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HOUSING

Providing adequate housing has been national 
policy since 1949 when the United States Hous-
ing Act was enacted. Although progress has been 
made through six decades of programs and fund-
ing, the fundamental goal of providing decent and 
affordable housing to each family remains unmet. 
In the Lehigh Valley, progress has been made in 
the area of providing decent housing. Slums have 
been razed. Unsafe housing has been upgraded. 
Overcrowding is less common. Regulations as-
sure that new housing meets minimum livability 
standards. However, the housing needs of the 
disadvantaged segments of society remain only 
partially met. In 2007, An Affordable Housing As-
sessment of the Lehigh Valley stated that “The 
primary issue confronting the Lehigh Valley is 
how to create affordable housing opportunities for 
households with lower incomes.” The demand for 
subsidized housing exceeds the supply. The five 
public housing authorities had a total of 6,024 ap-
plicants on their waiting lists for Section 8 vouchers 
and public housing units in 2006. The overall public 
housing rate of 98% reflects a critical undersupply 
of affordable rental housing units. 

Blacks and Hispanics comprised 76% of the area’s 
population increase between 2000 and 2006-8. 
These groups have significantly higher poverty 
rates than non-Hispanic whites according to the 
2000 Census. The poverty rate for Hispanics is 
four times higher than for non-Hispanic whites. 
The poverty rate for blacks is about three times 
the poverty rate for non-Hispanic whites. Also, 
the housing needs of other disadvantaged popula-
tion segments remain unmet. Demand for hous-
ing exceeds available supply for the elderly, the 
handicapped, and those requiring the assistance 
of the counties’ human service agencies. Three-
quarters of the Lehigh Valley population which is 
eligible for subsidized rental housing does not live 
in such housing.

The further concentration of poverty within the cit-
ies continues. As shown in Graph 8, the poverty 
rates of the three cities between 1979 and 1999 
increased while poverty rates outside of the cit-
ies went down. Between 1999 and 2006-8, the 
poverty rate in Allentown increased from 18.5% to 
21.1%. The poverty rate in Bethlehem rose from 
15.7% to 15.9%, while the poverty rate in Easton 
rose from 16.0% to 19.2%. In the parts of Lehigh 

County and Northampton County that were not 
in the cities, the poverty rates rose from 3.7% to 
4.2% and from 4.3% to 4.5% respectively, revers-
ing the drops found between 1979 and 1999. The 
growth in poverty rates in the parts of the counties 
outside of the cities grew by less than in Allentown 
and Bethlehem between 1999 and 2006-8. The 
disparity in poverty rates does not reflect that the 
provision of housing in a wide choice of locations 
that maximize social and economic opportunities 
for everyone. Also, the trends further imbalances 
the costs of governance, to the disadvantage of 
the cities.

Housing affordability has reemerged as an im-
portant housing issue. Housing prices escalated 
in the Lehigh Valley until 2008 and have since 
retreated to 2005 levels according to Kamran 
Afshar Associates. The median price of a Lehigh 
Valley home was $202,500 in 2008. The median 
household income ($54,496) would be insufficient 
to buy the median priced house in 28 Lehigh Val-
ley municipalities with ten or more sales during 
2008. Unfortunately, these 28 municipalities rep-
resented 89% of the new home sales, putting the 
fast-growing new construction areas out of reach 
for most of the region’s families.

According to the Affordable Housing Assessment, 
“many low income households, both renters and 
homeowners, are cost burdened. In 2000, 25.9% 
of the 14,404 low income households that rented 
were cost burdened. In 2000, 35.3% of the 25,355 
low income households who were homeowners 
were cost burdened.” Cost burdened households 
are those that need to spend more than 30% of 
their income on housing.
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Map	17	depicts	the	distribution	of	residential	land	
uses	within	the	urban	and	urbanizing	core	of	the	
Lehigh	Valley.	 Outside	 of	 this	 area,	 low	 density	
single	 family	 detached	 housing	 predominates.	
Within	the	core	area,	most	twins	and	townhouses	
are	 found	 in	 the	cities	and	 the	boroughs.	Apart-
ments	are	scattered	throughout	the	area.	Mobile	
homes	and	mobile	home	parks	are	found	mostly	
in	the	outlying	townships.

The	private	sector	housing	market	has	responded	
to	the	increased	number	of	elderly	persons,	by	pro-
viding	housing	choices	specific	to	their	needs	and	
lifestyles.	These	housing	arrangements	span	the	
spectrum	from	assisted	housing	to	age-restricted	
communities.	The	 housing	 market	 will	 continue	
to	 respond	 to	 development	 opportunities	 in	 the	
coming	years.	The	forecast	of	a	72.6%	increase	
in	 the	number	of	persons	age	65	and	over	 tak-
ing	place	between	2000	and	2030	will	drive	this	
development.

