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INTRODUCTION
Washoe County is facing an unprecedented affordable housing crisis.
Between the years 2000 and 2005, the median sales price of existing homes in Washoe
county increased by 110%, from $150,000 to $315,000. Only one in five households in
the County had sufficient income in 2005 to afford a median priced home. Based on the
National Association of Home Builders/Wells Fargo Bank Housing Affordability Index
(HOI), Reno currently ranks 152 out of 182 national metropolitan areas in its level of
housing affordability, outflanking even traditional high-cost areas like Boston, Honolulu,
and Washington D.C.1
Rental housing in Washoe County is equally unattainable. Based upon 2000 U.S. Census
data, almost 2 in 5 renter households pay more than 30% of their income on housing
costs, which is considered by HUD to be a high housing cost burden. Over three-quarters
of very low-income households (households below 50% of area median income) pay
more than 30% of their income on housing costs. We expect that these percentages have
increased since 2000, as rents have increased while household income has remained flat.
In 2005, the average hourly wage required to afford a two-bedroom apartment was
$14.77, well above the hourly wages of many Washoe County occupations.
This crisis in rental housing is likely to continue. The current vacancy rate in Washoe
County is a very low 3.8%. And, the rental housing stock is being depleted, the effect of
little new multi-family rental housing production in the last five years and the loss of
existing inventory to condominium conversion and redevelopment. As interest rates rise
and homeownership becomes less attainable for many Washoe County residents, demand
for rental housing will increase, resulting in further increases in rents.
Housing affordability affects all of us in Washoe County. It affects our economic
competitiveness as a region when employees are unable to afford homes or must
commute long distances to their jobs. It affects our education system and public services,
when teachers and first responders cannot afford to live in Washoe County. And, of
course, it affects our citizenry directly, when the children of long-time residents are
forced to move elsewhere to buy their first home, or when poor or vulnerable residents
become homeless or must live in overcrowded or substandard conditions because they
have nowhere else to go.
Barriers to Housing Development
While there is no lack of need for affordable housing in Washoe County—by most
accounts the need for more decent, safe and affordable housing is dire—the economics of
housing do not support new production. The cost to produce a new, detached singlefamily home far exceeds the purchasing power of most Washoe County residents. The

1

National Association of Home Builders/Wells Fargo Bank “Housing Affordability Index: 1st Quarter 2006
by Affordability Rank,” see http://www.nahb.org/generic.aspx?sectionID=135&genericContentID=533
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rents that can currently be charged are too low to cover the monthly operating costs and
debt service required to finance new rental housing.
In the last several years, housing development has also become much more difficult to
carry out. As one Washoe County developer noted, “all of the low-hanging fruit has been
picked.” For-profit homebuilders point to dramatic changes in the development
environment. Land costs and availability, water rights, increased fees, lengthy
entitlement processes, reduced supply of experienced labor, increased costs for
construction materials—the convergence of these factors has made projects more difficult
to pencil-out than five years ago. And, as interest rates rise and the housing market
softens, it is impractical to pass on these increased costs to consumers.
Affordable housing developers face these same development challenges. However,
where the margins were once thin on projects, affordable housing deals today are just not
feasible without large amounts of public subsidy per unit. In addition to the dramatic
changes in the housing development environment since 2000, noted above, affordable
housing developers point to a host of other barriers unique to their industry, including
reductions in public subsidy, neighborhood opposition, lack of scale and development
capacity, the complexity of the affordable housing development process, and a general
lack of vision, planning, and leadership at the local level in support of affordable housing.
This was not always the case. Washoe County includes over 7,000 units of rent-restricted
and affordable rental housing, much of it developed in the last 20 years, since the
inception of the Low-Income Housing Tax Credit program in 1986. The County includes
several high capacity non-profit and for-profit developers and operators of affordable
housing.
The local jurisdictions have also been reliable supporters of affordable housing. Reno,
Sparks, and Washoe County, partner through an interlocal agreement on the operation of
the Washoe County HOME Consortium, which has distributed $27.4 million in HUD
HOME and state Housing Trust Fund monies since its inception in the early 1990’s.
These funds have provided important gap financing supporting the production of over
3,000 affordable rental units. The City of Reno zoning ordinance includes incentives to
affordable housing developers, including a density bonus and a reduction in required
parking spaces. The City of Sparks operates a successful housing rehabilitation program,
geared at upgrading houses in its older neighborhoods. Through its Redevelopment
Authority, Sparks has also provided low cost land via a long-term lease for the
production of affordable senior housing. And, Nevada is unique in providing for a 100%
property tax exemption for qualified affordable rental developments.
Over the last two decades, significant resources and attention have been devoted to the
production of affordable housing in Washoe County. However, because of dramatic
changes in the local housing market, the available incentives are no longer enough to
entice new housing production. The “old” housing model, which relied on the efforts of
a handful of non-profit organizations and other entrepreneurs to take the lead, identifying
parcels, packaging the financing, closing the deals, and constructing the units, is not
working. Many of those we interviewed for this study spoke of the need for a “new”
10

A Study of Barriers to Affordable Housing Development in Washoe County

housing model, which includes a more pro-active role for local government in the
planning, regulation and financing of affordable housing.
A Barriers Study
In response to this growing affordable housing crisis, the Truckee Meadows Growth Task
Force commissioned a study of Barriers to Affordable Housing Development in Washoe
County. The purpose of the barriers study is to provide quick and useable data to inform
the work of the local jurisdictions as they update their Housing Elements and Master
Plans and prepare the 2007 Update to the Regional Plan. The study is also intended to
inform the work of policymakers and advocates, as they prepare for the 2007 state
legislative session. Some of the questions addressed in the study include:
•

What are the perceived barriers to the development of affordable housing in
Washoe County?;

•

What are the impacts of these identified barriers on the cost and availability of
housing?;

•

What is currently being done in Washoe County to address these barriers?; and,

•

What innovative approaches might be explored or adopted to increase the
availability and affordability of housing?

In the study to follow, we address these questions by carrying out almost 40 one-on-one
interviews with key informants in the housing development field, including planners,
general contractors, developers, realtors, bankers, advocates, public officials and public
funders.
Most practitioners in Washoe County are aware of the difficulty of initiating and carrying
out housing development projects serving low- and moderate-income households.
Commonly cited examples of development barriers include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Land costs and availability;
Construction costs;
Labor availability;
Water rights costs and availability;
Infrastructure costs and availability;
Entitlement and connection fees (land use, building permit, sewer, parks, water,
utilities);
Restrictive zoning and codes;
Processing time for public approvals;
Neighborhood opposition to affordable housing projects; and,
Lack of public subsidy.

While all homebuilders face these obstacles, developers of affordable housing are unable
to pass the cost of barriers on to their low- and moderate-income consumers. As a result,
11
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the production of affordable housing units declines, and the amount of public subsidy
required to produce a unit of housing increases.
The purpose of the Barriers Study is to inventory barriers to affordable housing
development in Washoe County, and to suggest, through our key informants, specific
remedies that could be explored to improve the affordable housing landscape. Examples
of innovative approaches to addressing development barriers cited in this study include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Zoning relief or incentives (such as density bonuses) for affordable housing
development;
Fee waivers and/or increased fairness in fee structures (so that small, infill and
affordable housing projects do not have to pay the same per project or per unit
connection fees as larger projects or projects far away from urban services);
New or redirected subsidy sources for affordable housing, such a Redevelopment
Funds, CDBG, a state housing tax credit, or Room Tax;
Free or low-cost land through local governments and the BLM;
Updating local housing elements to Master Plan, and inventorying available land
for housing development;
Re-zoning land to higher densities within the urban core and along transportation
routes;
Innovative down-payment assistance and mortgage products;
Exploration of manufactured and system-built housing;
Inclusionary Housing zoning ordinances, that require developer set-asides of
affordable housing units or contributions to local housing funds;
One-stop shopping or project coordination in the processing of zoning and
building permits for affordable housing projects; and,
Revisions of local permit processing standards and building codes for potential
cost savings, without impairing public health and safety.

As will be presented in this study, local developers, planners, realtors, and funders have a
wealth of ideas about what can be done to improve housing affordability in Washoe
County. We have supplemented this local experience with examples from other
communities on what has been tried and what works in the area of barriers removal.
The Report is organized as follows:
•

In Chapter I, we provide a working definition of “affordable” housing and
“workforce” or “attainable” housing. We also describe our existing rent restricted
affordable housing inventory in Washoe County.

•

In Chapter II, we review demographic, employment and housing trends in
Washoe County and their implications for affordable housing planning and
development.

•

In Chapter III, we inventory the barriers to affordable housing development as
portrayed by the study participants, including development barriers, regulatory
12
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barriers, financial barriers, and additional barriers unique to the affordable
housing development process.
•

In Chapter IV, we present a series of strategies for addressing housing
development barriers, drawing upon ideas and recommendations from the key
informant interviews.

•

In Chapter V, we present over a dozen “best practices” vignettes, providing
innovative examples of how Washoe County and other locales are working to
remove development barriers and address the need for affordable housing in their
communities.

A summary of the findings of this Report can be found on the matrix on the pages that
follow, which includes an inventory of development barriers, a list of strategies for
addressing barriers, and provides examples of “best practices,” here in Washoe County,
and from around the country.
We also would like to call your attention to a companion report prepared this month by
Social Entrepreneurs for the Truckee Meadows Regional Planning Agency. The study,
entitled “A White Paper on Affordable and Workforce Housing in the Truckee Meadows
Region (August 2006),” provides an overview of affordable and workforce housing
policies and practices used nationwide, with a focus on communities similar to Washoe
County in geography, growth patterns and culture.
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BARRIERS TO AFFORDABLE HOUSING DEVELOPMENT IN WASHOE COUNTY
DEVELOPMENT BARRIERS, BARRIERS-REMOVAL STRATEGIES, AND BEST PRACTICES
BARRIERS
Political Barriers
Leadership

THE ISSUE (See Chapter III)

The problem of housing affordability needs to be
elevated to a higher priority by public officials and
high-level staff.

STRATEGIES FOR REMOVING
BARRIERS (See Chapter IV)




Planning

There is a need for consistent and dedicated housing
planning carried out on a regional basis.






Education /
Awareness

There is need for continuing education about what
affordable and workforce housing are, and the nexus
between affordable housing and economic
development, quality of life, education, and the
environment.






Community
Perception

Community opposition, or the NIMBY phenomenon,
continues to be a significant barrier to affordable
housing development. Most affordable housing
projects require multiple public approvals, which
become organizing opportunities for the opposition.
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Create a stakeholders task force to
examine barriers.
Advocate and create new coalitions
in support of affordable housing.
Incorporate progress on housing
affordability into the performance
evaluations of top management.
Update the Housing Elements in each
of the jurisdictions, and “put teeth”
into their formation and
implementation.
Create a statewide housing database.
Establish dedicated staff position for
affordable housing within local
governments.
Educate public officials and staff
about role of affordable housing in
local economy and development
barriers.
Educate public about the “face” of
affordable housing in Washoe
County.
Conduct a study on the cost of
emergency services vs. providing
permanent housing to serve those in
need.
(See Education and Zoning sections.)

BEST PRACTICES (See
Chapter V)



Silicon Valley
Leadership Group
Envision Utah



Oregon Housing Plan



Minnesota Housing
Partnership advertising
campaign
Fort Collins, CO
advertising campaign





Non-Profit Housing
Association of Northern
California “Community
Acceptance Toolbox”
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BARRIERS
Regulatory Barriers
Entitlement and
Impact Fees

Zoning

THE ISSUE (See Chapter III)

STRATEGIES FOR REMOVING
BARRIERS (See Chapter IV)


Entitlement and impact fees can comprise between
$8K and $12K per unit, which is a barrier to the
production of affordable housing. Currently there is
no process for waiving or reducing fees for public
benefit projects. Some of the fees are assessed on a
regressive basis, meaning that small, affordable, and
infill projects are assessed at a higher rate, based
upon actual consumption of services.
Most affordable housing projects—which tend to be
multi-family and on urban infill sites—require a
Special Use Permit, and often some form of zoning
change. This approval process takes time and
money, and adds risk and uncertainty to the
development process. The zoning approval process
can also be a vehicle for neighborhood organizing in
opposition to projects.








Application and
Permit
Processing



The zoning approval and building permit processing
period for the typical multi-family housing project
can take a year or more. Because these projects must
perform on a tight time schedule or lose their
financing, the process is a major regulatory barrier.
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BEST PRACTICES (See
Chapter V)

Develop process for waiving and/or
reducing fees based upon a project’s
provision of affordable housing.
Carry out additional research on
entitlement and impact fees,
including examining the issue of
regressivity.



Create more “as-of-right” multifamily development opportunities.
Expand use of density bonuses,
parking reductions, mixed-use
districts, accessory housing, cluster
development, and other innovative
regulations for expanding the
development of affordable housing
projects.
Implement Inclusionary Housing
Ordinances in local jurisdictions that
includes a combination of incentives
and requirements for projects.
Create an Ombudsman position
within local government to advocate
and problem-solve on behalf of
projects.
Create a “Red-Flag” team to
coordinate the activities of
government departments and utilities.
Develop a “fast-track” review
process for affordable housing
projects. Require pre-application
meetings.











Santa Fe, NM fee waiver
program tied to
production of affordable
units.
Albuquerque, NM
review of its
infrastructure fees on
greenfield sites.
City of Sparks increase
in the threshold for SUP
from 6 units to 110 units.
City of Reno TOD and
Regional Center Overlay
Districts.
Massachusetts
Comprehensive Permit
Law, Chapter 40B

Mark Twain Motel site
Redevelopment
Orange County, FL
“fast-track” review
process for affordable
housing projects.
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BARRIERS
Infill
Development
Barriers

Affordable
Housing
Regulations

Development Barriers
Land

THE ISSUE (See Chapter III)

STRATEGIES FOR REMOVING
BARRIERS (See Chapter IV)

Infill parcels are often more difficult to develop for a
variety of reasons: land cost and speculation; the
possible need for zoning approvals and regulatory
relief; difficulty with parcel assembly; messy title
issues; odd-shaped parcels; and potential
neighborhood opposition. Urban infrastructure is
often old and under capacity.



Government regulations that are tied to the
affordable housing subsidies are an additional barrier
to development. For instance, the energy efficiency,
“Green Building,” and project amenity requirements
imposed on state rental housing projects can result in
fewer units (though of higher quality) produced
through these programs.



The rising cost and reduction in supply of
developable land in Washoe County is a major
development barrier. The lack of available and
affordable land in urban areas has pushed the more
affordable product out to the unincorporated areas
and rural counties, away from public transit and
community services.
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BEST PRACTICES (See
Chapter V)

Develop better coordination among
affected entities (local jurisdictions,
TMWA, RTC, Sierra Pacific) in
addressing the unique constraints on
urban infill sites.
(See also Zoning, Infrastructure,
Land, and Application and Permit
Processing sections)
Carry out an analysis of the
cost/benefit of state energy
efficiency, “Green Building,” and
amenity requirements.
Work with HOME Consortium and
state Housing Division to review
regulations and time conflicts.



Inventory vacant infill sites and
under-utilitzed properties for their
potential for development /
rehabilitation as affordable housing.
(Also see Planning.)
Work with Redevelopment
Authorities to consolidate parcels and
set-aside parcels for affordable or
mixed-income housing.
Work with local jurisdictions to
identify BLM parcels to convey for
affordable housing under SNPLMA.
If a Northern NV Public Lands bill is
introduced, support the concept of a
set-aside or swap of land, or sales
proceeds, for the development of
affordable housing.
Develop processes, such as a longterm lease, land banking, or land
trusts, for preserving the affordability
of land used for affordable housing.







Clark County BLM Land
Affordable Housing Pilot
City of Sparks Pyramid
Prater project

A Study of Barriers to Affordable Housing Development in Washoe County
BARRIERS
Water Rights

THE ISSUE (See Chapter III)

STRATEGIES FOR REMOVING
BARRIERS (See Chapter IV)


Between 2004 and 2006, the cost of water rights in
Washoe County has increased by over 1,000%.
Affordable housing developers cannot pass on this
cost burden to the consumer, resulting in the need for
additional subsidy.





Construction
Costs



The cost of construction materials, including lumber,
Portland cement, rebar, copper, and steel interior
studs, have increased over 30% in the last two years.
Again, these costs cannot be passed on to the
affordable housing consumer, resulting in the need
for additional subsidy per unit. And the volatility of
the market for construction materials makes housing
planning difficult.






Infrastructure
Costs



Infrastructure and other land development costs are a
major barrier to affordable housing production. On
undeveloped land, the cost of installing new roads
and infrastructure can range from $30,000 to $50,000
per lot. On older infill sites, the existing utilities
often need to be upgraded.
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Use a portion of water rights
controlled by cities and county to
support affordable housing projects.
If a regional water authority is
created, support concept of a setaside of water rights for affordable
housing
Develop a policy of “grandfathering”
water rights for urban infill
affordable housing projects.
Explore attractive models of
manufactured and system-built
housing in order to reduce the per
unit cost of development.
Explore “value engineering” options
under current code for reducing the
cost (but not the quality) of
affordable housing.
Explore opportunities for
rehabilitation or adaptive reuse of
existing properties.
Develop strategies to preserve
existing rental housing,subsidized
housing, and mobile home parks.
Promote smaller and denser models
of housing in order to reduce the per
unit development cost.
Relax design guidelines and
exactions on affordable housing
projects in order to reduce the per
unit cost.
Identify additional public monies to
cover the cost of infrastructure
upgrades and additions.

BEST PRACTICES (See
Chapter V)


Silver Sage Senior
Residence,
grandfathering of water
rights on an infill site.



Tenaya Creek
development, Reno, NV
City of Sparks
Homeowners
Rehabilitation Program.





Millennium Project,
Carson City

A Study of Barriers to Affordable Housing Development in Washoe County
BARRIERS
Insurance Costs

Labor Cost and
Availability

Development
Capacity

Complexity and
Timing

Financial Barriers
Financial
Feasibility

THE ISSUE (See Chapter III)

STRATEGIES FOR REMOVING
BARRIERS (See Chapter IV)

BEST PRACTICES (See
Chapter V)

Insurance costs have nearly doubled this decade,
constituting approximately $1,500/unit on multifamily projects and $3,300/unit on single family
projects, or between 1.0% and 3.0% of the overall
affordable housing development budget. Some
forms of construction, such as attached condominium
product, are very difficult to insure.
The availability of skilled construction labor is a
significant development barrier. Contractors point to
a continual drain of skilled workers to higher paying
commercial construction jobs. And, there are few
apprenticeship training programs in Washoe County
to attract new workers into the residential
construction trades.



Develop model construction defect
claims limit legislation.







Most housing production is carried out by only a few
entities, resulting in a lack of competition and depth
of knowledge in the community and little incentive
to innovate. There is no participation by large forprofit homebuilders in the production of affordable
or workforce housing. Such entities might bring
economies of scale and experience that could reduce
the per unit cost of development.



Support modest “sweat equity”
affordable housing programs.
Develop additional apprenticeship
training programs through the public
high schools and community
colleges.
(See Construction Cost and Lack of
Development Capacity sections.)
Develop opportunities for for-profit
homebuilders to partner with nonprofits on affordable housing
projects.
Support partnerships to develop
employee-assisted housing.
Assist non-profit organizations in
building their development capacity
through training and project
assistance.














The complexity of the affordable housing
development process—including multiple funding
sources and regulations, conflicting program
deadlines, and unique development standards—is
itself a barrier to affordable housing development.



(See Application and Permit
Processing, Affordable Housing
Regulations, Lack of Development
Capacity, and Subsidy sections.)



Because of development cost increases, stagnant
regional household incomes, operating cost
increases, and reductions in subsidy, affordable
housing projects are becoming much more difficult
to structure.



Explore set-aside of public subsidy in
order to leverage state tax-exempt
bond rental projects—which are
currently not feasible.
(See Lack of Subsidy section; most
of the other identified barriers are
also relevant.)
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Corazón del Pueblo
project, Tucson, AZ
partnership between
Habitat for Humanity
and private homebuilders
SilverStar Development /
Washoe Medical Center
employee housing
project.
Schwab CapacityBuilding Program.

A Study of Barriers to Affordable Housing Development in Washoe County
BARRIERS
Subsidy

Interest Rate
Increases

Predevelopment
Funds

Consumer Credit

THE ISSUE (See Chapter III)

STRATEGIES FOR REMOVING
BARRIERS (See Chapter IV)

The existing affordable housing subsidy
programs—tax credits, HOME funds, state Trust
funds, rental assistance—are heavily oversubscribed.
Because of the dramatic changes in the development
environment (land, water, construction costs, fees),
developers produce only a handful of units each year.
Additional subsidy is required in order to create a
viable housing production program.



Homeownership is less attainable as interest rates
increase and incomes remain flat. There is need for
new below-market rate and gap financing subsidy
programs in order to serve moderate to middle
income buyers in the future.
It is very difficult for small, non-profit developers to
participate in projects because of the need to bankroll
projects as you go. Developers also need a ready
source of cash to purchase land for projects as it
becomes available.
Poor credit and the need for more financial literacy
training is a significant barrier to homeownership for
low- and moderate-income buyers.



Increase the size of the state Low
Income Housing Trust Fund.
Expand the use of other subsidy
programs for affordable housing,
including RDA 18% Set-Aside,
CDBG, Hotel Room Tax, State tax
credit program, in-lieu fees, the local
jurisdiction share of the Real Estate
Transfer Tax.
Expand use of below-market interest
rate loan programs.
Explore new down payment and
second mortgage programs.





Create predevelopment loan program
to assist non-profit developers in
securing land and carrying out early
project feasibility.





Expand consumer credit and firsttime homebuyer training.
Expand marketing to educate the
public about available programs.
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BEST PRACTICES (See
Chapter V)



Massachusetts Housing
Partnership Soft Second
loan program.

CHAPTER I: WHAT IS AFFORDABLE HOUSING?
In this chapter, we provide a working definition of “affordable” housing and “workforce”
or “attainable” housing. We also describe our existing rent restricted affordable housing
inventory in Washoe County.
Defining Affordable Housing
The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) defines affordable
housing as housing that is affordable to households whose annual income is 80% or less
of the median family income (“MFI,” also referred as Area Median Income, or “AMI”)
for the region in which the property is located.
Each year, HUD publishes median family income data by region. For the Reno-Sparks,
NV Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA), the 2006 MFI is $62,800 for a family of four.
Eighty percent of MFI (or AMI) would be $50,950 for a family of four.
For a housing unit to be deemed affordable, the total “housing cost” of that unit,
including utilities, assuming 1.5 people per bedroom, cannot exceed 30% of the
household’s pre-tax income.2 For instance, for a two-bedroom apartment, the formula for
calculating the maximum monthly housing cost would be:
80% of AMI for a family of three:
30% allowable for housing costs:
Maximum monthly housing cost
(divide by 12):

$45,850
$13,755
$1,146.25

Currently, the median rent in Washoe County for a 2-bedroom, 1-bath apartment, not
including utilities, is $795. So, in fact, most rental housing units would be considered
“affordable” based upon the HUD definition.
A more useful definition of affordable housing is based upon the concept of housing cost
burden. According to the U.S. Census, a “household has a housing cost burden if it
spends 30 percent or more of its income on housing costs. A household has a severe
housing cost burden if it spends 50 percent or more of its income on housing.”

2

“Housing cost” is defined as follows: Owner housing costs consist of payments for mortgages, deeds of
trust, contracts to purchase, or similar debts on the property; real estate taxes; fire, hazard, and flood
insurance on the property; utilities; and fuels. Where applicable, owner costs also include monthly
condominium fees. Renter calculations use gross rent, which is the contract rent plus the estimated average
monthly cost of utilities (electricity, gas, water and sewer) and fuels (oil, coal, kerosene, wood, etc.) if these
are paid by the renter (or paid for the renter by someone else). (Definition Source: Cost and income
component descriptions from U.S. Census Bureau, Census 2000 Summary File 3 Technical
Documentation, 2002.)
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As will be portrayed in Chapter II, many Washoe County residents pay a high percentage
of their income on rent. In 2000, almost 2 in 5 renter households (or 38.6%, 20,697
households) and 3 in 10 ownership households (or 27.9%, 17,306 households) paid more
than 30% of their income on housing costs. The percentage of households with a severe
housing cost burden in 2000, was 16.9% of renter households (9,070) and 8.4% of owner
households (5,221).
Among very low-income households—those below 50% of AMI—the percentage with a
housing cost burden is extraordinarily high. Based again on 2000 Census data, almost 3
out of 4 low-income renter households (74.1%, or 13,664 households) and 2 out of 3 lowincome owner households (67.3%, 5,811) have a high housing cost burden.
So, while the HUD definition of affordable housing is capped at 80% of AMI, the
demand for affordable housing, particularly rental housing, is concentrated on those
below 50% of AMI.
The Low-Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) program, which has been the primary
generator of affordable rental housing for the last twenty years, caps affordability at 60%
of AMI. Current market rents in Washoe County hover at about 65% of AMI.
What is Workforce or Attainable Housing?
Workforce Housing and Attainable Housing are relatively new terms, which generally
refer to housing serving households between 80% and 120% of AMI (or between $50,950
and $75,360 for a family of four in Washoe County in 2006). Unlike “Affordable
Housing” which is a term defined by Federal statute, “Workforce Housing” and
“Attainable Housing” are popular terms that do not refer to particular funding programs
and may mean different things in different communities.
As will be discussed in the next chapter, homeownership is no longer attainable for
households in the 80% to 120% AMI income bracket. In 2005, the median sales price for
an existing home in Washoe County (including condominiums and mobile homes) was
$315,000, up 110% from $150,000 in 2000. A homebuyer would have needed
approximately $84,460 in annual income in 2005 to afford a median priced home. The
estimated financing gap to place a household at median income into a median priced
home in Washoe County in 2005 was $83,591.
The purpose of the Workforce Housing and Attainable Housing definitions, which are
typically applied to ownership housing, is to demonstrate need among these higher
income groups, which are not addressed by current affordable housing programs. For
instance, most HUD funding programs restrict housing subsidy to projects serving those
below 80% of AMI.
Many of the barriers removal strategies recommended in this Report would also reduce
the cost of housing and make homeownership more attainable for this 80% to 120% AMI
household income population.
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Washoe County’s Affordable Housing Inventory
As noted in the Introduction, Washoe County includes a large complement of rentrestricted affordable housing units developed over the last sixty years. The attached table
and map, prepared by the Nevada Small Business Development Center at the University
of Nevada Reno, displays the location of 78 subsidized developments in Washoe County,
comprising 7,228 units. The total number of renter-occupied units in 2000 was 53,788.
Therefore subsidized housing constitutes approximately 13.4% of the County’s total
rental housing stock. Including HUD Housing Choice Vouchers (formerly known as
“Section 8”) rental assistance, approximately 2,000 vouchers, the percentage increases to
17.2%.
This subsidized housing is characterized by the following attributes:
•

Rent-Restrictions—Rent is restricted to a fixed maximum, which is typically no
higher than 60% of AMI, and is often much lower; in some rent-subsidized
developments, such as public housing, rent is capped at 30% of household
income, with the difference between the tenant rent and the “economic rent”
covered by subsidy;

•

Income Targeting—Occupancy is restricted to those below fixed household
income limits, to ensure the affordable housing reaches those in need;

•

Long-Term Deed Restrictions—Most subsidy programs require a minimum
affordability period for the development, which can run from 15 to 50 years; and,

•

Housing Quality—Subsidy programs also specify minimum physical standards
for the units and buildings and require regular inspections.

In this section, we briefly describe the characteristics of this valuable subsidized housing
inventory in Washoe County
Housing Type
Most of the subsidized housing stock (72.4%) is in family developments, followed by
developments serving the elderly, the disabled or both (20.5%), developments serving
individuals (6.1%), and a small number of transitional housing units (1.0%), serving
primarily the formerly homeless, as follows:
Population Served
Family
Seniors/Disabled
Individuals
Transitional
Total

# of Units
5,237
1,484
445
62
7,228

% of Units
72.4%
20.5%
6.1%
1.0%
100%

22

A Study of Barriers to Affordable Housing Development in Washoe County

Funding Source
Most of this subsidized housing in Washoe County was built in the last twenty years with
financing from the Nevada Housing Division through the Tax-Exempt Multi-Family
Bond program and through the Low-Income Housing Tax Credit program, which was
created in 1986. Rental developments subsidized with tax credits make up 63.2% of all
subsidized units in Washoe County. Tax-exempt bond rental developments, which are
typically large (200+ unit) developments, often co-financed with tax credits, comprise
58.5% of all subsidized units in Washoe County.
40.8% of subsidized developments in Washoe County also included HUD HOME funds,
through the Washoe County HOME Consortium. The HOME funds typically provide
gap financing, and an associated property tax exemption, and are usually not the sole
source of subsidy.
Washoe County’s subsidized housing inventory also includes a number of HUD-assisted
developments, built primarily in the 1970’s and early 1980’s through a variety of now
defunct Federal housing finance programs (HUD Section 221(d)(3), Project-Based
Section 8, Section 226, etc.). The inventory also includes several more recent
developments built under the HUD Section 202 Housing for the Elderly and Section 811
Housing for the Physically Disabled programs.
Finally, Washoe County’s subsidized housing stock includes a modest number of public
housing units (10.5%) in eight developments operated by the Reno Housing Authority.
Unlike bond and tax credit units, which typically serve households with incomes between
40% AMI and 60% AMI, the HUD-Assisted and Public Housing units also provide rental
subsidy, and so are able to reach very low-income tenants, below 30% of AMI.
Funding Source *
Tax Credits
Tax-Exempt Bonds
HOME Funds
HUD Assisted
Public Housing
Total

# of Units
4,569
4,102
2,946
1,671
758
N/A

% of Units
63.2%
56.8%
40.8%
23.1%
10.5%
N/A

* funding sources are non exclusive, so one unit may be financed with multiple sources.

Housing Choice Vouchers
Finally, the Reno Housing Authority operates a rental assistance program, referred to as
Housing Choice Vouchers (formerly Section 8). The Voucher pays the difference in rent
between 30% of the tenants’ income and the actual rent in private market, unsubsidized
housing, up to a maximum Fair Market Rent. The RHA currently administers 2,000
Housing Choice Vouchers in Washoe County.
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Washoe County’s “De Facto” Affordable Housing Inventory
We distinguish subsidized housing from other “affordable” housing in Washoe County,
which may not have the attributes listed above (rent restrictions, income targeting, deed
restrictions, housing quality). For instance, the median rent in Washoe County’s
unsubsidized rental housing stock in 2005 was $717 a month for a 1-bedroom apartment
and $768 for a 2-bedroom apartment. These rents would have been affordable to
households earning approximately 65% of area median income.
During the homeownership boom of the 1990s and early 2000s, rental rates remained
relatively stable in Washoe County, because of the continual loss of renters in the market
to homeownership. We expect that these unsubsidized rents will increase significantly in
the coming years, the result of extremely low vacancy rates, lack of the homeownership
option for many families, the loss of units in Washoe County to conversion, and the lack
of new rental housing production.
Weekly Motels—Washoe County also contains over 85 weekly or monthly motel
properties, comprising 3,163 rooms, which provide more or less permanent housing to
their residents.3 With weekly rents of $100 to $125, this housing may meet the definition
of “affordable,” but it would not meet the standards of subsidized housing. (Based upon
the annual point-in-time homeless count, the Reno Area Alliance for the Homeless
estimated that 3,381 people were living in weekly motels in January 2006. Of this
number, 950 (28.1%) had been living in a motel for longer than one year, including 328
elderly persons, and 380 children.)
Mobile Homes—Another example of affordable housing in Washoe County is mobile
homes. Much of the mobile home inventory is located in mobile home parks. The State
of Nevada Manufactured Housing Division maintains a count of the current mobile home
inventory in Washoe County. In 2006, there were 6,046 spaces available in 90 parks. Of
these, 5,433 spaces (89.9%) were occupied by mobile home owners, 241 spaces (4.0%)
were vacant, and 372 spaces (6.1%) were occupied by mobile homes owned and rented
by the individual parks.
Though there is a small subsidy program for eligible persons administered by the
Manufactured Housing Division, which contributes to the subsidized inventory, mobile
homes are often referred to as affordable housing. The truth of the matter is that lot rents
range from $200 to $650 a month, with the mean rent in the mid-$300 range. Most
mobile home owners have a loan against their home (at the higher consumer rather than
mortgage interest rate) and must also pay for their own utility costs. Mobile homes are
both rental housing and ownership housing, though the ownership element is more often
illusory since such park homes, especially older homes, have little or none of the equity
acquisition that is the hallmark of ownership housing and in many case negative equity
growth.

