The following people were instrumental in their contributions to the planning and programming
of the Decatur Housing Summit, as well as in the day-of activities: Bill Bolling (Atlanta Regional
Housing Forum), Ann Carpenter (Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta), Paula Collins (Member of
Decatur Better Together Advisory Board), Scott Doyon (Decatur Planning Commission), Mike
Edelson (InterDev), Douglas S. Faust (Decatur Housing Authority), Peg Geronimo (Decatur Lifelong
Community Advisory Board), Marisa Ghani (Atlanta Regional Commission), Daniel W. Immergluck
(Georgia State University), Sarah Kirsch (Urban Land Institute, Atlanta Chapter), Alicia Phillip
(Community Foundation for Greater Atlanta), and Shannon Powell (City 360, Inc.).
In addition, many City staff contributed their knowledge and skillsets including, Peggy Merriss
(City Manager), Andrea Arnold (Asst. City Manager), Mark Ethun (Building Official) Linda Harris
(Chief of Civic Engagement), Lee Ann Harvey (Lifelong Community Manager), Ash Kumar (City
Management Fellow), Morgan Lewis (Personnel Specialist), Renae Madison (Communications
Specialist), John Maximuk (Director, Design Environment and Construction), Lyn Menne (Asst. City
Manager), Meredith Roark (City Clerk), Hugh Saxon (Deputy City Manager), Angela Threadgill
(Planning Director), Aileen de la Torre (Planner), and Andre’ Westbrook (Planning Intern).
The Decatur Housing Summit would not have been possible without the leadership and
support of the Decatur City Commission: Mayor Patti Garrett, Mayor Pro Tem Tony Powers,
Commissioner Scott Drake, Commissioner Brian Smith, and Commissioner Kelly Walsh.
Finally, those who attended the all-day event and contributed to the conversation on housing
affordability in the city of Decatur are greatly valued for their efforts to move this topic forward.
The following agencies and businesses either graciously donated or provided services for the event:
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The call for a focused meeting on the
topic of the city of Decatur’s housing affordability
was a result of the community’s call for action.
It is well known that housing costs in the city of
Decatur continue to rise. Rental costs in Decatur
are rising at the same rate as the rest of the
region. The value of homes in Decatur
increased 85% since 2010; double the national
average. Rental costs are rising at the same
rate as the rest of the region in new multifamily
development, but it is the demolition of older
apartment buildings where affordability is also
being lost. The end result is that it is becoming
increasingly difficult for Decatur to keep its
inclusive, equitable, and diverse character.
Current residents, small business
owners, large employers, and conscientious
developers struggle with the effects of rising
housing costs and, along with regional housing
advocates, want to find actionable solutions to
prevent the issue from continuing further and
open the doors to those who are underserved
by Decatur’s real estate market.

With many different groups working on
the topic of housing affordability, there are an
equal number of ideas to solving the housing
challenge. Each group has their own definition
of affordability and remedies for the issues
plaguing housing affordability in the city and
region. While the ultimate goal is the same, to
preserve existing affordable housing stock and
create more opportunities for affordable
housing, housing stakeholders were moving in
different
directions
and
efforts
for
implementation stalled.
Therefore, the City of Decatur held its Housing
Summit on November 10, 2018 and invited all
who
wanted
to
establish
a
shared
understanding of Decatur’s housing context,
define the often subjective term affordability as
it relates to Decatur, explore viable approaches
and strategies, and conclude with ways for all
participants to be a part of local solutions. In the
words of Mayor Patti Garrett, “Through the
Housing Summit, we want to define Decaturdriven strategies that reflect community
expectations about affordable and inclusive
housing.”
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The same housing challenges in the City
of Decatur can be found in urban cities
nationwide. Older, often affordable housing
stock are being redeveloped, and sold or rented
at much higher market rates. Residents are
being priced out of their homes due to rising land
values, increased property taxes, and
redevelopment pressures. Combined with slow
wage growth, its difficult to keep pace with
increased housing costs.
A successful
downtown and consistently high-ranking school

district also draws more population to the city.
This is a good problem to have for most cities,
except when existing land is built out and does
not absorb new population growth easily. The
city of Decatur is 4.4 square miles and an
estimated population of just under 24,000. With
a high housing demand and relatively low
housing supply, these basic supply-anddemand factors greatly determine housing costs
in the city of Decatur.

The planning committee established
three objectives for the Decatur Housing
Summit. The first objective was to establish a
shared understanding of Decatur’s housing
context – past efforts, present challenges and
opportunities, and available resources and
partners.

establishing who, across the economic
spectrum is underserved by Decatur’s housing
opportunities and committing ourselves to
diverse efforts on their behalf.

The second objective was to define
affordability as it relates to our community –

O bj e c t i v e # 1
C O N TE X T
O bj e c t i v e # 2
U NI T Y

O bj e c t i v e # 3
AC T I O N
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The third objective was to explore
existing and potential housing, zoning and
policy strategies to effectively broaden our
inclusivity, then provide attendees with ways to
contribute to Decatur’s future affordability.

We will establish a shared understanding of Decatur’s
housing context – past efforts, present challenges and
opportunities, and available resources and partners.
We will define affordability as it relates to our community –
establishing who, across the economic spectrum is
underserved by Decatur’s housing opportunities and
committing ourselves to diverse efforts on their behalf.
We will explore existing and potential housing, zoning and
policy strategies to effectively broaden our inclusivity and
provide attendees from practitioners to advocates to
resident supporters, with ways to contribute to Decatur’s
future affordability.

