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INTRODUCTION
The economic tumult of the past 15 years–bringing deeply-cutting recessions and barely adequate
recoveries–underscores the importance of housing to Memphis. Housing–affordable, accessible, safe
housing–not only braces families and communities to handle shocks but also forms a foundation to seize
opportunity during times of prosperity. In short, housing builds individual and community resilience and
wealth.
In 2019, with the aforementioned idea in mind, city government established the Memphis Affordable
Housing Trust Fund (MAHTF). This fund aims to provide adequate housing, strengthen neighborhoods,
and build nonprofit developer capacity by investing in projects addressing the affordable housing needs of
families that earn up to 80 percent of the Area Median Income (AMI). The MAHTF launched its first
funding round in fall, 2019.
In fiscal year 2020 (FY20), the Memphis City Council enacted and by resolution made the first of
expected annual contributions of approximately $700,0000 to the MAHTF. In its first year, that allocation
was matched with approximately $300,000 in reallocated funds from the Memphis Division of Housing
and Community Development (Memphis HCD), for a total FY20 program of $1 million. Through a
competitive process guided by a city mayor-appointed advisory committee and administered by Memphis
HCD staff, $913,600 in grant awards were made to eight organizations. More on the FY20 projects is
found below.
When it comes to families and neighborhoods on the brink of poverty and homelessness, every dollar
matters. Current funding, however, can address only a tiny fraction of the immense need. More significant
progress demands more funding. Additional funding will support Memphis nonprofit developers to rehab,
maintain, and build affordable housing. Additional funding will provide dozens or hundreds more
families access to adequate housing. Additional funding will support the MAHTF to reach a scale that can
move entire communities from spiraling disinvestment and decline, to virtuous cycles of tenancy,
homeownership, rising property values, wealth building, and reinvestment. Additional funding will
protect and propel Memphis families and communities to prosper.
In this paper, we make the case that in order to realize its transformational potential the Memphis
Affordable Housing Trust Fund requires further investment from public and philanthropic sources. In
addition to its humanitarian benefits to our city, this investment will lay the foundation for vibrant
communities and a strong local economy.
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THE STATE OF AFFORDABLE HOUSING IN MEMPHIS
Understanding housing affordability in Memphis means considering at least a few questions. First, does
affordable housing supply in Memphis meet demand? Second, to what degree do excessive costs burden
homeowners and renters? Third, what is the state of (dis)repair of the current housing stock, and how
might this affect whether housing is adequate and healthy, as well as affordable?
The demand for affordable housing outstrips supply in Tennessee, as it does across the country; Memphis
has an especially stark gap. Per 100 households with incomes at or below 50% AMI, the Memphis market
has 57 available and affordable rental units; Per 100 households at or below 30% AMI, Memphis has just
34 available and affordable units. By comparison Nashville has 63 and 40 units per 100 households at 50
percent and 30 percent of AMI; the state of Tennessee has 66 and 47. Compared to the nation's 50 largest
metropolitan areas, Memphis sits in the bottom half in terms of available and affordable units for
extremely low-income renters. In raw numbers, this leaves Memphis with shortages of over 35,000 units
for households under 50 percent AMI and 38,000 for households under 30 percent (Aurand et al., 2020).
Figure 1: The U.S. Department of Housing Urban Development defines and calculates different levels of