3

“Inventory of SRH-S (motels providing primarily permanent housing) in the Truckee Meadows (2000),
Anne MacFarlane, AICP.
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Within the last few years, there has been a move to convert such parks, given the
escalation in land values, to uses that provide more return to the landowner.
Consequently, there is a reduction in total number of spaces available in Washoe County,
as we have seen in southern Nevada. And, there has been no additional mobile home
park capacity developed in Washoe County in the past few years.
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Subsidized Housing Projects
Reno-Sparks, Washoe County, Nevada
PROJECT

ADDRESS

CITY

STATE

Austin Crest Apartments
1295 Grand Summit Dr
Reno
NV
Banbridge Apartments
1000 El Rancho Dr
Sparks
NV
Bethel Plaza Senior Apartments 2655 N Rock Blvd
Sparks
NV
Bluffs, The
4050 Gardella Ave
Reno
NV
Boulder Creek Apartments
4005 El Rancho Dr
Sun Valley NV
Butterworth Estates
430 Linden St
Reno
NV
Carriage Stone Senior Apartments S Virginia St & Thoma St
Reno
NV
Carville Park Apartments
1244 Carville Dr
Reno
NV
Centennial Park Annex
1652 Wedekind Road
Reno
NV
Citivista
650 Record St
Reno
NV
City Center
160 Sinclair St.
Reno
NV
Community Gardens Apartments I 2338 Wedekind Road
Reno
NV
Community Gardens Apartments II2055 Cannan St
Reno
NV
Cottonwood Village
2655 Yori Ave
Reno
NV
Courtyard Center
695 West Third Street
Reno
NV
D&K Horizons Apartments
1225 Carville Drive
Reno
NV
Dakota Crest Apartments
446 Kirman
Reno
NV
Diamond Creek Apartments
1205 South Meadows ParkwayReno
NV
Essex Manor Apartments
7760 Carlye Court
Reno
NV
Fourth Street I
801 E 4th St
Reno
NV
Fourth Street II
801 E 4th St
Reno
NV
Golden I Apartments
520 Brinkby Ave.
Reno
NV
Golden II Apartments
3025 Lymbery
Reno
NV
Grace Senior Apartments
1260 Commerce St.
Sparks
NV
Grenada Apartments
900 I Street
Sparks
NV
Hawk View Apartments
1542 Steelwood Lane
Reno
NV
Hill Street Apartments
244 Hill Street
Reno
NV
Home Suites Apartments
615 E. Lincoln Way
Sparks
NV
Inn at the Summit
4880 Summit Ridge Dr
Reno
NV
John McGraw Court
2455 Orovada
Reno
NV
Joseph's Inn
101 State Street
Reno
NV
Lakeside Manor
855 Brinkby Avenue
Reno
NV
Lighthouse/Sierra
Clearacre Ln & Crystal Ln
Reno
NV
Manhattan Place
930 Manhattan Street
Reno
NV
Mineral Manor
1525 E. Ninth St
Reno
NV
Myra Birch Manor
3585 Mazzone Avenue
Reno
NV
Oak Tree Apartments
3410 Neil Rd
Reno
NV
Orvis Ring I
325 E. 7th Street
Reno
NV
Orvis Ring II
726 Evans St
Reno
NV
Paradise View Apartments
2685 Carville Drive
Reno
NV
Park Manor
33 Park Street
Reno
NV

7/18/06

ZIP

89523
89431
89431
89503
89433
89502
89501
89512
89512
89512
89512
89512
89513
89502
89503
89512
89502
89511
89506
89512
89512
89509
89502
89431
89431
89505
89501
89431
89503
89512
89501
89509
89512
89512
89506
89502
89502
89512
89512
89610
89502

HUD
Assisted

X

HOME
Funds

Tax Credit

Bond

X
X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X
X

Public
Housing

X

X
X

X
X

X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X

X
X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X
X

X
X
X

X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X

P. 1 of 2

X

Total
Units
268
128
28
300
250
24
84
208
78
152
258
100
160
44
240
4
48
288
106
20
30
100
200
55
44
100
8
249
74
34
29
90
26
10
144
56
25
40
43
43
85

Total
Rent
Restricted Units
268
128
28
300
250
24
84
208
38
152
258
93
79
43
240
4
48
288
106
20
30
100
200
55
44
100
8
249
15
34
29
90
25
10
143
56
25
40
43
43
85

Singles

Family

Special Elderly/
Needs Disabled

255
128

13
28

300
250
24
84
208
38
152
258
93
79
29
223

14
17

4
48
274
106
20
30
100
200

14

55
44
100
8
249
15
34
29
90
25
10
143
56
25
40
43
43
85

Bureau of Business and Economic Research,
University of Nevada Reno (775) 784-1771
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Reno-Sparks, Washoe County, Nevada
PROJECT

Park Vista Apartments
Parkside Gardens Apartments
Parkway Lodge
Pilgrims Rest
Pinewood Terrace
Reno Apartments I-IV
Reno Silvercrest Apartments
Ridge House
Riverside Artist Lofts
Sarrazin Arms Apartments
Sierra Crest Senior Apartments
Sierra Manor Apartments
Sierra West Apartments
Silver Sage Court
Silver Sage Seniors
Silver Terrace Apartments
Silverada Manor
Skyline Apartments
Skyview Apartments
Southridge Apartments
Spanish Hills Apartments
Stead Manor
Sunrise West
Sunset Apartments
Sutro Apartments
Terracina Apartments
Tom Sawyer Village
Trembling Leaves Apartments
Vintage Hills Apartments
Vista Point Apartment Homes
Washoe Mill Apartments
Westridge Apartments
Whittell Pointe Apartments
Whittell Pointe Apartments II
William Raggio Plaza
Yorkshire Terrace Apartments
Zephyr Pointe
TOTAL

7/18/06

ADDRESS

565 Sparks Blvd
1800 Sullivan Lane
49 S Park St
Hillboro Ave
1455 Evelyn Way
2300 Wedekind Road
1690 Wedekind Road
940-944 West First Street
17 S Virginia St
541 W 3rd St.
795 Prater Way
2350 Paradise Drive
1380 Riley Avenue
2455 Orovada St.
4895 S McCarran Blvd
1611 Wedekind Road
1400 Silverada Blvd
1550 Sky Valley Drive
1550 Sky Valley Drive
1550 Sky Valley Drive
1475 Vista Del Rancho Pkwy
Mt Vida & Mt Cocoa
4205 Neil Road
241 Centennial Way
2450 Sutro Street
2175 Sierra Highlands dr
2565 Tom Sawyer
115 Booth Street
4195 W 7th St.
5401 N Virginia St
1375 Mill Street
5250 Villa Verde Dr
1855 Selmi Drive
1855 Selmi Drive
48 S Park Street
1529 E 9th St
10640 North McCarran

CITY

Sparks
Sparks
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Sparks
Reno
Reno
Sparks
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Sparks
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno

STATE

NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV

ZIP

HUD
Assisted

89434
89431
89502
89502
89512
89512
89503
89501
89503
89431
89512
89502
89431
89502
89512
89512
89503
89503
89503
89431
89506
89502
89512
89509
89523
89512
89509
89503
89506
89502
89502
89512
89512
89502
89506
89503

HOME
Funds

Tax Credit

Bond

X
X
X

X

X
X

X
X
X

Public
Housing

X

X
X
X
X

X
X

X
X

X

X
X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X

X
X

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

X
X

X
X
X

X
X

P. 2 of 2

X
X

X

X
X
X

X

Total
Units
800
288
51
7
50
139
57
6
35
60
72
148
26
16
41
126
150
100
100
92
152
68
28
100
32
142
100
27
201
44
115
148
120
108
21
30
216
8,289

Total
Rent
Restricted Units
240
288
51
7
50
129
56
6
35
20
72
145
26
16
41
126
150
80
55
92
152
68
28
26
32
142
100
27
201
44
115
30
120
108
21
30
216
7,228

Singles

Family

Special Elderly/
Needs Disabled

240
288
51
7
50
129
56
6
35
20
72
145
26
16
41
126
150
80
55
92
152
68
28
26
32
142
100
27
201
44
115
30
120
108

445

28
216
5,237

21
2
62

1,484

Bureau of Business and Economic Research,
University of Nevada Reno (775) 784-1771

Subsidized Housing Projects
Greater Reno-Sparks, Washoe County, Nevada
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Project
Stead Manor
Spanish Hills Apartments
Essex Manor Apartments
Vista Point Apartment Homes
Boulder Creek Apartments
Bluffs, The
Lighthouse/Sierra
Whittell Pointe Apartments
Whittell Pointe Apartments II
Hawk View Apartments
Community Gardens Apartments I
Reno Apartments I-IV
Sutro Apartments
Silver Sage Court
Community Gardens Apartments II
John McGraw Court
Parkside Gardens Apartments
Sunset Ridge Apartments
Silver Terrace Apartments
Reno Silvercrest Apartments
Centennial Park Annex
Sierra Manor Apartments
Grace Senior Apartments
Silverada Manor
Grenada Apartments
Pilgrims Rest
Paradise View Apartments
Carville Park Apartments
D&K Horizons Apartments
Tom Sawyer Village
Sierra Crest Senior Apartments
Banbridge Apartments
Manhattan Place
Yorkshire Terrace Apartments
Mineral Manor
Zephyr Pointe
Park Vista Apartments
Home Suites Apartments
Terracina Apartments
Vintage Hills Apartments
Westridge Apartments
Citivista
Orvis Ring II
Orvis Ring I
Fourth Street I
Fourth Street II
Park Manor
Parkway Lodge
William Raggio Plaza
Sarrazin Arms Apartments
Courtyard Center
Riverside Artist Lofts
City Center
Joseph's Inn
Washoe Mill Apartments
Ridge House
Skyview Apartments
Ridge House
Hill Street Apartments
Austin Crest Apartments
Skyline Apartments
Dakota Crest Apartments
Southridge Apartments
Inn at the Summit
Carriage Stone Senior Apartment
Trembling Leaves Apartments
Butterworth Estates
Cottonwood Village
Lakeside Manor
Golden I Apartments
Golden II Apartments
Sierra West Apartments
Pinewood Terrace
Oak Tree Apartments
Myra Birch Manor
Sunrise West
Silver Sage Seniors
Diamond Creek Apartments

Address
Mt Vida & Mt Cocoa
1475 Vista Del Rancho Pkwy
7760 Carlye Court
5401 N Virginia St
4005 El Rancho Dr
4050 Gardella Ave
Clearacre Ln & Crystal Ln
1855 Selmi Drive
1855 Selmi Drive
1542 Steelwood Lane
2338 Wedekind Road
2300 Wedekind Road
2450 Sutro Street
2455 Orovada St.
2055 Cannan St
2455 Orovada
1800 Sullivan Lane
241 Centennial Way
1611 Wedekind Road
1690 Wedekind Road
1652 Wedekind Road
2350 Paradise Drive
1260 Commerce St.
1400 Silverada Blvd
900 I Street
Hillboro Ave
2685 Carville Drive
1244 Carville Dr
1225 Carville Drive
2565 Tom Sawyer
795 Prater Way
1000 El Rancho Dr
930 Manhattan Street
1529 E 9th St
1525 E. Ninth St
10640 North McCarran
565 Sparks Blvd
615 E. Lincoln Way
2175 Sierra Highlands dr
4195 W 7th St.
5250 Villa Verde Dr
650 Record St
726 Evans St
325 E. 7th Street
801 E 4th St
801 E 4th St
33 Park Street
49 S Park St
48 S Park Street
541 W 3rd St.
695 West Third Street
17 S Virginia St
160 Sinclair St.
101 State Street
1375 Mill Street
940 W 1st St
1590 Sky Valley Drive
78 Keystone Ave
244 Hill Street
1295 Grand Summit Dr
1570 Sky Valley Drive
446 Kirman
1550 Sky Valley Dr
4880 Summit Ridge Dr
652 S Virginia St
115 Booth Street
430 Linden St
2655 Yori Ave
855 Brinkby Avenue
520 Brinkby Ave.
3025 Lymbery
1380 Riley Avenue
1455 Evelyn Way
3410 Neil Rd
3585 Mazzone Avenue
4205 Neil Road
4895 S McCarran Blvd
1205 South Meadows Parkway

City
Reno
Sparks
Reno
Reno
Sun Valley
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Sparks
Reno
Reno
Sparks
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Sparks
Reno
Sparks
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Sparks
Sparks
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Sparks
Sparks
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno
Reno

State
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV
NV

Zip

Type

Funding Source*

89506
89431
89506
89506
89433
89503
89512
89512
89512
89505
89512
89512
89509
89431
89513
89512
89431
89512
89512
89512
89512
89512
89431
89512
89431
89512
89610
89512
89512
89512
89431
89431
89512
89506
89506
89503
89434
89431
89523
89503
89502
89512
89512
89512
89512
89512
89502
89502
89502
89503
89503
89501
89512
89501
89502
89503
89503
89503
89501
89523
89503
89502
89503
89503
89501
89509
89502
89502
89509
89509
89502
89502
89502
89502
89502
89502
89502
89511

Family
Family
Family
Family
Family
Family
Singles
Family
Family
Family
Family
Family
Family
Seniors
Family
Family
Family
Family
Family
Seniors
Family
Seniors & Disabled
Seniors
Seniors, Disabled
Singles
Seniors
Singles
Seniors, Disabled
Family
Seniors
Seniors
Family
Family
Disabled, Family
Family
Family
Family
Family
Family
Seniors
Family
Seniors
Seniors, Disabled
Seniors, Disabled
Family
Family
Family
Seniors, Singles
Disabled
Seniors, Singles
Singles
Singles
Family
Singles
Seniors, Disabled
Transitional Housing
Disabled, Family
Transitional Housing
Family
Family, Seniors
Family, Seniors, & Disabled
Family, Seniors, & Disabled
Family
Seniors
Seniors
Family
Disabled, Family
Family
Seniors
Family
Family
Family
Family
Family
Family
Family
Seniors
Disabled, Family

Public Housing
WCHC - Bond - Tax Credits
Public Housing
Sec 8 - Tax Credits
WCHC - Bond - Tax Credits
Bond - Tax Credits
WCHC - Tax Credits
Bond - Tax Credits
Bond - Tax Credits
Public Housing
Sec 8 - HUD 223 (f) - Bond - Tax Credits
Section 8
Sec 8 - Mod Rehab
WCHC
Sec 8 - Bond - Tax Credits
Public Housing
WCHC - Bond - Tax Credits
WCHC
WCHC - Bond - Tax Credits - Sec 8
Section 202
HUD 2369j)(1) - Sec 8
HUD Sec 202/8 Direct Loan - Sec 8
WCHC - Tax Credits
Public Housing
WCHC
WCHC
Bond
HUD 221 (d)(3) - Sec 8 - Bond
HUD Grant
Public Housing
WCHC - Tax Credits
WCHC - Bond - Tax Credits
Tax Credits
WCHC - Tax Credits
Public Housing
Bond - Tax Credits
Bond
Bond - Tax Credits
Tax Credits
WCHC - Bond - Tax Credits
Bond
WCHC - Bond - Tax Credits
HUD Sec 202/8 Direct Loan - Sec 8
HUD Sec 202/8 Direct Loan - Sec 8
WCHC - Tax Credits
WCHC - Tax Credits
WCHC - Tax Credits
WCHC
WCHC - Section 811
WCHC
Bond - Tax Credits
WCHC - Tax Credits
Bond - Tax Credits
SRO Mod Rehab - WCHC
HUD 221 (d)(4) - Sec 8
WCHC
WCHC - Tax Credits
WCHC
Section 8 - Mod Rehab - Tax Credits
WCHC - Bond - Tax Credits
WCHC - Tax Credits
WCHC - Tax Credits
WCHC - Tax Credits
Bond
WCHC - Bond - Tax Credits
WCHC
HUD Sec 811 - Sec 8 - WCHC
WCHC - McKinney - Tax Credits
Sec 8
HUD 221 (d)(4) - Sec 8
HUD 221 (d)(4) - Sec 8
Tax Credits
HUD 221 (d)(4) - Sec 8 - Bond
WCHC
Public Housing
Tax Credits
WCHC - Tax Credits
WCHC - Bond - Tax Credits

*WCHC = Washoe County Home Consortium
Sources: Reno Housing Authority, Housing & Urban Development, Washoe County Home Consortium, & Nevada Housing Division
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Units
68
152
106
44
250
300
25
120
108
100
93
129
32
16
79
34
288
26
126
56
38
145
55
150
44
7
43
208
4
100
72
128
10
30
143
216
240
249
142
201
148
152
43
40
20
30
85
51
21
20
240
35
258
29
115
3
55
3
8
268
80
48
92
15
96
27
24
43
90
100
200
26
50
25
56
28
41
288
7330

CHAPTER II: DEMOGRAPHIC AND HOUSING DATA
Introduction
In this chapter, we review demographic, employment and housing trends in Washoe
County and their implications for affordable housing planning and development in the
county. For comparison purposes, we have included selected data for the State of Nevada
and the Las Vegas area (Clark County), the state’s largest and fastest growing urban area.
Summary of Findings
The following is a brief summary of findings from this chapter.
Population Characteristics
•

Population—Between 1990 and 2000 Washoe County grew by 85,000 people (or
33.3%) to 339,486 people. It is estimated that an additional 76,000 people (or
22.4%) will reside in the county by 2010 for a total of 415,402.
The surrounding counties of Carson, Storey, Douglas and Lyon have also
experienced significant growth, the product of spillover from Washoe County as
well as significant in-migration from California.

•

Race/Ethnicity—Washoe County is becoming more diverse. Between 1990 and
2000, the Hispanic/Latino population experienced 145% growth in Washoe
County, adding 33,342 people. The Hispanic population is the largest ethnic
group in the county, 16.6% of the population in 2000. The Asian/Pacific Islander
population was the second fastest growing ethnic group in Washoe County in the
1990s, with 9,070 residents in 2000, 5.9% of the population.

•

Income—Incomes in Washoe County grew a brisk 47.7% between 1990 and
2000. Between 2000 and 2006, income growth has been stagnant in Washoe
County, growing only 9.6% to $62,800.
Despite increases in incomes during the 1990s, both the number and the
percentage of the population who fall under the poverty level increased from 1990
to 2000, to 10.0%. 33,318 individuals fell below the poverty level in 2000, an
increase of 9,861 persons in ten years.

•

Age—Washoe County has seen a 1.8 percentage point increase in the <18 age
population from 23.1% of the population, in 1990 to 24.9% in 2000. The percent
of the population age 65+ has increased more slowly in the county from 10.3% to
10.5%.

•

Disability—The percent of the population in Washoe County with a physical
disability alone accounted for 7.4% of the population over age five, equating to
23,131 people.
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Employment Characteristics
•

Washoe County’s employment base is primarily in two industries--trade,
transportation and utilities (21.0%) and leisure and hospitality (18.0%)—followed
by government (12.9%), professional and business services (12.3%), and
construction (10.4%).

•

Over half of the major employers in Washoe County are casino hotels, which fall
under the leisure and hospitality industry. A high median income in Washoe
County masks the large number of workers in low-income service and laborer
sectors who may need assistance with shelter costs.

•

The unemployment rate in April 2006 was a low 4.2% in Washoe County.

Housing Characteristics
•

Housing Units and Vacancy Rates—Housing units in Washoe County increased
by 37,715, or 28.3%, between 1990 and 2000. Most of this growth was in
detached single-family units. During this same time frame, the percent of housing
units that are vacant declined slightly despite increases in the overall number of
vacant units. In 2000, Washoe County’s vacancy rate was 8.2%, down from 8.8%
in 1990.
The rental market has tightened considerably since 1999, with average annual
vacancy rates declining from 6.2% in 1999 to 4.2% in 2005. First quarter data for
2006 shows that the market continues to be squeezed, with the current vacancy
rate at 3.8%.

•

Tenure—As incomes increased in the 1990s, homeownership rates also increased
in the Washoe County. The percentage of owner occupied housing units in
Washoe County grew from 54.1% to 59.3%, resulting in 22,961 additional
homeowners by 2000.
As ownership rates improved in Washoe County, the percent of housing units
occupied by renters declined from 45.9% to 40.7%.
Although homeownership increased in the 1990s and early 2000s, the trend is
expected to flatten in the coming years, as a result of stagnant wages, increased
housing prices, and higher interest rates.

•

Housing Types—There was a 28.3% increase in the number of housing units in
Washoe County in the 1990s. The vast majority of these new units were singlefamily detached with a 45.5% increase. Multi-family units increased only 16.3%
while the percent increase of mobile homes was insignificant.
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The percent of the housing stock that is multifamily/other housing declined in the
1990s, dropping from 42.2% in 1990 to 38.2% in 2000, despite an increase of
7,721 units.
Similarly, the percent of housing units in Washoe County that are mobile homes
has fallen off from 11.0% of the housing units to 8.6%. Only 87 mobile homes
were added in the county in the 1990s.
•

Building Permits—Washoe County building permit data from 2000 through
March 2006 indicates relatively little construction of multiple family housing in
comparison to single family homes. From 2000 to 2005, 31,132 permits were
issued, 80.6% for single-family homes and 19.4% for multi-family units. It is
estimated that a large number of the multiple family building permits have been
for condominiums, such as conversions of existing rental properties and casinos,
and new luxury ownership developments.
There are not enough new and replacement renter-occupied housing units being
produced in Washoe County. The pipeline of new or proposed housing
development projects in Washoe County shows that there is a significant number
of multi-family units approved that have not been developed.

Rental Housing Affordability
•

Rental Housing Rates—Median rent in Washoe County increased $166 from $509
in 1990 to $675 in 2000. The percent of household income spent on rent,
however, dropped slightly from 26.6% to 26.2%.
The rate of increase in rental rates from 2000-2005 is significantly faster than the
rate over the 10-year period from 1990-2000. From 2000 to 2005, rents went up
by 18.9%, or a total of $132. First quarter data for 2006 shows that the rental
rates continue to go up with a $27 increase over first quarter 2005 to $848.

•

Housing Cost Burden—38.6% of Washoe County’s households in 2000 paid 30%
or more of their income on rent. Of these households 16.9% spent 50% or more
of their income on rent, considered a severe rent burden by HUD.
In Washoe County, the proportion of renter households with incomes at 50% or
less of HUD’s AMI increased in the 1990s from 29.7% to 34.4% in 2000. About
three-quarters of these very low-income households in Washoe County paid more
than 30% of their income on rent. Between 1990 and 2000, the percentage of very
low income households with a 30%+ rent burden declined from 77.9% to a still
high 74.1%.

•

Wages Needed to Afford Apartment Rents—The hourly wage needed to afford a
one-bedroom apartment in 2006 is $13.78, and $14.77 for a two-bedroom unit.
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The median hourly wage for employees in all occupations represented in the
Reno/Sparks area is $13.63.
Ownership Housing Affordability
•

Housing Cost Burden—27.9% of Washoe County’s owner households in 2000
paid 30% or more of their income on housing costs. Of these ownership
households, 8.4% spent 50% or more of their income on housing, considered a
severe housing burden by HUD.
Although housing affordability improved overall with the rise in incomes from
1990 to 2000, the percent of households who paid 30% or more on
homeownership costs rose from 24.7% to 27.9% in this period. This suggests that
while the homeownership rate increased in Washoe County throughout the 1990s,
some households were assuming a high shelter cost burden to become
homeowners.
In Washoe County, the proportion of ownership households with incomes at 50%
or less of HUD’s AMI declined slightly in the 1990s from 11.7% to 11.0% in
2000. About two-thirds of these very low-income ownership households in
Washoe County paid more than 30% of their income on housing costs. Between
1990 and 2000, the percentage of very low income households with a 30%+
housing cost burden increased from 63.9% to 67.3%.

•

Owner-Occupied Housing Values—From 1993 to 2000 housing prices increased
29.3%. Starting in 2000 home values began rising, with phenomenal increases
beginning in 2002. The median sales price in the metro area more than doubled
from 2000 to 2005, increasing a remarkable 110.0% from $150,000 to $315,000.

•

Homeownership Affordability Gap—We carried out a homeownership gap
analysis for the Reno/Sparks metro area for 1990, 2000 and 2005. The housing
affordability gap is the dollar difference between the cost of purchasing a median
priced home and a hypothetical buyer’s ability to pay.
Based upon this gap analysis, the potential homebuyers at 80% of AMI in Washoe
County were unable to afford a home during any of the three time periods. The
gap in 2000 was $35,164 but jumped to a staggering $134,885 in 2005.
In 2000, homebuyers at 100% of AMI were able to afford a home (-$1,383 gap)
but by 2005 homeownership became burdensome ($83,591 gap).

29

A Study of Barriers to Affordable Housing Development in Washoe County

As would be expected, homeownership has been most affordable for those buyers
at 120% of AMI. In 1990 and 2000 purchasing a home was affordable, with a gap
of -$37,930 in 2000. In 2005, however, even these potential homebuyers could
not afford a median priced home in the Reno/Sparks area without a significant
burden. The gap was $32,297 in 2005.
•

Annual Income Needed to Afford a Home—The annual income needed in 2005 to
afford a home in the metro area is $84,460. The median annual income for
employees in all occupations represented in the Reno/Sparks area is $28,360, onethird of the income needed to purchase a home without a significant burden.

Special Needs Housing
•

Homeless Housing—In 2004 the unmet housing need (gap) to accommodate the
homeless population in Washoe County totaled 435 beds, 235 for individuals and
200 for persons in families with children. While the gap is most evident in
emergency shelters, providing additional permanent supportive housing is the
most effective approach to addressing homelessness.
Another indicator of severe housing need is the number of individuals, elderly,
and families living permanently in motel settings. In January 2006, it was
estimated that 3,381 people were living in weekly motels. Of this number, 950
(28.1%) had been living in a motel for longer than one year, including 328 elderly
persons, and 380 children.

•

Special Needs Housing—Based on a study prepared in 2002 by the Nevada
Housing Division, almost 50,000 people need housing to address their special
needs. Housing is especially lacking for those with alcohol and drug addictions
and for the elderly and frail elderly. The report estimates a need for 11,200 units
specifically for senior households in Washoe County. Another 5,477 units are
needed for the physically disabled population.