The Decatur Summit was designed to
build off the three established objectives. With
such a complex topic as housing affordability,
this event could not be done in a couple of
hours. It needed to be a full-day event with a mix
of presenter topics, table-top activities, roundtable conversations, and informative displays to
fully engage summit attendees.
Attendees were grouped together based
on length of residency, age, and level of
knowledge on housing affordability to ensure
that each group was as diverse as possible.
This
strategy
invited
consideration,
collaboration, and collective action moving
forward based on different perspectives.
In the morning, presenters Ann
Carpenter and Richelle Patton gave context to
housing and development costs and its longterm effects on the economy and society. In the
afternoon, presenters Sarah Kirsch and Eric

Kronberg presented their recent work and
motivated attendees to think outside the box
when exploring solutions. Empathy and
understanding was an important tool for the
duration of the summit, led by Bill Bolling, the
event moderator.
After each presentation, table-top
activities were designed to deepen the
understanding of the speaker topics and spark
conversation relating to Decatur’s housing
context. An affordable housing toolbox was
developed to inform participants of potential
strategies. Activity cards led each table through
a series of questions, and required groups to
come to an answer together. Opportunities for
questions and answers after each presenter and
activity were also key to a successful community
conversation. The day needed to end with a list
of collaborative next steps – both for the City
and attendees.
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8:00 a.m.

Registration Check -in and Coffee Social

8:45 a.m.

Welcome from Mayor Patti Garrett
Opening by Bill Bolling, Moderator
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9:00 a.m.

Activity #1: Icebreaker

9:25 a.m.

Building a Context for Affordable Housing
A n n C a r p e n t e r , F e d e r a l R e s e r v e B a n k o f At l a n t a

10:00 a.m.

A c t i v i t y # 2 : M y t h B u s t e r s o f Af f o r d a b l e H o u s i n g

10:15 a.m.

Cost Considerations to Develop Housing
Richelle Patton, Tapestry Development Group

10:45 a.m.

Activity #3: Reality Check on Housing Costs

11:30 a.m.

Catered Lunch

12:30 p.m.

Affordable Housing Tools and Innovative Solutions
S a r a h K i r s c h , U r b a n L a n d I n s t i t u t e – At l a n t a
E r i c K r o n b e r g , K r o n b e r g W a l l Ar c h i t e c t s

1:30 p.m.

A c t i v i t y # 4 : Af f o r d a b l e H o u s i n g T o o l b o x

2:15 p.m.

Break

2:30 p.m.

Activity #5: Creation of Action Plans

3:45 p.m.

Activity #6: Report Outs

4:45 p.m.

Closing Remarks by Bill Bolling

After a month of open registration for the
Decatur Housing Summit, more than 115 people
gathered in the Manuel J. Maloof Auditorium on
the cold Saturday morning of November 10th.
Once they found their tablemates, they settled
in to consider, collaborate, and collectively end
the day with recommendations for a way to
move forward together.

options, land use restrictions, increased density,
and impacts on community character should all
be considered when looking at each strategy.
The Taskforce would collaborate with the
Atlanta Regional Commission to remain
knowledgeable on regional housing efforts. At
completion, the Taskforce would then present
its findings to the City Commission.

The top five potential strategies deemed
worthy of exploration to create better housing
affordability in the city of Decatur are:

Another collective recommendation is to
have a full-time employee of the City dedicated
to affordable housing. This person would foster
partnerships in the public and private sector to
help create more affordable housing. This
person would be tasked with creating and
updating an affordable housing inventory in the
city of Decatur. The percentage of growth or
decline of this deficit should be reported
annually. This person would help implement
affordable housing programs identified for
adoption, and enforce those programs, such as
the lifecycle dwellings.







community land trust
incentive zoning
inclusionary zoning
tax abatements
rent regulation

Another collective recommendation from
the Housing Summit is to create an ad-hoc
Affordable Housing Taskforce to fully explore
these strategies and other strategies from the
housing toolbox. Looking at transportation
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ASSISTED HOUSING – Any housing development
which has received some form of public subsidy from
local, state or federal sources, typically to support the
creation of affordable housing units.

NATURALLY OCCURRING AFFORDABLE HOUSING
(NOAH) – rental housing units that are affordable,
without public subsidy support, to people living at or
below median income for that area.

COST BURDENED HOUSEHOLD – A household
spending more than 30% of their income on housing. A
Severely Burdened Household is spending more than
50% of their income on housing.

PROJECT-BASED RENTAL ASSISTANCE (PBRA) –
Housing developments in which the private owners have
contracted with HUD to rent some or all of the units to
low-income families.

FAIR MARKET RENT (FMR) – The maximum rent which
can be charged for an affordable unit at either a 60% or
80% of AMI. FMRs are determined annually by HUD and
primarily used to determine standard amounts for
housing assistance.

SPECIAL NEEDS HOUSING – Service-enriched
housing developments for those who have special
requirements, such as the elderly, persons with physical,
mental, or behavioral disabilities, persons with medical
needs, and persons with alcohol or drug addictions.

INCLUSIONARY ZONING – Municipal and county
zoning ordinances that require a specific share of new
construction be affordable for households with low to
moderate incomes. This integration of affordable units
into market-rate projects creates mixed-income
communities, where households of different income
levels have access to the same community services and
amenities.

SUBSIDY – grants provided by the government, usually
awarded to nonprofit organizations, to reduce the
construction costs of affordable housing units

LOW INCOME HOUSEHOLD – Defined by HUD as
those households whose incomes do not exceed 80%
AMI. This measure can be adjusted to account for family
size. Very Low Income Households do not exceed
50% AMI.

TRANSIT-ORIENTED DEVELOPMENT (TOD) – A type
of development that includes a mixture of housing, office,
retail and/or other amenities integrated into a walkable
neighborhood and located within a half-mile of public
transportation. Equitable TODs actively seek to create
or preserve a mix of incomes and amenities within the
development.

LOW INCOME HOUSING TAX CREDIT (LIHTC) – ‘lyetech’ – tax abatement offered to developers planning on
creating or rehabilitating affordable housing units

VOUCHERS – The Housing Choice Voucher program is
administered by local public housing agencies on behalf
of HUD to assist very low income families, the elderly,
and people with disabilities by paying a housing subsidy
directly to the landlord; the participant pays the
difference between the actual rent charged and the
amount subsidized by the program.