AMI for geographic areas across regions. The following chart is the Income Qualifications for HUD
Rental Assistance in Shelby County
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A widely-used metric defines affordable housing as units with total costs (e.g., rent/mortgage, insurance,
taxes, utilities, etc.) under 30 percent of a household’s income–a household paying over that amount is
considered cost-burdened. Most individuals and families who cannot find affordable housing in Memphis
do not simply move somewhere else. They often remain in the city, but end up in housing that demands a
large chunk–often, over 50 percent–of their monthly income. Among the four largest cities in Tennessee,
Memphis ranks first in cost-burdened homeowners (30 percent) and cost-burdened renters (50 percent).
(Webb and Speer 2019).
In the wake of the 2008 financial crisis and ensuing recession, Memphis flipped from a majority
homeowner city to a majority renter city. As of 2016, approximately 44 percent of Memphians owned
their homes–a reduction from pre-recession levels of 55 percent (Bolton 2018). The level of black
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homeownership is lower still: fewer than 35 percent of black households are owner occupied. Indeed,
among the country’s 50 largest metros, Memphis has the lowest percentage of black home ownership,
relative to the area’s black population (Bolton 2019).
A change in housing supply explains some of this shift. Out town investors surged into the Memphis real
estate market in the years following 2008, buying properties from owner-occupants who were struggling
to make ends meet. These new buyers redirected the acquired properties to the rental market. Funding for
owner occupants to perform essential repairs and housing counseling services to support prospective
buyers on the path to purchase, are just a few ways the MAHTF can support the cause of homeownership
and facilitate wealth-building in Memphis communities and keep owners in their homes.
Adequate affordable housing–housing that keeps people safe, keeps energy costs low, and provides
accessibility for people of all ages and abilities–is even more difficult to find. Beyond ratios of
rent/mortgage to income, energy costs and efficiency play a major role in the total cost burden of a
housing unit. Here, Memphis again, is an auspicious leader. The American Council for an EnergyEfficient Economy published an analysis of Census Bureau data on the 48 largest US cities to compare
energy budens. The findings place Memphis number one in cost burden for all households–who pay an
average of 6.2 percent of their monthly incomes on energy utilities. The city also ranks number one in
cost burden for low-income households, whose average energy utilities cost 13.2 percent of their income
(Drehobl and Ross 2016). Not only could these funds be better spent on necessities such as groceries,
health care, and transportation, they could also have multiplier effects in the local economy. Drehobl and
Ross find, “...for low-income households and for multifamily low-income households, bringing housing
stock up to the efficiency of the median household would eliminate 35% of excess energy burden…”
(2016, 4). Short of that, low-income households in Memphis will shoulder high utility costs resulting
from inefficient housing stock and insufficient funds to make upgrades and repairs.
The causes of inefficiency–poor insulation, deteriorated doors and windows–as well as other hazards
contribute to poor community health. In a review of data from the American Community Survey, Stacy
and co-authors point out, “Nearly 40 percent of all occupied housing units in Memphis exhibit at least one
of the Census Bureau’s physical or financial conditions of poor quality, which include incomplete
plumbing or kitchen facilities, more than one occupant per room, and gross rent exceeding 30 percent of a
household’s income” (2018, 16).