30

A Study of Barriers to Affordable Housing Development in Washoe County

Methodology
The data summarized in this Chapter comes from a variety of sources including:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

1990 and 2000 U.S Census (population and housing characteristics);
Nevada State Demographer (current population estimates and projections);
Nevada Department of Employment, Training & Rehabilitation, U.S. Department
of Labor (current employment and wage data);
HUD State of the Cities Database (housing affordability measures, building
permit data);
Johnson-Perkins and Associates (current apartment vacancy and rental rates);
UNR Bureau of Business and Economic Research and Reno-Sparks Association
of Realtors (Multiple Listing Service [MLS] current home sale data, current
approved/not built housing);
Reno Area Alliance for the Homeless, Nevada Housing Division, and Washoe
County HOME Consortium Consolidated Plan (homeless and non-homeless
special needs housing);

We did not incorporate the U.S. Census 2004 American Community Survey data due to a
relatively small sample size used for Washoe County. Because of the rapid population
growth in Washoe County, the 2004 ACS data is not reliable.
From the information listed above, we have created tables and graphs to accompany the
narrative.
Population
The State of Nevada experienced tremendous population growth in the 1990s and is
expected to continue to grow at a fast but decreasing rate through 2010. This mirrors the
trend observed in many of the western states. As seen in Table 1, from 1990-2000, the
State grew 66.3%, the highest growth rate in the nation; it is projected to grow 40.5%
between 2000 and 2010. The majority of this growth is occurring in Clark County with an
85.5% change in population from 1990-2000, and an expected 49.6% increase from
2000-2010. Washoe County, while also experiencing strong growth, is expanding at a
slower pace than Clark County, 33.3% from 1990-2000 and 22.4% from 2000-2010.
Between 1990 and 2000 Washoe County grew by 85,000 people to 339,486 people. It is
estimated that an additional 76,000 people will reside in the county by 2010 for a total of
415,402.
The 2010 population projections were published in April 2004. At that time the 2005
projection for Washoe County was 385,887, almost 11,000 less than the estimate of
396,844 published in 2005 and shown in the table below. It is therefore possible that the
Washoe County 2010 projection of 415,402 is low.
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Table 1: Population
Washoe County, Clark County and State 1990, 2000, 2005, 2010
County
1990
2000
2005
2010
Washoe County
254,667
339,486
396,844
415,402
Clark County
741,459 1,375,765 1,796,380 2,058,063
State of Nevada

1,201,833
% Chg
90-00
33.3%
85.5%

1,998,257
% Chg
00-10
22.4%
49.6%

2,518,869
% Chg
00-05
16.9%
30.6%

2,806,940
% Chg
05-10
4.7%
14.6%

County
Washoe County
Clark County

66.3%
# Chg
90-00
84,819
634,306

40.5%
# Chg
00-10
75,916
682,298

26.1%
# Chg
00-05
57,358
420,615

11.4%
# Chg
05-10
18,558
261,683

State of Nevada

796,424

808,683

520,612

288,071

County
Washoe County
Clark County
State of Nevada

Source: U.S. Census and Nevada State Demographer

The surrounding counties of Carson, Storey, Douglas and Lyon have also experienced
significant growth, the product of spillover from Washoe County as well as significant inmigration from California. As will follow below, housing production, especially
multifamily units, has lagged population growth, resulting in low vacancy rates and
higher prices.
Race/Ethnicity
The State of Nevada and Washoe County are becoming more diverse. Table 2 shows that
the white/non-Hispanic population declined in the 1990s as a percentage of the
population in both the county and the State as a whole. In 2000, Washoe County had a
larger percentage of non-Hispanic, white residents (83.2%) than the State (78.4%).
The greatest increases in minority groups as a percentage of the population were in the
Hispanic and Asian populations. Between 1990 and 2000, the Hispanic/Latino
population experienced 145% growth in Washoe County, adding 33,342 people. The
Hispanic population is the largest ethnic group in the county, 16.6% of the population in
2000. Almost 20% (19.7%) of the State’s population is Hispanic/Latino. The
Asian/Pacific Islander population was the fastest growing ethnic group in the State in the
1990s and second fastest in Washoe County, with 9,070 residents in 2000, 5.9% of the
population.
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Table 2: Race/Ethnicity
Washoe County and State 1990, 2000
Race/Ethnicity*

Washoe County
1990
2000

% Chg
90-00

White Population
% White
Black Population
% Black
American Indian Population
% American Indian
Asian/Pacific Islander Pop
% Asian/Pacific Islander
Some Other Race
% Other
Hispanic/Latino Population
% Hispanic/Latino

225,095
88.4%
5,680
2.2%
4,921
1.9%
9,824
3.9%
9,147
3.6%
22,959
9.0%

25.6%
-5.9%
55.1%
18.2%
84.3%
42.1%
105.5%
51.3%
236.1%
152.8%
145.2%
84.4%

282,610
83.2%
8,810
2.6%
9,070
2.7%
20,185
5.9%
30,747
9.1%
56,301
16.6%

State
1990
1,012,695
84.3%
78,771
6.6%
19,637
1.6%
38,127
3.2%
52,603
4.4%
124,419
10.4%

2000

% Chg
90-00

1,565,866
78.4%
150,508
7.5%
42,222
2.1%
128,690
6.4%
193,720
9.7%
393,970
19.7%

54.6%
-7.0%
91.1%
13.6%
115.0%
31.3%
237.5%
100.0%
268.3%
120.5%
216.6%
89.4%

* Data on race not directly comparable between 1990 and 2000.
In 2000 respondents were allowed to report more than one category for race.
Source: U.S. Census

Please note that in the 2000 Census respondents were allowed to report more than one
category for race. As a result, the “Some Other Race” category shows a dramatic change
between the two censuses.
As Washoe County becomes more diverse, there may be some implications for housing,
including new housing preferences and occupancy patterns, affordability for low-wage
service employees, and issues with fair housing access and lending practices.
Income
Incomes in Washoe County have historically been higher than Clark County, based on
the HUD Area Median Family Incomes (AMI) data. Household incomes in Incline
Village, a wealthy community on the shores of Lake Tahoe, partially account for the
higher income levels in Washoe County. As seen in Table 3, Washoe County incomes
have been about 15% higher than Clark County, until 2006. Between 2004 and 2006,
household income was stagnant in Washoe County. The county’s AMI declined 0.6% to
$62,800 in 2006 while Clark County’s AMI has increased 6.4% to $58,200.
Table 3: HUD Area Median Family Incomes
Washoe County and Clark County 1990, 2000, 2004, 2005, 2006
County
Washoe County
Clark County

1990

2000

2004

2005

2006

$
$38,800
$33,900

$
$57,300
$50,700

$
$63,200
$54,700

$
$63,700
$56,550

$
$62,800
$58,200

Source: U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD)
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% Chg
90-00
47.7%
49.6%

% Chg
00-04
10.3%
7.9%

% Chg
04-06
-0.6%
6.4%
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Table 4 presents an overview of poverty status. The average poverty threshold for a
family of four persons was $12,674 in 1989 and $17,029 in 1999. Poverty thresholds are
applied on a national basis and are not adjusted for regional, State or local variations in
the cost of living.
Table 4: Individuals Below Poverty Level
Washoe County, Clark County and State 1990, 2000
1990
2000
County
#
%
#
%
Washoe County
23,457 9.4% 33,318 10.0%
Clark County
76,737 10.5% 145,855 10.8%
State of Nevada

119,660 10.2% 205,685 10.5%

% Chg # Chg
90-00
90-00
42.0% 9,861
90.1% 69,118
71.9% 86,025

Source: U.S. Census

Despite increases in incomes and population growth during the 1990s, the percentage of
the population who fall under the poverty level has not lowered, but rather has increased
slightly. From 1990 to 2000 the percent of the population with poverty status has
increased approximately one-half a percentage point to 10.0% for Washoe County, 10.8%
for Clark County, and 10.5% for the State. In Washoe County this equates to 33,318
individuals who fall below the poverty level in 2000, or an increase of 9,861 persons in
ten years. Some of the newcomers may be of lower income and/or cost of living
increases may have pushed people below the poverty level.
Affordability is a significant issue for low-income residents of Washoe County and
Nevada as a whole. Based on raw numbers, there are more people who cannot afford
market-rate housing. In the 2000s, the need for affordable housing has certainly
increased, as incomes have languished and housing costs continue to rise.
Households
Nationally, the average household size declined from 2.63 in 1990 to 2.59 in 2000.
However, in the State of Nevada, the household size has increased from 2.53 to 2.62
(Table 5). Similarly, the household size increased in Washoe County from 2.43 to 2.53
and in Clark County from 2.54 to 2.65.
Table 5: Average Household Size
Washoe County, Clark County and State 1990, 2000
1990
2000 % Chg
County
#
#
90-00
Washoe County
2.43
2.53
4.1%
Clark County
2.54
2.65
4.3%
State of Nevada

2.53

2.62

3.6%

Source: U.S. Census
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The household size increases in Nevada and its two largest metropolitan areas could be
explained by the in-migration of families from other states, as well as the growth in
population groups that tend to have larger families, such as the Hispanic/Latino
population and the continued strong presence of the Mormon religion in Nevada.
Age
Data on the population <18 years and 65+ years in 1990 and 2000 is presented in Table
6. The sheer number of people under age 18 and over age 65 has increased dramatically
throughout the state, mirroring the tremendous population growth between 1990 and
2000. Nevada as a whole saw about 72% growth in the number of people in both age
cohorts in the 1990s. In both Washoe and Clark Counties, however, there has been a
larger increase in the number of children than among elderly people.
As a percentage of the population, Washoe County has seen a 1.8 percentage point
increase in the <18 population from 23.1% in 1990 to 24.9% in 2000. The percent of the
population age 65+ has increased more slowly in the county from 10.3% to 10.5%.
Affordable housing needs in Washoe County for both families and elderly people have
increased from 1990 into the early 2000s, and are expected to continue as the population
is projected to grow significantly. The data indicates that additional housing for families
may be a higher priority in Washoe County given the faster growth in the under 18 age
group.
Table 6: Population By Age Group--<18 Years and 65+ Years
Washoe County, Clark County and State 1990, 2000
1990
2000
% Chg
# Chg
County
#
%
#
%
90-00
90-00
Population <18 Years of Age
Washoe County
58,879 23.1% 84,480 24.9% 43.5% 25,601
Clark County
181,809 24.5% 351,770 25.6% 93.5% 169,961
State of Nevada 296,948 24.7% 511,799 25.6%
Population 65+ Years of Age
Washoe County
26,140 10.3% 35,797 10.5%
Clark County
77,678 10.5% 146,899 10.7%

72.4% 214,851
36.9%
89.1%

9,657
69,221

State of Nevada 127,631 10.6% 218,929 11.0%

71.5%

91,298

Source: U.S. Census
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Disability
Data on disabilities from the 2000 U.S. Census is presented here to highlight the need for
barrier-free housing for this population. As seen in Table 7, the proportion of residents
with disabilities in Washoe County is somewhat lower than the overall State percentages.
The percent of the population in Washoe County with a physical disability alone
accounted for 7.4% of the population over age five, equating to 23,131 people. The
number of subsidized housing units specifically for disabled people, however, is sorely
lacking. More detail on housing needs for the disabled is discussed below.
Table 7: Disability by Type*
Washoe County, Clark County and State 2000**
Washoe
%
Clark
County
Total County
Total Population 5 yrs+
313,880
n/a 1,253,946

%
Total
State
n/a 1,823,351

%
Total
n/a

Types of Disabilities
Sensory
Physical
Mental
Self-Care

3.2%
7.7%
3.8%
2.3%

3.5%
7.9%
3.8%
2.2%

10,583
23,131
11,647
5,505

3.4%
7.4%
3.7%
1.8%

40,035
97,105
47,103
28,739

63,053
144,178
70,153
39,961

* Civilian noninstitutionalized population age 5 years and over. Data includes
double counting--one person can have more than one type of disability.
** 1990 data excluded--not comparable to 2000 data.
Source: U.S. Census

Employment
Employment by industry data for 2005 was gathered for the Reno MSA (which includes
Washoe and Storey Counties), the Las Vegas MSA (Clark County) and the State of
Nevada. Table 8 shows that Washoe County’s employment base is primarily in two
industries--trade, transportation and utilities (21.0%) and leisure and hospitality
(18.0%)—followed by government (12.9%), professional and business services (12.3%),
and construction (10.4%). In the Las Vegas MSA and the state as a whole, employment
in the leisure and hospitality industry dominates the economy with 30.2% and 26.8% of
total employment, respectively.
As seen in Table 9, over half of the major employers in Washoe County--includes
businesses or organizations with 1000+ workers--are casino hotels, which fall under the
leisure and hospitality industry. Jobs in the trade, transportation and utilities industry,
such as retail salespersons and warehouse laborers, and those in the leisure and
hospitality industry, such as casino service workers, are typically low-paying positions.
A high median income in Washoe County masks the large number of workers in the lowincome service and laborer sectors who may need assistance with shelter costs. As will
be illustrated later in this chapter, employees who earn low wages have problems with
both housing affordability and availability in Washoe County.
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Table 8: Non-Agricultural Employment by Industry
Reno-Sparks MSA, Las Vegas MSA and State 2005

Industry
Natural Resources & Mining
Construction
Manufacturing
Trade,Transp. & Utilities
Information
Financial Activities
Professional & Bus.
Services
Education & Health
Services
Leisure & Hospitality
Other Services
Government
TOTAL EMPLOYMENT

Reno
MSA*
400
22,400
14,100
45,300
3,000
10,900

MSA
% of
Total
0.2%
10.4%
6.5%
21.0%
1.4%
5.0%

Las
Vegas
MSA**
400
101,600
24,900
148,600
10,400
49,500

MSA
% of
Total
0.0%
11.7%
2.9%
17.1%
1.2%
5.7%

State
10,600
135,200
47,800
215,400
14,600
65,200

State
% of
Total
0.9%
11.0%
3.9%
17.6%
1.2%
5.3%

26,600

12.3%

104,100

11.9%

144,800

11.8%

19,600
38,800
7,000
27,900
216,000

9.1%
18.0%
3.2%
12.9%
100.0%

57,700
263,200
23,900
87,100
871,400

6.6%
30.2%
2.7%
10.0%
100.0%

84,500
327,900
34,400
143,800
1,224,200

6.9%
26.8%
2.8%
11.7%
100.0%

* Includes Washoe and Storey Counties. Data not available only by Washoe County.
** Includes Clark County.
Source: Nevada Department of Employment, Training & Rehabilitation

Table 9: Major Employers – 1000+ Employees
Washoe County – Third Quarter 2005
Employer
Washoe County School District
University Of Nevada-Reno
Washoe County
International Game Technology
Silver Legacy Resort Casino
Washoe Medical Center, Inc.
Atlantis Casino Resort
Circus Circus Casinos, Inc-Reno
Eldorado Hotel & Casino
Peppermill Hotel Casino - Reno
Reno Hilton
Sparks Nugget Inc.
City Of Reno
St. Mary’s
Harrah's Reno
Hire Dynamics LLC
United Parcel Service

Number of
Employees
8000 to 8499
4000 to 4499
2500 to 2999
2500 to 2999
2000 to 2499
2000 to 2499
1500 to 1999
1500 to 1999
1500 to 1999
1500 to 1999
1500 to 1999
1500 to 1999
1500 to 1999
1500 to 1999
1000 to 1499
1000 to 1499
1000 to 1499

Industry
Elementary and Secondary Schools
Colleges and Universities
Executive and Legislative Offices Comb.
All Other Miscellaneous Manufacturing
Casino Hotels
General Medical and Surgical Hospitals
Casino Hotels
Casino Hotels
Casino Hotels
Casino Hotels
Casino Hotels
Casino Hotels
Executive & Legislative Offices Combined
General Medical and Surgical Hospitals
Casino Hotels
Temporary Help Services
Couriers

Source: Nevada Department of Employment, Training & Rehabilitation
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Unemployment
Unemployment rates for 1990 and from 2000 through April 2006 are presented in Table
10. The State of Nevada is consistently at or below the national average. Through the
early 2000s, Washoe County posted lower unemployment rates than Clark County and
the state as a whole. In 2005, the United States unemployment rate was 5.1% compared
to the State at 4.0% and 3.9% for Washoe County. Through April 2006 unemployment
rates are averaging 4.2% for Washoe County, 3.8% for the State, and 4.7% nationwide.
Table 10: Unemployment Rates
Washoe County, Clark County and State 1990, 2000 to April 2006
Jan-April

% Chg

% Chg

County
Washoe
County
Clark County

1990

2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

90-00

00-06

5.3%
4.9%

3.7%
4.6%

4.4%
5.5%

4.9%
5.8%

4.5%
5.2%

4.0%
4.4%

3.9%
4.0%

4.2%
3.9%

-30.2%
-6.1%

13.5%
-15.2%

State of
Nevada

5.1%

4.5%

5.3%

5.6%

5.1%

4.3%

4.0%

3.8%

-11.8%

-15.6%

Source: Nevada Department of Employment, Training & Rehabilitation

Housing Units and Vacancy Rates
The rapid increase in the number of housing units between 1990 and 2000 in the State,
Clark County, and Washoe County mirrors the dramatic population and employment
growth experienced in the 1990s. As seen in Table 11, housing units in Washoe County
increased by 37,715, or 28.3%, between 1990 and 2000. Most of this growth was in
detached single family units, as will be presented later. During this same time frame, the
percent of housing units that are vacant declined slightly despite increases in the overall
number of vacant units. In 2000, Washoe County’s vacancy rate was 8.2%, down from
8.8% in 1990.
Although updated vacancy data for overall housing units is not available, we do have
vacancy statistics for market-rent apartment complexes in Washoe County, as seen in
Table 12. The data shows that the rental market has tightened considerably since 1999,
with average annual vacancy rates declining from 6.2% in 1999 to 4.2% in 2005. First
quarter data for 2006 shows that the market continues to be squeezed, with the current
vacancy rate at 3.8%.
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Table 11: Housing Units – Total, Vacant, and Occupied
Washoe County, Clark County and State 1990, 2000
1990
2000
% Chg
# Chg
County
#
%
#
%
90-00
90-00
Total Housing Units
Washoe County
112,193
n/a 143,908
n/a
28.3% 31,715
Clark County
317,188
n/a 559,799
n/a
76.5% 242,611
State of Nevada
Vacant
Washoe County
Clark County

518,858
9,899
30,163

n/a 827,457

n/a

59.5% 308,599

8.8%
9.5%

11,824
47,546

8.2%
8.5%

19.4%
57.6%

1,925
17,383

52,561 10.1%

76,292

9.2%

45.1%

23,731

State of Nevada
Occupied
Washoe County
Clark County

102,294 91.2% 132,084 91.8%
287,025 90.5% 512,253 91.5%

29.1% 29,790
78.5% 225,228

State of Nevada

466,297 89.9% 751,165 90.8%

61.1% 284,868

Source: U.S. Census

Table 12: Apartment Vacancy Rates
Reno/Sparks Metro Area 1999 to 2006
Vacancy Rates*
% Chg
% Chg
% Chg
1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006
99-05
00-05
00-06
Annual Average**
6.2% 3.7% 3.4% 5.1% 5.2% 4.2% 4.2%
n/a
-31.9%
13.5%
n/a
First Quarter
6.3% 6.2% 3.0% 5.6% 5.1% 5.1% 4.8% 3.8%
-24.6%
-23.3%
-38.1%
* Reflects market-rent complexes. Affordable housing, student and senior housing projects not included.
** Average of quarterly vacancy rates.
Source: Quarterly Apartment Surveys, Johnson-Perkins & Assoc. Inc. and William G. Kimmel & Assoc.
Time Frame

Table 13 shows apartment vacancy rates by type of unit between the first quarters of
2000 and 2006. Vacancy rates dropped precipitously among studio apartments from
15.7% to 3.5%. It is worth noting that studio apartments are a small niche of the market
with erratic vacancies over time. Townhouses also showed a dramatic change from
12.0% to 5.7%. Drops in vacancy rates for one-bedroom and two-bedroom units were
not as striking, but the current vacancy rates on these units are very low, with one
bedroom units at 3.0% vacancy.
Vacancy rates have a direct correlation with housing affordability. Rents tend to go down
when vacancy rates increase. Inversely, a low percentage of housing units that are vacant
typically signals an increase in rental rates. Demand pushes housing costs up, especially
in high growth areas.
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Table 13: Apartment Vacancy Rates by Type of Unit
Reno/Sparks Metro Area First Quarter 2000 and 2006
Vacancy Rates*
% Chg
Type of Unit
1st Q 2000 1st Q 2006
00-06
Studio
15.7%
3.5%
-77.7%
1BR/1BA
6.0%
3.0%
-50.0%
2BR/1BA
6.8%
3.9%
-42.6%
2BR/2BA
5.3%
4.4%
-17.0%
Townhouses
12.0%
5.7%
-52.5%
3BR/2BA
6.0%
5.2%
-13.3%

# Chg
00-06
-12.2
-3.0
-2.9
-0.9
-6.3
-0.8

* Reflects market-rent complexes. Affordable housing, student and senior housing projects not included.
Source: Quarterly Apartment Surveys, Johnson-Perkins & Assoc. Inc. and William G. Kimmel & Assoc.

At the end of the section, we discuss data on rental housing and homeownership
affordability, both of which correlate with changes in vacancy rates.
Owner Occupied and Rental Occupied Housing Units
As incomes increased in the 1990s, homeownership rates increased in the Reno and Las
Vegas metro areas and in the State as a whole. Table 14 shows that the percentage of
owner occupied housing units across Nevada increased from 54.8% in 1990 to 60.9% in
2000.
Table 14: Occupied Housing Units – Owner and
Renter
Washoe County, Clark County and State 1990, 2000
1990
2000
% Chg # Chg
County
#
%
#
%
90-00
90-00
Owner Occupied
Washoe
County
55,335 54.1% 78,296 59.3% 41.5% 22,961
Clark
149,007 51.9% 302,834 59.1% 103.2% 153,827
County
State of
Nevada
255,388 54.8% 457,247 60.9%
Renter Occupied
Washoe
County
46,959 45.9% 53,788 40.7%
Clark
County
138,018 48.1% 209,419 40.9%
State of
Nevada

210,909 45.2% 293,918 39.1%

Source: U.S. Census
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6,829

51.7%

71,401
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For Washoe County the increase was comparable, changing from 54.1% to 59.3%,
resulting in 22,961 additional homeowners by 2000. Homeownership in Clark County
increased from 51.9% to 59.1% over this period.
As ownership rates improved in Washoe County, the percent of housing units occupied
by renters declined from 45.9% to 40.7%, despite a total of 6,829 rental units added in the
1990s.
Although homeownership increased in the 1990s and early 2000s, the trend is expected to
flatten in the coming years, as a result of stagnant wages, increased housing prices, and
higher interest rates. According to a recent report by the Federal Reserve Bank, Nevada
ranks poorly on its rate of homeownership, at 44th in the nation.4
Housing Types
Information on housing types in Washoe County, Clark County, and the State is
highlighted in Table 15. The table presents statistics on single-family detached housing,
multiple family/other housing, and mobile homes from the 1990 and 2000 censuses.
As seen in Table 11 above, there was a 28.3% increase in the number of housing units in
Washoe County in the 1990s. The vast majority of these new units were single-family
detached with a 45.5% increase. Multi-family units increased only 16.3% while the
percent increase of mobile homes was insignificant.
The percent of single family housing units is slightly higher in Washoe County than in
the State and in Clark County, all just over 50% in 2000. In each case, the share of singlefamily units as a proportion of all housing units increased between 1990 and 2000 by
around seven percentage points, matching the increase in homeownership over this
period.
The percent of the housing stock that is multifamily/other housing declined in the 1990s
throughout the State, with Washoe County dropping from 42.2% in 1990 to 38.2% in
2000, despite an increase of 7,721 units. Similarly, the percent of housing units in
Washoe County that are mobile homes has fallen off from 11.0% of the housing units to
8.6%. Only 87 mobile homes were added in the county in the 1990s.
As affordable housing plans are developed for Washoe County, particular attention
should be paid to the relatively low percentage of multiple family housing found in the
area. A discussion of building permits below highlights the low number of new and
replacement multi-family units being developed in the county in the 2000s.

4

“Environmental Assessment of the State of Nevada: A Guide to Nevada’s Community Development
Landscape,” by Scott Turner, Community Affairs Department, Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco,
December 2004.
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Table 15: Types of Housing Units
Washoe County, Clark County and State 1990, 2000
1990
2000
% Chg # Chg
County
#
%
#
%
90-00
90-00
Single Family
Detached
Washoe
County
52,596 46.9% 76,503 53.2% 45.5% 23,907
Clark
138,324 43.6% 288,011 51.4% 108.2% 149,687
County
State of
Nevada
235,912 45.5% 432,437 52.3%
Multiple
Family/Other
Washoe
County
47,298 42.2% 55,019 38.2%
Clark
County
149,169 47.0% 238,826 42.7%
State of
Nevada
Mobile
Homes
Washoe
County
Clark
County
State of
Nevada

213,291 41.1% 315,159 38.1%

83.3% 196,525

16.3%

7,721

60.1%

89,657

47.8% 101,868

12,299 11.0%

12,386

8.6%

0.7%

87

29,695

9.4%

32,962

5.9%

11.0%

3,267

69,655 13.4%

79,861

9.7%

14.7%

10,206

Source: U.S. Census

Building Permits
Washoe County building permit data for single family and multiple family housing for
1990 and from 2000 through March 2006 is presented in Table 16. The data shows
relatively little construction of multiple family housing in comparison to single family
homes. From 2000 to 2005, 31,132 permits were issued, 80.6% for single family homes
and 19.4% for multi-family units. It is estimated that a large number of the multiple
family building permits have been for condominiums, such as conversions of existing
rental properties and casinos, and new luxury owner developments. Therefore, the actual
number of new multi-family permits for rental housing is likely much lower.
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Table 16: Washoe County Building Permits
Number of Housing Units 2000 to March 2006
Single Family
Multi-Family
Two Family
Three and Four Family
Five or More Family

1990
1,861
741
8
91
642

2000
3,177
1,367
8
22
1,337

2001
3,853
1,073
12
24
1,037

2002
3,776
915
8
51
856

2003
4,229
768
8
29
731

2004
4,958
734
24
60
650

2005
5,111
1,171
10
58
1,103

Total
00-05
25,104
6,028
70
244
5,714

As of
Mar-06
852
193
2
4
187

Total Units

2,602

4,544

4,926

4,691

4,997

5,692

6,282

31,132

1,045

Units

Sources: HUD State of the Cities Data Systems – Building Permit Data Base and U.S. Census

The 80/20 ratio of single family to multiple family building permits from 2000-2005 does
not correspond to the percent of homeownership in Washoe County recorded in 2000. As
seen in Table 14 above, 59.3% of Washoe County’s occupied housing units were owner
occupied and 40.7% were renter occupied. There are not enough new and replacement
renter-occupied housing units being produced in Washoe County. As will be discussed
later, homeownership affordability has declined in the 2000s and apartment vacancy rates
have been consistently low. Demand is high for additional affordable rental properties.
The pipeline of new or proposed housing development projects in Washoe County shows
that there is a significant number of multi-family units approved that have not been
developed. As of May 2006, over 64,000 housing units (mostly single family detached)
have been approved for the county, 23,000 of which have been recorded on final maps or
are being built, and 41,000 that have yet to be developed.
Of the 64,000 approved units, 8,000 are multi-family units (not including condominium
approvals which are tallied separately). However, only 900 multi-family units have been
recorded on final maps and are ready for construction, leaving 7,100 units (88.8%) not
yet in process. It is unclear how many of these multi-family units are viable projects and
will actually be developed.
The lack of new and replacement multiple family rental housing units in Washoe County
is likely due to low economic incentives to build such projects. Construction and
development costs have increased dramatically. Rents have not risen to a sufficient level
to allow multi-family projects to pencil. The main engine for affordable rental
production, the State’s multi-family bond program, has also been inactive since 2004.
Rental Housing Rates
Although median gross rents increased between 1990 and 2000, income gains typically
outstripped increases in median rent, so the percent of household income spent on rent
remained fairly stable. Table 17 shows the changes in median rent and in rent as a
percent of income for Washoe and Clark Counties and the State. Median rent in Washoe
County increased $166 from $509 in 1990 to $675 in 2000. The percent of household
income spent on rent, however, dropped slightly from 26.6% to 26.2%.
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Table 17: Median Gross Rent and Percent of Household Income Spent on Rent
Washoe County, Clark County and State 1990, 2000
1990
2000
% Chg
% Chg of
% of
% of
$
% Hhld Inc
County
$
Hhld Inc
$
Hhld Inc 90-00
90-00
Washoe County $509 26.6% $675 26.2%
32.6%
-1.5%
Clark County
$516 27.3% $716 27.0%
38.8%
-1.1%
State of Nevada

$509

26.8%

$699

26.5%

37.3%

-1.1%

Source: U.S. Census

Although current rental rates for all types of rent-occupied housing is not available, we
do have rent statistics for market-rent apartment complexes in Washoe County, as seen in
Table 18. The data shows that monthly rental rates have steadily increased, generally
$20-$30 more per year. From 2000 to 2005 rents went up by 18.9%, or a total of $132.
First quarter data for 2006 shows that the rental rates continue to go up with a $27
increase over first quarter 2005 to $848.
The rate of increase in rental rates from 2000-2005 is significantly faster than the rate
over the 10 year period from 1990-2000. In light of the low vacancy rates, rental rates
are expected to increase even more rapidly in the near term.
Table 18: Apartment Rental Rates
Reno/Sparks Metro Area 1999 to 2006
% Chg
Monthly Rent*

1999

2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

% Chg

% Chg

2006

99-05
00-05
00-06
Annual Average**
$680 $697 $726 $755 $789 $806 $829
n/a
21.9%
18.9%
n/a
First Quarter
$677 $689 $715 $730 $781 $800 $821 $848
21.3%
19.2%
23.1%
* Reflects market-rent complexes. Affordable housing, student and senior housing projects not included.
** Average of quarterly rental rates
Source: Quarterly Apartment Surveys, Johnson-Perkins & Assoc. Inc. and William G. Kimmel & Assoc.

Table 19 shows apartment rental rates by type of unit between the first quarters of 2000
and 2006. Rental rates increased the slowest among studio apartments ($70 increase in
monthly rent), despite the dramatic drop in studio vacancy rates during the same time
frame. Townhouses became much more expensive to rent, rising almost 32% for a $252
increase. Vacancy rates for townhouses dropped significantly during the early 2000s.
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Table 19: Apartment Rental Rates by Type of Unit
Reno/Sparks Metro Area First Quarter 2000 and 2006
Rent*
Rent*
% Chg
$ Chg
Type of Unit
1st Q 2000 1st Q 2006
00-06
00-06
Studio
$454
$524
15.4%
$70
1BR/1BA
$595
$733
23.2%
$138
2BR/1BA
$661
$795
20.3%
$134
2BR/2BA
$738
$914
23.8%
$176
Townhouses
$792
$1,044
31.8%
$252
3BR/2BA
$897
$1,080
20.4%
$183
* Reflects market-rent complexes. Affordable housing, student and senior housing projects not included.
Source: Quarterly Apartment Surveys, Johnson-Perkins & Assoc. Inc. and William G. Kimmel & Assoc.

As discussed earlier, vacancy rates have a direct correlation with housing affordability.
Rents tend to go down when vacancy rates increase. Inversely, a low percentage of
housing units that are vacant typically signal and increase in rents.
In the 1990s there was a modest increase in rent affordability as incomes grew faster than
rents. Incomes in the 2000s have not kept pace with increased rental rates, making rental
housing less affordable in recent years. As rental rates continue to rise, a higher
percentage of income will be devoted to housing costs.
Rental Housing Affordability
Tables 20 and 21 highlight data on rental housing affordability, specifically statistics on
those households who pay high percentages of their incomes on rent.
As seen in Table 20, 38.6% of Washoe County’s households in 2000 paid 30% or more
of their income on rent.5 Of these households 16.9% spent 50% or more of their income
on rent, considered a severe rent burden by HUD. These statistics for Washoe County
are slightly lower than those for Clark County and the State.

