


























































































































TABLE VI

HOUSING UNITS BUILT DURING THE 1970S AND 1980S

County Owner-Occupied Renter-Occupied
1970- 1980- % 1970- | 1980- %
1980 1990 Change 1980 1990 Change
Bucks 28,857 | 29,185 1% 12,317 | 8,164 -34%
Chester 19,985 | 27,335 37% 8,625 | 5,684 -34%
Delaware 10,112 8,750 -13% 9,115 | 4,940 -46%
Montgomery 23,508 | 27,794 18% 15,839 | 9,174 -42%
Philadelphia 12,717 7,975 -37% 24,497 | 5713 | -36%

Burlington
Camden

Gloucester

22,985
19,816
12,330

20,402
16,536

-11%
-17%

13,295 8%

7,731
11,991
4,268

4,949
6,218
2,745

Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, 1990 Census of Population and Housing

%

Delaware Valley Regional Planning Commission
September, 1993
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III. HOW SOUND ARE THE REGION’S RENTAL UNITS?

This chapter discusses the condition of the region’s rental housing stock, considering factors
such as overcrowding, age of the units, presence or absence of certain facilities or amenities
and external condition. It is difficult to assess the condition of the region’s housing stock,
particularly when limited to secondary sources of data such as the United States Census or
the American Housing Survey (AHS). Ideally, an actual survey of housing would be
conducted in order to reach an overall conclusion regarding the quality of an area’s housing
stock. Such an extensive survey, however, was neither cost effective nor time efficient, given
the time constraints of this project and the size of the Delaware Valley region.

The Census of Population and Housing provides certain general indicators of housing
quality, including overcrowding, age of housing and the percentage of units lacking complete
plumbing facilities. Other housing quality indicators are available for the Philadelphia
metropolitan area through the American Housing Survey, completed once every seven years
for the Department of Housing and Urban Development. This report includes a discussion
of the 1989 American Housing Survey of the Philadelphia region, which for the survey
includes all counties included in the DVRPC region except Mercer County. The AHS
discusses indicators such as an external condition survey, the renter’s overall opinion of the
condition of their dwelling unit, the main heating source and the existence of moderate or
severe problems with the plumbing, heating or electrical systems.

The American Housing Survey (AHS), while including greater details on housing units and
their surrounding neighborhoods than does the Department of the Commerce’s Census of
Population and Housing, is also less geographically specific, presenting responses for a total
metropolitan area and two smaller subareas as compared to the expansive geography used
by the Census. It projects metropolitan totals using a much smaller sample size (actually
interviewing approximately 1,000 households in the Philadelphia region before projecting
total responses, for example) and is much more dependent on subjective responses. Certain
information presented in the survey is therefore generally not as accurate as that reported
through the census; income, for example, is traditionally under-reported by the American
Housing Survey. However, information presented regarding housing and neighborhood
conditions is useful in defining general characteristics of neighborhoods and developing
public community development and housing policy.

Census Housing Quality Indicators

The primary housing quality indicator used by most researchers is the age of housing units.
While older units are not necessarily of reduced quality, older units are generally assumed
to be in worse condition than newer units, particularly when the unit is occupied by a renter
rather than the owner. As indicated in Figure X, 30% of the region’s rental housing stock
is over fifty years old, and may therefore be in varying states of disrepair. Over one-half of
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these older rental units are located in the City of Philadelphia, where 42% of the city’s
rental stock was built before 1940. Overall, the rental housing stock in New Jersey is newer
than that in Pennsylvania, with only 20% of New Jersey’s rental units being 50 years old or
more.

Other census variables commonly used when discussing housing quality include over-
crowding, defined as units with more than 1.01 persons per room, and the number of units
that lack a complete kitchen. According to the Census, 46,859 rental households in the
Delaware Valley were living in over-crowded units in 1990. Most of these over-crowded
units are located in Pennsylvania as opposed to New Jersey, because of the large number
located in the City of Philadelphia. Overcrowded conditions are most often encountered
in urban areas; the City of Philadelphia contained over 16,000 over-crowded rental units,
and the cities of Trenton and Camden accounted for an additional 4,000 over-crowded
rental units in 1990.

