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The Affordable Housing Crisis Today
Affordable, accessible housing is a global issue that is fundamental to a healthy
population and functional economy. In the United States, roughly 330 million urban households,
or one-third of the total urban population, live in substandard housing or are financially strained
by housing costs (MGI, 2014). For every 100 households of renters in the United States who earn
"extremely low income" (30 percent of the median or less), there are only 31 affordable
apartments available, which greatly limits housing options for this population (NLIHC, 2013).
The purpose of this research is to contextualize Saratoga Springs as a case study for

finding sustainable solutions to housing problems commonly faced by cities that undergo urban
renewal. Using archival research, we will investigate the implications of Housing and Urban
Development (HUD) block grants and other government funding sources, and the specific
challenges that Saratoga Springs faces as a city tasked with balancing accessibility while
managing the reputation that the city has built. Through interviewing governmental leaders,
community organizations, program stakeholders, and community members, we will gain an
understanding of the obstacles that affect access to and development of affordable housing
programs in the Saratoga Springs region. The questions guiding our efforts include:

1. What are the barriers to affordable housing in Saratoga Springs, New York?

2. How can the City of Saratoga Springs make affordable housing more accessible and

sustainable?
3. In what ways can we use other cities’ affordable housing plans to formulate a mixed-method
approach for Saratoga Springs?

Affordable housing presents an opportunity to advance economies through developing

cost-efficient ways to house a significant portion of the global population. Many of these new

solutions adhere to the triple bottom line of sustainability by considering social, economic and



environmental needs. As the demand for affordable housing grows, Saratoga Springs must
change the way it addresses its affordable housing needs.
Economic Implications

The affordable housing crisis is economically rooted in programs that were established in
the New Deal Era and continued throughout the 1970s (Genovese, 1991). While two-thirds of
U.S. households could afford to purchase homes during the 1950s using 25 percent of their
income, only half could by 1970 and only 10 percent could by 1981; by 1991 many households
needed to allocate 35 percent of their income to housing (Genovese, 1991). Since then, the
Federal Housing and Urban Development Department (HUD) stated that those citizens
contributing 30 percent or more of their income to housing are deemed “housing burdened”
(Census, 2006). Nearly 50 percent of renters are housing burdened in the United States, and that
number is continuously rising. Renters have experienced deterioration of purchasing power in
the market, experiencing real income declines and rising rents. Without access to affordable
housing, large portions of the population do not have adequate resources and have severely
limited opportunities to further their place in the economy. Lack of access to affordable housing
creates a negative feedback loop that keeps low-income citizens at an economic disadvantage in
their communities.
Social Implications

Millions of people in the United States—one of the world’s wealthiest countries—Ilack
adequate housing. In 2005, Ms. Goli Ameri, a member of the U.S. delegation in the United
Nations Commission on Human Rights, stated that the “United States does not support the ‘right

to adequate housing’ or ‘housing rights,” because such a right does not exist” (Gomez and
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Thiele, 2005). Despite this extreme position, many international human rights organizations have
recognized the human right to adequate housing. Article 25 of The Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (1948) proclaims that: “everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for
the health and well-being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing [and] housing”
(UN, 2014). Housing rights have been recognized internationally by the U.N., the International
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1966) and other organizations and have
“long been regarded as essential to ensuring the well-being and dignity of humans” (Gomez and
Thiele, 2005).

The United Nations Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights identifies seven
criteria of adequate housing: legal security of tenure; availability of services, materials, facilities,
and infrastructure; affordability; habitability; accessibility; location; and cultural adequacy
(Gomez and Thiele, 2005). Beyond satisfying these key criteria, the committee maintains that
housing should be “seen holistically, encompassing the right to live somewhere in security,
peace and dignity” (Gomez and Thiele, 2005).

Environmental Implications

Affordable housing and sustainable development have not historically overlapped in a
significant way. Kaid Benfield, director of the Natural Resources Defense Council’s Smart
Growth Initiative, acknowledged that, “in the past, the environmental community has sometimes
been criticized for not paying enough attention to the problems of the underprivileged,” while at
the same time, “the housing community has been criticized for ignoring the environmental
impacts of its projects” (Boehland, 2006). Housing and building infrastructure utilize 65 percent

of total electricity consumption, 30 percent of greenhouse gas emissions, 30 percent of raw



materials, and 30 percent of all waste output globally (ULI, 2012). Given the fact that housing
encompasses a substantial portion of the built environment, the importance of sustainable
development must be considered as populations continue to grow and stress cities’ resource and
housing allocations.

