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FOREWORD 

The research and writing of this report took place between the spring of 2008 and the fall 
of 2009.  During that time, a mortgage crisis brought higher foreclosure rates, the price of 
gasoline rose quickly and peaked in the summer of 2008 and an ongoing recession meant 
that many families were spending less.  As the recession worsened, gasoline became 
somewhat less expensive, but all households had become familiar with the effects that a 
spike in fuel costs had on their transportation options and lifestyles.  

As each of these events evolved, the policy and analysis in this paper was revisited to 
ensure that the findings were still valid and reasonable.  We discovered that the lessons 
discussed in the following pages are even more important after these events.  One of our 
key lessons is that across the spectrum of household incomes, the budgets of older adults 
(and all adults) are affected by both housing and transportation costs.  Looking at 
federally subsidized housing allowed us to focus on individuals with lower incomes, and 
how to meet their needs. 

While conducting the site visits and interviews with residents, it also became clear that in 
addition to proximity to transit, land use, services, safety and other factors combine to 
make one location better or worse than another.  With that understanding, the fact that 
many government-funded and subsidized housing investments are made without any 
acknowledgement of transportation costs or options is problematic. The hundreds of 
thousands of subsidized apartments near transit in our study’s cities are potentially better 
options for current and future residents, but are in danger of being lost for several 
reasons: in part because program inefficiencies and a history of insufficient funding have 
contributed to a shortage of affordable housing for those with low incomes, and also 
because many federal, state and local housing policies fail to acknowledge that people 
benefit from having useful and cost-effective transportation options. 

The federal stance on these issues evolved recently as government began to address these 
issues, and express a willingness to change policies.  In 2009, provisions in the American 
Reinvestment and Recovery Act of 2009 and the Department of Housing and Urban 
Development’s proposed budget for FY 2010 demonstrated a new understanding that 
maintaining affordable housing is a crucial need, and the Interagency Partnership for 
Sustainable Communities may make it possible for existing and new programs to 
incorporate some of the policy recommendations and principles that we discuss in this 
document – policy that reflects the interconnectedness of housing and transportation and 
leads to the creation of sustainable, livable communities to benefit all Americans. 

Rodney Harrell, PhD 
Strategic Policy Advisor―Housing and Livable Communities 
AARP Public Policy Institute 
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I. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

INTRODUCTION 

A livable community has affordable and appropriate housing, supportive features and 
services, and adequate mobility options for people, regardless of age or ability. As 
communities address the general shortage of affordable housing, preserving affordable 
housing in transit-oriented developments (TODs) is one of the challenges that 
communities can address to increase their livability.  

TODs are compact, walkable, mixed-use communities that are developed around high-
quality public transportation. Residents often prize these places for the advantages 
created by the proximity to transportation and other amenities. One consequence of this 
desirability is that it can increase land and property values, exacerbating housing 
affordability challenges.  

As policymakers try to extend the benefits of TODs to affordable housing locations, they 
must ensure that those benefits are available to people of low and moderate incomes and 
to those with different mobility challenges and needs. Policies must ensure that these 
developments provide both housing and transportation options and a range of features 
that allow people to retain independence as they age.  

METHODS 

This study analyzed the location of affordable housing in 20 metropolitan areas across the 
United States. This was done through the mapping of federally subsidized rental 
apartments in each area and measuring the amount of that housing within certain 
distances of transit. Five areas were chosen as case studies to provide more information 
on the challenges and benefits of different locations of affordable housing, including site 
visits to affordable housing properties near and far from transit and interviews with 
residents age 50 and older.  

The following metropolitan areas were analyzed in this report: 

Atlanta 

Baltimore 

Boston 

Charlotte 

Chicago 

Cleveland 

Denver 

Houston 

Los Angeles 

Miami 

Minneapolis/St. Paul 

New York City 

Philadelphia 

Phoenix 

Portland (Oregon) 

St. Louis 

Salt Lake City 

San Francisco 

Seattle 

Washington, DC 

(Areas in bold were 
chosen for case 
studies) 
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Combining the quantitative analysis and qualitative analysis allowed a unique and 
thorough look at different types of housing locations across the country. Together, these 
methods allowed a detailed exploration of whether affordable rental housing near quality 
transit is available for low-income older people and an examination of how different 
locations meet their needs.  

MAJOR FINDINGS 

● A substantial number of affordable apartments (more than 250,000) are located within 
one-half mile of public transit in these 20 metropolitan areas (nearly 200,000 are 
within one-quarter mile), but more than two thirds of the federal subsidies that 
keep these apartments affordable will expire within the next five years. 

The future of existing housing is threatened as increasing demand near transit puts 
upward pressure on land prices. After contracts expire, housing owners may convert these 
units to market-rate housing, and the loss of these federally subsidized apartments will 
exacerbate the already short supply of subsidized housing. As shown in the following 
chart, in three metropolitan areas (San Francisco Bay Area, Portland, Seattle), more than 
60 percent of potentially threatened housing is within one-half mile of transit, and more 
than 50 percent is within one-quarter mile. In half of the areas studied, at least 40 percent 
of that housing is within one-half mile of transit. 
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● Subsidized housing meets a crucial need for residents with few housing options, but 
the additional benefits of proximity to transit are widely enjoyed only when transit is 
accessible, safe, and easy to use.  

● To better enable older persons to age in place, affordable housing must be both well 
served by quality public transit and within walkable distances of amenities and services.  

● Transit proximity alone is not enough. 

Residents of affordable housing in compact neighborhoods benefited from dense urban 
development near amenities and were able to walk or take transit to the places they 
needed to go. In well-planned environments such as downtown Minneapolis, residents of 
all ages, including those 80 and older, were able to enjoy these benefits. 

Affordable housing near transit can have significant benefits for older residents, 
particularly when 

● It is located in safe, walkable neighborhoods with access to services, and  
● Transit is nearby, frequent, accessible, and takes residents where they need to go.  

These benefits can be compromised when some of these conditions are not met. For example, 
the mobility of lower income older persons in Miami was compromised because of a lack of 
reliable and accessible bus service. The residents of a senior housing building in Cleveland 

Expiring Units within a Half Mile of Quality Transit as a  
Percentage of Total Assisted Units 



Preserving Affordability and Access in Livable Communities:  
Subsidized Housing Opportunities near Transit and the 50+ Population 

 4

could not easily access their nearby rail station because of a steep and difficult staircase at the 
entrance to the station. A fear of nearby crime among residents in several locations 
diminished their willingness to leave their building’s grounds. In areas far from transit, areas 
with few community features and services nearby, and areas with poor transit service, losing 
mobility can mean losing independence.  

Certain resident characteristics and locations maximize benefits, as the figure below 
illustrates: 

Who Benefits the Most from Housing 
Near Transit?

Minimal Benefits Greater Benefits

Low Amount of LimitationsHigh Amount of Limitations

Individual:
Open to the idea of transit, without 

unaddressed cognitive or physical impairments, 
and able to read and understand signage

Community (External):
Living in well-planned, safe, healthy communities and 

in walkable neighborhoods with resources nearby.

Frequent, accessible, reliable transit service that 
connects to most other places that one would want to 

travel to. 

Individual:
Significant physical limitations that prevent 

boarding or waiting for transit.

Those who do not understand the transit system.

Community (External): 
Living in poorly planned or economically struggling 
communities with little shopping or services nearby.

Poor transit service, including bus drivers who do 
not stop, poor route planning, unreliable service, 

inaccessible stops/stations, high crime levels.

 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

There are three areas that public policy must address at all levels to ensure that affordable 
housing near transit is available and useful to low-income older people. While some 
policy solutions require additional funding, others can be addressed through better 
planning and program integration. Three public policy goals and strategies to achieve 
them are 

PRESERVE EXISTING AFFORDABLE HOUSING 

Given the shortage of affordable housing, federal, state, and local governments must 
preserve the subsidized housing that currently exists, particularly in areas near transit.  

Strategies to preserve affordable housing include  

● Increase federal, state, and local funding for affordable housing, including funding for 
the project-based Section 8 and Section 202 housing programs;  

● Allocate funding to preserve affordable housing in transit-rich areas;  
● Develop affordable housing acquisition funds, especially for properties near transit; 

and 
● Develop “early warning systems” for properties with expiring federal subsidies. 
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INTEGRATE HOUSING, TRANSPORTATION, AND LAND USE PLANNING MORE 
EFFECTIVELY 

Housing policy and implementation traditionally are developed independent of land use 
and transportation planning. Disconnected silos are inefficient, expensive, and prevent 
maximizing the potential benefit of harmonized and integrated housing, transit, and land 
use planning, both for communities and individuals.  

Strategies to improve community planning include 

● Integrate transit and land use planning in funding criteria for affordable housing and 
transportation investments; 

● Encourage planning bodies to make land use and housing decisions that optimize 
transit investments and support TOD; 

● Adopt local and regional zoning practices that encourage compact, mixed-income, 
mixed-use development;  

● Employ targeted financial tools to preserve and create affordable housing near transit; 
and 

● Design “complete streets” that accommodate not only drivers but also pedestrians, 
bicyclists, and public transit users of all ages and abilities. 

IMPROVE AND INVEST IN PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION 

For an individual user, public transportation must be accessible and accommodate one’s 
physical impairments and limitations, go where one needs to, and be reliable. In areas 
where transit does not meet these criteria, nondrivers may be isolated and have a 
diminished quality of life compared with those who have more options.  

Strategies to improve public transportation include 

● Increase federal, state, and local funding for transportation alternatives; 
● Expand local and regional transportation financing alternatives; 
● Focus on comprehensive multimodal transportation systems to maximize access; and 
● Increase accessibility to transit by removing physical impediments in transit and areas 

near transit. 

CONCLUSION 

Making the benefits of TOD available to residents at all income levels is a significant 
policy challenge. There is a long-term shortage of affordable housing in many cities, and 
existing affordable housing near transit may be lost as federal subsidies expire. 

Investing in affordable housing near transit is important, not only because it is one way to 
create more livable communities, but also because it supports other national policy goals. 
As communities look to develop more “green” and environmentally responsible policies, 
they may look to TOD and other smart growth practices to solve some of the issues 
related to reliance on the automobile. These practices can have side effects, including the 
potential for increased housing costs. However, when planned and implemented with the 
recommendations listed above, these policies can be used to create communities that are 
both affordable to a wide range of residents and environmentally responsible.  
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Finally, it takes time to develop housing, establish public transit, and attract the services 
necessary to create livable communities. To be ready for the needs of a rapidly expanding 
older population, planners and policymakers must work now to ensure that both existing 
and emerging TOD communities benefit people of all ages. Adopting policies similar to 
those above are important steps in expanding the benefits of livable communities to 
more Americans. 
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II. INTRODUCTION 

AARP defines a livable community as one that is safe and provides affordable, 
appropriate housing; adequate transportation; and supportive community features and 
services. Transit-oriented development (TOD) brings opportunities to create more livable 
communities through its comprehensive approach of community and regional planning. 
This approach brings a mix of uses to areas near transit, including housing, community 
features, and services. This efficient use of resources can provide benefits for residents, 
especially the 50+ population if properly developed. While the potential for benefits 
exists, the general shortage of affordable housing in many metropolitan areas and the 
affordability of housing in TOD areas are concerns.1 As bringing the TOD elements 
together makes an area more generally desirable and raises property values, the 
preservation of subsidized housing in these areas is of particular importance. 

Of the more than 250,000 federally subsidized apartments with rental assistance contracts 
within one-half mile of “quality transit” (and approximately 200,000 within one-quarter 
mile) in 20 metropolitan regions across the country, more than 70 percent are covered by 
federal contracts that will expire over the next five years.2,3 This finding raises concern 
considering the vital role affordable housing and affordable transportation options play in 
achieving livable communities, particularly in respect to the needs of older Americans.  

In many cases, the future of the subsidized housing that already exists within close 
proximity to transit is threatened as increasing demand to live near transit puts upward 
pressure on land prices. There is growing evidence of a value premium placed on land 
located near transit, making it more costly to produce new affordable housing, while at 
the same time making existing, privately owned, subsidized housing more vulnerable to 
being lost. Therefore, a key policy challenge is retaining this below-market-rate housing 
while simultaneously developing better and more affordable transportation and housing 
options in locations where people have the opportunity to establish more affordable 
lifestyles. In addition, there are ways that areas where affordable housing currently exists 
can become better for residents.  