MISSING MIDDLE HOUSING – range of multi-unit or
clustered housing types compatible in scale with singlefamily homes, which includes duplex, triplex, carriage
houses, accessory dwelling units, whether for rent or for
sale.

WORKFORCE HOUSING – Housing for those who earn
too much to qualify for affordable housing programs, yet
cannot afford the average market rate. These
households generally have incomes between 60 to 120
percent of AMI.

MODERATE INCOME HOUSEHOLDS – Defined by
HUD as those households whose incomes are near the
area’s median (80 to 120 percent of the median). This
measure can be adjusted to account for family size. US
Census Bureau defines as 80% of median.

ZONING OVERLAY – A zoning district applied over one
or more previously established zoning districts, which
sets for additional or stricter standards and criteria for the
covered properties. These can be used to provide
incentive zoning or requirements for affordable housing.

Source: Coalition for Diverse Decatur; Sara Patenaude, PhD, and Fonta High, LPC, NCC, MAC
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The first part of the day was designed to
inform attendees with a context about housing
costs, household incomes, land values,
stagnant wage growth, population growth, and
other driving forces that present challenges to
creating and keeping housing affordable for all
that want to live in Decatur. There was also an
effort to make sure we were all speaking the
same housing language, thus attendees were
provided with the most-used housing terms and
definitions within the handout materials,
including Metropolitan Atlanta’s area median
income cheat sheet.

Attendees of the Housing Summit
brought to the table different backgrounds,
perspectives, desires, and level of knowledge
about housing affordability. Each table had a
mix of ages, housing professionals, advocates
and general enthusiasts, which was important to
the sharing of ideas and contribute their
experiences to the conversations. Trained
housing professionals have information on
available resources and partners but their
experience may limit their views on possible
opportunities.
General
enthusiasts
and
advocates tend to think outside the box and
produce creative solutions but are unsure of the
forthcoming finances coupled with their
resolutions.
Activities included an Ice Breaker to greet
and meet the attendees’ assigned tablemates; a
presentation by Ann Carpenter of the Federal
Reserve Bank of Atlanta on “Building a Context
for Affordable Housing;” a Myth Busters
interactive exercise; and finally, a presentation
by Richelle Patton of Tapestry Development
Group on “Cost Considerations to Develop
Affordable Housing.” Once attendees had a
well-rounded context, then they could have a
shared understanding as a baseline for the next
objective of creating unity.
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In order to help provide context and
background information, eight display boards
were created and posted around the auditorium.
These boards showed demographic trends,
past regulatory efforts the City of Decatur has
implement, housing costs for different types of
newer and older housing units, who’s
underserved at various income levels and a
map of various affordable housing types

presently in the city. Drexel Avenue, a
residential street within the city occupied by
single-family, duplexes, and small apartment
buildings, was on display, too. It illustrated that
community character and scale does not have
to be compromised by minor increases in
density, all while providing a variety of housing
types for a variety of income levels.

FIGURE 1.1: MARKET SNAPSHOT
This display board helped give attendees
information on demographic trends in Decatur.
Decatur’s total population increased nearly
2,000 people from 2010 to 2016. The population
is projected to grow another 2,500 by 2023. An
important trend to note is the percentage of
residents at least 45 years old is increasing and
is projected to continue. This may be a direct
indication of increasing housing costs within the
city’s borders. The population of the city of
Decatur’s youth (ages 19 and younger) has also
increased over this same time period. Between
2010 and 2016, this age group’s population
grew from 4,850 to 5,630. It is projected to
increase to almost 6,000 by 2023.
While building the context of housing
affordability, the display made sure to address

the income disparity in relation to housing costs
and types. The area median income for the
Atlanta Metropolitan region is $74,800. This
equates to a monthly income of about $6,200.
About 53% of households in Decatur make the
area median income or more. The national
standard is that households should not spend
more than 30% of their monthly income on
housing costs. Based off of these figures,
residents of the Atlanta metropolitan area
making the area median income should not pay
more than $1,860 on monthly housing costs.
About 73% of owner-occupied households and
17% of renter occupied households make more
than the area median income. When a
household’s income increases so does the
likelihood of them owning their home
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FIGURE 1.2: HOUSING AVAILABILITY
This display board contained a map of
housing units dispersed throughout the city of
Decatur that remain relatively affordable
compared to traditional detached single-family
residences or market rate rental units. Often
times, people think of “affordable housing” as
large, public housing buildings operated by the
local housing authority. This map helps prove
that affordable housing exists in many forms.
The different housing types shown on the
Housing Availability map include accessory
dwelling units, duplexes, triplexes, multifamily
apartment building, elderly assisted housing
and Decatur Housing Authority’s Workforce and
Assisted Housing.
Accessory dwelling units (“ADUs”)
are becoming increasingly popular in the city of
Decatur. An accessory dwelling unit in Decatur’s
Unified Development Ordinance (“UDO”) allows
for a small self-contained accessory dwelling
unit located on the same lot as a principal
structure, whether attached or detached,
provided it does not exceed 800 sq. ft. or 40%
of the total floor area of the principal structure,
and two bedrooms or 2 occupants. Since its
introduction to the UDO in 2014, the city has
approved 21 new building permits for ADUs.
This adds to the 26 extant ADUs historically
developed when zoning codes were similar to
today. In total, there are 47 documented ADUs
in the city of Decatur at the time of this report.
ADUs help cut housing costs for owners and
renters. The ADU renter resides in a reasonably
priced apartment and the property owner
receives supplemental income from the ADU
occupant. ADUs are extremely beneficial to
municipalities such as Decatur due to its builtout environment. A main issue surrounding
housing affordability in Decatur is location;
where is there room to create affordable
housing? ADUs increase density by allowing