The conservation and housing reform movements both came about in the late 19th
century in response to industrialization (Braconi, 1996). While the conservation movement
worked towards protecting the natural environment, the housing reform movement worked to
develop the built environment (Braconi, 1996). In the last few centuries, the housing and
environmental communities have come into more frequent contact as a result of greater
environmental awareness surrounding the impact of urbanization and development. As
consideration for environmental responsibility has grown in the housing sector, both have
benefitted from “improved planning techniques, ecologically sounder development patterns, and
advancements in housing quality and safety.” However, existing social and economic factors
have exacerbated friction between the housing and environmental communities, making
adequate housing even less affordable and less likely to be environmentally sustainable (Braconi,
1996).

Urbanism

In the context of widespread urban renewal, cities are facing the challenge of providing
affordable housing to low-income community members. In the mid-to-late twentieth century,
urban renewal, in its purest form, sought to redevelop urban areas of moderate to high-density
urban land use through relocating businesses and neighborhoods, clearing slums, and pushing

local governments to initiate development projects (Hebbert, 2003). Many cities post-urban



renewal link the revitalization of the downtown business center to gentrification, which pushes
minorities and lower-income residents out of neighborhoods destined for enriched development.
Through redevelopment, urban renewal, and the correlated rise in housing prices, the affordable
housing sector has suffered (ULI, 2012).

Affordable housing creates a rift in the stable housing market. Those who can pay rent
and live on the same income are measured against those who continuously need to prioritize their
rent or other amenities such as food and health care. In the United States, major metropolitan
areas have critically analyzed their housing demand in order to sustain long-term, affordable
housing for those with incomes less than or equal to half of the median household income in
each region. In most cities, urban sprawl has been the primary planning practice to accommodate
growing populations. Affordable housing initiatives fall to bigger, bolder, and more expensive
projects in areas structured around renewal. Thus, urban sprawl and, in essence, urban renewal,
has taken over all usable land by creating a hierarchical and expensive market for all new
development projects. Constructing new structures, repurposing old buildings, and creating
legislation effectively governs the affordable housing crisis and the people it affects. Therefore,
future affordable housing initiatives must promote sustainability, resilience, and long-term
affordability to address the housing crisis from all angles and across all needed income brackets
(NYC, 2014; Somerville, 2014).

A Brief History of U.S. Public Housing

Early housing acts in the United States (1937-1949) allowed the federal government to

expand the Federal Housing Administration and provide authority and funds for construction of

new public housing programs in major cities. These “projects” were intended for select segments



of the working class, specifically, the “submerged middle class” who were temporarily
unemployed after the Great Depression (Stoloff, 2014). Since its inception, public housing has
been seen as a solution for inner-city poverty as well as a basic human necessity for people in
lower income brackets.

In 1965, HUD was created in the President’s Cabinet, to “create strong, sustainable,
inclusive communities and quality affordable homes for all” (HUD, 2014). HUD provides
funding for a wide array of affordable housing programs through their Community Development
Block Grant Programs, Section 8 Rehabilitation and tax credits, and HOPE VI, which funds the
revitalization of severely distressed public housing. Among their financial responsibilities, HUD
also conducts environmental review assessments for each project to adequately meet federal,
state, and local environmental standards.

Case Studies

Cities across the United States have enacted comprehensive planning efforts that address
regional affordable housing issues through cost-reduction programs, tax incentives, and
educational outreach campaigns. The case studies that follow are representative of a variety of
approaches that are used to address housing issues today. The majority of the cities we focused
on have adapted common techniques to best fit their individual needs. In light of the successes
contemporary responses to housing issues, we plan to assess the potential for the implementation
of a more suitable comprehensive housing approach in Saratoga Springs.

1. Rehabilitation Projects
Improvements to the existing housing stock through rehabilitation is essential for

sustaining the useful life of America’s housing (Listokin and Crossney, 2006). In urban areas
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where space is often constrained, renovation and redevelopment offer an opportunity for existing
structures to continue serving their purpose and even expand in a more efficient way. Although
renovation is widespread in the United States, its use as an approach to provide affordable
housing is not as common.

Washington, D.C.