                                                 

1  Housing affordability refers to housing that is affordable to households throughout the entire range of incomes. Often, the measure 
of affordability is 30 percent or less of income spent on housing. The higher property values in many TOD areas can limit the 
housing affordability for low-income households. However, some recent analyses have argued that transportation costs should be 
incorporated into measures of housing affordability, as these costs can vary greatly for housing in different locations. See Center 
for Neighborhood Technology (CNT) and Center for Transit-Oriented Development, The Affordability Index: A New Tool for 
Measuring the True Affordability of a Housing Choice (Washington, DC: Brookings Institute, 2006; also the Housing + 
Transportation Affordability Index developed by CNT at http://htaindex.cnt.org/.  

2  Quality transit includes frequent bus lines that run at 15-minute or shorter intervals during and between peak periods, and also 
fixed guideway transit including subways, light rail, and bus rapid transit. 

3  The data analysis presented in this report is principally concerned with households that receive federal project-based rental 
subsidies under HUD programs, including project-based Section 8, Section 202/811 Supportive Housing for the Elderly and 
Persons with Disabilities, rent supplements, and rental assistance payment. Under these programs, families and seniors live in 
privately owned housing and pay income-based tenant rents of no more than 30 percent of income, guaranteeing access to quality 
affordable housing that otherwise would not be available. The federal government contracts with apartment building owners and 
provides federal subsidies to make up the difference in what the tenant pays and what the building owner would earn for the 
apartment in the unsubsidized market.  
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III. BACKGROUND 

Several important conclusions have been established about the need for preserving 
affordable housing near transit and the benefits of TOD. They include the following, 
which are discussed in more detail below:  

● Trends point to more demand for affordable housing near transit.  
● TOD is part of a comprehensive smart growth strategy for metropolitan regions. 
● TOD can create compact livable communities that serve the needs of people age 50 

and older. 
● There has been a long-term shortage of affordable housing. 
● The current housing crisis is increasing the need for affordable housing. 
● Affordable housing, including affordable housing near transit, is threatened by a 

range of factors. 

A. TRENDS POINT TO MORE DEMAND FOR AFFORDABLE HOUSING NEAR TRANSIT 

There are several documented trends unfolding in America’s metropolitan regions. The 
first significant trend is the expected growth of the older population over the next 20 
years. The population of older Americans age 65 and older is projected to be twice as 
large in 2030 as it was in 2000 (see Table 1). In addition, more than 35 percent of older 
Americans today—more than 13 million—are considered low income.4 

Table 1 
United States Population and Projections 2000 to 2050 

Year 65+ Population 
Total 

Population 
65+ Share of Total 

Population (%) 

2000 34,991,753 281,421,906 12  
2007 37,887,958 301,621,157 13  
2030 72,092,000 373,504,000 19  
2050 88,547,000 439,010,000 20  

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census. Projections of the Population by Selected Age Groups and Sex 
for the United States: 2010 to 2050 (NP2008-T2); Annual Estimates of the Population by Sex and 
Selected Age Groups for the United States: April 1, 2000, to July 1, 2007 (NC-EST2007-02). 
Population Division, U.S. Bureau of the Census. Washington, DC, 2008. 

The second trend is a rising demand for city living. According to the Brookings 
Institution, more residents in older cities are now choosing to stay put rather than move to 
the suburbs, as they have done in the past.5 In addition, people are choosing to move back 
to the city from suburban and exurban locations, seeking the vibrancy and vitality of 

                                                 

4  Federal Interagency Forum on Aging-Related Statistics, Older Americans 2008: Key Indicators of Well-Being, 
http://www.agingstats.gov; low income is defined as family incomes of less than 200 percent of the poverty threshold.  

5  William H. Frey, Older Cities Hold on to More People, Census Shows (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution, July 10, 2008). 
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urban environments and a reduction in time and energy spent taking care of larger, auto-
dependent suburban homes with lawns to mow and higher utility costs.6 

Third, quality affordable housing is becoming increasingly out of reach for low- and 
moderate-income families and older Americans. A recent report from Harvard 
University’s Joint Center for Housing Studies concluded that for every new affordable 
apartment built, two are lost to demolition, abandonment, or conversion to more 
expensive housing. The number of low-income renters with worst case housing needs—
meaning they are paying more than half of their income on often substandard housing—
has reached an all-time high.7 

Housing and transportation most often are the two highest expenses in household 
budgets. For many working families, transportation costs can equal or exceed housing 
costs in many automobile-oriented communities across the country, particularly at times 
when fuel prices rise precipitously.8 This was evident during the rise in fuel prices 
through early 2008 and the corresponding rise in demand for affordable public 
transportation options as people sought alternatives to their increasingly costly 
automobiles. The American Public Transportation Association reported that public transit 
ridership increased by 5.2 percent in the second quarter of 2008 as compared with the 
previous year9 and has increased 32 percent since 1995, which is double the population 
growth of 13 percent.10 Some transit agencies saw 20 to 30 percent increases in ridership 
on their bus and rail networks as a result of rising gas prices compounded by other 
economic woes in early 2008, and these increases have held up even as gas prices 
declined during the fall of 2008. Increased fuel costs affect households throughout the 
age range—for both commuters headed to and from work everyday and retired persons 
who rely on their automobile for running errands or visiting friends and family. 

Transit use among a range of demographic groups has been on the rise in communities 
across the country. Recent analysis has shown that neighborhoods near transit are much 
more diverse than nontransit neighborhoods. In fact, eighty-six percent of neighborhoods 
near transit are more economically and racially diverse than the average census tract in a 
region. In the future, it is estimated that more than half of the future demand for living 
near transit will come from households that earn less than the area median income.11  

In many automobile-oriented locations, people have very limited alternatives to driving, 
and are at a disadvantage compared with those households that are able to live near 

                                                 

6  Reconnecting America and the Center for Transit-Oriented Development, Why Transit-Oriented Development and Why Now 
(Oakland, CA: Reconnecting America, 2007). 

7  U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), Affordable Housing Needs 2005: Report to Congress (Washington, 
DC, 2007). Between 2003 and 2005, the number of very low-income renter households with worst case housing needs increased 
by more than 15 percent. These families and seniors pay more than half of their income for housing or are living in severely 
substandard housing. There are now nearly 6 million such households, the highest number reported since HUD began collecting 
data in 1990. 

8  Center for Neighborhood Technology, Housing and Transportation Cost Trade-offs and Burdens of Working Families in 28 Metro 
Areas (Blacksburg: Virginia Tech, October 11, 2006). 

9  http://www.apta.com/media/releases/080909_ridership_report.cfm 

10  Bill Millar. Testimony Before the U.S. Senate Banking Committee, September 9, 2008. 

11  Center for Transit-Oriented Development, Preserving and Promoting Diversity near Transit (2006).  
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quality public transportation and can use their transportation savings for other purposes 
such as health care, recreation, or healthy food.  

Because of these and other factors, leading regions and jurisdictions have been effective 
in raising funds to provide increased transit options, with this money often being used to 
leverage funding from the Federal Transit Administration. This increase in transit funding 
and the resulting expanded transit networks have contributed to a 26 percent total 
increase in transit usage over the past 10 years. With fuel prices on a long-term upward 
trend, these percentages will likely increase.  

Despite these gains, the increasing demand and premiums placed on these locations and 
the accompanying rise in the cost of land and housing near transit now threaten the 
continued viability of housing that serves many older adults with modest incomes.  

B. TOD IS PART OF A COMPREHENSIVE SMART GROWTH STRATEGY FOR 
METROPOLITAN REGIONS 

The trends discussed above have significant implications when thinking about the future 
of our communities and where best to invest public and private resources to serve the 
changing needs of individuals and families. TOD is a comprehensive approach to 
sustainable community and regional planning that integrates housing, transportation, 
infrastructure, and other critical considerations. Successful TOD seeks to meet important 
goals, such as providing affordable housing, creating greater access to opportunities for 
all people, providing mobility options, accommodating healthier lifestyles, and reducing 
our dependence on foreign oil while lowering our greenhouse gas emissions.  

TOD is typically defined as more compact development within easy walking distance of 
transit (usually one-half mile) that contains a mix of uses such as housing, offices, shops, 
restaurants, parks and open space, educational opportunities, and entertainment. As this 
report is focused on older Americans who may be less likely to walk longer distances, we 
also look closely at the one-quarter mile radius. Multiple types of transit can make up a 
healthy network, including local bus, bus rapid transit, streetcars, light rail, heavy rail, 
and commuter rail. High quality and frequency of service are important factors in 
supporting the types of development outcomes associated with TOD and providing 
connections between neighborhoods. When successfully developed, TOD serves to 
enhance the opportunities for optimizing public transit investments, creating a range of 
mobility choices for people, and providing a mix of housing choices in a walking- and 
biking-friendly environment.  

By taking a comprehensive approach to land use, transportation, and housing policies, 
TOD provides an opportunity for communities to proactively create locally appropriate 
solutions that address a number of challenges, such as  

● Providing a walkable environment that is pleasant and safe, accommodates a more 
active lifestyle, and creates a sense of community and place; 

● Fostering a rich mix of uses such as housing, jobs, shopping, and recreational 
choices; 

● Increasing the viability and efficiency of the transportation system to better serve 
different transportation needs; 
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● Providing a more affordable lifestyle by reducing costs associated with automobile 
use, through offering a range of housing choices located in places with mobility 
choices such as public transportation, walking, and biking; and 

● Reducing greenhouse gas emissions by building more compact, energy-efficient 
communities that allow people to walk, bicycle, or use public transportation and drive 
less.  

C. TOD CAN CREATE COMPACT LIVABLE COMMUNITIES THAT SERVE THE NEEDS 
OF PEOPLE AGE 50 AND OLDER 

People age 50 and older are a diverse group with varying life circumstances, lifestyle 
choices, and needs. Myriad influences affect their decisions concerning where and how 
they live and how they get around. TOD can bring access to community features closer to 
homes, which holds benefits for people in many different circumstances. This includes a 
couple whose children are leaving the nest and are interested in downsizing their large 
suburban home, or a single person who has lost his or her spouse and wants to simplify 
his or her life. Some individuals may be reaching the point in their life when driving is no 
longer a safe option. For those losing their eyesight, those with a disability, and those 
who are unable to afford a car, public transportation may be the only reasonable 
transportation option. In these life circumstances, and in an era of rising fuel and energy 
costs, the traditional single-family home in an auto-dependent neighborhood is not 
necessarily the most optimum housing choice for many older adults. 

Recent research shows that Americans older than 50 feel like they do not currently have 
many transportation choices. In the run up of gas prices during the summer of 2008, 
AARP polled older Americans on their transportation/mobility options. They found that 
39 percent did not have adequate sidewalks or intersections with safe crosswalks, 
47 percent said that they lacked a safe place to wait midway while crossing large streets, 
and 44 percent did not have accessible public transportation.12 This widespread lack of 
mobility options is alarming considering that such issues as isolation and opportunities 
for greater community involvement and independence are highly dependent on mobility.  

Furthermore, in an earlier AARP study of people age 50 and older,13 one in four 
respondents gave their communities a “grade” of D or F for failing to offer important 
amenities within walking distance (identified as one-quarter mile from transit for older 
people), including a drugstore, a grocery store, theaters and concerts, good job 
opportunities, and a hospital. The survey confirms that the design and location of many 
neighborhoods make taking public transit, walking, or bicycling challenging and 
dangerous. Approximately one third of respondents in the AARP survey said their 
communities fail to provide dependable public transit. 

