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Abstract 

 

City and local governments can make the greatest positive impact on their low-income 

residents through the development and implementation of policies that can provide relief from 

the structural forces that keep many poor residents trapped in poverty. While there are numerous 

state and federal policies that address important policy areas like transportation, housing, and 

homelessness, city governments are often the ones that are left to enforce these policies. By 

taking a more active role in developing their own policies in these areas, city and local 

governments can better provide positive impacts to their most vulnerable residents and 

neighborhoods. Case studies of Austin, TX, San Antonio, TX, San Diego, CA and New York 

City, NY, show the differences between cities that are more engaged with policy and program 

creation and willing to implement evidence-based programs and those that are not. Reviewing 

city council ordinances and other city documents provides insight into what policies cities are 

prioritizing and if they are effective at reducing poverty. Analyzing data available from these 

cities and other sources also provides a clearer picture of how city policies and ordinances are 

impacting some of the structural forces that keep people in poverty, such as policies that attempt 

to address median housing value and median rent. Cities that engage more with residents, tenants 

and landlords have more success lifting barriers that poor residents face when attempting to 

access better services and access to equitable employment opportunities, public transportation, 

and affordable housing. Cities that rely more on the private market for housing and are not as 

proactive with policy interventions are inefficient at delivering services and benefits to low-

income residents, exacerbating the already significant barriers they face when attempting to lift 

themselves out of poverty. Additionally, a city’s willingness to implement innovative policies,  
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ABSTRACT 

such as Housing First, that are evidence-backed can be much more effective than continuing to 

conduct policy business as usual. 
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 Introduction 

Cities have long been drivers of economic opportunity, cultural hubs, and an entertaining 

place for people to visit and explore. Businesses seek to relocate their headquarters to large, 

dense cities, giving them access to young and educated workers. People move to the city to seek 

out better conditions for themselves and their families, creating new opportunities and new 

challenges for cities.1 While new residents to a city spur economic and commercial development, 

this also creates or exacerbates significant needs for a city’s new existing populace. Chief among 

these is access to reliable transportation, employment opportunities, and affordable housing.  

Newcomers to the city put pressure on households that are already living there. While 

cities work to attract new people, current residents are faced with the prospect of losing homes 

and neighborhoods they have lived in for generations as developers seek out cheap land to create 

newer and more expensive homes for the new, wealthier residents willing to pay higher rents. 

This typically happens in poor and underinvested neighborhoods where households are typically 

people of color. These poor neighborhoods are typically the result of conscious choices by city 

leaders, who sought to “redline” Blacks and other communities of color away from wealthier 

white areas that had greater access to economic opportunities.2 Cities have ignored these 

neighborhoods and their existing institutions, creating conditions ripe for gentrification and 

exploitation by developers. These poor neighborhoods typically lack adequate and safe housing, 

                                                      
1 Joel Kotkin. The Human City: Urbanism for the Rest of Us (Chicago: B2 Books, 2017), 10-11.  
2 Richard Rothstein, interview by Terry Gross, National Public Radio: Fresh Air, National Public Radio, May 3, 

2017. https://www.npr.org/2017/05/03/526655831/a-forgotten-history-of-how-the-u-s-government-segregated-
america.  
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access to a reliable transportation system, employment opportunities, and the ability to resist 

these interventions into their neighborhoods.3 

Low-income households in cities face many structural forces that conspire to keep them 

embedded in poverty. Poor residents often reside in areas of a city that do not have quality, 

accessible transit hubs they can utilize to travel to work, to the grocery store and to school. 

However, they are more likely than higher-income residents to use public transit. Since land is 

more expensive close to transit stations and hubs, developers are incentivized by the market to 

build more market-rate apartments and homes rather than affordable housing. This dynamic 

forces low-income workers to find more affordable housing further away from where they work. 

Although they may have found less expensive housing further from a transit hub, the added 

transportation costs of owning and maintaining a vehicle create a severe cost-burden on low-

income families that puts them at risk of eviction and contributes to housing instability. This 

instability can often result in a household’s eviction, causing a prolonged period of homelessness 

and an eviction on their record, making it difficult to obtain housing in the future.4  

Once a family or individual is homeless, there are numerous barriers they face to access 

stable housing. Many communities require people experiencing homelessness to prove 

themselves ready for independent living and require complete sobriety before granting them a 

new home. This staircase model of treatment creates a kind of reward-based system where, after 

completing multiple courses of treatment, a homeless individual can finally obtain housing, if it 

is available. When treatment is finished but housing is unavailable, the homeless individual often 

                                                      
3 National Low Income Housing Coalition. “Gentrification and Neighborhood Revitalization: What’s the 

Difference?” April 5, 2019. https://nlihc.org/resource/gentrification-and-neighborhood-revitalization-whats-

difference. 
4 Ezike, Richard and Kimberly Burrowes. “Are Cars a Necessity? During COVID-19, Low-Income Households May 

Consider Public Transit Alternatives.” Housing Matters: An Urban Institute Initiative. August 12, 2020. 

https://housingmatters.urban.org/articles/are-cars-necessity-during-covid-19-low-income-households-may-consider-

public-transit. 
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has no choice but to return to where they were living unsheltered and often begins using drugs or 

alcohol to cope with their situation. Additional housing requirements in some communities 

include having a source of income or identification documents, both of which are difficult for 

individuals experiencing homelessness to obtain. Other communities solve the most immediate 

issue first, allowing homeless individuals access to their own apartment before they have done 

any sort of drug, alcohol, or mental health treatment program. Treatment is highly encouraged 

and allows the individual to begin treatment on their own time. Many homeless individuals who 

receive housing through these Housing First programs do elect to receive treatment and are able 

to remain stably housed one year after entering their unit. 

Evictions and the threat of eviction cause major disruptions to households. A sudden loss 

of income or employment can lead to a resident facing the eviction process, which also creates a 

host of compounding problems. City residents who live in poor and disadvantaged 

neighborhoods have a much higher risk of eviction than residents who live in more affluent 

areas. Eviction leads to increased mental strain on households, significant gaps in schooling and 

employment, and prolonged periods of homelessness. Poor residents are more likely to spend 

much of their income on their housing and transportation costs, leading many households to 

forgo medical expenses, groceries, or school supplies for children. Residents often vacate their 

unit after receiving a Notice to Vacate or an eviction notice, which is typically cheaper than 

fighting the eviction in court. Some cities do not have an adequate tenant and renter assistance 

programs that can allow poor households to remain stably housed and create a rental payment 

plan in conjunction with landlords. Landlords can take advantage of the lack of tenant resources 

through measures known as informal eviction, which include changing the locks of a tenant’s 

unit or simply raising rent to a price that the current tenant is unable to pay. This gap in services 
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causes many households to vacate their homes prematurely, exacerbating housing instability in a 

city.5    

My thesis examines how cities have tackled the same problems in different ways and 

evaluates how effective each has been. I will evaluate my case study cities against the existing 

literature to explore how effective cities have been at implementing policies that alleviate 

poverty. The cities I examine are San Diego, San Antonio, Austin, and New York City. All of 

these cities face similar housing, transportation and homelessness problems but each city’s 

leaders have used different approaches and policy implementations to create more equitable 

opportunities for the poorest residents. These different approaches are influenced not just by the 

people that make up their city council or mayor’s offices but are also informed by the history of 

the city and how its growth has impacted its most vulnerable residents. 

My first chapter focuses on why locating affordable housing close to a city’s 

transportation network stations and hubs is important in creating equitable opportunities for low-

income residents. Cities that take an active role in ensuring that affordable housing is built in 

areas that have good access to public transportation and employment opportunities will have 

more success in providing opportunities for economic advancement to its poorest residents. I use 

San Diego and San Antonio as case studies to examine how they have historically located low-

income housing in relation to employment opportunities and transit hubs. These cities have taken 

different approaches to housing development and transportation network planning, which have 

had different impacts on their low-income households.  

My second chapter examines how evictions affect a city’s most vulnerable residents and 

how a robust system of eviction prevention programs can help poor residents remain stably 

                                                      
5 Kasakove, Sophie. “As Rents Rise, So Do Pressures on People at Risk of Eviction.” The New York Times, October 

18, 2021. https://www.nytimes.com/2021/10/18/us/eviction-rising-rent-cost.html. 
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housed. There is already a large body of research on how harmful eviction is to poor households 

and how evictions can send poor residents spiraling deeper into poverty. I examine eviction 

prevention systems in San Antonio and Austin to determine how effective they are at preventing 

poor households from being evicted in the first place. Despite close proximity to each other, San 

Antonio and Austin offer enough differences in their city policies to perform a thorough analysis 

on the efficacy of each city’s eviction prevention policies. 

My third chapter explores the two main strategies cities utilize to get people experiencing 

homelessness off the streets and into housing. San Antonio and New York City are my case 

study cities. San Antonio applies the more traditional staircase model of treatment for the 

homeless while New York City practices the more progressive Housing First model. By 

examining how each model of homelessness care treats the individual and housing, I will show 

how each model is different and which one is most effective at giving people experiencing 

homelessness an opportunity to obtain housing and remain stably housed once there.  

City leaders can create policies that have a greater direct impact on their residents than 

many state or federal policies can. While federal and state policies are important and can also 

provide resources for cities to use, it is cities and localities that are the ones tasked with the 

enforcement of those policies. There are numerous federal policies that cover policy areas of 

concern for city leaders. However, it is often the responsibility of the city to create an effective 

implementation strategy and ensure that federal policies can be efficiently translated into real-

world results that provide tangible impact for the city’s residents. Rather than relying solely on 

federal or state initiatives, city leaders should focus on creating their own set of policies that can 

alleviate the poverty burden of their poorest residents. City leaders have better access to their 

constituents and can respond much faster to their constituents’ requests for improvements in city 
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services, and residents also have more access to their city leaders and are better able to 

participate in city information sessions, city council meetings and engage with their elected 

leaders. Information flows much quicker between city leaders and residence, necessitating a 

more proactive approach to governance and policy creation from cities and localities.6 By being 

more proactive and engaging with constituents, city governments can create impactful policies 

and strategies for helping their poor residents escape poverty.  

These complex pressures present cities with an opportunity to create equitable policies 

and systems that create more opportunities for poor residents and households to get themselves 

out of poverty. There are too many intersecting societal forces keeping people in poverty that no 

one policy change can alleviate poverty for everyone. Instead, cities have the opportunity create 

better systems through policies that attempt to holistically address the needs of their poorest 

residents. These needs are often adequate transportation, access to affordable housing, and the 

ability to maintain their housing once they have it. Cities need to be more proactive in creating 

policies and providing resources to their poorest residents that will allow them more 

opportunities to escape poverty.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
6 Crawford, Susan and Stephen Goldsmith. The Responsive City: Engaging Communities Through Data-Smart 

Governance (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2014), 3-5. 
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Chapter 1: Housing, Land-Use and Transportation for Low-

Income Residents 

 

Introduction 

 Today, more people are moving into cities, looking for new opportunities for work, a 

better standard of living and access to human capital. Human capital is a key driver of regional 

and local economic growth.7 Cities provide the necessary connections between people that spur 

economic development and connection. People move to cities to gain access to more 

opportunities to use those connections.8 With cities swelling in population, city governments 

must realize that the policies of the 20th century are no longer adequate to deal with the demands 

of the 21st.  

Complex problems created by population growth are generating unique pressures on city 

governments. Housing prices have skyrocketed in many metropolitan areas and access to 

affordable housing units has shrunk, leaving poor and minority communities’ housing needs 

                                                      
7 Richard Florida, “The U.S. Brainpower Map”, The Atlantic, August 2, 2010, 

https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2010/08/the-us-brainpower-map/60641/. 
8 Edward Glaeser, Triumph of the City: How Our Greatest Invention Makes Us Richer, Smarter, Greener, Healthier 

and Happier, (New York: Penguin Press, 2011), 7-8. 
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neglected, forcing them to leave the city in search of cheaper housing.9 Public transportation, 

despite being used mostly by the same communities pushed out of the city, often fails to 

equitably provide access to places of work and affordable housing.10 Coordination between land-

use and transportation policies can allow cities to provide equitable access to employment and 

housing for neglected communities, thereby limiting the segregation between wealthy and poor 

communities that can be found so prevalently in American cities.  

San Diego and San Antonio are two cities facing these complex pressures. Both cities’ 

populations are increasing and housing is becoming more expensive. The San Diego Association 

of Governments (SANDAG) forecasts San Diego’s population to increase a full percentage point 

from the 2010 census, an increase of approximately 160,000 people.11 San Antonio has 

experienced much quicker growth. The U.S. Census Bureau estimates that San Antonio’s 

population has increased 15.5% since the 2010 Census, growing from 1.3 million people to 

nearly 1.5 million.12 As both cities’ populations continue to increase, pressure will be 

increasingly applied on city leaders to create transportation and housing policies that can provide 

equitable options and choices to low-income and minority populations. Using San Diego and San 

Antonio as case studies, the question at the heart of this paper is to determine which polices are 

most effective at providing these options for transportation and housing options for the cities’ 

poor communities. 

 

 

                                                      
9 G. Stacy Sirmans and David A. Macpherson, “The State of Affordable Housing”, Journal of Real Estate 

Literature, Vol. 11, No. 2 (2003), 134-136, https://www.jstor.org/stable/44103465 
10 Lexer Quamie, “Transportation Equity a Key to Winning Full Civil Rights”, Race, Poverty & the Environment, 

Vol. 18, No. 2 (2011), 59-60, https://www.jstor.org/stable/41554788 
11 San Diego Association of Governments, “2030 Regional Growth Forecast Update: Process and Model 

Documentation”, San Diego, CA, 92-93. 
12 United States Census Bureau, “San Antonio Quick Facts”, https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/sanantoniocitytexas 

https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/sanantoniocitytexas
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Literature Review 

As more people move into urban centers, cities are increasingly faced with developing 

new and sustainable ways for people to find employment, easy access to housing and better ways 

to travel through the city. People are attracted to cities for a variety of reasons, including access 

to better paying jobs, city attractions and places of interest and quality of life. Additionally, a 

city’s cultural diversity is often a key factor in attracting new residents.13  

A variety of policy techniques and proposals exist to enable cities to decrease 

socioeconomic inequity. These include revising their land-use, transportation policies and 

housing regulations. For example, some studies suggest that the development of light-rail lines 

lead to an increase in mixed-use and mixed-income business and housing developments along 

the transit line.14 Cities can also take advantage of the Low-Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) 

to construct new affordable housing units and protect existing units near transit centers, which 

tend to increase the surrounding land value.15 Progressive land-use and inclusionary development 

policies, as opposed to exclusionary and restrictive policies, can have an important impact on the 

affordability of cities. Overly restrictive housing and land-use regulations typically have 

substantially higher housing costs compared to cities that have more liberal housing policies.16 

Some cities restrict the demolition of old buildings, preventing the construction of new ones and 

making old housing residences more expensive and exclusive.17 Other cities overtly restrict 

multi-family housing while some mandate parking spot requirements for new developments.18 

                                                      
13 Glaeser, Triumph of the City, 241-242. 
14 Richard J. Lee and Ipek N. Sener, “The Effect of Light Rail Transit on Land Use in a City Without Zoning”, The 

Journal of Transport and Land Use, Vol. 10, No. 1 (2017), 542. 
15 Kimberly Burnett and Todd Nedwick, “How Can the LIHTC Program Most Effectively Be Used to Provide 

Affordable Rental Housing Near Transit”, Cityscape, Vol. 17, No. 2 (2015), 113-115. 
16 Joshua D. Gottlieb, “How Minimum Zoning Mandates Can Improve Housing Markets and Expand Opportunity”, 

The Aspen Institute: Economic Strategy Group (2018), 3-5. 
17 Glaeser, Ibid, 154. 
18 Gottlieb, “Minimum Zoning”, 7. 
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These policies increase the cost of available units and make developers less keen to build 

affordable housing, causing housing shortages. A study found that cities that restricted allowable 

densities experienced slower housing growth and a decrease in multi-family units, causing 

further economic segregation.19 

Many cities continue to regulate and manage land-use development by isolating 

commercial, industrial, shopping and employment from residential housing districts.20 It can be 

argued that this form of exclusionary zoning and ill-managed land-use and housing policies not 

only causes housing prices to rise, but also leads to increased traffic congestion, air pollution and 

inefficient energy consumption. Others contend that regions are growing into economically 

distinct districts, a result of state and federal government choices that ignore or abandon 

communities and provide tax incentives for home ownership further away from the city center.21  

Moving further away from the urban core to find affordable homes saves money, but only 

if considering the direct costs of buying a home. One study found that for every mile further 

from the city center, home prices drop between $5,000 and $7,000. With transportation costs 

rising, the costs of home ownership have been swapped for the costs of commuting. This spatial 

separation of housing from the economic hubs of city centers serves to further segregate the 

population of a city, creating a “drive ‘til you qualify” search for affordable homes. Some argue 

that the spatial separation of a city’s districts of residences, work places and commercial centers 

was a recoil from the squalid conditions brought on by the heavy industrialization of American 

                                                      
19 Jonathan T. Rothwell and Douglas S. Massey, “Density Zoning and Class Segregation in U.S. Metropolitan 

Areas”, Social Science Quarterly, Vol. 91, No. 5 (2010), 1126-1128.  
20 Danya Kim and Jangik Jin, “The Effect of Land Use on Housing Price and Rent: Empirical Evidence of Job 

Accessibility and Mixed Land Use”, Sustainability, No. 11 (2019), 3-5. 
21 Kalima Rose, “Combating Gentrification Through Equitable Development”, Race, Poverty & the Environment, 

Vol. 9, No. 1 (2002), 6-7. 
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cities.22 Attempting to reduce disorder, cities gradually began to sprawl outwards, with wealthier 

families leaving the urban core for more pristine suburbs.23 As more people of means began to 

move away from urban squalor, surrounding suburban areas adopted the early exclusionary 

zoning ordinances that initiated the separation of cities into distinct and separate districts.24 

Although early land-use ordinances were written to be comprehensive, the goal of these 

early suburbs was to maintain the status-quo of the neighborhood and limit the intrusion of 

lower-income families.25 However, some argue that zoning ordinances which appear to be 

discriminatory may in fact reflect the social and physical structure of the community at that time. 