Goal

To provide an adequate supply of affordable hous-
ing which meets the needs of all income and social 
groups.

polIcIes

•	 Municipalities	 should	 regulate	 only	 to	 the	
extent	necessary	to	assure	legitimate	health,	
safety	 and	welfare	objectives.	Greater	 stan-
dards	will	unnecessarily	raise	housing	costs.

•	 The	particular	needs	of	disadvantaged	seg-
ments	of	the	population	should	be	addressed.	
These	 segments	 include	 the	 handicapped,	
the	elderly,	 the	mentally	 ill,	minority	groups,	
households	 with	 a	 female	 head	 and	 one-
person	households.

•	 The	housing	market	should	be	open	and	free	
from	discrimination	based	on	sex,	race,	age,	
national	origin,	familial	status	or	handicap.	The	
strict	enforcement	of	fair	housing	laws	should	
be	used	in	achieving	this	policy.

•	 Financial	institutions	doing	business	in	the	Le-
high	Valley	should	assist	with	regional	housing	
finance	needs	through	the	continued	financial	
support	of	housing	development	corporations	
and	the	loan	pool	for	financing	the	construc-
tion	of	rental	housing	for	the	low	and	moderate	
income	people.	A	cooperative	effort	by	local	

financial	 institutions	 in	 providing	 mortgage	
financing	for	moderate	income	families	for	new	
and	older	housing	units	should	be	undertaken.	
The	 existing	 housing	 development	 corpora-
tions	should	work	throughout	the	two-county	
area.

•	 Mobile	homes,	sectional	homes	and	modular	
homes	 installed	 on	 permanent	 foundations	
should	be	allowed	 in	 the	same	districts	and	
with	 the	same	 requirements	as	other	single	
family	detached	dwellings.

ImplementatIon

•	 Municipalities	should	revise	land	development	
ordinances	to	eliminate	provisions	that	unnec-
essarily	 increase	 costs	 of	 constructing	 new	
housing.	Specifically,	 this	can	be	addressed	
in	the	following	ways:
–	Municipalities	should	use	LVPC	suggested	

ordinances	dealing	with	subdivisions,	mobile	
home	parks	and	planned	residential	devel-
opments.

–	Municipalities	 should	 follow	 suggested	
zoning	 standards	 for	 residential	 uses	 as	
contained	in	the	LVPC	Zoning	Guide.

–	Municipalities	 should	 adopt	 zoning	 ordi-
nances	in	accord	with	lot	sizes	and	densities	
shown	in	Table	5.

–	The	 location	 of	 new	 residential	 areas	
should	be	consistent	with	the	overall	goals	
and	 policies	 of	 this	 comprehensive	 plan.	
Residential	zones	should	be	located	in	areas	
recommended	for	urban	development	in	the	
comprehensive	plan.	

•	 The	LVPC	will	support	the	efforts	of	area	hous-
ing	authorities,	social	service	agencies,	non-
profit	organizations	and	housing	development	
corporations	when	such	efforts	are	consistent	
with	the	policies	of	this	plan.

•	 LVPC	reviews	will	recommend	against	exces-
sive	 standards	 that	 will	 unnecessarily	 raise	
housing	costs.

•	 LVPC	 reviews	 of	 land	 use	 regulations	 and	
comprehensive	plans	will	advocate	densities	
consistent	with	Table	2	and	the	mobile	home/
modular	home	policies	of	this	element.

•	 The	counties	should	continue	to	use	the	Afford-
able	Housing	Trust	Funds	to	finance	programs	
and	projects	 that	meet	 needs	 for	 affordable	
housing.
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Goal

To provide housing in a wide choice of locations 
which maximize the social and economic oppor-
tunities for everyone.

polIcIes

•	 To	promote	economic	and	social	integration,	
residential	communities	should	include	a	va-
riety	and	mix	of	housing	types	and	values.

•	 Housing	type	and	location	choices	should	be	
expanded	 in	 accord	 with	 the	 following	 prin-
ciples:
–	Low	and	moderate	income	housing	should	

be	 located	 with	 convenient	 access	 to	 job	
opportunities	and	transit	service.

–	Over-concentrations	 of	 low	 and	 moderate	
income	 housing	 in	 any	 one	 area	 of	 a	 ju-
risdiction	should	be	avoided.	New	low	and	
moderate	income	housing	should	be	located	
in	stable	neighborhoods	where	social	and	
economic	integration	is	possible.

•	 Affordable	housing	should	be	located	conve-
nient	to	major	employment	areas.

ImplementatIon

•	 Municipalities	 should	 provide	 for	 the	 basic	
forms	of	housing	defined	by	the	Pennsylvania	
Municipalities	 Planning	 Code	 (MPC).	These	
are:	 single-family	 and	 two-family	 dwellings,	

a	reasonable	range	of	multi-family	dwellings	
in	various	arrangements,	mobile	homes	and	
mobile	home	parks.