Individuals often prefer to remain in their communities through different life stages in 
order to stay connected to their social networks. In places well served by public transit 
and within walkable distances to amenities and services, aging in place is more 
achievable, particularly if there is housing that accommodates a range of housing needs 

                                                 

12  Laura Skufca, Is the Cost of Gas Leading Americans to Use Alternative Transportation? (Washington, DC: AARP, 2008).  

13  AARP, Beyond 50.5 (Washington, DC, 2005). 
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over the course of a person’s life (e.g., multi- or single-family, senior housing, assisted 
living, etc.).14 Older adults living in auto-dependent places who have limited or restricted 
ability to drive can become increasingly socially and physically isolated. A recent study 
by AARP showed that 12 percent of adults age 50 and older and 20 percent of people age 
65 and older do not drive at all.15 Nondrivers age 50 or older, for example, make nearly 
one in six medical or dental trips by public transportation, 11 times the rate for drivers.16  

This loss of independence can negatively affect both physical and emotional health. 
Physical activity is one of the best mechanisms for preventing some of the most serious 
ailments related to aging, including depression, falls, and a variety of inflammatory 
conditions.17 Studies have shown that access to more extensive social networks including 
friends and relatives significantly reduces the risk of becoming disabled by daily 
activities. And if one does become disabled, recovery was faster when social networks 
are present.18 The built environment should foster activity and community that keep older 
people healthy and happy at home.  

For people who are no longer able to drive and are not living in places well served by 
transit or within walking distance of local amenities, there can be a higher dependence on 
rides from friends and family or on nonprofit programs that serve older persons and 
people with disabilities. If these alternative transportation options are inadequate, or the 
quality or regularity of service is affected in some way, this isolation may potentially lead 
individuals to engage in risky behavior such as driving when they are not physically or 
mentally able to do so. Statistics show that older individuals have an increased risk per 
mile driven of being involved in an accident after the age of 70,19 and if involved in an 
accident, older individuals are more likely to be killed than younger people because of 
their increased frailty.20 

The recent surge in gas prices had a dire impact on the ability of home-care providers, a 
critical lifeline for older adults who are geographically isolated and dependent on outside 
assistance, to continue to serve the needs of their clients. Many home-care providers are 
nonprofit organizations that rely on volunteers to deliver food or provide rides to physical 
therapy or other health-related appointments. Given the bare-bones budgets of many of 
these organizations, volunteers are often expected to use their own cars and pay out-of-
pocket for gas. Recent reports have indicated that when fuel prices increased, many 
organizations were very concerned about their ability to sustain and recruit much-needed 
volunteers to support these programs. Meals on Wheels reported that two thirds of its 
programs lost drivers after the gas price spike during the first half of 2008.21 In response 
                                                 

14  Howard Frumkin, Lawrence Frank, and Richard Jackson. Urban Sprawl and Public Health (Washington, DC: Island Press, 2004), 
195. 

15  AARP, Beyond 50.5 (Washington, DC, 2005). 

16  AARP, Beyond 50.5 (Washington, DC, 2005). 

17  AARP, Beyond 50.5 (Washington, DC, 2005). 

18  Howard Frumkin, Lawrence Frank, and Richard Jackson. Urban Sprawl and Public Health (Washington, DC: Island Press, 2004), 
196. 

19  AARP, Older Drivers and Automobile Safety (Washington, DC, 2005). 

20  AARP, Older Drivers and Automobile Safety (Washington, DC, 2005). 

21  California Report, National Public Radio, August 4, 2008.  
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to a recent survey of service providers, the CEO of the Beverly Foundation sounded the 
alarm in stating that the survey “reinforced the concern that rising gas prices could prove 
disastrous for volunteer driver programs, if not today, then tomorrow.” This scenario has 
the potential to further increase levels of isolation among seniors living in highly auto-
dependent places when fuel prices rise again. 

D. THERE HAS BEEN A LONG-TERM SHORTAGE OF AFFORDABLE HOUSING 

Diverse and affordable housing options near transit are critical components in ensuring 
that our communities provide opportunities for older persons with modest incomes to 
lead healthy and active lives.  

Over time, a shortage of quality affordable housing has developed across the country. In 
2006, 39 million households—more than a third of all households—spent 30 percent or 
more of their annual income on housing and were therefore considered moderately cost 
burdened.22 Meanwhile, nearly 18 million households were severely cost burdened, 
having spent more than half of their income on housing.23 Factoring in the rising cost of 
fuel, making transportation expenses equally burdensome for many households, leaves 
very little money left over for other essential needs such as food, health care, and 
clothing.  

Although both renters and homeowners face affordability challenges, renters (especially 
those with incomes lower than the median) often experience the most severe affordability 
problems because of their limited incomes. In addition, they are vulnerable to rent 
increases and other actions by property owners. Today, 37 million households depend on 
rental housing. On average, renter households have lower incomes than homeowners. In 
2005, the median renter income was $26,000 compared with the median owner income of 
$55,000.24 In 2006, nearly half of all renters spent more than 30 percent of their income 
on housing, while nearly a quarter of all renters—a total of 9 million households—spent 
more than 50 percent of their income on housing costs.25 

As rents rise because of the increasing costs of producing rental housing and renter 
incomes decline, affordability challenges are growing worse for these households. 
Adjusted for inflation, the median renter income fell by 8.4 percent between 2001 and 
2006, whereas rents continued to rise. In 2007, the median gross rent for an apartment 
stood at an all-time high of $775, compared with $704 in 1996, after adjusting for 
inflation.26 As a result, we are seeing a record number of low-income households with 
severe housing cost burdens. According to HUD, the number of very low-income renter 
                                                 

22  Joint Center for Housing Studies, The State of the Nation’s Housing 2008 (Cambridge, MA: Joint Center for Housing Studies, 
Harvard University, 2008),  4. 

23  Joint Center for Housing Studies, The State of the Nation’s Housing 2008 (Cambridge, MA: Joint Center for Housing Studies, 
Harvard University, 2008), 4. 

24  Joint Center for Housing Studies, America’s Rental Housing: The Key to a Balanced National Policy (Cambridge, MA: Joint 
Center for Housing Studies, Harvard University, 2008), 10. 

25  Joint Center for Housing Studies, America’s Rental Housing: The Key to a Balanced National Policy (Cambridge, MA: Joint 
Center for Housing Studies, Harvard University, 2008), 15. 

26  Joint Center for Housing Studies, America’s Rental Housing: The Key to a Balanced National Policy (Cambridge, MA: Joint 
Center for Housing Studies, Harvard University, 2008), 15. Gross rent refers to the monthly contract rent plus the estimated 
average monthly cost of utilities and fuels. 
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households that paid more than 50 percent of their income on housing increased by more 
than 15 percent between 2003 and 2005.27 

The 50+ population is particularly vulnerable to the sting of rising rental costs. Nearly 2.5 
million or 53 percent of all older renters are paying more than they can afford on housing 
costs. Moreover, 1.4 million older renters are paying more than 50 percent of their 
income on housing costs, well more than they should be spending.28  

E. THE CURRENT HOUSING CRISIS IS INCREASING THE NEED FOR AFFORDABLE 
HOUSING 

Although the current housing crisis is often portrayed as only affecting homeowners, 
renters also face serious consequences from increasing home foreclosures and the current 
lack of credit.  

A shortfall in the tax credit market is stalling the creation and preservation of affordable rental 
housing 
Many of the principal investors in low-income housing tax credits (LIHTCs) over the 
past five years have been large financial services companies, including Fannie Mae and 
Freddie Mac, that have recently left the market because they are unsure that they will 
have sufficient tax liability to make use of the credits over the 10-year credit period. 
Federal bailout policy may have had the unintended consequence of exacerbating the 
problem by allowing an acquiring bank to reduce its tax liability with carry-forward 
losses from banks it acquires. As a result, although nonprofit and for-profit developers 
have assembled more than enough properties to make full use of the LIHTC allocated 
annually, a high percentage of projects that have not yet reached financial closing are 
stuck, unable to proceed because the tax credit market has dried up. That number will 
almost certainly grow over the next two years.29 

Affordable multifamily housing in high foreclosure markets across the nation may be at risk of 
being lost from the affordable housing stock 
In some communities, affordable multifamily properties are located in neighborhoods 
experiencing significant single-family foreclosures. The presence of many abandoned and 
foreclosed properties will destabilize communities and depress property values, even as 
rents remain too high for those with low incomes to afford. If these neighborhoods are 
allowed to decline, owners of multifamily properties may have trouble refinancing to 
keep their properties in decent and safe condition.  

In Cuyahoga County, Ohio, for example, many affordable Section 8 properties are 
located in neighborhoods with high foreclosure rates. In fact, more than 7,600 (or 
60 percent) of the county’s Section 8 apartments are in neighborhoods with a 
                                                 

27  U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, (2007). Affordable Housing Needs 2005: A Report to Congress 
(Washington, DC, 2007). 

28  Joint Center for Housing Studies, America’s Rental Housing: The Key to a Balanced National Policy (Cambridge, MA: Joint 
Center for Housing Studies, Harvard University, 2008), 17.  

29  The American Reinvestment and Recovery Act included a couple of tools to address the stalled tax credit market: the Tax Credit 
Assistance and “Exchange” Programs. The Tax Credit Assistance Program provides funds to states to fill funding gaps in stalled 
LIHTC projects. The “Exchange” program allows state housing agencies to elect to receive cash grants in lieu of a certain portion 
of the state’s low-income housing tax credit allocation. 
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foreclosure rate of 9 percent or higher—well above the state’s overall foreclosure rate 
of 6.7 percent. As foreclosures rise, many of these properties may have trouble 
remaining financially viable. Efforts to stabilize neighborhoods affected by high 
foreclosure rates are also important in preserving long-term affordability and housing 
quality of existing subsidized units.  

Displaced homeowners and renters in foreclosed properties are adding pressure to a limited 
rental housing supply 
An increase in the number of renters competing for a limited supply of apartments can be 
expected as homeowners who have lost their homes to foreclosure flood the rental market 
looking for temporary or long-term housing. According to the Joint Center for Housing 
Studies, there was a 2.8 percent increase in the number of renters in 2007, compared with 
an average annual increase of only 0.7 percent between 2003 and 2006.30 This increase in 
demand comes at a time when the lack of credit is making it increasingly difficult to 
finance new rental housing and add to the existing housing supply.  

In addition, many properties facing foreclosure are smaller multifamily properties, raising 
the possibility that many communities will lose a critical component of their rental 
housing stock. As an example, in Cook County, Illinois, nearly 50 percent of renters 
reside in multifamily buildings with nine units or fewer, and more than one third of small 
multifamily properties are facing foreclosure. According to the Woodstock Institute, 35 
percent of Chicago’s residential foreclosure filings were on multifamily properties of two 
to six units.31 Losing these properties to foreclosure will not only further reduce the 
supply of available rental housing, but will also force displaced renters back into the 
market to find available rental housing.  

F. AFFORDABLE HOUSING, INCLUDING AFFORDABLE HOUSING NEAR TRANSIT,  
IS THREATENED BY A RANGE OF FACTORS 

Preserving and improving the existing affordable rental housing stock is an important 
strategy for ensuring a sufficient supply of affordable rental homes. As a strategy, 
rehabilitating and maintaining existing housing is often more cost effective and 
politically feasible than building new affordable housing, particularly in areas near transit 
where undeveloped land can be scarce and an expensive commodity. In particular, 
privately owned, subsidized affordable housing is an important resource that provides 
quality housing opportunities while guaranteeing that older residents do not pay more 
than 30 percent of their income on housing costs. As this report describes, in many 
metropolitan regions, a significant amount of subsidized housing already exists within 
close proximity to transit. In many cases, the future of this housing is threatened as 
increasing demand to live near transit puts upward pressure on land prices.  

Preserving affordable rental housing occurs when an existing or new owner takes the 
initiative to ensure the continued long-term availability of existing property with 
affordable rental homes. Both subsidized and unsubsidized affordable rental housing can 
be preserved. When a privately owned subsidized apartment is preserved, action is taken 

                                                 

30  Joint Center for Housing Studies, America’s Rental Housing: The Key to a Balanced National Policy (Cambridge, MA: Joint 
Center for Housing Studies, Harvard University, 2008). 

31  Woodstock Institute, Foreclosure Crisis Impacts Chicago’s Rental Housing Market (Chicago, 2008). 
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to ensure that the federal subsidy and low-income restrictions remain in place, preserving 
long-term affordability. Because of the need to keep the property in good physical 
condition, this is usually combined with raising new capital to repair the property. Often 
these actions occur while transferring the property to a new owner who is committed to 
the long-term affordability of the property.  

