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Chapter 8
Critical Influences on
Housing Markets
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INTRODUCTION

In addition to socioeconomic trends, development activity 
measures, and housing supply and demand equilibria, several 
other key factors can exert a particularly strong influence 
on a regional housing market, even if they do not directly 
relate to housing as a physical entity. Outside of market 
demand, the local regulatory environment has the greatest 
impact on housing development. Simply put, housing cannot 
be built where it is not allowed. From a more qualitative 
perspective, a number of factors influence housing choice, 
including perception of safety, school quality and the health 
of the environment. Lastly, many other agencies outside of 
the private sector real estate and development industry can 
effect changes to the market, largely through the provision of 
housing to those in need. These agencies can include other 
government organizations (local, state, national), nonprofits 
and private companies with a charitable arm or embedded 
mission to build affordable housing. This chapter discusses 
each of these factors as they relate to the Lehigh Valley 
housing market.

PUBLIC SAFETY

Public safety is a determinant of demand for housing. The 
Pennsylvania State Police maintains a database of all crime 
statistics reported at the municipal and county levels in the 
state. The crime rate of a geographic area is defined as the 
number of crimes per unit of population. Most crime reports, 
including those collected and reported by the State Police, 
use the rate of crimes per 100,000 resident population. For 
example, 50 crimes reported in an area with a population 
of 50,000 residents equals a crime rate of 100 per 100,000 
residents, while 50 crimes reported in an area of 150,000 
residents equals a crime rate of 33.3 per 100,000 residents. 
As a result, reliable comparisons can be made between 
geographic areas regardless of population.

As seen in Figure 104, Part 1 criminal offenses are crimes that 
are considered by law enforcement to be the most serious 
crimes that readily come to the attention of police and occur 
with a frequency great enough to be reported as a separate 
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Figure 104

classification. Part 1 offenses are used nationally as a basis 
for comparison of criminal activity. Murder and non-negligent 
manslaughter, forcible rape, robbery, aggravated assault, 
burglary, larceny-theft, motor vehicle theft, and arson comprise 
Part 1 offenses. Part 2 offenses encompass all other crime 
classifications and include 18 distinct categories of crime. 
The sum of the rates of Part 1 and Part 2 offenses equals the 
Crime Index for that area.

Lehigh County and Northampton County rank second and 
fourth, respectively, in overall crime rates in a ten-county 
region. The high Crime Indexes for the cities of Allentown and 
Bethlehem contribute to the high rates in the Lehigh Valley. 
Careful planning should emphasize safe locations for the 
development of new affordable housing, whether the units are 
privately-assisted or public housing. 

 Crime Rates per 100,000 Resident Population
 Lehigh Valley, Pennsylvania; 2012

2012
Population

Part 1 
Offenses

Part 2 
Offenses

Crime
Index

Allentown City, PA 119,334 4,421 7,132 11,553
Bethlehem City, PA 75,388 2,906 6,083 8,990
Suburban 502,726 2,126 4,523 6,649
Lehigh Valley MSA* 697,448 2,603 5,138 7,741
Lehigh County, PA 349,497 3,115 5,191 8,306
Northampton County, PA 299,267 2,201 5,024 7,224
Monroe County, PA 168,798 3,039 5,524 8,563
Carbon County, PA 65,006 2,328 5,599 7,927
Schuykill County, PA 147,063 1,777 5,053 6,830
Berks County, PA 413,491 2,531 4,499 7,031
Montgomery County, PA 808,460 2,037 3,851 5,888
Bucks County, PA 627,053 2,080 3,171 5,251
Sources: Pennsylvania State Police; RKG Associates, Inc.
* For the purposes of this study, the MSA only includes Pennsylvania counties (Lehigh, 
Northampton, Carbon)
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QUALITY OF SCHOOLS

Public school quality is also a deciding factor in home 
purchases, particularly for households with school-age 
children. Districts with high quality schools are often the 
most sought-after areas in which to live. Schools of high 
quality continually attract new households to their respective 
municipality, leading to high demand for homes in the area and 
increasing property values.

Although quantifying the quality of education provided at 
schools is complex, the Pennsylvania Department of Education 
complies with the federal No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act 
reporting requirements. In this way, the state can track and 
record the progress of individual schools and school districts 
against statewide targets and scores in graduation, reading 
and mathematics. These school district report cards are 
available from the Pennsylvania Department of Education 
and report on the status of each school in terms of making 
Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP). 

For the 2011-2012 school year, the state targets and scores 
were as follows: 

 State Targets:

• A graduation rate of 85% for students successfully 
completing high school

• 78% of all students achieving a proficient score or 
higher in mathematics

• 81% of all students achieving a proficient score or 
higher in reading

 Actual Statewide Scores:

• Graduation rate of 83%

• 74% of all students achieved a proficient score or 
higher in mathematics

• 71% of all students achieved a proficient score or 
higher in reading

• 61% of all schools met AYP targets

Figure 105 shows the graduation rates for each of the school 
districts located in the Lehigh Valley.

