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Chapter 5
Housing Profile
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REGIONAL HOUSING MARKET ANALYSIS

This regional housing analysis comprises a thorough 
compilation of data about housing in the Lehigh Valley. The 
sources are varied because the data itself is comprehensive. 
While this chapter involves some light analysis on the 
implications of the data findings, its primary goal is to serve 
as a foundational understanding for the more intensive 
analyses that take place on the housing affordability study 
and jobs-housing balance in the two subsequent chapters. 
This chapter makes a strong effort to offer a point of reference 
for its sources; however, it pulls from some of the less well-
known features of the U.S. Census Bureau data or information 
provided by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development (HUD). To those unfamiliar with these data 
resources, this information can become difficult to discern, 
especially when it appears that two similarly themed tables 
do not correspond with the exact same numbers. In situations 
where this takes place, the discrepancy comes from nuanced 
differences between two surveys, and the chapter’s goal 
was to pull the absolute best data source for each survey, 
depending on the context. By choosing this context-sensitive 
approach to data collection and analysis, the LVPC has 
achieved the optimal results in presenting its data, but the 
presentation is inevitably less straightforward than if all 
material had come from a single source—e.g., Summary File 
1 (SF1) from the U.S. Census Bureau. Despite the challenges 
that interpreting this data might pose to the unacquainted 
reader, the LVPC is confident that this approach is the best 

method for giving its readership solid, comprehensive data on 
housing that is as up-to-date as possible.

While the Lehigh Valley’s housing market enjoys some 
similarities to the rest of eastern Pennsylvania, distinctions 
emerge when comparing it to neighboring counties in New 
Jersey. An analysis of the regional housing market indicates 
that the Lehigh Valley is competitive with other nearby 
Pennsylvania counties and more affordable when compared 
to nearby counties in New Jersey. Also, the Lehigh Valley 
is connected to New York City by Interstate 78 and to 
Philadelphia by Interstate 476. Counties in New Jersey have 
similar, if not greater, access to these major employment 
centers through extensive public transportation networks in 
addition to highway systems. 

Lehigh and Northampton counties, which make up the 
Lehigh Valley, are part of a larger Allentown-Bethlehem-
Easton Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) designated by 
the U.S. Census Bureau that also includes Carbon County 
in Pennsylvania and Warren County in New Jersey. This 
section of Chapter 5 uses other counties in the region from 
Pennsylvania and New Jersey, given their proximity and their 
connections to the MSAs of New York and Philadelphia. To 
gain a perspective on recent conditions, the analysis that 
follows uses data from 2012 produced by the U.S. Census 
Bureau using American Community Survey (ACS) 5-year 
estimates.
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Household Income

The Lehigh Valley has similar distributions of household 
incomes to most of the counties in the region. For counties 
in Pennsylvania, the greatest concentration of households 
has incomes that fall between $60,000 and $100,000. 
This distinguishes eastern Pennsylvania from counties in 
northern New Jersey, where the greatest concentration 

of households has incomes between $75,000 and 
$125,000. Figure 34 illustrates these distinctions. The 
median household incomes for the counties of Lehigh 
and Northampton, $54,645 and $59,551, respectively, are 
approximately $10,000 to $20,000 less than those of the 
New Jersey counties in the New York/New Jersey MSA 
and the New Jersey counties of the Philadelphia MSA.

MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD 
INCOME

Households Percentage Households Percentage Households Percentage Households Percentage Households Percentage Households Percentage Households Percentage
Total Households 133,302 100.0% 112,242 100.0% 313,438 100.0% 271,800 100.0% 2,336,161 100.0% 1,508,339 100.0% 483,522 100.0%
  Less than $10,000 8,503 6.4% 5,397 4.8% 16,779 5.4% 15,334 5.6% 121,730 5.2% 121,434 8.1% 23,854 4.9%
  $10,000 to $14,999 6,461 4.8% 5,194 4.6% 14,586 4.7% 13,177 4.8% 88,136 3.8% 76,952 5.1% 17,827 3.7%
  $15,000 to $19,999 7,028 5.3% 4,671 4.2% 14,933 4.8% 13,169 4.8% 92,238 3.9% 71,410 4.7% 18,899 3.9%
  $20,000 to $24,999 6,695 5.0% 5,532 4.9% 15,452 4.9% 13,885 5.1% 90,294 3.9% 70,651 4.7% 18,113 3.7%
  $25,000 to $29,999 7,108 5.3% 5,574 5.0% 15,353 4.9% 13,946 5.1% 92,275 3.9% 67,966 4.5% 19,537 4.0%
  $30,000 to $34,999 6,727 5.0% 5,371 4.8% 15,103 4.8% 13,614 5.0% 89,528 3.8% 68,451 4.5% 19,017 3.9%
  $35,000 to $39,999 6,391 4.8% 5,118 4.6% 14,502 4.6% 13,228 4.9% 82,566 3.5% 61,009 4.0% 17,260 3.6%
  $40,000 to $44,999 6,242 4.7% 5,150 4.6% 14,298 4.6% 12,645 4.7% 83,784 3.6% 65,036 4.3% 18,983 3.9%
  $45,000 to $49,999 5,532 4.1% 4,653 4.1% 13,092 4.2% 11,489 4.2% 75,385 3.2% 54,381 3.6% 18,053 3.7%
  $50,000 to $59,999 11,621 8.7% 9,900 8.8% 27,260 8.7% 23,944 8.8% 157,911 6.8% 109,469 7.3% 36,518 7.6%
  $60,000 to $74,999 13,994 10.5% 12,547 11.2% 34,062 10.9% 29,646 10.9% 212,915 9.1% 139,940 9.3% 49,156 10.2%
  $75,000 to $99,999 17,648 13.2% 15,803 14.1% 43,644 13.9% 36,948 13.6% 296,942 12.7% 182,100 12.1% 69,801 14.4%
  $100,000 to $124,999 11,203 8.4% 10,445 9.3% 28,386 9.1% 23,540 8.7% 239,034 10.2% 132,164 8.8% 53,777 11.1%
  $125,000 to $149,999 6,820 5.1% 6,638 5.9% 17,749 5.7% 14,663 5.4% 170,358 7.3% 86,303 5.7% 35,887 7.4%
  $150,000 to $199,999 6,072 4.6% 5,736 5.1% 15,829 5.1% 12,468 4.6% 205,631 8.8% 97,919 6.5% 37,661 7.8%
  $200,000 or more 5,257 3.9% 4,513 4.0% 12,410 4.0% 10,104 3.7% 237,434 10.2% 103,154 6.8% 29,179 6.0%

[3]  NJ: Burlington, Camden, Gloucester, Salem counties.  PA: Bucks, Chester, Delaware, Montgomery, Philadelphia counties.

Household Income
Regional Market Comparison; 2012

Sources:  U.S. Census Bureau American Community Survey (2008-2012) and RKG Associates, Inc.
[1] Lehigh, Northampton, Carbon, Warren counties.
[2]  Bergen, Hudson, Middlesex, Monmouth, Ocean, Passaic, Essex, Union, Morris, Somerset, Sussex, Hunterdon counties.

$70,000

Lehigh County Northampton County
Allentown MSA, PA 

Counties
NY/NJ MSA, NJ 

Counties [2]
Philadelphia MSA, PA 

Counties [3]
Philadelphia MSA, NJ 

Counties [3]

$54,645 $59,551 $56,119 $73,635 $58,735

Allentown MSA [1]

$58,111

Figure 34
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Housing Value

Median Housing Value

Lehigh and Northampton counties have the lowest median 
housing value when compared to the median housing 
values of counties in other MSAs in the region. As seen 
in Figure 35, the median housing value in Lehigh County 

is $203,000 and $218,100 in Northampton County. 
These medians are lower than all other regions and are 
substantially lower than the $375,500 median value of 
housing in the New York/New Jersey MSA counties.

Figure 35 - Median Ownership Value and Age

Source: U.S. Census Bureau American Community Survey, 2008-2012
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Owner-Occupied Housing Value

A more in-depth review of owner-occupied units, a majority 
of the occupied units in the region, suggests that the 
Lehigh Valley has a high concentration of owner-occupied 
housing units valued between $150,000 and $399,999. 
Similar concentrations of housing values also exist in other 
Pennsylvania counties in the region and the New Jersey 
counties around Philadelphia, though a slightly higher 
quantity is priced above $200,000 than in the Lehigh Valley 
MSA. Conversely, in 2012 the New Jersey counties of the 
New York/New Jersey MSA had the greatest concentration 
of housing valued between $250,000 and $750,000, 
with 25% of the housing units valued between $300,000 
and $399,999—considerably higher than Lehigh and 
Northampton counties.

Age of Housing Stock

Median Age of Housing Stock

The median year built of the housing stock in the Lehigh 
Valley is 1966, similar to the age of the housing stock 
of the surrounding MSAs in Pennsylvania and New 
Jersey as shown in Figure 35. Within the Lehigh Valley, 
Northampton County has the greatest variation in median 
age of housing units based on tenure, with an 11-year 
gap between median years for owner-occupied (1966) 
and renter occupied (1955) units, seen by comparing 
Figures 35 and 36. The variation in Northampton County 

may suggest either an early development of traditional 
multifamily units or, more likely, a conversion of a portion 
of the older traditional ownership housing stock into rental 
units. In any case, the finding suggests the need for 
housing rehabilitation efforts to ensure the aging rental 
stock remains in good quality, particularly for the lower cost 
units.