There are several reasons why affordable rental homes may be at risk. With respect to 
privately owned, subsidized affordable rental housing, in many cases, government 
affordability requirements are expiring, giving the owner the option to exit the 
government program and convert the property to a nonaffordable use. Resurging demand 
to live in cities is likely to drive up rents and give rental owners an incentive to opt out of 
federal assistance programs. Owners of unsubsidized rental housing may consider 
upgrading affordable apartments to market-rate or luxury housing and capitalize on 
increasing rental demand. Owners of properties in weak housing markets with high rental 
vacancy rates may be unable to generate sufficient operating revenue to maintain the 
property and keep it from deteriorating beyond repair. 

Owners of affordable housing may also decide to exit the government programs if the 
federal government is an unreliable partner. If future HUD budgets prohibit on-time 
payment of contracts, owners would be forced to use reserve funds to cover critical 
operating expenses and may consider opting out of the program.32 

There is growing evidence of a value premium placed on land located near transit, 
making it more costly to produce new affordable housing, while at the same time making 
existing, privately owned, subsidized housing more vulnerable to being lost. A recent 
report by the Center for Transit-Oriented Development (CTOD) reviewed the research on 
the subject and found ample evidence demonstrating that access to transit increases the 
value of nearby property. Both residential and commercial properties experienced a 
premium effect in terms of obtaining higher value than comparable properties without 
transit access.33  

A number of other factors contribute to the challenge of providing new affordable 
housing near transit, which reinforce the necessity of ensuring existing units are not lost. 
These include  

● Limited land available near transit in urban centers, including underutilized land, 
contaminated land, or small parcels that are not large enough to accommodate 
significant development; 

● Restrictive zoning that serves as an obstacle to higher density, mixed-use 
development;  

● Policy barriers such as high parking requirements and large permitting or 
development fees that add to the cost of development; 

● Lack of policies such as “inclusionary zoning” that would require a certain 
percentage of new development that is affordable at certain income levels;  

                                                 

32  U.S. Government Accountability Office, Project-Based Rental Assistance: HUD Should Update Its Policies and Procedures to 
Keep Pace with the Changing Housing Market (Washington, DC, April 2007). 

33  Center for Transit-Oriented Development, Capturing the Value of Transit (September 2008). 
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● Lack of appropriate planning that effectively outlines a jurisdiction’s vision and 
goal for providing adequate levels of housing choice and affordability in the transit 
zone; and 

● Lack of financing tools to help new affordable developments “pencil out” and 
determine financial viability.  

Federally subsidized affordable rental housing is an especially crucial housing resource 
for low-income older Americans. Various analyses have concluded that elder-headed 
households occupy the majority of privately owned, subsidized affordable apartments. A 
recent HUD analysis concluded that nearly 780,000 residents in privately owned, 
subsidized housing were 55 or older, translating into nearly 56 percent of all privately 
owned, subsidized apartments being occupied by someone age 55 or older. The median 
resident age is 60 years, with nearly 45 percent of residents age 65 or older. Likewise, a 
2003 analysis concluded that 60 percent of project-based Section 8 apartments were 
headed by residents at least 62 years of age.34 Generally, the privately owned, subsidized 
housing stock serves more of an older population as compared with the two other major 
types of HUD housing assistance as shown in Table 2.35  

Table 2 
Resident Age Distribution by Types of Federal Housing Assistance 

 
Tenants in Public 

Housing Voucher Recipients 

Tenants in Privately 
Owned Federally 

Subsidized Housing 

Under age 45 44.80% 55.10% 33.60% 
45−54 13.4 20.1 10.3 
55−64 13.7 10.1 11.5 
65−74 15 6.7 16.9 
75 or older 13.1 8 27.7 
Median Age 49 43 60 
Source: U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, Characteristics of HUD-Assisted Renters and Their Units in 2003 
(Washington, DC, May 2008). 

A significant source of affordable rental housing for older Americans is the Section 202 
Supportive Housing for the Elderly program, which provides affordable housing for 
senior citizens in developments owned solely by nonprofit organizations. Qualified 
tenants must have incomes less than 50 percent of the area median income. The average 
tenant in Section 202 property is 79 years old and has an income of approximately 
$10,000. Nearly 40 percent of Section 202 residents are over the age of 80.36 The 
program has resulted in more than 250,000 affordable rental homes throughout the 
country. The Section 811 Supportive Housing for Persons with Disabilities program 
provides funding for the development of rental housing with supportive services for 
persons with disabilities, along with rent subsidies. Often, there is a form of federal 
Section 8 project-based assistance at these properties. 

                                                 

34  Jeff Lubell, Mark Shroder, and Barry Steffen, “Work Participation and Length of Stay in HUD-Assisted Housing.” Cityscape:  
A Journal of Policy Development and Research 6, no. 2 (2003): 207–23. 

35  U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, Characteristics of HUD-Assisted Renters and Their Units in 2003 
(Washington, DC, May 2008). 

36  National Low Income Housing Coalition, Advocate’s Guide to Housing in Community Development (Washington, DC, 2008), 152. 
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Under these programs, families and older persons live in privately owned housing and 
pay income-based tenant rents of no more than 30 percent of income, guaranteeing access 
to quality affordable housing that otherwise would not be available. The federal 
government contracts with apartment building owners and provides federal subsidies to 
make up the difference in what the tenant pays and what the building owner would earn 
for the apartment in the unsubsidized market.  

IV. METHODOLOGY  

The research partners posited the following questions prior to conducting our analysis. 
First, how many federally subsidized affordable housing units currently exist near transit, 
and how secure are the affordability terms for those units in the near term? Second, what 
are the implications for the quality of life for older Americans, many of whom greatly 
benefit from living near quality transportation and other important amenities, if the 
federally subsidized housing units they currently are able to afford are converted to 
market-rate units? Third, what are the policies and program interventions that can ensure 
that no affordable housing is lost, as well as influence the trajectory of community 
development and transportation planning and investments to better serve our country’s 
changing demographics and changing needs?  

To answer these questions, we engaged in three key activities: (1) evaluating 
demographic data and social and economic trends in the areas of housing, transportation, 
and other community development issues as they relate to the future needs of 
communities, particularly among people age 50 or older; (2) quantifying and mapping the 
number of federally subsidized affordable housing properties serving older persons 
within 20 different metropolitan areas across the country, both near and far from quality 
transit; and (3) conducting interviews with older residents of federally subsidized 
affordable housing developments in five of the 20 cities.  

The primary research was designed as a quantitative and qualitative mixed method, 
multiple case study project to investigate the effects of access to transit on older (50+) 
residents of federally subsidized housing developments.  

The quantitative portion of the analysis used geographic information system (GIS) 
mapping analyses of the public transportation networks and the sites of federally 
subsidized housing in 20 metropolitan areas. This report is principally concerned with 
households that receive federal project-based rental subsidies under HUD programs 
including project-based Section 8 and Section 202/811 Supportive Housing for the 
Elderly and Persons with Disabilities.  

The focus was on the total amount of existing subsidized housing, including properties 
with contracts that are due to expire by 2014, and the location of all federally subsidized 
housing relative to transit.37 Those properties near transit were defined as those within 
                                                 

37  Federally subsidized rental housing is an important source of housing for low-income households. We focus on it in this study 
because of the significant amount of housing that is maintained through that program, the potential threat of expiring contracts, 
and because analysis of this housing can help elucidate the issues that may face other forms of affordable housing for lower 
income households, including housing created under a range of federal, state, and local incentives and programs and unsubsidized 
housing created by the private market. 
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two zones: either within one-quarter or one-half mile of quality transit. Those defined as 
far from transit were more than one-half mile from quality transit.38 This mapping was 
done using the affordable housing database of the National Housing Trust and the 
National TOD database of all the fixed-guideway transit stations (rail and bus rapid 
transit) across the United States provided by Reconnecting America and the CTOD. The 
20 major metropolitan areas include Atlanta, Baltimore, Boston, Charlotte, Chicago, 
Cleveland, Denver, Houston, Los Angeles, Miami, Minneapolis/St. Paul, New York, 
Philadelphia, Phoenix, Portland (Oregon), St. Louis, Salt Lake City, San Francisco, 
Seattle, and Washington, D.C. After the initial mapping analysis of the 20 cities, five 
were chosen for detailed qualitative analysis.  

The following areas were chosen for the qualitative analysis: Boston, Cleveland, Los 
Angeles, Miami, and Minneapolis/St. Paul. Multiple metropolitan areas were chosen to 
cover a range of transportation networks, national regions, and housing markets. Within 
each area, two sites were chosen: To the extent possible, one site was chosen that was 
near transit (within one-quarter mile of quality transit) and one site that was far from 
transit (more than one-half mile from such transit). At each development, three residents 
over the age of 50 were chosen for semistructured interviews.39 The interview 
respondents and locations were not randomly selected; instead, this study adopted 
“purposeful selection” and looked for specific types of residents to investigate how 
accessing transit affected the lives of low-income 50+ residents of subsidized housing 
developments in different regions.40 This multiple case study design allowed for the 
examination of several different settings to increase understanding of the impact that 
access to transit can have on older residents of subsidized housing. It also allowed for the 
examination of the effect of access to transit on the lives of actual residents, 
complementing the quantitative and mapping analysis of each city.  

Analysis and interviews took place in the summer and fall of 2008, in the midst of a 
national recession and following a spike in gasoline prices. Interviewees were volunteers 
from the resident population of selected affordable housing developments in each city, 
and their multiple experiences reveal many costs and benefits related to access to 
transportation in several different metropolitan areas.  

V. FINDINGS 

Our analysis has three principal findings:  

A. More than 250,000 subsidized affordable apartments are located near transit. 

B. Approximately 176,000 (69 percent) of affordable apartments located within 
one-half mile of public transit and more than 137,000 (71 percent) within one-
quarter mile are covered by federal rental assistance contracts expiring before 
the end of 2014.  

                                                 

38  Proposed rail stations were included where available. 

39  In Cleveland, both sites appeared to be near transit. Housing managers and staff identified potential respondents. 

40  For a discussion of purposeful selection, see Joseph A. Maxwell, Qualitative Research Design: An Interactive Approach 
(Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2005).  
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C. Subsidized housing meets a crucial need for residents with few housing options, 
but the benefits of locations near transit are widely enjoyed only when transit is 
accessible, safe, and useful.  

These findings are detailed below: 

A. MORE THAN 250,000 SUBSIDIZED AFFORDABLE APARTMENTS ARE LOCATED 
NEAR TRANSIT  
This analysis found many existing privately owned, subsidized affordable apartments 
located near transit.  

● Of approximately 400,000 federally assisted homes in these 20 areas, more than 
250,000 are located at least a half mile from public transit. In addition, nearly 200,000 
of these affordable homes are located at least a quarter mile from transit. 

● Nearly a quarter of the total subsidized housing, approximately 60,000 affordable 
homes within a half mile of transit, were developed through the Section 202/811 
supportive housing program and mostly serve persons age 62 and above. More than 
45,000 of these homes are located within a quarter mile of transit. 

 

Figure 1 
Expiring Units within a Half Mile of Quality Transit as a  

Percentage of Total Assisted Units 
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Tables 3 and 4 summarize the number of units near transit for each of the 20 metropolitan 
regions.41 Regions are listed in order of the percentage of housing near transit. (For 
detailed maps of each region, see Appendix C in the appendix volume.) 

Table 3 
Federally Assisted Housing Located within a Half Mile of Quality Transit 

Regional Totals 
# of Units within a Half Mile of Rail Stations or Frequent Bus Service 

Based on Certain Characteristics 

Region 

Total 
Regional 

Units Units 
Regional 
Units (%) 

Elderly 
Designated 

Units (Section 
202) 

Units with 
Total Payment 

Below Fair 
Market Rent 

Units with 
Contracts 

Expiring by 
2014 

San Francisco  26,710 25,341 95  6,750 14,346 19,392 
New York City 71,764 54,156 75  12,260 25,986 36,192 

Portland 5,648 4,247 75  1,123 1,899 3,784 
Denver 9,759 7,300 75  1,329 4,633 4,382 

Baltimore 13,278 9,873 74  2,719 5,706 6,804 
Chicago 43,778 31,894 73  6,724 6,688 20,825 
Boston 38,325 25,810 67  3,614 11,362 12,098 
Seattle 9,328 6,139 66  1,596 3,221 5,781 

Salt Lake City 2,104 1,380 66  658 576 788 
Los Angeles 48,433 30,490 63  7,341 25,770 24,929 
Philadelphia 20,788 12,875 62  5,791 7,118 9,777 
Cleveland 15,866 8,498 54  2,077 2,839 4,490 

Atlanta 10,027 5,314 53  724 2,904 3,376 
Miami 13,900 6,784 49  2,652 4,720 5,699 

Washington, D.C. 23,779 10,569 44  1,282 8,384 7,072 
Minneapolis/St. 