The Galen Terrace Apartments in Washington D.C. are reserved for families with
incomes ranging from 0-50 percent of the median income in D.C., which was $64,267 in 2013
(Census, 2013). Galen Terrace is an 83-unit Section 8 apartment complex in one of the
lowest-income parts of the city, where there is access to nearby community resources like
schools, churches, stores, public transportation, and green spaces (ULI, 2012). The full
renovation began with energy audits to identify cost-effective energy improvement with a
payback period of ten years or less (ULI, 2012). Residents now receive a utility allowance to pay
for building utilities rather than placing those costs on the property owner each month. The
renovation also included organic compound paints, primers, and sealants as well as
formaldehyde-free wood cabinets, leak-proof pipes, and rain barrels to distribute water for
landscaping (ULI, 2012). In addition, renters receive a green home guide and orientation
program that explain green building features, operations, and maintenance. The project was
funded partially by a $50,000 grant from Enterprise Green Communities and housing assistance
payments from the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD). HUD also

extended the Section 8 contracts for 20 years (ULIL, 2012).



2. Linkage Fees

A few cities across the United States have chosen to utilize linkage fees to address
affordable housing within city limits. Linkage fees are essentially government taxes on new
developments, either commercial or residential, that are utilized for affordable housing
developments. The state charges developers a set amount in exchange for allowing them to
complete their new projects.
Boston, MA

In Massachusetts, voters are allowed to choose whether commercial developers are
charged a linkage fee of up to 3 percent (Shaldijan, 2009). The City of Boston has more stringent
standards than the state of Massachusetts, which have been in place for more than twenty years.
Boston gives developers an option for ways to address the housing issues that new developments
create. Large-scale commercial builders can choose to build workforce housing on their own, or
pay a linkage fee per square-foot of development. The linkage fees are then collected by the
Neighborhood Housing Trust, which decides where the money will be used. This program has
created over 6,000 affordable housing units since its inception in the 1980s (Shaldijan, 2009).
Sacramento, CA

Sacramento, California implements a linkage fee program similar to the City of Boston.
However, if developers choose to build their workforce housing, they only have to pay 20
percent of the total fee. The housing is not required to be affordable housing, which does not
realistically address housing options for the incoming workforce. In spite of this flaw in the

system for builders, the program has historically been a success. Since the linkage program
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began in Sacramento in 1989, 1,200 homes have been built for low- to very low-income
residents (Shaldijan, 2009).
3. Mixed Method Approaches
New York City

In 2014, the City of New York adopted the “10-Year, 5-Borough Plan” through Mayor
Bill de Blasio, which outlined a comprehensive strategy that will address affordable housing
options that help building owners reduce operating costs while also promoting sustainability,
resiliency, and long-term affordability (NYC, 2014). The City plans to create an energy and
water utility cost-reduction program that will assist property owners and tenants alike. In
addition, the City will provide incentives to retrofit existing buildings to save energy and water
resources, while helping building owners control operating costs and maintain affordability for
tenants. The City is planning to partake in an inclusionary zoning effort that will require a
portion of new housing developed to be permanently affordable for low- to moderate-income
households. Furthermore, zoning reform will also lower costs and “unlock development
opportunities” that currently inhibit affordable housing programs, such as size requirements that
do not allow compact design in certain neighborhoods (NYC, 2014). These programs will
inevitably achieve sustainability and health-related goals through bettering living conditions and
decreasing energy usage for a significant population of New York City.
Somerville, MA

In 2014, the City of Somerville, Massachusetts launched their “Sustainable
Neighborhoods Comprehensive Plan,” which outlines an affordable homes strategy to mitigate

the region’s housing crisis. The City plans to expand its housing efforts to address affordability
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across all income brackets, which includes the “100 Affordable Homes Strategy” that will
rehabilitate and compete for existing properties available in the market with a goal of creating
100 new affordable rental units within the first three years of inception (Somerville, 2014). In
addition, they will conduct a comprehensive zoning reform to expand their inclusionary zoning
principles to increase family-sized housing in larger development projects while also
spearheading development in transformational areas in the region. These new zoning policies
will “create mixed-use zone districts and help reduce reliance on automobiles” while also
removing barriers to green energy design (Duerksen, 2006). These policies will create incentives
for developers and business owners that utilize energy conservation and production (Duerksen,
2006). Moreover, they plan on creating a Maker and Artist District that will permit local artists to
live and work in the same spaces. Somerville also created tax credits for landlords who maintain
rent at affordable prices.