Median Value by Age of Housing Stock

In general, the median value of housing increases as the 
age of the housing decreases for all areas. Consistent 
with earlier findings, the New Jersey counties of the New 
Jersey/New York MSA have the highest median housing 
value in the region, with the added distinction that some 
of the housing built in the 1960s reveals higher median 
values than housing built in the 1980s—a contrast from 
the Allentown and Philadelphia metros, where homes 
from each preceding decade generally have lower value. 
Additionally, the Lehigh Valley is the only region that 
did not see a decline in median value after the 2008 
Recession. This indicates that there is an overall strength 
in the housing market in these counties, most likely due 
to their proximity to New York City and the ability to find 
housing within commuting distance of the local and 
regional employment centers at substantially reduced 
costs.
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Median Rent

Figure 36 shows that the same characteristic of 
affordability for owner-occupied units is true for rental units 
in the Lehigh Valley as well. Median rents in Lehigh County 
and Northampton County are lower than all other areas in 
the region outside of the Allentown MSA. Looking at the 

region overall, the New Jersey counties near the urban 
area of New York City have the highest median rents, with 
values often 25% higher than Lehigh and Northampton 
counties. 

Figure 36 - Median Gross Rent and Age

Source: U.S. Census Bureau American Community Survey, 2008-2012
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Implications

Based on regional data, the Lehigh Valley has a 
housing stock similar in age to neighboring metros, but 
modest housing values and gross rents. Therefore, the 
Valley’s market is similar to the surrounding counties 
in Pennsylvania. Consistently higher median housing 
values and rents in the New Jersey counties, particularly 
those near New York City, suggest that the Lehigh Valley 
housing market has the potential to provide housing 
options to more cost-conscious households. Additionally, 
the relative affordability combined with the age of units 
indicate the potential for a need for upgrades to much of 
the older housing stock. Interviews with local stakeholders 
underlined the concern that rehab is equally as important 
as new development.

RESIDENTIAL DEVELOPMENT TRENDS

Over the last 10 years, many factors, including the nation’s 
economy, have influenced development in the Lehigh Valley. 
To better understand development trends within the Lehigh 
Valley, this plan engaged in an analysis of assessment data 
from Lehigh and Northampton counties. Traditional ownership 
units were the focus of this analysis based on available data. 
These units were divided into three property types—single 
family detached, single family attached and condominiums. 
All properties were assigned a real estate market based on 
school district boundaries, a delineation acknowledged by the 
Multiple Listing Service (MLS), the primary provider of real 
estate for-sale listings. To understand the impact that the 2008 

Recession and housing crisis had on the Lehigh Valley, this 
analysis focuses on development since 2002. 

Major findings from this analysis include the following:

The Lehigh Valley experienced a decrease in residential 
development activity during and after the 2008 Recession, 
consistent with national trends. RKG Associates and the 
LVPC staff utilized the 17 distinct submarkets established by 
the Lehigh Valley Association of Realtors (LVAR) as a starting 
point, then combined some of those submarkets that had 
similar fundamentals to determine the final 12 study areas. 
The LVAR submarkets follow school district boundaries, which 
were identified as one of the predominant influences on market 
pricing and activity within the Lehigh Valley. Figure 37 shows 
the boundaries of these LVAR submarkets, which will feature 
much more prominently in the Housing Affordability Analysis.

For the purpose of this observation on development trends, 
the most effective and succinct method of showing the Reces-
sion’s impact on housing is to compare residential construction 
in periods of equal intervals, before and after the collapse of 
the real estate market.  For example, across the Lehigh Valley, 
8,591 units were built from 2005 to 2007. However, from 2008 
to 2010 that number plunged to 3,504—a nearly 60% drop.  
Among the LVAR submarkets, only Allentown showed some 
resiliency, decreasing from 215 units in the ’05 to ’07 interval 
down to 176 from ’08 to ’10—a more modest 18% decrease.
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Figure 37 - School District Groupings
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In terms of the distribution of housing types across all of these 
submarkets, the years after the Recession revealed a higher 
tendency toward single family attached housing than before.  
From 2005 to 2007, single family detached housing comprised 
nearly 61% of units constructed in the Lehigh Valley, but from 
2008 to 2010, it comprised approximately 50%.  Meanwhile, 
the share of single family attached housing construction rose 
during these two intervals, from nearly 21% during 2005 to 
2007 up to 27% from 2008 to 2010. Ten years ago, few hous-
ing developers would have anticipated such an increase in 
demand for attached housing, but in the years since the peak 
of the real estate collapse, single family attached and condo-
minium unit development has outpaced single family detached 
units in some of the LVAR submarkets.

Even with the variation among markets, the average 
assessed value of properties developed over the last 10 
years reveals that nearly 40% of the housing units are 
affordable to households making above 100% of Area 

Median Income (AMI) in the Lehigh Valley. This finding was 
based on comparing the average assessed value for all units 
developed since 2002 in each market to the corresponding 
maximum price of home a household could afford in the Lehigh 
Valley at the income limits produced by the U.S. Department 
of Housing and Urban Development (HUD). The income 
thresholds that relate to housing affordability are defined as 
follows:

 ● <=30% of AMI (Extremely Low Income): These are 
units that are affordable to an Extremely Low Income 
household making 30% or less of area median income 
(AMI), which was $58,700 at the time of RKG’s study.

 ● >30% to <=50% of AMI (Very Low Income)

 ● >50% to <=80% of AMI (Low Income)

Figure 38 shows that while the average assessed value 
for single family detached units was typically higher than 

Figure 38
Maximum Purchase Price of For-Sale Housing
Lehigh Valley; 2012

Income Group Fee Simple Condominium Fee Simple Condominium
10% of AMI $20,900 $0 $17,900 $0
Extremely Low (30%) $62,700 $41,300 $53,600 $35,300
Very Low Income (50%) $104,500 $83,200 $88,200 $70,100
Low Income (80%) $167,200 $145,800 $141,000 $123,000
100% of AMI $209,000 $187,700 $176,300 $158,300
120% of AMI $250,800 $229,500 $211,600 $193,600
Source: RKG Associates, Inc.

Conventional Mortgage FHA Mortgage
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what is affordable for a household making 100% to 120% 
of AMI, or $58,700 and $70,440, respectively, most of the 
average assessed values for single family attached units 
and condominiums are affordable to these households with 
a conventional mortgage. Additionally, all average assessed 
values for the properties developed since 2002 in the 
Allentown market are affordable to households making 120% 
of AMI using a conventional mortgage. This finding suggests 
that the housing units that were developed in the Allentown 
market, though limited when compared to other markets, are 
overall more affordable.

POTENTIAL GREENFIELD RESIDENTIAL 
DEVELOPMENT

To gain a sense of where future residential development 
might occur in the Lehigh Valley, this plan identified current 
vacant properties that fall within existing areas zoned for 
residential development. Within the various residential 
zoning classifications, property assessment data provided 
by the LVPC helped identify vacant parcels (parcels with no 
building value). This analysis only considered parcels of more 
than 5 acres as candidates for potential future residential 
development, since these parcels provide sufficient land area 
for a reasonably sized residential development. This analysis 
does not include properties with redevelopment potential, 
which is difficult to determine based on available data—only 
currently vacant parcels, otherwise known as greenfields. 
Figure 39 displays all parcels that fit this criteria.

As seen in Figure 39, most municipalities in the Lehigh 
Valley have a notable number of parcels zoned for residential 
development of all types. Only in the more urban areas near 
Allentown, Bethlehem, Northampton Borough and Easton, and 
the townships of Lower Mount Bethel, Heidelberg, Lynn and 
Lower Milford are there few to no parcels currently available 
for low density residential development. For the cities, this 
condition is likely due to the existence of fewer lower density 
parcels; within the aforementioned townships, agricultural 
preservation has taken priority over zoning regulations that 
would encourage low density residential development on 
greenfields.

Figure 39 - Potential Residential Development
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Overall, most of the potential greenfield residential 
development in the Lehigh Valley is likely to occur on parcels 
zoned for low density rural residential development in the 
communities surrounding the urban areas of Allentown, 
Bethlehem and Easton. The housing stock developed on 
these parcels—characterized by large lots and considerable 
per unit infrastructural needs—is not likely to be attainable to 
the households most in need of low-cost, affordable housing 
options unless it receives considerable subsidies. Based on 
current zoning and available land, most of the Lehigh Valley is 
not positioned to accommodate affordable housing with new 
development, beyond a small portion of need in scattered 
locations.

