objectives needed to address these challenges, the next
step is to evaluate existing policies and programs and
identify potential modifications that can help improve
their effectiveness. An open and honest dialogue with
staff members of various government departments can
provide important insights and go a long way to
identifying needed modifications to policy design or
implementation.

Members of the task force and other stakeholders can
also identify policy gaps that need to be addressed and
design policies to fill these gaps. In most cases, the range
of problems identified as the “root causes” of housing
challenges will require a fairly broad set of policies
administered by different agencies in addition to the
housing department, including the planning depart-
ment, zoning commission, building inspections division,
etc. To identify new policies that may be helpful in
rounding out a comprehensive housing strategy,
communities may also wish to consider successful
programs in other similarly situated communities. The
policy Toolbox on HousingPolicy.org can be a good place
to start to identify these policies.

Step 4: Adopt an
Implementation Timeline
How will you measure progress?
The ongoing monitoring and reporting of results is an
essential element of any strong housing policy, helping
communities to continually refine their policies to reflect
changing conditions and priorities. Checking actual
progress against numerical goals set out in a compre-
hensive housing strategy — for example, to modify mort-
gages for 100 families facing foreclosure — can give
both agency staff and the public an opportunity to track
progress toward implementation of a housing strategy.
Ideally, ongoing evaluation will also become a core value
and operating principle of the agencies that administer
housing programs and policies.

Ingredients for Success
Key factors that communities have found helpful in developing and successfully
implementing an effective housing strategy.

1 Exercise Leadership — Securing and maintaining collaboration
across agencies requires strong leadership, both at the upper levels as programs
get started and in an ongoing capacity “on the ground” to keep the process
moving. 

2 Know Your Market — The dynamics of the local market provide an
essential context for any policy proposals, indicating the price points at which
private or nonprofit developers can build different types of homes as well as
obstacles to new production and preservation of existing homes.

3 Get Ahead of the Curve — Policymakers should have a sense of
where future growth will likely take place, as it will generally be easier and less
expensive to intervene in the market before a neighborhood has “taken off.”

4 Be Comprehensive — Most communities will require a combination
of strategies, rather than a single policy, to meet local housing needs. 

5 Be Inclusive — By building a broad and inclusive coalition of
stakeholders and agencies, communities can ensure that they have the widest
possible input on how to solve these problems, and develop an arsenal of
partners to help with implementation.

6 Create Open Lines of Communication — Consider establishing
open channels of communication with housing practitioners throughout the
year to facilitate the fact-gathering and iterative analysis needed to continually
refine policies in a rapidly changing environment.

7 Insist on Excellent Design — Like any other form of housing,
affordable homes can be designed well or designed poorly. Local governments
should insist that any affordable homes they support meet design criteria that
ensure durable construction and mitigate public opposition.

8 Promote a Mix of Incomes — Practitioners generally agree that
neighborhoods with a mix of incomes tend to be more successful over the long
term than those that include very low-income families exclusively. In general,
jurisdictions should aim to ensure that their investments help to facilitate the
creation of healthy, vibrant neighborhoods that provide homes affordable to
families across the income spectrum.

9 Preserve and Recycle Resources — In a world of limited public
resources, maximizing the value of public subsidies means ensuring that they
provide long-term benefits to the community. Policies that help keep homes
affordable for an extended period of time include shared equity homeownership
and preservation of affordable rental homes.

10 Consider a Demonstration — In some cases, adoption of strategies
on a demonstration basis can help test assumptions and reduce risk when policy
outcomes remain uncertain.

11 Think Locally and Regionally — While each community can and
should develop its own local housing strategy, an open dialogue across
municipalities can help ensure that these strategies complement, rather than
undermine, one another.

12 Build Public Support — Public opposition can be one of the biggest
obstacles to expanding the supply of homes affordable to working families. State
and local leaders can help expand public support for new or rehabilitated homes
by working to educate the public about their benefits for the community, as well
as the importance of providing homes for essential workers.
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