ECONOMIC AND FISCAL IMPACTS OF TRUST FUNDS
The economic fruits that affordable housing can bear for a community, city, and region sometimes go
unnoticed. “Conversations on affordable housing usually focus on the cost to taxpayers and rarely take
into account the fiscal and economic benefits that accrue when communities encourage the development
of affordable homes” (Cohen and Wardrip 2011, 1). Investment in affordable housing stands to benefit
cities in several ways: it creates opportunities for one-off and sustained spending and jobs, comes with
positive fiscal impacts in terms of increasing and stabilizing the tax base, reduces foreclosure risks,
improves worker and employer retention and attraction, and increases the buying power of residents
(Cohen and Wardrip 2011; Wardrip, Williams, and Hague 2011).
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There are many metrics by which to evaluate housing trust funds. The most obvious way to assess relates
to how well the fund can support people to access safe, affordable housing. As a result of the fund, how
many people can now rent; how many can now buy; how many safe, affordable units have been produced
or preserved; how many units can be made safe and affordable relative to the overall dollars spent? These
questions help reveal progress toward the social justice imperative of safe, accessible, affordable housing
for all. The proliferation of housing trust funds since the mid-1980s and the successes that local trust
funds have realized point toward their efficacy.

As of 2016 there were over 770 state, county, and local housing trust funds operating nationwide. In that
time, funds similar to the MAHTF have made great strides in their cities. In a 15-year period, Charlotte’s
Housing Trust Fund, for example, capitalized with $92 million, financed 5,509 new and rehabilitated
affordable housing units–including 2,874 for those earning less than 30 percent of the area median
income. Philadelphia’s Housing Trust Fund, over a 10-year period, preserved or modified 16,650 homes
and prevented at least 2,713 families from becoming homeless. Beyond these two examples, local trust
funds across the country have consistently demonstrated similar impacts.
But, an additional set of metrics show how and why an affordable housing trust fund can have significant
economic impacts on a neighborhood and city. While a $5 or $10 million direct capitalization of HTFs
can alone make a modest impact, an Econsult report explains their true strength as their ability to mobilize
external dollars: “...housing trust funds tend to leverage impressive amounts of additional public and
private funds in support of the construction of affordable homes” (2009, 5). Using some older data, the
Center for Community Change finds that, on average, local affordable HTFs leverage $7.50 of additional
public and private funding per $1 that the fund invests (Brooks 1999). That figure depends on a variety of
factors, including whether a fund makes grants, loans, or both.
Nashville’s Barnes Affordable Housing Trust Fund, which primarily makes grants to nonprofit
developers, reports a leverage ratio of about 5:1. In 2019, the Barnes fund’s $9.8 million in grants
galvanized $55.3 million in total investments. Meanwhile, Louisville and St. Louis–funds which make
both grants and loans–yield even higher leverage ratios. In 2018, Louisville’s fund awarded $9.6 million
dollars, which drove $164 million in development–a 17:1 leverage ratio. Over a period of several years,
the St. Louis HTF awarded $30.9 million and grants and loans, which turned into $624 million dollars in
development–a 19:1 leverage ratio.
In 2019, $5.1 million in grants and loans from the St. Louis Affordable Housing Trust Fund drove the
development of 165 new homes and repairs to 107 units–and contributed to supportive services,
rent/mortgage/utility assistance, and transitional housing for over 25,000 residents (St. Louis Affordable
Housing Commission 2019). Similarly in 2018, working with approximately $9.6 million the Louisville
Affordable Housing Trust Fund galvanized 22 projects to build or preserve more than 1,300 affordable
units (Louisville Affordable Housing Trust Fund 2018).

THE MAHTF: EARLY PROJECTS
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In its first year (FY20), the MAHTF awarded $913,600 to eight local nonprofit organizations for single
family rehabilitation and owner-occupied repairs for households earning 80% of the area median income
(AMI) or below. With a total of 82 units across the awards, the average cost per unit to the MAHTF for
the FY20 program is $11,141. Among the eight awardees, match funding totaling $968,130 was
leveraged for a total investment of over $1.88 million.
Figure 2: MAHTF FY20 Awards and per Unit Cost by Source and Project Type

While some awards were made to well-established programs with widely known providers of affordable
housing, others are providing opportunities for program growth and capacity building for organizations
that are newer to housing development. The fund will provide home repair and assistance to communities
such as Frayser, the Heights, Orange Mound, Klondike Smokey City and other traditionally dis-invested
neighborhoods. As a result, the awards achieve multiple goals, including both adding to the supply of
quality affordable housing, while strengthening the community development industry’s capacity to play
this vital role.
Although many of the projects are still in process, it is expected that the affordable housing trust fund will
have vast economic and social benefits for Memphis. In neighborhoods, such as Frasyer and Orange
Mound, there is a constant need for owner occupant assistance which results in depressed property values.
The funding received from the trust fund will renovate or repair over twenty five homes in these
neighborhoods. While this is a start, much more funding is needed to create long lasting economic
growth. This is evidenced in Frayser CDC’s project Yellow Square in 2012, which found that for every
dollar spent to acquire and renovate blighted homes, surrounding properties became six dollars more
valuable.1 With a six to one ratio, the one million dollars invested by the CDC increased annual taxes to
the City and County of $119,000 — a 12 percent return on their investment. Continued investment in a
sizable trust fund, could finance similar major projects across the city-- resulting in an increase in
property tax values and decrease in public expenditures on code enforcement and blighted properties,
This kind of strategic investment in and around community anchors will increase economic activity and
drive new people to the city.
Creating quality and affordable housing extends growth to all neighborhoods in an equitable way. It
fosters wealth- building in low income communities, creates jobs, and increases equity for existing
homeowners, By improving the overall quality of life for Memphis residents, the city will not only build
up neighborhoods but support long standing economic competitiveness in the region.