The City of Somerville also created a ‘Sustainable Neighborhoods Working Group’,
which has launched an ongoing design competition for developers to create innovative,
affordable housing designs. The goals of the working group are to “protect and preserve the
affordable housing already in the city, expand the City’s resources to create more, and broaden
the initiative to include middle-income housing for working families, while recognizing that
building more housing alone is not enough to control this systemic challenge” (Somerville,
2014). Through the new zoning policies and the working group, the City of Somerville plans to
address sustainable, affordable housing through both independent proposals and governmental

policy changes.
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Madison, WI

The City of Madison, Wisconsin believes that affordable housing is essential for
neighborhood prosperity, acknowledging, “the shortage of safe, stable, affordable housing for
those who live at or below the poverty line in Madison leads to homelessness, constant mobility,
stressed family life, challenges in gaining employment, low achievement rates in our schools and
limited access to healthcare” (Madison, 2011). The city has recognized that encouraging
economic diversity in all parts of the city is crucial for successful integration of families and
individuals below the poverty line. Their sustainability plan suggests providing incentives to
landlords to renovate existing affordable housing units to improve energy efficiency and
eliminate toxic materials (Madison, 2011). Property owners are also encouraged to audit the
units’ energy usage and implement necessary changes to dwellings based on those results. In
addition, the City is encouraging the future location of affordable housing units near transit and
employment hubs to promote urban and suburban use of available subsidies evenly throughout
the city, rather than placing all affordable housing units in the same area. Government officials
are working to extend transportation services to these areas and evaluate employment
opportunities near existing and future affordable housing units.

Seattle, WA

Seattle, Washington recently completed a redevelopment of World War II housing that
focuses on providing a healthy, sustainable environment for 1,700 residencies in West Seattle. Of
these households, 796 are designated affordable units reserved for “households earning 30
percent to 80 percent of the area median income” (ULI, 2012). The project is divided between

two organizations to complete the work: the Seattle Housing Authority (SHA) is responsible for
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building the affordable rental portion of the housing, the infrastructure for the site, and public
amenities (library, health clinics, community gardens, neighborhood center, park space, paths
and trails), while private developers are constructing and maintaining the market-rate units. The
total costs of the green elements of the structures were $1.5 million, roughly 3 percent of the
total budget for the project (ULIL, 2012).

In 2014, the Seattle City Council backed legislation that called for linkage fees to be paid
for new residential and commercial projects. Upon discovering that Seattle was only producing
new housing units for residents living at or above the median income, city councilman Mike
O’Brien began to push for linkage fees as a way to address the housing and income disparity
(Cohen, 2014). According to O’Brien, a linkage program is a way to not only address housing
for extremely low income households, but also to tackle the housing challenges of people that
fall around the median income. Therefore, Seattle’s new program will attempt to mitigate
housing challenges across a broader spectrum. Like its predecessors in Boston and Sacramento,
the proposed plan for Seattle gives developers a choice; however, the cost of development could
reach $22 per square foot, which is a characteristic of high-cost neighborhoods (Cohen, 2014).
Typically, linkage fees range from $7-22. Additionally, this program places regions of the city in
geographic income brackets. Developers will pay based on the geographic location of the
development projects, which will hopefully incentivize new developments in lower income areas
by offering lower linkage fees. If the City Council passes the final legislation, the program will

be gradually introduced over three years.
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4. Radical Solutions

In addition to traditional funding initiatives, many cities across the United States have
begun supporting alternative affordable housing solutions, such as micro home communities that
have evolved from “tent cities” in many urban and rural areas. These solutions consider space
efficiency and sustainable building above all else as a means to house the homeless and
economically marginalized.
Eugene, OR

Opportunity Village in Eugene, Oregon is a transitional micro-housing community built
in 2013 “to create self-managed communities of low-cost tiny houses for those in need of
housing” (Opportunity Village, 2014). The village was founded by 26-year-old Andrew Heben
who wrote his senior thesis on “Tent City Urbanism” and later proposed the project to the
Eugene City Council. Though the community is growing, it has already housed over 60 people in
its first year in over 25 small wood shelters with shared bathroom facilities. The village is a
“collaboration between the housed and the unhoused providing stable and safe places to be
through cost-effective, human-scale approaches for transitioning the unhoused to more
permanent living situations” (Opportunity Village, 2014). The village is partnered with local
municipalities and relies on self-governance and community empowerment to help facilitate a
transition to more permanent living solutions. Opportunity Village is now focusing its efforts on
opening Emerald Village, another housing community that will focus on providing “more
accessible and sustainable houses to transition to,” as the next step in housing the homeless
(Opportunity Village, 2014). Through its unique approach in creating an affordable, autonomous

and cooperative community, Opportunity Village “has been arguably the most successful—and
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least controversial—response to homelessness in an American city in recent memory” (Perry,
2014).
Olympia, WA

