
25

Introduction
  Civil rights and fair housing advocates have long 

challenged the use of federal housing resources to contain 
low income people of color in high poverty, racially isolated, 
low-opportunity areas (Julian & Daniel, 1989).  These 
advocates argue in favor of using those resources to remove 
the vestiges of segregation and expand housing opportunity. 
Others, including some low income housing developers 
and advocates, argue that use of those resources to develop 
or preserve low income housing in predominately white, 
non-distressed, higher opportunity areas will divert the use 
of those resources from the revitalization of blighted low 
income and minority concentrated areas (Clamore, 1989).  

While both sides of the discussion often endorse the 
idea of some sort of “balance” in addressing the issues, 
the nature of that balance, and the considerations that are 
involved in striking it, remain the subject of both policy and 
legal advocacy.  The latest iteration of that tension involves 
the Low Income Housing Tax Credit program (LIHTC) and 
the extent to which placement of LIHTC units in distressed 
areas with a history of racial segregation can be justifi ed 
by the concept of “community revitalization”(Lawrence, 

2013; Roisman, 1998).  The purpose of this paper is not 
to delve into all the issues involved in that debate, but to 
highlight how existing data and measures of community 
distress and opportunity used by two governmental 
agencies, the U.S. Department of the Treasury and the 
Department of Housing and Development, can inform the 
policy discussion. 

The Low Income Housing Tax Credit Program
The LIHTC program was created in 1986 to subsidize 

the production of high quality affordable rental housing for 
low income households. Today it is the largest affordable 
rental housing production program in the country. The 
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income affordable rental housing being developed, then 
that justifi cation for the continued and disproportionate 
placement of tax credit units in low income distressed and 
minority concentrated areas falls short, particularly from a 
civil rights perspective. 

In order to be able to assess the effi cacy of LIHTC 
developments as part of revitalization plans, the government 
could and should undertake data gathering and analysis 
to address the question of what constitutes an effective 
concerted community revitalization plan, what is required 
to demonstrate that a proposed LIHTC development will 
contribute to that plan, and what a community revitalized 
under that plan would look like. However, until that 
happens, there is currently available data that can and 
should be used to inform the discussion.  This article will 
use an analysis of HUD LIHTC, U.S. Treasury, and HUD 
voucher data to address these questions. 

LIHTC Unit Location
The Department of Housing and Urban Development 

(HUD) collects and analyzes the census tract location 
of the nation’s tax credit units by various demographic 
characteristics including race and ethnicity.1  While there is 
missing data for some variables, the address, total units, low 
income units, and allocation year variables are available 
for 99% of the projects and units.2  While not designed 
specifi cally to look at the issue of community revitalization, 
this and other available data does provide some  basis for 
examination of the contention that the revitalization impact 
of LIHTC  units, as currently implemented,  is suffi cient 
to justify the placement of units in low income, distressed, 
minority concentrated areas. 

In addition to providing individual project and 
unit data, HUD publishes summary reports for the data, 
including census tract tax level credit unit location data 
by tracts with greater than 50% minority concentration 
and greater than 30% of people below the poverty line.3  
The jurisdictions for which the comparisons are reported 
include the nation, regions, states, and Metropolitan 
Statistical Areas.  The national percentage of LIHTC units 
in tracts with a minority population of greater than 50% 
increased from 40% as of the 1995–2000 data to 44% 
as of the 2007 data.  The percentage of LIHTC units in 
tracts with more than 30% people below the poverty line 
increased from 18.1% as of the 1995-2000 data to 21.7% 
as of the 2007 data. 

Analysis Using HUD and Treasury’s Indicators of 
Distress and Opportunity

While not developed for the purpose of examining the 
LIHTC program’s relationship to community revitalization, 
both HUD and Treasury developed in other contexts, 
standards and indicators for assessing what constitutes a 
non-distressed, sustainable community.  It is reasonable to 
expect that a concerted community revitalization plan in 
the LIHTC context be consistent with those standards. 

LIHTC is a limited resource, and the competition for the 
9% credits is highly competitive in most states.  The tax 
credits made available under the program are not only a 
valuable public resource creating  much needed affordable 
housing, but are a valuable resource to the private for-
profi t and non-profi t housing sectors, providing millions 
of dollars in tax credits and other returns to investors, 
banks, syndicators and for-profi t and non-profi t developers 
annually. 