Few units in the Delaware Valley region lacked complete kitchen facilities in 1990. Of
3,722 rental units lacking such facilities, 60% were located in the City of Philadelphia, and
an additional 12% were located in either Trenton or Camden City.

In general, 1990 census data indicates that the region’s rental housing stock is in generally
sound condition, with the age of some units posing the main threat to the continued good
health of the rental stock. Reduced quality of the stock is concentrated in urban areas, and
may indeed be the main problem facing urban renters.

American Housing Survey Housing Quality Indicators

The American Housing Survey for the Philadelphia region presents data such as external
condition of the unit; the main heating source and heating fuel; and the occupant’s overall
opinion of the structure as indicators of housing quality. In general, more renter-occupied
units were noted to have external conditions such as cracked foundations, broken or boarded
windows, missing siding or shingles, or sagging or visibly damaged roofs than were owner-
occupied units. However, the number of units having these conditions was relatively
insignificant, never accounting for more than 2.5% of the total rental housing stock. The
descriptions were also not mutually exclusive, meaning that one unit could potentially have
all poor external conditions and be counted in every description.

It appears, therefore, that the vast majority of renter-occupied units in the region are in
sound condition. Likewise, very few occupants of renter-occupied units in the region relied
on unconventional sources of heat as their main heating source (such as portable heaters,
kerosene heaters or wood fires).

In terms of overall opinion of their units, owners in general were found by the AHS to be

more satisfied with their units than were renters. On a scale of one-to-ten (with 1 as the
worst and 10 as the best), 43% of owners assigned the best possible ranking to their units,
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as opposed to only 21% of renters. Over 16% of renters ranked their units at five or worse,
compared to less than 6% of owners.

Conclusion

Based on an analysis of available data, the quality of the region’s rental housing stock
appears sound. A potential for deteriorating housing quality exists because of the age of the
stock, indicating a need for continued maintenance and proactive property maintenance
code enforcement.

The 1992 State of New Jersey Comprehensive Housing Affordability Strategy (CHAS)
developed by the New Jersey Department of Community Affairs concluded that 625,000 low
or moderate income households statewide are living in units that are over-crowded,
physically substandard or unaffordable, including 298,000 households that pay 50% or more
of their income for housing costs and 56,000 households living in overcrowded units. In
1986, the New Jersey Council on Affordable Housing estimated that 115,000 low or
moderate income households were living in physically substandard units, but reduced this
estimate to 56,000 households in 1993°.

The quality of the available rental housing stock is of much greater consequence than is the
quantity of rental units in certain areas of the region, particularly in the City of Philadelphia
and other urbanized areas containing older and often over-crowded rental housing. The
supply of rental units in Philadelphia, for example, has actually increased over time while
the population has decreased. However, a 1989 report suggests that the city’s rental housing

stock is in many cases unaffordable and deteriorating'’.

*Housing New Jersey: A Monthly Report on Affordable Housing", Volume 2, Issue 9.

"Dolbeare, Cushing N., Housing in Philadelphia: Report for the Public Law Interest
Center of Philadelphia, June, 1988.
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IV. HOW MUCH DO THE REGION’S RENTERS PAY FOR HOUSING?

This chapter discusses the cost and affordability of residential rental units in the Delaware
Valley, considering both the actual rental cost and the median percentage of income spent
for housing within each of the region’s municipalities. A standard definition of affordability
assumes that rental units are affordable if their occupants pay 30% or less of their income
for rent and utilities. A second definition of affordability discussed briefly in this chapter
considers both household income and household size in defining "shelter-poor" households.

The Cost of Rental Housing

As indicated in Table VII, the average monthly cost of rent plus utilities in the DVRPC
region in 1990 was $520. The highest median cost was in Bucks County, where a median
priced rental unit cost over $600 per month, while the lowest cost rental units were located
in Philadelphia. In general, rental units in the suburban New Jersey counties cost less per
month than units in the suburban Pennsylvania counties, although fewer rental units are
located in these areas. Figure XI illustrates the median monthly cost of rent plus utilities
in each municipality in the Delaware Valley in 1989.