Quixote Village in Olympia, Washington began as a self-governing tent camp of
homeless adults in the state’s capitol. The original camp was started in 2007 in a downtown
Olympia parking lot to protest a recent city ordinance that was passed that “forbade sitting or
lying on a sidewalk” (Quixote, 2014). Local and state police threatened the camp, but soon after
local churches offered the campers a safe space on their properties. For the following six years,
the camp moved from different church parking lots every three to six months under a new
ordinance that permitted their temporary stays. Soon after, Panza, a nonprofit organization, was
created to support the camp and make democratic decisions on behalf of the tent population.
Panza worked with the local and state government in Olympia to develop a site plan and lease
the land. The nonprofit reports that the village cost $3.05 million, including all development
costs, infrastructure, materials, labor, permits and fees, and required road improvements
(Quixote, 2014). There are a total of 30 144-square-foot cottages, a community building with a
shared kitchen, dining area, living room, showers, laundry, office and meeting spaces, as well as
a large vegetable garden encompassing 2.17 total acres. The funding for Quixote Village was
partially supplied by the state Department of Commerce’s Housing Trust Fund ($1.5 million),
Community Development Block Grants ($699,000), Thurston County funding from state

document recording fees ($170,000), and community donations ($215,000).
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Health, History, Horses: Saratoga Springs in Context

The population in the United States has doubled since the original Housing Acts were
implemented. Since 2000, the population in Saratoga Springs has increased from 26,186 to an
estimated 27,315 in 2013 (Census Bureau, 2013). With its small city status, Saratoga Springs is
known for its tourism and affluence as a leading city in the Capital Region of Upstate New York.
Even so, affordable housing persists as a social, financial, and environmental issue in the region.
The average citizen in Saratoga Springs has a median income of $5,560 per month and a median
rent (or mortgage) of $1,748 per month. Based on these demographics, the average citizen in
Saratoga Springs contributes 32 percent of their income to housing and is considered housing
burdened by HUD. Furthermore, households making slightly more than the median income,
$75,000, contribute 43 percent of their income to housing each year (Census, 2013). Affordable
housing is lacking through all income brackets in Saratoga Springs, ranging from no-income to
middle-income households.

The gap between need and availability necessitates the push for more affordable housing
options in Saratoga Springs and the surrounding region. Currently, the city’s HUD grants assist
housing at four different locations: Jefferson Terrace, Jefferson I, Vanderbilt Terrace, and the
Stonequist Apartments, all of which were constructed between 1952 and 1970. There are also 43
units located on Allen Drive, which are owned by the Saratoga Springs Affordable Housing
Group. Combined, these buildings consist of 382 apartment units (SPHA, 2014). These units are
managed by the Saratoga Springs Housing Authority, which is the primary recipient of federal
Section 8 Rental Assistance funds. In addition to the Housing Authority locations, Shelters of

Saratoga, a 501(c)(3) nonprofit, owns two separate affordable housing units on Washington
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Street and Grand Avenue (Shelters of Saratoga, 2014). Additionally, in 2014, HUD granted

Saratoga Springs $300,000 to distribute among the City’s affordable housing and community
development organizations (Saratoga Springs, 2014).
Methods
Population and Setting

Our capstone research focuses on the availability of sustainable and affordable housing,
looking at the relatively small but affluent City of Saratoga Springs, New York as a point of
particular interest. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, since 2000, the population in Saratoga
Springs has increased from 26,186 to an estimated 27,315 in 2013 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2013).
Of the 27,315 citizens in Saratoga Springs, 92.3 percent are white (Table 1). The per capita
income level in 2011 was $36,148, while the median household income was $63,145 (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2013). Despite the existing structures in the City, there is still a large gap
between those who qualify for affordable housing and the available resources. Currently, there is
a 36 in 100 housing discrepancy in Saratoga County; the Urban Institute states that for every 100
extremely low-income (ELI) renter households in Saratoga County, there are only 36 affordable
and available rental units (Urban, 2014). In the United States, households earning less than
$23,450 (for four people) are considered ELI. In Saratoga Springs, there are 3,866 total ELI
households but only 1,389 available and affordable rental units exist. In addition, there are 1,673

units serving ELI households with HUD funding (Urban, 2014).
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Race (2010) Percentage of Population
White alone 923
Black or African American alone 2.6
American Indian and Alaska Native 0.2
Asian alone 2.0
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 0.0
Hispanic or Latino 3.2

Table 1. Saratoga Springs, New York Race Profile (U.S. Census Bureau, 2013).