HOUSING INVENTORY

Over the course of the most recent full decade (2000-
2010), the number of total housing units in the Lehigh Valley 
increased by 11.6%, indicated in Figure 40. The overall growth 
rate was slightly higher in Northampton County (12.8%) than 
Lehigh County (10.6%) for this ten year period. Between 1980 
and 2010, the region’s housing stock increased by 72,706 
housing units, accounting for an overall increase of 38.2% 
over the 1980 stock. This was equivalent to an annual average 
increase of 2,423 housing units over thirty years. Unlike 
most of the housing data obtained since the 2000 Census, 
raw housing counts can depend on Summary File 1 (SF1) 

information because they involve the most basic questions of 
the U.S. Census, delivered to 100% of the population every ten 
years.

In Lehigh County, the housing stock grew an average of 1,220 
units annually over the thirty year period, while Northampton 
County’s growth equated to an annual average of 1,203 during 
the same interval—a lower number, but a higher percentage 
growth since Northampton County has fewer housing units 
than Lehigh County overall. Both counties experienced a 
higher average annual increase in housing units during the 
most recent 2000-2010 period, demonstrating an accelerated 
rate of housing construction in the Lehigh Valley when 
compared to the previous twenty years (1980–2000).

11.6% 8.9%
10.6%

13.1%
11.9%

12.8%

12.3%
10.3%

11.6%

50,000

100,000

150,000

200,000

250,000

300,000

1980 1990 2000 2010

Lehigh County Northampton County Lehigh Valley

Figure 40 - Change in Total Housing Units; 
1980-2010, 10-Year Growth Rates

Source: U.S. Census Bureau
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Figure 41 reveals that the majority of housing units added to 
the Lehigh Valley housing stock between 2000 and 2010 were 
located in townships. Approximately 51% of housing units 
added to the Lehigh County housing stock were located in just 
two townships: Lower and Upper Macungie. In Northampton 
County, the growth in housing units added was more dispersed 
among jurisdictions. Forks and Palmer townships accounted 
for 28.8% of the housing units added in the county for the 
period, followed by Bethlehem City (8.8%) and Bethlehem 
Township (8.8%). Net losses were comparatively modest: 
only Hanover Township in Lehigh County and Easton in 
Northampton County experienced losses of more than 100 
housing units. 

Figure 42 shows the total housing units by structure for 
the Lehigh Valley for 2010. Data on the construction and 
physicality of housing will differ slightly from the prior figures 
because it depends upon the U.S. Census Bureau’s 5-Year 
American Community Survey (ACS) data, which involves 
estimates based on more rigorous questions asked of a 
smaller sample of the total population. Thus, the final numbers 
for ACS data are based on samples, rather than the population 
as a whole. The ACS data on housing types reveals that single 
family detached dwellings remain the most popular housing 
choice in the Lehigh Valley, as seen in Figure 43—a proportion 

that increased from 52.5% of all units in 2000 to 53.6% in 
2010. Together, both single family detached and attached units  
accounted for 75.8% of all housing units by 2010. Across the 
Lehigh Valley, multifamily housing represents one-fifth (20.4%) 
of the total housing stock. As seen in Figure 44, over 54% of 
all multifamily housing units are located within the cities of 
Allentown, Bethlehem and Easton, based on 2010 ACS data.

While single family detached dwellings predominate, the 
overall growth in attached and multifamily housing types 
demonstrates market demand for a variety of housing choices. 
Elderly populations may wish to remain in their communities 
but find that the houses where they raised families no longer fit 
their needs. Multifamily housing may also attract newly-formed 
younger households to the area, which create an employable 
workforce, fill jobs of retiring workers, and purchase local 
goods and services.

The overall number of mobile homes in the Valley has 
decreased by 275 units since 2000, and Figure 45 shows that 
56.9% of all mobile homes are located in six townships: Lower 
Macungie, North Whitehall, Upper Macungie, Washington 
(Lehigh County), Lehigh and Moore. With the economy of the 
Lehigh Valley projected to remain concentrated in the service 
industries that pay lower wages, both mobile homes and 
multifamily housing will continue to offer affordable housing 
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Figure 41 - Change in Housing Units (2000-2010)
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Figure 42 - Total Housing Units by Structure

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau American Community Survey, 2006-2010 and RKG Associates, Inc.
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Figure 43 - Units by Structure (Single Family)
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Figure 44 - Units by Structure (Multifamily)
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Figure 45 - Units by Structure (Mobile Homes)
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Figure 46 - Approved Lots/Units by Type and Number of Units Lehigh Valley; 2008-2012

Sources: LVPC Annual Summary of Subdivision and Building Activity, 2008, 2009, 2010, 2011, 2012 and RKG Associates, Inc.
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options for persons and households on fixed incomes and/or 
who cannot afford to purchase and maintain their own home. 
While the existing housing stock consists primarily of single 
family houses in both detached and attached forms, many of 
the new units approved from 2008-2012 have consisted of 
other types, indicated in Figure 46. Single family detached 
units comprise 34.1% of the new approved residential units for 
the period, but Figure 47 shows that apartment approvals were 
strong and accounted for 19.6% of new units as was assisted 
living, with 7%. The 2011-12 period revealed a sharp increase 
in approved single family detached units, while most other 
housing types remained relatively flat.

Assisted Living
7%

Apartment
20%

Condominium
3%

Single Family Detached
34%

Townhouse
13%

Twins
18%

Planned 
Residential 

Development
5%

Figure 47 - Approved Residential Developments 
by Type and Number of Units               
Lehigh Valley; 2008-2012

Sources: LVPC and RKG Associates, Inc.
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HOUSING VACANCY

With studies on vacancy, the data can return to the SF1 
reports from the U.S. Census Bureau, which reach 100% of 
all households, meaning that all information from Figure 48 
reflects the same numbers used in the raw housing counts. 
While vacancy rates in the Lehigh Valley approached 6% as 
of 2010 according to the U.S. Census Bureau, the region’s 
rate remains far below the Pennsylvania rate of 9.9%, while 
the vast majority of individual municipalities also have housing 
vacancy rates below those of the state. The only exceptions 
are the City of Easton (10.1%), Upper Mount Bethel Township 
(10.3%), and the Borough of Glendon (10.5%). Lehigh 
County has no municipalities with vacancy rates above that of 
Pennsylvania.

FORECLOSURE

Lender-mediated properties include foreclosure, bank-owned, 
pre-foreclosure, short sale or real estate owned properties. 
They comprise approximately 13% of the homes for sale in the 
Lehigh Valley and approximately 17% of the closed sales as 
of December 2013. Data for the lender-mediated properties 
came from the  LVAR submarkets presented in Figure 37. The 
highest concentration of lender-mediated properties is in the 
Allentown submarket, where they make up 23.1% of the 471 
for-sale homes and 30.8% of the 962 closed sales. While other 
areas have lender-mediated properties that account for similar 
portions of for-sale homes and closed sales, Allentown has the 
largest proportion in the Lehigh Valley, as indicated in Figure 
49. 

For the region, the median sales price for traditional sales in 
2013 ($183,900) is substantially higher than the $91,500 for 
lender-mediated properties. Within the Valley, Northwestern 
Lehigh has the highest traditional median sales price at 
$266,500, while the median sales price is lowest in the 
Allentown area at $109,000. Allentown also has the lowest 
median sales price for lender-mediated properties at $43,500, 
while the Nazareth area has the highest at $194,950. These 
distinctions suggest that the Allentown area has a larger 
problem with foreclosures than more suburban communities in 
the Lehigh Valley.

TENURE

The homeownership rates for Lehigh and Northampton 
counties are 67.8% and 72.8%, respectively, are comparable 
to Pennsylvania as a whole (69.6%) (again using 2010 SF1 
data from the U.S. Census Bureau). Ownership rates declined 
by 0.8% in the Valley when compared to 2000 levels; however, 
the rate was less pronounced than the 1.7% decline noted 
statewide. While homeownership rates are often indicators 
of family stability, increased civic participation and improved 
property maintenance, many households may have found 
it necessary or advantageous to rent during the recent 
Recession, limiting the validity of tenure as an indicator. 

Figure 50 shows that, among municipalities, homeownership 
rates are higher in the townships than in the boroughs and 
cities. Among all townships in the Lehigh Valley, the rate of 
homeownership is 84.9%, compared to 54.8% in the cities and 
boroughs. In the cities and boroughs, the rate decreased by 
3.6% from 2000 to 2010.
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Figure 48 - Vacancy Rates by Municipality; 2010



76

Figure 49 - Lender-Mediated Activity by School District; 2013



C
ha

pt
er

 5
H

ou
si

ng
 P

ro
fil

e

77

Figure 50 - Homeownership Rates by Municipality; 2010
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Persons aged 35 years to 64 years constitute the majority of 
homeowners in the Lehigh Valley, totaling 64.2% of owner-
occupied housing units, seen in Figure 51. Compared to past 
years, homeownership rates in the Valley for householders 
44 years and younger have declined, while rates for those 
between 45 years and 64 years have increased. Rates are 
lower for householders between 65 years and 84 years, but 
are higher among those aged 85 and higher. These trends 
may indicate that younger households have more difficulty in 
affording a home and may also reflect an aging population or 
out-migration of homeowners after retirement age.