The public goals of large lot zoning, such as control of urban land use and managing property tax 

burdens, outweigh arguments against the segregation-oriented objectives of exclusionary 

zoning.26  

A city’s expansion and sprawl increase pressure on its outer urban areas, making 

transportation options and access even more important for residents. Low-income minority 

communities typically make up most of a metropolitan area’s transit riders. Low-income riders 

are more likely to use transit to commute to places of employment and for other trips.27 Public 

transportation is often more attractive for low-income and minority communities due to the high 

costs of car ownership, which can make up a significant portion of their spending. When 

                                                      
22 William H. Hudnut III, Changing Metropolitan America: Planning for a Sustainable Future (Washington, D.C.: 

Urban Land Institute, 2008), 8-13. 
23 Nicole Stelle Garnett, Ordering the City: Land Use, Policing, and the Restoration of Urban America (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 2010), 31-34. 
24 Howard Frumkin, “Urban Sprawl and Public Health”, in Urban Health: Readings in the Social, Built and Physical 

Environments of U.S. Cities, ed. H. Patricia Hynes and Russ Lopez (Sudbury: Jones and Bartlett Publishers, 2009) 

142-144. 
25 Roger W. Caves and Barry Cullingworth, Planning in the USA: Policies, Issues and Processes (New York: 

Routledge, 2009), 251-252. 
26 Max Neiman, “Zoning Policy, Income Clustering and Suburban Change”, Social Science Quarterly, Vol. 61, No. 

¾ (1980), 670-673. 
27 Armin Jeddi Yeganeh, Ralph P. Hall, Annie R. Pearce and Steve Hankey, “A Social Equity Analysis of the U.S. 

Public Transportation System Based on Job Accessibility”, Journal of Transport and Land Use, Vol. 11, No. 1 

(2018), 1040-1042. 
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combined with high housing prices, however, job accessibility via public transit is not equitable 

across income strata. As transit stations progressively improve at connecting various districts of a 

city, land around the station becomes more valuable. Because of the high costs of land near the 

transit center, developers frequently build luxury residences, which are more likely to be 

profitable. Cities can create affordable housing incentives for developers that offset the high land 

values, including low-income housing credits, inclusionary zoning and offering fee waivers and 

incentives to developers.28  

Effective transportation services can be an economic boon to cities and surrounding 

suburbs. When a streetcar route was established in 1907 in Fort Collins, Colorado, residential 

and commercial development skyrocketed in the small community, becoming one of the first 

instances of transit-oriented development.29 By creating effective transit centers and networks 

spreading out from a downtown area, cities can reduce car dependence and congestion, along 

with the numerous negative externalities that are caused by vehicles such as pollution and 

smog.30 Some studies have found that among cities that have high land-use densities, both in 

employment and residents, car ownership and use is lower than in cities that are less dense.31 Not 

only does development around public transit rid cities of the negative externalities of car use, but 

                                                      
28 Bruce S. Appleyard, Alexander R. Frost and Christopher Allen, “Are All Transit Stations Equal and Equitable? 

Calculating Sustainability, Livability, Health & Equity Performance of Smart Growth & Transit-Oriented-

Development (TOD)”, Journal of Transport and Health, Vol. 14, No. 1 (2019), 9-11. 
29 Caves and Cullingworth, Planning In the USA, 57. 
30 Peter Newman, “Planning for Transit Oriented Development: Strategic Principles,” in Transit Oriented 

Development: Making It Happen, ed. Carey Curtis, John L. Renne, Luca Bertolini, (Surrey: Ashgate Publishing 

Company, 2009) 16-21. 
31 Graham Currie and Chris De Gruyter, “Exploring Links Between the Sustainability Performance of Urban Public 

Transport and Land Use in International Cities”, Journal of Transport and Land Use, Vol. 11, No. 1 (2018), 337-

339. 
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also it can spur economic production by allowing the development of more income producing 

spaces near homes and jobs.32 

Mobility is a major factor in the creation of the urban landscape and a facilitator of 

economic production. Some argue that there is a “mobility privilege” underlying many 

transportation policies in the United States. Mobility privilege policies benefit car owners and 

upper-middle class households over lower-income residents.33 Personal automobiles became 

much more ingrained in Americans’ daily lives due to the spatial separation of destinations, with 

cars providing the rapid transit speed necessary to offset the distance between destinations.34 

Transitioning from mobility-centric policies to accessibility-centric ones can reduce mobility 

privilege in cities. Mobility within a city tends to relate to faster vehicle speeds. In contrast, 

accessibility focuses on linking people to places within a city through means other than by car, 

usually by an effective public transportation network.35 This aligns with other views that better 

accessibility to places of work and other destinations, such as entertainment and retail, can be 

boosted by an equitable public transit network within a city.36  

Creating the necessary social and cultural infrastructure that allows cities to thrive 

involves providing access to housing and transportation so that more people can live closer to 

places of work and entertainment.37 Coordinating land-use and transportation policies is proven 

                                                      
32 Marilee A. Utter, “Developing TOD in America: The Private Sector View,” in Transit Oriented Development: 

Making It Happen, ed. Carey Curtis, John L. Renne, Luca Bertolini, (Surrey: Ashgate Publishing Company, 2009) 

209-212. 
33 Hugh Bartling, “Mobility and the Regional Context of Urban Disaster”, in What Is a City? Rethinking the Urban 

After Hurricane Katrina, ed. Phil Steinberg and Rob Shields (Athens: University of Georgia Press), 100-103.  
34 Alan E. Pisarski, “Transportation”, The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, Vol. 453 

(1981), 81-82. 
35 Joe Grengs, “On The Way But Not There Yet: Making Accessibility the Core of Equity Planning in 

Transportation” in Advancing Equity Planning Now, Cornell University Press (2018). 
36 John L. Renne, “Measuring the Success of Transit Oriented Development”, in Transit Oriented Development: 

Making It Happen, ed. Carey Curtis, John L. Renne, Luca Bertolini, (Surrey: Ashgate Publishing Company, 2009). 
37 Joel Rogers, “Cities: The Vital Core,” in Urban Health: Readings in the Social, Built and Physical Environments 

of U.S. Cities, ed. H. Patricia Hynes and Russ Lopez (Sudbury: Jones and Bartlett Publishers, 2009) 277-280. 
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to bring economic and social benefits to cities. Without proper land-use policies, housing prices 

near transit hubs can quickly skyrocket. This can result from higher development costs or a time-

consuming regulatory process imposed by city governments.38 Further, many affordable housing 

units that are HUD-subsidized may not have their contracts renewed and transitioned into 

market-rate housing as prices near transit hubs rise. This would lead to higher numbers of 

residents being pushed out of their homes and lead to lower transit use, especially by minority 

and low-income residents.39 Transit-oriented-development (TOD) policies that ignore racial and 

economic inequity are inferior and inadequate for cities’ changing demographics. Rather than 

being forced to move, policies centered on TOD should strive to allow current residents to 

remain and thrive in place, along with creating quality jobs in transit neighborhoods.40  

Methodology 

This paper uses a combination of data analysis and case studies. Data analysis is useful 

for the examination of socioeconomic parity in a city overtime. Data, such as median household 

income over a geographic area, can provide a general overview of economic conditions that 

create parity among income groups within a city.41 The case study format enhances the study of 

various government policies over time to determine their effectiveness. Utilizing the case study 

method also enables examination of mostly uniform conditions between the two cities.42 

Documentary materials, such as policy plans and policy ordinances, also contribute to the 

                                                      
38 Shelley Poticha and Jeff Wood, “Tranist Oriented for All: Delivering Mixed-Income Housing in Tranist Served 

Neighborhoods”, in Transit Oriented Development: Making It Happen, ed. Carey Curtis, John L. Renne, Luca 

Bertolini, (Surrey: Ashgate Publishing Company, 2009). 
39 Michael Bodaken and Todd Nedwick, “Preserving Affordable Transit-Oriented Housing,” Race, Poverty & the 

Environment, Vol. 19, No. 1 (2012), 75-77. 
40 Rebecca Saldaña and Margaret Wykowski, “Racial Equity: New Cornerstone of Transit-Oriented Development,” 

Race, Poverty & the Environment, Vol. 19, No. 2 (2012), 13-15. 
41 Marcus E. Ethridge, “Univariate Analysis: Statistics of a Single Variable”, in The Political Research Analysis: 

Readings and Analysis, The Dushkin Publishing Group, Inc: Guildford, CT, 1994. 
42 Stephen Van Evera, “What Are Case Studies? How Should They Be Performed”, in Guide to Methods for 

Students in Political Science, Cornell University Press, 1997. 
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validity of the case studies by shedding light on the political desires and motives of city 

leaders.43    

San Diego and San Antonio were chosen as case study subjects. San Diego and San 

Antonio are similar in population size and have similar public transit system networks. Both 

cities have sizable minority communities that are traditionally poor and benefit the most from 

having access to public transportation for work and non-work trips. Using data from both cities’ 

Open Data Portals, the U.S. Census Bureau and Housing and Urban Development’s Low-Income 

Housing Tax Credit and Location Affordability Index, as well as government documents and 

policy papers, I examine how effective San Antonio and San Diego have been in implementing 

Transit-Oriented Development and affordable housing policies to decrease socioeconomic 

inequity among its residents. 

Case Study 1: San Diego 

 Recognizing the need for additional affordable housing as early as 1980, the San Diego 

City Council created the first city program to facilitate the rapid production of affordable housing 

units. San Diego is identified as one of the least affordable cities in the country and local officials 

have declared an affordable housing state of emergency every year since 2004.44 Still, new 

housing development, especially affordable units, has not kept pace with population growth, 

leading to median home prices greater than $500,000 and an average monthly rent greater than 

$1,800.45 Table 1.1 shows data from 2010. At that time, 29 percent of home values were 

between $500,000 to $749,000. Such values can serve to restrict available housing for many 

                                                      
43 Marcus E. Ethridge, “Content Analysis”, in The Political Research Analysis: Readings and Analysis, The Dushkin 

Publishing Group, Inc: Guildford, CT, 1994. 
44 Office of the City Auditor, “Performance Audit of the Affordable/In-fill Housing and Sustainable Buildings 

Expedite Program”, December 2016. 
45 San Diego City Council Ordinance Number O-20916, “Affordable Housing Density Bonus 2018”, San Diego City 

Council, March 22, 2018. 
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residents. 63 percent of San Diego residents earn a median income between $15,000 and 

$99,999, making home ownership cost-prohibitive for many residents.46 Since 2010, San Diego 

home prices have continued to rise.47 

Table 1.1 – San Diego, CA Housing Values in 2010 
 Number Percent 

Total Owner-Occupied Units 609,858 100% 

Less than $150,000 42,563 7% 

$150,000 to $199,999 16,312 3% 

$200,000 to $249,000 26,148 4% 

$250,000 to $299,999 31,305 5% 

$300,000 to $399,999 95,640 16% 

$400,000 to $499,999 106,163 17% 

$500,000 to $749,000 173,920 29% 

$750,000 to $999,999 65,803 11% 

$1,000,000 or more 52,004 9% 

Median Value $488,075  

Source: SANDAG, constructed for U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey 2010 5-Year File, 

Table B25075 (https://www.sandag.org/uploads/publicationid/publicationid_2132_22605.pdf)  

 

In 2019, the median home price in San Diego is $605,000, an eight percent increase from 

2017. San Diego’s median home price has outpaced the rest of California’s median home price 

during that same time period.48 Attempts by San Diego to entice developers to build affordable 

housing developments through fee waivers and incentives have largely proved unsuccessful. 

                                                      
46 San Diego Association of Governments, “Demographic and Socioeconomic Profile 2010”, December 29, 2016.  
47 San Diego Association of Governments, “SANDAG, constructed for U.S. Census Bureau’s Ammerican 

Community Survey 2010 5-Year File, Table B25075”, 

(https://www.sandag.org/uploads/publicationid/publicationid_2132_22605.pdf. 
48 City of San Diego, “Housing Inventory Annual Report: A Closer Look at Housing Affordability, Supply, and 

Production”, 2018. 

https://www.sandag.org/uploads/publicationid/publicationid_2132_22605.pdf
https://www.sandag.org/uploads/publicationid/publicationid_2132_22605.pdf
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Construction of new housing has fallen over the last decade and the number of single-family 

homes constructed is greater multi-family units.49 Building more high-density housing units 

increases available housing stock but San Diego’s overall construction of new residences is 

down overall, increasing upward price pressure on available homes in the city. Figure 1.1 below 

shows San Diego’s median home prices exclusive to the rest of California’s median home 

price.50  

As Figure 1.1 shows, over the last decade, San Diego’s median home prices have been 

consistently higher than the rest of California’s. This corresponds directly to the increase in 

building low-density single-family homes, instead of more dense apartments and multi-family 

units. Additionally, the high value of land within San Diego makes building luxury 

developments more profitable projects for builders. As more of these luxury developments are 

built, home prices are driven upward within San Diego and the surrounding area. 

Figure 1.1 – Comparison of San Diego & California Median Home Prices, 2009-2019 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/SAND706BPPRIV 

 

                                                      
49 Ibid, 2018. 
50 FRED Graph Observations, Federal Reserve Economic Data, “New Private Housing Structures Authorized by 

Building Permits for San Diego-Chula Vista-Carlsbad, CA (MSA)”, accessed November 7, 2019. 

https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/SAND706BPPRIV
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San Diego’s efforts to adopt Transit-Oriented Development (TOD) policies began in 

1992 with the publication of the city’s Transit-Oriented Development Design Guidelines. TOD 

focuses on creating affordable housing and job-related developments along transit corridors to 

provide low-income residents with access to public transportation for work commutes and other 

daily trips. When affordable housing options are located near transit, the percentage of a 

household’s income spent on housing and transportation costs is significantly reduced. The lack 

of affordable housing near transit locations leads to residents spending the majority of their 

income on housing and transportation costs. San Diego residents making 80 percent of the area 

median income (AMI) put nearly 60 percent of their total household income towards housing and 

transportation. This leads to income clustering among households, with lower-income 

households being forced to find homes further away from available jobs.51 Figure 1.2 below 

depicts the median income for households in the San Diego Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA). 

Households with higher incomes cluster north of the urban center of San Diego, with the 

majority of households in the urban core making less than $50,075 per year. The highest density 

of San Diego’s jobs is north of downtown, where the wealthiest San Diego households reside. 

This force lower-income residents, who mostly reside downtown, to travel greater distances to 

their jobs than wealthier San Diego residents.52 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
51 San Diego Association of Governments, “Housing Choices and Affordability – Regional Transit-Oriented 

Development Strategy”, April 16, 2015. 
52 United States Department of Housing & Urban Development, 

https://www.hudexchange.info/programs/location-affordability-index/. 

https://www.hudexchange.info/programs/location-affordability-index/
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Figure 1.2 – Median Household Income, San Diego MSA 

  

Source: https://www.hudexchange.info/programs/location-affordability-index/  
 

Figure 1.3 below depicts affordable housing clusters in San Diego using data from 

HUD’s Low-Income Housing Tax Credit database. San Diego’s affordable housing is clustered 

in the downtown area, spatially separated from higher income-earning sections of the city. San 

Diego has unsuccessfully attempted to develop more affordable housing in areas north of the city 

where the median income is greater than $80,000 per year since 1992. Although there are 

numerous public transit stations within a walkable half-mile from affordable housing downtown, 

employment centers north of downtown are mostly inaccessible by bus or trolley.53 This creates 

situations where low-income residents are forced to drive to their work, a more expensive option 

than taking public transportation. 

                                                      
53 City of San Diego Planning Department, “North City Future Urbanizing Area: Framework Plan”, October 2014. 

https://www.hudexchange.info/programs/location-affordability-index/
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 Figure 1.3 – LIHTC Affordable Housing Clusters, San Diego 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/lihtc.html#data 

 

San Diego’s highest employment densities are grouped north of downtown, while most of 

San Diego’s affordable housing is located in the eastern part of downtown. Additionally, many 

jobs in San Diego are in areas where the median income is greater than $80,000 and home prices 

are expensive, limiting opportunities for low-income households to live close to possible jobs.54 

Figure 1.4 below reflects job density per acre in San Diego. Figure 1.4 shows that a small 

section of the downtown core of San Diego has relatively high job density close to the harbor. 

East of the harbor, however, job density falls to miniscule levels, while job density is high north 

of downtown, which is difficult for San Diego’s current public transit network to reach.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
54 San Diego Association of Governments, “Creating Prosperity For the San Diego Region”, 2002. 

https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/lihtc.html#data
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Figure 1.4: Job Density for San Diego MSA 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

         Source: https://www.hudexchange.info/programs/location-affordability-index/ 

 

San Diego’s Metropolitan Transit System (MTS) is responsible for maintaining the city’s 

public transportation system but does not play a policy role in determining land-use regulations 

in the city. Recognizing that land-use planning significantly impacts transportation within the 

region, MTS began to participate more actively in land-use policy discussions beginning in 2004. 

Previously, local city agencies did not involve MTS in planning or decisions, leaving MTS to 

retroactively design or redesign public transit routes after a decision had been made.55 There is 

no legal requirement for any land-use agency to coordinate with MTS and many decisions 

regarding land-use planning have still been made without the coordination of MTS. This has 

resulted in San Diego’s continued development of sprawl patterns and car-oriented 

neighborhoods and districts, which are difficult and expensive for MTS to serve.56    

                                                      
55 San Diego Metropolitan Transit System, “Policy No. 39: Transit/Land-Use Planning Coordination”, April 29, 

2004. 
56 San Diego MTS, “Policy No. 39”. 

https://www.hudexchange.info/programs/location-affordability-index/
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San Diego has massively invested in new public transportation projects designed to better 

link and connect residents and city districts. Several new station and transit routes are being 

constructed north of downtown specifically to increase employment accessibility to those areas 

of the city.57 These efforts, however, have not led to an increase in ridership across any 

demographic in San Diego, especially among low-income households. Ridership in San Diego 

decreased by nearly 5 percent between 2015 and 2017, with additional decreases passengers per 

revenue hour and gross passengers between 2015 and 2017.58 

Case Study 2: San Antonio 

 Thirty years ago, San Antonio Mayor Henry Cisneros called for a comprehensive plan to 

create more affordable housing for residents. Since then, housing costs have outpaced the city’s 

AMI, making it increasingly difficult for lower-income San Antonio households to find and 

qualify for affordable housing. This has led to more than 165,000 San Antonio households 

spending more than 30 percent of their income on housing.59 San Antonio’s population has 

steadily increased, which puts additional strain on the city’s housing supply of all types. 