The Allentown, Bethlehem and Pen Argyl school districts 
were the only districts to fall short of the primary statewide 
graduation target. The Department of Education has set a 
statewide graduation target rate of 85%. Across the state, 
however, the actual graduation rate was 83%. Regionally, all 
other districts exceeded the statewide graduation rate.

The state target for achievement in mathematics is 78%, and 
11 out of 17, or 65%, of Lehigh Valley school districts met or 
exceeded this benchmark. The state target for achievement in 
reading is 81%; seven out of 17, or 42%, of school districts met 
or exceeded this target. 
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Figure 105 - School District Report Cards
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Schools’ abilities to meet AYP targets also helped determine 
their scores. Statewide, 61% of all schools met their targets. 
In the Lehigh Valley, the following school districts met or 
exceeded this rate: Northwestern Lehigh, Parkland, Southern 
Lehigh, Salisbury Township, Nazareth, Saucon Valley and 
Wilson. On the other hand, the following districts had one or 
more schools that failed to achieve their targets for more than 
one year: Allentown (three schools), East Penn (one school), 
Whitehall-Coplay (one school), Bethlehem (one school), 
Easton (two schools), and Pen Argyl (one school).

Affluence is often viewed as an indicator of high quality 
schools. Many correlate higher income, higher housing values, 
and higher property values (thus, more tax revenue generated 
for school districts) with higher school test scores. To test this 
perception, the following indicators (in addition to graduation 
rates and test scores) were analyzed for the school districts 
that comprise the Lehigh Valley:

 ● Percentage of students enrolled in the Free/Reduced 
Lunch Program,

 ● Amount of instructional funds spent per student in each 
school district, and

 ● The median housing sales price by school district.

As seen in Figure 106, the amount of instructional funds 
expended per student equates to the degree of investment 

each school district is making. In 2011-2012, an average 
of $9,102 per student was spent across the state. In the 
Lehigh Valley, amounts spent per student ranged from as 
low as $8,642 in Whitehall-Coplay up to $12,834 in Salisbury 
Township. Good quality schools also can have a positive 
impact on residential property values. Since school-age 
children typically attend school in the school district in which 
they reside, higher quality schools will drive the demand for 
housing units in the school district. Increased demand for 
housing will result in higher housing values.

Generally, school districts with higher graduation rates and 
test scores typically had lower percentages of students in 
the Free/Reduced Lunch Program and higher housing sales 
prices, the former of which is seen in Figure 107. While there 
are a few very obvious correlations between affluence and 
school quality, several scenarios do not fit the perception. 
For example, Catasauqua had a higher rate of instructional 
expenditures per student accompanied by some of the lowest 
achievement scores in the Lehigh Valley, but graduation rates 
were nonetheless high. Northern Lehigh is in the top five 
for expenditures per student, but ranks in the bottom five in 
all other categories. Generally speaking, the top performing 
school districts ranked high in most categories, and vice versa, 
with a few notable exceptions.
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Figure 106 - Educational Quality Indicators
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Figure 107 - Students on Reduced Lunch Program
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ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS AND RESIDENTIAL 
DEVELOPMENT

Environmental issues associated with a potential residential 
site can appear to be a setback. Often referred to as 
brownfields, these parcels have or potentially have a 
hazardous substance, pollutant or contaminant as defined by 
the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA).1 In most 
cases, mitigation of these environmental issues must occur 
before residential development can take place. In some 
cases this may make development cost prohibitive; in other 
situations available subsidies can offset the cost of mitigation. 
The Lehigh Valley Land Recycling Initiative (LVLRI), created 
by the Lehigh Valley Economic Development Corporation, 
works to promote reuse of commercial and industrial properties 
that are underutilized. One objective of the initiative is to help 
developers and property owners identify sources of funding 
to pursue mitigation. The EPA is a substantial source of this 
funding, but there are a number of state-level programs and 
loans available as well.2 

To assess the impact that environmental concerns may have 
on potential residential development in the Lehigh Valley, 
RKG Associates used data provided by the Pennsylvania 
Department of Environmental Protection to identify locations 
of environmental issues and then compared these locations to 

1 Brownfields Definition, U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (2014).  
Retrieved on April 18, 2014 from http://www.epa.gov/brownfields/overview/
glossary.htm.

2 Funding and Assistance to Redevelopment Projects in Lehigh Valley, Lehigh 
Valley Economic Development Corporation (2014). Retrieved on April 18, 
2014 from http://www.lehighvalley.org/resources/incentive-programs/le-
high-valley-land-recycling-initiative/funding-and-assistance/

parcels identified for potential residential development. Figure 
108 shows the locations of potential environmental issues in 
the Lehigh Valley. A full discussion of the methodology used 
to select the residential development parcels can be found in 
Chapter 5, in the section titled “Potential Greenfield Residential 
Development” and through Figure 39.

The environmental issues in the Lehigh Valley that are the 
focus of this analysis are listed in Figure 108. Additional 
environmental issues beyond those listed were evaluated but 
were not included in this analysis because they were located 
outside the Valley. When applicable, permit sites were included 
in the analysis based on the potential impact of future activities 
that might produce environmental issues.