Homeownership rates varied considerably by race within the 
Lehigh Valley. Figure 52 shows that, among white households, 
74.2% own a home—a higher rate than the 70.1% for all 
households. General trends show that white households have 
the highest rate of homeownership, and minority households 
generally have lower rates for this time period. Figure 53 
shows tenure by education level, and Figure 54 shows tenure 
by income, proving that homeownership in the Lehigh Valley 
equates strongly to educational attainment and overall wealth.

Figure 51

Occupied
Units % Own % Rent

Occupied
Units % Own % Rent

Occupied
Units % Own % Rent

All Householders 133,983 100.0% 100.0% 113,565 100.0% 100.0% 247,548 100.0% 100.0%
15 to 24 years 4,211 0.7% 8.2% 3,106 0.5% 8.6% 7,317 0.6% 8.4%
25 to 34 years 18,921 9.6% 23.7% 13,568 8.4% 21.5% 32,489 9.0% 22.7%
35 to 44 years 24,293 17.9% 18.7% 20,299 17.9% 17.9% 44,592 17.9% 18.3%
45 to 54 years 29,692 24.4% 17.5% 25,672 24.7% 17.0% 55,364 24.5% 17.3%
55 to 64 years 24,665 21.5% 11.9% 22,017 22.0% 12.3% 46,682 21.8% 12.1%
65 to 74 years 15,284 13.2% 7.6% 13,658 13.5% 8.1% 28,942 13.3% 7.8%
75 to 84 years 11,653 9.3% 7.3% 10,353 9.5% 8.0% 22,006 9.4% 7.6%
85 years and over 5,264 3.4% 5.1% 4,892 3.4% 6.6% 10,156 3.4% 5.7%

Lehigh County Northampton County Lehigh Valley

Sources:  U.S. Census Bureau 2010 Summary File (SF1) and RKG Associates, Inc.

Tenure by Age of Householder
Lehigh Valley; 2010
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Figure 52 - Housing Tenure by Race and Ethnicity; 2010

Source: U.S. Census Bureau
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Figure 53 - Housing Tenure by Education

Source: U.S. Census Bureau
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Figure 54 - Housing Tenure by Income

Source: U.S. Census Bureau
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HOUSING VALUE AND COST BURDEN

Data for this section is from U.S. Census Bureau American 
Community Survey 2010 5-year estimates, as well as data 
from the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development 
(HUD). These figures give an overview of housing values in the 
Lehigh Valley and how that relates to cost burden, a concept 
explored more thoroughly through the Housing Affordability 
Analysis of housing costs and values using county assessment 
data, which appears later in this report. 

Median home values show considerable variation when 
comparing the two counties and municipalities within the 

Valley. Both counties have median home values that are 
greater than that of the state. The median home value in 
Lehigh County is 27.6% greater than the Pennsylvania median 
home value of $159,300, while Northampton County’s median 
home value is 38.6% higher than the state level. Home 
values are generally higher in most townships than in cities 
and boroughs. Several townships have median values that 
surpass $300,000, whereas the city with the highest median 
home value is Bethlehem, seen in Figure 55, with a value of 
$176,100 for the Northampton County portion and $175,700 
for the Lehigh County portion.
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Figure 55 - Median Home Value by Municipality; 2010
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Generally, when a household spends more than 30% of its 
gross income on housing it is considered excessive, and the 
household is classified as cost burdened. When households 
pay higher portions of their incomes for housing, they are 
forced to sacrifice other basic necessities such as food, 
clothing and health care. Additionally, households that are cost 
burdened may have trouble maintaining their dwelling. Cost 
burden is of particular concern among low income and elderly 
households who have fewer housing choices.

As manifested in Figure 56, the percentage of extremely low 
and very low income homeowners (</= 50% of median family 
income [MFI]), who were cost burdened grew from 60.7% 
to 70.8% between 2000 and 2010. The rate of low income 
homeowners (between 50% and 80% of MFI) who were cost 
burdened also increased from 35.3% in 2000 to 45.2% in 
2010. By 2010, 29,160 very low and low income homeowner 
households were paying too much for monthly housing costs. 
This represents 57.4% of all households earning at or below 
80% of the MFI.

Among very low income homeowners, elderly households 
(consisting of 1-2 members with at least one member age 65 
or older) experienced a noteworthy decline in the percentage 

Cost Burdened Owner Households
Lehigh Valley; 2000-2010

Count Percentage Count Percentage
All Owner Households 158,327 100% 175,870 100%
HH's with Incomes </= 50% MFI 20,662 13.1% 24,280 13.8%
Paying >30% income on housing 12,550 60.7% 17,190 70.8%
Elderly HH's >30% income on housing 10,233 81.5% 8,855 51.5%
HH's with Incomes >50% to 80% MFI 25,355 16.0% 26,500 15.1%
Paying >30% income on housing 8,945 35.3% 11,970 45.2%
Elderly HH's >30% income on housing 1,918 21.4% 3,470 29.0%
Sources: U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development and RKG Associates, Inc.

2000 2010

Figure 56

of cost burdened households over the decade. Of the 17,190 
very low income households paying more than 30% of income 
towards housing in 2010, 51.5% were elderly homeowners. 
This is substantially lower than the 81.5% of homeowners in 
2000 that were elderly, though another significant contributor 
to this percentage shift is the sizable growth of cost burdened, 
low income, non-elderly homeowners from 2000 to 2010. An 
increased number of elderly households in the low income 
range (between 50% and 80% MFI) also experienced greater 
cost burden during the same period. In 2000, 21.4% of low 
income, cost burdened owner households were elderly, and by 
2010 this had increased to 29%.
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OWNER-OCCUPIED HOUSING STOCK & 
CONDITIONS

Reliable data describing the physical condition of the owner-
occupied housing stock in the Lehigh Valley are limited. 
However, the U.S. Census Bureau collects and provides data 
related to structure age, plumbing facilities, and the number 
of rooms and occupants to allow the ability to identify possible 
overcrowded conditions, all of which are available through 
2010 American Community Survey (ACS) 5-year estimates.

The older a building is, the greater the likelihood that it will 
require substantial maintenance or need renovation. Fifty 
years is the reasonable threshold for defining older homes. 
However, the age of the structure alone cannot exclusively 
determine the condition of housing. Many older units are well-
maintained or desirable, such as homes in historic districts. 
However, older units have a greater need for maintenance, 
including replacement of expensive mechanical systems 
such as heating, plumbing, and electrical systems. Because 
of neglect, some of the older units in the Lehigh Valley’s 
boroughs and cities are no longer habitable. Newer housing 
units with bigger rooms and modern amenities generally have 

higher sales values, reflecting a preference for newer units. 
Geographic locations with a variety of new housing types 
are more attractive to new households, but generally less 
affordable to lower income households.

Another variable used to identify housing condition is 
overcrowding, which is directly related to the wear and tear 
sustained by the residential structure. As a rule of thumb, the 
value of more than one person per room (1.01) is used as the 
threshold for defining living conditions as substandard. Lack 
of complete plumbing is also identified as a variable with the 
sharing of facilities between households used as an index of 
deficient housing conditions, implying that the building may 
have complete plumbing, but the plumbing may not be distinct 
to each unit.
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These U.S. Census variables reveal the following findings 
about housing conditions in the Lehigh Valley:

 ● 43.2% of the Lehigh Valley owner-occupied housing 
stock is greater than 50 years old.

 ● The owner-occupied housing stock in the Lehigh Valley 
is slightly newer than Pennsylvania as a whole, where 
49% is older than 50 years.

 ● Housing in the Lehigh Valley cities is significantly older 
than in the outlying municipalities. 72.7% of houses in 
Bethlehem, 75.6% in Allentown and 84.4% in Easton are 
older than 50 years, seen in Figure 57.

 ● Rates of overcrowding and lack of complete plumbing 
were comparatively low in the Lehigh Valley and in the 
state, but some municipalities have indicators that are 
above rates for the region as a whole, including Easton, 
Portland and Stockertown. On the other hand, some 
municipalities have no instances of adverse quality 
indicators for owner-occupied housing. Incidentally, 
Northampton County reported nearly four times as much 
housing lacking complete plumbing as Lehigh County.
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Figure 57 - Housing Conditions: Homes over 50 Years Old; 2010
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Figure 58 - Median Gross Rent by Municipality; 2010
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As median gross rents have increased throughout the 
Lehigh Valley and Pennsylvania between 2000 and 
2010, so too has the portion of low income households 
struggling to cover the cost of rental housing. Between 
2000 and 2010, the percentage of cost burdened, low 
income renter households (those making between 50% 
and 80% of median family income) increased from 
26% to 42%. This is an increase of 2,704 households. 
For very low income renter households making 50% of 
median family income or less, the portion of households 
considered cost burdened increased from 66% to 75% 
(6,108 households) during the same period. This suggests 
that there was and continues to be an insufficient supply of 
rental housing for households making 80% of area median 
income or less, as seen in Figure 59. 

RENTAL HOUSING

Tenure

Almost 30% of the occupied housing units in the 
Lehigh Valley were renter-occupied in 2010 (according 
to SF1 data provided by the U.S. Census Bureau). 
While rental units often expand the availability of housing 
to lower and moderate income households, higher rates 
of rental occupancy could indicate that a number of 
traditional single family units are used as rental housing 
to accommodate the high demand. Prolonged rental of 
traditional ownership units has the potential to lead to a 
decline in the condition of those units due to increased 
wear-and-tear from multiple tenants. 

