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I N T RO D U C T I O N

Too often, geography defines life outcomes for low-income families, and particularly low- 

income families of color. The evidence is irrefutable – neighborhood matters in Connecticut. 

Children in lower income communities have less access to high quality schools and are exposed 

to greater health and safety hazards that jeopardize their development than children in our 

more affluent communities.

Our state’s challenge is to foster diverse neighborhoods that promote success for all our 

children. To do this, it is imperative that we undertake two tasks. First, we must identify and 

implement strategies that transform struggling areas into thriving communities. This is a tall 

order because, as a nation, our best research has yet to identify a single “magic bullet” that 

reliably lifts up struggling cities or rural communities in decline without fostering involuntary 

displacement. Solutions are more likely to be multifaceted and require long-term commitments 

and an ability to balance competing interests. But we must persevere.

Thus our second task is to spur policies that reverse segregation and support greater choices in 

affordable housing locations for low-income families and particularly for low-income families of 

color and other groups who have historically been denied housing choices. Our nation’s painful 

history of intentional government-sponsored segregation, and current seemingly entrenched 

housing policies, separate us by race and income. And this has consequences: Data reveals 

significantly improved outcomes for low-income families who choose to move from high 

poverty to lower poverty neighborhoods, if they have that option.

Getting this right is essential for all of us: Connecticut has an educational achievement gap 

that hurts children and threatens our economic competitiveness. Where a child lives and goes 

to school has a direct and significant impact on that child’s life chances – because we rely on 

property taxes to fund schools and because the opportunities available to children vary so 

widely among towns. One way to address this challenge is to invest further in schools and 

services in under-resourced communities. Another way to address this challenge is to make 

sure that we balance our state investments to create more affordable housing in towns with 

greater opportunity, to give more children a better chance to succeed. In Connecticut, we have 

to do both. We cannot keep asking our cities to shoulder all the burden of ameliorating poverty; 

and we cannot keep asking our children to wait.

Our state’s 
challenge is to 
foster diverse 

neighborhoods that 
promote success for 

all our children.
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Charting the way forward requires an understanding of the role that subsidized housing policies 

have played in promoting or limiting access to opportunity. For this to be meaningful we must 

have a tool to assess neighborhood characteristics and compare different areas to one another. 

Opportunity Mapping, combining a collection of neighborhood indicators to determine each 

neighborhood’s access to resources that are associated with positive life outcomes, is one such 

tool.

What we find when we overlay the location of government subsidized affordable housing units 

on Opportunity Maps of Connecticut is a consistent pattern, and in many ways an old story. 

Blacks and Latinos are living in struggling, opportunity-isolated areas at far higher rates than 

other groups. Further, government-supported affordable housing is located overwhelmingly 

in areas that are assessed as having fewer opportunity structures, such as higher performing 

schools, that lead to success in life. Because, on average, as compared to Whites and Asians, 

Blacks and Latinos have disproportionately lower incomes, they have a similarly disproportionate 

need for government subsidized affordable options. Opportunity isolation is a major driver of 

many racial, ethnic, and income disparities in areas such as education, health, employment 

and more. This geographical separation by race, ethnicity, and income contributes to deeper 

societal divides that undermine the fabric of our democracy and government.

The goal of this report is to engage a broader array of citizens and policymakers in exploring the 

causes of and solutions to the opportunity divide. The data show that, despite our aspirations 

and shared goals for fairness, housing segregation persists at an extremely high level in 

Connecticut and denies opportunities to children and families. We can work together to create 

a more balanced plan for subsidized housing in Connecticut.

Getting this right 
is essential for all 
of us: Connecticut 
has an educational 
achievement gap 
that hurts children 
and threatens 
our economic 
competitiveness.
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Opportunity Mapping and the current data available on subsidized housing in Connecticut 

reveal a stunning and disturbing pattern: government subsidized affordable housing is 

overwhelmingly concentrated in areas of “lower opportunity” and generally excluded from 

areas of “higher opportunity.” This pattern of housing segregation cements poverty in place, 

and disproportionately impacts low-income people of color and others who are unable to find 

affordable housing in communities with an array of resources, high performing schools, and 

more opportunities.