Data Collection

We utilized a mixed-methods approach while conducting our research, although the

majority of the research was qualitative. We conducted multiple focus group with residents in

Saratoga Springs who have been historically burdened by housing: senior citizens, Housing

Authority residents, and those currently living in Shelters of Saratoga temporary housing. The

questions for each focus group centered on the group’s experience with housing, followed by the

ways in which they thought Saratoga Springs could better address housing needs. In order to find

the most appropriate group of interview subjects, we sent out a screener which was distributed by

the employees of the Senior Center, the Stonequist Apartments, and Shelters of Saratoga. We

also conducted semi-structured interviews with community influentials and “gatekeepers” in

order to assess the current state of housing in Saratoga Springs from an administrative

perspective. Peter McCarthy, professor of Social Work, was able to aid us in identifying

community gatekeepers to further our research. These gatekeepers include Lois Celeste, Director

of the Saratoga Springs Senior Center, Bradley Birge of the Saratoga Springs Planning and

Economic Development Department, and Paul Feldman, Director of the Saratoga Springs
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Housing Authority. Mayor Joanne Yepsen created the Affordable Housing Task Force in order to
address the affordable housing needs of Saratoga Springs; we identified this task force as a
stakeholder that could potentially benefit from our research findings.
Data Analysis

Once our primary research was conducted, we started the process of organizing and
preparing our data for interpretation. We first read through our interview transcriptions in order
to get a sense of the trending concerns of participants regarding affordable housing. These
themes contribute to concise recommendations for the Planning and Economic Development
Department. In order to advance the state of affordable housing and sustainability in the
community, we plan to present a summary of recommendations and findings by submitting a
white paper to the Affordable Housing Task Force and other interested parties such as Shelters of
Saratoga, Sustainable Saratoga, and local developers.
Limitations

Saratoga Springs is strongly influenced by tourism and its accompanying seasonal
employment, much of which is associated with the Saratoga Springs Race Track. As we are
primarily conducting our research in late winter and early spring, we were limited by our
inability to reach out to the seasonal worker population that lives in the City during the summer
months. In addition, land use and space limit potential solutions to the challenges of providing
sustainable and affordable housing in Saratoga Springs. Put simply, there are few options to
build or repurpose older structures for affordable housing units within the City’s limits.
Therefore, our research must be reflective of the space constraints and may hinder our ability to

provide adequate recommendations to suit the unhoused and lower-income communities. Lastly,
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the uniformity of the researchers’ race, class, age, and status in the community may have biased
the collected data as it was gathered in focus groups and interviews.
Findings

After interviewing key stakeholders, organizations, and community members in Saratoga
Springs, we found that there are significant social and economic barriers that prevent affordable
housing from being built in the City. Considering that no new, large-scale structures have been
built since 1970, these barriers have persisted for nearly fifty years and continuously avert new
affordable housing plans, discussions, projects, and legislation surrounding the issue. We will
discuss the economic, social, and resulting environmental barriers to affordable housing in the
following sections.
Economic Barriers

There are a variety of economic barriers that create hurdles for implementing affordable
housing in Saratoga Springs. Many of our stakeholders indicated that the availability and price of
land within Saratoga Springs are two challenges that prevent projects from moving forward. Paul
Feldman, Director of the Saratoga Springs Housing Authority, told us “there’s not a lot of
available space to put new housing,” while Lois Celeste, Director of the Saratoga Springs Senior
Center, explained: “You can't get property here. The property values in Saratoga are very
expensive. To get a builder to come in and build affordable housing--you can't even touch the
property. They'd have to get some serious money, subsidized into their projects to build it,” and
make projects financially feasible.

The City of Saratoga Springs also has rigid design standards for all new construction

projects. Bradley Birge noted that the City’s current standards for development are “relatively
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high,” specifically for new construction projects. He continued, “there is a high demand that new
construction is integrated into the neighborhood... pre-fab[ricated] housing won’t work with the
character of neighborhoods.” Additionally, these design standards also require developers to
implement “granite curbs, sidewalks, street trees, decorative lighting, planting strips, all of those
types of amenities that adds to the cost of a project.” Sonny Bonacio, a private developer in the
area, noted that “if you have to spend $25,000 worth of curb lights, affordability falls to the
bottom line.”