This article argues that public policy that places or 
maintains low income housing resources in high poverty, 
distressed locations which do not offer opportunities to 
low income families related to education, employment, 
environmental health, and safety should be justifi ed.  If 
the justifi cation is that low income housing will, alone or 
as part of a comprehensive plan, revitalize a community, 
there must be an objective basis for that claim.  Where the 
locational policy of an affordable housing program will 
perpetuate historic segregation, containment, and denial 
of access to equal opportunity to low income minority 
families, there is a also legal imperative to justify that 
result.

Concerted Community Revitalization Plans:  States 
Need Federal Guidance 

In 2001 the federal tax code was amended to include 
several “preferences” for applications for tax credits 
which meet certain criteria.  Among those is a preference 
for applications to develop housing in low income 
areas (“qualifi ed census tracts” or QCTs) which would 
“contribute to a concerted community revitalization plan.”  

Pursuant to the LIHTC statute, states administer 
their LIHTC programs through the annual promulgation 
of a Qualifi ed Allocation Plan (QAP) which sets out the 
terms upon which that year’s allocation of tax credits will 
be made.  Unfortunately, the LIHTC statute supplies no 
details on the required content of a “concerted community 
revitalization plan,” and to date the U.S. Treasury 
Department has not provided any regulatory or other 
guidance on that requirement.

Unsurprisingly, this non-regulated LIHTC 
environment resulted in widely divergent approaches 
to implementation of the “concerted community 
revitalization” requirement. A 2002 study of QAPs 
throughout the nation found that while many states put 
some form of the community revitalization preference in 
the QAP, issues of content and accountability remained 
(Gustafson & Walker, 2002).  Even with changes resulting 
in more specifi c requirements, several respondents 
indicated that it remained diffi cult to prove that projects 
actually contributed to revitalization plans because of how 
broadly “plans” were defi ned.  A recent review of selected 
QAP s suggests that things have not changed much in the 
intervening decade (Khadurri, 2013).

The position of the author is that if concerted 
revitalization plans are not working to provide the benefi ts 
of revitalized neighborhoods to the residents of the low 
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QCTs which are part of a concerted revitalization plan, and 
it is relevant to examine the degree to which the distressed 
communities in which units are located are showing 
credible signs of revitalization. 

Findings
Our calculations show the national percentage of 

non-elderly, metropolitan area tax credit units located in 
census tracts at the highest Distress Index level of 4 is 
41% for units allocated prior to 2001, and 44 % allocated 
between 2001 and 2009.  The national percentage of such 
units located in census tracts at the lowest Distress Index 
level of 0 is 9% for units allocated prior to 2001, and 7% 
allocated between 2001 and 2009 (see Figure 1 below). 
The national percentage of non-elderly metropolitan units 
located in census tracts at the 1, 2, and 3 Distress Index 
levels is essentially the same for the units allocated before 
2001 and the units allocated in 2001 through 2009.4  These 
results do not appear consistent with substantial nationwide 
revitalization effects from the development of tax credit 
units, whether or not the units are part of concerted 
community revitalization plans.

HUD’s Housing Choice Voucher “Opportunity Index”
The LIHTC program prohibits denial of occupancy to 

tenants because of their participation in the HUD Housing 
Choice Voucher program.  This requirement evidences at 
least a presumption by Congress that LIHTC units should 
be available as a crucial resource to families with vouchers 
who often struggle to identify good quality apartments 
they can rent.  Indeed, in metropolitan areas, where 
voucher holders are disproportionately people of color, 
the presences of LIHTC units in the housing market can 
be a signifi cant factor in what sort of housing choices are 
likely to be available to low income families of color using 
Section 8 Rental assistance.

Treasury’s CDFI Distress Indicator Index
The U.S. Treasury is responsible for administering 

the Community Development Financial Institutions 
(CDFI) program, which provides money to community 
based fi nancial institutions to assist with community 
development and revitalization.  In order to target the 
CDFI funds to those areas most in need of that assistance, 
the Treasury developed a Distress Indicator Index which it 
uses to determine the census tracts in which the residents 
are enduring the highest levels of distress and are the most 
in need of revitalization.  The Treasury’s CDFI Distress 
Index is based on 2005-2009 U.S. Census American 
Community Survey census tract data on poverty rates, 
median household income, and unemployment rates. The 
Distress Indicator Index is on a scale of 0 to 4 with 4 being 
the highest level of distress and 0 being no distress.