•	 LVPC	reviews	will	support	plans,	ordinances	
and	projects	consistent	with	these	policies.	The	
1994	LVPC	report	entitled	Housing-Zoning	will	
be	updated	and	used	as	a	resource	for	issues	
relating	to	the	cost	and	variety	of	housing	op-
portunities	in	Lehigh	Valley	communities	and	
the	consistency	of	local	housing	policies	with	
the	 recommendations	of	 this	plan.	Changes	
will	 be	 recommended	 for	 plans,	 ordinances	
and	projects	that	are	not	consistent.

Goal

To promote and maintain suitable living environ-
ments and housing.

polIcIes

•	 Neighborhoods	 with	 substantial	 amounts	 of	
older	housing	and	structures	that	require	up-
grading	should	be	revitalized	by	cooperative	
efforts	of	public	and	private	institutions.

•	 Adequate	government	services	should	support	
neighborhood	 rehabilitation	 programs.	The	
scattered	demolition	of	unusable	units	should	
be	undertaken	where	appropriate	to	provide	
a	decent	living	environment.

•	 Neighborhoods	should	be	protected	from	ad-
verse	impacts	including	environment	impacts.	
Such	 impacts	 include	 but	 are	 not	 limited	 to	
noise,	 air	 pollution,	 visual	 blight,	 offensive	
odors,	glare	and	vibrations.

ImplementatIon

•	Financial	institutions	should	be	responsive	to	
strategies	of	reinvestment	in	older	residential	
neighborhoods.	 Financial	 institutions	 and	
existing	 housing	 development	 corporations	
should	cooperate	in	increasing	the	availability	
of	mortgage	financing	funds	within	these	older	
areas.	

•	Municipalities	should	make	use	of	federal	and	
state	grant	programs	to	accomplish	housing	
rehabilitation.	Specifically,	communities	should	
use	the	Community	Development	Block	Grant	
programs,	federal	housing	programs	for	reha-
bilitation	of	existing	housing	and	neighborhood	
improvement	 programs	 administered	 by	 the	
Pennsylvania	Department	of	Community	and	
Economic	Development.
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•	Municipalities	should	establish	thorough	and	
workable	housing	code	enforcement	programs	
to	improve	areas	with	substantial	amounts	of	
older	 housing.	Financial	 support	 for	 the	 im-
provements	should	 include	both	private	and	
public	sector	sources.

•	Municipalities	should	promote	increased	home	
ownership	as	part	of	neighborhood	revitaliza-
tion	program	strategies.

Goal

To promote the orderly development of new well-
planned residential environments.

Policies

•	 Encourage	new	residential	neighborhoods	in	
the	areas	 recommended	 for	urban	develop-
ment	in	this	comprehensive	plan.

•	 Developments	should	be	 located	and	 timed	
to	make	maximum	use	of	existing	and	future	
investments	in	services	such	as	public	sewer	
and	community	water	facilities,	adequate	pub-
lic	 roads	and	public	 transportation	systems,	
shopping	facilities,	police	and	fire	protection,	
recreational	opportunities,	schools	and	social	
services.

•	 Encourage	the	utilization	of	innovative	residen-
tial	development	techniques	such	as	planned	
residential	development,	traditional	neighbor-
hood	development,	conservation	design	and	
cluster	 development	 to	 provide	high	quality	
residential	living	environments	and	minimize	
the	 impact	of	development	upon	the	natural	
environment	of	the	site.

•	 New	residential	development	should	not	locate	
in	areas	where	 identified	noises	exceed	ac-
cepted	standards	such	as	those	promulgated	
by	federal	agencies,	unless	the	impacts	can	
be	remedied	by	construction,	site	planning	or	
other	techniques.

imPlementation

•	Municipalities	should	plan	and	budget	for	the	
orderly	development	of	services,	facilities	and	
utilities	as	part	of	an	overall	capital	improve-
ments	 program	 in	 order	 to	 provide	 suitable	
areas	for	new	residential	growth.

•	LVPC	reviews	will	support	housing	proposals	
in	areas	recommended	for	residential	develop-
ment.

•	LVPC	reviews	will	consider	noise	in	assessing	
the	suitability	of	a	site	for	residential	develop-
ment.

•	The	LVPC	will	 support	 legislation	which	 re-
quires	 the	coordination	of	development	with	
the	availability	of	adequate	infrastructure.

•	 The	 LVPC	will	 encourage	 the	 adoption	 of	
cluster,	CD,	 TND	and	PRD	provisions	 and	
their	use	where	it	would	be	consistent	with	the	
policies	of	this	plan.

•	 The	LVPC	will	advocate	workable	legislation	
that	 enables	 the	 fair	 share	 of	 off-site	 infra-
structure	impact	costs	to	be	financed	by	the	
residential	developer.	Once	workable	legisla-
tion	is	in	place,	municipalities	will	be	encour-
aged	to	use	it	to	help	finance	needed	off-site	
improvements.