Mr. Bonacio also said “projects that incorporate the necessary design standards are
impossible to finance at local banks (Adirondack Trust) unless you can prove there will be a
decent market return on those apartment.” With the current standards in place for projects
throughout the City, there have not been many affordable housing projects completed because
they are not financially viable. The high standards set by the City for integrating new builds and
renovations with existing buildings decreases the opportunity to concentrate on improving the
bottom line of economic sustainability by keeping costs down and providing affordable housing.

In addition, the City of Saratoga Springs has stringent zoning restrictions that prevent
developers from building taller structures. Not only does the current zoning in Saratoga Springs
prevent building over 70 feet, but it also prohibits building residences in certain areas, despite the
fact that some structures in those zones were once residential units. Sonny Bonacio noted that
“once you get over that 70 foot barrier, you start to qualify for that affordable piece” because the
fixed cost of the land, the structure and its utilities are already in place, so those additional floors
of units can be affordable because there are constructed at a much lower marginal cost. The City

does currently have a voluntary density bonus for developers that would allow them to build over
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the allowable building height, but no one has taken advantage of it because of the other barriers
at play.

Despite the fact that there is a voluntary program in the City, there is no “regulatory
mechanism” that would require developers to dedicate a certain percentage of their units to
affordable housing rent pricing, which would be for those households earning 50-60 percent of
the area’s median income. Bradley Birge explained, “without a regulatory mechanism that says
‘you have to build affordable housing,’ the City is limited in what it can do.” In many other
cities, such as those listed in our case studies, the mechanism at play comes in a variety of
options. For example, the City of Seattle has a linkage fee in place where developers have the
option to pay a tax for affordable housing that would go into a city-wide fund, or they could
implement a portion of units in their own buildings.

The final economic barrier, which was echoed throughout all of our stakeholder
interviews, is an overall lack of funding from federal and state entities. The City of Saratoga
Springs receives roughly $300,000 from HUD each year in the form of Community
Development Block Grants (CDBGs). Nonprofits and organizations throughout Saratoga Springs
apply to the City for a portion of this funding each year with applications that detail projects or
programs they hope to implement. Each of these projects is essential for different community
members, but the City does not have the resources to offer funding to each project. Therefore,
they have created a matrix to assist with the distribution of funds. Cindy Phillips, the Director of
Community Development for the City of Saratoga Springs, cited “this year, we received requests

for $610,000, double what we have to offer.”
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Paul Feldman stated that the Housing Authority has no money for any type of
programming. In fact, if he were to receive the funding he needs to maintain the Housing
Authority’s buildings, he “would probably have capital needs of several millions.” HUD
provides Feldman’s buildings with “$400,000 a year to maintain these developments,” a fraction
of what is necessary. Kelsey Addy, a Project Associate at Community Builders, echoed
Feldman’s experiences with funding as “there is a healthy competition for funding between
organizations,” and that it usually takes a few years to receive the funding they apply for.
Societal Barriers

In addition to the economic barriers, we found that there were a variety of societal
barriers that also limit new affordable housing projects in Saratoga Springs. The first of these is
the “not in my backyard” sentiment, which is a testament to the public being in support of these
initiatives in theory, but not in practice; in general, people want an equitable community with
affordable housing, but they don’t want the public housing authority to develop the land behind
their house in the name of affordable housing. Many of our focus group members talked about
the fact that there is “an elitist attitude in Saratoga Springs” and because of this, many projects
have been shut down. Our focus group members indicated that affordable housing has been a
“priority” for every politician who runs on the ballot in Saratoga Springs, but in reality, no new
projects, legislation, or changes to the city code have happened in decades.

Just as the City has rigid design standards for new projects, the residents of Saratoga
Springs have high expectations for developers when a project is proposed for their neighborhood.
Sonny Bonacio remarked that “everyone thinks affordable housing will devalue their property”

and increase the demand for public services. However, many of our interviewees explained that
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the negative perception of affordable housing is at the root of the social barriers at play. In fact,
even if an affordable housing project is built with modern infrastructure and green architectural
features, Bonacio said “it doesn’t matter what it looks like, it’s just the perception.”