Paul 
15,661 5,962 38  670 1,821 4,156 

Charlotte 2,103 753 36  25 534 717 
Phoenix 6,601 2,069 31  666 1,274 1,442 
Houston 9,652 2,689 28  480 2,055 2,217 
St. Louis 13,276 3,493 26  986 676 2,026 

Totals  400,780 255,636 64  59,467 132,512 175,947 

 

                                                 

41  These regions for this study are based on regional transportation networks and include both the principal cities and counties 
surrounding each city, with one exception.  In New York, all of the properties are within New York City limits.  
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Table 4 
Federally Assisted Housing Located within a Quarter Mile of Quality Transit 

Regional Totals 
# of Units within a Quarter Mile of Rail Stations or Frequent Bus Service 

Based on Certain Characteristics 

Region 
Total 

Regional 
Units 

Units  
 Regional 
Units (%)  

Elderly 
Designated 

Units (Section 
202) 

Units with 
Total Payment 

Below Fair 
Market Rent  

Units with 
Contracts 

Expiring by 2014 

San Francisco  26,710 23,825 89  6,660 13,492 18,075 
Chicago 43,778 30,711 70  6,327 6,478 20,094 

Baltimore 13,278 8,361 63  2,162 5,048 5,626 
Portland 5,648 3,525 62  1,034 1,522 3,082 
Denver 9,759 5,546 57  1,000 3,700 3,073 
Seattle 9,328 4,992 54  1,374 2,686 4,673 

Salt Lake City 2,104 1,102 52  508 532 638 
Boston 38,325 19,840 52  2,548 8,280 8,535 

Los Angeles 48,433 24,705 51  5,728 20,762 20,173 
New York City 71,764 34,929 49  7,817 15,530 24,651 

Philadelphia 20,788 9,096 44  4,214 4,902 7,258 
Cleveland 15,866 6,754 43  1,587 2,300 3,530 

Atlanta 10,027 3,564 36  431 1,879 2,062 
Miami 13,900 4,433 32  1,914 3,024 3,717 

Minneapolis/St. Paul 15,661 4,061 26  441 1,005 2,517 
Charlotte 2,103 466 22  13 291 453 
Houston 9,652 1,869 19  212 1,461 1,529 
Phoenix 6,601 1,274 19  351 734 757 
St. Louis 13,276 2,034 15  593 424 1,485 

Washington, D.C. 23,779 2,614 11  974 6,099 5,653 
Totals  400,780 193,701 48  45,888 100,149 137,581 

 

B. APPROXIMATELY 176,000 AFFORDABLE APARTMENTS (69 PERCENT) 
LOCATED WITHIN ONE-HALF MILE OF PUBLIC TRANSIT AND MORE THAN 137,000 
(71 PERCENT) WITHIN ONE-QUARTER MILE ARE COVERED BY FEDERAL RENTAL 
ASSISTANCE CONTRACTS EXPIRING BEFORE THE END OF 2014 

When a Section 8 contract expires, the owner can decide to opt out of the government 
program. Several of the cities, including Boston, New York City, Chicago, and Denver, 
have seen a resurgence in demand for urban living, particularly near new and existing rail 
lines. These market pressures create the potential for many units covered by expiring 
contracts located in these highly desirable places to be lost. 

● More than half of the 20 cities have 40 percent or more of their affordable units 
within a half mile of quality transit expiring (see Figure 1). Cities on the West Coast 
could potentially be the hardest hit, with four major regions losing more than 50 
percent of apartments if they are not preserved. 

● More than 132,000 affordable apartments (52 percent) within a half mile of transit 
have rents that are below that area’s fair market rent. Likewise, more than 100,000 
apartments within a quarter mile of transit (52 percent) have rents below the fair 
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market rent. Often, the most important determinant of an owner’s decision to opt out 
or remain in the affordable housing program is the level of rents that HUD allows 
owners to charge in relation to market-rate rents. If the rent amount is significantly 
below market rents in the neighborhood, there is a higher likelihood that the owner 
will choose to leave the program and convert the apartment to market rate.42  

As demand for living in more compact, walkable, and transit-friendly neighborhoods grows, 
due to economic, demographic and lifestyle considerations, preserving existing housing 
in these locations becomes critical, but also very difficult. Map 1 illustrates the impressive 
alignment of federally assisted housing units along transit corridors in the San Francisco 
Bay area with more than 95 percent of federally assisted units within one-half mile of 
transit. Yet, the map also foretells a potentially troublesome scenario for many low-income 
older adults currently able to live near transit as contracts covering almost 75 percent of 
those units near transit are set to expire in the next five years. In a city with a relatively 
strong housing market, such as San Francisco, property owners may have the financial 
incentive to opt out of the federal program, particularly if the federal program becomes 
more difficult to navigate.43 If these units are lost, residents would be faced with the 
difficult task of finding replacement units in comparable locations.44 A subsequent impact 
of the loss of this housing, as well as other affordable housing options, is the loss of the 
economic, ethnic, and social diversity that makes San Francisco and every city thrive.  

Studies show that the premiums placed on transit-oriented neighborhoods can be quite 
large in metropolitan areas across the country. Some developers estimate that housing 
prices in walkable urban places have about a 40–200 percent premium over auto-oriented 
single-family housing, controlling for price range and luxury orientation of the housing.45 
Accordingly, transportation investments have been shown to catalyze billions of dollars 
of investment in development around the country. In Cleveland, the reconstruction of 
Euclid Avenue to support bus rapid transit lanes has been part of the investment strategy 
that has brought more than $4 billion to the corridor.46 Portland’s streetcar investment has 
brought more than $3.5 billion in investment and was part of the plan to create the Pearl 
District with 30 percent affordable housing.47 The ability of transportation to catalyze 
investment dollars can be good for communities if a portion of the value created through 
transportation investments is captured and reinvested back into communities, ensuring 
that income diversity remains in these locations and preserving and renovating the 
affordable housing that is already in place.  

                                                 

42  Econometrica, Inc., and Abt Associates, Inc., Multifamily Properties: Opting In, Opting Out, and Remaining Affordable 
(Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, Office of Policy Development and Research, 2006).  

43  Nonprofit housing providers that are dedicated to providing this housing as part of their mission may not sell existing housing, but 
rising costs could threaten their ability to provide housing. 

44  The City of San Francisco would be required to replace lost units through the construction of new affordable units in order to meet 
their fair share housing requirements imposed by the State of California 

45  Christopher B. Leinberger, Option of Urbanism: Investing in a New American Dream (Washington, DC: Island Press, 2008). 

46  Stephen Litt, “Euclid Corridor Project Helps Drive $4 billion in Cleveland Development,” Cleveland Plain Dealer, February 10, 
2008. 

47  Office of Transportation and Portland Streetcar, Inc., Portland Streetcar Development Oriented Transit (Portland, OR, April 
2008). 
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In Somerville, Massachusetts, for example, land near the existing Red Line subway 
ranged in cost from $50 to more than $75 per square foot in 2004, whereas in a more 
automobile-oriented area of the city where a future light rail line is slated to be 
constructed, estimated land costs were between $25 and $50 per square foot. Map 2 
illustrates both the danger and benefit of future transit expansion in this area. The 
neighborhoods near the expansion line (Green) are vulnerable to the same price 
movement that exists around the current Red Line alignment. It is possible that 
investment in transit in the corridor will push people out of their homes. Knowing the 
likelihood of that scenario, it is important that the city government and other community 
stakeholders take proactive measures to preserve the more than 1,100 transit-friendly 
units in Somerville that will be endangered once the new transit line is constructed. As a 
proactive measure, the Somerville Community Corporation, through the support of the 
Surdna Foundation, was able to work with CTOD to identify and map the challenges and 
opportunities for equitable transit-oriented development along the new transit corridor 
and outline a series of strategies that could be implemented by the city and other key 
community actors to both preserve existing affordable housing and ensure that new 
housing is affordable to a range of incomes in the community.48  

                                                 

48  Reconnecting America and the Center for Transit-Oriented Development, Somerville Equitable Transit-Oriented Development 
Strategy (Oakland, CA, May 2008).  

Map 1 
Assisted Housing Units in the San Francisco Bay Area 
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C. SUBSIDIZED HOUSING MEETS A CRUCIAL NEED FOR RESIDENTS WITH FEW 
HOUSING OPTIONS, BUT THE BENEFITS OF LOCATIONS NEAR TRANSIT ARE 
WIDELY ENJOYED ONLY WHEN TRANSIT IS ACCESSIBLE, SAFE, AND USEFUL  

One fact was immediately evident during the site visits and interviews: Subsidized 
housing at these sites was of crucial importance to many residents. Some had endured 
multiyear waiting lists to get housing, and some were part of the lucky few that made it 
into their current housing when other sites stopped providing subsidized housing. At 
Colman Court in Cleveland, several residents (including two of the interviewees) were 
moved to that location after the rents were raised at their former building. One resident 
noted that her rent at the time of the interview in fall 2008 came to $204 per month (she 
was able to pay 30 percent of her income), and a call to her old building revealed that 
2009 rents were now $529 per month. After her subsidy was eliminated, she would have 
been required to pay more than 75 percent of her income to stay at her old place, an 
unsustainable proportion. If her new apartment had not been available, she did not know 
where she would live. 

It was not possible to interview those from her old building who were unable to find a 
spot in suitable alternative housing, but those who lose these subsidized apartments have 
extremely limited options. Former residents who do not have a comparable building to 
transition to and are without families or others to take them in will have limited options 
for permanent housing and may end up with nowhere desirable to go.  

Map 2 
Somerville, Massachusetts, Residential Land Cost per Square Foot 2004 

Source: City of Somerville Tax Assessors Database, 2004. 
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Similar stories were heard across the country, and the fact that residents were often happy 
to have housing of any kind required focused questioning to help them think about any 
issues that needed improvement in their buildings and neighborhoods. The majority of 
interviewees were happy to have a place to live, and any problems with their housing 
seemed relatively minor to them in comparison.  

In certain metropolitan areas where efficient land use and effective transportation 
networks existed, residents were able to enjoy the benefits of livable communities. Those 
residents lived in housing that was either located near or with easy access to supportive 
community features, services, and other elements in their neighborhoods and regions that 
made their lives better.  

Near-transit locations: Access to transit in compact development areas provides mobility and 
choice 
Many residents who lived in areas near transit had a benefit: Their housing was often in 
more dense and pedestrian-friendly areas close to amenities and services. This 
combination of transit access and walkable neighborhoods provides greater mobility 
options for traveling in and around the area; those who are able to walk have the 
opportunity to have a much more active and healthy lifestyle.  

One such location was in Minneapolis, where Nicollet Towers provides many of the 
potential advantages of a downtown location. Nicollet Towers is a federally subsidized 
housing development with approximately 300 apartments for older persons, persons with 
disabilities, and families. It is located on Nicollet Mall in a dense, compact neighborhood 
that contains cafes, restaurants, major department stores, and other amenities. On the day 
the site visit was performed, an outdoor farmer’s market ran along Nicollet Mall for 
several blocks. The neighborhood includes a park, an art museum, places of worship, a 
hospital, a community college, and the city’s convention center. Several nearby bus lines 
mean that buses come regularly to stops within a few blocks of the building—far more 
often than the 15-minute standard for frequent or quality transit. The Hiawatha Light Rail 
Line runs through downtown Minneapolis and connects that area to the airport and to the 
Mall of America in Bloomington, a major retail and entertainment destination. The 
nearest light rail station is approximately three quarters of a mile from the site. 