5

HUD considers those renter households paying more than 30% of their income on rent to have a “high
rent burden” and those paying more than 50% of their income on rent to have a “severe rent burden”. For
low-income households, this burden is even greater, since there is less disposable income left after rent to
cover other essential living expenses.
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Table 20: Rental Housing Affordability
Rental Households Paying 30%+ and 50%+ of Household Income on Rent
Washoe County, Clark County and State 1990, 2000*
% Chg

% Chg

#

1990
% of

#

2000
% of

# Renters

% Renters

#

2000
% of

County

30% +

Renters

30% +

Renters

90-00

90-00

50% +

Renters

Washoe County

17,989

38.6%

20,697

38.6%

15.1%

0.0%

9,070

16.9%

Clark County

57,154

41.5%

84,451

40.4%

47.8%

-2.7%

36,551

17.5%

State of Nevada

83,011

39.7%

114,455

39.1%

37.9%

-1.5%

49,693

17.0%

* 50%+ data not available in 1990.
Source: U.S. Census

From 1990 to 2000 as housing affordability improved with the rise in incomes, the
percent of households who paid 30% or more on rent was static in Washoe County but
declined slightly in the Las Vegas area and the State. Data for those households that
spent 50%+ of their income on rent is not available for 1990.
Table 21 displays renter households in 1990 and 2000 whose incomes are 50% or less of
HUD’s Area Median Income (AMI). Further, it shows how many of these especially atrisk households pay more than 30% of their income on rent. In Washoe County, the
proportion of renter households with incomes at 50% or less of HUD’s AMI increased in
the 1990s from 29.7% to 34.4% in 2000. This means that while incomes went up in the
1990s, a sizeable percentage of households were left behind. About three-quarters of
these very low-income households in Washoe County paid more than 30% of their
income on rent. Between 1990 and 2000, the percentage of very low income households
with a 30%+ rent burden declined from 77.9% to a still high 74.1%.
Table 21: Rental Housing Affordability
Households With Incomes 50% or Less of HUD AMI Paying >30% of Income on Rent
Washoe County, Clark County and State 1990, 2000
Hholds With Inc 50% or < HUD AMI
1990

Paying >30% of Hhold Inc on Rent

2000

% of

1990

% of

%
Chg

2000

% of

% of

%
Chg

County

#

Hhld

#

Hhld

90-00

#

Hhld

#

Hhld

90-00

Washoe
County

13,825

29.7%

18,442

34.4%

33.4%

10,770

77.9%

13,664

74.1%

26.9%

Clark County

39,706

29.6%

63,888

30.5%

60.9%

32,294

81.3%

50,099

78.4%

55.1%

State of
Nevada

61,655

30.0%

92,989

31.7%

50.8%

48,192

78.2%

70,509

75.8%

46.3%

Source: HUD State of the Cities Database
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As incomes in the 2000s stagnate and housing costs rise, very low income households are
especially vulnerable. While cross-tabular data is not available, we expect the percentage
of households paying more than 30% or 50% of income on rent to have increased in this
decade, signaling a greater need for affordable housing units.
Percent of Renter Households With Any Housing Problems
Data on the percent of renter-occupied households that have any housing problems in
1990 and 2000 is presented in Table 22. Housing problems include a shelter cost burden
greater than 30% of income (the most prevalent issue) and/or overcrowding and/or
without complete kitchen or plumbing facilities. The table also highlights those renter
households whose incomes are 50% or less of HUD’s Area Median Income (AMI) that
have any housing problems.
In Washoe and Clark Counties and the State, the percentage of renter households with
any housing problems increased—this while incomes increased in the 1990s. Washoe
County showed the greatest increase from 45.0% in 1990 to 47.7% in 2000.
A staggering number of those households in Washoe County with incomes at 50% or less
of HUD’s AMI have housing problems. Between 1990 and 2000, the percentage of very
low income households with any housing problem declined slightly from 81.9% to a still
high 81.0%.
Table 22: Percent of Renter Households With Any Housing Problems*
Washoe County, Clark County and State 1990, 2000
All Renter Households

Owner HH W/ Inc <= 50% HUD AMI

Washoe County
Clark County

1990
%
45.0%
47.8%

2000
%
47.7%
49.1%

% Chg
90-00
6.0%
2.7%

1990
%
81.9%
84.7%

2000
%
81.0%
83.4%

% Chg
90-00
-1.1%
-1.5%

State of Nevada

45.9%

47.5%

3.5%

82.0%

81.3%

-0.9%

County

* Cost burden greater than 30% of income and/or overcrowding
and/or without complete kitchen or plumbing facilities.
Source: HUD State of the Cities Database

Wages Needed to Afford Apartment Rents
Table 23 shows the hourly wages needed to afford a one-bedroom and a two-bedroom
apartment in the Reno/Sparks metro area in 2005. The wages assume that rental costs do
not exceed 30% of income. The table also indicates median hourly wages for various
occupations in Washoe County to show the ability of workers in these occupations to
afford rental housing.
The hourly wage needed to afford a one-bedroom apartment is $13.78, and $14.77 for a
two-bedroom unit. The median hourly wage for employees in all occupations
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represented in the Reno/Sparks area is $13.63, lower than the wage needed to afford
either type of apartment. Renters on average will spend more than 30% of their income
on rent.
As previously noted, employment in the Reno area is dominated by the trade,
transportation and utility industry, and the leisure and hospitality industry. Wages for a
number of occupations within these two employment sectors are included in Table 23.
Table 23: Hourly Wage Needed to Afford a One Bedroom or Two Bedroom
Apartment Compared to Median Hourly Wage by Occupation
Reno/Sparks Metro Area 2005
Wage Needed to Afford 1 BR/1BA*
Wage Needed to Afford 2 BR/1BA*

Hourly
Wage
$13.78
$14.77

Occupation**
Waiters & Waitresses
Gaming Dealers
Maids & Housekeeping Cleaners
Retail Salespersons
Laborers & Freight, Stock, & Material Movers
Construction Laborers
Total All Occupations
Truck Drivers, Heavy & Tractor-Trailer
Carpenters
Teachers & Instructors
Registered Nurses
Lawyers
Physicians & Surgeons

$6.31
$6.36
$8.40
$9.56
$10.51
$13.14
$13.63
$18.99
$20.06
$20.78
$29.45
$53.75
$69.62

$ Diff
1 BR
n/a
n/a

$ Diff
2 BR
n/a
n/a

% Diff
1 BR
n/a
n/a

% Diff
2 BR
n/a
n/a

-$7.47
-$7.42
-$5.38
-$4.22
-$3.27
-$0.64
-$0.15
$5.21
$6.28
$7.00
$15.67
$39.97
$55.84

-$8.46
-$8.41
-$6.37
-$5.21
-$4.26
-$1.63
-$1.14
$4.22
$5.29
$6.01
$14.68
$38.98
$54.85

-54.2%
-53.8%
-39.0%
-30.6%
-23.7%
-4.6%
-1.1%
37.8%
45.6%
50.8%
113.7%
290.1%
405.2%

-57.3%
-56.9%
-43.1%
-35.3%
-28.8%
-11.0%
-7.7%
28.6%
35.8%
40.7%
99.4%
263.9%
371.4%

* Hourly wage that must be earned so that rent does not exceed 30% of income, a standard measure of
affordability based on HUD standards. 2005 Average Market Rent for 1 BR: $717/month, for 2 BR:
$768/month per Johnson-Perkins & Assoc. Apartment Survey.
Sources: NV Dept. of Employment, Training & Rehabilitation, 2005 NV OES Wage Report.
U.S. Dept. of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Employment and Wage Estimates, May 2005.
Johnson-Perkins & Assoc. & William G. Kimmel & Assoc., Apartment Survey, Reno/Sparks Metro Area,
4/06.

Most of the service workers employed in the leisure and hospitality industry earn low
wages that make housing costs extremely burdensome. Waiters/waitresses, gaming
dealers, and maids/housekeepers all earn a median hourly wage of less than $9/hour.
Retail salespersons and warehouse workers, from the trade, transportation and utility
industry, earn around $10/hour. Construction laborers earn $13.14/hour, also less than
needed to afford rental housing.
Ownership Housing Affordability
Tables 24 and 25 highlight data on homeownership affordability, specifically statistics
on those households who pay high percentages of their incomes on ownership costs.
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As seen in Table 24, 27.9% of Washoe County’s owner households in 2000 paid 30% or
more of their income on housing costs.6 Of these ownership households, 8.4% spent 50%
or more of their income on housing, considered a severe housing burden by HUD. These
statistics for Washoe County are similar to those for Clark County and the State.
Although housing affordability improved overall with the rise in incomes from 1990 to
2000, the percent of households who paid 30% or more on homeownership costs
increased throughout the State. In Washoe County the percentage rose from 24.7% to
27.9%. This suggests that while the homeownership rate increased in Washoe County
throughout the 1990s, some households were assuming a high shelter cost burden to
become homeowners. During economic downturns, these at-risk households are more
susceptible to financial crises that can lead to bankruptcy and mortgage default.
Table 24: Ownership Housing Affordability
Owner Households Paying 30%+ and 50%+ of Household Income on Ownership Costs
Washoe County, Clark County and State 1990, 2000*
1990
#

2000
#
30% +

% of
Owner
HH

% Chg

% Chg

# Owners

% Owners

#

2000

90-00

90-00

50% +

County

30% +

% of
Owner
HH

% of
Owner
HH

Washoe County

10,101

24.7%

17,306

27.9%

71.3%

13.0%

5,221

8.4%

Clark County

28,084

24.0%

72,293

28.4%

157.4%

18.3%

24,161

9.5%

State of Nevada

43,037

23.1%

99,946

27.5%

132.2%

19.0%

32,983

9.1%

* 50%+ data not available in 1990.
Source: U.S. Census

Table 25 displays ownership households in 1990 and 2000 whose incomes are 50% or
less of HUD’s Area Median Income (AMI). Further, it shows how many of these
especially at-risk households pay more than 30% of their income on ownership costs. In
Washoe County, the proportion of ownership households with incomes at 50% or less of
HUD’s AMI declined slightly in the 1990s from 11.7% to 11.0% in 2000. About twothirds of these very low-income ownership households in Washoe County paid more than
30% of their income on housing costs. Between 1990 and 2000, the percentage of very
low income households with a 30%+ housing cost burden increased from 63.9% to
67.3%.
Again, we do not have cross-tabular data on housing cost burden in 2006 for owner
households. By all accounts, we expect it has increased significantly.
6

HUD considers those owner households paying more than 30% of their income on housing costs to have a
“high housing burden” and those paying more than 50% of their income on housing costs to have a “severe
housing burden”. For low-income households, this burden is even greater, since there is less disposable
income left after housing costs to cover other essential living expenses.
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Table 25: Ownership Housing Affordability
Households With Incomes 50% or Less of HUD AMI Paying >30% of Income on Ownership
Costs
Washoe County, Clark County and State 1990, 2000
Paying >30% of Hhold Inc
on Ownership Costs

Hholds With Inc 50% or < HUD AMI
1990

2000

% of
County
Washoe
County
Clark
County
State of
Nevada

1990

% of

% Chg

#

Hhlds

#

Hhlds

90-00

6,546

11.7%

8,634

11.0%

17,175

11.2%

34,819

32,852

12.6%

56,130

2000

% of
#

% of

% Chg

Hhlds

90-00

#

Hhlds

31.9%

4,161

63.6%

5,811

67.3%

39.7%

11.5%

102.7%

11,407

66.4%

23,906

68.7%

109.6%

12.3%

70.9%

19,709

60.0%

36,470

65.0%

85.0%

Source: HUD State of the Cities Database

Percent Owner Households With Any Housing Problems
Data on the percent of owner-occupied households that have any housing problems in
1990 and 2000 is presented in Table 26. Housing problems include a shelter cost burden
greater than 30% of income (the most prevalent issue) and/or overcrowding and/or
without complete kitchen or plumbing facilities. The table also highlights those owner
households whose incomes are 50% or less of HUD’s Area Median Income (AMI) that
have any housing problems.
Table 26: Percent Owner Households With Any Housing Problems*
Washoe County, Clark County and State 1990, 2000
All Owner Households

Owner HH W/ Inc <= 50% HUD AMI

Washoe County
Clark County

1990
%
27.8%
26.9%

2000
%
30.7%
31.2%

% Chg
90-00
10.4%
16.0%

1990
%
65.2%
67.9%

2000
%
70.3%
70.6%

% Chg
90-00
7.8%
4.0%

State of Nevada

25.9%

30.4%

17.4%

62.3%

67.5%

8.3%

County

* Cost burden greater than 30% of income and/or overcrowding and/or without
complete kitchen or plumbing facilities.
Source: HUD State of the Cities Database

In Washoe and Clark Counties and the State, the percentage of owner households with
any housing problems increased—this while incomes increased in the 1990s. Washoe
County showed a slower increase than Clark County or the State, from 27.8% in 1990 to
30.7% in 2000.
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A substantial number of those owner households in Washoe County with incomes at 50%
or less of HUD’s AMI have housing problems. Between 1990 and 2000, the percentage
of very low income households with any housing problem increase over five percentage
points from 65.2% to 70.3%.
As previously stated, this data suggests that while the homeownership rate increased in
Washoe County throughout the 1990s, some households were assuming a high shelter
cost burden to become homeowners. During economic downturns, these at-risk
households are more susceptible to financial crises that can lead to bankruptcy and
mortgage default.
Owner-Occupied Housing Values
Median owner-occupied home values for 1990 and 2000 are listed in Table 27. Nevada
saw an almost 50% increase in the 1990s in median home price from $95,700 to
$142,000 in 2000. Washoe County’s home values were higher at $111,200 in 1990 and
$161,600 in 2000, a 45.3% increase.
Although updated home values for all owner-occupied housing units in Washoe County
is not available, Table 28 shows the median sales price for existing ownership units in
the Reno/Sparks area from 1993 to 2005. Data for 1990-1992 is not readily available.
The data includes all single family homes, condos, and manufactured/modular homes
sold through the multiple listing service (MLS) each year. It excludes homes sold
privately and most new home sales. Note that the MLS data does not include home sales
from Incline Village, a wealthy community in Washoe County on the shores of Lake
Tahoe.
Table 27: Median Value of Owner-Occupied Units
Washoe County, Clark County and State 1990,
2000
% Chg
County
1990
2000
90-00
Washoe County
$111,200 $161,600 45.3%
Clark County
$93,300 $139,500 49.5%
State of Nevada

$95,700

$142,000

48.4%

Source: U.S. Census

Through the 1990s the Reno/Sparks MLS data shows steady increases in sales prices of
about 4% per year. From 1993 to 2000 housing prices increased 29.3%. Starting in 2000
home values began rising, with phenomenal increases beginning in 2002. Since then,
housing values have increased exponentially. The median sales price in the metro area
more than doubled from 2000 to 2005, increasing a remarkable 110.0% from $150,000 to
$315,000.
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Housing demand is very strong in Washoe County and in surrounding areas primarily
from in migration from California. These newcomers are able to purchase housing in
Northern Nevada for far less than what they sold their homes for in California. As
discussed earlier, rental rates in Reno/Sparks have also gone up since 2000, but not nearly
as dramatically.
Table 28: Median Sales Price for Existing Single Family Homes*
Reno/Sparks Metro Area 1993 to 2005
Median
Annual
% Chg
% Chg
Year Sales Price
% Chg
93-00
00-05
1993
$116,000
N/A
1994
$120,000
3.4%
1995
$125,250
4.4%
1996
$130,000
3.8%
1997
$135,000
3.8%
1998
$137,500
1.9%
1999
$143,000
4.0%
2000
$150,000
4.9%
29.3%
2001
$155,000
3.3%
2002
$169,000
9.0%
2003
$195,000
15.4%
2004
$256,000
31.3%
2005
$315,000
23.0%
110.0%
* Includes all single family homes, condos, and manufactured/modular homes
sold through the MLS service each year. Excludes homes sold privately and
most new home sales.
Sources: Reno-Sparks Assoc. of Realtors
UNR Bureau of Business and Economic Research

Homeownership Affordability Gap
We carried out a homeownership gap analysis for the Reno/Sparks metro area for 1990,
2000 and 2005. The housing affordability gap is the dollar difference between the cost of
purchasing a median priced home and a hypothetical buyer’s ability to pay. We set the
buyer’s income at three levels--80%, 100%, and 120% of HUD Area Median Family
Income (AMI). The 80% level is the maximum income level for qualifying for Federal
HOME funds, which is a common downpayment subsidy source.
Table 29 presents the gaps calculated for each time period and by each HUD AMI level.
This analysis is also presented in a line graph, Figure 1.
When the gap analysis results in a negative number, it indicates that incomes are
sufficient to cover the cost of purchasing a home. The larger the negative number the
more affordable it is in that locality to purchase a home. A positive number indicates that
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there is a “gap,” a dollar difference, between income levels and the ability to pay for a
home. The larger the positive number the less affordable the community.
The gap calculations are based on the HUD AMI for Washoe County, average mortgage
rates by time period, an assumption that 28% of income is available annually for housing
costs (including principal and interest on a mortgage, taxes, and insurance), and median
reported home values. As noted elsewhere, the HUD AMI showed a large increase in the
1990s but has slowed considerably in the 2000s and even declined from 2005 to 2006.
Home values increased steadily in the 1990s but have skyrocketed in the 2000s.
Table 29: Homeownership Affordability
Gap
Reno/Sparks Metro Area 1990, 2000, 2005
% Chg
% Chg
Affordability Gap
1990
2000
90-00
2005
00-05
HUD Area Median Income (AMI)
$38,800
$57,300
47.7%
$63,700
11.2%
80% AMI
$31,040
$45,840
47.7%
$50,960
11.2%
100% AMI
$38,800
$57,300
47.7%
$63,700
11.2%
120% AMI
$46,560
$68,760
47.7%
$76,440
11.2%
Interest Rate*
10.01%
8.04%
-19.7%
5.73%
-28.7%
Capitalized House Price Maximum @ 80% AMI**
$75,005 $126,436
68.6% $180,115
42.5%
Capitalized House Price Maximum @ 100%
AMI**
$95,792 $162,983
70.1% $231,409
42.0%
Capitalized House Price Maximum @ 120%
AMI**
$116,579 $199,530
71.2% $282,703
41.7%
Median Home Value***
$111,200 $161,600
45.3% $315,000
94.9%
Gap @ 80% AMI****
$36,195
$35,164
-2.8% $134,885
283.6%
Gap @ 100% AMI****
$15,408
-$1,383
-109.0%
$83,591 6144.2%
Gap @ 120% AMI****
-$5,379 -$37,930
-605.1%
$32,297
185.1%
* Mortgage Bankers Association. Average annual interest rates on 30-year fixed-rate mortgages. 2005 =
Jan-Oct average.
** Assumes 28% of income available annually for shelter: mortgage, property taxes and insurance.
*** 1990 & 2000 data = U.S. Census median value of owner-occupied units.
2005 data = Median MLS Sales Price of existing single family homes, condos and manufactured/modular
homes.
**** Difference between Capitalized House Price Maximum and Median Home Value.
Sources: U.S. Census, U.S. Dept of Housing and Urban Development (HUD),
Reno-Sparks Assoc. of Realtors, Mortgage Bankers Association.

Interest rates have a major impact on affordability. As interest rates go down, the debt
service on a mortgage also goes down, and a buyer can assume a higher mortgage. Based
upon Mortgage Bankers Association data, the average annual interest rate on a 30-year
fixed-rate mortgage was 10.01% in 1990, 8.04% in 2000, and 5.73% in 2005. Therefore,
a buyer’s purchasing power increased significantly between 1990 and 2005, based upon
the lower cost of funds alone.
Based upon this gap analysis, the potential homebuyers at 80% of AMI in Washoe
County were unable to afford a home during any of the three time periods. The gap in
2000 was $35,164 but jumped to a staggering $134,885 in 2005. Positive gaps, signaling
a lack of affordability, were also calculated for two of the three time frames for those
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homebuyers at 100% of AMI. In 2000 these homebuyers were able to afford a home ($1,383 gap) but by 2005 homeownership became burdensome ($83,591 gap).
As would be expected, homeownership has been most affordable for those buyers at
120% of AMI. In 1990 and 2000 purchasing a home was affordable, with a gap of $37,930 in 2000. In 2005, however, even these potential homebuyers could not afford a
median priced home in the Reno/Sparks area without a significant burden. The gap was
$32,297 in 2005.
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Homeownership in the Reno/Sparks area became significantly less affordable from 2000
to 2005. Keep in mind that the affordability gap over these five years increased despite
the drop in interest rates. Home values appreciated tremendously and income levels have
been flat, offsetting the decline in interest rates.
Annual Income Needed to Afford a Home
Table 30 indicates the annual income needed to afford a home in the Reno/Sparks metro
area in 2005. To be considered affordable, it is assumed that the mortgage, taxes, and
insurance do not exceed 28% of income. Median annual incomes for various occupations
in Washoe County are presented to show the ability of workers in these occupations to
afford homeownership.
Table 30: Annual Income Needed to Afford a Home
Compared to Annual Median Income by Occupation
Reno/Sparks Metro Area 2005
Annual
Income
Annual Income Needed to Afford a Home*
$84,460
Occupation
Waiters and waitresses
Gaming dealers
Maids & Housekeeping Cleaners
Retail Salespersons
Laborers & Freight, Stock, & Material Movers
Construction Laborers
Total All Occupations
Truck Drivers, Heavy & Tractor-Trailer
Carpenters
Teachers & Instructors
Registered Nurses
Lawyers
Physicians & Surgeons

$13,130
$13,230
$17,470
$19,890
$21,860
$27,330
$28,360
$39,490
$41,720
$43,220
$61,250
$111,790
$144,810

$
Difference
n/a

%
Difference
n/a

-$71,330
-$71,230
-$66,990
-$64,570
-$62,600
-$57,130
-$56,100
-$44,970
-$42,740
-$41,240
-$23,210
$27,330
$60,350

-84.5%
-84.3%
-79.3%
-76.5%
-74.1%
-67.6%
-66.4%
-53.2%
-50.6%
-48.8%
-27.5%
32.4%
71.5%

* 2005 Median Priced Home per Reno-Sparks MLS: $315,000. Includes single family homes, condos and
manufactured/modular homes. To be considered affordable, conventional mortgage underwriting guidelines
requires that not more than 28% of household income should be used to pay the mortgage, property taxes and
insurance. Annual income needed to qualify for a mortgage calculated using the average annual interest rate
on 30-year fixed-rate mortgage from Mortgage Bankers Assoc (2005-Jan-Oct average). Assumes a 2%
downpayment and the use of private mortgage insurance. Includes principal, interest, taxes and insurance.
Sources: U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Employment and Wage
Estimates May 2005. NV Dept of Employment, Training & Rehabilitation, 2005 NV OES Wage Report.
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The annual income needed in 2005 to afford a home in the metro area is $84,460. The
median annual income for employees in all occupations represented in the Reno/Sparks
area is $28,360, one-third of the income needed to purchase a home without a significant
burden.
As previously noted, employment in the Reno area is dominated by the trade,
transportation and utility industry, and the leisure and hospitality industry. Median
incomes for a number of occupations within these two employment sectors are included
in Table 30.
Most of the service workers employed in the leisure and hospitality industry earn low
wages that make housing costs extremely onerous. Waiters/waitresses, gaming dealers,
and maids/housekeepers all earn median incomes of less than $18,000/year, about 20% of
the income needed to afford homeownership. Retail salespersons, warehouse workers,
and truck drivers, all employed in the trade, transportation and utility industry, earn less
than half of the income needed to afford a home. Construction laborers and carpenters,
two of the occupations from the construction industry, which has been booming in
Washoe County in the 2000s, also earn less than half of the income necessary for
homeownership. Annual median salaries for teachers ($43,220) and registered nurses
($61,250) are 48.8% and 27.5% less than what is required to purchase a median priced
home.
Percent of Households Able to Afford Housing
In Table 31, the annual income needed in 2005 to afford an apartment or a home in the
Reno/Sparks metro area is compared to the median household income tiers from the 2000
Census to determine the percentage of households that can afford housing at current
prices.
Table 31: Annual Income Needed to Afford Housing
Percent of Households Able to Afford Housing
Reno/Sparks Metro Area 2005
Annual Income
% of Hholds
Type of Housing
To Afford
Able to Afford***
1 Bedroom/1 Bath Apartment*
$28,660
72.0%
2 Bedroom/1 Bath Apartment*
$30,720
69.5%
House**
$84,460
20.1%
* 2005 Average Market Rent for 1 BR: $717/month, for 2 BR: $768/month per Johnson-Perkins
& Assoc. Apartment Survey.
** 2005 Median Priced Home per Reno-Sparks MLS: $315,000. Includes single family homes,
condos and manufactured/modular homes.
*** Based on household income tiers from 2000 Census
Sources: NV Dept of Employment, Training & Rehabilitation, 2005 NV OES Wage Report.
U.S. Dept of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Employment and Wage Estimates, 5/05.
Johnson-Perkins & Assoc. & William G. Kimmel & Assoc., Apt Survey, Reno/Sparks Metro Area, 4/06.
U.S. Census.
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Almost three-quarters (72.0%) of the households would be able to afford a one-bedroom
apartment while 69.5% of the area’s households could afford a two-bedroom unit. On the
other hand, only 20.1% of all households would be able to afford homeownership, based
on an annual income of $84,460 needed to purchase a home.
Another area for analysis would be to determine what percent of the current rental and
ownership housing stock in the Reno/Sparks area is affordable to households at different
income tiers. Data is not readily available but results would likely show low percentages,
especially for homeownership.
Homeless Housing
The need for housing to accommodate the homeless population in Washoe County is
shown in Table 32. In 2004 the unmet housing need (gap) in the County totaled 435
beds, 235 for individuals and 200 for persons in families with children. While the gap is
most evident in emergency shelters, providing additional permanent supportive housing
is the most effective approach to addressing homelessness.
Another indicator of severe housing need is the number of individuals, elderly, and
families living permanently in motel settings. In January 2006 it was estimated that
3,381 people were living in weekly motels. Of this number, 950 (28.1%) had been living
in a motel for longer than one year, including 328 elderly persons, and 380 children.
Table 32: Homeless Housing
Reno/Sparks/Washoe County – 2004
Number of Beds
Needs Available Gap

Type of Housing
Individuals
Emergency Shelter
Transitional Housing
Permanent Supportive Housing
Total
Persons in Families with Children
Emergency Shelter
Transitional Housing
Permanent Supportive Housing
Total

GRAND TOTAL

328
373
323
1,024

199
345
245
789

129
28
78
235

243
246
101
590

153
201
36
390

90
45
65
200

1,614

1,179

435

Sources: Consolidated Plan 2006-2010, Washoe County HOME Consortium
and Reno Area Alliance for the Homeless, Continuum of Care Exhibit 1, 2004

57

A Study of Barriers to Affordable Housing Development in Washoe County

Special Needs Housing
Table 33 highlights the housing needs to accommodate non-homeless special needs
groups in Washoe County. Based on a study done in 2002 by the Nevada Housing
Division, almost 50,000 people need housing to address their special needs. Housing is
especially lacking for those dealing with alcohol and drug addictions and for the elderly
and frail elderly. The report estimates a need for 11,200 units specifically for senior
households in Washoe County. Another 5,477 units are needed for the physically
disabled population.
Incomes are generally low among the special needs population. For instance, the
monthly Supplemental Security Income (SSI) benefit payment for a disabled person
living in Nevada is currently $603/month to cover all living costs ($402 if they are living
in someone else’s household). The median rent for a one-bedroom apartment in Washoe
County is currently $733/month.
Table 33: Non-Homeless Special Needs Housing
Washoe County 2002
Housing
Special Needs Group
Needs Available Gap
Elderly
14,000
2,800 11,200
Persons w/ Severe Mental Illness
5,000
22 4,978
Developmentally Disabled
4,500
423 4,077
Physically Disabled
5,900
423 5,477
Alcohol/Other Drug Addicted
22,500
160 22,340
Persons w/ HIV/AIDS & their
450
0
450
families
Public Housing Residents
2,205
758 1,447
TOTAL 54,555
4,586 49,969
Sources: Consolidated Plan 2006-2010, Washoe County Home Consortium
and Special Needs Housing Assessment, 2002, Nevada Housing Division

As a number of recent studies have indicated, affordable housing is a critical building
block for providing essential services to special needs individuals and families. The cost
of institutionalization, whether it be in jail, a hospital emergency room, or a nursing
home, is far greater than serving people humanely in the community.
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CHAPTER III: INVENTORY OF DEVELOPMENT BARRIERS
A. Methodology
In order to better understand the issue of development barriers from a variety of
perspectives, we carried out interviews with almost 40 “key informants” in Washoe
County, including developers, contractors, architects, planners, realtors, bankers,
community advocates, public officials and staff of local jurisdictions. Table 1 provides a
complete list of those interviewed for the study.
The interviews were carried out in April and May 2006. The researchers, with the input
of members of the Affordable Housing Subcommittee to the Truckee Meadows Growth
Task Force, assembled a list of 46 interviewees from a variety of disciplines for the
study.
These individuals were then contacted by mail to inform them of the study and their
selection as a key informant. We then made follow-up phone calls to schedule
interviews. Of the original list of 46 key informants, only 9 were unable or refused to
take part in the study. An additional 3 individuals were added to the original interview
list based on the suggestions of those we interviewed. In total, 38 key informants took
part in one-on-one or focus group interviews to discuss development barriers. We also
received written comments from a number of individuals and groups, which we
incorporated into the final write-up. We would again like to thank the participants for
their time and candor, and real passion, in addressing the issue of barriers to affordable
housing development.
The interviews lasted from 30 minutes to an hour. In the interviews, we asked
participants a number of open-ended questions regarding development barriers:
•

What do you see as the barriers to the development of affordable housing in
Washoe County?

•

What are the impacts of these identified barriers on the cost and availability of
housing?

•

What is currently being done in Washoe County to address these barriers? and,

•

What innovative approaches might be explored or adopted to increase the
availability and affordability of housing?

The interview format and protocol is included as Appendix A to this Report.
Three researchers carried out the interviews. In order to share our findings, and for ease
in later analysis, all of the interviews were written up following a proscribed template.
Finally, using a methodology referred to as “content analysis,” we pored through the
written notes of the interviews and organized the contents by themes.
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Table One: List of Key Informants Interviewed
Gerry Alcasas, Senior Credit
Manager, Schwab Bank

Jesse Haw, President, Hawco
Development

Armando Ornelas, Redevelopment
Manager, City of Sparks

Steve Biagiotti, President, SDA
Development

Max Hershenow, Principal,
Hershenow + Klippenstein
Architects

Reese Perkins, Vice President,
Johnson-Perkins & Associates,
Inc.

Bob Jones, Former Executive
Director, Builders Association of
Northern Nevada

Cloyd Phillips, Executive
Director, Community Services
Agency Development Corporation

Sheila Leslie, Assemblywoman,
Nevada State Legislature

Margaret Powell, Manager,
Current Planning, City of Sparks

Bob Lissner, General Manager,
Lifestyle Homes, Inc.