Median Gross Rents and Cost Burden

According to the 2000 Census SF3 data and 2010 ACS 
5-year data, median gross rent increased between 2000 
and 2010 at the county and state level, when adjusted for 
inflation. Median gross rent increased by 10% at the state 
level and by approximately 11% in Lehigh County and 
14% in Northampton County during the decade. Because 
Northampton County’s rate of increase was greater than 
that of Lehigh, the former county had a higher median 
gross rent in 2010 than the latter, whereas in 2000, Lehigh 
County had a slightly higher median rental rate. Figure 58 
shows median gross rents by municipality. 

Cost Burdened Renter Households
Lehigh Valley; 2000-2010

Count Percentage Count Percentage
All Renter Households 65,054 100% 68,940 100%
HH's with Incomes </= 50% MFI 26,348 40.5% 31,370 45.5%
Paying >30% income on housing 17,452 66.2% 23,560 75.1%
Elderly HH's >30% income on housing 5,558 31.8% 5,615 23.8%
HH's with Incomes >50% to 80% MFI 14,404 22.1% 15,475 22.4%
Paying >30% income on housing 3,726 25.9% 6,430 41.6%
Elderly HH's >30% income on housing 1,223 32.8% 1,555 24.2%
Sources: U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development and RKG Associates, Inc.

2000 2010

Figure 59
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A subset of these households, elderly renter households, 
(at least one member 65 years of age or more) saw a 
decline in the portion of similarly low income households 
paying more than 30% of their income towards housing 
costs. Elderly renter households with a gross income 
between 50% and 80% of area median income that 
were cost burdened decreased from approximately 33% 
in 2000 to 24% in 2010. Similarly, the portion of elderly 
renter households making 50% of median family income 
or less and paying more than 30% of their gross income 
for housing also decreased from approximately 32% to 
24% during the same period. However, while the overall 
percentage of the total elderly rental households that were 
cost burdened decreased in these income categories, the 
actual number of households paying more than 30% of 
their household income for housing costs increased. This 
suggests that demand exists and has grown for additional 
affordable housing for these households during this time. 
In addition, it is possible that the volume of non-elderly 
households suffering cost burdening grew in proportion to 
the overall population.

Condition of Rental Housing Stock

Rental housing in the Lehigh Valley has a larger 
percentage of units that are older, lack complete 
plumbing and are overcrowded than owner-occupied 
housing. 

According to the American Community Survey (ACS) 
5-year estimates, as recently as 2010 the condition of the 
renter-occupied housing units was as follows:

 ● 49.8% of all rental units were built more than 50 years 
ago, over 6% more than owner-occupied units.

 ● At 2.5%, Northampton County had more units lacking 
complete plumbing than Lehigh County (0.2%). 
Northampton County also had a higher percentage of old 
housing stock than Lehigh County, as well as a greater 
proportion of overcrowded rentals.

 ● The City of Allentown contains more than half of the 
Lehigh Valley’s overcrowded rental units.

The number of rental units that are older, lack plumbing 
or are overcrowded are greatest in the more inner-city 
environments of Allentown, Bethlehem and Easton, 
evidenced by Figure 60. As the oldest community in the 
Valley, Easton has higher concentrations of older housing 
in potentially sub-standard condition. Given that these 
cities have large concentrations of renters, the demand for 
rental units in these areas is not only higher, but the ability 
of some of the renter population to pay for housing may be 
limited. Therefore, households may select rental units that 
are not in the best condition in an effort to reduce monthly 
housing costs.
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Figure 60 - Housing Conditions: Rental Units over 50 Years Old; 2010



92

Market Conditions

Each fiscal year HUD establishes a Fair Market Rent 
(FMR) for different regions across the country. The Lehigh 
Valley is part of the Allentown-Bethlehem-Easton, PA HUD 
FMR Area. As seen in Figure 61, FMR is used primarily by 
HUD to determine standards associated with the payment 
amount for the Housing Choice Voucher program and 
to set limits for other federally funded rental assistance 
programs.1   

A sampling of 2013 rents from communities within the 
Lehigh Valley based on an apartment inventory conducted 
by RKG Associates suggests that rents for traditional 
apartment units in the Valley are around and often 
above the FMRs established by HUD. The sampling 
also suggests that there is variation in rents between the 
different communities and within different unit types in 
each market. 

Figure 62 outlines the number of occupied and vacant 
rental units that are affordable to households at different 
income thresholds as defined by HUD. The data used is 

1 Fair Market Rent Overview. U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Devel-
opment (2014). Retrieved on February 5, 2014 from http://www.huduser.org/
portal/datasets/fmr.html.

Fair Market Rent Rates
Lehigh Valley; 2013
Unit Size Efficiency 1-bedroom 2-bedroom 3-bedroom 4-bedroom 5-bedroom
Rent $631 $724 $915 $1,145 $1,299 $1,494

Sources:  U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development and RKG Associates, Inc.

Figure 61

Number of Rental Units Vacant, Available for Rent, and Affordable by
Income Category in the Lehigh Valley; 2010 [1]

0-1 2 3+ Total [2]
RENT <=30% OF AMI
Occupied Units 4,756 2,247 3,783 10,796
Vacant for Rent 94 141 167 397
RENT >30% TO <=50% OF AMI
Occupied Units 5,774 4,976 3,962 14,707
Vacant for Rent 475 554 486 1,515
RENT >50% TO <=80% OF AMI
Occupied Units 11,257 14,758 9,788 35,797
Vacant for Rent 810 684 277 1,776
RENT >80% OF AMI
Occupied Units 1,700 2,910 2,990 7,595
Vacant for Rent 70 15 55 140
Sources: U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), RKG Associates, Inc.
[1] Data reflects ACS 2010 5-Year Estimates
[2] Totals provided by HUD and acknowledged to not always reflect sum of categories.

Rental Units by Bedroom Size

Figure 62
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the Comprehensive Housing Affordability Strategy (CHAS) 
data which is produced by the U.S. Census Bureau using 
the American Community Survey to provide information 
relevant to housing affordability as outlined and requested 
by HUD. 

The number of vacant units in the Lehigh Valley is smallest 
for those with gross rents affordable to households at or 
below 30% of AMI and those affordable to households 
making more than 80% of AMI based on 2010 data. The 
small number of vacant units at the lowest income threshold 
suggests that demand for these units is high. Should the 
number of extremely low income households increase, 
these renters may struggle to find affordable housing to 
meet their needs. The small number of vacant units at 
the upper income threshold (>80% of AMI) has different 
implications. While there are a limited number of available 
units at the maximum these households can afford, the 
high number of units available to rent in the AMI threshold 
immediately below (50% to 80% of AMI) suggests that 
many households with higher incomes are renting units for 
less. Further research could determine if there might be 
additional demand for rental units above 80% of AMI.

Public Housing and Section 8 Rental 
Assistance

The Lehigh Valley has five public housing authorities 
(PHAs)—Allentown, Bethlehem, Easton, Lehigh County 
and Northampton County—that provide public housing and 
administer the Housing Choice Voucher program (formerly 
Section 8 Vouchers). Demand is high for the Housing 
Choice Vouchers in the Lehigh Valley, based on the more 
than 5,400 households on the waiting list. Many PHAs have 
closed their waiting lists for more than one year due to high 
demand. Additionally, there is nearly a 100% occupancy 
rate for all public housing developments. Together, these 
findings, seen in Figure 63, indicate the considerable 
demand for rental housing that is affordable for low income 
households in the Lehigh Valley.

Fully occupied public housing developments and long or 
closed waiting lists for these facilities and Housing Choice 
Vouchers indicate that there is a need for subsidized and 
public housing in the Lehigh Valley. Feedback from Public 
Housing Authority staff indicates that there are additional 
challenges to providing affordable housing to low income 
households in the Valley. 
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Development of additional public housing rental units 
can help to decrease the number of households on 
waiting lists while also increasing the supply of affordable 
housing for low income households. Since 2007, Public 
Housing Authorities in the Lehigh Valley have completed 
several projects to increase the affordable housing 
options. While no development has occurred or is 
planned by the Lehigh and Northampton County Housing 
Authorities, the three municipal housing authorities have 
been and are more active:

 ● Allentown Public Housing Authority

• Overlook Park (formerly Hanover Acres/Riverview 
Terrace) 1a, 1b, 2a & 2b – 269 units (2006 – 2008)

• Cumberland 1a, 1b, 2 & 3 – 200 units (2009 – 
2014)

 ● Bethlehem Public Housing Authority

• South Bethlehem Elderly Units – 3 units (2007)

• Bayard Homes Development (elderly/disabled 
residents) – 20 units (2010)

 ● Easton Public Housing Authority (all activity took 
place between 2007 and 2014)

• HOPE VI revitalization project, 58 rental units and 
40 units of senior housing replaced 238 public 
housing units

• 63 public housing and 33 project-based Housing 
Choice Voucher units (replaced 250 public housing 
units)

• 10 public housing units (development ongoing)

The funding for most of the projects mentioned above 
came from several sources including HOPE VI, Low 

Overview of Public Housing Authorities 
Lehigh Valley, 2013

Allentown Bethlehem Easton
Lehigh

County*
Northampton

County Total
Number of Housing Choice Vouchers Administered 1,375 460 528 1,206 568 4,137
Number of Applicants on Housing Choice Waiting List 3,330 630 850 300 338 5,448
Total Number of PHA Units Owned and Operated 1,201 1,454 368 289 106 3,418
Public Housing Occupancy Rate 99% 98% 99% 99% 100% N/A
Number of Applicants on PHA Waiting List 6,746 1,271 1,090 116 382 9,605
Sources: U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, Allentown PHA, Bethlehem PHA, Easton PHA, Lehigh County PHA, Northampton PHA, 2013
*Housing Choice Voucher waiting list count is an estimate based on available data.