One 83-year-old resident moved to the Towers 25 years ago, and later 
she sold her car and downsized to a 1-bedroom apartment after the death 
of her husband. She had moved from a suburban neighborhood where 
she had to rely on her husband to take her around by car. She expressed 
great satisfaction with her current location, noting that she could walk or 
take a short bus trip to restaurants, shopping, her church, and to 
Orchestra Hall to hear the Minneapolis Orchestra. She uses public transit 
two to three times a week, relying on the bus more than she used to, as 
walking has become more difficult, and takes the bus to the light rail that 
takes her to the Mall of America. With the passing of her husband, and 
now that she is older and less able to walk, her ability to take the bus 
allows her to maintain her independence and involvement in her 
community. 
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A 68-year-old woman noted that she uses transit every day; a 65-year-old walked to the 
train about twice a week and walked everywhere else that she needed to go. These three 
women demonstrate the potential advantages of this kind of location with several 
community features and services nearby. None of them were concerned about the crime 
levels in the area, so even though the light rail station is not within one-quarter mile, the 
walking-oriented environment and regularly running bus lines with stops nearby allow 
them to get most places that they need to go.  

However, the interviews and site visits did reveal issues that residents in several 
metropolitan areas face in their neighborhoods and transportation options. Although well-
planned, safe, thriving, transit-oriented neighborhoods such as the Nicollet Towers area 
offer benefits for residents, several challenges were identified in areas near transit, areas 
far from transit, and across regions. These issues are listed below. 

Limitations can exist in areas near transit 
Despite the potential advantages of living near transit, in several circumstances those 
advantages were mitigated by other issues. In certain areas, proximity did not allow 
individuals to benefit from the full potential of living near transit. These include the 
following: 

● Nearby transit is not useful unless you can get to it; 
● Transit must accommodate people with varying physical abilities and limitations; and 
● Transit must take people where they need to go. 

Nearby transit is not useful unless you can get to it. Colman Court is a Section 202 
housing facility located on the west side of Cleveland, Ohio, that appeared to be a near-
transit location on the map. Directly behind the residences at Colman Court on Madison 
Avenue lies an entrance to the W. 65–Lorain Rapid Transit Authority train station, which 
can be reached by a steep staircase to the tracks below. Although a station entrance is 
across a small parking lot from the housing facility, the steep staircase prevents residents 
and others from using it, particularly in bad weather as the entrance is unusable for those 
with physical limitations. There are several bus lines with stops nearby, but only one 
meets the study’s standard for frequent service. Although that bus stop is a few short 
blocks from the building, fears of crime and robberies prevent some residents from 
considering it. One new resident remarked that one of the first things that he learned on 
moving in was that the neighborhood was not safe and that he should not go out at night. 
Although this location is near two forms of transit, the difficult access to the train and 
fear of danger (whether real or perceived) at the bus stop can severely limit the benefit of 
that proximity.  

Transit must accommodate people with varying physical abilities and limitations. In 
most cities, some residents had trouble catching the bus, regardless of the frequency of 
service. Often, those with physical limitations complained that buses would pass by them 
as they waited. Some felt that they may not have been visible to the bus drivers, and 
others theorized that bus drivers were cutting corners in order to keep to their schedules. 
These residents shared stories of bus drivers refusing to “kneel” buses and ease their 
access or simply passing by an older person with a walker. When asked if bus drivers 
would accommodate her by kneeling the buses for her, one Santa Monica resident 
responded, “They do not. I step up because I’m not in a wheelchair. I do not look as 
disabled as I actually am.” 
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For those who have been unacknowledged by a bus driver and left at a stop, bus service 
has proven itself more unreliable than the headways would suggest.49 In temperature 
extremes such as a hot Miami summer or a cold Cleveland winter, waiting at a stop for 
the next bus to come by can present a serious challenge, especially if the bus service is 
not frequent.  

In cities where they are available, paratransit services allow those with a disability to use 
a door-to-door transit service instead of the regular bus or rail system (usually limited to 
locations within three-quarter mile of the transit route to meet the minimum requirements 
of the Americans with Disabilities Act). These services fill an important role because 
qualified riders can travel anywhere within the service area at a much lower cost than 
using a taxicab or other livery service. This flexibility of service is not without 
limitations: The trip often must be scheduled at least 24 hours in advance, and the small 
buses and vans often carry several persons on their trips; one must wait for the return trip 
so an appointment at the doctor’s office can become an all-day journey. Although these 
services come with a higher cost in terms of public transportation expenditures, such 
services are necessary for those who are not capable of using the other forms of transit.  

Transit must take people where they need to go. Transportation networks with 
significant gaps make certain areas off limits to transit users who have no other ability to 
get to those destinations. As a result, many respondents expressed a desire for more door-
to-door service. Providing door-to-door transportation for all transit users is not possible 
because of high costs, but transit must enable as many users as possible to get to their 
desired locations. This challenge requires that transportation planning take the needs of 
all users into account and provide a range of services and options that allow all users to 
get where they need to go, for jobs, shopping, and other trips. In addition, useful transit 
connections can help visitors reach their family and friends who live in these buildings.  

Residents of Summerwood Commons in Euclid, Ohio, live just outside of Cleveland and 
have a bus stop in front of the complex on Euclid Avenue, which is somewhat useful for 
those who can safely navigate the hillside that lies between the entrance and the bus stop. 
According to residents, the bus service is helpful for those who are headed down Euclid 
Avenue toward downtown Cleveland, but those who need to go elsewhere in the city 
have a much harder time. The interviewees did not believe that this posed a large 
problem: One resident quoted an old axiom among Cleveland residents that “if you can 
just make it to Euclid [Avenue], you can go anywhere,” but all three interviewees at that 
site had alternative forms of transportation to get to destinations that are not on Euclid 
Avenue, including regular trips for jobs, shopping, church, and visits to family and 
friends. People who need to go somewhere along the main line are served, whereas others 
can be shortchanged. Planners must negotiate these challenges and develop transportation 
networks and zoning that provide the connections to services that people need. 

Mapping analyses provide useful visualizations of the transit service gaps that exist in 
metropolitan regions and provide visual suggestions on how these gaps can be filled in 
regions to better serve affordable housing residents as well as other residents. They also 
complement findings from the interviews conducted. 

                                                 

49  Headways are the time between buses. A 15-minute headway means the buses come every 15 minutes.  
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Many senior housing buildings evaluated in the mapping exercise are located far from 
reliable transit options, at the periphery of the region, far away from destination-rich city 
centers and major corridors. Map 3 displays examples in the four regions of Charlotte, 
Minneapolis/St. Paul, Phoenix, and Houston. As the map illustrates, the central 
downtowns of these regions have good transit coverage, whereas the periphery often has 
moderate route service and may include some express buses for commuters. In each city, 
encircled clusters of red squares representing Section 202 units can be seen outside of the 
quality transit corridors. In Phoenix, there is a cluster just outside the reach of what is 
known locally as the Glendale circulator in the westernmost oval. Amending service 
routes or improving placement of future housing units on this bus line would help provide 
mobility to people who live in them.  

 

In comparison, the regions illustrated in Map 4 have more comprehensive regional transit 
coverage such as Portland, Salt Lake City, or Denver (see Appendix C in the appendix 
volume for larger maps). These regions are rapidly growing their transit networks and 
have put bus networks in place to serve their population quite adequately. Denver has a 
number of units outside of its core, but there are more units located on high-frequency 
transit corridors. The high-frequency corridor is generally an indicator of commercial 
corridors with many destinations and services located along them. 

In comparing the percentage of all assisted units within a half mile of quality transit 
between Map 3 and Map 4, the regions with moderate transit coverage (Map 3) range from 

Map 3 
Regions with Moderate Quality Transit Coverage 
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having 28 to 38 percent of their units located within a half mile of transit. In places with 
good coverage (Map 4), that number rises to between 66 and 75 percent. Cities with larger, 
more established transit networks such as Chicago, Boston, and New York City are also 
good examples, but are in a class by themselves. Most cities do not have the heritage transit 
networks in place from which to build and an existing density of housing that provides 
ridership and revenue to support operation and maintenance of the transit system.  

 

Regionwide: Opportunities exist for filling transit-service gaps 
The mapping exercise illustrates not only the numbers of affordable units located within a 
half mile and a quarter mile of transit but also the pockets of affordable housing where 
people are not currently being adequately served by transit. However, the fiscal and 
operational challenges that transit providers face in providing efficient and accessible 
transit in places where land use is more dispersed remain. This reality affects the travel 
patterns of older Americans who live in rural or suburban settings. Of nondrivers age 65 
and older with limited access to public transportation, 61 percent stay home on a given 
day because they lack transportation options. In comparison, 43 percent of older 
nondrivers living in more densely populated neighborhoods with good public transit stay 
home on a given day.50  

Through analysis of the regional map for the city of Phoenix, we can conjecture how a 
combination of community advocacy on behalf of transit riders, increased funding in bus 
transit, and a reallocation of transit funds could have dramatic impacts on the day-to-day 

                                                 

50  Linda Bailey, Aging Americans: Stranded Without Options (Washington, DC: Surface Transportation Policy Project, 2004). 

Map 4 
Regions with Comprehensive Quality Transit Coverage 
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mobility choices for older adults. In Map 5, the blue lines represent the bus lines that 
currently have 15-minute headways or better during the course of the day between peak 
periods in the Phoenix region. Map 6 represents the increased bus lines that would 
become available to individuals during the off-peak hours (noncommuter hours) if the 
headways were improved from 30 minutes to 15 minutes or shorter mid-day, allowing 
greater mobility for seniors and citizens wanting to run errands or engage in outside-the-
home activities during the day.  

The creation of more compact and dense nodes of activity along the bus routes could 
provide additional attractive destination points and increase ridership. Additional revenue 
from new riders or larger funding from governments could allow transit providers to 
improve service by such means as reducing the wait time between buses, providing 
attractive and weather-proof bus shelters with benches, and introducing real-time arrival 
information to allow riders to know when the next bus is coming.  

 
 

 

Map 5 
Phoenix Regional Quality Transit Routes 
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A variety of programmatic and policy approaches can be introduced at the federal, state, 
regional, and local levels to better respond to the diverse challenges occurring in different 
community contexts. Fostering thoughtful and effective approaches requires 
comprehensive planning and a realistic approach to accommodating the issues and 
challenges that older adults are facing in the places they live.  

As an example of a best practice, and related to the Phoenix discussion above, some cities 
have developed systems to better communicate and inform residents about bus service 
frequencies. Recognizing the importance 
of bus service as a critical transit mode for 
many people, some cities have their 
frequent bus service networks mapped out 
and branded like rail service. The cities of 
Denver, Minneapolis, and Portland have 
15-minute service networks that operate 
with that frequency all day (see Appendix 
C in the appendix volume for maps). This 
allows people to travel more freely, as 
they can move about the region with more 
freedom, knowing that they will not have 
to wait too long for the next bus. Frequent 
and reliable service is the best way to 
attract new riders. 

Map 6 
Phoenix Expanded Quality Transit Routes 

Recognizing the importance 

of bus service as a critical 

transit mode for many people, 

some cities have their 

frequent bus service 

networks mapped out and 

branded like rail service. 
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Limitations in areas far from transit: Losing mobility means losing independence 
Residents without the ability to drive or access to a car through a friend or relative were 
isolated in many locations, especially those that were far from transit. Structural issues, 
including poor sidewalks, unsafe intersections, and heavy traffic, can make walking 
difficult. A lack of shopping, recreation, and other amenities, often exacerbated by fear of 
crime, can further reduce residents’ desire to walk around their neighborhoods. Poor 
access to transit can prevent access to other parts of the city and region. Physical and 
mental disabilities can further limit mobility. Any combination of these factors can cause 
an affordable housing resident to become isolated in his or her own building and largely 
cut off from the outside world. The interviewees were living in apartments that met their 
shelter needs, but those without disabilities who were able to move easily and safely 
within their neighborhoods and cities had more choices and were able to lead more active 
lives. When transit options meet the needs of older people, it makes it easier for all to 
maintain their independence. 

Who benefits from nearby transit? 
The site visits and interviews revealed that there were key differences between those who 
benefited greatly from their locations and others who did not. Often, the maps that 
showed that distance from transit told only a part of the story, as many factors determined 
whether a particular resident was likely to benefit. Some of these factors were individual 
limitations, such as the presence of physical problems that made it difficult or impossible 
to get to a transit stop, or confusion or intimidation caused by the idea of learning how to 
use a transit system. Some of these factors were external factors that were related to land 
use, the quality of the local transit system, and the safety of the neighborhood. People 
who had fewer of these limitations were more likely to benefit from the locations.  