Methodology
The original calculations which were done for this 

paper are based on the HUD LIHTC database for the 
allocation of non-elderly units in metropolitan areas as of 
2009.  The metropolitan area designation includes central 
cities and suburbs but does not include units allocated in 
rural, non-metropolitan areas.  The analysis of the HUD 
data is divided into two periods: allocations prior to 2001 
and projects receiving allocations between 2001 and 2009.  
Units allocated prior to 2001 are those which presumably 
have had the longest period to have had a revitalization 
effect on the community.  While those allocations did not 
refl ect the statutory preference for applications in QCTs 
which are part of a concerted revitalization plan, to the 
extent that low income housing investment alone can act as 
a catalyst for revitalization, units in place for a longer time 
would be relevant to the inquiry.  Likewise, units allocated 
between 2001 and 2009 presumably were impacted to 
some degree by the statutory preference for applications in 

Figure 1.  LIHTC units and the CDFI Distress Index (non-elderly, metropolitan)
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A Local Case Study
The data above can be used at the local level to 

analyze a proposed allocation of tax credit in the context of 
the goal of revitalization of a distressed community.  Such 
an analysis was done for the City of Dallas of allocations of 
LIHTC units prior to 2013 by the law fi rm representing the 
Inclusive Communities Project (ICP).6  The accompanying 
maps plot the location and approval year of each LIHTC 
project in the City of Dallas, Texas against the Opportunity 
Index and Distress Index discussed above.  The fi ndings 
show that 99.6% of the LIHTC units in the City of Dallas 
are located in census tracts with a “0” HUD Opportunity 
Index rating, and 85% of the units are located in census 
tracts with a highest CDFI Distress Index Level of 4 
(see Figure 3). The local analysis  also draws upon data 
and analysis depicting the 27 most crime-prone areas of 
Dallas (“hot spots”), where people are most likely to be 
victimized by crime, as determined by the Dallas Police 
Department’s computer analysis that incorporates layers of 
data, including gang activities, residences of parolees, and 
daily police reports.  45% of the LIHTC units in the City 
were located in the 27 “hot spots” identifi ed by the DPD.  

Conclusion
There should be national standards on what 

“community revitalization” requires, both from a public 
policy and civil rights perspective, as it relates to a 
locational preference for LIHTC units.  Those standards 
must refl ect national policy and law, while allowing for 
state-determined priorities refl ecting local conditions. 
Ultimately, they must work at the local level to achieve 
the goal of providing low income housing in healthy, safe, 
communities of opportunity. 

Any public policy that requires that LIHTC units 

Opportunity Index
HUD developed a HCV Opportunity Index used for 

gauging the adequacy of the opportunities presented to 
residents of urban area census tracts. The Index measures 
each census tract and block group in the country for the 
potential opportunity it offers HCV holders seeking to 
locate improved housing and neighborhood conditions. 
The index takes into account a wide variety of demographic 
data including race and ethnicity, housing data, affordable 
housing data and changes in that data. The primary index 
uses “0” to indicate an absence of such improved housing 
and neighborhood conditions.  Areas where improved 
conditions exist are scored on a scale from 40 to 100.  
(McClure, 2011)  

Findings
Our calculations refl ected in fi gure 2 combine the 

HUD LIHTC allocation data with this Opportunity Index.  
21% of the non-elderly, metropolitan area tax credit 
units with allocations made prior to 2001 were in census 
tracts with opportunities suffi cient to rank at least 40 on 
the Opportunity Index.  79% were in census tracts with 
an Opportunity Index of 0.  For allocations of tax credit 
units made from 2001 and 2009, 19% were in census 
tracts with opportunities suffi cient to rank at least 40 on 
the Opportunity Index.  81% were in census tracts with an 
Opportunity Index of 0.5

To the extent that the placement of LIHTC 
developments are  expected to serve as a catalyst for 
neighborhood revitalization , these results do not suggest 
substantial, nationwide revitalization effects from the 
use of LIHTC units whether or not the units are part of 
concerted community revitalization plans.

Figure 2.  LIHTC Units and the HUD Opportunity Index (non-elderly, metropoli-
tan)
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