However, most new housing construction built to meet the steadily increasing population is 

priced above what lower-income households can afford, with prices significantly higher in the 

city center, where housing appreciation has been rampant.60 Single-family market-rate homes 

construction has outpaced multi-family and multi-unit affordable rate homes, which have 

decreased by 5 percent over the last 5 years.61 More than 60 percent of the single-family 

                                                      
57 San Diego Association of Governments, “FY 2017: Annual Public Transit Report”, June 29, 2018. 
58 San Diego Metropolitan Transit System, “Policy 42 Performance Monitoring Report: For July 2016-June 2017”, 

November 8, 2017. 
59 Mayor’s Housing Policy Task Force, “San Antonio’s Housing Policy Framework: The Cornerstone of Economic 

Development”, August 2018.  
60 City of San Antonio Neighborhood and Housing Services Department, “An Analysis of Housing Vulnerability in 

San Antonio”, January 2018. 
61 U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, “Comprehensive Housing Market Analysis for San 

Antonio-New Braunfels”, January 1, 2016. 
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construction is classified as low density while higher density multi-family units accounted for 

only 34 percent of construction in San Antonio.62 This low density construction has sprawled 

San Antonio outwards, decreasing density throughout the city. 

 San Antonio city officials prioritized the passage of the Inner City Reinvestment Infill 

Policy, later changed to the Fee Waiver program in 2018. Through prioritizing construction and 

preservation of affordable homes in the downtown area, the policy is designed to close the gap 

between land prices and construction costs for developers.63 Because land value downtown is 

more expensive than land on the city edges, developers face a $15,000 financial gap per unit for 

multi-family housing. Although San Antonio has worked to develop incentives that lessen this 

gap for developers, construction for single-family and market-rate housing developments 

outpace multi-family and affordable housing.64 Most of the downtown construction is located on 

the northeast side and consists of market-rate or above market-rate developments, as shown in 

Figure 1.5 below. The result is economic separation among residents who can afford to live in 

the new developments and those who cannot. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
62 City of San Antonio, “Comprehensive Housing Needs Assessment and Strategic Plan”, June 2013. 
63 San Antonio City Council Session, “ Center City Housing Incentive Policy (CCHIP) and Inner City 
Reinvestment/Infill Policy (ICRIP)”, November 14, 2018. 
64 HR&A Advisors, “Center City Strategic Framework Plan”, February 28, 2012. 
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Figure 1.5: Median Household Income, San Antonio 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: https://www.hudexchange.info/programs/location-affordability-index/ 
 

San Antonio homes and multi-family units eligible for the Low-Income Housing Tax 

Credit are dispersed over a wide geographic area of the city. Clusters of affordable housing exist 

to the northwest and south of downtown, as shown in Figure 1.6 below. As noted above, most 

new housing developments in San Antonio have been built to the northeast of downtown, where 

the average median household income is greater than $100,000, or in the outlying lower density 

districts of the city. Most of the LIHTC-eligible homes in San Antonio were constructed prior to 

2003, with construction decreasing by 19 percent between 2003 and 2011.65 This has caused the 

affordable housing stock for residents making between 60 and 80 percent of AMI in San Antonio 

to fall by 24,000 units. LIHTC-eligible homes are more difficult to construct to the northwest of 

San Antonio’s downtown due to the funding gap that comes with constructing homes downtown 

                                                      
65 San Antonio Housing Authority, “San Antonio Affordable Housing Preservation and Expansion: Plan and 

Policies”, January 13, 2011. 

https://www.hudexchange.info/programs/location-affordability-index/
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caused by high land values.66 The wide dispersion of affordable housing make it more difficult 

for low-income residents in affordable housing to reach jobs dispersed throughout sprawling San 

Antonio. 

            Figure 1.6: LIHTC Affordable Housing Clusters, San Antonio 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 
Source: https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/lihtc.html#data 

 

 San Antonio’s sprawl forces many residents to drive personal vehicles from their homes 

to places of employment. The focus of San Antonio’s transportation policies has centered on 

creating wider roads and lanes on its major highways in order to facilitate the use of cars in the 

city and reduce congestion.67 Similar to its housing stock, San Antonio’s employment is 

dispersed, making it significantly more difficult for public transportation to reach both residential 

and employment centers. An increase in vehicle miles traveled throughout the city have led to 

worsening congestion and air quality levels, especially for residents of poor communities who 

lack adequate public transportation options.68 Figure 1.7 below shows the job density per acre 

for San Antonio from HUD’s Location Affordability Index. The downtown core has a relatively 

high job density, but outside of downtown job density is spread out along the northeast and 

                                                      
66 Mayor’s Housing Policy Task Force, “San Antonio’s Housing Policy Framework”, August 2018. 
67 Alamo Area Metropolitan Planning Organization, “FY 2019-2022, Transportation Improvement Program”, April 

22, 2019 
68 San Antonio Tomorrow, “Multimodal Transportation Plan”, August 2016. 

https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/lihtc.html#data
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northwest portions of the city. Jobs located downtown are the most accessible by public 

transportation, but locations north of downtown with higher job density are time prohibitive for 

public transportation.69 

Figure 1.7: Job Density per Acre, San Antonio 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: https://www.hudexchange.info/programs/location-affordability-index/ 

 

San Antonio adopted the Multimodal Transportation Plan in August 2016, committing 

the city to adopt more sustainable and equitable transportation policies. The Multimodal 

Transportation Plan lays out policy proposals the city can implement in order to create a better 

transportation network for San Antonio. Some policy recommendations include developing 

extensive bicycle and pedestrian facilities that provide alternatives to vehicle travel for people to 

move around the city.70 Redesigning San Antonio’s street network to interlace all modes of 

traffic to provide more transportation options has been identified as a central tenet of this plan.71 

Underscoring the need for multimodal options, Texas A&M’s Transportation Institute estimates 

that San Antonio commuters lost nearly 70,000 hours in 2017 due to traffic and congestion, 

                                                      
69 Ibid. 
70 SA Tomorrow, “City of San Antonio Sustainability Plan”, August 11, 2016, 23-27. 
71 SA Tomorrow, “Multimodal Transportation Plan”, August 2016. 

https://www.hudexchange.info/programs/location-affordability-index/
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costing the San Antonio economy nearly $1.2 billion in lost productivity.72 Despite stated 

commitments to a better transportation plan, more than $1.7 billion in funds have been redirected 

towards the State Highway Fund, leading to continued increases in vehicle miles traveled and 

congestion.73 The increase in vehicle miles traveled has corresponded with a resulting decrease 

in the use of public transit. Ridership on VIA, San Antonio’s public transit bus system, has 

decreased by 7 percent the last three years, indicating that public transportation does not provide 

adequate access to places of employment or residences for San Antonio residents.74  

                               Figure 1.2: VIA Ridership, 2017-2019 

Fiscal Year Historical Performance 

2019 106,758 

2018 108,620 

2017 113,915 

 
   Source: Via Performance Dashboard, YTD September 2019. 

 

Analysis and Conclusion 

Cities can employ several policy options to decrease socioeconomic inequity amongst 

their populations. Protecting and building affordable housing using the LIHTC program will 

provide housing access to poor residents and simultaneously reduce median rents and home 

prices in nearby districts. By increasing the housing stock, cities can make housing affordable for 

everyone. Additionally, creating affordable housing units adds to a city’s density. Higher density 

districts within cities can create lower median home prices and also lend themselves well to 

mixed-uses, combining places of employment, residence and shopping in the same district. 

                                                      
72 Texas A&M Transportation Institute, “Urban Mobility Report 2019”, August 2019. 
73 Transportation Advocates of Texas, “HJR 1 and HB1: A Solid Step Forward on Transportation Funding”, 

September 29, 2014. 
74 VIA Performance Dashboard, YTD September 2019, 

https://app.powerbigov.us/view?r=eyJrIjoiOGM4NzIyNzYtZjRhOS00ZTM0LTgxMTQtODUxNmRhNTI2MmExIi

widCI6IjJhMzAzM2MyLWFkNzYtNDI2Yy05YzVhLTIzMjMzY2RlNGNkZSJ9 

 

https://app.powerbigov.us/view?r=eyJrIjoiOGM4NzIyNzYtZjRhOS00ZTM0LTgxMTQtODUxNmRhNTI2MmExIiwidCI6IjJhMzAzM2MyLWFkNzYtNDI2Yy05YzVhLTIzMjMzY2RlNGNkZSJ9
https://app.powerbigov.us/view?r=eyJrIjoiOGM4NzIyNzYtZjRhOS00ZTM0LTgxMTQtODUxNmRhNTI2MmExIiwidCI6IjJhMzAzM2MyLWFkNzYtNDI2Yy05YzVhLTIzMjMzY2RlNGNkZSJ9
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Economic and spatial segregation between wealthy and poor residents becomes sharply 

pronounced when affordable housing is scarce, as poor residents are forced to find homes further 

away from jobs and commercial centers of the city. 

 Transit-Oriented Development (TOD) policies can be effective at reducing economic 

segregation within a city by protecting affordable housing near transit stations and centers. 

Developers often choose to build market-rate apartments or hotels on expensive land near transit 

stations. These development practices exacerbate economic segregation and create an additional 

financial burden on poor households. Adequate public transportation networks are essential for 

creating effective TOD policies and districts. Poor residents are more likely to use public 

transportation for daily commuting trips but if they are segregated into neighborhoods where 

transit networks are lacking, vehicle travel becomes the most convenient way to reach a 

destination. Combined housing and transportation costs can quickly become the greatest 

financial burdens poor households face. 

The LIHTC has been an ineffective policy tool in San Diego and San Antonio. Most of 

the affordable housing created and protected under the LIHTC in both cities remains spatially 

segregated from districts where rents and home prices are at or above the market-rate. Both 

cities’ affordable housing stock is old and new construction primarily consists of single-family 

housing units. This causes median home prices and rents to increase, exacerbating sprawl in both 

cities. San Diego’s densest employment areas are also located in locations that have the highest 

median income in the city, increasing land values and the costs of building new residential 

developments. This prohibits the construction of affordable homes near San Diego’s densest 

employment region. 
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San Antonio’s employment is spread throughout the city which, combined with 

increasing sprawl and an inadequate public transit network, makes it difficult for residents who 

normally rely on public transit to travel throughout the city. LIHTC homes in San Antonio are 

too geographically extended to make public transit a viable option for low-income residents. 

Housing costs in San Antonio have steadily increased and outpaced the average AMI for San 

Antonio residents. Construction of housing units has mostly occurred in downtown districts and 

has been limited to market-rate units, making them cost-prohibitive to lower-income residents. 

The construction of these additional housing units has not lowered median rents or home prices 

in either city.   

High land values are one factor that can explain the increasing rents and home prices 

within San Antonio and San Diego. Offering incentives to developers, like San Antonio’s Fee 

Waiver program, to build affordable housing has proven unsuccessful. Developers in both cities 

are willing to simply pay additional fees for the opportunity to build market-rate units. Rising 

population in both cities has increased pressure on home prices, creating competition for the 

already scarce housing stock in San Diego and San Antonio. This forces new residents to find 

housing in areas of the city not adequately served by public transit and leads to increased 

transportation and housing costs.  

Poor residents in both cities spend the majority of their household income on 

transportation and housing, indicating the inadequate public transportation network and housing 

stock available. Downtown public transportation provides good access to residents of both cities, 

especially in San Diego, where the majority of affordable housing clusters are located. However, 

neither city’s public transit network sufficiently covers major employment clusters, making it 

difficult for residents to rely on public transportation for work commutes and other trips, 
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resulting in reduced ridership for San Antonio and San Diego. San Diego has started investing 

more in transit projects, but the effectiveness of this investment will take years to determine. 

Both cities have a gap between policy proposals and action, indicating a lack of political will in 

leaders of both cities and a lack of coordination between transit and land use agencies. TOD 

policies have not been effectively enforced or implemented due to the sprawling nature of San 

Antonio and San Diego. Lacking proper coordination, both cities’ housing prices in the 

downtown core, where public transit is at its best, have increased faster than poorer residents can 

afford. This pushes poor residents out from downtown and its ready access to public transit into 

city sprawl. The lack of coordination reduces residents’ accessibility to the city and places of 

work and entertainment. 

 The desire for better affordable housing and public transit options exists in San Antonio 

and San Diego but both cities have failed to create and implement effective policies to achieve 

their goals. Although investment in new public transit options, specifically in San Diego, is 

ramping up, there has not been a corresponding investment in affordable housing, a cornerstone 

of TOD policies. New housing that is developed consists mainly of market-rate units, making 

them unaffordable for poor residents. High land values, combined with ineffective incentives for 

developers, has led to the affordable housing stock in both cities remaining stagnant. 

Coordination between land-use and transportation policy makers is non-existent. Additionally, 

the public transit coverage in both cities makes it difficult to utilize TOD policies in neglected 

districts and neighborhoods. Both cities have significant segregation amongst income groups and 

limited options for housing and transportation use for poor residents because of their TOD policy 

failures, creating untenable financial situations for poor residents. Lack of political will to 

implement effective TOD and affordable housing policies, along with the mismanagement of 
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land-use and transportation policies, will continue to exacerbate socioeconomic inequity in both 

cities. 
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Chapter 2: From Homeless to Housed 

 

Introduction 

Every morning, a long line of people waits outside the San Fernando Homeless Resource 

Hub in San Antonio, Texas. Run by San Antonio’s Department of Human Services’ Homeless 

Division, the Homeless Resource Hub has an ID Recovery program, clothing, mobile showers 

and lunches. Some people who visit the Hub live in public housing and come for free meals or 

WiFi, but the vast majority of people who utilize the Hub’s resources are experiencing 

unsheltered homelessness and in daily need of the resources that the Hub provides. 

One man has been waiting for over three weeks for a new state-issued ID card and a new 

Social Security card. Without those two vital items, he cannot access housing nor can he find 

steady employment. He became homeless soon after he lost his job washing dishes at a restaurant 

on San Antonio’s Riverwalk and has spent the last year in and out of the two main shelters in the 

city, either unable to pay the $12.50 per day that one shelter requires after three nights or unable 

to pass a random urinalysis test the other shelter gives residents. His belongings have been stolen 

several times, so he carries his belongings in a small drawstring bag that he ties to his wrist. “All 
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I want right now is to get my IDs and get housing. I’m tired of going into these shelters, I just 

want my own place for me and my own stuff.”75 

For him and many others experiencing homelessness, it is a constant battle to get out of 

shelters or off the street and into a stably housed unit. High barriers to treatment programs and 

housing opportunities, such as proof of residency and identification requirements, passing a 

urinalysis test or accepting counseling services, prevent even those people who are willing to 

begin the process from even starting. They are caught in an environment where “managing” 

homelessness through a continuum of care model has taken precedence over ending 

homelessness through other evidence-backed programs. This paper looks at how and why the 

Continuum of Care model continues to be the accepted model for homeless service provision 

despite more recent Housing First programs that have proven effective at reducing rates of 

homelessness and decreasing the public costs of homelessness. 

I will first explore the leading schools of thought on homelessness issues and how the 

Continuum of Care model for homeless services became the primary method of working with the 

homeless. I will use San Antonio and New York City as case studies. Although differing greatly 

in population size, these cities utilize different models to deliver services to individuals 

experiencing homelessness in their cities. San Antonio adheres closely to the traditional 

Continuum of Care model, where homeless individuals must gradually transition through 

treatment programs to prove they are “housing-ready” prior to gaining access to a stable living 

space. New York City offers more Housing First programs that do not require a homeless client 

to complete treatments in order to access housing. Instead, individuals are sub-let a small 

apartment and encouraged to enroll in the treatment services that are offered on-site. In Housing 

                                                      
75 John Doe (Homeless Individual) in conversation with the author, February 2021. 
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First, ensuring a stable living environment is seen as the first and most important step in reducing 

homelessness.  

Continuum of Care Model 

For as long as homelessness has been visible and recognized as a societal issue, there 

have been various programs designed to provide relief to people experiencing homelessness. 

Homeless services mostly consist of congregate shelters that provide basic subsistence such as 

meals and a place to sleep. Other vital services, such as ID Recovery or job placement, are often 

left to a loose collection of non-profit groups and faith-based organizations. When homeless 

numbers began rising in the 1980s and 1990s, the basic model of homeless service provision 

expanded rather than adapted to the rise in homelessness.76 

Homelessness was seen by many to be caused by a series of personal issues and 

deviancy, such as laziness, immorality, or heavy drinking and substance use. Alcoholism and 

substance abuse are often brought about by conditions homeless people face every day and 

become ways for them to cope with their situations. Belief that solving these problems first 

would enable people experiencing homelessness to remain stably housed provided the rationale 

for establishing the Continuum of Care (CoC) homeless service provision model. 77 

The CoC model of homeless services was created by the Clinton administration with the 

goal of linking the previously disparate and loose coalitions of agencies providing services to the 

homeless into a more coordinated service environment to make accessing services easier for the 

homeless.78 Many CoCs operate large, congregate shelters as frontline solutions, offering shelter 
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from the elements and basic subsistence.79 Some shelters allow individuals to stay up to a week 

or more, but often lack additional on-site services that can assist in transitioning people to more 

permanent housing, as individuals who use longer-stay shelters typically have health issues they 

need to resolve before accessing mainstream programs.80 Homeless shelters have often been 

placed in targeted areas that have a significant population of homeless, but not always near other 

services that the homeless need.81  

For individuals where homelessness is a temporary experience shelters are an appropriate 

response. In several homeless studies HUD determined that homelessness is often recent and will 

last only a short period of time.82 Extensive counseling services and low-barrier access to 

programs aren’t necessary for everyone in temporary shelters. Transitional temporary shelters 

can assist individuals in finding more permanent housing and assist with job placement and other 

life skills. The community CoC manages these structured shelters and coordinates mental health 

and drug counseling for clients that need it. Adhering to strict policies, clients would be required 

to become sober and complete counseling before being moved on to transitional housing and, 

eventually, permanent housing.83 Completion of these programs would ensure that clients have 

proven themselves capable of independent living. However, since these programs would be 

targeted to people already living in shelters, policies like the one described above neglect 

unsheltered homeless populations that also need counseling services but, more importantly, a 
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stable shelter or housing environment. Enrolling unsheltered homeless into drug, substance use 

or mental health counseling is not going to be effective if the environment they return to after 

counseling is not conducive to their recovery efforts and often the reason they begin using drugs 

in the first place. 