multiple families occupy one parcel of land, but
maintain the existing building scale and
community character.
Similar to accessory dwelling units,
duplexes allow two families to occupy one
parcel of land. The difference is these two
families live in the same building. The two
housing units, generally of the same floor area,
may be attached side-by-side, upper and lower,
or front and back. Duplexes in residential
neighborhoods tend to have the same scale as
the surrounding single-family households.
Monthly rent is usually lower and helps lower
income individuals or families to live in attractive
municipalities such as Decatur. Currently, 240
duplexes are documented in Decatur, creating
480 housing units.
Triplexes are another method of creating
affordable housing. Comparable to duplexes
and accessory dwelling units, triplexes increase
density on a particular parcel. Instead of a
single-family house or two units, triplexes
increase the occupancy to three units. 34
triplexes are presently found in Decatur,
creating 102 housing units.
Buildings with at least four housing units
are considered multifamily housing. Naturally
occurring affordable housing in terms of
multifamily units is older apartment buildings.
Older apartment buildings tend to have
substantially lower rental costs than newer,
luxury apartments. These are not to be
confused with subsidized housing. Decatur has
1,193 multifamily units dispersed throughout the
city.
Elderly Assisted Housing refers to
subsidized housing reserved specifically for
residents at least 62 years old. While the bulk of
these units are set aside for residents making
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0%-80% of the area median income ($0$59,840), workforce housing units are also
available. The workforce housing units are
reserved for elderly residents making 60%120% of the area median income ($44,880$89,760). There are 781 units set aside for
qualified elderly residents in Decatur. Of these
781, 256 are workforce or market rate housing.
The remaining 525 units are subsidized housing
for the elderly.
Decatur Housing Authority (“DHA”)
offers housing options to residents making 0%80% of the area median income, or $0-$59,840.
Their public housing options are available to
residents who fall in the 0%-60% area median
income threshold. Often times, the general
public thinks of public housing as huge
apartment buildings. This is not entirely true.
DHA does have large apartment buildings but
also offers smaller apartment communities to its
public housing residents. DHA has 437 public
housing units available and looks for ways to
increase their inventory and offerings to further
the affordable housing goals of the City.
DHA also provides workforce housing.
This is housing set aside for city employees
making between 80%-120% of the area median
income, or $59,840-$89,760. Workforce

housing helps city staff such as teachers and
firefighters afford to live within the city limits and
decrease their commuting costs. The amount of
workforce housing units DHA manages is
significantly less than the number of public
housing units but they offer a wider variety of
housing types. Workforce housing can be found
in DHA’s large apartment buildings, four-unit
multifamily buildings and single family houses.
To protect the identity of workforce housing
residents living in single family households,
these properties were not symbolized on the
map. Currently, DHA has 81 units set aside for
workforce housing.
DHA owns and operates about 6% of
Decatur’s housing stock with 518 units. Most of
their public housing is walking distance from
downtown Decatur. This is important because
members of the 0%-80% area median income
threshold may not have automobiles. Walking
distance to public transit is therefore a necessity
for this group. All of their workforce housing is in
the city’s southwest quadrant. Although 6% is a
decent portion for one entity to own, Decatur
Housing Authority’s waitlist is extremely long.
Applicants generally have to wait years to for a
vacancy to arise. This shows how providing
affordable housing is a task too large for any
local housing authority.

FIGURE 1.3: MISSING MIDDLE FOUND
This display shows various housing types found on Drexel Ave in Decatur. A healthy mixture of housing
types helps create a diverse, inclusive neighborhood. The neighborhood will be attractive to people of
all stages of life with varying incomes.
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“ D e c a t u r h a s a d e f i c i t o f a p p r o x i ma t e l y 8 6 5 u n i t s a v a i l a b l e t o
h o u s e h o l d s m a k i n g 5 0 % o r l e s s o f t h e a r e a me d i a n i n c o me , o r
$37,400 annually.”
The first presentation of the day gave all
attendees an opportunity to gain a baseline
understanding
on
the
circumstances
surrounding housing affordability. The speaker
to give this topic was Ann Carpenter, a Senior
Community and Economic Development
Adviser specializing in Affordable Housing and
Neighborhood Revitalization for the Federal
Reserve Bank of Atlanta. The Federal Reserve
Bank is one of 12 of Federal Reserve Banks
nationwide. Atlanta serves as the headquarters
for Georgia, Florida, Alabama, Mississippi,
Louisiana and Tennessee.
The topic began with the basics of area
median income, one of the most common terms

when discussing housing costs: area median
income, or AMI, is the median income of all
households in a specific geographic place. AMI
fluctuates as the study area increases or
decreases in population and wages. The U.S.
Department
of
Housing
and
Urban
Development (HUD) establishes the area
median income on an annual basis and is used
calculate fair market rents and income limits for
households in Federal housing-assisted
programs. Because HUD’s AMI is statistically
valid, state and local governments may also use
the income limits for similar programs and
incentives. For instance, the City of Decatur
uses HUD’s AMI for purposes of the local
lifecycle dwelling ordinances.

Rental costs remain higher than owner
housing costs
Housing Cost as a Percentage of Income
35%

30%

25%

20%

15%

10%
1987 1989 1991 1993 1995 1997 1999 2001 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017
Recession
Source: Census American Housing Survey
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Owner

Renter

The area median income for the AtlantaSandy Springs-Roswell statistical area, which
includes 24 counties and the city of Decatur is
$74,800 in 2018. Households making 30% or
less of the area median income are considered
extremely low income. Very low income
households make between 30%-50% of the
AMI. Houses at the 50%-80% AMI level are
classified as low income households. Moderate
income households make 80%-120% of the
area median income. Households making 120%
of the area median income or more are
considered upper income. These households
have less national and statewide subsidies
available but they still have unmet needs. Cost
burdened households are households that
spend more than 30% of their income on
housing. Severely cost burdened households
pay more than 50% of their income on housing.
Homeownership rates declined in
Georgia and Atlanta steadily since about 2004.