Table VII also lists the percent of households in each county paying 30% or more of their
income for rent and utilities”!. The majority of renters living in the Delaware Valley
region are living in affordable units, paying less than 30% of their income towards rent and
utilities. Forty percent of the region’s renters, however, pay more than 30% of their income
towards housing costs. Higher housing costs make it difficult for renters to afford other
necessities, including transportation, food, and medical and educational expenses.
Households paying a higher percentage of their income towards rent and utilities may also
find it difficult to save money towards eventual homeownership. Figure XII translates the
monthly cost of renting into the median percentage of household income spent for rent and
utilities by occupants of units in each municipality.

Figure XIII maps the median cost of rent and utilities by census tract in the City of
Philadelphia, while Figure XIV translates these local costs into percentages of the household
income of residents that is spent for rent and utilities in the City of Philadelphia. It should
be noted that although the City of Philadelphia has the lowest median rent in the DVRPC
region, 46% of its renter-occupied households pay 30% or more of their income for rent and
utilities and are therefore living in "unaffordable" units.

1A standard measurement of "affordability” assumes that renters can afford to pay up
to 30% of their income towards the cost of rent plus utilities. Households paying 30% or
more of their income towards these costs are therefore considered to be living in
"unaffordable" units.
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Impacts of High Rental Costs on the Elderly and the Poor

The cost of rental housing impacts differently on different population groups. The elderly
generally pay higher percentages of their income for housing costs, as do the poor. Census
data indicates that in 1990 over 60% of all elderly-headed renter households in the
Delaware Valley paid 30% or more of their income towards housing costs, although only
40% of the general population paid similar percentages. The 1989 American Housing
Survey (AHS) indicated that the number of elderly renters living in unaffordable units in
the AHS-defined Philadelphia area (which includes all of the counties in the DVRPC region
except Mercer) was even higher, estimating that over 75% of elderly-headed renter
households in the region paid 30% or more of their income towards housing.

Lower income households typically pay a larger percentage of their income towards housing
costs than do higher-income families. The 1990 census indicates that 70% of the region’s
renter-occupied households that pay 30% or more of their income towards housing costs
also earn less than $20,000 per year. According to the 1989 American Housing Survey,
almost 135,000 households living in rental housing earned $10,000 or less annually and could
therefore afford to pay no more than $250 per month for housing, but only 57,100 units in
the Philadelphia region rented for that amount or less (including utilities). The number of
households in need of lower-cost units therefore exceeded the number of affordable units
available by almost 78,000 units. It is apparent that many lower-income families were living
in unaffordable units, not by choice but because no other more affordable options existed.

In contrast, the number of units costing between $250 and $500 per month, which would be
affordable to households earning between $10,000 and $20,000 annually, exceeded the
number of such households by over 100,000. Likewise, the number of units that households
earning between $20,000 and $40,000 could afford (costing between $500 and $1,000 per
month) exceeded the number of these households by over 32,000. Interestingly, the number
of renter-occupied households earning between $40,000 and $60,000 per year exceeded the
number of units costing between $1,000 and $1,500 per month by over 49,000 units, and the
number of households earning over $60,000 per year exceeded the number of units costing
over $1,500 per month by over 31,000 units. Many higher-income households apparently
occupy units that cost less than they could theoretically afford to pay, based on a standard
definition of affordability.

Shelter Poverty

As noted previously, a standard determination of affordability maintains that if a household
is paying 30% or less of their income towards housing costs, including rent and utilities, than
that household is living in an "affordable" unit. A separate measure of affordability,
maintains that affordability is relative to household income and household size. A report
issued by the Economic Policy Institute in 1990 determined that there are many low-income
households who are shelter-poor even though they may spend less than 30% of their income
for housing, and, conversely, that many higher income households can afford to spend 30%,
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40%, or even more of their income for housing while maintaining a very comfortable
lifestyle.'?

Shelter poverty is defined as a sliding measure of affordability based on household size and
income, rather than strictly considering the percentage of income paid for housing costs.
This approach is conservative; there were 27 million households considered shelter-poor in
1987, although there were 33 million households paying 25% or more of their income for
housing and 28 million paying 30% or more. Rather than expanding the number of people
paying too much for housing, this revised definition of affordability presents a different
profile of who these people are. Based on this definition, 42% of all renters were shelter-
poor in 1987, mainly with annual incomes of $20,000 or less. Approximately one-third of
these were married-couple families with low-wage jobs; one-third were single parent
families; and the remainder were elderly and single person households earning less than
$10,000 annually.