Christine Price, Executive
Director, Truckee Meadows
Habitat for Humanity

John Breternitz, Executive Vice
President, Q & D Construction
Mark Buckingham, Principal,
Cornerstone Development
Perry Di Loreto, President, Di
Loreto Construction
Daryl Drake, Director, Drake
Realty, Inc.
Maria Echeveste, SVP, Bank of
America
John Erwin, Resource Planning &
Development Director, Truckee
Meadows Water
Gretchen Eykelbosh, Policy
Analyst, Truckee Meadows
Regional Planning Agency (with
input from other TMRPA staff)
Stephen Haley, Realtor, Dickson
Realty-Damonte Ranch
Nancy Hamilton, Vice President,
Wells Fargo Bank
Ann Harrington, Affordable
Housing Developer
Buzz Harris, Government Affairs,
Associated General Contractors

John Madole, Executive Director,
Associated General Contractors
La Sonia Maxey, Community
Relations Officer, Citibank
Michael Mitchell, Building
Official, City of Reno Community
Development
Elizabeth Moore, Vice President,
ARCS Commercial Mortgage
David Morton, Executive
Director, Housing Authority of the
City of Reno
Ernest Nielsen, Attorney, Senior
Law Project
Robert Nielsen, President, Shelter
Properties
Julie Olander, City Planner, City
of Reno Community Development
Department
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Bill Thomas,
PacificWest Builders
Fred Turnier, AICP, Principal,
NPEG Planning and Entitlement
Services
Brad Van Woert, President,
Sheehan VanWoert Bigotti
Architects
Maurice Washington, Senator,
Nevada State Legislature
Harry York, CEO, Reno-Sparks
Chamber of Commerce
Eric Young, Advanced Planning,
Washoe County Department of
Community Development
Authority
Sally Young, NV Association of
Realtors
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B. Overview of Barriers
Most interviewees were very receptive to the study goals and expressed concern about
the problem of housing affordability. A number are on committees or are members of
organizations that are also looking into the issue of affordability. In fact, one of the
striking findings of the report is the sheer number of activities at the local level going on
concurrently—task forces, legislative committees, coalition-building—to address the
problem of housing affordability.
Most participants agreed that housing development has become much more difficult in
the last several years. As one participant noted, “all of the low-hanging fruit has been
picked.” For-profit homebuilders pointed to dramatic changes in the development
environment. Land costs and availability, water rights, increased fees, lengthy
entitlement processes, reduced supply of experienced labor, increased costs for
construction materials—the convergence of these factors has made projects more difficult
to pencil-out than five years ago. And, as interest rates rise and the housing market
softens, it is impractical to pass on these increased costs to consumers.
Affordable housing developers face these same development challenges. However,
where the margins were once thin on projects, affordable housing deals today are just not
feasible without large amounts of public subsidy per unit. In addition to the dramatic
changes in the housing development environment since 2000, just mentioned, affordable
housing developers point to a host of other barriers unique to their industry, including
reductions in public subsidy, neighborhood opposition, lack of scale and development
capacity, the complexity of the affordable housing development process, and a general
lack of vision, planning, and leadership at the state and local level in support of
affordable housing.
In this chapter, we inventory the barriers to affordable housing development as portrayed
by the study participants, including development barriers, regulatory barriers, financial
barriers, and additional barriers unique to the affordable housing development process.
In the chapter that follows, we present a number of suggestions made by interviewees for
addressing barriers, and increasing the production of affordable housing.
C. Barriers to the Production of Housing Serving All Income Levels
1. Development Barriers
a. Land
The rising cost and reduction in supply of developable land in Washoe County was the
most oft-cited development barrier.
For a current project located on the McCarran ring, there was a 45% increase in
the cost of land within a 20-month period.
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Land values in downtown Reno have skyrocketed in the past several years. What
used to be valued at $15/sf is now at $35-40/SF, and what was 18 months ago
valued at $35/sf is now valued at $70/sf. Sparks is a bit different because they
seemed to have purchased proportionately more land downtown than Reno –
allowing for more redevelopment opportunities.
Land costs have gone up significantly. Five-acre lots on the Rt. 50 corridor cost
about $42,500 two years ago. Those same lots are now going for $115,000.
Land costs seem to be ahead of the curve in terms of [the current market]. But,
that may be stabilizing…
Some homebuilders we interviewed are no longer working in Washoe County because of
the difficulty in assembling large developable parcels. One builder observed that the
national, publicly traded homebuilders are better able to absorb the dramatic increases in
land costs by buying large tracts in Washoe County and banking them for future
development.
Interviewees also observed that the lack of available and affordable land in Washoe
County has pushed the more affordable homeownership product out to the
unincorporated areas and rural counties, away from public transit and community
services.
The large tracts of land are out in the unincorporated areas, which is problematic
for lower income families because of the costs associated with driving longer
distances and the time that it takes for commute.
The high cost of land in the core has caused developers to buy land and develop
single family or low-rise multi-family on the outskirts, making it hard for lowincome families to afford the travel with the increased price of gas.
While many pointed to the availability of underutilized parcels within the urban area, the
difficulty of assembling and developing these lands often outweighed the economic
benefits. We discuss barriers to infill development in a separate section below.
Homebuilders generally supported the proposed amendments to the Regional Plan to
expand the Truckee Meadows Service Area to include lands north of Cold Springs and
east of Sparks. Planners and community advocates we interviewed were concerned about
the effect of large annexations of land, including public land, and the extension of public
services on local finances, environmental resources, and quality of life. They thought
that local jurisdictions could be doing more to identify available infill parcels, promote
housing density, and reduce regulatory barriers to development within the urban areas.
b. Water
The cost and availability of water rights was another prominent development barrier cited
by interviewees. Between 2004 and 2005, the cost of water rights in Washoe County
increased by over 1,000% from $3,800 to over $50,000 per acre-foot. A new single62
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family home generally requires 0.5 acre feet of water rights, resulting in a cost increase of
$23,600 per unit in a year’s time.
Due to the price increases, for an eight-month period in 2005, the primary provider of
water in Washoe County, Truckee Meadows Water Authority (TMWA), had difficulty
acquiring water rights to satisfy the growing number of developers in TMWA's queue.
Many developers negotiated directly with water brokers in order to draw a building
permit. One non-profit developer we interviewed noted that her project was postponed
for two years because of the cost of purchasing water rights. A private foundation
eventually stepped in to underwrite the cost of water. “As a small organization,” she
noted, “we did not have the option of going through a water broker.”
The cost per acre-foot of water stabilized in late 2005 at approximately $39,000 per acrefoot. As of this writing, the price continues to decrease to $30,000 per acre foot. And,
TMWA continues to build up a reserve of water rights for new service applications.
However, some interviewees cited the need for better water planning in order to prevent
additional speculation and support future growth. Many of the interviewees were in favor
of the creation of a regional water district, similar to the Southern Nevada Water
Authority. Interviewees also cited the current work of the State Senate Interim Study
Committee (S.C.R. 26) on the Feasibility and Advisability of Consolidating WaterRelated Services in Washoe County.
c. Construction Material Cost
Builders also pointed to steep increases in the cost of construction materials, including
lumber, Portland cement, rebar, copper, and steel interior studs. One interviewee noted a
30% jump in the cost of lumber and cement over a 3-month period. Another estimated
that his per square foot construction cost has increased 15% over the last two years.
Among the affordable housing developers we interviewed, multi-family projects that cost
$85.00 per square foot in hard construction cost in 2003-4, now cost approximately
$110.00 per square foot, or an increase of almost 30%. These costs cannot be passed on
to the affordable housing consumer, and so result in the need for additional subsidy per
unit. And the volatility of the market for construction materials makes housing planning
difficult, particularly in the development of affordable housing, where the margins are
already thin.
d. Labor Costs and Availability
We have plus or minus 20 [construction] employees that come from Fallon!
Labor forces are having a difficult time staying here because the cost of housing
is so high. So, in turn, labor costs are increasing to retain employees.
There have been continual labor rate increases. It is a very tight labor market.
There is little new blood going into the trades, and the quality of work is
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declining. We just let go of our paint contractor. He’s been sending down people
who are not qualified.
The legal and illegal immigrants who used to work on projects had more
construction skills. The labor shortage is nationwide, but is probably more
intense here because of the growth rate.
Retaining the appropriate size workforce is also difficult. If it takes too long for
land to get entitled, they cannot keep people working.
Many of the developers and general contractors we interviewed also cited the cost and
availability of a skilled labor force as a significant development barrier. Contractors
pointed to the difficulty of maintaining a skilled labor force. One observed that
residential construction industry tends not to be unionized and is highly fragmented.
There is a continual drain of skilled workers to the higher paying commercial
construction jobs. And, there are few apprenticeship training programs in Washoe
County to attract new workers into the residential construction trades.
The rise in housing costs in Washoe County exacerbates this problem. As indicated in
the previous chapter, the median salary of a construction laborer, or even a skilled
carpenter, is far below the amount needed to afford a median priced home in Washoe
County. Workers are commuting longer distances to get to job sites, or relocating to
other communities where housing is more affordable.
e. Insurance
Developers also cited the rising cost of insurance as a barrier. Since 9/11 and the more
recent string of natural disasters, rates for builder’s risk and comprehensive general
liability policies have doubled across the country. On affordable housing projects we
observed, insurance costs constituted approximately $1,500/unit on multi-family projects
and $3,300/unit on single family, or between 1.0% and 3.0% of the overall budget.
Interviewees noted that some forms of construction, such as attached condominium
product, are very difficult to insure. Because of the near certainty of construction-defect
claims, both architects and general contractors have shied away from participating in
larger attached ownership projects. While there has been a resurgence of condominium
projects in Reno—the Palladio, the Village at Idlewild, Fallen Leaf at Galena, and a
number of downtown casino conversion projects—these projects are geared at a luxury
audience and have been able to absorb the increased premiums of attached ownership
product with higher sales prices.
One developer we interviewed observed that there are only a limited number of insurance
carriers willing to operate in Nevada, which has resulted in higher costs. Another
expressed concern that construction defect litigation will begin to reach down to “2nd tier”
developers soon. In other words, once all the opportunities to file suits against the
national homebuilders on large tract developments have been expended, lawyers will
begin marketing to owners in smaller subdivisions.
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f. Infrastructure
There are many infrastructure costs that are associated with each house that
extends to the centerline of the street and below. This gives little flexibility in
altering the cost of a house.
It used to costs $3000 to $4000 to develop a lot – now it is costing over $10,000.
Infrastructure and other land development costs are also a major barrier to affordable
housing production. On older infill sites, the existing utilities often need to be upgraded
in order to accommodate new housing. The utility companies typically require the
developer to shoulder the cost of these upgrades. Older sites can also contain unrecorded
utility lines and vaults, water lines, and sewer and storm drains, which often go
undetected until excavation. These unexpected events can significantly increase the cost
of infill development.
On undeveloped land, what planners refer to as “Greenfield" sites, land development
costs, including the cost of installing roads and infrastructure, can range from $30,000 to
$50,000 per lot. One non-profit developer we interviewed cited costs of $53,500 per lot
on an approximately 50-unit subdivision. This includes the cost of excavation and
grading, infrastructure, roads, subdivision approval, engineering, and the carrying costs
on the financing. When the cost of land, water rights, and impact fees are added in, the
total land development cost exceeded $80,000 per lot.
Presumably, developers of large subdivisions enjoy economies of scale that can reduce
the per lot cost. However, it is not uncommon in Washoe County for an individual,
unimproved 6,000 SF lot in a subdivision to sell for $50,000 or more, reflecting the
underlying land improvement cost.
In addition to the expense of providing services to the individual lots, developers of
subdivisions are also expected set aside land and to install a variety of public
improvements—what developers refer to as “exactions”—such as bike lanes, bus stops,
traffic signals, flood control mitigation, and landscape buffers. Developers of larger
subdivisions might be expected to set aside land for schools, parks, and other public
facilities. In our “pay as you grow” development system in Washoe County, private
developers assume the costs of infrastructure and other public-benefit improvements
required to accommodate growth. These costs are, in turn, passed on to the consumer in
the form of higher home sales prices. Again, developers of affordable and work force
ownership housing cannot absorb these costs without subsidy.
2. Regulatory Barriers
Interviewees also identified a number of regulatory barriers to affordable housing
development. These include the cost of entitlement and impact fees, the zoning approval
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process, code requirements, and the permitting process. Related to this, participants said
that regulatory barriers make infill development more costly and difficult to carry out.
a. Entitlement and Impact Fees
I’m into it for $30 thousand per unit right out of the box (including water and
sewer costs). The majority of what it is costing us to build a house is in fees,
because our labor and materials are donated for the most part…Because of the
cost of land and fees, we are now going to have to take a significant loss on each
unit we build.
Getting entitlements for land is the number one issue. It generally costs $130,000
to build a house, but that does not include land or the entitlements. If the
governments could make it easier for land to get entitled, it would help a great
deal.
Entitlement and impact fees have increased dramatically in the last two years. In the City
of Reno, the application fee for a Master Plan Amendment increased by over 600% in
2004, from $3,828 to $27,850. An application for a Variance now costs $4,125 from
$2,530 in 2004.
One affordable housing project we looked at was required to pay over $45,000 in initial
planning fees for a Master Plan Amendment, Special Use Permit, Rezoning and a
Variance. And, since the architectural plans must be finalized before beginning the
entitlement approval process, this non-profit developer incurred over $150,000 in
predevelopment costs (at significant risk, since financing was not yet in place for this
project) over a year before starting construction.
Sewer connection fees in Reno have also increased significantly in the last two years.
The fee, which is assessed on a per unit basis, increased from $3,125 in 2004 to $4,321 in
2005, or over 38%, with additional increases of approximately $200 annually over the
next five years.
Other development fees in Washoe County include a Park Impact Fee and a Regional
Road Impact Fee. TMWA and Sierra Pacific levy their own charges for plans review,
inspection, and facility improvements. In all, entitlement and impact fees can constitute
between $8,000 and $12,000 per unit.
Many of the fees are regressive in nature. For instance, the County Road Impact Fee and
the City of Reno Sewer Connection fee are assessed on a per unit basis—regardless of the
size of the dwelling unit or its distance from the urban core. (Last year, when the City of
Reno increased sewer connection fees, it created a new fee category for multi-family
housing. However, even this per unit fee is $526 per unit higher than the previous
connection fee, which applied to all units.) The City of Reno Planning Application fees
are assessed on a per project basis, meaning that small and infill projects (the type which,
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because of zoning barriers, are most likely to need zoning relief) pay the same per project
fee as 1,000+ unit subdivisions on the edge of the city.
When asked to waive entitlement fees for affordable housing or other public-benefit
projects, city and county administrators point out that as statutorily enabled “Enterprise
Fund” communities, they rely on the fees collected to support planning activities. If fees
were waived or reduced, then there would be even less money to support planning
activities and even greater staff shortages and delays than currently experienced by
developers.
Others we interviewed have questioned whether there is a nexus between the fees
collected and the services rendered. They would like local jurisdictions to provide a
more open cost accounting for how planning fees are allocated to various functions
within local government.
Few developers we interviewed felt that planning and impact fees were too high. In fact,
some commented that the fees in the Washoe County jurisdictions were relatively
reasonable compared to other communities in which they work. However, interviewees
pointed out that fee waivers and reductions are common practice in communities around
the country to support public benefit projects such as affordable housing. They
recommended a review of the NRS to better understand the latitude of local
administrators to allocate fees differently or provide waivers under the Enterprise Fund
regulations.
b. Zoning
Entitlement processes could be better streamlined but there is a fine line with
gathering input from surrounding neighborhoods and allowing projects to go
right through the process. The last major overhaul to the development code was
in 1974 – there could be some improvements to the process.
Planning issues, including setbacks, street infrastructure, and underground
utilities, can drive the cost of construction up and force the neighborhoods to
sprawl out.
Current zoning ordinances were identified by a number of interviewees as a development
barrier. Participants noted that most affordable housing projects, which tend to be multifamily and on urban infill sites, require a Special Use Permit (SUP) at a minimum, and
often a Rezoning and Master Plan Amendment. For instance, under the current Reno
ordinance, multi-family applications for projects adjacent to land designated as singlefamily, automatically trigger a SUP. The City of Sparks ordinance required an automatic
SUP for any multi-family project of 6 units or more. (This threshold was recently
increased by the Sparks City Council to 110 units, removing a significant regulatory
barrier.) The ordinances themselves are often outdated and confusing with multiple
overlays and requirements that are subject to interpretation.
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Most public approval processes require a presentation to both the neighborhood (the
Neighborhood Advisory Board, the Community Advisory Board, or the Community
Advisory Committee, depending on the jurisdiction) and the Planning Commission.
Master Plan Amendments also require Council and Board of Commissioner approval, as
well as approval by the Regional Board of Governors.
This approval process takes time and money, and adds risk and uncertainty to the
development process. For instance, a Master Plan Amendment approval currently
requires five to six months. Affordable housing developers often face fierce opposition
from neighbors, who will use the zoning approval process as a vehicle for organizing or
gaining concessions from the developer.
Much land is simply off limits to affordable multi-family housing, in a practice known as
“exclusionary zoning.” In the 2002 update to the Regional Plan, all lands in the
unincorporated County were down-zoned to a density of 3 units to the acre in order to
resolve a fiscal equity dispute with the urban jurisdictions. The change effectively
eliminated any potential for producing affordable housing on these parcels in the
unincorporated areas. In a concession to housing affordability, the 2002 Regional Plan
update included an Inclusionary Housing component, which was to be implemented by
the local jurisdictions by the end of 2004. However, action on the Inclusionary Housing
language was postponed in late 2004 until the next update of the Plan in 2007.
c. Permit Processing and Inspection
Public agency employees are unclear on the concept that they work for the
public…[They] are apathetic to and inconsiderate of projects and project
deadlines…We need people to do their job and treat [affordable housing
developers] the same as everybody else.
[The local] building inspection process can also lead to added costs. There will
be five different inspectors looking at one house—each with his own opinion of
what changes are needed. In other communities, you might have one inspector
throughout the process.
The permitting and inspection process has become more difficult in recent years.
According to those we interviewed, it can take five to six months for a multi-family
project to complete plans review. Because affordable housing projects, particularly those
with an award of Low Income Housing Tax Credits, must perform on a tight time
schedule or lose their financing, the permitting process is a major regulatory barrier.
Affordable housing developers we interviewed describe an arcane process, with
seemingly arbitrary and capricious rules: plans stalled in review because of a backup on
one employee’s desk; submissions rejected for seemingly minor omissions. They viewed
the permitting process as frustrating and time consuming.
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For-profit developers we interviewed were more circumspect about the local permitting
process. They confirmed that the process is taking longer because of the pace of
development in Washoe County. There is a problem with staff turnover and backlogs of
applications. At the same time, developers observed that permitting is much easier in
Washoe County and particularly the urban jurisdictions than in the adjoining rural
counties. The process here is relatively predictable and there is a high level of
professionalism among staff.
For their part, local administrators observe that the application submissions of small and
inexperienced developers “need better coordination:”
The architect should be taking the lead. [The Building Department] can’t
perform if the plans are not complete. We have a single job—either approve or
disapprove of plans.
Local administrators offered to assist affordable housing developers with negotiating the
review process and troubleshooting when issues arise. One official observed that the
Building Department’s role in the public approval process is relatively limited. “[We do
not] get involved until the permit application is made, which is usually late in the design
process. It might take two years to get the entitlement approvals prior to applying for a
building permit.”
d. Barriers to Infill Development
Sprawl is easier than developing within the McCarran ring—easier and cheaper.
Our policies tend to promote sprawl. For instance, the lack of good public
transportation means that we have to use cars to get around.
Infill is also a difficult form of development. The development codes are geared
towards “Greenfield” development; that is, development on the fringes of the City
on undisturbed land. The set-backs, open space requirements, landscape
requirements, fee structure is all based upon a suburban model. When faced with
the obstacles, developers just say, “forget it, I’ll find something to develop in
Lemmon Valley.”
Infill parcels within the urbanized portions of Washoe County are ideal locations for
affordable and workforce housing, because of the proximity to jobs and public transit.
However, infill parcels are often more difficult to develop for many of the reasons
identified above including: land cost and speculation; the possible need for zoning
approvals and regulatory relief; difficulty with parcel assembly; messy title and utility
issues; odd-shaped parcels and other development constraints; and potential
neighborhood opposition.
A number of those we interviewed thought that local government could be doing more to
promote infill development, which in turn could have a positive impact on affordable
housing production. The Truckee Meadows Regional Planning Agency recently
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completed a report on barriers to infill development, which provides recommendations on
improving the coordination of local governments and the private sector in developing
underutilized infill parcels.7
3. Financing Barriers
Participants also identified a multitude of financing barriers to affordable housing
development, many of which are a direct result of the changes in the development
environment identified above.
a. Projects Do Not Pencil
The main obstacle to building additional housing, particularly rental housing, is that the
projects are no longer financially viable. Because of increases in land costs, water rights,
construction costs and fees, the margins on each unit are getting thinner. As one
developer observed, “All of the low-hanging fruit has been picked.”
Based upon the gap analysis in the previous chapter, a household at 80% of area median
income (or $50,960 for a family of four) can afford a house selling for approximately
$180,000. However, based upon our interviews with developers, it is now costing in
excess of this amount in direct costs (land, water, hard costs construction, soft costs and
fees), not including profits, to produce a modest detached single-family home.
New market rate rental production has been stalled for several years. While rents have
increased about 20% since 2000, increases in both development and operating costs over
this period make new production infeasible. The Village at Idlewild project, which began
construction in 2005, was actually planned as new market-rate rental housing. However,
based upon the changes in the market environment, the developer stopped work midconstruction, and reconfigured the housing as luxury condominiums.
Virtually the only new rental production in Washoe County since 2000 has been
subsidized housing using the State multi-family tax-exempt bond program and federal
Low Income Housing Tax Credits. These two sources of financing account for
approximately 2,200 of the approximately 6,000 units of multi-family housing permits
issued in Washoe County between 2000 and 2005. We suspect that the majority of the
remaining permits are associated with new high-end condominium projects and
conversions. However, as will be noted below, the subsidy from the bond program is no
longer deep enough for new projects to be viable.

7

A Survey of Infill Barriers and Best Practices for the Truckee Meadows Region, prepared by Clarion
Associates / CFA for the Truckee Meadows Regional Planning Agency (May 2006)
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b. Interest Rate Increases
There are lots of variable rate loan products out there. You’re going to see some
people losing their homes in six months—distressed sales. Money, of course, is
another limiting factor.
The homeownership boom in the 1990s and early 2000s was driven to a large extent by
low interest rates. Participants expressed concern that homeownership will become even
less attainable in the coming years as interest rates increase and incomes remain flat.
They cited concerns about risky interest-only or variable-rate financing products that are
being used by some buyers to enter the homeownership market. Respondents also cited a
need for new below-market rate and gap financing subsidy programs in order to serve
moderate- to middle-income buyers in the future.
c. Poor Credit
Participants also pointed to poor credit and the need for more financial literacy training as
enduring barriers to homeownership.
4. Barriers Specific to Affordable Housing Production
In this final section of the chapter, we detail barriers to housing production that are
specific to the affordable housing industry, including lack of subsidy, community
opposition, lack of development capacity or scale, and the overall complexity of the
affordable housing development process. We begin with a discussion of the political
environment in which affordable housing development is carried out in Washoe County.
Many participants saw this as perhaps the primary barrier to new production, and the one
that needs to be addressed first in order for other positive change to occur.
a. Leadership
Affordable housing is not a big mystery if it’s something you want to do. We’re
suffering from adolescence in this region – growing pains. We can’t admit to not
knowing everything and accepting examples of other successful markets. The
commitment may be improving, through this study and ACR-11, but if the
leadership is serious about this issue, ideas need to be vetted with community
input.
The governments have not taken this effort on as passion. They need to offer
incentives and show that they are dedicated to the need.
We need a vision. Where are the workforce centers? Where does the housing
need to be to serve the employees?
Perhaps the most commonly cited barrier by participants was the lack of leadership on the
issue of affordable housing in the community. Respondents commented that affordability
did not appear to be high priority among public officials and high-level staff, when
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competing against other pressing issues such as downtown redevelopment, tourism,
business development, regional growth and annexation, and water availability.
Traditionally, the issue of affordable housing has been addressed through the Washoe
County HOME Consortium and the Inter-Local Agreements between Reno, Sparks and
Washoe County that were forged in creating the Consortium. A number of respondents,
including interviewees who are members of the Technical Review Committee (TRC),
which acts in an advisory capacity to the Consortium, thought that the TRC and the
Consortium is not currently empowered to take a leadership role on affordable housing in
the community. They saw the Consortium as solely a vehicle for distributing the annual
allocations of HUD HOME and state Housing Trust Funds.
Interviewees saw a need for leadership on housing at higher levels of government, and
among top management within the jurisdictions. As one person observed, “planning and
community development staff should be evaluated based upon their performance in
expanding affordable housing opportunities. It should be part of their annual job
review.” Respondents also expressed concern that affordable housing have a “seat at the
table” as local leaders address other development barriers, such as land, water, and
zoning.
b. Housing Planning
There is a noticeable disconnect and lack of cooperation between the local
agencies as well as the regional agencies. They seem to have their own agenda
and are unwilling to work together.
There’s a lack of coordination. It feels like we’re all stirring up the same stew. I
don’t see a vision. Where are the development opportunities? Where will the
housing be located?
Related to this, respondents saw a great need for more and better housing planning.
Traditionally, the cities of Reno and Sparks have used the HUD Consolidated Plan to
address the affordable housing needs of their jurisdictions. Locally, this process has been
coordinated through the Washoe County HOME Consortium.
In 1995, the Nevada Legislature passed Assembly Bill (AB) 506, which amended
Nevada’s Planning law, Nevada Revised Statutes (NRS) 278.160, the Master Plan, to also
include a “Housing Plan,” also referred to as a “Housing Element.”
Implemented in October 1995, AB 506 mandated that the Master Plan include a Housing
Element. The Housing Element must include, but is not limited to:
•
•
•

An inventory of housing conditions, needs and plans and procedures for
improving housing standards and for providing adequate housing.
An inventory of affordable housing in the community.
An analysis of the demographic characteristics of the community.
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•
•
•
•
•

A determination of the present and prospective need for affordable housing in the
community.
An analysis of any impediments to the development of affordable housing and the
development of policies to mitigate those impediments.
An analysis of the characteristics of the land that is the most appropriate for the
construction of affordable housing.
An analysis of the needs and appropriate methods for the construction of
affordable housing or the conversion or rehabilitation of existing housing to
affordable housing.
A plan for maintaining and developing affordable housing to meet the housing
needs of the community.

While AB 506 was a step in the right direction, the bill left many items unattended. For
example, AB 506 contains no deadline for compliance, it lacks a mechanism for state
review of the housing elements, and it is only required in counties whose population is
100,000 or more.
A key issue is the lack of a mechanism for review and compliance, beyond the existing
Regional Plan Compliance Review. One interviewee stated that he did “not think that the
Housing Elements are particularly useful planning tools, or that local staff have the time
or incentive to create and use them thoughtfully:
It’s just something else we have to do. We’ll typically just take the land use plan,
and say that that satisfies the NRS requirements in terms of a Population Element,
Conservation Element, and Housing Element.
In some states, the creation and enforcement of the housing plan or element is a prerequisite for the receipt of other state monies.
The initial housing element for the City of Reno was approved with its Master Plan in
March 1997. The housing plan referenced the Washoe County HOME Consortium AB
506 Affordable Housing Study as the “analytical document” for preparing the housing
plan. The plan does address the major components required in AB 506, but since the plan
has not been updated since 1997, it is unclear how the housing plan is utilized as a local
planning tool. The Housing Elements for Sparks and Washoe County are also outdated.
The significance of the housing plan may be increasing as the local jurisdictions are
preparing to update their respective housing plans in the coming year. The Sparks City
Council voted unanimously in February 2006 to accept a grant award of $20,000 from
Charles Schwab Bank to supplement the development of the affordable housing
component in the Sparks Master Plan update. The Master Plan update is a high priority
of the Sparks City Council and funding has been allocated for the update in the upcoming
fiscal year. Both Reno and Washoe County also recently received grants from Schwab
Bank to update their Housing Elements. And, the three jurisdictions plan to coordinate
their data collection and housing planning.
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Respondents also noted that housing planning needs to be carried out on a regional basis.
While the character of housing affordability and the strategies for addressing barriers may
be different for each jurisdiction, there needs to be a shared purpose and responsibility.
c. Need for Education
We need more education campaigns, so that business people and government
officials see it in their self-interest to support affordable housing…[The] arts
community is very good at making the link between arts and economic
development. When cities spend money on their arts infrastructure there is a
return in terms of volume of visitors and quality of life for local residents… We
need to make affordable housing more acceptable in the public eye.
Related to this, many interviewees saw a need for greater education about what
affordable and workforce housing are, and the place of affordable housing in the local
economy. Advocates, planners and public officials need to do a better job a describing the
current affordability gap in Washoe County, and the impact of housing costs on quality of
life, on schools, and on the ability to attract new businesses to the region.
There are also many myths about affordable housing circulating in the community:
affordable housing lowers property values in the surrounding neighborhood; the
occupants of affordable housing are different from you and me; affordable housing is
“the projects.” Advocates, planners and public officials can dispel these myths by
accurately portraying the “face” of affordable housing: service employees, seniors on a
fixed income, working families.
d. Community Opposition
NIMBY is a problem. But it can almost always be overcome. We bring residents
to our existing developments to show them what they look like. People are afraid
that you’re project is going to devalue their property, which is not the case.
Neighborhood opposition to all affordable housing, other than senior projects,
has always been a problem. The more affordable the development, the stronger
the opposition. The opposition to affordable housing often is couched as
opposition to growth.
Among the barriers specific to affordable housing production, community opposition
stood out as one of the most pervasive. Because multi-family housing projects often
require zoning relief, a neighborhood review process and public hearing is usually
required.
Some affordable housing developers we interviewed acknowledged that neighborhood
opposition to projects was a problem, but thought that most projects ended up going
forward anyway—even if a denial by the Planning Commission had to be reversed at the
City Council level. Others saw community opposition to affordable housing—often
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couched in terms traffic impact or impact on schools—as a far more serious problem. At
least one developer told us that he put an affordable family housing development on hold
because of the intensity of neighborhood opposition and the developer concessions
finally being requested by the Planning Board.
NIMBY, or “Not in My Backyard” is an acronym that has been used for decades to
describe the attitude that many residents feel when new and more dense development
encroaches on their neighborhood. According a Truckee Meadows Regional Planning
Agency report on Incentives and Barriers to Infill Development, “the neighbors are
concerned that the safety, health and well being of residents of the area will be
compromised by the development. Neighbors may be opposed to infill due to perceptions
of increased traffic and parking concerns, particularly if parking is already inadequate.”8
This issue can deter developers from attempting certain projects and it can also lead to
delays in approval processes.
e. Subsidy
The barrier is all subsidy. Developers cannot make money on affordable housing.
We need to find new ways to access resources.
With the allocation of tax credits as a function of population growth, it is difficult
to even get one project per year built in Washoe County…The cost per unit is
going up, meaning the same credits result in less units produced each year.
Affordable housing developers also pointed to a lack of subsidy as an important barrier to
producing additional affordable housing units.
They point out that as housing development costs rise, the same limited amount of
subsidy available in Washoe County will produce fewer units. In addition, most state
resources are allocated based upon regional population. So, as Clark County’s share of
the state population increases, proportionately more resources—tax credits, tax-exempt
volume cap, Trust Fund monies—are transferred from Washoe County to Clark
County—even as Washoe County continues to grow at a steady clip.
The current 9% Low Income Housing Tax Credit set-aside for Washoe County ($610,556
in 2006) provides enough subsidy to produce approximately 45 units of affordable rental
housing a year. The state Multi-Family Bond Program, historically the primary generator
of affordable rental housing across the state, has been inactive in Washoe County since
2004, because the level of subsidy is insufficient to allow projects to pencil.
It is worth noting that the Federal role in affordable housing production in Washoe
County is limited, for all practical purposes, to the HUD HOME program, which is
distributed through the Washoe County HOME Consortium. The state Low-Income
Housing Trust Fund dollars, which are collected by the state through a real estate transfer
8

Incentives and Barriers to Infill Development, Truckee Meadows Regional Planning Agency, September
2005, page 10.
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tax, are pooled with the HOME funds each year and distributed through an annual
competitive allocation process. Together, these two sources of funds comprise
approximately $3.0 million annually.
The HUD HOME funds and state Housing Trust Funds provide vital gap financing on
multi-family rental projects that also may have tax credit and/or bond financing. The
subsidy per unit usually ranges from $5,000 to $25,000, or only a fraction of the total
development cost per unit. Rent restricted affordable housing developments that include
HUD HOME funds as part of their financing are also eligible under state statute to
receive a property tax exemption, which is sometimes of more value to the project than
the actual award of HOME funds.
The HUD HOME funds and state Housing Trust Funds are also used by local community
groups for rental assistance to special needs populations, such as the formerly homeless,
and as down payment assistance to low-income (at < 80% of AMI) first time
homebuyers. Because of the significant amount of subsidy required to place a household
below 80% of AMI into a median priced home in Washoe County, estimated at $134,885
in Chapter II, the first-time homebuyer assistance is of limited use in today’s market.
These financing programs—HUD HOME funds, state Housing Trust Funds, Low-Income
Housing Tax Credits, Tax-Exempt Bond Financing, the local property tax exemption, and
to a lesser extent, grants from the Federal Home Loan Bank Affordable Housing
Program—constitute the primary tools available to affordable housing developers in
Washoe County. They are heavily oversubscribed, and because of the dramatic changes
in the development environment (land, water, construction costs, fees) produce only a
handful of units each year. Additional subsidy is required in order to address the
significant housing need identified in the previous chapter.
f. Lack of Development Capacity and Competition
In this environment, the large homebuilders have a significant advantage. They
can bankroll projects much farther in advance than the smaller builders—invest
in large tracts of land, invest in water rights. These investments smooth out the
highs and lows of the market and result in a more predictable development
process. Small developers are plagued by fits and stops as the market changes.
Affordable housing developers may have a harder time going through the
entitlement process. They don’t typically have the relationships with the members
of the planning commission [that larger developers have]. The large developers
have all sorts of connections. They can pull strings when they need to.
The financing for affordable housing is extremely complicated. There is a string
of financing tools that are tough to coordinate – timing of deadlines and other
requirements are inconsistent. Development of affordable housing takes a
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business model with a specialized skill set. In this case, we have very few people
that know the system and therefore no competition in the market.
The dominance of one or two affordable housing developers could be causing a
lack of diversity and competition in our region.
On the [Washoe County HOME Consortium] Technical Review Committee, we
see the same developers over and over again. The labor pool for affordable
housing is incredibly shallow. There’s a pretty small community fighting for the
same dollars. We’ve got to find a different model.
Those we interviewed saw a need for more capacity in the affordable housing
development community in Washoe County. They pointed out that most housing
production is carried out by only a few entities, resulting in a lack of competition and
depth of knowledge in the community, and little incentive to innovate. On the other
hand, because of the very limited resources currently available to support affordable
housing, it is unclear whether Washoe County could support a broader range of
developers.
Some we interviewed would like to see more participation by the large for-profit
homebuilders in the production of affordable or workforce housing. They reason that
larger developers might bring economies of scale and experience that could reduce the
per unit cost of development and the need for subsidy. However, given the complexity
and constraints of the affordable housing development process—the funding restrictions,
the community process, the limits of profit—many we interviewed thought it unlikely
that a conventional homebuilder would voluntarily enter the affordable housing arena.
g. Other Development Barriers
Other development barriers specific to affordable housing development identified by
interviewees included the complexity of the affordable housing development process, the
lack of predevelopment funds, the government regulations that are tied with the
affordable housing subsidies, and the relatively slim margin on projects that acts as a
deterrent to taking on new projects.
Complexity—Newcomers to the affordable housing development are shocked by the
complexity of the process: layering multiple funding sources, each with their own
requirements; managing a community and political process to obtain funding and public
approvals; marketing tax credits to an investor and negotiating the business terms of a
Partnership; orchestrating a closing and starting construction within a mandated time
period. Participants noted that in the current heated development environment in Washoe
County it is increasingly challenging to carry out affordable housing development
projects and meet funding deadlines.
Predevelopment Funding—Respondents identified a need for predevelopment sources for
affordable housing projects in Washoe County. It is very difficult for small, non-profit
developers to participate in projects because of the need to bankroll projects as you go.
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Developers also need a ready source of cash to purchase land for projects as it becomes
available. Because land at reasonable prices is difficult to come by, it is increasingly
difficult for affordable housing developers to option parcels for long periods while they
obtain their other project financing.
Regulations—Several interviewees mentioned government regulations that are tied to the
affordable housing subsidies as an additional barrier to development. For instance,
Redevelopment Authority funds in excess of $100,000 automatically triggers state
prevailing wage on an affordable housing construction project, adding significant cost
and undermining the addition of the subsidy. Similarly, some respondents thought that
the energy efficiency, “Green Building,” and project amenity requirements imposed on
state Low Income Housing Tax Credit and Multi-Family Bond Program rental housing
projects were onerous and resulted in fewer units (though of higher quality) produced
through these programs.
Slim Margins—Finally, interviewees commented on the increasing difficultly in
structuring affordable housing deals and in operating tax credit projects. One interviewer
pointed out that rents on tax credit projects have not gone up in five years while operating
costs, as a result of insurance, utility and other cost increases, have increased steadily,
resulting in operating losses for owners. The tax credit rents are tied to HUD Area
Median Income limits, which have been flat since 2000, as observed in the last chapter.
A non-profit homebuilder observed that her agency is having to take a loss on each unit
produced in order to serve its target population.
In the next chapter, we will present strategies for removing barriers to affordable housing
production as recommended by the key informants.