Although there has been a recent increase in
homeownership rates across the board, Atlanta
and Georgia are 1%-2% lower than the national
average. Over this same period of time, income
remained relatively stagnant with a recent boost
in 2013. Housing costs are increasing at a
higher rate than income nationally, statewide
and citywide. Housing costs as a percentage of
income tend to be higher for renters than
owners. With housing costs continually rising,
more renters are becoming cost burdened.
Rental costs in Decatur increased 26% since
2010. This is on par with Atlanta’s rental costs.
In this same period of time, house values in
Decatur rose 85%. Atlanta witnessed an 84%
increase. Rental opportunities shrink for
households earning 30%-80% of the area
median income. Households with a yearly
income of $50,000 have the least amount of
rental options.
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Census data were used to estimate the
shortage of units in Decatur
• A rough estimate using the Metro Atlanta figure of 47
affordable and available units per 100 tenants at 50%
AMI and below:
• ~1,632 renter households earn <50% Metro Atlanta AMI
($33,750) in Decatur
• ~767 units affordable and available to these households
• Deficit of ~865 units affordable and available to renter
households at 50% AMI and below in Decatur

Source: Census 2016 ACS 5-Year Estimates, Shimberg Center (University of Florida) tabulations of Census 2015 ACS
PUMS data. DUE TO INCALCULABLE MARGINS OF ERROR, THIS IS A ROUGH ESTIMATE ONLY

Decatur households making $74,800 or less
generally have no ownership opportunities. In
the Atlanta Metropolitan Area, households
making 50% of the area median income or less
are cost burdened at higher rates than other
groups. By focusing on this income bracket,
housing options are available to only 47% of this
demographic in Metropolitan Atlanta. This same
47% rule was applied to households in Decatur.
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There are 1,632 rental households in Decatur
that make 50% of the AMI or less. 47% of these
units are actually affordable to this
demographic, however, Decatur has a deficit of
865 units available to households making at
most 50% of the area median income. Although
this was a rough estimate, attendees agreed
this was usable data that could potentially bring
focus to the Decatur’s housing needs.

There are many misconceptions surrounding
affordable housing, number of units already
existing in the city of Decatur, and the needs of
those with moderate incomes. Using an
electronic voting system, each of the attendees
was given an interactive voting keypad, a

“clicker,” on which to cast their vote. A myth was
displayed on the screens and attendees needed
to select their best multiple-choice answer.
Answers were recorded, tabulated, and
displayed real time. A discussion of the myth
and the correct answer was revealed.

Myth #1 – There’s no
affordable
or
workforce
housing left in Decatur.
Decatur
Housing
Authority manages most of
the low income, assisted
housing units within the city.
Almost
half
of
the
respondents
believed
assisted housing units made
up 10% of Decatur’s housing
stock. These units only make
up 5% of Decatur’s housing
stock.
The rising housing
costs in Decatur tricked most
of the audience in the next
question. 89%of respondents
thought naturally occurring
affordable housing units
made up 10% of Decatur’s
housing stock. The correct
answer was 28%.
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Myth #2 – The Decatur
Housing
Authority
only
provides housing for lowincome residents.
15% of Decatur Housing
Authority’s units are reserved
for workforce housing. The
majority
of
respondents
guessed this correctly.

Myth #3 – There are no
opportunities to add
affordable housing units.
Results for this question were
about
even.
25%
of
attendees thought less than
20 affordable units were
created since 2016 through
density bonuses and tax
credit
assistance.
23%
thought only 70 units were
created over this period of
time. 22% of the audience
correctly guessed more than
200 units.
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Myth #4 – The middle
class
doesn’t
need
housing assistance.
The majority of the
audience
believed
the
combined salary of a police
officer and school teacher in
the city of Decatur was over
$80,000. This question was a
precursor for the next.
Using their combined
income and adding two
dependents, how much of a
mortgage can this household
afford? One third of the room
thought they could only afford
a mortgage of $250,000.
Another third of the audience
believed they could afford a
mortgage of $325,000. One
fourth of the respondents
believed
the
household
couldn’t afford any of the
mortgages.
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There are many challenges to creating
affordable housing. The next speaker of the day,
Richelle Patton of Tapestry Development
Group, had experience to share with the
attendees about the difficulties surrounding the
development of affordable housing. Along with
high construction costs mentioned in the
previous paragraph, the acquisition of land
and/or properties continue to increase as well.
Federal and state funders have complicated
requirements. The state may fund a project for
households making 60%-100% of the area
median income while the federal government is
funding projects catered toward households
making 80%-120% of the area median income.
Having multiple layers of financing puts greater
operation restrictions on developers. Property
managers oftentimes find their rents regulated.
Very long application and re-zoning processes
slow production of affordable housing units.
Community opposition to affordable housing
units being developed in specific neighborhoods
is also a large barriers to overcome.
Tapestry Development Group is a notfor-profit affordable housing developer and
consulting firm, whereby profits made on
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development are put back into the mission for
their next affordable housing project.
The
presentation
expressed
the
importance of public and private sector
partnerships. Private financing helps decrease
the amount of loans needed to develop housing.
Examples of financing options are low income
housing tax credits, federal community
development block grants and the Federal
Home Loan Bank located in Atlanta. HUD also
offers grants to affordable housing projects on a
competitive basis, though the amount budgeted
in any given year is based on Federal legislative
action.
Generally, purchasers pay about 20% of
a purchase price as a down payment and
finance the other 80%. It is the opposite in the
affordable housing industry. Affordable housing
agencies and developers must raise funding for
80% of the property’s total sale price and
finance the other 20%. This helps keep
operating costs low and therefore afford to offer
lower rents. Grants and low-interest loans are
offered to developers by cities and states.