Note that in well-planned communities, the location of the nearby transit was beneficial 
not only because of the access that residents had to the bus or rail system, but also 
because these neighborhoods allowed residents to walk to nearby shops, parks, and other 
amenities in their neighborhoods—these were places with useful resources nearby and 
easy transit connections to resources elsewhere in the metropolitan area. When combined 
with a reliable and accessible transit system and a neighborhood where residents feel safe 
walking the streets, these factors provide a neighborhood where residents can fully 
realize the potential benefits of locations near transit. Figure 2 displays the factors that 
maximize (or minimize) the benefits of nearby transit. 
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Individuals can have limitations at the individual level and at the external or community 
level. On the individual level, one can have physical limitations that prevent using transit 
or that can make a transit system indecipherable. This could be because of language 
difficulty, physical limitation, or some other problem that prevents them from physically 
accessing transit or understanding how to use it. If these limitations are addressed and 
individuals have an open mind about using transit, they will find locations near transit to 
be much more beneficial. Services can be provided to help potential users of transit, 
including the posting of easy-to-read signs and provision of information (in multiple 
languages if necessary). Furthermore, if the ramps, entrances, and sidewalks are well 
designed and in a good state of repair, many of the potential problems resulting from a 
person’s physical limitations can be reduced. The individual’s experience then reflects 
the right side of Figure 2, with fewer individual limitations and greater benefits. 

A more complex set of issues and solutions shapes those external limitations that affect 
an older person’s ability to benefit from affordable housing near transit. If individuals are 
in a neighborhood or community that has poor walking or transit connections between 
housing and places they need to go, they are limited. If shopping, banks, parks, doctors’ 
offices, churches, government buildings, and other services and amenities are difficult to 
get to, typical older residents are isolated from the things they need, and their location is 

Figure 2 
Limitations to Benefits of Housing near Transit 

Who Benefits the Most from Housing Who Benefits the Most from Housing 
Near Transit?Near Transit?

Minimal Benefits Greater Benefits

Low Amount of LimitationsHigh Amount of Limitations

Individual:Individual:
Open to the idea of transit, without 

unaddressed cognitive or physical impairments, 
and able to read and understand signage

Community (External):Community (External):
Living in well-planned, safe, healthy communities and 

in walkable neighborhoods with resources nearby.

Frequent, accessible, reliable transit service that 
connects to most other places that one would want to 

travel to. 

Individual:Individual:
Significant physical limitations that prevent 

boarding or waiting for transit.

Those who do not understand the transit system.

Community (External): Community (External): 
Living in poorly planned or economically struggling 
communities with little shopping or services nearby.

Poor transit service, including bus drivers who will 
not stop, poor route planning, unreliable service, 

inaccessible stops/stations, high crime levels.
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not beneficial. Good planning practices and the development of quality transportation 
networks can help address these issues as they help create more advantageous locations 
and more livable communities. In communities that are struggling economically, city and 
regional plans with goals of community revitalization should incorporate the needs of 
older adults and recognize the efficiency of providing a variety of transportation 
connections between housing and community resources. Together, these are part of a 
comprehensive strategy to address the needs of all members of the community.  

The second set of external limitations 
deals with transit specifically. Transit 
service may not meet the needs of older 
persons if the system has unreliable 
service, routes that do not go where they 
need to go, and bus drivers who are not 
trained to stop for or provide the 
accommodations to help those who need 
assistance to board. Furthermore, if transit 
stations are not easily accessed because of 
poor design, poor condition, or high crime 
levels that make older persons afraid to 
use them, then the transit system fails to 
meet the needs of many.  

There is a tie-in between all of these issues: By developing a regional transit system that 
meets the needs of individuals, as part of a well-designed, safe, economically stable, 
sustainable community that provides a range of transportation options for residents of all 
ages, many of the potential limitations are addressed. A community must also have 
housing options that are affordable to the entire range of incomes and are appropriate to 
the physical needs of older adults and others. Without all of these pieces, there are no 
guarantees: Several near-transit sites are missing key elements, and those areas are not 
currently ideal locations for housing. These areas would need an investment of resources 
to become more livable communities. Addressing these issues will move individuals and 
their communities from the left-hand column to the right in Figure 2, reducing limitations 
and increasing the benefits. In communities that provide greater benefits and do not have 
these limitations, policymakers must ensure that housing affordability is not lost.51 

 This study has investigated subsidized housing to focus on the needs of older adults with 
low incomes. While subsidized housing meets an important need and there are possible 
benefits to living near transit, the housing must be maintained as affordable housing and 
the external limitations to benefiting from living near transit must be countered. In places 
where all of these things are accomplished, local residents of all incomes, including those 

                                                 

51  These lessons come from 30 interviews and 10 site visits in five metropolitan areas. These sites were chosen for the case studies 
because of their proximity (or lack of proximity) to transit, and the cities were chosen to represent a range of different regions, 
transportation networks, and economic conditions. The respondents were chosen to represent different perspectives across the age 
range of those 50 and older. Despite these surface-level differences, many of the same themes and issues emerged in different 
conversations and in different locations. These themes are referenced in this section, and they influence our policy 
recommendations. Although case studies are not easy to generalize to the larger universe of all communities, the themes that we 
discuss in this section were observed across these metropolitan areas. Although it is likely not an exhaustive list of the potential 
limitations, these are some of the issues that prevent older adults from enjoying the full benefits of housing near transit and TOD. 

Good planning practices and 

the development of quality 

transportation networks can 

help address these issues as 

they help create more 

advantageous locations and 

more livable communities. 
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of low income, are able to reside in livable communities. There is a range of policy 
recommendations that can help create communities with widespread benefits for those of 
all ages and incomes. 

VI. POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

The following three policy areas must be addressed at the federal, state, and local levels. 

● Preservation of existing affordable housing; 
● Greater integration of transportation and land use in policy, planning, and 

implementation efforts; and 
● Improvements and greater investment in transit. 

The following specific recommendations are intended to create and help save affordable 
homes in transit-rich neighborhoods that could otherwise be converted to housing with 
much higher rents than the current older occupants can afford. 

POLICY FOCUS 1: PRESERVATION OF EXISTING AFFORDABLE HOUSING 

A. National and State Preservation Strategies 

The federal government must continue to fully fund the project-based Section 8 
program 

For federally assisted housing to stand the test of time, the federal government should act 
as a reliable partner and must maintain its commitment to affordable housing by 
reassuring property owners and the affordable housing industry that housing subsidies 
will continue. HUD’s FY 2010 budget and supplemental funds from the American 
Recovery and Reinvestment Act provide funds for the renewal of these contracts through 
FY 2010, and this funding should be maintained in the future. 

Provide adequate funding for the Section 202 program and provide flexibility in the 
use of funds for the rehabilitation of aging properties 

Although the Section 202 program represents a very successful model of partnership 
between nonprofit housing developers and the federal government, the program faces 
many challenges, including underfunding and aging properties in need of rehabilitation. 
Despite significant demand for affordable senior housing and an aging population, 
advocates must fight each year to maintain the level of Section 202 appropriations. 
According to a January 2006 study done by AARP, there are 10 eligible applicants for 
every Section 202 apartment available.52 Funding has been insufficient to meet the 
demand for this housing. In 2008, Congress appropriated $629 million for new Section 

                                                 

52  AARP, Developing Appropriate Rental Housing for Low-Income Older Persons: A Survey of Section 202 and LIHTC Property 
Managers (Washington, DC, 2006). 
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202 construction and project rental assistance, enough funding to build fewer than 4,000 
new units—or half as many units produced annually during the mid-1990s.53  

Much of existing Section 202 housing also needs attention. Older Section 202 properties 
are in desperate need of repair, rehabilitation, or modernization. As residents age, funds 
are also needed to improve services, including adding assisted living services. Reform of 
the Section 202 program is needed to make it possible for organizations to recapitalize 
and preserve existing properties; to bring older properties up to current accessibility, 
energy efficiency, and local building codes; and increase the funding available for 
supportive services for frail and aging residents. Limited federal funding has left many 
properties with no source of preservation financing, placing communities and residents at 
risk. Legislation is also needed to simplify the refinancing process to encourage 
rehabilitation and preservation of older Section 202 properties, and to give priority in 
allocating rehabilitation funding to projects with expiring Section 8 contracts that are in 
greatest need of rehabilitation or at greatest risk of loss or conversion because of their 
proximity to public transportation.  

State housing finance agencies should allocate resources toward preserving 
affordable housing in transit-rich neighborhoods 

The main resource for affordable housing preservation is the LIHTC. Over the past 
decade, state and local governments have increasingly devoted LIHTCs to preserve and 
improve housing that was at risk of affordability loss or from deterioration. These tax 
credits have attracted billions of dollars in private sector investment in the rehabilitation 
of federally subsidized housing. Figure 3 demonstrates the growth in the number of units 
preserved with tax credits nationwide.  

Simultaneously, states across the nation are increasingly using their tax credit allocation 
plans to create incentives for locating affordable housing near transit. A number of states 
award points to LIHTC proposals that are within close proximity to transportation 
services as part of the competitive scoring process for awarding tax credits. Several 
others indicate preferences for developments with access to transit systems (see Map 7 
for summary). Some states link their tax credit allocation plans with their smart growth 
strategies. For example, New Jersey offers strong incentives for developments located 
within “transit villages,” part of the state’s smart growth initiative designed to bring 
housing closer to public transit. Other states target access to transit to particular types of 
developments; Florida requires all single-room occupancy developments funded with 
LIHTCs to be within one-half mile of public transportation.  

                                                 

53   National Low Income Housing Coalition, Advocate’s Guide to Housing in Community Development (Washington, DC, 2008), 
152. 
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B. Local Preservation Strategies 

Cities should develop acquisition funds, especially for properties near transit 

Acquisition funds address a major challenge facing affordable housing providers. 
Mission-oriented developers need quick access to below-market financing to cover 
predevelopment and acquisition costs so that they can hold at-risk properties while they 
seek permanent financing. This is especially true in high-cost, transit-rich neighborhoods 
where significant resources are required to purchase affordable housing. 

To solve this funding shortfall, some cities are creating acquisition funds and following a 
successful model of public–private–nonprofit collaboration. In Denver, the John D. and 
Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation is helping establish a $15 million TOD fund. It will 
assist affordable housing providers in acquiring at-risk affordable housing within one-half 
mile of existing and new rail service and a quarter mile of frequent bus routes. The TOD 
fund is a partnership among the City and County of Denver, Enterprise Community 
Partners, and the Urban Land Conservancy. Likewise, the City of Los Angeles and 
Enterprise Community Partners recently announced a new $100 million affordable 
housing fund called the New Generation Fund. The fund was created through a partnership 
of the City of Los Angeles and a consortium of banks, financial institutions, foundations, 
and community development financial institutions. The city and various foundations 
committed $14 million to serve as a top loan loss reserve. This allowed private lenders to 
invest in the fund on preferential terms. The city has indicated that its top priorities for 
the fund are TOD and preserving subsidized properties with expiring contracts.  

Existing resources, such as housing trust funds, can also be directed toward this purpose 
or expanded to meet this need. As example, Charlotte, North Carolina, devotes a portion 
of its housing trust fund to acquiring existing units within market-rate developments and 
writing down the cost of the unit to preserve affordability for moderate-income 
households. 

States and localities should develop “early warning systems” with data on expiring 
federally subsidized properties in order to keep track of at-risk housing and allocate 
resources appropriately 

Stakeholders should be convened regularly to share this information and discuss 
strategies for saving at-risk housing. As an example, the Cook County (Chicago, Illinois) 
Preservation Compact consists of real estate, finance, philanthropic, nonprofit, and 
governmental leaders who have joined forces to stem the loss of affordable rental 
housing. The Preservation Compact is led by the Urban Land Institute Chicago and 
funded by the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation. Included in the effort is a 
data clearinghouse that will analyze and regularly disseminate information with 
government agencies, communities, interest groups, and nonprofit and for-profit 
developers of affordable rental housing. The Preservation Compact will use the data to 
provide early warning of properties at risk of leaving the affordable rental stock. Property 
and neighborhood data that can and should be included in such clearinghouses are the 
nature of the housing subsidy, the terms of the government contract, ownership status 
(i.e., for-profit vs. nonprofit), the property’s contract rents in relation to the area’s market 
rents, the population served, and neighborhood economic characteristics (i.e., poverty 
rate, job growth, etc.).  
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POLICY FOCUS 2: GREATER INTEGRATION OF HOUSING, TRANSPORTATION, 
AND LAND USE IN POLICY, PLANNING, AND IMPLEMENTATION EFFORTS 

A. National and State Strategies  

Policymakers at all levels of government must integrate transportation and land use 
planning when setting criteria for funding in support of preservation of affordable 
housing, the development of new housing, and investment in transportation 

Funding allocated from the federal and state levels should go to communities with a 
demonstrated commitment to developing in smarter, more sustainable, and more 
equitable ways, ensuring the availability of housing affordable to individuals and families 
of all incomes, near public transit and jobs. Recipients of federal funding for new transit 
starts or other transportation planning initiatives should demonstrate a strategy to 
preserve existing affordable housing near transit and to include new affordable housing as 
part of new development around planned transit centers. Future investments in affordable 
housing, including Section 202 housing, should be made strategically, with a preference 
for sites that maximize benefits for residents. Resources to support these efforts should 
come from a variety of sources beyond housing, possibly including grants for 
infrastructure upgrades or monies from cap and trade legislation that supports land use 
and transportation investments to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.  