78

CHAPTER IV: STRATEGIES FOR REMOVING BARRIERS
Introduction
In this chapter, we present twenty-two strategies for removing barriers and promoting the
development of affordable housing in Washoe County. These ideas, which come directly
from our interviews with key informants, fall broadly into four categories, addressing
political, regulatory, development, and financial barriers. A summary of this chapter can
be found in the matrix in the Introduction, which includes an inventory of development
barriers, a list of strategies for addressing barriers, and provides examples of “best
practices,” here in Washoe County, and from around the country. This “toolkit” of
barriers removal strategies includes:
Political Barriers
Strategy #1. Stakeholders Task Force
Strategy #2. Update Housing Elements
Strategy #3. Statewide Housing Database
Strategy #4. Advocacy and Coalition Building
Strategy #5. Education Campaign
Regulatory Barriers
Strategy #6. Waive and/or Reduce Fees
Strategy #7. Fast-Track Review Process
Strategy #8. Create More Flexible Zoning
Strategy #9. Relax Subdivision Design Guidelines
Strategy #10. Inclusionary Housing
Development Barriers
Strategy #11. Inventory Available Parcels
Strategy #12. Donation or Lease of Public Lands
Strategy #13. Set-Aside of Water Rights
Strategy #14. Alternative Building Materials or Methods
Strategy #15. Rehabilitation/Preservation
Strategy #16. Promote Density
Strategy #17. “Sweat Equity”
Strategy #18. Build Development Capacity/Partnerships
Financial Barriers
Strategy #19. Additional Subsidy
Strategy #20. Better Coordination of Existing Subsidy
Strategy #21. Predevelopment Loan Program
Strategy #22. Financial Literacy and Credit Counseling
Some of the above strategies are universal to all housing production. By reducing the
barriers to development, presumably more housing will be built and the cost per unit will
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go down. In a competitive market, some modest cost savings would also be passed on to
the consumer.
A number of the strategies are specific to the affordable housing industry, and to
promoting the production of affordable housing serving households below 80% of area
median income (AMI) and workforce or attainable housing serving households between
80% and 120% of AMI.
In this chapter, we discuss these barriers removal strategies, drawing again upon the
voices of those we interviewed. The final section, Chapter V, includes over a dozen “best
practices” case studies, providing innovative examples of how Washoe County and other
locales are working to remove development barriers and address the need for affordable
housing in their communities.
Political Barriers
We start with a number of strategies that fall broadly under the rubric of addressing
political barriers to the production of affordable housing. According to those we
interviewed, affordable housing needs to be elevated to a higher priority by public
officials and high-level staff in Washoe County. There is a need for more consistent and
dedicated housing planning, which is carried out on a regional basis. In addition,
interviewees said that there is a need for more education about what affordable and work
force housing are, and the nexus between affordable housing and economic development,
quality of life, education, and the environment.
Barriers Removal Strategies:
Strategy #1. Stakeholders Task Force
The governor should appoint people from private industry to sit down and identify
areas where they can perform. Nobody is on the same page currently. New
initiatives have to come from the top…
We need a vision. Where are the workforce centers? Where does the housing
need to be to serve the employees?
The community needs to set affordable housing as a real goal.
…[you need to] get the support of the Builders’ Association, realtors, and the
business community for anything to happen…
A number of those we interviewed saw the need for more discussion and awareness of
the issue of housing affordability among community and business leaders. They cited the
need for a “high-level task force” to broaden the constituency in support of affordable
housing and press for needed change.
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While there was general agreement that this is “how things get done” in Washoe County,
there was also some concern among affordable housing developers and advocates, that
they also play a key role in these deliberations, and that their core issues, providing
housing for low-income and special needs populations, are not dropped along the way.
Several cited the example of the recent Clark County Workforce Housing Task Force as a
cautionary tale of what can happen if minority voices are not heard. In early
deliberations, the priorities of the Task Force quickly shifted from “affordable housing,”
serving households below 80% of area median income, where there is the greatest need,
to what is being referred to as “workforce” or “attainable” housing serving households
with incomes from 80% to 120% of area median income—in effect, homeownership for
middle income households. Affordable housing developers and advocates in southern
Nevada found themselves in a defensive position, having to protect the very limited
public subsidies from being spread more thinly in order to serve middle-income
households.
On the other hand, a Stakeholders Task Force can be a useful way to educate community
leaders and the broader population about the local housing needs and the issue of
development barriers. The process can also be used to build consensus on specific
strategies to address barriers, like those discussed in this chapter.
Recently, the City of Reno took the lead to establish a Regional Task Force on Housing
that will include representatives from different segments of the community with a vested
interest in housing affordability, including small and large business owners, the schools
and university, utility companies, builders, realtors, financial institutions, and affordable
housing developers and operators. The activities of this group may include:
•

Researching affordable and attainable housing needs in the community, housing
program design, and resource availability;

•

Identifying the affordable and attainable housing activities underway or recently
completed;

•

Collecting information to identify gaps in information, services, etc.; and,

•

Reporting to governing boards of all three jurisdictions on findings and
recommendations regarding possible options to improve the housing system
and/or ways to improve collaboration and coordination of activities related to
housing within our community.

(See Best Practices case study #1 Silicon Valley Leadership Group and #2 Envision Utah
in Chapter V.)
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Strategy #2. Update Housing Elements
We need to think about the location of low-income housing [in the community],
and plan ahead.
A set of policy options could be presented to the Commission and make them
decide. The Housing Element update is a good vehicle to do that. The
Commission needs to continually discuss and learn about the options.
The Housing Element should be a more useful document – one that is on the desk
of every planner. It should be continually updated, provide measurable goals,
provide back-up for decisions.
How do you put teeth into the Housing Element? Could performance on the
housing element be tied to other state resources?
As noted in the previous chapter, there is a need for more and better housing planning,
which is carried out on a regional basis.
The framework for this planning is already in place. Nevada Revised Statute (NRS)
278.160 amended Nevada’s Planning law in 1995 to require a Housing Element as part of
the Master or General Plan. However, the current Housing Elements in Reno, Sparks,
and Washoe County are outdated. As noted by staff, they have not been an integral part
of the land use planning process.
The three local jurisdictions are currently beginning the process of updating their
Housing Elements. Interviewees thought that the Housing Element could be a useful
vehicle in identifying new land for affordable housing, near infrastructure, public transit,
and services, and in preserving the existing stock of affordable, rent-restricted units.
Several of those we interviewed also said that they would like to see a monitoring and
enforcement mechanism associated with the Housing Element. For instance, in some
states, progress on reducing regulatory barriers and meeting affordable housing
production goals is tied to the distribution of other state monies. One interviewee
observed that public planning staff would take the Housing Element far more seriously if
their job performance were evaluated based upon the jurisdiction’s progress at meeting
affordable housing goals. Several also pointed to the need for dedicated housing
planning staff within local government.
(See Best Practices case study #3: Oregon Housing Model in Chapter V.)
Strategy #3. Statewide Housing Database
Related to the Housing Element, interviewees discussed the need for current housing data
on a statewide basis, in order to guide land use planning decisions and substantiate the
need for additional housing resources.
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As we observed in Chapter II, most housing data in Nevada derives from the decennial
U.S. Census, which was last carried out in 1999. While some rent and home sales data is
available on a current basis in urban areas, there is no cross-tabulation with household
income in order to measure housing cost burden. And even rent and sales data is sketchy
in the rural counties. Interviewees also pointed to the need for a better inventory of our
rent-restricted and accessible rental housing stock in order to ensure its preservation and
match qualifying tenants with available units. They observed that most Federal funding
applications require detailed community needs information. Without current housing
data, Nevada might lose critical housing and social service grants.
Assembly Concurrent Resolution (ACR) #11, passed in the 2005 Nevada Legislative
Session, created the Legislative Subcommittee to Study the Availability and Inventory of
Affordable Housing. The Subcommittee, which met in six sessions over the winter and
spring of 2006, is recommending the creation and funding of a Statewide Housing
Database that will be maintained by the University of Nevada, Reno Small Business
Development Center and the University of Nevada, Las Vegas Center for Business and
Economic Research.
The Statewide Housing Database will collect and organize existing housing data from a
variety of sources including U.S. Census, County Assessor, Multiple Listing Service
home sales, business licenses, building permits, the State Demographer, and information
from the Nevada Housing Division and local housing providers. The researchers will
also use phone survey techniques to update the Census data between decades.
The Work Session Document prepared by the ACR-11 Legislative Subcommittee is
available on-line at:
http://www.leg.state.nv.us/73rd/Interim/Studies/Housing/
The recommendations, in the form of bill drafts, will be taken up by the full legislature
during the 2007 session.
Strategy #4. Advocacy and Coalition Building
The number of affordable housing discussions and initiatives taking place in the
region is creating a synchronicity not recently seen in the area. The support of
affordable housing is becoming more critical as the housing prices climb.
Interviewees stressed the need for vigorous and on-going advocacy to keep affordable
housing near the top of the agenda at the state and local level. Over the last twenty years,
Nevada has witnessed periods of effective advocacy, resulting in new legislation and
resources for affordable housing. Some of the fruits of this labor include:
•

the creation of the Low Income Housing Trust Fund, in the 1989 legislative
session;
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•

a mechanism for capitalizing the Trust Fund through a real estate transfer tax
equal to $.10 of every $500 unencumbered assessed value, in the 1991 legislative
session;

•

the creation of a property tax exemption for affordable rental developments that
receive HUD HOME funds, NRS 361.082, also in the 1991 legislative session;

•

the requirement that local jurisdictions prepare a Housing Element as part of their
Master Plan or General Plan, NRS 278.160, created in the 1995 legislative
session;

•

the amendment of NRS 278 Planning and Zoning in 1999 (NRS 278.250) to allow
local jurisdictions to use “any controls relating to land use or principles of zoning
that the governing body determines to be appropriate, including, without
limitation, density bonuses, inclusionary zoning and minimum density zoning,” in
order to promote affordable housing production and other public benefits;

•

the creation of the Fund for Energy Assistance and Conservation, the product of
AB 661 in the 2001 legislative session; and,

•

the above mentioned Legislative Subcommittee to Study the Availability and
Inventory of Affordable Housing, ACR11, passed in the 2005 legislative session.

Each of these affordable housing victories were the product of effective coalition
building, advocacy, and education of community leaders and public officials. For
instance, a number of these new state housing programs were created in order to leverage
federal funds. After the passage of the Cranston-Gonzales National Affordable Housing
Act in 1989, which created the HUD HOME program, affordable housing projects were
required to provide a match in order to receive the Federal HOME funds. Advocates
could effectively point to the potential loss of tens of millions of dollars in Federal funds
unless the state was willing to come to the table.
Many of those we interviewed thought that the conditions were right to begin a new
affordable housing campaign. They pointed to the many concurrent activities in Washoe
County—committees, legislative groups, coalitions—to address affordable housing, by
EDAWN, the Reno-Sparks Chamber of Commerce, the Nevada Housing Coalition, the
Reno Area Alliance for the Homeless, the Reno-Sparks Association of Realtors, the
Nevada Banker’s Collaborative, and local jurisdictions.
Strategy #5. Education Campaign
The County Commission established affordable housing as a strategic priority
this year. They are required to make “substantial progress” on the issue.
[However,] the planning staff has only one person devoted half time to the issue.
The County needs a specialized skill set and continuous training and at least a
full- time position and one other staff member working on this.
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Educate/cross train public employees.
Educate local government jurisdictions and decision-makers as to the affordable
housing challenges within each jurisdiction. Foster political will to meet the
challenges.
Finally, interviewees pointed to the need for continuing education about what affordable
and workforce housing are, and the nexus between affordable housing, quality of life,
education, and the environment.
Some of the proposed strategies included:
•

Educating public officials, staff, and the public about the role of affordable
housing in the local economy and about the impact of development barriers on
housing production;

•

Educating the public about the “face” of affordable housing in Washoe County
(i.e. Who lives in affordable housing? What does affordable housing look like?);
and,

•

Conducting a study on the cost of emergency services versus providing permanent
housing to serve those in need.

(See Best Practices case study #4 Non-Profit Housing Association of Northern
California’s (NPH) “Community Acceptance Tool Box” and #5 Minnesota Housing
Partnership/Fort Collins, Colorado in Chapter V.)
Regulatory Barriers
Regulatory barriers to affordable housing production include the cost of entitlement and
impact fees, overly restrictive land use regulations, the entitlement and permitting
process, and obstacles to urban infill development.
Barriers Removal Strategies:
Strategy #6. Waive and/or Reduce Fees
We need to raise additional money for affordable housing. Let’s figure out
whether the City and State really need all of the fees that they’re charging.
There should be a policy that says if you are complying with affordable housing
regulations then you should have your fees waived or another incentive.
There is currently no reduction in fees or time for affordable housing projects.
Fast tracking and reduced fees have been used elsewhere successfully.
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As noted in the previous chapter, entitlement and impact fees, not including water rights,
can constitute between $8,000 and $12,000 per unit in development cost. A number of
these fees are regressive in nature—for instance, assessing fees on a per unit or per
project basis, without regard to the scale or location of the project, or the actual cost of
providing public services. This approach tends to place a greater fee burden on small,
infill, and affordable housing projects proportionately, compared to suburban Greenfield
development.
Interviewees recommended that local jurisdictions develop processes for waiving,
reducing, or delaying fees based upon a project’s provision of affordable housing units.
This recommendation is also included in the Work Session Document prepared by the
ACR-11 Legislative Subcommittee:
Draft legislation to require local governments to waive impact fees for
developments, projects, or units designated as affordable housing.
Several of those we interviewed believed that jurisdictions have the authority as
Enterprise Fund communities to grant fee waivers without new state legislation. Further
research is required on this issue.
Respondents also recommended that local jurisdictions carry out additional research on
the impact of entitlement and impact fees on housing costs, including the issue of
regressivity. For instance, one interviewee referred to research carried out by the City of
Albuquerque on impact fees. Albuquerque investigated the true cost of extending
infrastructure out to Greenfield development. Those costs were then reflected in higher
impact fees for projects on the outskirts while reducing impact fees on inner city
neighborhoods. This created an incentive to promote infill development.
(See Best Practices case study #6: Santa Fe, New Mexico in Chapter V.)
Strategy #7. Fast-Track Review Process/Ombudsman
Non-profit developers need an ombudsman to help them go through the
development process. We’re not a Centex Homes—they have people who are
dealing with the City every day.
As noted in the previous chapter, the zoning approval and building permit processing
period for the typical multi-family housing project can take a year or more. Because
these projects must perform on a tight time schedule or lose their financing, the process is
a major regulatory barrier.
Interviewees recommended a number of strategies for reducing the zoning and permit
processing period and increasing the predictability of the affordable housing development
process. These included:
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•

Creating a “Red-Flag” team to coordinate the activities of government
departments and utilities;

•

Developing a “fast-track” review process for affordable housing projects,
including requiring a pre-application meeting with the staff of the local
jurisdiction; and,

•

Creating an “ombudsman” position within local government to advocate and
problem-solve on behalf of projects.

Affordable housing projects could have faster review, hearing, appeal and approval
periods, and be on a “fast-track” thereby reducing consultant fees and financing costs.
One developer we interviewed suggested that plans and their movement through the
system could be weighted by either the level of subsidy provided or the price of the
home. The process could also provide for a reduction in approval times; for example,
thirty-day tentative map guarantee.
Key informants that had previous experience in either administering entitlement
approvals or acting on behalf of project owners through the entitlement process suggested
the need for an entitlement ombudsman for affordable housing projects. This
ombudsman would be staffed through the municipal agencies and help affordable
housing projects through the process, thus allowing the developer and their consultant
team to focus on the design and construction. It should be noted that staff of the HOME
Consortium currently play this ombudsman role, assisting affordable housing developers.
On a regional level, interviewees recommended that dedicated staff be assigned from
each agency (even the utilities such as TMWA and SPPCo) to handle the specific issues
associated with affordable housing development. Positions could be designated in
Planning, Engineering, Building Permit and Inspection Departments in order to guide the
developer through the process and the unique regulations and requirements specific to
affordable housing projects.
One interviewee used the example of the former Mark Twain Motel site redevelopment
in Reno as an example of how a local jurisdiction can work with a private developer to
reduce regulatory barriers. In that case, the developer presented the City of Reno with an
innovative concept for a mixed-use residential and commercial development with several
different housing product types. Under the existing zoning of the site, the project would
have required multiple forms of zoning relief in order to proceed. However, the parcel
was also located within a Transit Corridor identified in the 2002 Regional Plan. The City
of Reno, at that time, was in the process of updating its Ordinance to incorporate Transit
Centers and Corridors to conform with the Regional Plan.
Working with the developer, the City created a Special Planning District for the Mark
Twain site, and presented this to the Neighborhood Advisory Board and the Planning
Commission. The land use approvals took three and a half months, instead of what could
have taken two years without the City’s participation. It was a “win-win” for the City
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and the developer, since it achieved mixed-use and high density development on a
strategic and high profile infill parcel.
(See Best Practices case study #7: Orange County, Florida in Chapter V.)
Strategy #8. Creating More Flexible Zoning
Entitlements might be one area where barriers could be removed. Perhaps the
appeals process could go forward at little or no cost. Maybe we need a separate
section of Title18 (the zoning ordinance) just for affordable housing. It would be
good for affordable housing developers if there were some predictability.
Simplify the re-zoning process.
Create more favorable zoning incentives .
Change zoning to achieve higher densities.
Certain zoning changes could make it easier to develop affordable housing
projects.
As noted in Chapter III, most affordable housing projects—which tend to be multi-family
and on urban infill sites—require a Special Use Permit, and often some form of zoning
change. This approval process takes time and money, and adds risk and uncertainty to
the development process. The zoning approval process can also be a vehicle for
neighborhood organizing in opposition to projects.
Interviewees made several recommendations for addressing entitlement barriers to
affordable housing development, including:
•

Creating more “as-of-right” multi-family development opportunities; and,

•

Expanding use of density bonuses, parking reductions, mixed-use districts,
accessory housing, cluster development, and other innovative regulations for
expanding the development of affordable housing projects.

Some sections of the local zoning ordinances are supportive of affordable housing.
Section 18.12.202 of the Reno Ordinance provides a density bonus for both single-family
and multi-family affordable housing development. For instance, a multi-family
residential project can earn a bonus density for including affordable housing, if it
complies with the following standards:
•

Affordable and bonus units have to be comparable and representative of the
overall complex; and,
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•

Public transportation must be located within one-quarter mile of the project
boundaries.

The following density bonus is available:
•

2.5 additional units for each one unit offered to households earning ≤30% of area
median income (AMI);

•

2 additional units for each one unit offered to households earning ≤40% AMI;
and,

•

1.5 additional units for each one unit offered to households earning ≤50% AMI

The maximum density bonus allowed is 25% over the zone district maximum density and
projects must demonstrate that they will continue to meet affordability guidelines for a
period of at least 30 years.
Section 18.12.203 of the Reno Ordinance provides a parking reduction for affordable
housing development applications, again based upon the level of affordability produced.
Density bonuses work by increasing the overall value of a project, thereby making the
provision of affordable housing units more economical. “However,” as a report by the
Municipal Research and Services of Washington comments, “density bonuses alone may
not be sufficient, depending on market conditions, as an incentive to developers:
Cities may want to consider additional incentives such as reduced setbacks, street
frontages, and other cost reducing inducements. Density bonus programs must be
designed on the basis of a thorough understanding of the real estate market to
determine feasibility and to develop appropriate regulations. If current zoning
allows enough density to satisfy current market demand, developers may have no
interest in using a density bonus.9
We note, for instance, that the current density bonus and parking reduction ordinances in
the City of Reno have only been used by traditional affordable housing developers. So
the schedule of benefits have not been great enough to entice other developers to
participate voluntarily.
The new Regional Center and Transit Oriented Development (TOD) overlay districts
being implemented by the City of Reno and the City of Sparks will also play a positive
role in reducing regulatory barriers. The Truckee Meadows Regional Plan (adopted
2002) defines the following Downtown and Regional Centers as well as the following

9

Municpal Research and Services Center of Washington - “Affordable Housing Techniques: A Primer for
Local Government Officials”, March 1992 - Report No. 22
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Transit-Oriented Development Corridors, which the City of Reno and City of Sparks
must further define:
Downtown and Regional Center Plans
• Downtown Reno Center
• Downtown Sparks Center
• Meadowood Center
• Washoe Center
• Reno-Tahoe Airport Center
• UNR Center
• Dandini Center
• Stead Center
• Redfield Center
TOD’s (Transit Oriented Development Corridors)
• Virginia Street (south to Mt. Rose Hwy)
• Virginia Street (north to Stead Blvd.)
• Fourth Street (west to I-80)
• Fourth Street (east downtown Sparks to Vista)
• Mill Street
Those jurisdictions have been in the process of creating and approving these new plans
within the last year.
Within those Regional Center or TOD plans, there must be a mix of uses including higher
density residential development, commercial and mixed-use directed towards the centers
and transit corridors and circulation that promotes a pedestrian friendly environment and
integrated transit opportunities.
In terms of affordable housing, this can provide a multitude of options for higher density
multi-family developments with less intense entitlement encumbrances. For example,
many of the approved or proposed Plans call for a mixed-use zoning designation that
would allow most projects to move through entitlements without going through the
discretionary review process. That saves time and money normally spent on Special Use
Permits or Variances.
The Downtown Reno Regional Center Plan creates a mixed-use zone for the bulk of
downtown Reno. In this zone, however, there are specialty districts to preserve the
particular character of an area. There are 5 districts: Entertainment District, Truckee
River District, California Avenue District, Wells Avenue District, and Keystone Avenue
District. The minimum density for new construction is 21 units per acre in the Truckee
River and California Avenue Districts. Keystone and Wells Avenue Districts target a
minimum of 30 units per acre while the Entertainment District should provide a
minimum of 45 units per acre for multi-family developments. Along with other more
flexible requirements—which include a “mix of uses,” shared or reduced parking, and
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access to transportation—the Downtown Regional Center Plan should make development
processes and approvals much smoother.
The City of Sparks has three Emerging Employment Centers planned for 1) Southern
Spanish Springs, 2) East Truckee River Canyon and 3) East Sparks. These allow for
mixed-use, higher density development around transit nodes and corridors, enabling
reduced single occupancy vehicle commuter travel. Sparks is currently working with a
consultant to establish its TOD. The TOD will include Prater Way, downtown, and
extend to Vista – creating four distinct areas within the TOD. These areas have unique
circulation, density and zoning requirements based on the context and potential
development along those routes.
However, in some cases there are regulations in these new Regional Center or Corridor
Plans that may either be too restrictive or neglect to consider the physical, environmental
or contextual constraints. For example, the Dandini Regional Center Plan (at and around
the TMCC and DRI campuses) proposes a mixed-use (MU) zone throughout its area and
a minimum of 14 residential units per acre and a Floor Area Ratio (FAR) of .75 for nonresidential uses. In an area that was once residentially zoned with 2.5 acre residential
lots, 15,000 SF single family lots as well as multi-family (14 dwelling units/acre) lots,
this could have the potential to increase the housing density significantly.
But with an understanding of the location and topography of this regional center, the
major constraints of this land become apparent. There are significant hillsides, ridgelines
and rock formations as well as the US-395 corridor and railroad easements to account for,
which the plan doesn’t clearly address. The plan only mentions that development should
“demonstrate an effort to retain the natural features of the area.” Developers may have
the ability to build on slopes and ridgelines due to the unclear language of the
code—doing so at the community’s peril. So, where the allowable density may have
increased on paper, the reality is that there may be very little advantage to this area being
designated as a “Regional Center.”
Generally, the updated regulations are creating a more flexible environment for
developers. On the other hand, the new regulations include no affordability requirements
or incentives, and can act to undermine the existing density bonuses on the books. Over
time, these regulations should be monitored for their applicability with changing
economic and social forces. The Truckee Meadows Regional Planning Agency has
established guidelines for a periodic review of its regulations by which each affected
agency must comply. It states that “by April 1st each year, Local Governments and
Affected Entities will evaluate their progress on the goals of the Regional Plan and
submit annual reports as described by regulation for review by the Regional Planning
Commission and the Regional Planning Governing Board.”10 Ideally, this will keep the
regulations current and applicable to the needs of the community.