Affordable housing is often thought of as
“cheap housing.” However, construction costs
are the same and housing becomes affordable
due to the number of subsidies awarded to
developers. Affordable housing units generally
cost the same to build as market rate units. The
difference between the two are the amenities
and features provided to market rate units.
Market rate units may have marble countertops
and ceramic tile, as opposed to laminated
countertops and vinyl flooring. Affordable
housing developers are in competition with
market rate developers when it comes to
construction companies. The rising material
costs coupled with the decreasing labor market
greatly increases construction costs.
A major requirement for developers and
nonprofit organizations receiving these grants or
tax breaks is their agreement to keep their units
affordable for 15-30 years, depending on the
funding sources and approvals. Once the
subsidies burn off, there’s little in the way of
funding sources to keep them affordable.
Incentive zoning is another tool local
governments use to increase their affordable

housing stock. Developers are granted a density
bonus with the provision that they will make a
percentage of their units affordable to a specific
income group for a certain amount of years,
typically 20 years.
Inclusionary zoning is
another tool and is a requirement for developers
to set aside a percentage of units in all new
multifamily developments.
Affordable Housing Trust Funds use city
taxes to help create affordable housing.
Developers are able to purchase existing
affordable housing units with a portion of city
funds if the developers agree to maintain lower
rents. Land banking and acquiring foreclosed
properties and land help preserve prime
locations to create affordable housing units in
the future. Fee waivers and an expedited
permitting process helps speed up the
development process of housing units. It also
decreases the start-up cost for development.
Public infrastructure must be provided and
improved by developers. Cities provide funding
for these improvements and property managers
can save their money, keeping operation costs
and rents low. Tax abatements are offered to
affordable housing developers as well.
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The second objective for the Decatur Housing Summit was to build unity in how to define what
housing means to be “affordable” – affordable to who? The activities and display materials were
designed to create a collaborative process by which each table would discuss and conclude with their
answer.

FIGURE 2.1: WHAT DOES IT COST
This display showed the dichotomy in
prices between older units and newly
constructed ones. The three housing types
displayed are single family houses, townhomes
and multifamily apartments. Newly constructed
single-family houses and townhomes cost
nearly twice as much as their older counterparts
to own. The income requirement to own each
nearly doubles as well. The price to own older
or newly constructed condos in multifamily

buildings generally remained the same; the
income requirement did as well.
Rental costs seem to follow the same
trend.
Newly
constructed
single-family
households cost twice the amount to rent as
their older counterpart. The income requirement
doubles as well. Like the for-sale properties in
multifamily units, rental prices and income
requirements did not increase much.

FIGURE 2.2: WHO’S UNDERSERVED
This display helped further explain the housing
options based from income presented in the
previous display. Households making $74,800
yearly have a small amount of housing options.
They must rent apartments or purchase

townhomes or condos. Around the $100,000
mark is where single family households are
obtainable in rental and real estate markets.
This is a visual representation of Decatur’s
“Missing Middle.”
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This activity, the Reality Check on Housing Costs, required attendees to step into the shoes of
different households. Each table received a housing profile of a fictional person or family in a not-sofictional situation, as well as a map (Figure 2.3) of available properties that may or may not match
housing needs of the profile. Every profile had the person’s age, occupation, salary and other details
(Figure 2.4).
As a result of the first activities, it encouraged attendees to realize there is a housing issue in
Decatur at a broad spectrum of the income levels, not only very low income, but at moderate “middle
class” incomes as costs. A diverse community is a thriving community. The community came together
to discuss ways to be more inclusive of those currently priced out of Decatur due to rising housing
costs.
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Each table explored the following questions:





What are the possible solutions to the challenges presented?
Is there a specific housing type that should be considered to meet the housing needs? (i.e.,
apartment, condo, townhome, duplex, accessory dwelling unit)
Where in the city of Decatur provides the housing type? Does the location create more
challenges? (i.e. access to alternative modes of transportation)
How does the present real estate market provide options to meet the housing needs?
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After gaining a baseline from which all
attendees could feel confident in their
knowledge, and homing in on who is
underserved
among
the
community’s
population, attendees were then asked to focus
on their action plans for the remainder of the
afternoon.
Additional displays provided
background on existing zoning housing policies
and recent regulatory efforts that have been
implemented by the City. A box, dubbed the
Affordable Housing Toolbox, was presented to
each table and attendees found possible
solutions that needed to be vetted as to whether
it was viable and could gain support. Presenters
Sarah Kirsch and Eric Kronberg each took the
lectern and encouraged attendees to think

outside the box when creating methods to help
solve Decatur’s housing issues.
What policies and procedures should
Decatur explore for possible adoption? What
efforts have
been
taken
that
were
counterproductive to creating or preserving its
affordable housing stock? What can advocates
do to help the City create or preserve its
affordable housing stock? Who are potential
partners the City should collaborate with to
manage affordable housing units? Where can
new housing units go? These are all questions
attendees had to answer to lead their collective
efforts.

FIGURE 3.1: REGULATORY EFFORTS
Allowable housing types, as well as where and
how they can be built, are regulated by
Decatur’s Unified Development Ordinance
(UDO). With the help of a Zoning Task Force
in 2012 and the overhaul of Decatur’s
development regulations in 2014, multiple
regulatory efforts were taken to further
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encourage more opportunities for more
affordable housing types. These include
accessory dwelling units, cottage courts or
pocket neighborhoods, lifecycle dwellings, and
increasing the number of unrelated persons
who can live in a dwelling.
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Analyzing the housing crisis on a regional
scale also helps the city of Decatur realize it is
not a unique problem. There are 2.1 million
households in the Atlanta Metropolitan Area.
About 1.4 million of these households are in
Clayton, Cobb, Dekalb, Fulton and Gwinnett
counties. Sarah Kirsch, the next presenter and
Executive Director of Urban Land Institute of
Atlanta, referred to these five counties as “Core
Counties” because 80% of Atlanta’s regional
jobs are in these counties.
When referencing housing costs, another
important determinant of cost of living is

transportation costs. People that live close to
their jobs cut down on these costs significantly.
However, finding housing close to jobs that
does not exceed 30% of a household’s income
is increasingly difficult. Nearly 660,000
households in these five Core Counties make
80% of the area median income or less. (The
80% area median income benchmark was
chosen because households making more than
this can generally find market rate housing
solutions.) 340,000 of these households are
cost burdened, spending more than 30% of
their income on housing.