As seen in Figure 108, there are environmental issues 
throughout the Lehigh Valley with higher concentrations in 
the more urban areas of Allentown, Bethlehem and Easton. 
These areas have a particularly high number of petroleum 
and regulated hazardous material storage tanks due in part 
to the prevalence of gas stations in these communities. 
Additional concentrations of environmental issues are located 
in Emmaus, Whitehall, Slatington and Upper Macungie in 
Lehigh County and the Pen Argyl, Bangor and Wind Gap areas 
in Northampton County. 

When compared to potential locations for residential 
development based on the standards depicted in Figure 39 
from Chapter 5, less than 75 parcels are directly impacted by 
the presence or potential presence of an environmental issue 
scattered throughout the Lehigh Valley. Regardless of what 
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the zoning regulations allow, environmental considerations 
may discourage developers from pursuing development with 
residential units on these sites. However, it is possible to 
encourage residential development in these areas if sufficient 
subsidies and incentives are available to make development 
viable.

HOUSING DELIVERY SYSTEMS – PUBLIC/PRIVATE 
PARTNERSHIPS

Federal Entitlements

The cities of Allentown, Bethlehem and Easton and the 
counties of Lehigh and Northampton are all Community 
Development Block Grant (CDBG) Program entitlement 
communities. The three cities receive funding from the 
HOME Investment Partnership Program and CDBG 
Program through the U.S. Department of Housing and 
Urban Development to support local housing efforts. 
The housing authorities of Lehigh County, Northampton 
County, Allentown, Bethlehem and Easton remain 
primarily focused on meeting housing needs of low income 
households. Housing authorities in the Lehigh Valley 
own and operate public housing for families, seniors and 
persons with disabilities, and they administer the Housing 
Choice Voucher program. 

For fiscal year 2013, the City of Easton plans to use 
CDBG and HOME funding for housing counseling through 
the Community Action Committee of the Lehigh Valley 
(CACLV) and Neighborhood Housing Services (NHS) 

Figure 108 - Current and Potential Environmental 
Issues, Lehigh Valley; 2014
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and acquisition, disposition and rehabilitation efforts of 
residential properties by the Department of Community 
and Economic Development. As outlined in the Fiscal 
Year 2013 Annual Plan, similar efforts were completed 
in previous years. These previous activities included 
rehabilitation of renter-occupied, owner-occupied and 
vacant housing units using CDBG and Neighborhood 
Stabilization Program (NSP) funding and homeownership 
support through homebuyer counseling by CACLV.3

Proposed projects and activities to be funded by CDBG 
and HOME grants related to housing for the City of 
Allentown during fiscal year 2013 are similar to those 
of the City of Easton. Housing rehabilitation, acquisition 
and property maintenance are planned by the City and 
City Redevelopment Authority. Funding is also allocated 
for Housing Association and Development Corporation 
(HADC) activity to target properties in specific areas 
for rehabilitation and sale of housing units to low and 
moderate income households. Allentown is also continuing 
to assist affordable homeownership through housing and 
homebuyer counseling. Funding is also requested for 
lead-based paint removal grants for occupied homes and 
to continue to reconvert traditional ownership units from 
current multi-unit setup.4 

3  FY 2013 Annual Plan, City of Easton, Pennsylvania. Department of Com-
munity and Economic Development (2012). Retrieved on February 4, 2014 
from http://www.easton-pa.gov/ced/eastonannualplan2013final.pdf. 

4 Consolidated Plan - Revised Action Plan for use of Community Devel-
opment Block Grant Program, Emergency Solutions Grants Program 
and HOME Investment Partnerships Program Funds. City of Allentown, 
Pennsylvania (2013). Retrieved on February 4, 2014 from http://www.allen-

The City of Bethlehem is focusing CDBG and HOME 
funding on similar housing efforts. For fiscal year 2013, 
the City is applying for federal funding to support owner-
occupied housing rehabilitation efforts, to provide 
homeownership counseling through CACLV, to give 
housing assistance to persons with disabilities through the 
Lehigh Valley Center for Independent Living (LVCIL) and to 
fund a City employer-assisted housing program. Additional 
funding is also requested to add ten rental units to the 
existing 36 units in the Housing Development Corporation 
Mid-Atlantic’s development in the Morton and Hayes Street 
redevelopment area. The action plan also outlines funding 
to continue Habitat for Humanity’s homeownership efforts 
and to provide the Lehigh Valley Community Land Trust 
with funds to rehabilitate and sell one housing unit on 
Hayes Street.5 

The Home Ownership Outreach Program (HOOP), which 
provides homeownership assistance, was a part of the 
annual plan for Allentown as early as 2007 and continues 
to be a part of the efforts funded by federal grant requests 
from Allentown, Bethlehem and Easton through 2013. This 
program is administered by NHS of the Lehigh Valley. It 
helps homebuyers qualify for their first mortgages and 
provides grants to assist with down payment and closing 
costs.6

townpa.gov/Portals/0/files/CommunityDevelopment/consolidatedgrantspro-
gram/2013%20CED%20Action%20Plan%20Part%201.pdf.