The average household size of shelter-poor households is larger than the general population.
Of larger renter households (those with six or more people), 75% are shelter-poor as
opposed to only 30% of single-person renter households, even though the percentage of
these households paying 25% or more of their income for rent and utilities does not vary
significantly from other households. Although the majority of shelter-poor households are
white, a disproportionate percentage of black and Hispanic households are shelter-poor;
while 30% of all households are shelter-poor; 50% of black households and 50% of Hispanic
households are shelter-poor.

Since 1970, renters’ housing costs have increased at approximately the same average rate
as homeowners’ costs. The average income of renters, however, has consistently been lower
than that of homeowners, and renters have also lagged behind homeowners in terms of
income growth. This has resulted in a rental affordability problem that has worsened at a
substantially higher rate than affordability for homeowners. Between 1970 and 1987, real
median gross rent (which includes the cost of both rent and utilities) increased by 26%,
while the real median income of renters decreased by 13%. Between 1970 and 1987, the
number of shelter-poor renter-occupied households increased from 8.4 million to 13.9
million, an increase of 66%, while the number of shelter-poor homeowners increased by
37% between 1970 and 1983 and then decreased by 10% between 1983 and 1987,

2Stone, Michael, One-Third of a Nation: A New Look at Housing Affordability in
America, Economic Policy Institute, Washington, D.C., 1990.

Stone, Michael E., One-Third of a Nation: A New Look at Housing Affordability in
America, Economic Policy Institute, Washington, D.C., 1990.
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TABLE Vil

COST OF RENT PLUS UTILITIES IN THE DELAWARE
VALLEY, 1990

County Median Monthly | Percent of Households

Cost of Rent Paying 30% or More of
and Utilities Income for Rent
Bucké $604 37%
Chester $581 32%
Delaware. $526 40%
Montgomery $593 34%
Philadelphia $452 46%

Burlington $597 35%
Camden ' $507 41%
Gloucester $521 38%
Mercer $570 36%

Source: 1990 U.S. Census of Population and Housing

% Delaware Valley Regional Planning Commission
September, 1993
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Figure XI
Median Monthly Cost

of Rent plus Utilities

Delaware Valley, 1990
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Figure XII
Percent of Income Spent
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Figure Xl

MEDIAN MONTHLY COST

OF RENT AND UTILITIES,

CITY OF PHILADELPHIA,
1990
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Figure XIV

PERCENT OF INCOME SPENT
FOR RENT AND UTILITIES,
CITY OF PHILADELPHIA,
1989
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V. HOW MOBILE ARE THE REGION’S RENTERS?

Preceding chapters have presented an assessment of the region’s rental housing stock and
its occupants. This chapter considers limits on mobility imposed by the affordability,
quantity and quality of the rental housing stock in specific locations. It first discusses
affordability of the region’s rental housing stock, since cost is a major determinant of where
a household can live. The chapter then presents information on the number of vehicles
available to renter-occupied households as opposed to owner-occupied households, as an
indication of where renters would want or need to live. Finally, it considers rental vacancy
rates in the region, in order to begin to evaluate locations in the region where demand may
exceed the supply of available rentals.

Rental Affordability

The previous chapter discussed both the median cost of renting units and the median
percentage of household income spent for housing costs by renters in each of the region’s
municipalities as an indication of affordability. A discussion of the percentage of income
spent for housing costs by current occupants as an indication of affordability is misleading,
however, because income of the current residents is largely reflective of the cost of the
rental unit. Lower-income renters, for example, usually must rent in areas with
concentrations of lower cost rental units, while higher-income renters have the ability to
choose a location independent of cost.

In order to consider whether the regional rental housing stock is affordable to the average
household that will be renting, the average income of renter-occupied households is
estimated, utilizing 1990 census data. The percentage of this average income that a renter
would have to pay to rent a median-cost unit in each municipality is then considered. This
revised measurement of affordability is more indicative of the ability of the average renter
to live anywhere within the region, based on factors such as job location, transportation or
other service needs or personal preference.