WHY INVEST IN THE AFFORDABLE HOUSING TRUST FUND
In addition to the direct economic and fiscal benefits of investing in affordable housing, the utilization of
an Affordable Housing Trust Fund can serve as a beneficial tool for a variety of stakeholder groups.
1 Steve Lockwood, Frasyer Model Reinvesting in Blight
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Notably, the deployment of an Affordable Housing Trust Fund at a municipal level allows for cities to
craft an individualized affordable housing strategy that synergizes with local development goals and
environmental circumstances. While many federal affordable housing programs often promote universal
solutions, the reality of affordable housing policy and demands in cities are hardly ever going to be the
same. Further, the utilization of an Affordable Housing Trust Fund can present a variety of benefits to
developers and private investors as they are often direct or indirect beneficiaries of the affordable housing
programs, either through the construction or ownership of affordable housing. Within the Memphis
metropolitan area, the intersectionality of housing accessibility is widely understood to be connected to
various social, economic, health, and racial equity outcomes several local foundations identified as their
philanthropic focus. While a fully invested Affordable Housing Trust Fund will not alleviate the
multitude of municipal disparities, it is likely that adequate investment in affordable housing will have a
positive effect on achieving foundational goals. Below is a summarized list of the purported benefits of an
Affordable Housing Trust Fund for various stakeholder groups:

Figure 3: Economic & Social Impacts of Investing in Affordable Housing

Benefits of Investment
Economic Impact
●
●
●
●
●

Increases property values
Increases tax revenue
Reduces Blight
Creates jobs
Attracts businesses and private
investors
○ Tax deductible
contributions
○ Alleviates predevelopment &
acquisition costs

Social Impact
●
●
●
●
●
●

Builds wealth for residents
Builds “Up” Neighborhoods
Alleviates Poverty
Advances equity outcomes
Creates long terms housing &
community resiliency
Promotes local home ownership

IMPACTS OF COVID 19 ON AFFORDABLE HOUSING IN MEMPHIS
Despite the perceived benefits, the allocation to the MAHTF for fiscal year 2021 (FY21) was zeroed out
of the municipal budget due to the fiscal impact of Covid-19. While the available funding for affordable
housing in Memphis has been stretched thin, the need for affordable housing and the existing disparities
has only widened since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. Initial policy interventions, such as
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mortgage & rental assistance and the moratorium on evictions, were implemented in order to prevent a
widespread economic shock on the housing market. However, housing insecurity and the threat of
collapse for the housing market still looms on the Memphis horizon. Prior to the end of the eviction
moratorium, over 9,000 eviction hearings had been stalled by the local courts. As described by local
leaders in an interview on the eviction crisis in Memphis, what we are experiencing now is the ‘calm
before the storm’. In recognition of this sense of urgency, affordable housing practitioners and policy
advocates across the city have called for greater efforts from local leadership to address the heightened
affordable housing needs throughout the COVID-19 pandemic.

HOUSING TRUST FUNDS: LOOKING TO PEER CITIES
Housing Trust Funds (HTFs) are hardly a new phenomenon; states and cities across the US have been
operating such funds since the 1980s. Most states, and over 700 localities operate their own HTFs,
leaving a variety of forms and approaches to adapt to the Memphis context (Brooks and Anderson 2017).
Funds operated by peer cities–Louisville, St. Louis, Nashville–provide some of the best insights for the
MAHTF
**COVID - 19 Impacts on Housing Trust Funds: In our initial investigations of Housing Trust Funds
across the nation, we found no significant example of other major metropolitan cities de-funding their
contributions or appropriations to affordable housing trust funds. However, we found several cities who
either increased funding or altered strategy towards affordable housing preservation.
Figure 4 Comparison of Affordable Housing Trust Funds in Peer Cities by Population
City