5 FY 2013 Second Year Action Plan. City of Bethlehem (2012).
6 Lending: Homeownership. Neighborhood Housing Services of the Lehigh 

Valley, Inc.  (2014). Retrieved on February 4, 2014 from http://www.nhslv.
org/.
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In addition to encouraging development of affordable 
rental units through federal funding allocations, Low 
Income Housing Tax Credits are often used to subsidize 
the development as discussed above. The Lehigh Valley 
has 25 census tracts that are considered Qualified 
Census Tracts by HUD for both 2013 and 2014, seen 
in Figure 109. This is eight more census tracts than in 
2006. Projects within these census tracts can qualify 
for additional tax credit eligibility within the Low Income 
Housing Tax Credits (LIHTC) program.7 In order to be 
designated as a Qualified Census Tract, at least 25% of 
the population must be in poverty, and at least 50% of 
householders must have an income less than 60% of the 
area median income.8 

Since 2007, both Lehigh County and Northampton County 
have received funding as entitlement communities. For 
fiscal year 2013, Northampton County proposes to use 
some of its funding for county-wide housing rehabilitation 
efforts. Additionally, the County plans on working with 
Catholic Charities to provide housing and utility assistance 
for both renters and homeowners.9 Similarly, Lehigh 
County proposes to use its fiscal year 2013 funds for 

7 Low Income Housing Tax Credits. U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development (2014).  Retrieved on February 6, 2014 from http://www.
huduser.org/portal/datasets/lihtc.html.

8 Glossary of HUD Terms. U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Develop-
ment (2014). Retrieved on February 6, 2014 from http://www.huduser.org/
portal/glossary/glossary_all.html#q.

9 Draft 2012-2016 Consolidated Plan, Year 2 Annual Action Plan. Northampton 
County, Pennsylvania (2013). Retrieved on February 4, 2014 from http://
www.northamptoncounty.org/northampton/lib/northampton/depts/economic-
development/Draft13AAP.pdf. 

housing rehabilitation efforts. The County also plans 
to fund the Lehigh Valley Community Land Trust’s 
housing acquisition efforts through the Community Action 
Committee of the Lehigh Valley.10 

Nonprofit and Private Housing Assistance

In addition to the efforts in the cities and counties of the 
Lehigh Valley, a number of nonprofit organizations and 
private developers work to assist residents in matters 
of housing access and affordability. In some cases they  
coordinate with these governmental entities, particularly 
when federal funding is involved. The following are 
nonprofit organizations active in affordable housing in the 
Lehigh Valley. 

 ● Alliance for Building Communities (ABC) – ABC is a 
501(c)(3) nonprofit agency with its home office located 
in downtown Allentown. In existence since 1975, ABC 
serves an area in northeastern Pennsylvania that 
includes Lehigh, Northampton, Berks, Carbon, Monroe 
and Schuylkill counties. The agency's team consists 
of 20 to 23 employees and a volunteer board. ABC 
owns and operates low and very low income rental 
housing and senior housing throughout northeastern 
Pennsylvania. It also provides first time homebuyer 
assistance and housing counseling. ABC also pursues 

10  Draft FY2013 Annual Action Plan. Lehigh County Department of Community 
& Economic Development, Urban Design Ventures (2013). Retrieved on 
February 4, 2014 from http://www.lehighcounty.org/Portals/0/PDF/econ-
Dev/Draft%20FY%202013%20Annual%20Action%20Plan%20%282%29.
pdf 
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Figure 109 - HUD Qualified Census Tracts
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development and rehabilitation of properties for 
affordable housing. Between 2012 and 2013, ABC 
renovated, converted or rehabilitated six properties.11 

 ● Catholic Charities – This agency provides residents 
in the Lehigh Valley with educational services related 
to rental unit eviction and home equity conversion 
mortgages. Catholic Charities also provides housing and 
utility assistance for renters and homeowners. 

 ● Community Action Committee of the Lehigh Valley 
(CACLV) – CACLV provides a variety of services to 
the residents of the Lehigh Valley. Housing related 
programming includes homeownership counseling to 
educate first time homebuyers and mortgage foreclosure 
counseling. CACLV also administers several programs 
that assist low income homebuyers and homeowners. 
CACLV is not a traditional development entity, but is an 
integral partner in low cost housing rehabilitation and 
preservation through the work and partnership efforts 
of its Sixth Street Shelter and Lehigh Valley Community 
Land Trust initiatives.

 ● Community Hope – This New Jersey-based nonprofit 
recently expanded its Hope for Veterans services 
from just Northampton County to both counties within 

11 Annual Report, 2012-2013. Alliance for Building Communities (2013).  
Retrieved on February 6, 2014 from http://www.housing-abc.org/pdf/Annu-
al-Report-2011-2012.pdf 

the Lehigh Valley. The organization seeks to stabilize 
whatever housing situation a veteran is in, moving them 
from untenable housing into a stable place, or taking 
homeless veterans off the streets and into affordable 
housing.12

 ● Easton Area Neighborhood Centers (EANC) - EANC 
works with low to moderate income individuals to provide 
utility assistance and rental assistance to prevent 
eviction.