The average renter-occupied household in the Delaware Valley region earns $23,100
annually, and could afford to pay approximately $575 per month for rent and utilities. As
indicated in Table VIII, 217 of the region’s 353 (61%) municipalities would be considered
affordable to the region’s average renter, while the median cost rental unit in 39% of the
region’s localities is unaffordable. Using this definition of affordability, the least affordable
counties in the region are Mercer County, where the median rent in only 2 of the county’s
15 municipalities is affordable to average renters, and Bucks County, where only 24 of the
county’s 54 municipalities are affordable.

Figure XV illustrates rental affordability in the Delaware Valley, identifying municipalities
where the average renter-occupied household, earning $23,100 annually, would pay 30% or
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less of their income for rent and utilities. As indicated in Figure XV, the rental housing
stock in many of the region’s current and emerging suburban employment centers, including
King of Prussia, the Route 422 Corridor, central Chester County, lower Bucks County, the
Cherry Hill/Voorhees area and the Route 1 Corridor, is unaffordable to the region’s
average-income renter-occupied household. An exception is the City of Philadelphia, which
represents the region’s largest single concentration of employment and also contains
affordable rental housing. In many areas of the city, however, quality of the stock and
characteristics of the surrounding neighborhoods (such as high crime rates) are more
significant deterrents to potential renters than affordability.

Areas with the most affordable rental housing tend to be located away from employment
centers and public transit links, forcing entry-level and other lower-income employees
dependent on the rental market to live a considerable distance from work. Detrimental
effects of this situation include increased traffic congestion, decreased air quality, reduced
employee productivity, and increased absenteeism and employee turnover rates.

Table IX identifies the average annual wage of selected occupations in the Delaware Valley,
including essential workers such as clerical staff and computer operators; maintenance and
janitorial workers; nurses and health care workers; and teachers. It then estimates the
average monthly rent that each worker could afford, and identifies the number of localities
in the region in which that worker could afford to rent the median-cost rental unit. Table
illustrates the difficulties faced by many employees dependent upon the rental housing
market in locating an affordable unit. Locating an affordable unit is even more difficult for
low-income households living on fixed incomes, such as Social Security, AFDC or disability
insurance.

The Availability of Motor Vehicles

It has been assumed that renters are generally more dependent on public transit, walking
or bicycling than are homeowners, and need (and/or want) to be close to either work,
services or public transit. Census data supports this assumption; the 1990 census indicated
that 34% of all renter-occupied households living in the region had no vehicle available, and
an additional 43% owned only one vehicle. This is in sharp contrast to owner-occupied
households, 11% of which owned no vehicles and 31% of which owned only one car.

More renters living in the five-county Pennsylvania area have no vehicle available than
renters living in the four New Jersey counties (with 38% of Pennsylvania renter-occupied
households having no car as compared to only 22% of New Jersey renters). This is due in
large part to the extensive public transit system available to Pennsylvania renters,
particularly in and around the city of Philadelphia, and the relatively limited access to public
transit available to residents of southern New Jersey. Lower vehicle ownership rates in
Pennsylvania may also be attributable to higher population and employment densities found
in many Pennsylvania communities and resulting concentrations of employment and services.
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Rental Vacancy Rates

Figure X VI illustrates rental vacancy rates by municipality in the DVRPC region, and Figure
XVII depicts rental vacancy rates at the census tract level for Philadelphia. While some
variability in vacancy rates can be attributed to fluctuations in the market, economists
generally agree that vacancy rates of 4% or less may indicate that demand in these locations
exceeds the supply of available units. In the Delaware Valley region, 133 of a total 353
municipalities (33%) have vacancy rates of 4% or less. Some areas with very low rental
vacancy rates have few available services and scarce employment opportunities, limiting
demand for rental housing. In other municipalities, however, such as northern Burlington
County, central Chester County and western Delaware County, rental vacancy rates appear
to indicate that the demand for rental units may be exceeding the available supply in the
vicinity of suburban employment opportunities and in areas with access to public transit.