Because Saratoga Springs is more of a suburban than urban city, these societal barriers
carry more weight, as they restrict affordable housing as each project is proposed. As a project
undergoes Planning Board or City Council review, all it takes is one neighbor to voice their
opposition to the project and it is essentially shut down. Many of the individuals who qualify for
affordable housing in Saratoga Springs can be described as being a part of the “workforce,” or
those in the service industry around the City--firefighters, retail workers, track employees.
Without the presence of affordable housing, these individuals and their families are pushed
further outside the boundaries of Saratoga Springs and are forced to depend on automobiles,
furthering the current unsustainable practices of affordable housing in Saratoga Springs.
Environmental Barriers

Due to the economic and social barriers, the City of Saratoga Springs has very few
existing affordable housing structures and an atmosphere that turns new projects away. The City
of Saratoga Springs, its developers, and its stakeholders have listed the issues that are most
prominent in the region, including but not limited to negative perceptions, lack of funding, and
regulatory barriers. Because of these hurdles, the City does not have the capacity to implement
green or environmentally-conscious building techniques or regulations for its projects, because
the projects are not on the table. However, despite these setbacks, everyone we interviewed was
aware of the need for environmental efficiency. Bradley Birge noted that “the City is looking at

more efficient lighting, solar panels, alternative energies, wind, as we move forward.” In
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addition, Sonny Bonacio stated that “its almost impossible to find non-sustainable building
materials now. Solar is now starting to make a lot of sense too.” While environmental barriers
are present, they are not currently preventing the furtherance of new affordable housing projects
or the support of existing affordable developments in Saratoga Springs.
Recommendations

In 2015, the Mayor of Saratoga Springs, Joanne Yepsen, assembled an eight-member
Task Force on Affordable Housing as a means to address homelessness in the city. Many of the
people who have been asked to sit on the task force were interviewed during our research,
including Lois Celeste, Cindy Phillips, Paul Feldman, and Sonny Bonacio. As a culmination of
our research, we have three recommendations for the task force, which utilize our findings and
foster the cooperation of policy makers, developers, nonprofits, and the citizens of Saratoga
Springs. Each recommendation addresses one of the three pillars of sustainability to ensure that
the growth of new affordable housing project will be sustainable for the City.
Economic

A major inhibitor to the growth of new affordable housing projects is the lack of a
mandatory regulatory mechanism to require the building of more affordable units. The current
policy in place in the City consists only of a voluntary density bonus for developers. However,
due to the voluntary nature of this program and the lack of strong incentives for developers, it
has not been taken advantage of in Saratoga Springs. As mentioned by city planner Bradley
Birge, the City needs a mandatory regulatory mechanism to take the place of the voluntary
density bonus option. We recommend that the City implements a mandatory regulatory

mechanism that would require a certain percentage of all new housing projects to be available at
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prices below market rate. This mechanism would ensure the building of new affordable housing
on a project-by-project basis.
Social

All of our stakeholders, from policy makers to community members, remarked that there
is an obvious negative perception of affordable housing in Saratoga Springs. Members of our
focus group attributed this to “an elitist attitude” held by many of the citizens of Saratoga
Springs. To combat similar sentiments in Fort Collins, Colorado, the city implemented a poster
campaign featuring the faces of citizens who qualify for affordable housing with the caption,
“Can I Be Your Neighbor?” The posters pictured nurses, teachers, and firefighters to show that
affordable housing allows people to live in the communities they work for. We recommend a
similar photo campaign to combat the “not in my backyard” sentiment in Saratoga Springs. This
campaign would show the faces of the community members who qualify for affordable housing
and highlight their contributions to Saratoga Springs. This campaign will put a human face on
affordable housing and reduce the stigma that is prevalent in the City.
Environmental

Our final recommendation for the task force focuses on the last pillar of sustainability,
the environment. In Saratoga Springs, environmental initiatives are often left out of the
conversation on affordable housing, but in order to achieve sustainability, the economic, social,
and environmental pillars must all be attended to. To address this pillar, the City could choose to
look at HUD Grant proposals through a new matrix which places a greater weight on proposals

that include environmental initiatives or are environmentally sustainable. Therefore, the City will
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be able to prioritize organizations that are working hard to ensure sustainable practices are in
place across the City.
Conclusion

Looking forward, the City of Saratoga Springs could prospectively undertake
rehabilitation projects, implement linkage fees, pursue a mixed methods approach, or aspire to
pioneer its own radical solution in addressing the state of its housing and its great need for
affordable and sustainable options. However, the more pressing economic, social and
environmental barriers the City is facing are currently preventing these approaches from gaining
much traction. The implementation of recommendations such as these would complete the pillars
of sustainability and help to bridge the gap between policy makers, developers, and citizens of
Saratoga Springs in order to foster the creation of more affordable housing in the City. With
more affordable and accessible housing options in Saratoga Springs, the City and its residents
will foster a more cohesive, sustainable lifestyle that allows individuals and families of various

income levels to live and work in the same spaces.
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