Metropolitan planning organizations must receive flexible funding from the federal 
and state levels so that they can play a proactive and responsive role in encouraging 
supportive land uses that optimize transit investments 

The federal government should empower metropolitan planning organizations and other 
local entities to address their transportation and development issues by providing flexible 
funding that allows them to be responsive to different issues and challenges as they arise. 
This system will reward communities for developing in smarter and more sustainable and 
equitable ways. Performance measures can include the ability of regions and jurisdictions 
to reduce energy use and greenhouse gas emissions along with ensuring the availability 
of housing affordable to people of all incomes, near job centers and public transit.  

B. Local and Regional Strategies 

Local and regional policymakers must institute needed zoning changes and provide 
a range of incentives along a transit corridor that facilitates the development of 
more compact, mixed-income, and mixed-use development 

Cities and regions can employ a range of planning and policy tools to encourage TOD 
that is responsive to the conditions and needs in a particular place. Cities can create or 
update planning processes such as general plans, specific plans for TOD zones, housing 
element plans, and overlay zones to create a supportive policy environment for TOD, 
laying out a vision and identifying priority areas for equitable development near transit. 
Other key policies include zoning, parking requirements, and inclusionary housing 
ordinances that serve as critical determinants in the success and feasibility of providing 
affordable housing near transit.  

Increased density, mixed-use development, and complete streets that serve all users can 
increase the cost effectiveness of improvements to service and help maximize ridership. 
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However, increased ridership cannot be expected to pay for improvements to service 
given that operating costs of the best bus service are subsidized. Potential efficiencies 
over the long term will be found in comparison with other services given that the cost per 
trip on a fixed-route bus is much lower than providing trips via paratransit. 

Financial tools must be targeted to transit zones to preserve and create affordable 
housing near transit 

Cities have the ability to institute policies to protect against renter displacement so as to 
preserve existing affordable housing near transit. Through policies such as condominium 
conversion controls, which restrict the number of rental properties that can be transferred 
to for-sale properties, and first-right-of-refusal laws for tenants and nonprofits, which 
give renters or nonprofit housing providers the ability to purchase key rental properties 
before they go on the market, cities can play a more proactive role in preventing 
displacement and the loss of affordable rental housing near transit.  

Cities also have the ability to target resources, such as those generated through tax 
increment financing, to support the preservation or development of affordable housing 
near transit. They can also waive or reduce impact fees associated with development that 
can help reduce the overall cost of producing affordable housing.  

POLICY FOCUS 3: IMPROVEMENTS AND GREATER INVESTMENT IN TRANSIT 

A. National and State Strategies 

Increase federal funding for alternative transportation 

Our national transportation policy has barely changed since the 1950s, when gas was 20 
cents a gallon, and President Eisenhower launched the interstate highway system. 
Today’s transportation environment requires new strategies and tools so that 
policymakers and leaders have the resources to respond to a new set of challenges and 
goals. These include reducing greenhouse gas emissions and our reliance of oil, providing 
mobility options for people who either cannot or do not want to rely on an automobile to 
get where they want to go, fixing our crumbling infrastructure, and creating economic 
opportunity for people looking for good-paying jobs. As it currently stands, 80 percent of 
federal transportation dollars are allocated toward highways and 20 percent to alternative 
transportation modes. A shift of priorities and resource allocation would allow the 
creation of a transportation system that meets the demands of the 21st century by 
providing cleaner and healthier transportation options, including safe streets for walking 
and biking, that also foster economic growth and more sustainable communities. The 
authorization process for federal surface transportation funding in 2009 presents an 
opportunity to reexamine and shift spending priorities to better match the transit needs. 
Thirty-three states do not allow the use of gas tax funds for transit, which increases the 
pressure on other funding sources.  

The Federal Transit Administration’s Section 5310 program provides funding that allows 
nonprofit social service and some public agencies to purchase accessible vehicles to serve 
older persons and those with disabilities where existing transportation is unavailable, 
insufficient, or inappropriate. Additional funding for this program would enable more 
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services to be provided to older adults in areas that are, by definition, isolated and lacking 
in service.  

B. Local and Regional Strategies 

Expand local and regional financial mechanisms for providing local financing for 
transportation 

There has been an increased interest in building fixed-route transit service including 
commuter rail, heavy rail subways, light rail, streetcars, and bus rapid transit. Most major 
cities in the country are looking at ways to increase ridership, and many have raised 
money by increasing existing funding in order to step up construction on planned rapid 
transit networks.  

Cities can redirect current funding priorities or implement dedicated revenue 
enhancements, including sales taxes, property taxes, impact fees, tax increment financing, 
and other methods, to increase funding for transit networks. In fact, many cities—
including Houston, Denver, Salt Lake City, Minneapolis/St. Paul, and Charlotte, which 
are examined in this report—have recently taken the initiative to raise money to expand 
their networks much faster than the typical one line at a time approach employed in many 
regions. This has also doubled as a strategy for channeling regional growth as well as 
addressing issues of transportation choice.  

Denver, Salt Lake City, and Houston have passed measures in the past four years to 
construct multiline rail networks. Other cities have stepped up planning without sales tax 
increases. Houston plans to build five new light rail lines, while Portland has built four 
new light rail lines and a downtown streetcar line to complement its bus service over the 
past 20 years. Portland currently has three lines in planning and two under construction in 
addition to the five existing fixed-guideway lines, showing how expansion over many 
years is possible. 

Other cities such as Baltimore, Miami, and Cleveland are slowly expanding their transit 
networks. So far, these cities have planned their expansions but have fallen short of 
acquiring sufficient funding from the federal government or at the local levels to 
implement the plans. For example, Baltimore has estimated that it will need $12 billion to 
complete its long-term transit expansion plan, which calls for 66 new miles of fixed-
guideway transit as an expansion to the subway, light rail, and commuter rail that already 
exists in the region.54 

Where sales taxes and other potentially regressive revenue enhancements must be used, 
communities need to ensure that investments address the needs of those affected by the 
taxes, including persons with low incomes and older adults, in addition to middle-income 
commuters. While these funds allow for the expansion of rail networks, governments can 
allow this funding to be used for other expenditures that ensure that all users benefit. 
Other uses include “complete streets” policies that provide safe access for all users within 
the TOD, providing increased daytime and evening frequencies on routes serving the 

                                                 

54 Baltimore Regional Rail Plan Website. Accessed  August 19, 2008. http://www.baltimorerailplan.com/ 
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stations for older adults and others who may not travel during rush hour, and funding 
neighborhood circulator routes.  

Jurisdictions must focus a portion of their transit resources on developing more 
comprehensive multimodal transit systems as expanded access must be provided  
for TOD 

By focusing on connecting destinations and corridors and filling in identified service 
gaps, transit providers and local and regional planners can create a transit system that 
gives people efficient mobility options other than their cars. Expanding transportation 
frequency and providing new service on key corridors with the appropriate transportation 
mode would go a long way to connect 
people with important destinations such as 
hospitals, grocery stores, and community 
centers.  

To that end, a successful regional 
transportation strategy to employ is to 
connect major destinations and 
commercial corridors to each other with 
quality transit, including bus, bus rapid 
transit, light rail, and streetcars. The more 
comprehensive and dense the transit 
network, the more opportunities there are 
for greater regional and local connection 
of existing neighborhoods, particularly 
affordable senior and family housing. Local and regional policies should also focus on 
mechanisms for enhancing the value of these attractive locations by improving 
transportation options, including improved walking and biking access, to better serve 
existing and new residents, while at the same time promoting and supporting more 
compact and walkable development in these locations to build their ability to foster a 
transit- and pedestrian-oriented lifestyle.  

Although service in outlying areas is often poor, increasing bus frequencies in low-
density areas is rarely efficient or politically palatable. Solutions could include 
neighborhood circulator routes that can increase bus service for anyone in the 
neighborhood and specifically benefit the 50+ population. Circulator buses could 
regularly travel from bus and rail stops on major routes to important locations such as 
grocery stores. Other solutions may lie in vouchers for reduced fare taxis or volunteer 
driver programs, including government grants to nonprofits to be used to refund 
volunteer drivers for their out-of-pocket expenses.55  

By sharing data and technology, analyzing demographic trends of where people live, 
work, and play, integrating activities where appropriate, and working together with other 
programs, transit providers and local governments have the opportunity to create a 
multimodal system that runs efficiently, does not duplicate efforts or leave gaping service 

                                                 

55  The federal reimbursement rate may also be an issue: The rate for charitable driving is only 14 cents a mile compared with 58.5 
cents per mile for business-related driving. 
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holes in the transit network, and provides a level of service that gives people a viable and 
affordable alternative to their automobiles.  

Transit providers and municipalities can also do a better job of advertising and marketing 
available transit services to help attract new riders. Travel training provides individual 
instruction for older persons and others that enable them to use transit independently. 
Having resources set aside to assist transit providers in setting up more efficient, useful, 
and attractive information systems for riders is an important consideration for the next 
transportation reauthorization bill and for state and regional agencies when thinking about 
their operating budgets.  

Jurisdictions and transit authorities must ensure that nearby transit is accessible 

Areas near transit could be made more pedestrian-friendly and more walkable with 
attention to the design detail necessary for older users (e.g., avoidance of brick sidewalks 
that settle and form dips and bumps that are difficult for aging eyes to identify). 
“Complete streets” policies enable all users to safely use a roadway and should be 
implemented in these areas. In areas near transit, these could include sidewalk 
construction and maintenance and traffic calming to lower speeds of any major 
thoroughfare that serves to cut off residents from a transit station. Another way to 
increase accessibility is through upgrades to rail stations, including the installation of 
working elevators; improvement of bus stops by adding more stops with shelters and park 
benches; and through the implementation of accessibility upgrades to buses and trains by 
adding features such as low-floor buses and grab bars on entrances and exits. Driver 
sensitivity training can foster better service by requiring buses to kneel for customers as a 
matter of operational policy and waiting to move until an older adult is seated.  

VII. CONCLUSION 

The challenge for policymakers is providing responsiveness and leadership at all levels of 
government and among other critical stakeholders involved in community development 
to help create a supportive environment to foster successful transit-oriented development 
that includes compact, affordable housing near transit and transit investments that provide 
more mobility options for people across regions and of all ages and abilities. When 
accounting for the social and economic trends and the seismic demographic shifts 
occurring in communities across the country, it becomes clear that preserving affordable 
housing that already exists near transit is an immediate strategy that cities and regions can 
employ to ensure that low-income older adults have access to livable communities.  

There is an immediate need to preserve existing affordable housing, and because of the 
potential benefits from locations near transit, ensuring that affordable housing exists in 
those areas should be a focus of policy. However, implementing policies similar to those 
recommended above are crucial in not only ensuring that housing is preserved in these 
potentially beneficial areas, but also ensuring that people of any age can benefit. This 
analysis has highlighted key policies at all levels of government that will support 
increased planning and investment to secure greater opportunities for people of all ages 
and incomes to affordably live near quality public transportation. 
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Appendixes are presented in a separate volume. Appendix A provides affordable housing 
preservation policies for each of the 20 cities and metropolitan regions. Appendix B 
provides a detailed analysis of the maps in Appendix C as well as station area 
demographic trends in each region. 