DEFINING AFFORDABLE HOUSING NEED IN THE ATLANTA REGION

2,158,528
Atlanta
Regional
Households

1,419,848
5-Core
County
Households*
(66%)

* The 5 core counties (Clayton, Cobb, DeKalb, Fulton, Gwinnett)
are the location of 4 out of 5 of the region’s jobs.

657,529
5-Core
County
Households
earning 80%
AMI or less
(46%)

340,387
5 Core County
Households at
80% AMI or less
spending 30%+
on housing
(24%)
8
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A major detriment in protecting the
affordability of a city is the redevelopment of
older apartment buildings with luxury housing.
These older apartment buildings, while not highend, typically provided an affordable option to
households making 80% of AMI or less.
Apartments built between 2012-2017 have an
average monthly rent of about $1,600. When
comparing these newer units to their older
counterparts, a difference slightly greater than

$500 will be observed. Through national
programs, many affordable housing developers
receive grants or tax abatements for a specific
amount of time. Most of this existing housing
inventory is reaching the end of its life. Owners
tend to choose to redevelop or renovate housing
units and rent or sell them at market rates.
Residents that cannot afford market rate
housing are displaced consequently.
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Another reason for rising housing costs is
the decrease in housing production and rise in
construction costs. With such an influx of people
moving into the region, more housing units have
to be built. Between the 1980s and early 2000s,
about 65,000 units were built each year in the
Atlanta Metropolitan area. This number has
decreased to about 30,000 units created each
year. The housing supply is not meeting the
area’s demand, therefore increasing rental
costs.
Once transportation costs are added to
the equation, the Atlanta Metropolitan Area
becomes one of the most expensive regions in
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the country to live. Transportation costs
continue to increase due to the “Drive until you
qualify” premise that plagues the region. Longer
commutes mean an increase in gas and regular
upkeep on automobiles. Longer commutes also
increase congestion on streets and highways in
the area. The spatial mismatch between job
centers and affordably priced housing
intensifies transportation costs. These units
must be placed near MARTA stations to help
decrease travel costs. The demand for cities
with multimodal transportation is becoming
increasingly popular. Affordable housing units
have not been able to survive in these areas due
to redevelopment pressures.
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Traditional single-family zoning limits
housing affordability. It limits density, creates a
suburban character, and is a form of
exclusionary zoning that widens the gap
between who can and cannot live in certain
neighborhoods. A variety of housing options can
take the place of existing single-family
households and neighborhoods. The key to
preserving the suburban, single family zoned
neighborhoods is creating housing types on the
same scale as these existing structures.
Changing single-family zones to zones that
allow duplexes, triplexes, or small-scale
multiplexes creates diverse and affordable
neighborhoods.
Decatur has an upcoming pilot cottage
court project. This will set the precedent for
other cottage court communities to follow.
Vacant land that is zoned to allow cottage courts
and townhomes usually see the latter being
constructed. This is due to the difference in
income
generated
between
the
two.
Townhomes earn twice as much income as
cottage courts. Cottage courts comparable for
built-out single-family neighborhoods looking to
increase density while keeping a small scale.
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The last
speaker of the day, Eric
Kronberg, is Principal of Kronberg Wall
Architects and believes, “Walkable areas with
existing infrastructure are the easiest targets for
quick and cost-effective antidotes to sprawl,
housing shortages, lack of affordability, lack of
diverse neighborhoods and lack of resiliency.”
He examined traditional zoning codes and
challenged attendees to think differently about
land use, scale, and density.
There are three common roadblocks
within a local government’s development codes
that prevent more affordable housing units.
Most developments, regardless of size, are
required to fulfill regulations for the public good.
Although this helps governments manage their
stormwater mitigation or preserve trees, these
regulations generally increase construction
costs. In turn, those costs are passed along to
the renter or buyer. Certain development
codes, while its intention is good, are too
expensive for smaller developments that have
an affordability component.

Missing middle housing refers to every housing type larger than a single-family house but smaller
than an apartment building. Missing middle housing provides housing types that fit into existing singlefamily neighborhoods. These are affordable housing options in desirable areas.

The city of Decatur currently allows one
detached accessory dwelling unit in residential
zones. Kronberg stated, “One ADU simply isn’t
enough.” He recommended making zoning
changes to allow an attached accessory
dwelling unit along with a detached one on a
single property. These accessory dwelling units
can be used as short or long-term rental options
and provide supplemental income for the
homeowner. Although the production of more

accessory dwelling units will help fight
affordability issues in Decatur, there are several
challenges. The most prevalent obstacle is
financing. Banks do not finance accessory
dwelling units. A homeowner would have to pay
for the construction of an ADU out of their own
pocket, which can be costly. In order to qualify
for a loan from a financial institution, the owner
must subdivide their land to obtain a new
construction loan for a single-family residence.
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At each table, attendees received a box with a
selection of cards. Each card described a
potential strategy or tool used to create
opportunities for more affordable housing or to
preserve existing affordable housing. Each table
was asked to evaluate which tools should and




should not be considered for use in the city of
Decatur. Tables were asked to choose their top
five tools for consideration. To assist attendees,
they were asked think about answers to the
following questions:

How should affordability be defined in Decatur?
Who is underserved by housing opportunities in Decatur?
What housing opportunities need to be created for those who are presently underserved by
Decatur’s current real estate market?