MEASURING OPPORTUNIT Y
Connecticut was first introduced to Opportunity Mapping in 2009 in a report produced by the 

Kirwan Institute for the Study of Race and Ethnicity and commissioned by the Connecticut 

Fair Housing Center. This first Opportunity Mapping endeavor revealed deep geographical 

inequalities in access to opportunity by race and ethnicity.

Opportunity Mapping in Connecticut generated much discussion and debate from municipal 

leaders, housing developers, anti-poverty advocates and other stakeholders, and led to an 

examination of the unequal distribution of opportunity. For some, it confirmed the notion of 

“two Connecticuts,” one with resources and one without. Some commentators rightly cautioned 

that misuse of Opportunity Mapping could result in unfair condemnation of neighborhoods 

that all too often face criticism and stereotyping. When we use Opportunity Mapping as a tool, 

we must use it wisely to lift up our state and its families while recognizing the accomplishments 

of residents of under-resourced communities. We must use the mapping to, in some cases, 

transcend assumptions about neighborhoods and, instead, base prescriptions for what a 

neighborhood needs on the hard numbers generated by the Opportunity Mapping analysis.

Much to its credit, the state of Connecticut adopted Opportunity Mapping among other steps 

to guide priorities for some of its housing programs. This report is intended to share updated 

analyses of this mapping with 2015 data and to document the extent to which housing subsidy 

programs have disproportionately placed subsidized housing in areas that already host the lion’s 

share of such housing. This has been true for the last several decades and even more recently.

We measure and map opportunity across Connecticut using three types of data: educational 

outcomes; economic indicators such as unemployment rates, job growth and rates of public 

Over three quarters 
of all the affordable 

housing available 
through the five 
state programs 

analyzed in this 
report are in low 

opportunity areas of 
our state–and this 
has not changed in 

decades.

E X ECU T I V E SU M M A RY: F I N D I N G S & 
R ECO M M E N DAT I O N S
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assistance; and neighborhood quality indicators such as vacancy rates, crime rates and rates of 

home ownership. From these data, each census tract in the state is rated as a “very high,” “high,” 

“moderate,” “low,” or “very low” opportunity area. In this report low and very low opportunity 

areas are frequently grouped and referred to as “lower opportunity areas.” In some cases, data 

is shared for lower and moderate opportunity areas combined to highlight trends. High and very 

high opportunity areas are referred to as “higher opportunity areas.”

New and definitive research by Raj Chetty, Nathaniel Hendren, and Lawrence Katz shows that 

children have significantly better life outcomes including an increased likelihood of attending 

college, being in a stable relationship, and earning greater incomes if they grow up in higher 

opportunity areas.1 This research tells us that neighborhood matters. We must work to end 

segregation and provide families with choices in high-resource communities AND also ensure 

that all communities are transformed into higher opportunity areas.

OPPORTUNIT Y, R ACE AND SEGREGATION IN 
CONNECTICUT
A deeper dive into opportunity mapping reveals:

• Only 2% of the land area of Connecticut is assessed as “very low opportunity,” the 
lowest of the five opportunity tiers.

• 30% of the land area is “very high opportunity” and 28% is “high opportunity.”

• The population of Connecticut is fairly evenly distributed among each of the 5 types of 
opportunity areas, even though the land area varies significantly – in other words, more 
people are concentrated in smaller, lower opportunity areas.

• 73% of Blacks and Latinos live in low and very low opportunity areas compared to 26% 
of Whites and 36% of Asians.

• Approximately half of Connecticut’s Black and Latino residents live in the 2% of the 
land area of the state assessed as “very low opportunity” – i.e., those areas with the 
least access to critical levers that lead to success in life, such as thriving schools and 
safe neighborhoods. The same is true for only 9% of Whites.

1 Chetty, R., Hendren, N., & Katz, L. (2016). The Effects of Exposure to Better Neighborhoods on Children: New Evidence from the 
Moving to Opportunity Experiment, American Economic Review 106(4), 855-902. Retrieved from http://www.equality-of- opportunity.
org/assets/documents/mto_paper.pdf. (Hereinafter Chetty et al., 2016). This research focuses on neighborhood poverty rate as a proxy for 
opportunity.