Total
Contribution

St.Louis

30.1 million

Nashville

Columbus

Louisville

Memphis

$47 million

$71 million

$15 million

$1 million

$423 million

$200 million

$1.8 million

3 years

3 years

1 year

$2 million

3.7 million

$0

Leveraged
investment

$624 million

$200 million

Years
deployed

17 years

6 years

Affordable
Housing
Trust Fund
Budget
FY 2021

$6 million

$5 million

Here are just a few examples of how HTFs in peer cities have supported housing goals and leveraged
private investment in housing and community development.
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St. Louis Affordable Housing Trust Fund:
●

●
●

Since 2003, the fund has deployed $30,942,802 in grants and low-interest loans for the
production of 3,685 homes; in 2019, for example the fund supported:
○ 165 new homes
○ 107 home repair services
○ 21,040 individuals received homeless prevention services
○ Transitional housing & services for 2,404 individuals
○ Rent, mortgage, utility assistance for 1,482 households
The program has a leverage ratio of $19 matched to every $1 invested by the fund
COVID-19 Impact: Allocated an additional $5 million for affordable housing construction and
approximately $16 million for affordable housing supports.2

Affordable Housing Trust for Columbus (OH) and Franklin County:
●
●

●

Started in 2001, awards this loan fund has revenue of approximately $10 million annually
In 2019 the fund supported:
○ $28 million in closed loans
○ $148 million in new economic activity
○ 974 units produced or preserved
○ Sustained as many as 1,300 jobs
Also in 2019, the fund attracted $100 million in private investment to expand its scope

Louisville (KY) Affordable Housing Trust Fund:
●
●
●

●

Began in 2008 with an initial $1 million one-time contribution, and over time has attracted public
and private investments
Grant & Loan fund
In 2018, the fund deployed grants and loans that:
○ Leveraged $17 for every $1 for $164 million in development
○ Built 492 new units
○ Preserved 814 affordable units
In 2020 Louisville Metro Government allocated $5 million to the LAHTF as follows:
○ $4.75 Million for development activities, rehab/reuse of vacant/abandoned properties,
and mixed income projects integrating low income housing
○ $1 Million “Adopt a Block” Pool used to develop or rehabilitate single family units,
geographically concentrated at the block level, with full or partial repayment
○ $250,000 for program administration

2 St. Louis mayor announces $64M funding package related to COVID-19.

https://www.ksdk.com/article/news/health/coronavirus/st-louis-mayor-covid-19-announcement/63-874cdca751ff-4ec1-9199-9bc72832bcea
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●

○ $25,000 grant pool for Supportive Housing Services
COVID-19 Impact: Offered rental and mortgage assistance to families and netindividuals,
waving fees and evictions; trust fund suspended loan program for 60 days.3

The Barnes Housing Trust Fund (Nashville, TN):
●

●

●

Between 2012-2019 the fund made over $37 million in grant investments that galvanized $183
million in overall development for a leverage ratio of 5:1
○ In 2019, a $9.8 million allocation leveraged $55.3 million in additional funding
The fund has aided in the development and preservation of 1,700 units, and has supported the
transfer of 84 metro-owned properties to affordable housing developers and invested $250,000 in
the Nashville Community Land Trust
COVID-19 Impact: Appropriated additional $5 million towards Barnes Housing Trust Fund
which was previously cut by state comptroller’s office

CONCLUSION
The growing need for safe and stable housing in Memphis is consistently mentioned as a top priority in
the city, however; there is currently no designated and permanent fund that developers can access to meet
this demand. Cities that invest in quality and affordable housing experience greater economic and
inclusive growth, attracting more businesses and individuals to the region and Memphis lags behind. The
conversation about affordable housing needs to shift so that the public, businesses, and the government
sectors will understand that investing in affordable housing leads to the shared prosperity of all.

3 COVID-19 Response: Community & Agency Actions Taken to Assist Our Most Vulnerable.

https://louisvilleky.gov/government/health-wellness/covid-19-response-community-agency-actions-taken-assistour-most
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