 ● Habitat for Humanity – Habitat is an affordable housing 
builder for families with annual incomes between 35% 
and 60% of the median income for the Lehigh Valley. 
Families who move into Habitat homes are provided 
with homeownership and financial counseling. Founded 
in 1989, Habitat Lehigh Valley works by partnering with 
local businesses, individuals and faith-based groups to 
build and renovate housing for families in need in the 
Lehigh Valley. Currently, Habitat is implementing the “A 
Brush of Kindness” program (through its Neighborhood 
Revitalization Initiative), with a goal of improving 150 
homes over a five-year period. Habitat anticipates 
building its 100th home in 2014.

 ● Housing Association and Development Corporation 
(HADC) – HADC is an affordable housing developer that 

12 McEvoy, Colin. “Lehigh County to receive new services for homeless veter-
ans,” The Express-Times, July 6, 2014. 
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completes new construction and rehabilitation projects. It 
was formed in 1978 as a faith-based initiative led by First 
Presbyterian Church of Allentown. The private, nonprofit 
organization works throughout central Allentown's 
residential core but concentrates on the 24-square-
block Jordan Heights target area. HADC also operates 
a number of multifamily buildings that accept Housing 
Choice Vouchers and offers project-based subsidized 
apartments for persons with disabilities. The agency 
operates entirely on contributed funds. Financial support 
is derived from the City of Allentown, Lehigh County, 
the State of Pennsylvania, and private foundations and 
corporations, including most of the region's banks.

 ● Lehigh Conference of Churches – Responding to 
the call of Jesus Christ, the mission of The Lehigh 
Conference of Churches is to unite communities of faith 
as ecumenical partners. Putting their faith into action, 
they minister to and advocate for those in need and 
encourage all to reach their full potential. The Pathways 
Housing Program provides case management services 
for people transitioning out of chronic homelessness 
and meets basic needs for people living in poverty 
including rental assistance, rental subsidies, funds for 
furniture, toiletries, bus passes, shelter referrals, job 
and apartment search assistance, and referrals to other 
human service agencies.

 ● Lehigh Valley Center for Independent Living 
(LVCIL) – The fundamental mission of LVCIL is to 
empower persons with all types of disabilities to achieve 
independence in an inclusive community. Through a 
grant from the U.S. Department of Veterans’ Affairs, 
LVCIL has also provided the Supportive Services for 
Veteran Families program since 2012, to promote 
housing stability among very low income veteran 
families, providing case management, supportive 
services and possible short-term financial assistance. 
Eligibility includes households with a member with a 
disability whose incomes fall below 50% of the area 
median. Ideally, the households will have dependents 
under age 18, incomes below 30% of the AMI and at 
least one member served in the Iraq or Afghanistan 
conflicts.

 ● Money Management International of Lehigh Valley 
(MMI) – MMI provides a variety of credit and financial 
counseling and education services to the residents of the 
Lehigh Valley. They also have been approved by HUD to 
assist in foreclosure prevention.

 ● Moravian Development Corporation (MDC) – Initially 
founded to be responsible for managing apartments 
for the elderly, MDC focuses on developing housing for 
seniors and persons with special needs in Northampton 
County. MDC was founded in 1971 by the Bethlehem 
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Area Moravians, Inc. MDC currently owns a complex of 
four housing developments in downtown Bethlehem built 
from 1973 (Moravian House I) to 2007 (Moravian House 
IV). The complex totals 326 units, with 43 dedicated to 
persons who are disabled or physically impaired. MDC 
houses the Northampton County Department of Aging’s 
Senior Center of Bethlehem between Moravian House I 
and II.

 ● Neighborhood Housing Services of Lehigh Valley 
(NHS) – NHS is a community development organization 
led by residents and is part of the NeighborWorks 
America network. The organization provides a variety of 
homeownership and homebuyer programs, small loans 
for code abatement and alternate mortgage options for 
homeowners who cannot receive a mortgage through 
traditional channels. NHS also provides financial and 
housing rehabilitation counseling. Area revitalization 
efforts of NHS include buying and rehabilitating 
vacant and deteriorated properties for resale to first 
time homebuyers. Following up on work done in the 
2007 Affordable Housing Assessment, this effort has 
confirmed that Neighborhood Housing Services remains 
focused on housing counseling, homebuyer training, 
and housing rehabilitation assistance. NHS supports the 
efforts of the other affordable housing developers listed 
above.

 ● Pennrose Properties – Pennrose Properties is 
a multifamily developer and residential property 
management company. Many of its properties accept 
Housing Choice Vouchers, and it has developed a 
number of senior and family affordable properties. 
Pennrose has developed more than 8,000 housing 
units throughout the Mid-Atlantic, including a number 
of mixed-use, mixed-income, senior and family 
affordable properties through partnerships with the 
public and private sector. Pennrose also offers property 
management and maintenance services for multifamily 
and mixed-use developments.