While temporary shelters became the dominant CoC response, many unsheltered 

homeless had and continue to have negative responses to shelters. Many homeless individuals 

compare staying at a shelter to being in jail and feel that they would rather sleep on the streets 

rather than lose their autonomy by adhering to a shelter’s rules.84 Temporary overnight and day 

shelters often lack resources and services that the homeless want and need, such as computer 

access, phone services and employment or housing resources.85 These shelters effectively turn 

into holding centers for the homeless, keeping them out of public view until the shelters close for 

the day or the next morning and clients must return to the streets. The increase in temporary 

shelters has led to the perception among homeless clients and homeless advocates that shelters 

have turned into the “dumping ground” for the unemployed or recently paroled persons who are 

underserved by other public agencies.86 

The traditional CoC model has been effective at encouraging greater community 

awareness of structural causes of homelessness and how agencies are working with the homeless 

population.87 Part of the effectiveness of CoCs is developing multidisciplinary outreach teams 

that have service agreements with other agencies, such as mental health counseling centers. 
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Outreach is an essential part of the CoC model. Outreach specialists are continuously in the field, 

engaging with those experiencing homelessness, building relationships and trust. These teams 

are better able to assist clients through the continuum of care and gain access to higher barrier 

services that will eventually lead to permanent housing.88 These teams have expertise in mental 

health counseling programs and housing programs and can serve as “navigators” for the 

homeless. Advocating for their homeless clients and ensuring they stay on track to complete 

whichever program they are enrolled in has resulted in higher success rates. As their clients 

move through the various levels of care, these outreach specialists can work with both the client 

and the agency to ensure that the treatment program is working for the individual and adapt as 

needed.89 

Although this has proven to be effective in some areas, it requires high levels of expertise 

among the outreach teams in order to work. Not only will fielding these multidisciplinary teams 

be expensive, but enrolling clients into progressive treatment programs is also expensive. Many 

health programs are funded by their city governments and treatment for a single individual can 

cost $30-50 thousand annually.90 When clients have severe addiction or mental illness, treatment 

costs can be even higher. If individuals are consistently in and out of treatment programs because 

they lack a stable housing situation in which they can recover, or because they miss 

appointments because they are constantly on the move, costs are higher still. 

Homeless individuals with addictive substance-use disorders and mental illness are part 

of a controversial subgroup of the homeless population. They are frequently caught between 
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punitive and rehabilitative responses to homelessness.91 By those who advocate for punitive 

programs to resolve homelessness, individuals experiencing homelessness are often seen as 

disrupting the natural order of civilization and as a disease to be eradicated.92 Anti-homelessness 

laws that criminalize behaviors that homeless individuals often have to engage in, such as 

sleeping in public or loitering, marginalize an already vulnerable population and make it much 

more difficult for homeless people to gain access to services such as housing or counseling 

programs. Increasing access to appropriate mental health services can reduce homeless people’s 

use of emergency rooms for mental health treatment.93 Focusing on rehabilitative approaches to 

homeless care can reduce public spending on emergency services while also getting homeless 

individuals into programs that, if successfully completed, will make them eligible for entry to 

transitional housing opportunities. 

Punitive measures may remove the highly visible homeless from the streets for a short 

period of time, but they soon exit the criminal justice system and return to the streets, where the 

cycle can start over. Cities that have enacted a Homeless Bill of Rights have had success 

revoking anti-homelessness laws, making public spaces such as parks and libraries more 

accessible to the homeless without regard for their housing status.94 A Homeless Bill of Rights 

can certainly help remove the stigma of being homeless but remains essentially lip-service if 

there aren’t enough housing opportunities to get homeless individuals off the street. 
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Housing First Model 

 To decrease homelessness, cities need more than just shelters that act as temporary 

dormitories. An increase in low-income and affordable housing projects that involve wrap-

around services that are encouraged but not mandatory for residents can prove more successful at 

reducing homelessness.95 By not requiring enrollment in services, Housing First (HF) programs 

emphasize personal autonomy among residents, something many homeless individuals cite as a 

reason for their hesitancy into shelters.  

HF programs that offer supportive services have those services located onsite or near 

community resources. Choosing to engage in service offerings has been shown to result in 

tenants remaining housed at higher levels than traditional continuum housing offerings which 

don’t offer supportive services.96 For homeless individuals that suffer from substance use or 

mental health disorders a stable housing situation is vital to their recovery. Without a safe place 

to live, many who use substances experience difficulty adhering to recovery programs and often 

relapse and turn back to alcohol or drugs to cope with their life on the streets.97 Individuals 

experiencing homelessness who are stably housed experience better quality of life even without 

engaging in supportive services though the majority of HF residents do accept services and enter 

treatment programs.98 

 Emphasis on getting the chronically homeless into housing before beginning other 

treatment stabilizes homeless individuals housing arrangement, making it easier for them to 
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remain in their treatment programs. It is much more difficult to house chronically homeless 

individuals when they are navigating the sequential nature of CoC treatment programs.99 

Prioritizing HF for the chronically homeless provides a better option for this homeless 

population that use over half of all temporary and emergency shelter services and consume a 

disproportionate amount of public resources.100 The average annual treatment costs for 

chronically homeless individuals ranges from $40,000 to $50,000. The first-year cost for housing 

a chronically homeless person is estimated at $55,600 but yearly costs decrease due to the fixed 

cost of constructing new housing units. Costs continue to decrease when the client chooses to 

engage in services and is able to complete counseling and other programs, as well.101 

Additionally, residents in HF program show a significant reduction in health care costs, with the 

low-level of hospital utilization sustained over a six-year study period.102 

 For chronically homeless people with severe mental and substance use issues, and who 

are frequently caught between the punitive and rehabilitative responses to homelessness, HF 

programs can be a long-term solution.103 Accessing HF programs can give residents a “hopeful 

outlook” and a fresh-start perspective, which may make them likelier to enroll in services once 

stably housed. However, the specific location of an HF program has the potential to alienate and 

isolate homeless clients if they are now living in an unfamiliar neighborhood. When previous 
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social relationships are broken or imbalanced by the fact that one individual has housing and one 

does not, it takes engaged case managers and effective services to ensure that individuals choose 

to stay housed rather than return to homelessness.104 

Methodology and Data 

 This paper primarily uses case studies to examine the effectiveness of the Continuum of 

Care model and the Housing First model for homeless services and how much homelessness has 

been reduced in cities that have implemented one of these models. Using case studies to examine 

government policies regarding homelessness will show the effectiveness of these policies over 

time and how their evolution has or has not reduced homelessness. Case studies are also effective 

at examining conditions under relatively similar circumstances, which is why I have chosen this 

method.105 Documents such as policy plans and local ordinances also contribute to the validity of 

case studies by showing the different priorities and motivations among city leaders, non-profit 

groups and private citizens.106 

 San Antonio and New York City were chosen as case study subjects. Although the cities 

are different same size, their models of homeless care are most prevalent in this paper. San 

Antonio’s HUD designated CoC is a non-profit group called the South Alamo Regional Alliance 

for the Homeless (SARAH). There are no Housing First programs available to the homeless in 

San Antonio. Although New York City does have a Continuum of Care designated by HUD, the 

Pathways to Housing non-profit group, established in 1992, conducts Housing First research and 

advocacy based on the premise that housing is a human right and individuals experiencing 
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homelessness can be housed without precondition. Several other agencies in New York City 

have adopted this Housing First model and are using it to provide rapid shelter to the city’s 

unsheltered homeless population.107 Using city policy plans, ordinances and other documents, as 

well as data available from HUD, SARAH and the Pathways groups, I examine how effective 

these two competing models have been at reducing homelessness within their cities.  

Case Study 1: San Antonio’s Continuum of Care 

The McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act, signed into law in the 1980s and later 

amended by the Homeless Emergency Assistance and Rapid Transition to Housing (HEARTH) 

Act in 2009, combined three separate homeless assistance programs administered by HUD into a 

single grant program – the Continuum of Care (CoC). Designed to foster greater coordination 

between non-profit organizations and state and local agencies, the McKinney-Vento Act 

promotes community wide efforts to end homelessness, provide funding to rapidly rehouse 

individuals experiencing homelessness and optimize self-sufficiency among individuals and 

families experiencing homelessness.108 Besides consolidating the separate grant programs, the 

HEARTH act expanded the definition of homelessness and established more federal funding 

opportunities for cities to expand permanent supportive housing for homeless individuals.109 The 

McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act was passed in response to the deinstitutionalization 

of mentally ill patients and a lack of an organized response to mentally ill people experiencing 

homelessness. 

 Deinstitutionalization can be better understood as a new process for dealing with the 

mentally ill rather than a new policy direction. Since each state has their own individual mental 
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health system, policies and rules regarding the mentally ill homeless vary and are often 

contradictory. The goal of deinstitutionalization was mainly to expand services to a broader 

population and to save money in government budgets. More community-based mental health and 

support services were established, including expanding general hospital acute care. Additionally, 

many inpatient stays at psychiatric hospitals were shortened.110 This results in fragmented care 

for individuals seeking treatment and high frequency usage of different hospitals and care 

facilities. The shorter stays often prevent patients’ records from being transferred to a new 

facility and exacerbate the “revolving door” of acute care for homeless individuals.111 

 The CoC model’s main goal is to make it simple for individuals experiencing 

homelessness to access mainstream services, with the final goal that homelessness is a brief, non-

recurring experiencing.112 Mainstream services can include drug and alcohol counseling, mental 

health treatment, job placement and permanent supportive housing placement. The CoC doesn’t 

provide direct oversight and supervision of these care agencies. Instead, CoCs act more as a 

steering committee for municipal organizations and private agencies offering homeless services, 

developing and refining policies with the goal of ending homelessness. 

 San Antonio’s Continuum of Care agency is the South Alamo Regional Alliance for the 

Homeless (SARAH). Founded and designated only in 2015, SARAH’s mission is to coordinate 

efforts of San Antonio’s homeless service providers and help guide community-wide planning 

efforts, allocate resources and work to provide supportive housing to San Antonio’s homeless.113 
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Several agencies provide necessary services to the homeless, creating the “homeless response 

system”. The Center for Health Care Services (CHCS) offers detox and substance use counseling 

programs, SAPD’s downtown bike patrol assist homeless clients in recovering identification 

documents necessary for clients to access employment and housing and Haven for Hope, San 

Antonio’s largest and only congregate shelter and navigation center, bills itself as a “one-stop 

shop” for homeless people looking to transition to permanent housing. The American GI Forum-

National Veterans Outreach Program (AGIF-NVOP) plays a large role in engaging homeless 

veterans, as well. These agencies, as well as smaller faith-based ministries, all fall under 

SARAH’s umbrella of coordination yet are not accountable to SARAH or to the city of San 

Antonio. 

Each organization has different requirements that clients must meet in order to receive 

services, some of which are nearly impossible for individuals experiencing homelessness to 

achieve. Navigating the byzantine requirements of the agencies making up the homeless 

response system is extremely difficult, making it arduous for homeless clients to access services 

in a timely manner and move off the streets into transitional or permanent housing once their 

treatment is complete. This paper will examine further requirements that agencies within San 

Antonio’s CoC have of homeless clients. 

 The city of San Antonio plays a large funding role in many of these organizations, as 

well. San Antonio increased funding for homeless services by $560,000 to add homeless 

outreach teams for each of the city’s Council Districts, a key component of San Antonio’s 

Homeless Strategic Plan. These teams are designed to provide intensive outreach and case 

management for San Antonio’s unsheltered population and connect them with the appropriate 

services, in the right sequence and at the level needed to ensure that they do not experience 
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homelessness again. Haven for Hope receives nearly half of the city’s $10,738,267 funding 

allocation to external agencies for homeless initiatives, a fifth of which goes to maintain Haven 

for Hope’s facilities and property. SARAH only received $125,000 from the city.114 The majority 

of SARAH’s funding comes from HUD’s CoC grant program.115 The addition of outreach teams 

shows that San Antonio is becoming more of a direct provider of homeless services, but the city 

still remains primarily a funder of homelessness programs in the CoC system. 

 Haven for Hope serves as SARAH’s largest congregate shelter and homeless navigation 

center. A “transformational” campus, Haven for Hope covers 22 acres just outside of downtown 

San Antonio and is designed to be a single site where homeless individuals can receive mental 

health and substance use treatment, job training and job search assistance, as well as a permanent 

housing solution. There are two parts of Haven for Hope – a Courtyard and a Member side. 

People experiencing homelessness can sleep in the Courtyard for as long as they want, though 

the Courtyard is not a covered space.116 Courtyard residents receive food and other services, 

while residents who elect for more intensive treatment and services are transferred to the 

Member side. Since opening in 2010, 5,732 people have exited the transformational campus and 

entered permanent housing, with 89 percent of people that exited into housing from Haven 

remaining housed after 1 year.117 

 Entry into Haven’s Member side is difficult for people experiencing homelessness. 

Although homeless individuals are free to come and go from the Courtyard as they please, and 

do not need to maintain sobriety, in order to gain access to the Member side the individual must 
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have a valid Texas identification card, a Social Security card, have been a county resident for at 

least nine months and commit to lifelong sobriety. There are also numerous disturbances at the 

Courtyard. In March of 2021, police were called to investigate incidents from armed robbery to 

suicidal ideations 45 times.118 Because the Courtyard of Haven can have up to as many as 700 

people living there at one time, many see the Courtyard as another way of simply making 

homelessness less visible in San Antonio’s downtown area, a popular tourist destination.119  

 Obtaining proper identification documents is the first step in San Antonio’s CoC that 

many homeless individuals need to complete even before accessing services such as counseling 

or housing and employment opportunities. Many have lost their identification through frequent 

moves from one homeless encampment to another, theft or they failed to receive their 

identification back after a stint in jail. Obtaining identification can quickly turn into a vicious 

cycle – a driver’s license is needed for a birth certificate, a birth certificate is needed for a Social 

Security card and a Social Security card is needed to obtain a driver’s license.120 

A valid ID card is needed to access public housing apartments in San Antonio and 

without one, the individual may be removed from the housing waitlist. As mentioned above, 

access to the Member side of Haven for Hope requires proper identification, also. Additionally, 

mental health services at San Antonio’s Center for Health Care Services can only be accessed by 

individuals who can prove they are a resident of Bexar County.121 The only organization in San 
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Antonio’s CoC that provides ID Recovery services is the Homeless Outreach Positive 

Encounters (HOPE) unit of the San Antonio Police Department. Developed by two bike patrol 

police officers, the HOPE team works with homeless individuals to order identification 

documents needed so they can access treatment, employment and housing opportunities. Even 

before the COVID-19 pandemic, it could take months for identification documents to come in 

for homeless clients. In some cases, the HOPE team and outreach workers lose track of the 

individual in the middle of the process, resulting in longer delays for identification.122 

 Mental health counseling, substance abuse treatment and having identification are all part 

of ensuring individuals experiencing homelessness can get off the streets and remain stably 

housed. Individuals experiencing homelessness who do manage to complete this linear structure 

of care can receive housing opportunities, provided there are units available. For homeless 

people starting treatments, it can be an on-again off-again ordeal. Costs for completing the entire 

spectrum of care can cost public resources up to $222,000. This does not include any subsidized 

housing costs incurred by the government if the client is able to access housing after being 

deemed “housing-ready”.123 Housing First programs can eliminate wasteful spending on 

treatment programs that clients are not ready for by stably housing them first and then 

encouraging treatment programs. 

New York City’s Continuum of Care and Housing First 

 New York City still has a Continuum of Care agency for coordinating homeless service 

provision but the focus is very different from San Antonio’s. New York City receives the largest 

amount of CoC HUD funding in the country. People with lived experience of homelessness sit 
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on every committee of the New York City’s CoC and work to align community groups’ 

homeless services efforts and keeps them informed of new federal, state and local policies and 

their effect on the homeless.124 Although mandated to have a Continuum of Care by HUD, New 

York City has effectively incorporated a Housing First model as its primary response to chronic 

homelessness in the community. 

New York City has the largest shelter operation in the country. Spread out over the city’s 

five boroughs are 450 homeless shelters, operated either by non-profit agencies or by the city’s 

Department of Homeless Services. Approximately 52,000 people sleep in the shelter system 

every night, an increase of 40 percent from ten years ago.125 New York City has a unique “right 

to shelter” mandate for homeless individuals and families. Anyone who comes seeking shelter at 

one of the city’s facilities will be granted entry or, if the facility is full, will be offered 

transportation to a shelter that has available beds. This right to shelter makes it easier for the 

city’s homeless to access counseling and housing opportunities offered at homeless shelters 

throughout the city.126 Having low-barrier shelters creates more opportunities for shelter 

residents to access housing and Housing First units. Many shelters offer voluntary counseling 

services for shelter residents, which increases their chances of accessing housing in New York 

City even if it’s not a Housing First unit.127 

 Sam Tsemberis is the driving force behind New York City’s push for Housing First 

programs and founded Pathways to Housing in 1992, a non-profit organization that conducts 

research and advocacy for Housing First programs in New York and throughout the country. 