Figure 63
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Dedicated by Eleanor Roosevelt in the 1940s, Hanover Acres and 
Riverview Terrace were two of the oldest public housing communities in 
the country.  Fifty years later, they were outdated  and undesirable due 
to crime.  A HOPE VI grant transformed them from 2006 to 2010 into 269 
new apartments and 15 homes, now called Overlook Park. 

Pennrose Property is working with Easton’s Housing Authority to develop 
Neston Heights on the site of the former Delaware Terrace housing 
project on the city’s  south side.
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to receive tax credits, a proposed project must meet the 
following criteria:

 ● a residential rental property;

 ● at least 20% of the units must be rent restricted and 
occupied by households at or below 50% of the area 
median income (AMI); or

 ● 40% of the units must be rent restricted and occupied 
by households at or below 60% of AMI, and the project 
must maintain these restrictions to accommodate low 
income households for a set period of time;2

 ● the period is 15 years for properties put into use before 
1990;

 ● for projects built since 1990, an additional 15 year 
extension requirement has been added leading to a 30 
year period.3 

Since the beginning of the Program, approximately 
15,700 units in Lehigh County and approximately 50,000 
units in Northampton County have been put into service. 
As of 2013, approximately 10% of units are past their 
contract period in Lehigh County and 6% are in a similar 
position in Northampton County.4 While it is possible that 
some of these properties took advantage of reapplication 

2 LIHTC Basics, U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (2014). 
Retrieved on April 15, 2014 from http://portal.hud.gov/hudportal/HUD?src=/
program_offices/comm_planning/affordablehousing/training/web/lihtc/ba-
sics.

3 Qualified Contract Process, Low Income Housing Tax Credits, Pennsylvania 
Housing Finance Agency (2014). Retrieved on April 15, 2014 from http://
www.phfa.org/developers/developer/lihtc.aspx.

4 LIHTC Data, U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (2013).

Income Housing Tax Credits, Replacement Housing 
Factor funds and Habitat for Humanity. While more than 
650 rental units have been developed by the PHAs in the 
Lehigh Valley since 2007, only limited development activity 
has occurred recently, and only a small amount is being 
planned for the near future.

Other Assisted Housing

Public housing provided by the Housing Authorities 
within the Lehigh Valley is not the only source of rental 
assisted units in the region. In addition to these units, 
there are a number of privately assisted rental housing 
developments across the Lehigh Valley. Using a variety 
of funding sources such as HUD section 811 (Supportive 
Housing for Persons with Disabilities), Section 202 
(Supportive Housing for the Elderly) and Low Income 
Housing Tax Credits, for-profit developers such as 
Pennrose Development and nonprofit developers such as  
Neighborhood Housing Services (NHS), have increased 
the stock of affordable rental housing in both Lehigh and 
Northampton counties. Figure 64 reveals the composition 
of privately assisted housing units in both Lehigh and 
Northampton County.

Assisted Housing at Risk of Conversion to 
Market Rate Housing

Since it was enacted by Congress in 1986, the Low 
Income Housing Tax Credit Program (LIHTC) is one of the 
most frequently used financial incentives to encourage the 
development of affordable rental housing. To be eligible 
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options and other project-based incentives once their 
contracts expired, it is likely that many of these units 
became market rate units. While many rental units in 
the Lehigh Valley are priced at a level that is affordable 
for households earning between 50% and 80% of 
AMI, reverting to market rate could place these units 
beyond affordability for their previous tenant. Property 
owners are likely to find offering these units at market 

rate to be much more profitable than keeping them at 
rent restricted levels. The LIHTC Program provides 
incentives for affordable housing for a few decades, 
but the life of a property can be much longer, so the 
program does not always serve as a long-term solution 
to affordable housing needs. 

Figure 64
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HOUSING AND SPECIAL NEEDS POPULATIONS

Homeless Families and Individuals

A large number of resources, programs and shelters 
are available in both Lehigh County and Northampton 
County to assist homeless families and individuals. The 
organization that coordinates efforts in the northeastern 
part of Pennsylvania, including the Lehigh Valley area, is 
the Northeast Regional Homeless Advisory Board (NE-
RHAB), the board that oversees efforts related to services 
and housing for the homeless in Continuum of Care Area 
509. This is a 12-county area in northeast Pennsylvania 
that is part of an integrated system of health services. As 
a member of the NE-RHAB, the Lehigh Valley has access 
to HUD funding. As of 2007, HUD funding was distributed 
by pro-rata share based on population. In 2014, the 12 
counties within the NE-RHAB area will be divided into 
several smaller boards to more efficiently distribute funds 
and address needs, which may change the previous 
distribution system. Lehigh and Northampton counties will 
make up one of the sub-areas.5   

Funding for homeless programs, particularly sheltering 
and housing, also comes from the McKinney-Vento 
Homelessness Assistance Act. In 2009, President Obama 
signed the Homeless Emergency Assistance and Rapid 
Transition to Housing (HEARTH) Act. This act amended 
and reauthorized the McKinney-Vento Act but included 

5 Department of Community and Economic Development Staff, City of Allen-
town, (2014).

a few substantial changes. The 2009 HEARTH Act 
changed HUD’s definition of homelessness and chronic 
homelessness, increased prevention resources and 
performance emphasis, consolidated HUD’s competitive 
grants program and created the Rural Housing Stability 
Assistance Program.6 Most notably, county staff indicated 
that at a regional level there has been a 5% cut in 
McKinney-Vento programs in 2013 and an anticipated 
additional 5% cut in programs in 2014. These cuts have 
the potential to impact the ability of the Lehigh Valley 
to assist its homeless population in finding housing—
temporary or permanent. 

In 2006, the Allentown Commission to End Chronic 
Homelessness was appointed to develop a ten-year plan 
in alignment with its mission. Currently, the Commission’s 
activities include a wintertime homeless census, 
assisting in humanely closing homeless encampments 
as housing becomes available, and developing a system 
with Allentown’s Social Security Administration to fast 
track benefits for homeless individuals. In addition, 
over the last seven years, 80 new permanent housing 
beds were created for chronically homeless residents. 
The Commission would like to create an additional 70 
affordable housing units in Lehigh County.

On a regular basis, NE-RHAB conducts a point-in-time 
survey of homeless persons in the Continuum of Care area 

6 Homeless Emergency Assistance and Rapid Transition to Housing Act, U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban Development (2014). Retrieved on April 
17, 2014 from https://www.onecpd.info/homelessness-assistance/hearth-
act/.
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that includes both Lehigh and Northampton counties. The 
most recent point-in-time survey includes data collected 
from 2010, 2011 and 2012. In 2012, Lehigh County had 
327 total homeless persons counted at one point in time. 
During the same year, Northampton County recorded a 
total of 196 homeless persons.7  

To further understand the homeless population sheltered in 
the Lehigh Valley, the Lehigh Valley Coalition on Affordable 
Housing (LVCoAH) conducted a census of persons served 
by area shelters. In 2010, the LVCoAH compiled its latest 
homeless shelter census, an annual effort for over 20 
years. As of 2014, LVCoAH is no longer in existence. In 
the future, CACLV will conduct all shelter census efforts. 

The shelter census is a sample of homeless shelters in 
the Lehigh Valley collected over the course of one year. 
The LVCoAH 2010 Shelter Census reflects data from nine 
shelters in the Lehigh Valley. The following are findings 
from the 2010 Shelter Census:8

 ● Homeless Population: 2,441 men, women and children 
are housed in the nine shelters participating in the 
survey.

7 2010–2012 Point-In-Time Survey Data by County. Northeast Regional 
Homeless Advisory Board (2014). Retrieved on February 7, 2014 from 
http://www.newpa.com/strengthen-your-community/homeless-programs/
steering-committee/ne-rhab.

8 A Survey of Homelessness in Northeast Pennsylvania, 2010 & 2008. Lehigh 
Valley Coalition on Affordable Housing (2011).

 ● Children: 780 children make up 32% of the sheltered 
homeless population. 

 ● Adults: 1,661 adults are part of the shelter population 
in 2010. Of these, most are male adults (986) and 
the remainder are female adults (675). 337 female 
householders make up most of the adults in family 
shelters, where there are only 45 male householders. 
Conversely, there are more male adults (941) in the 
individual shelters than female adults (338). Most 
sheltered adults are single and never married (61.6%), 
9% are married and the remaining approximately 
30% are divorced, separated, widowed or part of an 
unmarried couple.