Conclusion

Mobility of renters in the Delaware Valley is apparently limited by the affordability of the
available stock in certain locations and by the number of rental units available. Given the
dependence of many renters on public transit, walking or bicycling, the demand for lower-
cost rental units is greatest in and around employment centers, due to the housing needs of
entry-level and lower management-level employees, and in urban areas, where access to
necessary services would be available to low and moderate income households. However,
available rental units in many locations in and around suburban employment centers or
close to public transit stations are limited, and often unaffordable to the average renter.
Rental units located in urban areas are generally less expensive, but are often of lower
quality and may still be unaffordable to low and moderate income households in need of
social and medical services. The relationship between the location of sound affordable
rental housing units, employment centers, services and public transit access will be further
examined in the second phase of this study.
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TABLE VIl
RENTAL AFFORDABILITY IN THE DELAWARE VALLEY, 1990

County Total Number Number of Percent of
of "Affordable the Regicon’s

Municipalities | Municipalities" | Municipalities
Bucks 54 24 44%
Chester 73 45 62%
Delaware 49 34 69%
Montgomery 62 34 55%
1 1 100%

Philadelphia

Burlington 40 23 58%
Camden 37 33 89%
Gloucester 24 22 92%
Mercer 13 2 15%

Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, 1990 Census of Population and Housing

“An “affordable” municipality is one where a household occupying a rental unit earning
the region’s average annual income for renter-occupied households ($23,100) would pay
less than 30% of their income to rent a median-cost unit in that Jocation, including

utilities.

Delaware Valley Regional Planning Commission
September, 1993
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TABLE IX
MOBILITY OF EMPLOYEES IN SELECTED OCCUPATIONS, 1990

Occupation Average Affordable Number of % of the
Annual Wage Monthly Municipalities Region’s
Rent Affordable to | Municipalities
These
Workers ™

File Clerk $11,908 $298 3 1%
Security Guard $12,813 $320 5 1%
Typist $14,924 $373 6 2%
Retail Sales $15,600 $390 9 2%
Accounting Clerk $15,782 $395 12 3%
Janitor $16,058 $400 13 4%
Nursing Aide $16,744 $419 18 5%
Computer $17,576 $439 28 8%
Operator
Maintainance $20,500 $513 133 38%
Worker
Secretary $21,788 $545 183 52%
Region’s $23,100
Average Renter
Warehouse $23,566 $589 232 66%
Worker
Teacher $24,500 $613 253 72%
LPN $24,544 $614 253 72%
Computer - $25,636 $641 269 76%
Programmer
Registered Nurse $30,966 $774 323 92%

Source: New Jersey Department of Labor, "Compendium of New Jersey Wage Surveys’, October, 1992;
and Pennsylvania Department of Labor and Industry.

" “Affordable” defined as having rental costs including utilities not exceeding 30% of income.

" "Affordable” municipalities have median gross rents equal to or lower than affordable rent.

% Delaware Valley Regional Planning Commission
September, 1993
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Figure XVII

RENTAL VACANCY RATES,
CITY OF PHILADELPHIA,
1990
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VI. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

This chapter summarizes the key findings of each of the preceding chapters, considering
characteristics of renters; the location, quality and cost of the rental stock; and the mobility
of the region’s renters. It then discusses issues which will be addressed during the second
phase of the Delaware Valley Regional Planning Commission’s research on the region’s
rental housing, to be completed by June 30, 1994.

Characteristics of Renters

The average renter in the Delaware Valley is between 25 and 34 years of age
and earns significantly less than the average homeowner, with an average
annual income of approximately $23,100.

A larger proportion of blacks rent as compared to whites, largely reflective of
the overall lower annual income of blacks. In past years, it has also been
more difficult for non-white households to enter the homeownership market
because of factors such as steering of families into certain neighborhoods by
real estate representatives and redlining of certain neighborhoods by some
financial institutions.

Renters generally live in small households, typically either individually or with
one other person. A significant number of rental households, however, are
occupied by larger low or moderate-income families that often live in over-
crowded conditions due to a limited supply of three or four-bedroom rental
units.

The region’s renters consist of a diverse group of people with a broad range
of needs and desires. The challenge facing the rental housing market lies in
meeting the needs of this diverse group.

Location of the Region’s Rental Housing

Forty percent of the Delaware Valley region’s rental housing stock is located
in the City of Philadelphia. Other municipalities with significant numbers of
rental housing units include the cities of Trenton, Camden and Chester and
other urban boroughs located throughout the region.