10

Goal 4.4, Planning Principle #4: Regional Plan Implementation, 2002 Truckee Meadows Regional Plan,
Version 6.
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Cluster development is another a good way to make the most out of environmentally
sensitive lands or problem infill sites. “A cluster subdivision generally sites houses on
smaller parcels of land, while the additional land that would have been allocated to
individual lots is converted to common shared open space for the subdivision residents.
Typically, road frontage, lot size, setbacks, and other traditional subdivision regulations
are redefined to permit the developer to preserve ecologically sensitive areas, historical
sites, or other unique characteristics of the land being subdivided.”11 It is an alternative to
traditional forms of subdivisions or housing developments and, therefore, requires
additional time and education for building officials. Because there is a common open
space, there also needs to be some form of Homeowner’s Association to maintain the
common areas. However, with its few disadvantages, cluster developments allow smaller
lots sizes, shared open space and are typically less harmful to the environment. It can
also be an alternative for affordable housing strategies where small lot sizes can be
supplemented by valuable open space as an amenity.
In the City of Reno Municipal Code, cluster development requires a Special Use Permit
for all single-family zoning designations. However, the definition of SF-4 (single family
residential 4,000 sf) includes as its main purpose to “provide for small lot and clustered
single-family subdivisions.” 12 There seems to be a disconnect between their policies and
the code, which may both confuse developers and make it difficult to navigate the
entitlement process. There are ways (see Seattle, WA Municipal Code) to create policies
that advocate the use of cluster developments.
(See Best Practices case study #8: Massachusetts Comprehensive Permit Law, Chapter
40B in Chapter V.)
Strategy #9. Relax Subdivision Design Guidelines
There could be some attempt to modify the standards for road widths, setback and
connectivity. The County is currently updating the transportation and land use
plan. Language in the code can encourage true neighborhood development.
Narrowing the streets, removing cul-de-sacs, making roads pedestrian and bike
friendly, encouraging mixed use.
Planning standards can also be modified to accommodate higher density neighborhoods
or projects. Interviewees recommended that street widths, sidewalks, parking
requirements, adjacency and setbacks all be reviewed by local jurisdiction in order to
reduce development costs and promote a more pedestrian-oriented environment.
The Millennium development built by Landmark Communities in Carson City is a good
example of relaxing planning and infrastructure requirements in order to reduce the per
unit cost of development. This project, located on Molly Drive and developed in 2000,
consists of detached single-family homes from 750 square feet to 1,200 square feet. The
11

Ohio State University Fact Sheet CDFS-1270-99 Land Use Series by Thomas W. Blaine and Peggy
Schear
12
City of Reno Municipal Code, Title 18: Annexation and Land Development, 18.08-3(7)
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starter homes are of Victorian design, with 0’ lot line setbacks, narrow streets, and
antique streetlights.
Strategy #10. Inclusionary Housing
The political climate is open to hearing some solutions…however there probably
would not be much openness to mandated requirements or quotas.
Local builders might embrace inclusionary zoning ordinance (as opposed to some
of the national home builders operating in Washoe County). [However, you
would] need to work with local homebuilders to define the program.
Affordable housing production will not occur without regulation. It’s a political
process. Developers won’t voluntarily come to the table to do this.
There would be an appetite for Inclusionary Housing if you kept the percentages
small enough. It’s very doable. You could also target units for accessibility or
for Housing Choice Vouchers.
1% affordable is better than no percent. If you keep the numbers low enough, and
if you target at 40% or 50% of area median income (not 30% AMI), there would
not be a lot of fallout from that. You could pair developers with the Housing
Authority or Habitat to implement or to monitor the affordability.
Inclusionary Zoning needs to be mandated for it to work here.
The City needs to be more forceful and proactive about the issue.
The Regional Planning Agency could help by taking the lead on setting policy.
Inclusionary zoning should be a community approach. There has been no
commitment to make the infill areas and redevelopment affordable so the
government should require the developer to do something—whether it be to
include a percentage in the development or to pay an in lieu fee.
Mandatory Inclusionary zoning is not helpful. Market driven efforts will be the
most successful. Businesses may decide to offer housing components as part of an
employee program. It can be offered as a benefit package or at reduced rate.
Make affordable or workforce housing a part of other mixed-income
developments. That way the house doesn’t look different than those around it and
residents can be part of the community. The houses increase in value at the same
rate as market rate housing. In this scenario there would need to be some sort of
criteria when selling that affordable house. The development subsidizes the
additional costs to the home owner.
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Inclusionary Housing or Inclusionary Zoning is defined as a “mandatory requirement or
voluntary goal to reserve a certain percentage of housing units for lower-income
households in new residential developments. The affordable units are often expected to
be dispersed throughout the development in an effort to include a mix of income levels
within a new residential development” 13 In some communities with inclusionary
ordinances, this regulatory requirement can be met by providing an in lieu fee or a
donation of land in place of affordable units. Inclusionary Housing requirements are
often paired with developer incentives, such as those described above, including density
bonuses, parking reductions, expedited permit processing, fee waivers, or access to public
land and other public subsidies.
In 2002, the update of the Truckee Meadows Regional Plan included Policy 1.1.13,
which requires the local jurisdictions to develop inclusionary housing policies or other
mechanisms to promote the development of affordable housing. The policy reads:
Effective on May 9, 2007, or upon the adoption of the next five-year update of the
2002 Regional Plan, whichever is sooner, Local Government Master Plans must
provide for the implementation of inclusionary housing ordinances or other
mechanisms that help meet the affordable housing needs of low and moderateincome households (i.e., households with income up to 80% of Area Median
Income).
The ordinances or other mechanisms used to implement inclusionary housing
practices must conform to a regional model to be established by the Washoe
County HOME Consortium (or other regional entity designated by the Regional
Planning Governing Board). The regional model must address:
1. Whether programs will be voluntary or mandatory.
2. The economic impact of the program on landowners and developers
and a description of the basis (i.e., the nexus) for the program.
3. The type of residential developments to which the program will apply
(e.g., single family, multi-family, threshold number of units to trigger
inclusionary requirements, etc.).
4. The income group(s) that will be eligible for the affordable housing,
how (e.g., formulas, factors) affordable rentals and sales prices will be
determined, and what system will be used to qualify beneficiaries.
5. Percentage (of units) and types of affordable housing that will be
required.
6. Size, construction and design standards for affordable units.
13

Inclusionary Housing in California: 30 Years of Innovation, California Coalition for Rural Housing and
Non-Profit Housing Association of Northern California (2003), page ii.
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7. The nature and duration of affordability controls for rental and for-sale
housing.
8. The degree of flexibility to provide affordable housing off-site or
payments/land in lieu of affordable units.
9. Use of regulatory agreements and how program requirements will be
enforced.
10. What, if any, compensating benefits (e.g., density bonuses) or subsidies
are available to developers.14
In our interviews with key informants, we heard a variety of perspectives on the
prospects for implementing Inclusionary Housing in Washoe County. Some were
concerned that mandatory requirements would be strongly opposed by real estate and
development interests, and would both polarize the community and ultimately fail to be
implemented. These respondents favored voluntary agreements between developers and
jurisdictions on a case-by-case basis.
Other interviewees were more favorable to a mandatory Inclusionary Zoning
requirement. They reasoned that developers would have no incentive to participate
unless the requirement was mandatory. Some observed that a mandatory requirement
across the three jurisdictions would be the most fair, even if the nature of the requirement
differed by community.
In the case of Inclusionary Housing, “the devil is in the details.” Respondents reserved
judgment without knowing more about the percentage of affordable units required, or the
types of developer incentives that might be paired with mandatory requirements to off-set
the cost. Some respondents reasoned that a small percentage requirement would be better
than none, and would result in new affordable housing units and a precedent.
Some developers and realtors responded positively to the mixed-income aspect of
Inclusionary Housing. Developers in the affordable housing community also saw
opportunities for partnering with market-rate developers, assisting them accessing public
subsidy in order to meet their affordable unit requirements.
The Truckee Meadows Regional Planning Agency recently released a report on
affordable and workforce housing policy options at a regional level for inclusion in the
2007 Regional Plan Update.15 In addition, Washoe County, the City of Reno, and the
City of Sparks are working jointly on updating the Housing Elements to their respective
master plans, and developing inclusionary housing practices to eventually become
codified.
14

2002 Truckee Meadows Regional Plan, Version 6.9, adopted May 12, 2005.
A White Paper on Affordable and Workforce Housing in the Truckee Meadows Region (August 2006),
prepared by Social Entrepreneurs, prepared for the Truckee Meadows Regional Planning Agency
15
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Development Barriers
Development barriers identified in the previous chapter include land cost and availability,
water and water rights, construction materials, skilled labor, and infrastructure costs. In
addition, we observed that there is limited local development capacity in the affordable
housing community and that the complexity and timing of affordable housing projects,
the result of multiple funding sources and regulations, acted as an additional deterrent to
the production of affordable units.
Barriers Removal Strategies:
Strategy #11. Inventory Available Parcels
If the cities could be more creative in helping developers assemble properties
downtown and in the core, there is a chance for low-or-mid-rise housing projects
that have a mixture of uses and income levels.
We could condemn single-family lots downtown in order to build higher density.
There is a lot of potential in converting motel properties for affordable housing.
We should focus on that in Washoe County, because we have a lot underutilized
motel properties—that’s unique to our community. I think this approach would
be very viable. You don’t have the neighborhood opposition issues downtown. If
you converted enough motel lots to affordable housing, you could change the
whole dynamics of downtown. The City could use Redevelopment funds to
acquire some of these sites. It would provide affordable housing close to the
downtown.
The rising cost and reduction in the supply of developable land in Washoe County is a
major development barrier. The lack of available and affordable land in urban areas has
pushed the more affordable product out to the unincorporated areas and rural counties,
away from public transit and community services.
Interviewees recommended that local jurisdictions take a more proactive role identifying
available parcels for affordable housing. Strategies included:
•

Inventorying vacant infill sites and under-utilized properties, such as weekly
motels, for their potential for development/rehabilitation as affordable housing;
and,

•

Working with Redevelopment Authorities to consolidate parcels and set aside
parcels for affordable or mixed-income housing.
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Strategy #12. Donation or Lease of Public Lands
There are examples of places where the local government owns the land and the
private developer builds the project. The government could lease to the developer
for a low rate or use other incentives.
One obvious way to reduce the cost of development for affordable housing is by
providing free or low cost land. Interviewees recommended that local jurisdictions
review their own inventory of vacant land and buildings for appropriate locations for
affordable housing development. They also recommended that jurisdictions investigate
legal mechanisms, such as a long-term leases, land banking, and land trusts, for
preserving the affordability of land used for affordable housing.
In 2002, the City of Sparks Redevelopment Authority purchased a vacant bank property
on the corner of Pyramid Highway and Prater Way, and conveyed it to a private
developer using a long-term land lease to develop affordable senior housing. Clark
County is using a similar strategy to promote affordable housing development through
the use of Bureau of Land Management (BLM) public land.
The 1998 Southern Nevada Public Lands Management Act (SNPLMA) includes a
provision, Section 7(b), which allows for the sale of BLM land anywhere in the State of
Nevada at significantly reduced cost to the State and local jurisdictions and housing
authorities for the development of affordable housing. Nevada is the only state in the
nation to have access to BLM land for this purpose. The act reads:
The Secretary [of the Interior], in consultation with the Secretary of Housing and
Urban Development, may make available, in accordance with section 203 of the
Federal Land Planning and Management Act of 1976, land in the State of Nevada
at less than fair market value and under other such terms and conditions as he
may determine for affordable housing purposes. Such lands shall be made
available only to State or local governmental entities, including local public
housing authorities. For the purposes of this subsection, housing shall be
considered to be affordable housing if the housing serves low-income families as
defined in section 104 of the Cranston-Gonzalez National Affordable Housing Act
(42 U.S.C. 12704).
The discount of the appraised fair market value of the BLM land is based upon the
income group served in the affordable housing. For rental housing, the discount rate is:
Serving Households Below
40% AMI
50% AMI
60% AMI

Discount Rate
95%
90%
75%
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For ownership housing, the discount rate is:
Serving Households Below
60% AMI
70% AMI
80% AMI

Discount Rate
95%
85%
75%

These discount rates may be increased in the coming months in order to improve the
workability of the program. While the affordable housing regulations have been on the
books since 2002, no jurisdiction has completed a conveyance of land to date.
The Clark County Affordable Housing BLM Pilot Program is one example of how a local
government can promote the development of affordable housing by bringing resources to
the table and reducing development barriers. In spring and summer 2006, the Clark
County Community Resources Management Department released two Requests for
Proposals (RFPs) seeking private developers to build new affordable rental housing on
lands that would be conveyed through the BLM SNPLMA process described above.
Prior to the release of each RFP, County staff devised the project concept (building type,
number of units, affordability requirements) and completed the zoning and public review
process for each parcel. The County also set aside HUD HOME funds in an amount
sufficient to bridge the financing gap in the projects and created a “Red Flag” team
among County departments in order to speed the review and permitting process once the
developers were selected.
The first BLM Pilot RFP was issued by Clark County in March of 2006, to develop 105
units of affordable or mixed-income senior rental housing on a 5-acre BLM parcel. The
second RFP was issued in May of 2006, to develop 180 units of affordable or mixedincome family rental on a 10-acre BLM parcel. The County anticipates additional
development projects, including affordable homeownership projects in the next year.
(See Best Practices case study #9: Sierra Crest Apartments, Sparks in Chapter V.)
Strategy #13. Set-Asides of Water Rights
Set up a water authority/regional water board.
Water importation.
The City also has excess water rights which it could set-aside for affordable
housing. For instance, the City receives fractional water rights with its
roadways. A portion of these rights could be allocated to affordable housing
projects.
Create a water banking organization that banks water rights to affordable
housing projects.
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Give affordable housing developers/agencies priority in terms of access to water
and not paying full price for water. The SCR26 process might result in some
reform there.
Between 2004 and 2006, the cost of water rights in Washoe County increased by over
1,000%. Affordable housing developers cannot pass on this cost burden to the consumer,
resulting in the need for additional subsidy.
Interviewees suggested a number of strategies for reducing the cost of water rights to
affordable housing development projects, including:
•

Using a portion of water rights controlled by the cities and County to support
affordable housing projects;

•

If a regional water authority is created, supporting the concept of a set-aside of
water rights for affordable housing; and,

•

Developing a policy of “grandfathering” water rights for urban infill affordable
housing projects.

In the case of the Silver Sage Senior Residence, an affordable senior housing project in
the South Meadows, Truckee Meadows Water Authority was able to access the water
resources previously committed to the property and use them to serve this development.
This saved the 41-unit rental project approximately $280,000 in potential water rights
costs. TMWA staff noted that they may have opportunities on a case-by-case basis to
evaluate the resource needs of infill projects and may reduce, and in some cases,
eliminate the need for additional water resource purchases on parcels where there was
already water use. However, for each infill site, TMWA would need to review the past
water resources of the parcel and the water demand for the new project.
Strategy #14. Alternative Building Materials or Methods
Structural Insulated Panel might also be an affordable alternative. The foam
panels have high R-value insulation and are manufactured in a factory setting.
They are commonly used in high-end custom-built homes, but there might be
potential for adapting the process to affordable housing.
The Building Department will entertain design changes that could result in
savings for the developer. For instance, the plumbing standards in the
International Building Code (IBC) are just recommendations. Developers can
present alternatives, say in the area of plumbing, if they can show that the
alternatives achieve the same result.
Manufactured housing could be utilized more as affordable housing. The
manufactured housing product has greatly improved and could be added to the
mix without creating a stigma of low-income housing. In this case, the planning
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departments should require some sort of design review or design handbook and
public hearings to monitor aesthetics like other tract housing.
Manufactured homes are considered, by some, to be more durable and sturdy
than traditional stick frame construction. The construction takes place in a
conditioned and controlled manner. Perhaps there will be more of these types of
neighborhoods.
As noted in the previous chapter, the cost of construction materials, including lumber,
Portland cement, rebar, copper, and steel interior studs, have increased over 30% in the
last two years. Again, these costs cannot be passed on to the affordable housing
consumer, resulting in the need for additional subsidy per unit. And the volatility of the
market for construction materials makes housing planning difficult.
The availability of skilled construction labor is another significant development barrier.
Contractors point to a continual drain of skilled workers to higher paying commercial
construction jobs. And, there are few apprenticeship training programs in Washoe
County to attract new workers into the residential construction trades.
In responding to these barriers, which are for the most part out of the control of local
jurisdictions and developers, interviewees had a number of suggestions, including
exploring alternative building materials and methods and attractive models of
manufactured housing in order to reduce the per unit cost of development.
Alternative building materials and methods will likely play an important role in the future
of building codes and their associated construction costs. From our interviews with the
construction industry, we found that both code officials and builders tend to get
comfortable with established practices of construction. As the community has seen such
slow progress in the development of “green,” or sustainable building materials, so too has
the industry been unwilling to embrace alternative design and construction that could
reduce material costs and labor. The following are few examples of easy ways to reduce
costs and materials:
•

Orient buildings to most effectively manage the solar and thermal gains;

•

Provide outdoor “spaces” in smaller home designs to make it feel larger;

•

Open floor plans to allow flexible use and utilize less materials in wall
construction;

•

Use smaller floor-to-floor heights for less material use and bulk in height;

•

Use modular dimensioning for all work – allow more efficient use of materials
and ease of construction;
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•

Place studs 24” on center instead of 16” on center saving 1/3 of the material (if
allowed by code);

•

Use smaller diameter drain pipe in homes that use high efficiency plumbing
fixtures;

•

Common vents or stacked vents may be used for multiple plumbing fixtures (see
new CABO code);16 and,

•

Do not oversize equipment—higher efficiency HVAC and other units are
designed to handle calculated loads—do not be tempted to increase sizing “just in
case.”

There are also alternative building systems including Structural Insulated Panels (SIPs),
modular or panelized homes, manufactured homes, and eco-friendly and cost effective
methods such as straw-bale and adobe construction (which need the appropriate climate
conditions). Any system that is constructed off-site and in a controlled environment (like
SIPs and manufactured housing) has strong advantages of being well built, durable and
consistent. There is a negative stigma associated with manufactured housing, but that is
decreasing with better design.
Manufactured housing or modular homes have also had an increase in popularity in
recent years. With the rapid increase in housing prices in our region, manufactured
homes are proportionally much more affordable then they were ten years ago. Where as
the average price of a stick-built (or site built) home in Reno is $330,00017, a
manufactured home of similar size, including land, is currently averaging $220,000. The
percentage difference (57%) between these homes in 2005 is a great deal larger than the
10-20% difference estimated in the early 1990’s. That makes development of
manufactured homes and neighborhoods much more attractive to people seeking
affordable housing.
Additionally, the design and construction of manufactured housing has increased
significantly in terms of quality and energy efficiency. Many manufacturers are now
taking advantage of the Energy Star tax credit program, which provides incentives of
$1,000 or $2,000 if homes are constructed to Energy Star requirements.18. That currently
provides incentives for manufacturers but that benefit has not yet been passed on to either
dealers or home buyers. Manufacturers are also responding to consumer demand and
finding more aesthetic ways to design manufactured housing. Homes can now be
designed to fit within the contextual fabric of almost any neighborhood. There are a

16

For more information refer to CABO “ONE and Two Family Dwelling Code”, Council of American
Building Officials.
17
Las Vegas Review Journal, “Lower school enrollment may be tied to higher home prices”, by Ed Vogel,
December 26, 2005.
18
Internal Revenue Service Notice under the Energy Policy act of 2005, “Energy Efficient Home Credit;
Manufactured Homes”, Notice 2006-28

101

A Study of Barriers to Affordable Housing Development in Washoe County

variety of styles available including units ranging in size from 900 SF to up to 3,000 SF,
those that include one- and two-story units, single family and duplex.
There are a number of myths that can be dispelled by education to the public and
municipal staff. Through a brief interview with a local manufactured home dealer and
research from the Manufactured Home Institute (MHI), these concerns were addressed:
•

Manufactured homes and modular homes are not the same. Manufactured homes
fit the requirements of HUD standards and are built on a non-removable steel
chassis. Modular homes are built to conform to all state, local or regional
building codes at their destinations;

•

Transportation costs associated with out-of-state manufacturers are not significant
enough to warrant or desire a more local manufacturer of homes. However,
transporting from California tends to be more costly than from other states like
Idaho or Arizona; and,

•

Factory built housing has the advantages of a controlled environment. There are
no work delays due to weather or season.

There is a debate as to whether it is best, for affordable housing projects, to include the
purchase of the land with the manufactured home or whether to lease the land to the
homebuyer. There are arguments in both directions:
•

Land leases allow the homebuyer to incur less costs, both for down payments and
monthly mortgage payments;

•

Land purchase allows the homebuyer to reap the benefit of the housing market
and get a better return on the sale of the house. There is also more pride of
ownership for those owning the land and the structure.

It’s a decision of long-term investment versus monthly affordability. That may be up to
the individual homebuyer or the developer, depending on if it is a stand-alone home or
within a planned development.
The City of Reno and City of Sparks have similar codes that specifically address mobile
homes and mobile home parks. In both jurisdictions all mobile home parks require a
special use permit and it is unlawful to use a mobile home as a dwelling outside of an
approved mobile home park. Washoe County has provisions that distinguish between
modular homes (which shall follow the same restrictions as site-built homes),
manufactured homes (allowed on single family lots with certain restrictions), and mobile
homes (allowed only in Trailer Overlay and on individual lots previously assessed for a
mobile home).
Interviewees raised some concerns about manufactured housing as an affordable housing
solution, including: a limited number of lenders who will provide loans on this product,
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and typically at less advantageous rates, and longer resale periods, particularly during
downturns in the economy
(See Best Practices case study #10: Tenaya Creek Development, Reno in Chapter V.)
Strategy #15. Rehabilitation/Preservation
As housing construction and land costs increase, rehabilitation and adaptive re-use of
existing properties is also becoming and more viable option. Interviewees recommended
that local jurisdiction place a greater emphasis on revitalization of existing urban
neighborhoods and preservation of the existing affordable and rest-restricted housing
stock.
Interviewees also recommended that local jurisdictions do more to preserve the existing
rental housing stock, expiring use properties, and mobile home parks. One common
comment we heard was that the existing condominium conversion ordinances on the
books in Reno and Sparks have loopholes that may allow for approvals that do not honor
the spirit of the ordinances.19 For instance, while the ordinances prohibit conversions
which would cause the rental vacancy rate in the community to drop below 5.0%, the
ordinances do not specify the methodology for calculating the impact of the proposed
conversion upon the vacancy rate. Local governments have allowed investors and
developers to submit private market studies based upon the applicants’ own data
collection to meet this requirement, leaving open the possibility of bad or misleading
studies.
The City of Reno ordinance also allows the 5.0% vacancy rate threshold to be waived in
cases where at least 70% of the existing tenants in a development sign a statement
approving of the conversion. The purpose of this section of the code was to allow for
cases where many of the existing tenants intend to buy their units, and so benefit from the
conversion. However, this waiver process is also flawed. The ordinance does not require
evidence from the applicant that the tenants who provide their approval of the conversion
actually have the resources to buy their units. There is no procedure for ensuring that
tenants are provided with adequate information about their rights or about the terms of
the purchase when collecting the tenant approvals. Further, there are no protections in
the ordinance against coercion of tenants in obtaining their signed approvals. (There is no
evidence that tenant coercion is occurring is Washoe County; however, in major urban
centers, where the stakes are higher, such practices are not uncommon.)
Interviewee also recommended that the local jurisdictions makes preservation of the
existing subsidized rental housing stock a high priority. They note that several HUDassisted properties in Washoe County have converted to market rate rental housing in the
last few years. In many cases, the existing tenants in these expiring use properties
receive HUD rental assistance to obtain other housing, and so are protected. However, as
the rental housing market tighten, these rent-restricted units will be a for more valuable
resource in the community. We also note that many early (1986-89) tax credit projects in
19

See Reno City Ordinance, Article IV Residential Condominiums, Section 18.10.401, and Sparks City
Ordinance Chapter 17.30 Townhouse and Condominium Subdivisions, Section 17.30.040 Conversions.
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Washoe County have reached their 15-year expiration period, and may have converted to
market rate, resulting in the loss of further affordable housing units. (The mandatory tax
credit compliance period was extended by Congress to 30 years for projects built after
1990.)
Finally, interviewees pointed to mobile home parks as an important (if sometimes
substandard) affordable housing resource. They recommended a number of strategies for
preserving mobile home parks in Washoe County, including:
•

Enforce the conditions in mobile home parks—Currently state statute gives
authority to the Manufactured Housing Division, but with the option that local
jurisdictions can assume this enforcement role, though it is an unfunded
opportunity. Presumably, local jurisdictions would do a better job at enforcement
and yield a higher level of quality of life for those that live in parks;

•

Develop a revolving fund to facilitate mobile home owners—especially those not
residing in mobile home parks, such as in Sun Valley—to convert mobile home
personal property to realty. The purchaser could get better financing rates as a
consequence and the County would receive higher property tax proceeds; and,

•

Encourage the State to increase the space tax to increase the subsidy for
qualifying space tenants.

(See Best Practices case study #10: City of Sparks, Homeowners Rehabilitation Program
in Chapter V.)
Strategy #16. Promote Density
We tend to get spoiled with the housing standard of large homes on large lots
with large garages – is there a more efficient way?
There needs to be more innovation on higher density production housing. By
providing housing that appeals to a wider variety of households (mainly families
with children) and by providing the right mix, you can create a vibrant and more
appealing high-density project.
Another way to reduce the cost of housing development is to build to higher densities.
Those we interviewed recommended that local jurisdictions promote smaller and denser
models of housing in order to reduce the per unit development cost.
The Truckee Meadows Regional Plan adopted in 2002 sets admirable goals to limit
sprawl and increase infill development. The Regional Plan targets development of
downtown cores, regional centers and Transit Oriented Developments (TOD) to “direct
and enhance the provision of services and balance employment and residential uses in
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these Regional Centers.”20 The Regional Centers, and connecting them, the TOD’s, were
chosen for their unique community assets and ability to support higher densities, public
transportation and pedestrian activity. Listed in the policies under Planning Principle #1
“Regional Form and Development Patterns” is a series of items related to increased
density – with the overall goal to provide adequate services to support the projected
population and employment growth. Among these policies are:
•

Provide for minimum residential densities for new development of 18 units per
acre of residential and for average densities of 30 units per acre of residential
within TOD Corridors and Regional Centers;

•

Provide for minimum residential densities for new development of 30 units per
acre of residential and for average densities of 45 units per acre of residential
within Downtown Centers; and,

•

Provide for minimum Floor Area Ratios (FAR) for non-residential development
and mixed-use development of 1.5 FAR, within TOD Corridors and centers.

During the past year the City of Reno and City of Sparks have been addressing these
requirements in the establishment of their Regional Center, TOD, and Downtown
Employment Center Plans. In all cases, increased densities are encouraged and in some
cases provide incentives to promote infill development.
These policies are not in conflict with efforts to increase the urban footprint of Washoe
County. However, there is also a need to increase density, infill vacant and blighted
properties, and generally develop the most effective land use patterns within the urban
centers for smart growth.
The region as a whole also needs to focus on an educational campaign to address the
myths of alternative housing types, higher density living and the unfair stigma of “lowincome” housing projects. Doug Bibby, President of the National Multi-Housing Council
(NMHC), states that people tend to “mistakenly associate [higher density] with crime and
traffic and a host of other urban problems. But the truth is that well-designed higherdensity development creates vibrant neighborhoods with housing, shopping and jobs all
nearby.”21 In an unprecedented effort, the National Multi-Housing Council (NMHC), the
Sierra Club and the Urban Land Institute (ULI) are prepared to launch “Re-Thinking
Density,” an education campaign designed to help citizens and local leaders build
stronger, healthier communities.

20
21

2002 Truckee Meadows Regional Plan, Version 6, page II.B.2
“Unlikely Trio Promote Density In Housing” by Blanche Evans Copyright © 2005 Realty Times®.
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In their presentation, they list the benefits of higher densities:22
•
•
•
•

Enhance economic competitiveness by attracting a diverse resident base;
Reduce pressure on local budgets;
Reduce commuting time; and,
Protect the environment.

The desire for alternative housing types (to a single-family house) is ever-increasing due
to the change in demographics around the country and in our region. With the emptynesters, retirees, single-parent families and young professionals in this area, there is a
new demand for smaller units and flexible live/work spaces. Apartments, condos,
townhomes, cluster development and live/work lofts are becoming more viable in the
marketplace. It is estimated that married couples with children account for only 25
percent of potential homebuyers, according to a report by the 2004 annual report by the
National Multi Housing Council. That leaves room for a change in the traditional
standards for housing—increased densities, mixed-use developments and infill closer to
transit nodes.
Strategy #17. “Sweat Equity”
“Sweat equity” projects, where the future homebuyers and often additional volunteers
contribute their labor to build new ownership housing, is another successful strategy for
reducing the per-unit cost of construction. Non-profit organizations like Habitat for
Humanity in Reno and Citizens for Affordable Housing, Inc. (CAHI) in Dayton have
long track-records developing ownership housing for low-income households. Since
labor, and in some cases, materials, are donated, the biggest development barriers for
these organizations is access to low-cost land, water rights, and entitlement and impact
fees.
Strategy #18. Building Development Capacity/Partnerships
As noted in Chapter III, most affordable housing production is carried out by only a few
entities, resulting in a lack of competition and depth of knowledge in the community and
little incentive to innovate. There is no participation by large for-profit homebuilders in
the production of affordable or workforce housing. Such entities might bring economies
of scale and experience that could reduce the per-unit cost of development.
Interviewees proposed a number of strategies for building the development capacity of
the affordable housing industry, including:
•

Developing opportunities for for-profit homebuilders to partner with non-profits
on affordable housing projects;

•

Develop partnerships between non-profit developers and the private sector and
employers to promote employee-assisted housing; and,

22

“Re-Thinking Density to Create Stronger, Healthier Communities”, National Multi Housing Council,
www.nmhc.org
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•

Assisting non-profit organizations in building their development capacity through
training and project assistance.

As noted above, inclusionary housing strategies would result in more for-profit
homebuilders taking part in the development of affordable housing. New partnerships
between for-profit and non-profit organizations might also be forged in carrying out
projects. For instance, non-profit housing groups have a particular expertise in accessing
public subsidy, in marketing units to low-income households and carrying out the income
certification process, and in providing on-going services to residents. Many for-profit
homebuilders are horizontally integrated companies, acting as developer, general
contractor, and sometimes property manager. This ability to wear many hats and take on
multiple projects simultaneously results in lower per unit development costs.
Employee-assisted housing might also result in partnering opportunities. Interviewees
pointed to the proposed partnership between SilverStar Development and Washoe
Medical Center in order to produce affordable high-density ownership housing serving
hospital employees.
Interviewees also recommended that local jurisdictions assist in supporting and building
the organizational and development capacity of Washoe County’s non-profit developers.
As the long-term stewards of our affordable housing inventory, the health of these
organizations is tied to the well-being of the units they own and manage. The Washoe
County HOME Consortium provides a small amount of operating support to local
Community Housing Development Organizations (CHDOs) through the annual allocation
process. Free technical assistance is also available to CHDOs through HUD. And, a
number of local banks provide grant funds to non-profit developers. These efforts should
be supported and expanded.
(See Best Practices case study #12: Corazón del Pueblo project, Tucson, AZ and #13
Schwab Capacity-Building Program in Chapter V.)
Financial Barriers
In this final section, we briefly discuss strategies for addressing financial barriers to
affordable housing development, including additional subsidy, better coordination of the
existing housing finance programs, predevelopment funds, and credit counseling and
financial literacy programs.
Barriers Removal Strategies:
Strategy #19. Subsidy
As noted in the previous chapter, the existing affordable housing subsidy programs—tax
credits, HOME funds, state Trust funds, rental assistance—are heavily oversubscribed.
Because of the dramatic changes in the development environment (land, water,
construction costs, fees), developers produce only a handful of units each year.
Additional subsidy is required in order to create a viable housing production program.
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Among the strategies suggested by interviewees:
•

Increase the size of the state Low Income Housing Trust Fund;

•

Work with the Nevada Housing Division to impose a “floor” on the amount of tax
credits allocated to Washoe County set-aside in order to provide sufficient funds
to finance one full project a year; and,

•

Expand the use of other subsidy programs for affordable housing, including the
Redevelopment Authority18% Set-Aside funds when available, Community
Development Block Grant funds, Hotel Room Tax, a State low-income housing
tax credit program, in-lieu fees, and the local jurisdictional share of the Real
Estate Transfer Tax.

Interviewees noted that the Redevelopment Authority in Reno and Sparks currently have
limited resources because of the devaluation of downtown properties. However, under
the planned expansion of the Reno Redevelopment District (RDA2), the Authority
proposes to voluntarily set aside 18% of tax increment for affordable housing.
Additional subsidy could be used to supplement an inclusionary housing requirement, or
to expand Washoe County’s housing programs to include “workforce” or “attainable”
ownership housing, serving households between 80% and 120% of area median income.
Interviewees also recommended better coordination of existing housing programs. For
instance, we noted a financing gap in the state Multi-Family Bond Program, which has
resulted in no new bond rental projects since 2004, and the loss of valuable tax-exempt
volume cap. Local jurisdictions could work with the Nevada Housing Division to create
a multi-family production program, by setting aside subsidy in a sufficient amount to
make these projects viable. Local jurisdictions or Redevelopment Authorities could also
take the lead in packaging the multiple resources that they have at their disposal,
including land, water rights, fee waivers, and public subsidy, in order to promote specific
housing projects which provide high public benefit.
Strategy #20. New Mortgage Products
Homeownership is less attainable as interest rates increase and incomes remain flat.
Interviewees discussed the need for new below-market rate and gap financing subsidy
programs in order to serve moderate-to middle-income buyers in the future.
Some of this is already in the works. Recently, the Nevada Housing Division
reintroduced its first-time homebuyer loan program, which offers below-market interest
rates and down-payment assistance of up to $90,000 per transaction, using HUD HOME
funds. The Nevada Rural Housing Authority has also introduced a below market-rate
first-time homebuyer program. The mortgages for these programs are originated by
banks and mortgage lenders.
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Currently these programs are designed to serve households at up to 120% of area median
income, which is $76,440 for a family of four in Washoe County. However, the HUD
HOME funds gap financing may only be used to serve homebuyers below 80% of AMI,
which is $50,960. The problem, as noted in Chapter II, is that the current financing gap
to purchase a median priced homes in Washoe County, even at 120% of AMI, is
significant.
Interviewees recommended a number of approaches to address this financing barrier:
•

Increase the income limits on tax-exempt bond financing for first-time homebuyer
programs to serve households up to 150% or even 200% of AMI; and,

•

Develop new gap financing subsidy sources which can be used, on a graduated
basis, to serve higher income first-time homebuyers, from 80% of AMI to 120%
of AMI.