                                                      
124 Kenton, Martha. “New York City Continuum of Care: An Introduction”. PowerPoint presentation. February 
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126 New York City Department of Homeless Services, “Shelter”. https://www1.nyc.gov/site/dhs/shelter/shelter.page. 
127 Care for the Homeless. Healthcare in the Homeless Population. 
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Pathways to Housing is also a direct housing provider for the homeless and leases apartments for 

the chronically homeless who are enrolled in their HF program. Housing First programs offer 

affordable and supportive housing to individuals experiencing homelessness, providing a 

foundation for people to build from and avoid returning to homelessness.128 Inspired by 

European models of Housing First, Tsemberis began to develop HF programs in New York City 

and to conduct research on their effectiveness. He found that many residents enrolled in HF 

programs remained stably housed after their first year of residence and that HF programs saved 

taxpayer money from funding the revolving door of temporary shelters and utilization of public 

resources like the criminal justice system and other treatments.129 Housing First removes many 

of the access barriers that homeless individuals face when attempting to access housing. At the 

start of Pathways to Housing in 1992, 92.5 percent of housing providers required homeless 

clients to be free from drugs and alcohol, while the remaining required enrollment into treatment 

programs. Sobriety is not a requirement for HF programs but engagement with substance use and 

other counseling are strongly encouraged to residents.130 Shelters still remain a vital part of New 

York City’s homeless response system, but more Housing First programs are making it easier for 

individuals to leave shelters or life on the streets for stable and supportive home environments. 

 Many Housing First organizations in New York City focus their outreach efforts towards 

those experiencing chronic and unsheltered homelessness. HUD finalized their definition of 

chronic homelessness in 2015 as individuals or families that have resided in “a place not meant 

for habitation” for at least one year or who have four separate instances of homelessness over the 
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past three years. Additionally, individuals or members of a family must have a diagnosable 

substance use disorder, serious mental illness, or a cognitive or a physical disability.131 

Individuals in these categories are often the most difficult for outreach workers to engage with. 

Years of living on the streets, along with previous failed attempts to access housing and services, 

have made many chronically homeless individuals distrustful of the services many outreach 

workers have to offer. 

 The chronically homeless and the homeless with active mental or substance use disorders 

that choose to accept entry into Housing First programs receive around-the-clock supported care 

from on-site case workers. These case workers help their clients access employment, mental 

health and substance abuse counseling or submitting disability and social security applications. 

Pathways to Housing was the first Housing First program established in New York City that 

specifically targeted this vulnerable population. Establishing a network of landlords, brokers and 

managing agents to lease private apartments, Pathways to Housing works with clients to choose 

the proper apartment and connects clients with Assertive Community Treatment (ACT) teams, 

who case manage services that the client decides to enroll in, such as drug and alcohol treatment 

and mental health counseling. By operating in this “scatter-site” approach, Pathways is able to 

offer clients more choices of housing and neighborhoods, which is crucial for establishing and 

maintaining a stable living environment.132 

 Clients enrolled in the Pathways Housing First program pay thirty percent of their income 

toward rent, typically from Social Security or some other federal subsidy. Pathways guarantees a 

resident’s apartment once they are housed and will place apartments on hold for at least ninety 

                                                      
131 Federal Register, Vol. 80, No. 233. “Department of Housing and Urban Development: Homeless Emergency 
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days if a client is hospitalized. If a resident is hospitalized for longer than ninety days, Pathways 

will release the apartment but guarantee the resident a new apartment if they choose to return 

after being released from the hospital. Accepting services is not a requirement for clients to be 

housed, though almost eighty percent of Pathways residents choose to engage in ACT’s services 

during their first year of being housed. After five years, more than eighty percent of residents 

remained in the Pathways program. In contrast, New York City programs that require applicants 

to complete clinical treatment to be declared “housing ready” had only a twenty-three percent 

success rate.133  

 Similar Housing First programs have joined Pathways to Housing in New York City to 

continue to offer individuals experiencing chronic homelessness housing with no required 

treatment plan. In 2018, Housing Works and the Bailey-Holt House, two organizations that work 

with homeless LGBTQ individuals, merged to form a Housing First program specifically 

targeted at this vulnerable population. Using funding from HUD’s Housing Opportunities for 

People with AIDS (HOPWA) program, these organizations conduct outreach to identify 

homeless individuals living with HIV/AIDS and other chronic diseases and place them into one 

of their 700 supportive housing units immediately. Many residents were kicked out of their 

homes by their families because of their sexuality or lost their homes and lives they had built 

because of drug use and its ripple effects on their lives.134 These housing units offer stability and 

permanence. Like Pathways to Housing, residents are required to contribute a certain percentage 
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of their income to maintain housing eligibility.135 Once housed, residents are offered meals, 

healthcare and counseling options, job training and legal assistance.136 These units offer safe and 

secure living opportunities to homeless individuals who may not have any other option because 

of their chronic illnesses. 

 One of the most successful Housing First programs in New York City is the Bronx-based 

Breaking Ground organization. Breaking Ground got its start around the same time as Pathways 

to Housing and focused on converting old hotels into supportive housing for the chronically 

homeless. By partnering with city and state health services, Breaking Ground is able to house 

and provide clinical health services to nearly 4,300 people per night.137 In 2020, Breaking 

Ground enrolled 333 homeless individuals into one of their HF units and 98 percent remain 

stably housed after one year.138 The sustained success of Breaking Ground is leading to its 

expansion of its housing programs and services into areas that do not typically see affordable 

housing developments or permanent supportive housing for the homeless. The organization is 

looking at purchasing a 600-room hotel in Times Square that will create additional Housing First 

units and make services more available to homeless individuals in more affluent parts of the 

city139. These new housing units not only add to the HF stock available for the chronically 

homeless but also ensures that homelessness is not an issue that is relegated to the poorer parts of 

New York City.  
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 Housing First can lead to quicker housing outcomes and options for the chronically 

homeless by removing many of the barriers to traditional housing this population faces. Services 

are offered to maximize housing stability and prevent the resident from returning to 

homelessness. Streamlining entry into housing is a key component of Housing First, as anxiety 

and uncertainty are common emotions prospective homeless clients have when dealing with the 

arduous housing application process and the time-delay between applying and finally receiving 

housing.140 When high utilizers of public resources are housed through Housing First programs, 

cities will see a decrease in costs associated with the services homeless individuals seek out 

while living on the streets.141 In cities where HF programs have been established, it has proven to 

be successful at housing the most vulnerable of the homeless population and has reduced costs 

associated with providing treatment and care in a system where it is easier for a homeless client 

to cycle through the emergency room or prison than it is for them to obtain identification. 

 What do the PIT and HIT Counts Show? 

 On one night in January, volunteers get together with their local CoC and conduct the 

annual Point-In-Time (PIT) Count. The PIT Count is designed for a CoC to get a full census of 

sheltered and unsheltered people experiencing homelessness in the community. Individuals who 

are sheltered in an emergency shelter or transitional housing are included in the PIT Count. HUD 

also requires CoCs to conduct a Housing Inventory Count (HIC). The HIC includes service 

providers who provide beds and units specifically for people experiencing homelessness.142 HUD 
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uses these reports to gauge how effective CoCs throughout the country are and how much of a 

reduction in homelessness has been achieved from year to year. In this section I will focus on the 

annual PIT counts of San Antonio and New York City to examine the effects of the two different 

policies pursued by their CoCs.  

 2011 was the earliest year that SARAH provides data for San Antonio’s annual PIT 

Count. 1,176 individuals experiencing unsheltered homelessness were counted during the event 

and another 2,046 were counted as sheltered. Out of the sheltered population during that year, 

sixty percent were residents at Haven for Hope.143 The 2011 HIC Count for San Antonio/Bexar 

County show that there were no Permanent Supportive Housing Beds available that year and 

only thirty new beds were added to the community from the previous year’s count. Based off of 

the same year’s PIT count, there were only enough beds to cover 72.78 percent of the total 

sheltered and unsheltered populations that year.144 Unfortunately, HICs do not indicate the 

percentage of beds that are filled when the count is conducted. 

 San Antonio’s 2012 PIT Count showed a dramatic increase of nearly 40 percent in the 

unsheltered population from the year before, while bed coverage and availability also decreased. 

Additionally, no new beds or units were added from 2011’s HIC report.145 While San Antonio’s 

unsheltered homeless population has remained relatively stable since 2012’s spike but has not 

dropped far below 2012 levels. The number of sheltered homeless has increased every year since 

2011, as well.146 This can be attributed to full implementation of HUD’s expanded homeless 

definition among homeless service providers and partner agencies. The amount of Permanent 
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Supportive Housing beds began increasing in 2014 and has increased every year the HIC has 

been conducted but the CoC still does not have enough PSH bed-coverage to house every 

unsheltered individual in San Antonio.147 Overall, the unsheltered homeless population in San 

Antonio has increased by 8 percent in the last 10 years.148 The lack of housing opportunities with 

available services in San Antonio is an obvious hindrance to getting chronically unsheltered 

homeless individuals off the streets and into stable living situations.  

 Similar to San Antonio, New York City has also seen an increase in their total homeless 

population from 2011 to present but has been relatively steady since 2015.149 This count includes 

both people housed in New York’s extensive city shelter system and those living unsheltered on 

the streets. From 2019 to 2020 New York saw a seven percent rise in unsheltered homelessness 

but unsheltered homelessness has decreased throughout the city by twelve percent since PIT 

Counts began. Outreach teams focused heavily on reaching unsheltered homeless individuals 

staying in the city’s subway system during 2019 and succeeded in reducing subway 

homelessness by twenty-three percent from 2019 to 2020.150 

 During that same time period, PSH and HF units have increased by twenty-five percent 

throughout New York City and both the city and non-profit HF organizations are planning to add 

another 800 units to the HF stock.151 The HIC Count for those years does not include the hotel 
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rooms that the city and partner agencies are leasing out to house the chronically homeless. These 

hotels offer the stability and amenities that PSH and HF units offer, along with case management 

and access to services. Some older hotels that were losing business before the COVID-19 

pandemic began are considering selling the property to the city or another housing organization 

that works with homeless clients.152 The addition of hotel rooms to existing HF units increases 

the likelihood that when an unsheltered homeless individual is ready to accept housing, there is 

space available for them. Not only does this increase the likelihood of quicker entries into 

housing for homeless individuals, but it can also build trust between outreach workers and the 

unsheltered as outreach workers can point to the successful housing placement of other 

individuals experiencing homelessness. 

Conclusion 

 There are big differences in population size between San Antonio and New York City but 

the diverging ways in which each city is attempting to end homelessness is illuminating. San 

Antonio follows mostly closely to the traditional models of linear care to ensure homeless 

individuals are “housing-ready” prior to gaining access to an apartment or home of their own. 

Before entering treatments and counseling, homeless individuals still have to leap through the 

barriers of obtaining proper identification documents that many housing units and employers 

require before they allow clients move in or start work. Some treatment centers in San Antonio 

even require valid identification prior to enrollment in their services. Clients that are able to enter 

a treatment program and finish successfully are still faced by enormous challenges in San 

Antonio’s current CoC system. If an individual experiencing homelessness can complete 

                                                      
152 Gross, Courtney. “Close to 20 Percent of NYC Hotels are Housing the Homeless.” Spectrum News NY 1, June 

25, 2020. https://www.ny1.com/nyc/all-boroughs/homelessness/2020/06/25/close-to-20-percent-of-nyc-hotels-are-

housing-the-homeless. Accessed May 7, 2021. 

https://www.ny1.com/nyc/all-boroughs/homelessness/2020/06/25/close-to-20-percent-of-nyc-hotels-are-housing-the-homeless
https://www.ny1.com/nyc/all-boroughs/homelessness/2020/06/25/close-to-20-percent-of-nyc-hotels-are-housing-the-homeless


 57 

treatment programs and become clean and sober but not have their own home to go to upon 

release, the likelihood of them slipping back into addiction is high and the client is back to 

square one.  

San Antonio is making strides to bring a stronger Housing First approach to the city’s 

homeless response system, however, through two new initiatives. San Antonio’s new Housing 

First Community Coalition is set to break ground on a new Housing First community at an old 

drive-in movie theatre called Towne Twin Village. The Village will have a combination of 

recreational vehicles and clusters of tiny homes along with ADA compliant bathrooms. Upon 

completion, there will be space for 205 individuals experiencing chronic homelessness.153 Many 

of these clients will be over fifty years old, which make up the majority of San Antonio’s 

chronically homeless population.154 Once complete, the Towne Twin village will greatly reduce 

pressure on the CoC system and create more housing opportunities for the chronically homeless. 

San Antonio voters also recently passed Proposition A, which amends the city’s charter 

to allow San Antonio to issue bonds for affordable housing developments. San Antonio is 

currently the only city in Texas that restricts bond issuances to public improvement projects like 

road repair and flood control. Cities such as Austin have used bonds to raise nearly $250 million 

for affordable housing projects.155 Using bonds for affordable housing developments would put 
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San Antonio in a better position to reduce unsheltered homelessness in the city. More affordable 

housing would also lower the number of residents who are at-risk of becoming homeless.  

 Besides managing an extensive shelter system, New York City’s CoC puts much more 

emphasis on getting the chronically and unsheltered homeless into a stable living situation 

without requiring enrollment in treatment plans or a commitment to being clean and sober. 

Multiple private organizations operate their own Housing First units and are able to connect 

unsheltered homeless directly to an apartment. By ensuring that supportive services are available 

to clients on-site, clients who are ready to accept treatment can easily receive it with minimal 

hassle and can remain in their own home while they are receiving treatment. This housing 

stability reduces the likelihood that the tenant will begin using substances again once treatment 

has been started.  

 The Continuum of Care model of homeless services is not responsible for people 

becoming homeless, but it is not the best model for getting people off the streets. Larger 

structural forces contribute greatly to factors that might cause households and individuals to 

become homeless, such as economic shocks from a recession or pandemic, expensive healthcare 

costs or the lack of affordable housing for people earning low wages. Housing First projects 

attempt to address the underlying housing issues that contribute to homelessness. If CoCs move 

in this aggressive direction of ensuring homes to the homeless through HF programs, those 

experiencing chronic homelessness will have more options to get off the streets and remain 

stably housed for the long-term, reducing the likelihood that they will return to living on the 

streets. Instead of communities managing homelessness through shelters and other linear-care 

models of treatment, Housing First programs can begin the process of ending homelessness. 
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Chapter 3: Eviction Prevention Programs in Texas Cities 
 

 

Introduction 

 Two of Texas’ major cities are struggling to provide access to affordable housing to 

residents and are facing similar challenges attempting to keep their most vulnerable residents 

stably housed. San Antonio’s fast-growing population is creating increasing demand for housing 

and an equally precipitous increase in average rents across the city. Austin’s population is also 

growing rapidly due to an influx of new technology firms locating their headquarters in the city, 

allowing them to access the ready supply of well-educated college graduates from the University 

of Texas at Austin. Both cities’ low-income residents, many of whom have resided in the same 

neighborhood for generations, are spending more of their limited income on housing costs, 

creating financial strain that often leads to displacement or eviction.156 This leads low-income 

households to often forgo other essential needs, such as food and medical care.157 

 Low-income households in a precarious housing situation are often faced with sudden 

eviction. Many evictions are due to the non-payment of rent. A sudden loss of income or job 
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loss, which occurred to many workers due to COVID-19 shutdowns and restrictions, can send 

tenants into eviction court quickly. Tenants can also be evicted for lease violations or because a 

landlord raises rent to keep pace with other growth in the neighborhood.158 Many tenants simply 

leave their units when they receive an eviction notice, unsure of where or how to find the 

necessary assistance. This is a gap that cities can and should fill for their low-income residents. 

Providing eviction prevention programs, such as monetary assistance for rent and utilities and 

eviction counseling for tenants facing displacement, enables cities to take an active role in 

ensuring housing stability for their most vulnerable low-income residents.  

 Much of the existing literature on housing stability and eviction is primarily focused on 

the negative outcomes facing households who have been evicted. Households who have been 

evicted often face prolonged periods of homelessness and difficulty finding new housing because 

of their eviction. I will explore how cities can create eviction prevention programs that keep low-

income households from being evicted. I will use San Antonio and Austin as case studies. Both 

are rapidly growing cities in Texas and are experiencing rapidly appreciating housing values that 

make it difficult for low-income households to find affordable accommodations. Austin has 

numerous programs to assist both tenants and landlords request rental assistance to avoid 

evictions, while San Antonio began to implement more eviction prevention measures in the last 

24 months. Creating proactive and effective programs allow cities to keep their low-income 

residents stably housed and protected from the dangers of eviction. 
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Literature Review 

Accessing adequate and affordable housing is extremely difficult for America’s working 

poor, especially for those that rent their homes. Over one-half of renters in the United States face 

housing cost burdens and one-quarter face severe cost burdens. These renters typically pay more 

than half of their income to rent, limiting their resources for other essential items such as food, 

childcare, transportation costs and school supplies.159 High cost burdens often leads to evictions 

and familial displacement, with several million residents facing eviction from their homes every 

year. Three major factors contribute to evictions – rising rents and utility costs as a percentage of 

income, stagnant or falling incomes, and a short-fall in federal housing assistance.160 

Governmental protection for renters facing income shocks is often inefficient and slow to reach 

those that need it most, resulting in difficulties for both renters and the landlords who rely on 

timely rent payments.161 

Housing instability is linked to several adverse family effects, including childhood 

academic struggles, homelessness, postponing healthcare, and mental health challenges.162 Low-

income families are faced with difficult choices between paying rent and paying for other 

essential needs, contributing to toxic stress and severe mental health conditions. Health-care 

spending is typically higher for people experiencing homelessness or who are rent-burdened. 

Poor housing conditions for low-income households can result in chronic health conditions for 
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both adults and children.163 Families and renters often face prolonged periods of homelessness 

after an eviction as landlords are often unwilling to accept tenants with an eviction history. The 

housing that previously evicted tenants find after an eviction is typically substandard and in 

disadvantaged neighborhoods, compounding the challenges they already face.164 

The supply of affordable housing for low-income households has increasingly fallen 

behind the demand. The steadily decreasing level of federal support for affordable housing 

programs is one of the most important factors contributing to the housing affordability crisis. 