 ● ProJeCt of Easton – ProJeCt collaborates with the 
Easton Housing Authority on the Family Self-Sufficiency 
Initiative. This initiative provides a number of services to 
help families find employment, economic independence 
and become self-sufficient.

 ● Valley Housing Development Corporation (VHDC) – 
VHDC is the development nonprofit associated with the 
Lehigh County Public Housing Authority. Since 1982, 
it has developed over 1,300 apartments in Lehigh and 
Northampton counties. Approximately 85% of these units 
are age-restricted for seniors.



C
ha

pt
er

 8
C

rit
ic

al
 In

flu
en

ce
s 

on
 H

ou
si

ng
 M

ar
ke

ts

221

Cumberland Gardens - before renovation

Cumberland Gardens - after renovation: Completed in 1971, the 
rehabilitation of this Allentown Housing Authority property uses a 
variety of financing sources, in partnership with Pennrose Properties.

Past examples of these public/private partnerships include 
the Allentown Rescue Mission rental housing project 
and the Bethlehem YMCA rehabilitation project. Today, 
the Allentown Rescue Mission is no longer affiliated with 
rental housing, according to Mission staff. At the time of 
this report, no additional information was available. The 
Bethlehem YMCA project to rehabilitate and convert 65 
units into 23 single room occupancy units, ten efficiency 
units and two emergency market rate efficiency units was 
completed in December of 2008. In 2009, residents began 
to move in, and the facility has been fully occupied with 
approximately four or five persons on the wait list since 
that time. 

A more recent example of a planned, publically funded 
rental housing project is the rehabilitation of Cumberland 
Gardens in the Allentown 2013-2014 Action Plan for 
federal funding. This Pennrose Properties multifamily 
project uses both tax credit financing and federal funding. 
In its Action Plan, Allentown applied for an allocation of 
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$400,000 in federal funds for this project.13 Based on a 
review of the most recent federal funding Action Plans, 
Allentown is the only CDBG entitlement community 
currently planning on using federal funds for rental housing 
development. 

Act 137 Housing Trust Funds

Based on authorization by the Pennsylvania State 
Legislature under Act 137, Lehigh and Northampton 
counties collect deed recording fees to apply to affordable 
housing efforts. The purpose of Act 137 is to provide a 
funding source to help increase affordable housing for 
households earning incomes less than the median income 
of the county.14 

The Housing Trust Fund in Lehigh County was enacted 
by ordinance in January 1996. Since 2008, the County’s 
Department of Community and Economic Development 
began working with the newly formed Lehigh County 

13 Consolidated Plan - Revised Action Plan for use of Community Development 
Block Grant Program, Emergency Solutions Grants Program and HOME 
Investment Partnerships Program Funds. City of Allentown, Pennsylva-
nia (2013).  Retrieved on February 4, 2014 from http://www.allentownpa.
gov/Portals/0/files/CommunityDevelopment/consolidatedgrantspro-
gram/2013%20CED%20Action%20Plan%20Part%201.pdf

14 Act 137 of 1992. Pennsylvania Housing Finance Agency (2014). Retrieved 
on February 4, 2014 from http://www.phfa.org/hsgresources/act137.
aspx. 

Affordable Housing Trust Fund Advisory Committee to 
allocate funds collected from recording fees based on new 
procedures related to accumulating and distributing funds. 
Instead of distributing funds to the county’s municipal 
redevelopment and housing authorities as was done 
prior to 2007, nonprofit organizations can now apply for 
funding through a grant application process. As noted in 
the 2012 grant application, applicants are scored based 
on the criteria below and to the extent the proposed 
project meets the goals of the Fund, including increasing 
homeownership, the number of affordable units and 
improving the condition of housing in the county.

The applicant criteria for Lehigh County include:

 ● Number of individuals or groups served

 ● Opportunities for long-term housing solutions

 ● Proven program management capabilities and past 
successes

 ● Programs for direct assistance versus administrative 
fees

 ● Projects that leverage additional funding
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627 Ferry Street, Easton, PA: Easton Redevelopment Authority pur-
chased this property with the goal of deconverting it from a two-apart-
ment building to a single family home, rehabbed and sold through the 
Neighborhood Stabilization Program.

 ● Lehigh County geographic distribution capabilities

 ● Ability to complete the project [in a timely fashion]15 

Lehigh County had sufficient funds through 2012 to hold 
the annual grant application process. In 2007, the fund 
balance was more than $1.6 million and diminished 
over the next few years to as low as approximately 
$340,000 in 2011, but increased to more than $600,000 
by 2012.16 However, the advisory committee did not 
accept applications for 2013 in order to allow the funds 
to increase to sufficiently support grants in 2014. Based 
on conversations with county staff, the 2014 application 
process is scheduled to occur. 

15 2012 Housing Trust Fund Application. Lehigh County Department of Com-
munity & Economic Development (2012). Retrieved on February 4, 2014 
from http://www.lehighcounty.org/Departments/CommunityEconomicDevel-
opment/GrantPrograms/tabid/418/Default.aspx.