The list of tools were:
1. Incentive Zoning – A type of municipal or county zoning ordinance that allows a
developer to develop in a way that ordinarily would not be permitted in exchange
for a public benefit that would otherwise not be required. Incentive zoning is
commonly used to increase the percentage of affordable housing units. It usually
takes shape in the form of a density bonus and/or height bonus.
2. Inclusionary Zoning - Municipal or county zoning ordinances that require a
specific share of new construction be affordable for households with low to
moderate incomes. This type of zoning is mandatory, and some ordinances allow
an in-lieu fee to be collected.
3. Reduced Floor Area Ratio – Local zoning codes limit the size of housing units by
placing a maximum floor area ratio based on lot size. Presently, Decatur’s zoning
code has a maximum .40 floor area ratio. A typical 9,000 sq. ft. lot would allow up
to a 3,600 sq. ft. home. A reduction in the maximum floor area could limit the size
and decrease median price of new construction housing.
4. Tax Abatements and Fee Waivers - Financial incentives that local governments
use to attract developers to create affordable housing as part of the overall
development. Tax abatements are a reduction of property taxes. Fee waivers
dismiss all application fees developers accrue when applying for building permits.
5. Tax Allocation District (TAD) Financing - An affordable housing trust fund can
be created from a percentage of revenues generated by a TAD. The trust fund can
then offer grant funds to finance affordable housing units. These funds can be
combined with other programs and incentives. Decatur presently has one TAD in
the area of Avondale MARTA Station.
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6. Employer-Assisted Housing - Employers provide down payment assistance,
low-interest loans, tax credits, or rental assistance to employees that help them
secure housing close to the workplace. Employee-assisted housing programs
leverage new private funds to increase home-ownership opportunities and
decrease the barriers of move-in costs for rental units.
7. First Month’s Rent Program - Pays the security deposit and first month/last
month rental fees directly to landlords on behalf of a qualified renter. This type of
program eliminates the initial barrier of move-in costs for low income renters.
8. Rent Regulation - When a rental property changes ownership or tenants move
out of an apartment, landlords have the option to raise their rents. Local
governments can regulate the amount rents can be raised year to year and will
help keep rents affordable. Presently the State of Georgia prohibits rent control
outside of federally-funded projects and programs. Therefore, this tool would need
state legislative action to allow a local jurisdiction waiver.
9. Acquisition of Moderate Cost Rental Units - Support from local government
agencies given to non-profit partners and/or the local housing agency in acquiring
rental developments by offering low-interest loans or grants.
10. Land Use Restriction Agreement (LURA) - Deed-restricted agreements that
often accompany affordable housing incentives to limit the maximum rent that can
be charged for a unit and requiring some or all the units be made available to lowincome households. These agreements run with the land; if a development is sold
during the life of the LURA the restrictions are binding upon the buyer. The
compliance period could be in perpetuity or expire after a specified number of
years.
11. Community Land Trusts and Deed Restricted Homeownership - High land
costs are an obstacle to developing and securing affordable housing for lowerincome families. One way to address this issue is to purchase a house without the
land through a community land trust. A community land trust also includes a resale
formula intended to balance the interests of present homeowners with the longterm goals to provide affordable housing for future homeowners.
The three most popular tools were Inclusionary
Zoning, Incentive Zoning and Community Land
Trusts and Deed Restricted Homeownership.
There was a five-way tie for the fourth most
popular tool. These were Rent Regulation, Tax
Allocation District Financing, Tax Abatements
and Fee Waivers, Reduced Floor Area Ratio,
and Land Use Restriction Agreements. Five
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tables used their blank cards to propose more
strategies. The responses included increase
wages, create a community credit union to fund
affordable housing, create a social impact equity
fund, create a housing office with an inventory
of available affordable units and the creation of
a housing taskforce.

To keep with the “Action” theme of Objective 3, the steering committee wanted to task attendees with
the creation of their own action plans. Each table was expected to share their action plans at the end
of this exercise. Tables were given seven leading questions to help guide them through this activity.
The questions were:









How should affordable housing be defined in Decatur?
Who is underserved by housing opportunities in Decatur?
Using the top 5 potential strategies from the Toolbox, how can these tools help improve
housing opportunities for those who are underserved?
Where should missing middle housing types be located in the city of Decatur? See
reverse for existing zoning map.
What is your recommendation for a specific affordable housing goal that can be measured
for rate of success?
How can the City government best fulfill your recommended affordable housing goal?
How can individuals, groups and practitioners best fulfill your recommended affordable
housing goal?

43 | P a g e

44 | P a g e

More than 115 people gathered in the
Manuel J. Maloof Auditorium on November
10th. Once they found their tablemates, they
settled in to consider, collaborate, and
collectively end the day with recommendations
for a way to move forward together.
Residents of Decatur truly want Decatur
to be an affordable place to live for everyone.
Affordability means residents spend a maximum
of 30% of their income on housing. No matter
what a person’s income level is, there should be
housing available for them. Households making
120% of the area median income or less are
underserved by the real estate market in the city
of Decatur. In particular, households making
30%-80% of the area median income are
underserved by the rental market.
The top five potential strategies deemed
worthy of exploration to create better housing
affordability in the city of Decatur are:






community land trust
incentive zoning
inclusionary zoning
tax abatements
rent regulation

Another collective recommendation from
the Housing Summit is to create an ad-hoc
Affordable Housing Taskforce to fully explore
these strategies and other strategies from the
housing toolbox. Looking at transportation
options, land use restrictions, increased density,
and impacts on community character should all
be considered when looking at each strategy.
The Taskforce would collaborate with the
Atlanta Regional Commission to remain
knowledgeable on regional housing efforts. At
completion, the Taskforce would then present
its findings to the City Commission.
Another collective recommendation is to
have a full-time employee of the City dedicated
to affordable housing. This person would foster
partnerships in the public and private sector to
help create more affordable housing. This
person would be tasked with creating and
updating an affordable housing inventory in the
city of Decatur. The percentage of growth or
decline of this deficit should be reported
annually. This person would help implement
affordable housing programs identified for
adoption, and enforce those programs, such as
the lifecycle dwellings.
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