Affordable housing availability has decreased while the demand from low-income households 

and workers has increased.165 High land and new construction costs put further strain on housing 

affordability and availability. Unless construction is subsidized or subjected to inclusionary 

zoning measures, most new construction is only available to affluent households.166 

Poor families exhibit high levels of residential mobility, often moving from one 

disadvantaged neighborhood to another. This high level of mobility is associated with other 

negative outcomes in addition to the ones discussed above. Adolescent violence and the loss of 

neighborhood ties are some of the strongest negative outcomes of high residential mobility 

amongst poor families.167 This constant moving between homes can also lead to further 

instability and exacerbate economic instability. An unemployed head of household who has been 

evicted and faces homelessness may put more focus on securing adequate housing than finding 
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employment, placing further economic strain on the household. The chaos of eviction places 

strain on a worker’s job performance and may lead to unemployment. Workers that have been 

evicted or faced housing instability are 11 to 15 percent more likely to be laid off.168 Shifts in the 

local job-market from more long-term employment to short-term and at-will employment models 

also increase risks of eviction, especially among workers employed in the service industry.169 

Evictions, both formal and informal, make up most forced moves of renters. Informal 

evictions take place outside of eviction courts and are often a result of landlords coercing or 

incentivizing tenants to leave their properties without relying on more formal procedures.170 

Other types of informal evictions occur when a landlord forecloses on their property or simply 

changes the locks of a renters’ unit. This is a cheaper and more efficient way to evict tenants than 

going through formal eviction proceedings.171 It is estimated that formal evictions are under-

counted on both a national and metropolitan level.172 Some renters preempt eviction by leaving 

their home before the landlord can formally or informally start the eviction process. Their next 

move is typically a short-term and temporary solution, often with family members or friends. 

This adds stress not only to the recently moved household, but to the new household, as well.173  
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Concentration of poverty in both metro and rural neighborhoods has increased in recent 

years. High residential turnover in these neighborhoods does not typically decrease the poverty 

level because residents who do move out of poverty-stricken neighborhoods are often replaced 

by other poor households.174 Poor households, especially minority households, are more likely to 

live in poor areas and are increasingly separated from more affluent neighborhoods in both 

metropolitan and rural settings. These households are doubly disadvantaged and more likely to 

face eviction due to declining employment opportunities, low-wage jobs, poor schools, and 

inadequate services, such as public transportation infrastructure.175 Historic disinvestment in 

communities of color leads to racial/ethnic health disparities between majority white 

neighborhoods and an increase of eviction rates in those neighborhoods.176 

Renters have some protections from eviction but often must rely on outside agencies, 

such as city eviction teams, to guide them through challenging an eviction. Although state law 

controls the foreclosure process, landlords have much of the authority in the eviction process, 

which can be costly and time-consuming for many renters. Simply adhering to the eviction 

notice is the cheaper option for low-income renters. Some cities have also instituted Tenants’ 

Rights ordinances, designed to protect tenants from unexpected evictions.177 More protections 

exist for renters where the property owner is close to defaulting on the loan. In these situations, 

property owners are required to provide a ninety-day eviction notice to renters. However, there 
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are few enforcement mechanisms that provide renters relief from landlords facing foreclosure on 

their property.178 

Increasing federal and state support for affordable housing has been suggested as an 

avenue for increased renter protections from evictions. Federal housing subsidies for public 

housing first occurred during the Great Depression for the “deserving poor”. Through subsequent 

administrations, the focus shifted from suburbanization for white families to low-income housing 

and then to subsidies and vouchers for private developers. Despite voucher systems to assist low-

income households with finding affordable housing, more incentives and tax deductions provide 

support to middle- and upper-class households.179 The Low-Income Housing Tax Credit 

(LIHTC) has created over a million affordable homes but primarily serves the developers who 

receive the tax credits of constructing affordable homes.180 This focus on private developers 

drives new construction or heavy rehabilitation of properties for affordable housing rather than 

acquisition of currently adequate properties. Roughly one-third of LIHTC tax credits are applied 

to the rehabilitation of inner-city low-income housing in high-poverty neighborhoods.181 This 

further exacerbates housing discrimination among poor renters of color by steering them into 

disadvantaged neighborhoods and denying them housing in predominantly white, high-

opportunity neighborhoods.182 
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Affordable housing development is decentralized to the state level, but implementation 

and enforcement of policies are often left up to local governments. Private developers often take 

a leading role in deciding when and where to construct new affordable housing developments, 

limiting community input, and forcing local government officials into the complicated choice of 

approving or denying new affordable housing construction. Regulatory barriers, such as zoning 

requirements for parking lots or building height restrictions, have also played a role in allowing 

private developers more power to decide when and where to produce new affordable housing.183 

Local governments have sought to implement more control over affordable housing production 

through mandates requiring a certain percentage of units in new developments be designated as 

affordable. Some localities use a standard threshold for every zip code while others periodically 

update their affordable housing standards based on a variety of neighborhood factors, such as 

poverty and education level, attempting to ensure equitable and targeted affordable housing 

production.184  

 There are several programs whose goal is to increase positive residential mobility of low-

income households. Voucher programs in the United States are the single largest source of low-

income affordable housing support and can be used to supplement the lack of affordable housing 

availability. The Moving to Opportunity (MTO) voucher program allows low-income 

households to use their voucher to move to high-opportunity areas that have affordable options. 

This offers poor households access to high-performing schools, sustainable employment 

opportunities, vital public transportation infrastructure and childcare. While they do not spur new 
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affordable housing production, opportunity-based programs give poor households more housing 

options for more adequate housing than solely relying on the private market.185  

Other voucher programs give residents in rapidly gentrifying areas the preference of 

finding affordable options within their same neighborhood or moving to a different one, known 

as Housing Choice Vouchers (HCV).186 Allowing wider use of vouchers is a technique some 

cities have used to create more affordable housing without building new structures. Public 

Housing Authorities (PHA) can use vouchers to acquire rental properties for low-income 

households, effectively becoming a landlord and working with new and existing tenants to move-

in to newer homes.187 

 Cooperative housing programs have been offered as a potential solution to affordable 

housing issues in the United States. Popular in Europe, cities can set aside city-owned land 

specifically for cooperative housing groups to build homes at affordable prices for families and 

renters. Cooperative housing can allow renters access to homes that are not typically available to 

them in traditional rental markets.188 Development of cooperative housing units are dependent 

upon local zoning ordinances, which often prioritizes single-family home construction more than 

multi-family units. These kinds of strict local zoning ordinances restrict new affordable and 

cooperative developments, driving rents higher than poor households can afford.189 
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 Community land trusts (CLTs) that foster shared equity housing for owners and renters 

can develop long-term affordability in underinvested neighborhoods. CLTs can help fill gaps in 

the reduction of federal and state affordable housing subsidies through covenant requirements on 

their homes and apartment units that require buyers or renters to earn below 100 percent AMI 

and that households would not spend more than 30 percent of their incomes on housing-related 

costs. This can help ease the growing gap between housing costs and household incomes for 

many low-income households.190 CLTs can work with developers to integrate affordable units 

into market-rate developments. Like PHAs using vouchers to acquire rental properties, CLT 

ownership of affordable units in market-rate developments can help low-income households 

access housing in higher opportunity and wealthier neighborhoods.191  

Methodology and Data 

I will evaluate current policies that cities have in place to keep their residents stably 

housed and avoid eviction and constant residential mobility. Much of the existing literature 

focuses on circumstances that leads to households being evicted and the negative consequences 

that result from evictions. There is little in the literature that I could find about how cities work 

to prevent evictions among their residents and how effective such policies are. In many cities 

eviction records are sealed or not easily accessible on a public site, which can make analysis of 

eviction cases difficult. I plan to compare and evaluate the effectiveness of the housing policies 

of two of Texas’ major metro areas –Austin, Texas’ capital, and San Antonio, one of Texas’ 

fastest growing cities.  Key sources of data will include city ordinances and policies, as well as 
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any available data from the respective cities’ affordable housing divisions. Using city ordinances, 

memos, and policies will allow insight into the motivations and priorities among city leaders, 

non-profit partner agencies, and citizen activists. I will also use data from Princeton University’s 

Eviction Lab to understand eviction trends in Austin, San Antonio, and Texas in general. 

This paper’s analysis will examine two of Texas’ major cities and what policies they are 

pursuing to prevent housing instability among poor residents.192 San Antonio and Austin were 

chosen for several reasons. First, I live in San Antonio and work with the City’s Homeless 

Division and assisting individuals experiencing homelessness with access to affordable housing 

is a key part of the Division’s work. Austin’s public homeless encampments has also made the 

lack of affordable housing a high-profile issue for city leaders and residents. Additionally, both 

San Antonio and Austin have rapidly growing populations creating stress on the cities’ housing 

affordability and availability.193 Additionally, as the Center for Disease Control’s eviction 

moratorium order for counties experiencing substantial levels of COVID-19 spread gets set to 

expire on October 3, both cities face a potential eviction deluge that could lead to an increase in 

housing instability for their residents.194 

 

Overview of Eviction Prevention System in Austin, TX 

 More than half of households in Austin, TX are renters, and the city provides a robust 

network of support systems in place to assist them in finding affordable housing and staying 

housed once they move in. Austin’s Neighborhood Housing and Community Development 

                                                      
192 Egan, John. “San Antonio Ranks Among 10 Major Metros with Biggest Population Jump from 2010 to 2020”, 

San Antonio Culture Map. August 13, 2021. https://sanantonio.culturemap.com/news/city-life/08-13-21-sa-antonio-

population-growth-census/. 
193 O’Hare, Peggy. “San Antonio’s Population Growth Ranked Second in The Nation.” May 20, 2020, 

https://www.expressnews.com/news/local/article/San-Antonio-s-population-growth-ranked-second-15284669.php 
194 Dimmick, Iris. “Eviction Judge Won’t Enforce CDC’s Latest Moratorium. He Believes It’s Unconstitutional.” 

The San Antonio Report, August 6, 2021. https://sanantonioreport.org/bexar-county-judge-cdc-eviction-moratorium/ 



 71 

Department, the Austin Housing Finance Corporation and the Austin City Council Housing and 

Planning Committee all provide resources and programs to prevent renters from being evicted 

and divert them from homelessness.195 Austin also has significant resources for landlords seeking 

assistance with rental payments from tenants and how to help tenants in their properties seek 

rental assistance.196  

 Austin first began to broadly support renters throughout the city in February of 1990 

when the Austin City Council approved a new Tenant Assistance Policy. Designed originally to 

prevent displacement of low-income residents living in properties that were about to begin 

rehabilitation, the policy soon morphed into a wider umbrella of services for low-income renters. 

Some of the new services included in the policy were reimbursement for moving expenses and 

the opportunity to choose a new replacement dwelling along with a voucher to reduce the 

monthly housing cost to 30 percent of the resident’s monthly income.197  

To supplement the Tenant Assistance Policy, Austin also passed the Anti-Displacement 

and Relocation Assistance Policy three years later. Although this ordinance focused specifically 

on housing displacements affected by Community Development Block Grants (CDBG), it 

created additional requirements for developers to identify how residents of housing 

developments would be affected by CDBG activities and determine if residential displacement of 

residents could be avoided or minimized.198 Austin created a dedicated Tenant Relocation 

Assistance Fund along with this new policy that works with tenants and renters that have a 
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household income that is at or below 70 percent of Austin’s median family income (MFI).199 The 

fund’s purpose is to provide monetary relief to renters forced to move from their homes due to 

unit improvements or construction and assist with the cost of their new dwelling. Case workers 

assigned to families affected by potential displacement are also offered relocation counseling to 

assist them with the process of finding new living arrangements and submitting for financial 

assistance for a security deposit and rent.200 

 Austin took a significant step in addressing rental housing and tenant protections more 

aggressively in 2000 when they adopted their Consolidated Plan in 2000. Expanding rental 

assistance programs was a central goal of the housing portion of Austin’s Consolidated Plan and 

the city laid out several methods to accomplish this. The primary rental assistance programs that 

Austin established included expanding landlord education programs that help landlords work 

with tenants to identify rent assistance programs. Austin’s Consolidated Plan also called for 

creating new tenant opportunities for employment and job training to ensure that low-income 

tenants throughout the city could maintain housing stability.201  

Austin provides a robust set of resources for the city’s landlords. A key component of the 

Consolidated Plan was the creation of Austin’s Good Landlord Program. The program identifies 

private sector landlords that provide accommodations that are affordable to some of the hardest 

to house Austin renters. These include homeless individuals and renters that are disabled and 

require assistance with activities of daily living (ADLs). Additionally, the Good Landlord 

Program works with landlords to improve tenant protections for their units and help their tenants 
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avoid eviction proceedings.202 Both the Housing Authority of the City of Austin (HACA) and the 

Austin Tenants Council provide information pamphlets and trainings to landlords who house 

low-income residents. HACA offers several trainings to landlords who house residents using a 

Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher (HCV), such as how to advertise their property to residents 

and hosting orientations and meet-and-greets with HCV participants.203 Additionally, landlords 

participating in the Section 8 HCV program with HACA receive guaranteed payment of 60-70 

percent of the rent and are allowed to use their own leases, rather than a lease provided by 

HACA or the city of Austin.204 Austin’s Emergency Rental Assistance Program (ERAP) allows 

landlords to register their properties in an online portal to streamline their requests for rental 

assistance funding. The ERAP also helps landlords refer their renters through the program and 

enables them to track the status of their applications.205 

Established in 1973 to provide aid to low-income residents on Austin’s East Side, the 

Austin Tenants Council (ATC) now assists low-income renters throughout the city, while also 

providing resources for landlords. The ATC provides a lengthy guide for landlords who are 

interested in renting their properties to low-income tenants. The guide includes resources that 

help landlords show their properties to prospective tenants and advice on how to avoid violating 

Austin’s Fair Housing Program through purposeful or accidental discrimination of tenants.206 
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In 2018, the ATC conducted a comprehensive review of Austin’s rent relief and renter 

assistance programs to determine how to improve tenants’ ability to access eviction prevention 

resources throughout the city. Although evictions in Austin were steadily decreasing, the review 

found several gaps in the process. Some of these gaps included a 3-day Notice to Vacate (NTV) 

given by the landlord to the tenant before an eviction filing, an eviction notice delivered in a 

language, typically English, that the tenant cannot read, and difficulty securing time off and a 

lawyer for their eviction hearing.207 In response to the ATC review, Austin’s mayor issued an 

ordinance requiring landlords provide a Notice of Proposed Eviction (NPE) at least 60 days prior 

to the issuance of an NTV. The ordinance requires an NPV to be in writing and allow the 

impacted tenant the opportunity to respond prior to the landlord issuing the NTV. Although the 

ordinance was not approved until the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, it will remain a fixture 

of Austin’s tenant and landlord rental assistance programs.208 

Overview of Eviction Prevention System in San Antonio, TX 

 San Antonio mayor Ron Nirenberg makes an interesting statement at the beginning of his 

Mayor’s Housing Task Force Report, completed in 2018. Although Henry Cisneros, former San 

Antonio mayor and Secretary for Housing and Urban Development (HUD) under President 

Clinton, recognized in 1989 that affordable housing availability was a crisis for low-income 

households as he left his mayoral post, Mayor Nirenberg notes that Cisneros’ call for better 

access to housing went unanswered. By making housing a city priority for the first time, San 

Antonio is working to develop a compassionate housing strategy that creates a compassionate 

housing system where affordable housing can be provided by the private market. The report 
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outlines five key actions required of an equitable San Antonio housing policy – developing a 

coordinated housing system, increasing city investment in housing, increasing affordable housing 

construction, preservation, and rehabilitation, protect and promote neighborhoods and ensure 

accountability to the public.209 This section will provide an overview of how San Antonio 

provides renter and landlord assistance and resources and what new programs San Antonio has 

created as a result of the Mayor’s Housing Policy Task Force document from 2018. 

Renters make up just under half of San Antonio households and the median gross rent in 

2020 was just under $1,000, a steady increase since 2000.210 1 of 3 households in San Antonio 

are spending more than 35 percent of their income on housing costs and more than half of renters 

meet this “cost burdened” threshold. Despite recognizing that housing affordability as a crisis 

facing San Antonio’s households, there were minimal attempts to provide tenant relief or 

eviction prevention until the last 4 years.211 A search of San Antonio City Council ordinances 

shows no rules or orders focused specifically on preventing tenant evictions or establishing a 

tenant relief program for residents that are at risk of displacement from their homes. Most city 

programs have been delegated to the San Antonio Housing Authority (SAHA), the city’s 

affordable housing provider, or are new programs established by San Antonio’s Neighborhood 

Housing and Services Division. 

Established in 1937, SAHA is San Antonio’s affordable housing provider and one of the 

largest providers in the country. The organization supports over 14,000 households with HCVs 

and manages over 6,000 housing units spread across San Antonio. Through partnerships with 

                                                      
209 Mayor’s Housing Policy Task Force, San Antonio’s Housing Policy Framework: The Cornerstone of Economic 

Development, August 2018, 2-7.  
210 U.S. Census Bureau, San Antonio, Texas Quick Facts, 2020 Census. 

https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/sanantoniocitytexas/POP060210. 
211 PlaceEconomics. “Opportunity at Risk: San Antonio’s Older Affordable Housing Stock”. Prepared for the San 

Antonio Office of Historic Preservation. July 2019. 3-7. 
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local non-profit agencies and organizations, SAHA provides employment and job training 

opportunities to all its residents that request assistance. These agencies regularly schedule 

meetings and presentations at SAHA properties to enroll residents into training programs or 

directly into employment opportunities with companies like Toyota Manufacturing.212 Besides 

partnering with local companies and non-profit agencies, SAHA provides a regularly updated 

Community Resource Guide which lists out many other local community organizations that 

provide useful services to low-income residents of SAHA properties. This 15-page document 

includes avenues for residents to request utility assistance, clothing assistance and school 

supplies for children.213 

Searches of San Antonio’s City Council ordinances and the City Code do not yield much 

information regarding tenant relief programs, rental assistance, relocation assistance or landlord 

requirements. Instead, San Antonio’s strongest eviction prevention program has been the Center 

for Disease Control’s eviction moratorium implemented soon after the COVID-19 pandemic 

began in early 2020. This order prevented landlords from evicting tenants that were unable to 

pay rent due to loss of income caused by COVID-19 loss of work. The moratorium order is 

estimated to have reduced evictions in San Antonio by 55 percent.214 Multiple extensions of the 

federal eviction moratorium and moratoriums at the city level have helped low-income San 

Antonio renters avoid eviction due to non-payment of rent but has not completely halted 

evictions for other reasons.215 In fact, individual county judges are often the sole determinants in 

deciding whether to hear eviction cases. Although some counties in Texas, such as Harris and 

                                                      
212 San Antonio Housing Authority. “Opportunity Lives Here: SAHA Fact Sheet, 2017.” 2017.  
213 San Antonio Housing Authority. “Community Resource Guide.” 
214 Ko, Sharon. “The CDC’s Eviction Ban is Set to Expire Soon. Here Are 5 Things You Should Know to Prepare.” 