16 Lehigh County Fiscal Office, 2014.
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Similar to the Housing Trust Fund in Lehigh County, 
Northampton County’s Trust Fund is administered 
through the Department of Community and Economic 
Development in conjunction with the Affordable Housing 
Advisory Committee. This committee sets priorities for 
funding and approves requests for Act 137 assistance. 
Whenever possible, Northampton County will use Act 137 
assistance to leverage other sources of funding. In the 
2013 grant application, the advisory committee outlined 
its expectations for the use of the Housing Trust Funds, 
clearly prioritizing affordable housing:

“All projects funded under the Affordable Housing 
Program (AHP) must maintain or increase the 
availability of quality, affordable housing for 
residents of Northampton County whose annual 
incomes are below the median income for the 
County using the U.S. Department of Housing and 
Urban Development’s Section 8 Income Limits for 
2012.”

Between 2006 and 2012, the committee met twice a year 
to discuss the fund balance and review applications. In 
general, the Northampton County Housing Trust Fund 
distributed between $400,000 and $600,000 each year 
between 2006 and 2009, except during 2007 when fewer 
funds were distributed. During this time, about 30% of 
awards went to nonprofits providing housing support 
services, and 70% were distributed to support housing 
development efforts. Recently, annual awards between 
2011 and 2013 ranged from $15,000 to $130,000. 

Examples of activities funded between 2011 and 2013 
include the following:

 ● Catholic Charities: Emergency housing and utility 
assistance

 ● Community Action Committee of the Lehigh Valley 
(CACLV): Community Action Financial Services, Lehigh 
Valley Community Land Trust
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 ● Easton Area Neighborhood Centers: Emergency 
housing services

 ● Easton Redevelopment Authority: Redevelopment 
project at 627 Ferry Street and the 600 Block of Pine 

 ● Easton Housing Authority: 222 St. Joseph Street 
project

 ● Neighborhood Housing Services: Rehabilitation 
project

 ● Victory Housing of Lehigh Valley: Shelter operations

 ● New Bethany Ministries: Transitional housing 
operations

 ● Valley Housing Development Corporation/Lehigh 
County Housing Authority: 3rd Street Apartments 
project

Throughout this period, the first time homebuyer program, 
a priority for the Fund, steadily received funding. This 
continues to be the case even as the fund balance is 
anticipated to dwindle to $140,000 for 2014 after peaking 
at almost $1.6 million in 2007. The lack of funds for 2014 
led the advisory committee not to accept applications for 
funding this year. When sufficient funds become available, 
the committee will reopen the application process.17 

17 Northampton County Department of Community and Economic Development 
(2014). 
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Employer-Assisted Housing Programs

Multiple prominent companies and institutions in the 
Lehigh Valley have attempted to institute employer-
assisted housing programs, with mixed results. 

Administered through NHS, in 2006 St. Luke’s Hospital 
committed to providing $15,000 annually, consisting of five 
loans of $3,000 each, to eligible employees. To qualify, the 
employees must meet the following criteria:

 ● Satisfactory employment status for one year,

 ● $1,600 in borrower’s own funds set-aside in an account 
for 90 days, and

 ● The purchase of a home in the Indian Hill section of 
Fountain Hill.

Loans provided by St. Luke’s are forgiven at a rate of 20% 
per year over a five-year period if the employee remains 
in good standing and is still living in the home. In addition 
to home loan purchase funding, Keystone Nazareth Bank 
& Trust (KNBT) provides $3,000 loans for façade and 
exterior repairs that are forgiven over a five-year period 
to qualified employees. Although the program is still in 
existence, a conversation with St. Luke’s Hospital Human 
Resources staff revealed that there was little interest in the 

program after it began, and the hospital did not actively 
market the program to employees. Since 2006, less than 
five employees have qualified and taken advantage of the 
program.

During the same period as the St. Luke’s employer-
assisted housing program, Lehigh Valley Hospital offered 
a similar program. That program was terminated due 
partially to lack of interest.

For over a decade, Lehigh University has invested in the 
South Bethlehem community through its Home Buying 
Initiative, available to all benefits-eligible faculty and staff 
members working at least 75% of a full-time schedule.  
The programs include Home Purchase Support (forgivable 
loans of up to either $7,500 or $5,000, depending on the 
neighborhood) and Curb Appeal Support (up to $2,500 in 
loans for exterior home improvements). Approximately two 
to three households participate in the initiative each year.

Muhlenberg College encourages first-time homebuyers 
seeking to move within the Allentown Public School District 
with $1,000 toward closing costs, eligible to all full-time 
employees not already residing in Allentown.  Now in its 
third year, the program has attracted three homebuyers.
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ORGANIZATIONAL CAPACITY

To determine the degree to which affordable housing 
providers in the Lehigh Valley possess the ability to carry 
out their missions, planners evaluated their organizational 
capacity using three primary criteria. These included 
access to capital, staff size and rate of productivity. The 
following narrative provides a summary of this evaluation. 

