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The case study from Portland (OR) reports on the utilization of the American Community Survey (ACS) data for a state-mandated program. The program by the Oregon Housing and Community Services Department awards funds to housing developer applicants who submit their proposals in semi-annual competitions. In 1999 alone, the OHCSD provided grants and tax credits for 57 affordable housing developments
; statewide, 439 housing units for elderly and disabled were financed by the OHCSD
.

One of the criteria in the OHCS evaluation of proposals is the quality of their market studies demonstrating need for affordable housing. Applicants are required to collect and analyze a variety of community-level data including local demographics, employment trends and rent structures in order to establish that the proposed development will fit the needs of the local market - that of low-income households, elderly, disabled and other disadvantaged population subgroups. While only 1980 and 1990 data are required by the OHCSD, the applicants are encouraged to use “more current data” whenever possible
.

With no detailed and straightforward guidelines available to applicants regarding the process of data collection, and the most recent community data collected back in 1990, it is hardly a surprise that many applicants have voiced frustration with the application process
. Similarly, the OHCSD has expressed concerns over the quality of market studies and reliability of the data provided by the applicants. 

It is in the light of these deficiencies of the program that the Population Research Center (PRC) was approached by a local affordable housing advocate and developer. The Center was asked to perform a market analysis in order to determine a need in low-income multi-family housing for an area within the City of Portland, OR. The purpose of the project was to produce an objective and comprehensive report that a developer could use to fulfill the requirements when applying for the State funding for affordable housing development. 

PRC devised a systematic method of research producing a standardized affordable housing market assessment that could be used for any given area with regard to its recent demographic and socio-economic trends and to its current housing situation. Besides the data collected by the 1980 and 1990 Censuses, the results of the 1996 ACS for Multnomah County, Oregon, were used in the analysis since the study area - Census Tract 34.01 - was located within the City and the County. Specific variables that influence and determine the need for affordable housing were analyzed. They include data on age, race and ethnicity of persons in households, household size and type, age of householder, employment status, adjusted household income, poverty status, vacancy and tenure of housing units, gross rent, gross rent as a percentage of household income, quality and age of housing, etc.

Availability of 1996 data allowed us to present  very strong evidence of the need in affordable multi-family housing in Census Tract 34.01. The results of the analysis would have been a lot less convincing if we were limited to 1980 and 1990 data only. In fact, some of the changes in the area were impossible to decipher if we were to produce 1996 estimates based on 1980-90 trends. For example, while during 1980s the study area lost 15 percent of its residents, it sharply reversed the trend in 1990s and added over 500 persons, or 19 percent of its 1990 population, by 1996. During the same 6-year period, the area increased the number of persons below poverty by 6.5 percent, a rate somewhat lower than in the previous decade (14.3 percent during the period of 1980-90). However, the number of households that paid 30 percent or more of their income on rent grew by an incredible 52 percent between 1990 and 1996. If we were to judge by the 1980-90 trend alone, we would have to estimate the 1990-to-1996 growth in such households at less than ¾ of a percent - a 70-fold difference! Number of vacant housing units in the study area decreased by 70% during 1990-96 period while it had grown by 55% during the previous decade. Number of renter-occupied units grew 3 times slower than owner-occupied units; in 1996 the rental housing vacancy rate was only 1.4%.  1996 ACS data shows that over 70 percent of all renter households in the study area had 1996 income below a federally mandated minimum for 1-person households; since only 51 percent of all 716 renter households were one-person in 1996, this estimate is extremely conservative. Using the data from the ACS, we were able to establish the need in 110 to 146 affordable housing units in the Census Tract 34.01.

In addition to fulfilling the needs of a particular affordable housing developer, the exposure of the study to other developers and government agencies has led to an increased awareness on the part of the OHCSD in the necessity of a standardized state-wide assessment of local need in affordable housing. It resulted in a request from the OHCSD that PRC create a series of Oregon Community Housing Profiles, a database and an analytical tool available for local communities and developers across the state. The Profiles were designed so that they can be easily updated once the American Community Survey is well established and produces community-level data on a regular basis. Availability of a timely, detailed and accurate governmental data at the local level via the American Community Survey will be indispensable for the success of affordable housing programs in Oregon and elsewhere.
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