KENS 5 San Antonio, December 10, 2020. https://www.kens5.com/article/news/national/cdc-eviction-ban-set-to-

expire-top-5-things-you-need-to-know-to-prepare/273-53dd7eaf-4a46-4d2e-9e50-c81b9f0b703c. 
215 McGee, Kate. “Texas Extends Rental Assistance Program Designed to Avoid Evictions Until March 15.” Texas 

Tribune, December 22, 2020. https://www.texastribune.org/2020/12/22/texas-eviction-protections/. 
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Travis Counties, have decided to halt all eviction proceedings, Bexar County and San Antonio 

judges have allowed eviction cases to proceed if tenants are facing evictions for reasons other 

than rent. The constantly changing rules for evictions led to a federal judge in Texas ruling a 

March extension of the CDC moratorium as unconstitutional. This ruling, combined with slow-

to-arrive assistance from San Antonio’s NHSD Rental Assistance Program, has allowed 

evictions to continue in San Antonio at near pre-pandemic rates.216 

SAHA was one of the first housing agencies in the country to implement their own 

eviction moratorium that protected all their tenants from rent-related evictions in March of 2020 

and recently extended the program until March of 2022. About $3 million in back-rent is owed 

by SAHA residents but federal law prevents SAHA from outright forgiving rental debt. If a 

SAHA resident suffers loss of income due to a reduction in working hours or because of layoffs, 

SAHA adjusts their monthly rent and implements a flexible repayment plan.217  However, renters 

in debt may not be eligible for many rental relief programs offered by San Antonio.218 San 

Antonio’s Emergency Housing Assistance Program (EHAP) can provide low-income renters 

housed through SAHA or privately between 6-9 months of rental assistance, along with utility 

bill assistance, but does not list upfront any other requirements or limitations to receiving aid.219 

San Antonio residents applying for assistance through EHAP are also not eligible to receive 

funding from other state or local entities for the same months that they are requesting assistance 

from EHAP.220  

                                                      
216 Eltohamy, Farah. “CDC Extends Eviction Ban Through July, But Enforcement in Texas is Up To Individual 

Judges.” Texas Tribune, June 24, 2021. https://www.texastribune.org/2021/06/24/eviction-ban-texas/. 
217 Ibañez, David. “SAHA Extends Eviction Moratorium Through March 2022.” KSAT San Antonio, October 18, 

2021. https://www.ksat.com/news/local/2021/10/18/saha-extends-eviction-moratorium-through-march-2022/. 
218 Dimmick, Iris. “San Antonio Extends Eviction Moratorium.” The San Antonio Report, October 18, 2021. 

https://sanantonioreport.org/saha-extends-eviction-moratorium/. 
219 City of San Antonio, “Emergency Housing Assistance Program Allowances.” February 1, 2021.  
220 City of San Antonio, “Rent and Mortgage Help – Emergency Housing Assistance Program.” 

https://covid19.sanantonio.gov/Services/Rent-and-Mortgage-Help-Housing. 
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Much of City Council’s recent efforts to curb evictions has been in response to the 

COVID-19 pandemic, such as the Notice of Tenant Rights ordinance passed in the summer of 

2020. This ordinance requires landlords to provide all their tenants with a Notice of Tenant 

Rights prior to beginning eviction proceedings and establishes an avenue for tenants to submit 

formal complaints against landlords for wrongly filed evictions with San Antonio’s Code 

Enforcement Division.221 However, efforts to inform tenants of their rights has been ineffective 

and has only resulted in one complaint being filed since the ordinance was passed, which was 

deemed by Code Enforcement as being “unfounded”. Issues with reporting rights violations 

through San Antonio’s 311 call system, which was identified as the primary way to report these 

violations, have also plagued tenants attempting to avoid eviction proceedings.222 

Population, Housing & Eviction Trends in San Antonio & Austin 

 Matthew Desmond founded the Eviction Lab in 2017 to further study housing, poverty, 

and eviction in the United States. His research demonstrates that eviction is extremely common 

in low-income communities and is a cause of poverty and not solely as a condition. Collecting 

data from cooperative states and purchasing records from various other sources, Desmond and 

his Eviction Lab team have assembled nearly 80 million records on eviction across the United 

States. Eviction Lab’s available data on evictions is from 2000-2016. While data is not available 

from Eviction Lab after 2016, it serves to illustrate how San Antonio and Austin were handling 

evictions during this period and could provide insight into how effective city policies were at 

keeping residents housed during this time.223  

                                                      
221 Olivo, Ben. “San Antonio Landlords Now Obliged to Inform Tenants of Rights.” San Antonio Current, June 26, 

2020. https://www.sacurrent.com/sanantonio/san-antonio-landlords-now-obligated-to-inform-tenants-of-

rights/Content?oid=23922798. 
222 Dimmick, Iris. “It’s Unclear if Tenants’ Rights Law is Followed as Eviction Moratorium Ends.” The San Antonio 

Report, August 2, 2021. https://sanantonioreport.org/its-unclear-if-tenants-rights-law-is-followed-as-eviction-

moratorium-ends/.  
223 The Eviction Lab. About Us. https://evictionlab.org/about/. Accessed 29 September 2021. 

https://evictionlab.org/about/
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 Figure 3.1 below shows the number of eviction cases that Travis and Bexar Counties, 

where Austin and San Antonio are respectively located, reported to Texas officials from 2000 

through 2016. Evictions are more frequent in Bexar County than in Travis County for the entire 

time that data is available. Evictions in Bexar County increased 97 percent from 2000 to 2016 

while Travis County only saw a 38 percent increase over the same time. Figure 3.1 also shows a 

significant uptick of evictions in Bexar County from 2010 to 2016, an increase of 47 percent. 

During that same period, Travis County reported only a 4 percent decrease in evictions reported 

to state officials. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.2 and Figure 3.3 below plot Austin’s and San Antonio’s evictions per year from 

2000 through 2016 and each cities’ eviction rates for the same time. The eviction rate is 

calculated from the number of evictions per 100 renter homes for each city.224 Both cities’ 

                                                      
224 The Eviction Lab. Defintions and FAQs. https://evictionlab.org/help-faq/#eviction-rate. Accessed 29 September 

2021. 

Source: Eviction Lab 

https://evictionlab.org/help-faq/#eviction-rate
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eviction trends are similar as their counties’ trends, although both the eviction rate and the 

number of evictions in Austin decreased while the number of evictions in Travis County 

remained relatively flat. San Antonio’s eviction rate and the number of evictions tracked closely 

with Bexar County’s evictions over time. Austin’s eviction rate peaked in 2010 at 2.25 percent 

while San Antonio’s eviction rate climbed from a low of 2.09 percent in 2011 to reach its 4.1 

percent in 2016. 
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Table 3.1 and Table 3.2 below shows Austin’s and San Antonio’s population and 

housing trends for the 2000 through 2015 period. Austin’s population grew by 35 percent 

between 2000 and 2016 and has continued to rise since. The 2020 U.S. Census counted 961,855 

people currently living in Austin, an increase of 22 percent from the 2010 Census count of 

790,390 and an 8 percent increase from Austin’s 2015 population.225 Austin’s median gross rent, 

median household income and median property value all increased over the same period, with 

Austin’s median property value increasing by 93 percent and household income increasing by 35 

percent. 

Like Austin, San Antonio is experiencing similar population growth and rising median 

rent prices, property values and household incomes. San Antonio’s population rose 23 percent 

from 2000 to 2015. The 2020 U.S. Census counted 1,434,625 people living in San Antonio, a 1.5 

                                                      
225 U.S. Census Bureau, Austin, Texas Quick Facts, 2020 Census. 

https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/austincitytexas/AGE295219 

Source: Eviction Lab 
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percent increase from 2015 and a 25 percent increase in population since 2000.226 Median gross 

rents, median household incomes and median property values have also continued to rise during 

this time. 

Table 3.1: Austin, TX 

 

Table 3.2: San Antonio, TX 

Table 3.3 and Table 3.4 show Austin’s and San Antonio’s poverty rate and the 

percentage of renters who are classified as rent-burdened from 2000-2015. Housing and Urban 

Development categorizes rent-burdened as those renters who are spending more than 50 percent 

of their income on housing costs.227 While the number of residents living below the poverty line 

has decreased, the percentage of renters classified has being rent-burdened has shown a general 

                                                      
226 U.S. Census Bureau, San Antonio, Texas Quick Facts, 2020 Census. 

https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/sanantoniocitytexas/POP060210 
227 Dawkins, Casey J., Jae Sik Jeon. “Rent Burden in the Housing Choice Voucher Program”. U.S. Department of 

Housing and Urban Development: Office of Policy Development and Research, October 2017.  

Source: Eviction Lab 

Source: Eviction Lab 
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increase every year since 2000. According to the 2019 American Community Survey, 36.5 

percent of renters in Austin, TX were spending more than 30 percent of their household income 

on housing costs, the highest option available in the survey.228 San Antonio has also seen a 

decrease in the city’s poverty rate over the same time while also seeing an increase in the 

percentage of renters that are classified as rent burdened. Despite median household incomes 

rising in both cities and the percentage of residents living below the poverty line decreasing, both 

Austin and San Antonio are seeing the amount of renters burdened by household expenses 

increase over the last 15 years. 

 

 

 

Table 3.3: Austin, TX 

 
Source: Eviction Lab 

Table 3.4: San Antonio, TX 

                                                      
228 U.S. Census Bureau, 2019: American Community Survey 1-Year Estimates Data Profiles, Selected Housing 

Characteristics.  

Source: Eviction Lab 
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Analysis and Conclusion 

 It is clear from a review of city policies and Eviction Lab data that Austin, TX has been 

much more effective at keeping low-income residents housed than San Antonio. Austin has been 

significantly more proactive in protecting their low-income renters than San Antonio. By 

establishing tenant relief and relocation assistance programs and making necessary resources 

available both to renters and landlords, Austin’s policies have resulted in decreasing evictions for 

several years. During the same period, evictions in San Antonio and Bexar County have climbed 

steadily. Austin programs provide landlords significant support, both monetary and 

administratively, and are encouraged to take an active role in identifying renters at-risk of 

eviction to work with them through the rental assistance process. Austin’s Neighborhood 

Housing and Community Development departments also conducts extensive tenant and landlord 

outreach across the city to ensure that knowledge of the various programs is accurately conveyed 

to landlords and tenants. This shows that Austin recognizes that both renters and landlords can be 

affected by shocks to the housing market and the city must take proactive steps to reduce 

negative economic impacts to both partners in the housing system.  

Austin’s Tenant Relocation Assistance Fund is one of the city’s most instrumental 

eviction prevention programs. Displacement often triggers a wave of setbacks for low-income 

tenants and has profound long-term effects on households and renters of all ages. Low-income 

residents displaced by gentrification or housing improvements often find difficulty finding new 

housing and accommodations, a reality Austin recognized nearly 25 years ago. By providing 

housing counselors and navigators to help low-income residents find new housing, Austin can 
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significantly blunt the negative impacts that relocation and displacement can inflict on low-

income households.229 

 San Antonio lacks the robust network of eviction prevention programs that benefit 

Austin’s renters. San Antonio only began to seriously focus on eviction prevention policies at the 

beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, when travel restrictions and business closures devastated 

San Antonio’s tourism and service industry workers, with many being laid off from already low-

paying jobs.230 The relative newness of San Antonio’s eviction prevention programs makes 

finding information on applicable programs difficult and, because of the pandemic, officials with 

the city have only been able to conduct information sessions virtually, a significant barrier to 

low-income residents. Only recently have City Council members begun to host in-person 

information sessions for low-income constituents with City representatives present to assist 

residents with rent and utility assistance applications.231 More events emphasizing landlord 

engagement are needed to ensure that the responsibility  As the pandemic begins to subside, San 

Antonio’s Neighborhood Housing Services Department needs to be more proactive in connecting 

renters and landlords with the required resources to prevent evictions and displacement. 

San Antonio’s new COVID-19 induced housing policies include the Tenant’s Rights 

ordinance, the creation of the Emergency Housing Assistance Program and the establishment of 

oversight committees and task forces to monitor implementation of these programs and to 

monitor landlord conduct. SAHA, the city’s largest affordable housing provider, has consistently 

                                                      
229 City of Austin Neighborhood Housing & Community Development Department. “Tenant Notification & 

Relocation Assistance Ordinance Implementation.” Anti-Displacement Task Force, June 1, 2018. 
230 Henderson, Amanda. “’Trying to Recover’: San Antonio’s Service Industry Recovering After Pandemic’s 

Impact.” News 4 San Antonio, October 10, 2021. https://news4sanantonio.com/news/local/trying-to-recover-san-

antonios-service-industry-recovering-after-pandemics-impact. 
231 Burrell, Morgan. “’Everybody Needs Help’: City Leaders Host Rental and Utility Assistance Fair.” News 4 San 

Antonio, October 9, 2021. https://news4sanantonio.com/news/local/everybody-needs-help-city-leaders-host-rental-

and-utility-assistance-fair. 
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been under investigation for landlord abuse allegations. Tenants have complained that their rent 

payments have instead been applied to “bogus” pet fees or unit repairs, with landlords then filing 

evictions for non-payment of rent.232 There is little to no oversight of private market landlords 

who own and manage units in which SAHA residents live and use their vouchers, creating an 

environment where landlord abuses are more likely to occur. Prior to the Tenant’s Rights 

ordinance, landlords were only required to notify tenants of a pending eviction within a 5-day 

window. The Tenant’s Rights ordinance is a step in the right direction, but lack of enforcement 

mechanisms and tenant reporting avenues means there are gaps in the rule where tenants can fall 

through before receiving the necessary assistance.  

Despite being separated by only 90 miles, the political identity of Austin and San 

Antonio may explain the differences in the emphasis each city places on keeping their residents 

housed. As the capital of Texas, Austin may have better access to resources and funds for their 

renters than San Antonio. The presence of the University of Texas at Austin as well as an influx 

of technology companies headquartered in the city has created a younger, richer, educated and 

more politically liberal type of Austin resident. These factors likely influence how engaged 

Austin residents are in high-profile issues, like housing. San Antonio has a much lower 

percentage of college-educated residents, a higher proportion of Hispanic and Latino renters and 

has stronger Republican support in the suburbs. Much of the industry in San Antonio is centered 

around manufacturing, creating a class of Democratic-voting blue collar workers who are more 

focused on immediate political issues such as job creation or job loss.233 San Antonio’s 

population has also surged more rapidly than Austin’s, leading to an emphasis on new market 

                                                      
232 Trotter, Darian. “Tenants Protesting SAHA After ‘Bogus’ Fines, Harassment.” News 4 San Antonio, October 23, 

2019. https://news4sanantonio.com/news/local/tenants-protesting-saha-after-bogus-fines-harassment.  
233 Weigel, David. “The Seven Political States of Texas.” The Washington Post, October 4, 2020. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2020/politics/texas-political-geography/. 

https://news4sanantonio.com/news/local/tenants-protesting-saha-after-bogus-fines-harassment
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rate housing developments in the outer edges of San Antonio rather than the preservation or 

construction of affordable homes.234 

While Austin is further along and more proactive when it comes to preventing tenant 

eviction than San Antonio, both cities are still struggling with increasing housing stability. This 

is evident by the rising home values, median rents and the percentage of households which are 

rent- or housing-cost burdened. San Antonio voters recently approved an amendment to the City 

Charter which now allows the city to directly fund affordable housing projects. Previously, San 

Antonio could only purchase property and facilitate private sector development of affordable 

housing. The charter amendment now allows San Antonio to issue up to $250 million in bonds 

that will go the preservation and construction of new housing for low-income residents.235 This 

charter amendment signals that San Antonio, which is the last major city in Texas to directly 

fund affordable housing development, is beginning to take a more proactive approach to housing 

instability. Implementing this bond program, along with requiring landlords that receive city 

assistance to accept housing vouchers, is a step in the right direction for San Antonio.236 Austin 

is struggling with increasing gentrification in the historically Black East Side, where many 

homeowners are 2 or more years delinquent on their property taxes. Austin is now partnering 

with neighborhoods to create long-term affordable units through land acquisition and property 

tax breaks for low-income housing.237 

                                                      
234 Sisson, Patrick. “San Antonio’s Challenge: Balancing Growth With Heritage.” The New York Times, October 5, 

2021. https://www.nytimes.com/2021/10/05/business/san-antonio-downtown-redevelopment.html. 
235 Dimmick, Iris. “In Charter Vote’s Wake, City Eyes $250 Million For Its First Comprehensive Housing Bond.” 

The San Antonio Report, October 1, 2021. https://sanantonioreport.org/san-antonio-prepares-first-comprehensive-

housing-bond/. 
236 Brnger, Garret. “Developers Taking City Incentives Will Have to Take Housing Vouchers, Too.” KSAT San 

Antonio, May 13, 2021. https://www.ksat.com/news/local/2021/05/14/developers-taking-city-incentives-will-have-

to-take-housing-vouchers-too/. 
237 Urban Displacement Project. “Urban Displacement Austin Map.” Accessed October 19, 2021. 

https://www.urbandisplacement.org/map/austin. 