Access to Capital

Access to capital financing for pre-development costs 
enables a developer to perform a market study, conduct 
a Phase I environmental assessment and obtain site 
control in a timely manner. Without ready access to 
pre-development funds, developers are very limited in 
their ability to explore the feasibility of a project. Many 
of the development entities have access to capital for 
pre-development efforts, but at a relatively small scale. 
The combined average delivery of new construction and 
rehabilitation units for ABC, Habitat for Humanity, HADC, 
and MDC is less than 75 per year. To this point, the scale 
of these operations is not congruous to the identified 
need, evidenced through the housing affordability analysis 
in which Figure 80 shows a deficit of over 30,000 units 

for households earning below 50% of the AMI. Many of 
these organizations rely on grants, sponsorships and 
donations to implement affordable housing development 
and rehabilitation, meaning a portion of their respective 
access to capital is tied to the requirements of their grant 
programs. 

Pennrose Properties has considerable resources for pre-
development and site acquisition efforts (in context of the 
need within the Valley). However, Pennrose operates on 
a regional level, with projects in nine states. The impact of 
this is two-fold. First, Pennrose applies this capital across 
a much greater geographic boundary than the Lehigh 
Valley. This dilutes the amount available to pursue projects 
locally. Second, as a private company with considerable 
geographic breadth, Pennrose’s decision to partner is 
influenced by the relative level of return based on its entire 
company portfolio.
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Staff Size

The number of staff dedicated exclusively to housing 
development indicates how much time and effort a 
developer can devote to creating new housing. A staff 
of several full-time employees working exclusively on 
locating sites and developing financing packages, as well 
as overseeing construction, enables a developer to focus 
on its mission to build housing. The staff levels for housing 
development for all the organizations fell below 20, with 
the majority less than ten. HADC has the largest staff level 
at 18, which includes the construction workers as well. 
Pennrose has greater numbers, but not all are dedicated 
to projects/working in the Lehigh Valley.

Rate of Productivity

Finally, the number of affordable housing units built 
or rehabilitated compared to the number of years of 
experience in affordable housing development indicates 
the level of productivity of a developer. The development 
entities dedicated to production in and around the Lehigh 
Valley area historically have produced between ten 
and twenty units annually (both new construction and 
rehabilitation). However, their focus has varied depending 

upon the mission. For example, HADC functions almost 
exclusively in one area of downtown Allentown, and, 
until recently, focused efforts on rehabilitating existing 
ownership units. Habitat for Humanity has the largest 
concentration of ownership construction units. MDC has 
produced the greatest number of units for persons with 
disabilities (outside the housing authorities). 

Some of these entities produce housing on a regular 
basis, and some are more sporadic. These differences 
often are driven by the type of projects the organization 
specializes in. Those that are active in ownership 
rehabilitation and development have tended to produce 
at regular rates. Those that develop rental properties 
typically approach one to two projects at a time, delivering 
larger number of units more sporadically (i.e. Moravian). 
As noted, Pennrose Properties is the highest performing 
organization, averaging over 300 units annually, though 
this total reflects more than just its efforts in the Lehigh 
Valley.
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CONCLUSIONS

The development entities focusing on modest priced hous-
ing play a critical but comparatively small role in addressing 
housing needs within the Lehigh Valley. Removing Pennrose’s 
national development activity from the analysis, the regional 
entities have rehabilitated or constructed less than 65 units 
annually. When compared to the needs analyses from previous 
chapters, this activity is not commensurate with the existing 
or projected future need for housing affordably priced for the 
lowest earning households. Simply put, the resources and 
expertise dedicated to this effort are not sufficient to bring 
equilibrium to the Valley’s housing market. The private sector 
will need to become active participants for the Lehigh Valley to 
substantially reverse the imbalance of housing price to income.

That stated, the collective efforts of these organizations cannot 
be overemphasized. Most notably, these entities have effec-
tively created complementary efforts that address a number 
of area market needs. While there is some overlap in mission, 
these groups generally have worked in parallel with one an-
other. This is due, in part, to the depth and breadth of need in 
the Valley, which makes it easy to “spread out” the respective 
efforts. However, it was reported by many respondents that 

these groups have some level of interaction and communica-
tion.

These primary findings—on crime, schools, environmental 
degradation and partnering agencies—reinforce the need to 
establish a more formal, policy-based entity within the Lehigh 
Valley. On one hand, the goal of this entity is not to absorb 
or overshadow the existing institutions or development part-
ners, but to complement and enhance their effort by bringing 
disparate research elements together. The consolidation of 
crucial details contained within this chapter can allow both civic 
leaders and housing consumers (both current and future) to 
make better-informed decisions. The market analysis reveals 
policy and regulatory changes that could motivate the private 
sector to be more actively engaged in addressing the need for 
modest priced housing in the Valley. At the same time, this plan 
recognizes that high demand in those areas that rate favorably 
for schools or public safety will inevitably push prices upward, 
resulting in diminished affordability.


