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In the United States, just 15 percent of families with children in Public Housing with a Housing Choice Voucher are gaining the benefits of living in an extremely low-poverty neighborhood. In suburban King County, where the King County Housing Authority operates, that figure jumps to 26%.  This afternoon I’ll provide some information about how this happened, and give you an overview struggles and opportunities that we have in the Seattle area.  King County serves a large region – comparable to DelawareServes over 20,000 households on any night, including 14,000 households in our S8 &PH programsSuburbanization of poverty, port-outs from Seattle2/3 of the low income people in the area live in jurisdiction we serve
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While there’s pockets of deep poverty, there’s also areas with with some of the most sought-after public schools in the nation, consistently ranking among the top in the nation. The Free and Reduced Lunch in Mercer Island 4%, just 12 miles South is Highline School District with a rate approaching 80%Large disaparties
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In 2012, we formally adopted a board resolution focusing on Opportunity Neighborhoods directing staff to: “give strong consideration to Opportunity Neighborhood indicators, such as education, employment, access to food, parks and transportation, when acquiring new properties, placing project-based Section 8 subsidies and developing mobility counseling and other programs and to integrate these criteria into decision making to the maximum extent possible.”High Opportunity areas, as defined by the Puget Sound Regional Council and the Kirwan Institute, are measured by a neighborhood’s access to quality education, transportation, living wage jobs, and housing. Leading up to this, we had been focusing on our education initiatives and creating a level playing field for our families, and briefing our board on the increasing number of studies that clearly demonstrate the link between quality of life and the quality of neighborhoods.  



KCHA Resident Distribution by 
Opportunity Index 

• 14,000 federally subsidized units 
• Of our almost 7,000 households with children: 

Opportunity Level: Low/Moderate High/Very High 

Tenant-based Units 79% 21% 

Place-based Units 70% 30% 

Total Units 76% 24% 
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Opportunity is relative, and there are many social and cultural reasons why families would want to stay in lower opportunity neighborhoods. For those that have no desire to leave, we’re making targeted place-based investments in disadvantaged communities to support the educational success of children.   But, for those that want to move, there are several obstacles, including high rents, a limited number of rental units, and discrimination. In addition, some people simply aren’t familiar with better neighborhoods. Of our 14,000 subsidized households, almost half of them are families with children. Of those, only 24% are living in high opportunity neighborhoods. 



Expanding Opportunity 

• Board resolution 
• Place-based education initiatives 
• Mobility counseling 
• Source of income discrimination  
• Small-market payment standards 
• Aggressive use of place-based subsidies 
• Acquisition/development of workforce housing 

– In KCHA workforce housing 
– New public housing 
– With region’s LIHTC development pipeline 
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To address these challenges, we’ve used several strategies. We created a mobility counseling program called the Community Choice program that supports families with small children to move to HO areas, and allows families to become more aware of neighborhoods that they weren’t aware of before. We’ve been supportive of local efforts to end source of income discrimination, and two local cities recently enacted a ban. We also took affordability seriously: Average median rents in (very) high opportunity neighborhoods are $400 more than (very) low opportunity neighborhoods.  Sixteen years ago (1999), (before we were a Moving to Work agency) we implemented a two-tiered payment standard system to reflect differences in the rental market.  This year, we are planning to implement a multi-tiered payment standard system to allow even greater access to opportunity areas, but we know that if we are successful it could cost a significant amount. Initially, it may save us some funding, depending on how we implement the change, but as families move to higher opportunity, higher rent areas, program costs will likely rise.  Despite our best efforts to keep pace with the market, the region’s rents are growing at an alarming rate with increases of 8% in the last year.  And we simply haven’t been able to raise our payment standards high enough for Section 8 families to compete. 
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So, we’ve employed another strategy to allow our families to access HOAs, and waived the regulation that limits PHAs from project-basing more than 20% of their vouchers.  This has allowed us to place an additional 480 units in high opportunity neighborhoods, which we wouldn’t be able to do without the Moving to Work program. Almost half (46%) of our project-based Section 8 vouchers serving families are secured in HO areas. This strategy isn’t without controversy. Some have said that project-basing vouchers takes the Choice out of Housing Choice Vouchers. We would argue that until families with Section 8 have the same chances of renting a unit in a high opportunity neighborhood as they do a low one, they don’t really have choice.  Placing project-based vouchers in HOAs hasn’t been as easy.  Finding landlords willing to sign a Section 8 contract, when the vacancy rate is at 3% has been a challenge. So, we did an inventory of the rental stock and convinced one of the largest landlords in the the HOAs to accept TB and PB vouchers. This wasn’t as hard as it sounds, primarily because that largest landlord happens to be the King County Housing Authority…  
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How did that happen?Since the 1990s KCHA has invested in acquisitions of class B workforce housing, primarily in HO areas using LIHTC and Bonds. This has opened up many units that otherwise would not be available to our households with Section 8. In addition, we’ve turned on new public housing subsidies, when feasible, and also worked with nonprofits to place PBS8 in LIHTC properties. <<nonprofit stat>>



Gilman Square 
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Example of Workforce housing acquisitionsPreserves affordable workforce housing Gilman Square: 125 unit complex located in the City of Issaquah. 24 project-based vouchers plannedOf all of our Section 8 families in High Opportunity Areas, one out of every three is renting from the King County Housing Authority.(purchased 2013 with short term line of credit backed by MTW funds??, refinanced with two older KCHA properties in a pooled refinance, using County’s credit enhancement)



Island Crest 
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Island Crest This is an example where we’ve been able to purchase small apartment complexes and turn on “banked” public housing units left over from our HOPE VI projects.Island Crest is a 30 unit complex on Mercer Island, one of the most affluent communities in King County. _______________________3% of the population is below the poverty level.The subsidized meal rate in the Mercer Island public school system is 4%75% of adults on the Island have a college degree.(1958 property – mix of one and two bedrooms. Purchased in 2011 for $3.9 million/$129,000 unit on a short term line of creditRolled into an $85 million pooled refinancing)Housing subsidies turn on as individual units vacate/property managed by KCHA staff



August Wilson Place 
Photo compliments of Steve Rowland 
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Finally, this is an example of where we’ve project-based Section 8 in a Low Income Housing Tax Credit property developed by a local non-profit. Collaborations of this type are much easier for us and the nonprofit because of our MTW status. We not only because we eliminated the 20% cap, but we also streamlined the process. August Wilson Place was developed by the Low Income Housing Institute and is 57 units, 16 of which have project-based vouchers. Through layering 9% tax credits, project-based Section 8, State Housing Trust Fund, County and local funding, this project is able to serve extremely low income households.
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By 2020, we have a goal of having 30% of our subsidized families with children living in high opportunity neighborhoods (addn’l 400 families). To most effectively achieve this goal, we need to collectively deepen our understanding about the intersections between housing, education, health, and neighborhood quality. To further that discussion the King County Housing Authority is in the process of advancing our first research agenda. After consulting with housing policy experts across the nation, some likely in this room, we’ve been able to identify some focus areas that would contribute to both the national academic policy debate and be useful to housing providers. To expand access to opportunity, I would urge HUD, PHAs and non-profits to collectively and creatively pool their financial and intellectual resources – whether that’s creating a greater level of intention by passing a Board resolution, weighing neighborhood quality when siting a PB Section 8 contract, creating a new formula for the Section 8 Inflation Factor, or furthering research to allow deeper policy debates and better program decisions.  Thank you. 
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