 88 

Cities have a major role to play in keeping their low-income residents housed and 

proactive approaches are necessary to create an effective housing system. Relying on private 

developers to create affordable housing is not effective at increasing the supply of affordable 

housing, as seen by rising rents and home prices in both Austin and San Antonio. Taking active 

measures to connect both landlords and tenants to eviction prevention resources can ensure that 

the most vulnerable residents remain stably housed. City bond projects to fund affordable 

housing developments is a necessary step for San Antonio to take, but more aggressive 

programs, such as the property tax breaks for affordable housing used by Austin, should be 

utilized to ensure low-income households avoid the many harms caused by eviction. 
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Conclusions 

 

 

Cities across the United States face similar problems – a lack of adequate and affordable 

housing, public transportation networks that are insufficient at getting low-income residents to 

the places they need to go, and homeless response systems that struggle to get individuals 

experiencing homelessness into stable housing. These problems create enormous difficulties for 

low-income residents to escape poverty and can result in residents being trapped in a continuous 

cycle of evictions, homelessness and crushing debt. Cities have many policies at their disposal to 

combat the vicious poverty cycle, but their effectiveness varies and often lacks the necessary 

impact to provide enough assistance to their low-income residents. This can be due to several 

factors, including the lack of political will, institutional and political inertia, or the belief that 

poverty is a moral failure. However, most residents are impacted more by city policies than by 

any federal or state policy, creating an opportunity for cities to implement policies that can 

positively impact their most vulnerable residents and lift them out of poverty.  

 One of the most common policy instruments used by cities is the Low-Income Housing 

Tax Credit (LIHTC). Using the LIHTC to incentivize developers to build low-income and 

affordable housing in dense areas of the city can provide better housing access as well as 

improved access to employment opportunities in the city’s downtown core. Utilizing the LIHTC 

to develop affordable housing near transit hubs additionally offers the added benefit of providing 

low-income workers with easy access to public transit that they can utilize to travel to work, get 

groceries and access medical care. Unfortunately, San Antonio and San Diego have been 

ineffective at utilizing the LIHTC to provide better opportunities for low-income residents. Most 
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of the affordable housing in both cities that have been funded by LIHTC is spatially segregated 

from districts where median rents and home prices are above the market-rate. San Antonio’s 

affordable housing is geographically dispersed across the city, making it difficult for low-income 

workers to utilize public transit to access jobs dispersed throughout the sprawling city. 

Additionally, much of San Antonio’s affordable housing is fifty or more years old and is of sub-

standard quality and most newly built housing in the city is market-rate single-family homes. San 

Diego’s affordable housing developments are concentrated primarily in the downtown center, 

where public transportation is easy to access but does not provide service to the outer edges of 

the city where many of San Diego’s jobs are located. Like San Antonio, San Diego’s affordable 

housing is old and getting older, with many new developments being built at or above market-

rate.  

 Compounding San Antonio’s housing problem is their public transportation network. San 

Antonio has focused on providing better access and mobility to drivers and incentivized the 

development of wider roads and more lanes on their extensive interstate network. Although the 

goal of these policies is to reduce congestion and make driving more efficient, more people have 

decided to drive, adding to congestion issues. While San Antonio’s public transit system, VIA, 

has adequate mobility in the downtown core, neighborhoods outside the downtown core lack 

adequate access to public transit. VIA ridership has steadily decreased in the years prior to the 

pandemic, indicating its lack of utility to the low-income riders that most need effective public 

transportation. San Diego’s public transportation infrastructure is effective for low-income 

workers in the downtown core, but lacks service capability outside of downtown, where many of 

San Diego’s jobs are located. Unlike San Antonio, however, San Diego has invested heavily in 

improving its public transportation network. Recognizing the need for adequate access to public 
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transit for its low-income residents, San Diego is funding projects that increase access in poor 

neighborhoods and expanding its transit network to job-rich areas outside of downtown. This 

will provide more equitable opportunities for employment and decrease total cost of living for 

low-income residents in San Diego.  

 Protecting poor residents from eviction and homelessness should be a key function of 

cities. The private housing market has proven inadequate at ensuring there is enough affordable 

housing available, creating a gap that cities can fill to ensure their residents remain stably 

housed. Proactive cities, like Austin, Texas, have shown that taking aggressive approaches to 

protecting low-income residents can reduce and prevent evictions. Austin has several tenant 

protection ordinances, including a Tenant Relocation Assistance Fund, designed to allow low-

income households to remain stably housed and avoid eviction or displacement. While not 

entirely sufficient to prevent all evictions, assisting residents find new housing has the added 

benefit of preventing them from experiencing homelessness. San Antonio never implemented 

renter and tenant protection programs until COVID-19 began to shut down businesses and 

workers began to be laid off. Instead, the city relied on the San Antonio Housing Authority 

(SAHA) to provide protections to low-income renters in the city. Rental and utility assistance 

fairs were scheduled only when City Council members had time to host an event for their 

constituents. Meanwhile, evictions in San Antonio and Bexar County have been on an upward 

trend for the last decade, while evictions have decreased in Austin. Aggressive and proactive 

renter protection programs and measures from cities can keep the most vulnerable city residents 

stably housed. 

 Poor neighborhoods in all the cities examined in this paper are almost all neighborhoods 

of color. Cities have segregated their neighborhoods, both economically and racially, in a way in 
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which access to different opportunities and services are not equitably distributed across 

neighborhoods. San Antonio is a majority Latino city, but most of San Antonio’s homeowners 

are White and the city’s poorest zip codes are neighborhoods that are majority Latino and Black 

renters. Systemic segregation of minority households has led to historic and current 

disinvestment in these neighborhoods, trapping poor minority residents in a vicious poverty 

cycle. Gentrification is more likely to occur in poor, minority neighborhoods, while evictions are 

more likely to impact renters of color. In San Antonio and New York, people of color make up 

most of the unsheltered homeless population. Focusing city initiatives on protecting minority 

neighborhoods from evictions and providing those neighborhoods with quality public 

transportation will ensure that opportunities for economic improvement are spread equitably 

across a city and not concentrated solely in wealthier, whiter neighborhoods.   

 Homelessness is the result of numerous complex and interacting structural forces. There 

is often a stigma associated with people experiencing homelessness of being mentally ill, lazy, or 

a drug addict. While many individuals who are homeless suffer from mental illness and 

substance abuse issues, it is not altogether true that that is what caused them to become 

homelessness. The sudden loss of a job or an unexpected medical expense is enough for many 

low-income renters and homeowners to find themselves homeless in a matter of weeks. The 

extreme stress of impending eviction or the prospect of homelessness creates incredible amount 

of mental strain on individuals. While the lack of affordable housing is well-known and is a 

battle being constantly fought by housing advocates, the lack of mental health resources for 

individuals experiencing homelessness or for those who are at-risk of becoming homelessness 

creates a bottleneck in many homeless response systems. The deinstitutionalization of mentally 

ill patients several decades ago has created a system where people suffering from mental illness 
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have no place to go other than the streets when caring for them becomes too much of a burden 

for a family member or a friend. This creates a significant homeless sub-population who suffer 

from mental illness. Insufficient mental health programs, combined with a lack of housing 

opportunities, creates a vicious cycle in which someone lucky enough to make into a mental 

health treatment program and complete may not have a home to go to once they are released 

from treatment. This puts them back to living underneath the bridge or drainage channel, where 

the progress made during treatment is likely to be reversed before they have an opportunity for 

housing. City and local governments will need to substantially increase investment in long-term 

mental health treatments, both for individuals experiencing homelessness and those who are at 

risk of becoming homeless, to reduce the number of unsheltered homelessness and prevent 

households from becoming homeless in the first place. 

 Unsheltered homelessness has become a much more urgent matter since the beginning of 

the pandemic. Many cities are seeing an increase the amount of people experiencing unsheltered 

homelessness, especially as congregate shelters reduced capacity at the start of the pandemic to 

prevent the spread of COVID-19. Cities can take different approaches to getting unsheltered 

homeless individuals off the streets and into housing. Many cities use a “continuum of care” 

(CoC) model of homeless services. This often requires homeless individuals to prove themselves 

capable of independent living and complete several treatment programs for their mental health or 

substance and alcohol use. The duration of many of these programs varies from city to city, as do 

program requirements such as a valid identification, a source of income or medical insurance. 

These are still significant barriers for many unsheltered homeless who have not had access to 

their income, if they have any, or any identification or insurance coverage. Additionally, if 

housing or shelter beds are unavailable after completion of treatment, individuals are more likely 
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to experience a relapse in their use of substances since they are returning to their tent or 

encampment underneath a bridge or in a park. Some CoCs require homeless individuals to enter 

their shelter system first and then gradually transition into housing. Many unsheltered homeless 

reject this option, either because of barriers to shelter or because previous stays in the shelter 

system did not work out.  

Cities that adopt a Housing First (HF) model treat housing for unsheltered homeless as 

the primary solution for getting individuals off the streets. Instead of requiring a homeless person 

to complete treatment programs, obtain proper identification, or obtain insurance prior to 

housing, they are offered their own apartment unit, typically completely subsidized or at 30 

percent of whatever income they have. Treatment programs are not required but are strongly 

encouraged. Many residents of HF programs remain stably housed after the first year in housing 

and enter treatment programs or job training, indicating that HF programs are much more 

effective that CoC treatment at housing the homeless and ensuring they remain housed. 

 Although there are many evidence-based practices and policies that can alleviate low-

income households’ poverty burden that have proven successful in other parts of the country, 

San Antonio has failed to enact many of them. San Antonio is not alone in this, as many other 

cities in the United States have not enacted these evidence-based policies. However, San Antonio 

is placing itself in a precarious position by placing a large emphasis on the growth of the city but 

not implementing policies that protect its poorest residents from displacement, evictions, and 

deepening poverty. The eagerness with which the city is encouraging growth is harming low-

income households throughout the city. Although growth is certainly necessary for San Antonio 

to thrive, doing so at the expense of its poorest residents will put the city in a bind. By not taking 

an active role in implementing policies that protect its low-income and vulnerable residents, San 
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Antonio risks further deepening the inequities low-income residents face and allowing poor 

households and neighborhoods to spiral deeper into poverty. Examining why these policies may 

not be enacted could help determine a way forward for San Antonio. 

People experiencing homelessness and residents suffering from housing instability are 

not a politically powerful group. Unlike wealthier residents who have the leisure time to 

examine, analyze and advocate for political causes they care about, many poor residents do not 

have the same free time to devote to following electoral politics or debating how a proposed 

policy might affect them.  Rather, it is left to non-profit groups or housing advocates to fight for 

equitable and fair housing for a city’s most vulnerable residents. In San Antonio specifically, 

advocacy groups are pushing for wider adoption of inclusionary zoning, which would require 

market-rate developers to build some affordable units or pay into a public fund that develops 

affordable housing. While East and West Coast cities have increased their affordable housing 

stock with inclusionary zoning, Texas state law prohibits such mandates.238 Cities such as 

Portland, OR and Minneapolis, MN not only require buildings proposing 20 or more new units to 

provide a percentage of the new units at rents affordable to households at 80% of the median 

family income, but have also removed zoning restrictions on building duplexes, triplexes or 

fourplexes and townhomes. These types of homes are often the most targeted by Not In My 

Backyard (NIMBY) organizations, such as neighborhood associations, despite being the most 

effective housing policy instrument that can increase supply and access to affordable housing for 

low-income residents and make housing more equitable for people of color.239 Neighborhood 

                                                      
238 Dimmick, Iris. “Past Housing, Zoning Practices Contribute to Today’s Housing Gap.” The San Antonio Report, 

February 10, 2020. https://sanantonioreport.org/past-housing-zoning-practices-contribute-to-todays-housing-gap/. 
239 KTVZ News Sources. “Oregon LCDC Adopts New Rules Requiring Cities Make Room for ‘Middle Housing’.” 

News Channel 21 KTVZ, December 11, 2020. https://ktvz.com/top-stories/2020/12/11/oregon-lcdc-adopts-new-

rules-requiring-cities-make-room-for-middle-housing/. 
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associations are often made up of wealthy and white home-owners and have the ability to make 

contact with their city representative to air their concerns. If a city council member is only 

hearing from a few groups in their district, then they are nearly guaranteed to be missing the 

perspective of poorer residents who are not able to organize their neighbors or attend already 

existing meetings. 

While not unique to San Antonio, short-term policies favoring wealthier, whiter districts 

are major roadblocks to implementing this evidence-based and human-centered policies in the 

city. City leaders consistently talk about the need to make San Antonio a more sustainable and 

equitable city, but actionable steps or policies are rarely taken. There will always be short-term 

priorities that council members and city leaders must accomplish within their two-year term, but 

these short-term initiatives often come at the expense of projects that over the long-term could 

provide greater equity and opportunity to San Antonio’s poorest residents, especially as 

wealthier people begin to move into the city. A recent struggle over whether to cut funding for 

greenway trails to increase money available for housing projects and drainage improvements is 

an example of prioritizing short-term policies in wealthier districts is such an example. Most of 

the greenway trails are in the wealthier, outlying areas of San Antonio and are mostly used by 

those affluent residents. While greenway trails certainly promote physical activity and health, the 

main beneficiaries of such a policy are not the economically depressed neighborhoods that need 

more affordable housing options, but affluent residents of outlying neighborhoods. 

This also highlights the lack of political will for long-term solutions in San Antonio. San 

Antonio’s mayor and other city leaders consistently talk about the need for more equitable and 

just policies that benefit the city’s poorest residents, but rarely does this talk lead to policy 

implementation. San Antonio is the poorest metro area in the United States and although the 
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poverty rate has decreased the last several years, it’s unclear if the decrease in poverty rate is due 

to residents lifting themselves out of poverty or if new, higher-income residents to San Antonio 

are skewing the data.240 San Antonio’s rising population and newer market-rate housing 

developments suggests that more higher-income people are moving to the city than current 

residents are now earning above the poverty line. San Antonio recently became the last major 

city in Texas to approve the use of bonds to fund affordable housing development. This 

recognition that the private housing market inadequately fails to provide sufficient affordable 

housing to low-income residents will allow San Antonio to take an active role in ensuring the 

housing market meets the needs of their most vulnerable residents. That San Antonio is the last 

major Texas city to fund affordable housing developments speaks to the laissez-faire approach 

city leaders in San Antonio have taken when it comes to implementing social policy. 

The lack of political will of city leaders is clearly highlighted by the 30-year gap between 

former mayor Henry Cisneros’ call for more affordable housing and a ballot initiative allowing 

San Antonio to issue bonds for affordable housing projects. Limited by two-year terms, San 

Antonio’s elected officials are all vying to gain short-term wins that will benefit them during the 

upcoming campaign season and election cycle. In contrast, Austin’s elected officials have four-

year terms, giving them more time to implement long-term policies. San Antonio’s council 

members are stuck in a cycle of short-term policy creation that fails to establish a solid 

groundwork for long-term success. When a city council member attempted to implement long-

                                                      
240 Wang, Jackie. “Census Bureau: San Antonio Still Poorest Major U.S. Metro But Poverty Rate Declines.” The 

San Antonio Report, September 17, 2020. https://sanantonioreport.org/census-bureau-san-antonio-still-poorest-

major-u-s-metro-but-poverty-rate-declines/. 
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term solutions for San Antonio’s unsheltered homeless, like easier access to shelter and more 

affordable housing, in his district, his constituents voted him out of office.241  

San Antonio has one of the United States’ largest council-manager system of city 

government. In this system, an elected city council, which also includes the mayor and is the 

primary legislative body of the city, appoints a city manager to act as the chief executive and 

oversee most of the day-to-day operations of running the government. The city manager hires 

departmental and other senior-level positions and implements the city’s operating budget.242 This 

has the potential to lead to internal conflicts over the policies San Antonio implements. San 

Antonio’s City Council has consistently had severe disagreements with long-tenured city 

managers over their performance, with many on Council feeling that the city manager position 

has amassed too much power and needs more oversight. Elected officials come and go, but city 

managers often remain in their position through several election cycles to ensure institutional 

knowledge and consistency is carried to new administrations.243 Consistency and institutional 

knowledge is certainly important, but long-term service in the same role could stunt the policy 

process and prevent innovative solutions to difficult problems. Additionally, San Antonio has no 

formal documentation and evaluation process for determining the success of their city managers, 

instead relying on an end-of-year memo produced by the city manager listing their 

accomplishments and various conversations with the mayor and members of council. This lack 

of formal accountability hinders San Antonio’s ability to accurately evaluate those city officials 

charged with implementing City Council’s legislative priorities and agenda. 

                                                      
241 Texas Public Radio. “Final: San Antonians Vote Out Two Incumbents in 2021 City Council Runoff Election.” 

June 5, 2021. https://www.tpr.org/government-politics/2021-06-05/live-results-san-antonio-city-council-runoff-

election.  
242 BallotPedia, “San Antonio, Texas.” https://ballotpedia.org/San_Antonio,_Texas. 
243 Dimmick, Iris. “San Antonio City Manager Draws Fire Over Her Job Review Process.” The San Antonio Report, 

January 17, 2018. https://sanantonioreport.org/san-antonio-city-manager-draws-fire-over-her-job-review-process/. 

https://www.tpr.org/government-politics/2021-06-05/live-results-san-antonio-city-council-runoff-election
https://www.tpr.org/government-politics/2021-06-05/live-results-san-antonio-city-council-runoff-election
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 There are many avenues of future research on how city policies can lift poor residents out 

of poverty. Further study of Housing First programs throughout the country and in Europe could 

solidify the positive effect that these programs have on ensuring individuals experiencing 

homelessness do not continuously lapse back into being homeless. The success of New York 

City’s Housing First programs could be replicated in other communities throughout the country 

with cooperation between city governments and non-profit agencies. I would also further pursue 

how cities throughout the United States have implemented their own eviction prevention 

programs and policies and how they have influenced the eviction rate in their cities. The Eviction 

Lab’s data is a good starting point, but a major limiting factor is that it only contains data up to 

2016. Improved access to cities’ eviction records would be necessary for further analysis of 

eviction trends and the presence of eviction prevention programs. Another area of further study 

to pursue would be the analysis of how neighborhoods change when TOD policies are 

implemented. Transit hubs increase the value of the land and while TOD policies emphasize the 

placement of affordable housing near these hubs, a study could be conducted that examines how 

many residents of affordable housing units remain in their home after a certain period. This could 

show cities if TOD policies offer more of a short-term benefit or if they are effective at ensuring 

long-term housing stability and transportation equity for low-income residents. Cities can be 

engines of policy innovation that lift their most vulnerable residents out of poverty and create 

more opportunities for adequate housing, employment opportunities and transportation access.  
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