 ● Average Number of Nights Spent in Shelter: Children 
spend an average of 45.9 nights in a shelter, while adults 
spend an average of 32.1 nights. Overall, both groups 
stayed more nights in shelters during 2010 than during 
2008.

 ● Size of Family: 69.4% of families have two or fewer 
children.

 ● Age of Mother at First Child’s Birth: 38.8% of mothers 
in shelters had their first child before the age of 19 and 
9.2% had their first child before the age of 16.
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•	 Racial/Ethnic Background:

 Sheltered Adults:

• 48.8% Caucasian

• 26.1% African American

• 22.8% Hispanic

• 1.3% Multi-Racial

• 0.3% Native American

• 0.6% Asian American

• 0.1% Other

 Sheltered Children:

• 24.4% Caucasian

• 25.5% African American

• 36.6% Hispanic

• 12.7% Multi-Racial

• 0.2% Native American

• 0.7% Asian American

• 0.1% Other

 ● Education: 50.5% of adults attained a high school 
diploma or GED.

 ● Employment: 17.3% of adults are employed, and 22.9% 
of families are headed by an employed adult. 

 ● Income: 48.7% of shelter residents have no income 
when they enter the shelter.

The Lehigh Valley area has a number of facilities that 
provide emergency shelter, transitional housing and 
permanent housing to homeless families and individuals. 
Figure 65 inventories these facilities.

Figure 65
Homeless Assistance Housing Facilities
Lehigh Valley; 2013

Provider
Family

Units
Family

Beds
Individual

Beds
Total
Beds

Emergency Shelter Facilities 40 130 125 256
Transitional Housing Facilities 103 303 94 397
Permanent Supportive Housing 25 72 169 241
Rapid Rehousing 3 11 1 12
Source: Northeast Regional Advisory Board PA-509 Region Contiuum of Care Program and 
RKG Associates, Inc., 2014

2012 Year-Round Units/Beds
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Special Needs Populations - general

Special needs populations often have specific housing 
needs not often accommodated within the traditional 
housing stock of a community. The special needs 
populations can include the frail elderly—persons 75 years 
of age or older, persons with mental illness, persons with 
disabilities and persons with substance abuse problems, 
among others. In addition to having unique housing needs, 
many of the persons within this population are also low 
income, which makes finding affordable housing an even 
greater challenge.

Housing options for special needs populations exist in the 
Lehigh Valley, although they are limited. In Lehigh County 
and Northampton County, the following facilities are 
available:9

 ● Personal Care Homes: These facilities provide 
residents assistance with daily living skills and serve 
both older adults and adults with mental illness.

• Lehigh County: 28 facilities, 1,983 beds

• Northampton County: 29 facilities, 2,140 beds

9 Aging and Adult Services. Lehigh County Department of Human Services 
(2014). Retrieved on February 7, 2014 from http://www.lehighcounty.org/
departments/humanservices/agingandadultservices/tabid/56/default.aspx.

 ● Nursing Homes: These facilities provide residents with 
daily living assistance and medical care. Primarily these 
serve elderly residents, but can also include those with 
severe physical or mental incapacitation.

• Lehigh County: 16 facilities, 2,742 beds

• Northampton County: 13 facilities, 2,059 beds

Special Needs Populations - mentally ill

Housing programs for persons with mental illness in 
the Lehigh Valley include:10

 Lehigh County:

• Step By Step (SBS) Young Adult (18-24 years) – 4 
Units

• Salisbury House (supportive housing, medically 
fragile person, enhanced person care boarding 
home) – 46 individuals; 4 facilities

• Supported Apartment Living – 8 individuals

• Transitional Living Center (TLC) Community 
Residential Rehabilitation – 38 individuals

• Step By Step Supportive Living – 22 individuals

10 Human Services Provider Directory. Pennsylvania Department of Public 
Welfare (2014). Retrieved on February 7, 2014 from http://www.dpw.state.
pa.us/searchforprovider/humanservicesproviderdirectory/index.htm. 
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• SBS Community Residential Rehabilitation – 30 
individuals

• Neighborhood Housing Services (NHS) Enhanced 
Personal Care Boarding Home – 16 individuals

• Resources for Human Development All-inclusive 
Residential (maximum care) – 6 individuals

• Horizon House All-inclusive Residential (maximum 
care) – 6 individuals

 Northampton County:

• Personal Care Boarding Homes (privately owned) – 
2,232 beds

• Independent Living Apartments – 25 Units

• Community Residential Rehabilitation – 24 beds

• Moravian IV – 8 units

• Organizations with facilities and services in both 
counties.

• Step by Step supported housing

• Step by Step managed residences

• Pennsylvania Comprehensive Behavioral Health 
Services – provide a variety of counseling and 
support services throughout the state.

Lehigh County produces a County Mental Health Plan for a 
period of five fiscal years with one year plan supplements 

in an effort to expand or improve upon existing mental 
health services and develop new services to meet the 
needs of the county population. This annual plan is 
necessary to receive Projects for Assistance in Transition 
from Homelessness (PATH) federal funding used to 
provide security deposit payment assistance. A notable 
section in the annual plan is the Summary of County 
Housing Plan, which directly addresses supportive housing 
plans for persons with mental illness for the 2012 to 2013 
fiscal year.

According to the County Housing Plan, supportive 
housing plays an important role in assisting those with 
mental health issues, especially persons who experience 

The most recent housing assistance project from Moravian Development 
Corporation, this 2007 construction features 8 apartments for the 
mentally disabled, as well as mental health and life skills services on the 
first floor.
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homelessness or are chronically homeless. There are 
currently 4,923 persons with mental illness who receive 
services paid for by the public sector, medical assistance 
or county funding.11  As noted in the Housing Plan, one 
of the biggest challenges to fulfilling supportive housing 
needs includes funding sources for housing projects and 
a general lack of affordable housing. Safe, affordable 
housing was also mentioned during outreach efforts for the 
County Mental Health Annual Plan. Projects planned for 
the 2012–2013 fiscal year include the following:12

 ● New Bethany Ministries: six unit permanent supportive 
housing facility;

 ● Pennrose Development: 20 unit permanent supportive 
housing facility using Hope VI funding. The current 
facility is serving 17 persons;

 ● CRR Development or Conversion of four existing Step 
by Step facilities and TLC Riverbend;

 ● The plan also calls for funding for existing tenant-based 
rental programs, enhanced personal care homes and 
existing supportive housing facilities.

Since the completion of the 2007 Affordable Housing 
Assessment, both Lehigh County and Northampton 
County have transitioned individuals from the Allentown 

11 Lehigh County Department of Mental Health, 2014. 
12 Lehigh County Mental Health Plan for Adults, Older Adults, Transition-Age 

Youth with Serious Mental Illness and Co-occurring Disorders, Year One 
Plan, Fiscal Year 2012 – 2013. Lehigh County Department of Mental Health 
(2013). Retrieved on February 7, 2014 from http://www.lehighcounty.org/
Portals/0/PDF/HS/MH/FY2012-2013%20County%20Plan.pdf.

State Hospital to other living arrangements throughout the 
counties in preparation for the hospital’s official closure 
on December 10, 2010. In Lehigh County, all but 52 
individuals were placed in supportive housing facilities 
throughout the county. These remaining individuals are 
still hospitalized, but were moved to another state hospital 
in the area.13 According to Lehigh County Department 
of Mental Health staff, Lehigh County could benefit 
from additional housing that could accommodate these 
individuals, as well as the following:

 ● Long-term housing facilities like Long-Term Structured 
Residences (LTSRs), which do not currently exist in the 
county;

 ● Housing for persons recently released from prison with a 
mental illness;

 ● Housing for persons with mental illness that need 
nursing home level of care;

 ● Housing for youths between 18 years and 24 years who 
are transitioning from the children’s system.

Development of supportive housing for Northampton 
County is included in the Health Choices managed care 
program, a Medicaid program administered through 
the Pennsylvania Department of Public Welfare serving 
approximately 35,000 patients and their families.14 In 
addition to providing a variety of health services, the 

13 Lehigh County Department of Mental Health, 2014.
14 Northampton County Mental Health, 2014.
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Health Choices Program includes a Reinvestment Plan. 
Progress on efforts to pursue housing initiatives spurred 
by community engagement efforts in 2007 have led to 
several Requests for Proposals (RFPs) between 2008 and 
2011, including one for supported housing and psychiatric 
rehabilitation and one for an adolescent crisis residential 
program.15 

Based on a discussion with Northampton County Mental 
Health staff, the reinvestment plan to be submitted later 
this year aims to add housing for an additional 25 persons. 
In general, finding and providing sufficient affordable 
housing for persons with mental illness, especially severe 
mental illness, is a challenge. Often these individuals 
generate little to no income, and wait times to receive 
subsidies for housing can last more than a year. As 
identified by staff, the greatest need is for housing for 
individuals transitioning in or out of extended acute care or 
long-term supportive residences back into the community. 
In both cases, the type of housing most beneficial is 
housing that provides supervision but less supportive care.