Many of the region’s newer suburban job centers do not contain significant
numbers of rental housing units; new residential development in these
suburban communities is typically lower density development not conducive
to the rental market.
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Quality of the Rental Housing Stock

Census data and American Housing Survey data indicates that the region’s
rental housing stock is generally of sound quality. In certain locations,
however, poor quality of their rental units may be the most significant
problem facing local renters, particularly in older urbanized areas.

According to the 1990 Census of Population and Housing, 30% of the region’s
housing stock is over fifty years old. While not all older housing units are
necessarily deteriorated, age of the housing stock is considered to be an
indication of deteriorated quality, particularly of rental units,

Cost of Rental Housing

The average monthly rent paid in the Pennsylvania counties within the
DVRPC region is lower than that in the four suburban New Jersey counties.
Excluding the City of Philadelphia, however (where 40% of the region’s rental
housing stock is located), the average rent paid in the four suburban
Pennsylvania counties of Bucks, Chester, Delaware and Montgomery is higher
than that paid in New Jersey municipalities.

While the majority of low cost rental housing units are located in the City of
Philadelphia and other cities and boroughs, many of the residents occupying
these units are lower-income and shelter-poor, paying over 30% of their
income for rent and utilities.

Lower income households are forced to pay a significantly higher percentage
of their income towards rent and utilities than median or even moderate
income households.

Older households pay a higher percentage of their income towards their rent
and utilities than do younger households. While only 40% of all renter-
occupied households paid more than 30% of their income for rent and
utilities in 1989, over 60% of elderly renter households paid more than this
amount.

Mobility of the Region’s Renters

In almost 40% of the region’s municipalities, average income renters could
not afford to rent a unit with the median gross rent for that municipality (with
affordability defined as paying 30% or less of their income for rent plus
utilities), limiting the mobility of these families.
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- Approximately one-half of the households occupying rental units in the region
pay less than 30% of their income for rent and utilities. The freedom to live
close to work or in other desirable locations is limited for these households,
however, by the lack of affordable rental units in certain locations.

- The rental vacancy rate in 115 municipalities (33%) is less than 4%, implying
that demand in these areas exceeds the supply of available rental units.

- The majority of renters in the region own either no cars or one vehicle,
making them less mobile than the average homeowner. Renters typically,
therefore, need to be within walking or biking distance of either their place
of employment and necessary services or public transit. In this region,
however, areas in the vicinity of employment centers or transit nodes do not
typically contain a significant number of sound, affordable rental housing
units.

- The high initial costs of homeownership, specifically downpayment and closing
costs, has made it extremely difficult for many renters to save towards
eventual homeownership, leaving many renters who would traditionally move
on to homeownership stuck at the upper end of the rental market. This in
turn limits the supply of units for other renters and increases the cost of rental
units at desirable locations.

NEXT STEPS

This report has presented a brief assessment of the region’s rental housing stock and its
occupants. The picture presented in this document raises several questions regarding
problems facing the region’s renters and public policies which have helped to create the
rental housing market as it exists today. For example, what are the most serious problems
regarding the rental housing market? Potential responses to this question include the
quantity of the rental housing stock; the location of rental units; or quality of the stock.

Are the needs of renters the same in all areas of the region, or do they differ based on
location? In some locations, the most immediate problem facing renters may involve
meeting the social service needs of the occupants of rental housing, given that many low and
moderate income households are dependent on the rental market for shelter. In such cases
an improved basic education, job training, day care, access to medical and social services or
basic home management skills may be key to improving the lives of renters. In other more
suburban locations, a lack of rental units may inhibit the ability of workers to live close to
employment opportunities or transit, increasing commute times, traffic congestion and air
quality while decreasing employee productivity.

Is there a minimum percentage of a municipality’s housing stock that should be rental units
in order to serve the municipality’s population? Should all municipalities in the region
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contain rental housing units to serve their populations, or should rental housing be
concentrated in areas close to employment opportunities or accessible to services and public
transit? How should public policy be developed or altered in order to sway private actions
and address problems facing the occupants of the region’s rental housing?

The current report presents the basic information required in order to begin to consider
these issues, but does not attempt to resolve these questions. A second report, to be
completed in the summer of 1994, will further consider the data and issues presented here
and present recommendations designed to improve the lives of the region’s renters.
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