The Work Session Document prepared by the ACR-11 Legislative Subcommittee
proposes creating a new Housing Trust Fund program specifically targeted to workforce
and attainable housing, which would presumably be targeted to homeownership.
The Massachusetts Housing Partnership (MHP) Soft Second Loan Program provides an
innovative example of a first-time homebuyer program. The Soft Second program uses
public funds as a loan guarantee and interest subsidy enabling the primary lender on a
mortgage to also issue a second mortgage (in an amount of up to 20% of purchase price
or $20,000) in gap financing towards the purchase. MHP deposits loan guarantee funds
equal to 15% of the second mortgage amount in an escrow account. In addition, MHP
provides an interest subsidy on the second mortgage, which is gradually reduced over the
first eleven years of the mortgage.
Since the inception of the program in 1990, over 8,700 loans have been originated
utilizing over forty banks across Massachusetts. The MHP Soft Second program
achieves the same impact as a typical second mortgage gap financing program, for about
a third the amount of public subsidy. That is because the originating bank provides the
second mortgage, which is in turn leveraged by the mortgage guarantee and interest
subsidy offered by MHP.
Strategy #21. Predevelopment Loan Program
Interviewees also spoke of the need for ready access to predevelopment funds in order to
spur the development of affordable housing. They noted that it is difficult for small, nonprofit developers to participate in projects because of the need to bankroll projects as you
go. Developers also need a ready source of cash to purchase land for projects as it
becomes available.
Predevelopment loans, to purchase land and carry out initial project due diligence, are
risky, because the feasibility of the project is not yet proven. However, a number of
communities and organizations operate successful predevelopment loan funds with low
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default rates in order to support affordable housing and economic development projects.
Often the funds are lent in small increment, with the cap on funds raised as the project
meets different development benchmarks (such as zoning approval and acquisition). This
financial assistance is usually paired with technical assistance, to ensure that the loans are
justified and that the non-profit developer is gaining development capacity along the way.
Strategy #22. Financial Literacy and Credit Counseling
Homeownership programs are very valuable. Some local banks are educating
homebuyers on how to work with money – the very basics behind a budget.
Homeownership can change a person and make them want to participate in the
community – take pride in their home.
Finally, as noted in Chapter III, poor credit and the need for more financial literacy
training is a significant barriers to homeownership for low- and moderate-income buyers.
Those we interviewed recommended that banks and local jurisdictions continue to focus
on credit and financial literacy barriers to affordable housing development, including:
•

Expanding consumer credit and first-time homebuyer training; and,

•

Expanding marketing to educate the public about available financial literacy and
homebuyer training programs.
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CHAPTER V: BEST PRACTICES
Case Study #1: Stakeholders Task Force
Silicon Valley Leadership Group
The Silicon Valley Leadership Group (SVLG), founded by David Packard in 1977, is a
highly influential, business-related organization that engages principal officers and senior
managers of member companies in a cooperative effort with local, regional, state, and
federal government officials to address major public policy issues such as transportation,
housing, permit streamlining, education, and the environment. Currently, membership in
SVLG exceeds 200 companies, who together employ more than 250,000 people in
Silicon Valley.
One aspect of SVLG’s vision is to ensure the economic health and a high quality of life
in Silicon Valley by advocating for adequate affordable housing through its Housing and
Land Use Committee. The general goals of this Committee are to expand the supply of
affordable homes in Silicon Valley - both rented and owned, provide for mixed use
development, encourage the construction of compact developments in appropriate
locations - near transit and services, maximize public investment, include moderate
increases in density, and advocate for appropriately scaled and stable funding streams for
housing at the local, state, and federal level. SVLG offers its support and endorsement
through letters and public testimony for developers with home development proposals
that meet the above-mentioned goals and criteria.
In keeping with their vision, the SVLG Housing and Land Use Committee served as a cochair for the campaign to pass Proposition 46, a $2.1 billion state housing bond in 2002.
One of SVLG’s goals for 2006-2008 is to continue to ensure that the bond package
includes money for affordable homes. Another goal of SVLG’s Housing and Land Use
Committee involves reforming the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) by
expanding the environmental review exemptions for infill development proposals with
the objective of removing the time and costs in order to allow for more infill development
in Silicon Valley. In addition, the Committee seeks to lead the effort in assisting the
Housing Trust to raise the additional $2.6 million for “Phase Three” to provide housing
for first time homebuyers, gap financing for affordable rental homes, and grants to
homeless shelters.
Source: http://www.svmg.org/index.html
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Case Study #2: Stakeholders Task Force
Envision Utah
In January 1997, the Envision Utah Public/Private Partnership was formed to guide the
development of a broadly and publicly supported Quality Growth Strategy - a vision to
protect Utah's environment, economic strength, and quality of life for generations to
come. After five years of effort Envision Utah developed a Quality Growth Strategy that
intends to help preserve critical lands, promote water conservation and clean air, improve
the region-wide transportation systems, and provide housing options for all residents.
Envision Utah’s Housing study on “Meeting Housing Needs” looks at how communities
will need to develop housing in order to meet the needs of the population growth. They
looked at what was the preferred housing type for each demographic included in their
population. This assumes that housing needs change throughout a person’s life from an
initial family unit to apartment as a single adult, townhome as a young couple, small
single family as a young family, and a larger single-family home as the family grows.
Older couples typically move back into either smaller single-family residences or some
type of town home or condo.
The goal of the Partnership was to suggest the methods that can be used to achieve a
housing supply that matches the needs of the future population while ensuring
compatibility with lower density housing types. The method used for this argument was
zoning reform. With current zoning standards, Envision Utah’s team estimated the
housing mix by 2020 would yield: 77% single-family residences, 14% apartments and
9% townhomes/duplexes. Based on the earlier mentioned study on preferred housing
types, the open market would yield: 60% single family, 26% apartments and 14%
townhomes/duplexes.
To better understand the gaps, Envision Utah’s recommendation is that “each community
look at the overall effects of its zoning code and adjust regulations to meet the needs of
both those who already live there and those who would live there if appropriate housing
choices existed. In addition to providing a better fit between housing supply and demand,
this strategy can be used to achieve a walkable community – one that provides a more
coherent and efficient community that discourages sprawl and better conserves our
resources, agriculture, and open spaces.”
In addition to general housing alternatives, Envision Utah looked at how to better provide
for the mix of incomes seen in their communities. Utah state law requires communities
to plan to meet their five-year moderate income housing need, including an estimate of
moderate income housing supply and demand and a survey of current residential zoning.
The state law also requires communities to evaluate their zoned densities, one of the
biggest factors in making housing affordable.
They have suggested the following housing alternatives to help create diversity in
housing options for the varying needs of the community:
 Mixed-use housing above retail;
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Courtyard apartments;
“Big house” apartments;
Live-work units;
Accessory dwelling units;
Garden courts; and,
Alley-fed townhomes and cottages.

In order to develop zoning that allows for a variety of housing types in each
neighborhood, defined as about a one-half square mile area, the Partnership recommends
that communities:.
 Balance the number and size of zoning districts with the demand for various types
of housing;
 Adopt performance based development regulations; and,
 Adopt basic design standards for small-lot, townhouse and multifamily
development.
Sources:
http://www.envisionutah.org/index.phtml
http://www.envisionutah.org/toolbox_pdf/Chapter_2.pdf
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Case Study #3: Housing Element
Oregon Housing Plan/Oregon Housing Needs Model

The State of Oregon serves as good example of how state planning agencies require local
governments to develop housing plans that take into account the need for affordable
housing units when seeking to expand their urban growth boundaries.
Oregon’s Department of Land Conservation and Development, which oversees the state’s
land planning and review process, suggests that local governments utilize the Oregon
Housing Needs Model when submitting urban growth boundary expansion proposals.
The model is based on a methodology that allows cities to determine their future and
current unmet housing and land needs based on housing units by tenure (ownership
versus rental), price point, housing type, and acreage needed by land use.
In order to be approved by the Department of Land Conservation and Development,
proposals for urban growth expansion, which includes a housing plan, must satisfy goal
#10 of Oregon’s Statewide Planning Goals and Guidelines which states that: “…plans
shall encourage the availability of adequate numbers of needed housing units at price
ranges and rent levels which are commensurate with the financial capabilities of Oregon
households and allow for flexibility of housing location, type, and density.”
The Oregon Housing Needs Model addresses goal #10 and helps to ensure that an
appropriate amount of affordable housing units are included in planning proposals. If a
housing plan does not account for a necessary amount of affordable housing units, then it
is rejected.
Source: http://www.oregon.gov/OHCS/PPR_HousingNeedsModel.shtml
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Case Study #4: Education Campaign
Non-Profit Housing Association of Northern California’s (NPH) “Community
Acceptance Tool Box”
In an effort to assist non-profit affordable housing developers overcome community
opposition to proposed affordable housing developments, the Non-Profit Housing
Association of Northern California (NPH) has assembled a “Community Acceptance
Toolbox” containing the following materials:
•

Action Suggestions for Local Government: Summary of ideas for how local
governments can support affordable housing. 2 pages (NPH, 1998);

•

Why Affordable Housing Doesn’t Lower Property Values: Explanation of why
and summary of property value studies. 2 pages (Homebase, 1995);

•

Dealing with Fearful Opponents of Housing and Service Developments:
Suggestions on overcoming fear as a basis for opposing affordable housing. 2
pages (NPH, 1996);

•

List of Education Campaign’s Materials and Outreach Strategies: List of actual
materials and outreach strategies created and used for affordable housing
education campaigns in the San Francisco Bay Area. 1 page (NPH, 1998);

•

How to Organize Successful Affordable Housing Tours: Concrete suggestions on
goal-setting, motivation, program planning, evaluation and follow-up. 2 pages
(NPH, 1997);

•

How to Deal with Property Value Concerns: Recommendation for evaluating and
determining appropriate responses. 2 pages (NPH, 1998);

•

Six Steps to Getting Local Government Approvals: A highly informative overview
of community acceptance strategies for your housing development proposals. 2
pages (NPH/CASC, 1998);

•

Speakers Bureau Do’s and Don’ts: List of suggestions to train speakers for
presentations about affordable housing. 2 pages (NPH, 1998);

•

What Works in Affordable Housing Education: Summary of suggested goals,
content, style and follow-up for effective education. 2 pages (NPH, 1998);

•

Who Needs Affordable Housing?: Summary of those who need affordable housing
and their occupations. 2 page (NPH, 1998);

•

How to Create a Cable TV Show about Affordable Housing: Packet of materials
enabling user to work with local cable access TV station to produce a show about
affordable housing, including sample concept for broadcast, letters, script &
more; and,
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•

Siting of Homeless Housing and Services: 25-page technical assistance tool for
siting controversial projects, sharing the lessons learned by the regional
Community Acceptance Strategies Consortium. (2000).

All of the above-listed materials have been directly excerpted from the Non-Profit
Housing Association of Northern California’s website at:
http://www.nonprofithousing.org/actioncenter/toolbox/acceptance/index.atomic
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Case Study #5: Education Campaign
Minnesota Housing Partnership/Fort Collins, Colorado

“Housing Minnesota,” led by the Minnesota Housing Partnership in consortium with six
other nonprofits, and a Minnesota-based public relations consulting firm, is one example
of a successful statewide education, community organization, and advocacy campaign
geared to change the public’s negative perception of affordable housing. Housing
Minnesota utilized a variety of media—billboards and signs on buses in larger
communities, along with radio and newspaper ads, brochures and other materials
throughout the state—to deliver three core messages:
•

The people who need affordable housing are important to us and our community:
they are our children starting their work careers; they are people who provide
services in the community but cannot afford housing based on what they are paid;
and they are senior citizens, people with disabilities, or those experiencing life
transitions who are, at least temporarily, unable to have stable lives without help;

•

People with safe, stable, and affordable housing are better able to take
responsibility for themselves and their families. In addition, their children are
much more likely to be successful in school and grow to be productive citizens;
and.

•

A community will be more economically and socially vital if it maintains a supply
of housing adequate to meet the needs of its workforce, allows for diverse
cultures, and enables people at different stages of life to maintain residence.

Excerpt taken from: Housing Assistance Council (2005). Working to change the public’s
opinion of affordable housing: Minnesota Housing Partnership. Rural Voices, 10(1).
Retrieved from http://www.ruralhome.org/infoRural.php
Another effective public education campaign in Fort Collins, Colorado focuses on the use
of posters revealing the “Faces/Places of Affordable Housing.” In particular, the first
poster features images of people in important and everyday service jobs such as
firefighters, teachers, and waiters/waitresses along with their hourly wages in order to
address the original wages and housing gap idea. The second poster highlights the “Faces
of Homelessness,” by citing key local homelessness facts and photographs of the types of
people affected by homelessness in the community i.e. children, families, working adults,
domestic violence survivors. The last poster portrays images of existing and appealing
quality affordable communities in the Fort Collins region.
Source: http://www.ci.fort-collins.co.us/affordablehousing/faces-places-posters.php
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Case Study #6: Waive and/or Reduce Impact Fees
Santa Fe, New Mexico

By the early 1990’s, the City of Santa Fe was facing a housing affordability crisis. At
that time three quarters of its residents could not afford a median priced home, and
housing costs were 40 percent above the national average. One of the country’s major
tourist destinations, Santa Fe was experiencing dramatic increases in land and housing
prices, while complicated development processes and restrictive land use policies further
hampered efforts to provide affordable housing opportunities.
To address these problems, Santa Fe embarked on an aggressive campaign to encourage
affordable housing development in the following ways: The city enacted an innovative
zoning policy to increase densities; reduced or waived a series of impact and review fees;
reformed subdivision and land development standards; and, streamlined review and
permitting procedures. As a result of these innovations, nearly 16 percent of all new
homes built in Santa Fe during the last decade are affordable for working families.
Specific Actions Taken:
• Santa Fe accelerated the processing of housing developments that include at least 25
percent affordably priced housing;
• The City waves or reduces various impact, processing, and permitting fees for
affordable housing developments;
• Local officials exempt affordable housing developments from water utility
expansions charges and related water utility building requirements;
• Developers are offered density bonus for housing developments that include
affordable units;
• Relaxed code requirements allow accessory units and other alterations to encourage
greater affordable housing options;
• Modified site developments and zoning requirements (such as reduced lot size) are
increasing lot coverage to promote affordable housing; and,
• Local leaders now provide increased opportunities for the use of HUD-Code
(manufactured homes). (HUD award listing)
Excerpt taken from: “Jackson honors 14 communities with Robert L. Woodson Jr. Award
for reducing regulatory barriers to affordable housing.” U.S. Department of Housing
and Urban Development (2005). State News Service. Retrieved from LexisNexis
database.
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Case Study #7: Fast-Track Review Process
Orange County, Florida

In order to address the high demand for affordable housing due to the growing population
in the minimum wage service sector, Orange County’s Division of Housing and
Community Development introduced the Expedited Review Process to encourage and
speed up the production of affordable housing to serve very low and low-income
households. The Expedited Review Process reduces approval time of affordable housing
developments by 60 days or more, thereby lowering the costs of development through
both the reduction in holding costs and the reduction in the risk that is inherent in
development. The process reduces the amount of time for the regulatory review process
for developers of affordable housing by:
•
•
•

anticipating affordable housing applications;
by-passing development review steps that occur in market-rate developments; and,
setting time limits for each division and committee to do their part in the regulatory
review.

If the Division of Housing and Community Development certify a proposal as affordable
housing, the developer is entitled to:
•
•
•
•
•
•

a reserved hearing slot on the Board of Zoning Adjustment when an adjustment is
required;
by-pass the planning and zoning review agenda process;
a pre-application meeting with the zoning division within 10 working days of
submitting the affordable housing plans;
a sufficiency review of the affordable housing plans by the Design Review
Committee within 3 days of submission;
a scheduled final review of the plans within 30 days of the Design Review
Committee’s sufficiency review; and,
having the Clerk of the Board of County Commissioners expedite any public hearing
related to the affordable housing project.

Excerpt taken from:
“Affordable housing expedited review process: Orange County, Florida.” Canada
Mortgage and Housing Corporation (2005). Retrieved from:
http://www.cmhcschl.gc.ca/en/inpr/imhoaf/afhoid/pore/releap/releap_005.cfm
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Case Study #8: Create More As-of-Right Development Opportunities
Massachusetts Comprehensive Permit Law, Chapter 40B

Chapter 40B is a state statute that enables local Zoning Boards of Appeals (ZBAs) to
approve affordable housing developments under flexible rules if at least 20-25% of the
units have long-term affordability restrictions. Also known as the Comprehensive Permit
Law, Chapter 40B was enacted in 1969 to help address the shortage of affordable housing
statewide by reducing unnecessary barriers created by local approval processes, local
zoning, and other restrictions.
The goal of Chapter 40B is to encourage the production of affordable housing in all cities
and towns throughout the Commonwealth. The standard is for communities to provide a
minimum of 10% of their housing inventory as affordable. A total of 47 cities and towns
have now met that standard. For those communities that still fall below that threshold, a
40B development can be proposed (communities above the 10% threshold can still accept
40B development proposals at their choice).
Many communities have used Chapter 40B to successfully negotiate the approval of
quality affordable housing developments. The program is controversial, however,
because the developer (nonprofit organizations or limited-dividend companies) has a
right of appeal if the local zoning board rejects the project or imposes conditions that are
uneconomic.
Since its inception, Chapter 40B has been responsible for the production of affordable
housing developments that in most cases could not have been built under traditional
zoning approaches. Developments built through Chapter 40B include church-sponsored
housing for the elderly, single-family subdivisions that include affordable units for town
residents, multifamily rental housing developments, and mixed-income condominium or
townhouse developments.
Excerpt from: “Fact Sheet on Chapter 40B, The State’s Affordable Housing Zoning
Law,”prepared by Citizens’ Housing and Planning Association (Updated January 2006),
http://www.chapa.org/40b_fact.html
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Case Study #9: Lease of Public Land for Affordable Housing
Sierra Crest Apartments, Sparks

The Sierra Crest Apartments project in Sparks provides a good example of how cities can
promote affordable housing development by providing land and other public incentives.
In 2002, the City of Sparks Redevelopment Agency purchased a former bank property
located within a transit corridor on the corner of Pyramid Hwy. and Prater Way. The
Redevelopment Agency then selected a private affordable housing developer through a
competitive process.
The developer proposed a 72-unit affordable apartment complex for seniors, primarily for
households at 40 to 50 percent of area median income. The project site is 0.95 acres in
size. The net density is 76.8 dwelling units per acre. This was (and remains) the highest
density residential development ever built within the city of Sparks. The property is
comparable to new market rate apartments in appearance, amenities, design and quality,
differing only in the long term (50 year) affordability deed restrictions.
The land was leased to the developer on terms tailored to accommodate the developer’s
construction and lease-up schedules and the lender’s financing requirements, including a
long-term ground lease and the right to cure a default. The City also allocated its pro rata
share of HOME funds for the development project, supported the developer’s application
for a 9 percent Low Income Housing Tax Credit allocation and assisted the developer in
completing the entitlement process, which included a significant reduction in parking on
this dense, urban site.
The Sierra Crest project advanced various goals of Sparks, including attracting new
private investment to the urban core and removing and preventing the recurrence of
blight. Housing development, including affordable housing, and the people it brings are
key components of the strategy reflected in the Sparks Redevelopment Agency’s Town
Center Redevelopment Area plan. The proposed density and location of the project were
consistent with one of the principal goals of the updated Regional Plan to create a transit
oriented development corridor along Prater Way.
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Case Study #10: Manufactured or System-Built Housing
Tenaya Creek Development, Reno
The developers of Tenaya Creek, Craftsman Homes and S & S Development, LLC, saw a
serious need for affordable housing in the Reno market. The challenge was to provide
affordability with homes that were attractive and desirable. So the developers partnered
with Guerdon Enterprises, creating innovative designs and exterior home elevations
specifically designed for the subdivision.
Sales began in March 2002 and the community of 110 homesites was completed by
November 2003. Lots range in size from 4,200 to 10,000 sq. ft. and homes sizes range
from 960 to 1,547 sq. ft. All homes are placed on full perimeter permanent foundations
and have a front porch and poured concrete walkways and steps. Every home has
architectural shingles and each homesite is fully landscaped. Prices on the homes started
at $99,000 and went as high as $235,000. Homeowner association dues are $10 per
month. This development has demonstrated that manufactured housing can provide
exceptional value for homeowners and can help address the affordable housing needs of
communities.
Tenaya Creek is located in Reno, Nevada. See more information about the Manufactured
Housing Institutes on their website: http://www.manufacturedhousing.org
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Case Study #11: Housing Rehabilitation
City of Sparks, Homeowners Rehabilitation Program

The Housing Rehabilitation Program is a federally funded loan program from HUD’s
Community Development Block Grant, administered by the City of Sparks, that provides
low-income individuals and families with financial assistance in order to make home
repairs such as roofing, hazardous electrical wiring, plumbing, doors, windows, reduction
of lead-based paint hazards, and many more. The program offers financial assistance in
the form of an emergency repair grant or a deferred payment loan. The types of homes
that qualify under the program include owner-occupied single-family residences,
condominiums, townhouses and mobile homes.
In order to be eligible for the Housing Rehabilitation program, applicants must have
owned and occupied the home for at least one year and must meet certain income
requirements. Moreover, the emergency repair grant, in the maximum amount of $2,500,
is distributed to applicants making 60% or less of AMI, and can be obtained only in the
event of an emergency that affects health and safety. The deferred payment loan, which
can be written for an amount up to $20,000 to make needed repairs, is offered to
applicants who make 80% of AMI or less with no interest charges and no monthly
payments. The loan is repaid when the property is sold, the title is transferred, or if the
applicant no longer lives in the home.
Source: The City of Sparks. Housing Rehabilitation Program [Brochure].
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Case Study #12: Partnerships
Corazón del Pueblo in Tucson, Arizona

The non-profit agency Habitat for Humanity Tucson (HHT) in Arizona has partnered
with four for-profit local homebuilders, Bednar Homes, AmericaBuilt Communities,
Ducati Homes, and Doucette Homes to create the largest non-profit/private Habitat
collaboration for affordable housing in the country. The development, which will feature
homes in the price range of $85,000 to $140,000, is called "Corazón del Pueblo," which
means "heart of the people” or “heart of the town".
The project includes the construction of 396 affordable homes for families over the
course of the next four years. Each home will have two to four bedrooms, ranging from
1,100 to 1,600 square feet. The Habitat lots will also be interspersed throughout the
development and will blend aesthetically with surrounding homes.
This concept for HHT’s partnership with for-profit builders originated from Tucson
builder Ted Bednar. The process of acquiring the land for the Corazón del Pueblo
development involved HHT’s Board Member, Ron Peetz, who, upon learning of HHT’s
difficulty in finding land to build affordable homes, negotiated the purchase of 70-acres
of land at a below-market price. The land was subdivided into approximately 380 lots,
over 300 of which were sold off to local builders. The remaining land was made
available to Habitat for Humanity at no cost. In return, the seller and the builders received
certificates for tax-deductible contributions.
Source: http://www.corazondelpueblo.org/
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Case Study #13: Building Development Capacity
Charles Schwab Bank Capacity-Building Grants Program

The Charles Schwab Bank Grants Program is designed to assist in building the capacity
of non-profit organizations and public agencies in Washoe and Storey Counties, Nevada,
which work to support affordable housing and community development projects in those
counties.
The Grants Program seeks to increase the number and capability of organizations in
Washoe and Storey Counties that include community development as part of their
mission, and to increase the number and quality of community development projects in
the area. Such projects might include affordable homeownership, rental, senior and
special needs housing, mixed-use and mixed-income housing, child care facilities, social
service facilities, and projects that create jobs for, or new small businesses owned by,
low- and moderate-income residents of Washoe and Storey Counties.
Grants are awarded on a competitive basis to support community development efforts in
the following program areas:
•

Organizational Capacity-Building—to assist in the building of internal capacity of
community development organizations in financial management, strategic
planning, organizational assessment, staff and Board development, and program
evaluation;

•

Project Development—to support specific affordable housing and/or community
development projects at their early stages. For instance, an organization might
request funds to carry out an initial market study, or to hire a development
consultant to assist in structuring a potential deal or complete a funding
application; and

•

Public Policy—to support research and education projects in the areas of
affordable housing and community development.

Grants are awarded in the range of $5,000 to $20,000. The grants program is supporting
a number of affordable housing activities in Washoe County, including housing
feasibility studies and updates of the Housing Elements by the three jurisdictions.
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APPENDIX A: KEY INFORMANT INTERVIEW
INSTRUMENT AND PROTOCOL
Study of Barriers to Affordable Housing Development
in the Truckee Meadows
Interview Instrument
We have been commissioned by the Affordable Housing Subcommittee of the Truckee
Meadows Growth Task Force to prepare a short report detailing barriers to affordable
housing development in the Truckee Meadows.
As part of the data collection, we are carrying out interviews with about 45 “key
informants” in the housing development field, including planners, general contractors,
developers, realtors, bankers, advocates, and public funders.
I have a short set of questions for you related to development barriers and potential
responses. All responses will be kept confidential. And we will provide you with a copy
of the final report in June.
First, please tell me about your work and how you come in contact with the housing
production process.
--Are you directly involved in the development or promotion of affordable housing?
What do you see as the greatest barriers to affordable housing production in
Washoe County?
--beyond the cost of water, land, construction materials, and labor, what else has an
impact on the cost of housing production?
--Other potential development barriers might include:
--numbers don’t pencil without subsidy
--zoning and community approvals
--permit processing time
--overly restrictive building codes
--market preference for certain housing types
--difficulty of building on urban infill sites
--lack on interest/expertise in rehabilitation option
--lack of regulatory or program coordination
Can you give me an example from your work of how these barriers have an impact
on the cost or availability of housing?
--can you estimate the savings that might be enjoyed if some of these development
barriers were removed?
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What changes would you recommend, if any, to address these barriers:
--within local government?
--at the state level?
--within the private sector?
Are you familiar with efforts being tried here, in Washoe County, or elsewhere, to
increase the production of affordable housing?
--What’s being tried?
--Does it appear to be effective?
Are you familiar with efforts being tried in other communities to promote the
development of affordable housing? These strategies are often combined with
certain development incentives, like density bonuses, to partially compensate the
developer.
--Do you think developers, public officials, the public, and others in Washoe County are
ready to embrace pro-affordable housing concepts?
-- What would have to occur to make that a reality? (Who would have to be convinced?
What would the process look like?)
Are there others you would recommend me speaking to, here in Washoe County, or
elsewhere, that you think would have something relevant to say about barriers
removal or providing incentives to create more affordable housing?
Thank you for your participation.
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Study of Barriers to Affordable Housing in the Truckee Meadows
Key Informant Interviews
Interview Protocol
(draft 4/5/06)
The purpose of this memo is to provide you with guidance in carrying out the Key
Informant Interviews. Between now and April 21st, we will carry out approximately 45
interviews with professionals in the fields of housing development, planning,
construction, real estate finance, realty, and public policy.
Since several people will be performing interviews, it is important that we follow the
same protocol, so that we can share our data and so the same message is being conveyed
to those we interview.
Context
•

I think it is important to convey that we do not have any particular agenda in
preparing the report beyond inventorying development barriers from the
perspective of the various professionals. The purpose of the report is to inform
the work on the 2007 Regional Plan and the 2006/7 state legislative session. We
have no particular solutions in mind to address development barriers, and are
talking to professionals from a broad range of disciplines and political views.

•

Let interviewees know that their responses will be kept confidential. The final
report will not quote from any individual by name, and we will disguise the case
examples to protect anonymity.

•

If asked, let the interviewees know that the report is sponsored by the Truckee
Meadows Growth Task Force, a volunteer civic organization, co-chaired by Phil
Satre. The report is funded by a consortium of local banks and by EDAWN. The
Reno field office of HUD is providing staff support and technical assistance.

•

For the purposes of this Report, we will define affordable housing as that serving
households below 80% of Area Median Income, which is about $51,000 annually
for a family of 4. There is also a great need for homeownership opportunities for
households between 80% and 120% of Area Median Income, or up to about
$76,000 a year. We’ll refer to housing serving this higher income tier as
“workforce housing” or “attainable housing.” The Report will address
development barriers in the development of both affordable and workforce
housing.

•

The purpose of the interviews is to ground the inventory of development barriers
in real world examples. As much as possible, we’d like to quote from the
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interviews to illustrate points—to tell the story using the actual voices of these
professionals.
PROCEDURES
Step 1: Schedule the Interview.
Below is a sample script:
Hello, my name is ___________________. We have been contracted by the
Affordable Housing Subcommittee of the Truckee Meadows Growth Task Force to
prepare a report on Barriers to Affordable Housing Development in the Truckee
Meadows. Did you receive our letter of invitation last week?
You were identified by the Subcommittee as a Key Informant in the housing
development field. I am calling to schedule an approximately 20-minute interview
with you at your convenience to discuss development barriers.
[SCHEDULE THE INTERVIEW. ANSWER QUESTIONS INTERVIEWEE MIGHT
HAVE ABOUT THE PURPOSE OF THE STUDY, THE SPONSOR, AND WHAT
WILL BE DONE WITH THE INFORMATION COLLECTED…]
Step 2: Conduct the Interview
•

The interviews can be conducted in person or over the phone. I find it is helpful
to interview in person if you can afford the travel time.

•

Conduct the interview as a conversation with lots of open-ended questions.

•

If the open-ended questions are not eliciting good and substantive responses, then
go to the prompts under each question. The prompts are intended to steer the
conversation back to topic, and to trigger specific conversation about barriers and
potential responses.

•

Please keep detailed notes of the interview. It is very difficult to reconstruct the
conversation later, so try to get key thoughts and quotes down on paper as you are
doing the interview.

•

Thank the interviewee for their time. Let them know that we will send them a
copy of the Report, which will be available in early June.

Step 3: Write Up the Interview
We are going to type up all of the interviews, which will allow us to share information
among ourselves and will assist in the drafting of the Report.
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Please use the following outline format in writing up your interviews. This will allow us
to compare responses across interviews:
1. Interviewee Name/Title/Affiliation
2. Date of Interview
3. Brief description of interviewee’s profession and relationship to the housing
development process
4. Barriers--Interviewee’s perspective on barriers to the development of affordable
housing in Washoe County
5. Impacts--Interviewee’s perspective on the impacts of these identified barriers on
the cost and availability of housing
6. Local Efforts--Examples from interviewee of what is currently being done in
Washoe County to address development barriers
7. Efforts Elsewhere--Examples from interviewee of innovative approaches that
might be adopted to increase the availability and affordability of housing
8. Likelihood of Change--Perspective of interviewee on whether Washoe County is
ready to embrace pro-affordable housing concepts and/or what would have to
occur to make this a reality.
9. Contacts—Interviewees suggestions of others to contact regarding development
barriers.
•

Complete your write-up within a day or two of conducting the interview. After a
few days, the interview notes go stale. It is difficult to fill in the blanks or to
remember everything that was said—particularly if you are carrying out multiple
interviews.

•

E-mail the interview write-up to Ray, Stacey, Eric, Nancy, and Christina for
review.

If you have questions about the interview protocol, call Eric Novak at 786-2003.
Thanks!
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