In addition to county-wide efforts, both Lehigh County 
and Northampton County have a number of Local 
Housing Options Teams (LHOT). LHOTs are coalitions 
of stakeholders in mental health and housing interested 
in expanding services to increase affordable housing for 

15 Reinvestment Planning, Health Choices. County of Northampton (2014). 
Retrieved on February 7, 2014 from http://www.northamptoncounty.
org/northampton/cwp/view.asp?a=1527&Q=620560&northampton-
Nav=|&northamptonNav_GID=1985. 

persons with mental health issues and the homeless.16 In 
2005, efforts by the LHOTs in both counties were working 
to support the development of a Fairweather Lodge facility 
in Northampton County. The Fairweather Lodge model 
is a group living space for persons with serious mental 
illness who receive supportive services and are given the 
opportunity to work through group employment.17 Lehigh 
County is also hoping to add a Fairweather Lodge in the 
near future through conversion of an existing facility.18 

16 Local Housing Options Teams. PA Housing Choices (2014). Retrieved on 
February 7, 2014 from http://www.pahousingchoices.org/housing-resources/
local-housing-options-teams/.

17 An Affordable Housing Assessment of the Lehigh Valley in Pennsylvania. 
The Lehigh Valley Planning Commission (2007).

18 Lehigh County Department of Mental Health, 2014. 

Bayard Homes, a property from the Bethlehem Housing 
Authority, offers 20 garden-style apartments that feature roll-in 
showers, roll-under sinks with low cabinetry, and emergency 
alarms, all designed for people with access and functional 
needs.
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Special Needs Populations - elderly

The counties of Lehigh and Northampton both own nursing 
homes for the elderly. Northampton County owns and 
operates Gracedale, a long-term care facility on a 365 
acre property in Nazareth, Pennsylvania.19 Lehigh County 
operates two nursing homes for elderly Lehigh residents, 
Cedarbrook Allentown and Cedarbrook Fountain Hill in 
Bethlehem. These facilities provide both short and long-
term care.20  While the counties provide these facilities 
for residents, the Area Agency on Aging in each county 
provides a wide range of services and information for 
aging adults with the primary goal of increasing and 
maintaining independence of area residents as they age. 
Agencies in both counties provide a variety of services 
to enable county residents to age in place. Based on 
2011 data provided for the Lehigh County Area Agency 
on Aging 2012–2016 Four Year Plan, approximately 
2,400 consumers receive some form of in-home services 
in Lehigh County.21 This is a substantial increase in 
consumers from the 1,500 reported in An Affordable 
Housing Assessment of the Lehigh Valley in Pennsylvania 
in 2007. 

19 Gracedale. Northampton County, PA (2014). Retrieved on February 11, 
2014 from https://gracedale.northamptoncounty.org/About.aspx.

20 Cedarbrook Nursing Homes. Lehigh County, PA (2014). Retrieved on Febru-
ary 11, 2014 from http://www.lehighcounty.org/departments/cedarbrooknurs-
inghomes/tabid/321/default.aspx.

21 Four Year Plan. The Lehigh County Office of Aging and Adult Services 
(2011).  Retrieved on February 11, 2014 from http://www.lehighcounty.org/
Portals/0/PDF/HS/Aging/FINAL%20PLAN%20-%20LEHIGH%20COUNTY.
pdf.

In addition, the agencies operate the OPTIONS program, 
which provides an assessment of need and determines 
mutually acceptable community-based, long-term care 
such as adult day care, in-home health care, personal care 
and personal emergency response systems. This program 
is funded primarily by the Pennsylvania State Lottery. 
While there are no income requirements for participants, 
there is no cost associated with this program for persons 
making 125% of the federal poverty level or below. For 
those making more than 125% of the federal poverty level, 
a sliding fee scale is applied based on income. Currently 
there are 60 customers on the waiting list in Northampton 
County. According to staff at the Northampton County Area 
Agency on Aging, the number on the waiting list should 
diminish due to increased funding from the upcoming 
2014-2015 annual state budget.

The Family Caregiver Support Program, or Pennsylvania 
Caregiver Support Program, provides vouchers for 
approved out-of-pocket expenses for qualified primary 
caregivers that meet income-based program eligibility 
requirements in both Lehigh and Northampton counties. 
Reimbursements can be up to $200 per month, and under 
special circumstances, up to $500 per month. In addition, 
if qualified, the program may provide up to a $2,000 one-
time grant to help with home modification expenses.22 In 

22 Pennsylvania Caregiver Support Program.  Pennsylvania Department of 
Aging (2014). Retrieved on February 11, 2014 from http://www.portal.state.
pa.us/portal/server.pt?open=514&objID=616680&mode=2.
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Northampton County there are currently 16 individuals on 
the waiting list. Due to anticipated increases in funding 
sources this year, it is estimated that the number of 
consumers on the waiting list will be reduced to 10 to 12 
individuals. 

The Pennsylvania Department of Aging Waiver Program 
is a Medicaid program that provides funds to enable aging 
adults to continue to live in their homes and communities 
in Lehigh and Northampton counties.23 Waivers can 
be used for a variety of services including counseling, 
companionship, respite and adult daily living. Recently 
a new income eligibility requirement was added. The 
individual applying for the program must meet an asset 
requirement as well as make $2,163 or less per month 
in gross income. There is no waiting list for this program. 
Additional funding availability has allowed for a proposal to 
allocate funds to this program to serve an additional 1,500 
consumers throughout the state.

The major housing needs for aging persons in the Lehigh 
Valley continue to include affordable assisted living 
and subsidized housing units. The need for affordable 
units increases for persons who have limited incomes. 
Development that utilizes HUD Section 202 and Low 
Income Tax Credits can help make developing affordable 
senior housing units more feasible. 

23 Aging Waiver Program. Pennsylvania Department of Aging (2014). Retrieved 
on February 11, 2014 from http://www.portal.state.pa.us/portal/server.
pt?open=514&objID=616549&mode=2. 

In the past, Northampton County discussed the possibility 
of exploring shared housing for a small number of elderly 
individuals, especially those who need Long-Term 
Structured Residences (LTSR), mental health residential 
treatment facilities with treatment and specialized 
programming in a controlled environment with a high 
degree of supervision.24 According to the Northampton 
Area Agency on Aging staff, while there is still interest in 
this concept, no action has been taken to pursue it as a 
viable living alternative.

Special Needs Populations - physically 
disabled

To accommodate persons with physical disabilities, 
modifications are often required if housing was 
not originally constructed for that use. This can be 
particularly true for persons with physical disabilities 
living independently in rental housing. Changes to rental 
units must often be negotiated with landlords, who may 
be reluctant to allow more visible alterations. The Lehigh 
Valley Center for Independent Living works to help 
educate landlords on the benefits of renting to a person 
with disabilities and other aspects of the Americans with 
Disabilities Act of 1990.25 

24 LTSR Definition, City of Philadelphia, Department of Behavioral Health and 
Intellectual Disability Services. http://dbhids.org/long-term-structured-resi-
dences-ltsr 

25 Housing Services. Lehigh Valley Center for Independent Living (2014).  Re-
trieved on February 11, 2014 from http://www.lvcil.org/housing. 
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Identifying a sufficient supply of housing that is already 
accessible is a challenge. However, since the 1991 
adoption of the final Fair Housing Accessibility Guidelines, 
federal law requires that new construction or major 
renovations of any building with four or more units contain 
accessible units. However, there are exceptions to this, 
such as when topography imposes extra costs to provide 
accessibility for two story buildings without elevators.26 
However, finding accessible units is often the best 
choice for persons who require substantial modification 
to a traditional unit. While the Lehigh Valley Center for 
Independent Living had a home modification program 
prior to 2007, it has since become infeasible. According 
to the staff of the Center for Independent Living, the 
greatest challenge to modest home modifications is cost. 
Little funding is available for these home improvements. 
Many clients are referred to local service organizations or 
scouting groups who can provide materials and labor to 
make the modifications at little to no cost to the resident. 

One organization that has an active home modification 
program for persons with disabilities in both Lehigh and 
Northampton counties is the Self-Determination Housing 
Project of Pennsylvania, Inc. (SDHP). Through the PA 
Accessible Housing Program, SDHP collaborates with 
regional organizations that provide home modification 
from assessment to construction management to qualified 

26 Fair Housing Accessibility Guidelines. U.S. Department of Housing and 
Urban Development (2014). Retrieved on February 11, 2014 from http://por-
tal.hud.gov/hudportal/HUD?src=/program_offices/fair_housing_equal_opp/
disabilities/fhefhag. 

grant recipients with permanent disabilities. Applicants for 
home modifications must meet income qualifications in 
addition to having a permanent disability. Funding for the 
modifications comes from the Pennsylvania Department of 
Community and Economic Development. Currently, there 
is a waiting list for the PA Accessible Housing Program of 
approximately one year.27

27 PA Accessible Housing Program, Self-Determination Housing Project of 
Pennsylvania, Inc. (2014). Retrieved on April 15, 2014 from www.shdp.
org. 