New research 
tells us that 
neighborhood 
matters. We 
must work to 
end segregation 
and provide 
families choices 
in high-resource 
communities AND 
also ensure that all 
communities are 
transformed into 
higher opportunity 
areas.
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Population by Opportunity and Race

Opportunity Level Very Low Low Moderate High Very High
% of CT Land Area 2% 17% 23% 28% 30%

Total Population 19% 18% 20% 19% 24%

Black Alone 52% 21% 13% 9% 5%

Latino 50% 22% 12% 8% 7%

White Alone 9% 17% 22% 23% 30%

Asian Alone 14% 21% 19% 20% 25%

Other 26% 22% 18% 18% 16%

HOUSING AND OPPORTUNIT Y
Overall, a stunning percentage of government subsidized units, typically upwards of 85%, are 

located in very low, low or moderate opportunity areas. For most programs, these numbers 

only become starker when considering housing that is not restricted to seniors (referred to as 

“unrestricted housing” in this report).2

Location of Subsidized Units in Various Programs by Opportunity

PROGRAM OR DATA SOURCE2 
Percent of publicly-funded units/households in 

very low, low or moderate opportunity areas 

Connecticut Housing Finance Authority 
Preservation List 

87%

Low Income Housing Tax Credit 88%

State Sponsored Housing Portfolio Recapitalization 
Eligible Properties

76% 
(98% for “unrestricted” housing allowing 

 families with children)

Competitive Housing Assistance for Multifamily 
Properties (CHAMP)

85%

TENANT-BASED SUBSIDIES

Federal Housing Choice Voucher Program  
(Section 8)

86%

State Rental Assistance Program (RAP) 94%

• Over 75% of units in each housing program analyzed (listed above) are located in 
Connecticut’s lower opportunity areas - despite the fact that the general population is 
relatively evenly distributed between each of the 5 opportunity categories.  

• For several programs, upwards of 45% of units are located in the very low opportunity 
areas that represent only 2% of the land area of the state.

2 For more details on these programs, see Figure 9. The CHFA Preservation List is the most comprehensive list available of all government 
subsidized housing in Connecticut. It is incomplete in that it does not provide full information on funding levels, sources, bedroom counts 
and other details. It also does not include some types of subsidized units such as some supportive housing and Section 8 project-based 
units administered by town housing authorities.

Figure 1: Population by 
Opportunity and Race

Figure 2: Location of Subsidized 
Units in Various Programs by 

Opportunity
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• For most programs, less than 10% of government subsidies have supported affordable 
housing open to families in high and very high opportunity areas, even though these 
areas make up 58% of the land area of the state and are home to 40% of the population 
and the highest performing schools.

• Expenditures over recent years do not show a marked improvement in low-income 
families gaining access to thriving neighborhoods. The concentration of subsidized 
affordable housing in lower or moderate opportunities areas has persisted and, within 
some programs, become worse. 

• Since the inception of the federal Low-Income Housing Tax Credit program 30 years ago, 
88% of units in Connecticut have been developed in very low to moderate opportunity 
areas and only 12% in higher opportunity areas.

A LONG-TERM PROBLEM IN CONNECTICUT
This out-of-balance development pattern generates poverty concentration in areas that are 

already struggling and limits housing choices for Black, Latino, single-parent (and especially 

female-headed) households, households with disabilities and other families who have a 

disproportionate need for affordable housing. In addition, deepening poverty concentration in 

high poverty areas creates potentially insurmountable barriers for communities working hard 

to promote revitalization and stability.

Many factors affect where subsidized housing is located and, apart from program priorities 

articulated through application processes, local zoning is the most significant. While zoning is a 

Since the inception 
of the federal Low-
Income Housing Tax 
Credit program 30 
years ago, 88% of 
units in Connecticut 
have been 
developed in very 
low to moderate 
opportunity areas 
and only 12% in 
higher opportunity 
areas.

Figure 3: Connecticut Opportunity 
Map and Preservation 
Developments
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state power,3 the state of Connecticut has delegated it to towns through the Zoning Enabling 

Act, Connecticut General Statute Sec. 8-2. This law requires, among other things, that towns 

permit the development of multifamily and affordable housing. Unfortunately, through various 

exclusionary zoning provisions, many towns effectively prevent such housing from being built. 

In fact, the zoning ordinances of 25 towns do not even permit multifamily housing to be built 

- a violation of the state statute.4 Such policies make the development of subsidized housing 

challenging or impossible in many higher opportunity towns.

There is a key nexus between local zoning and government housing subsidy programs. State 

government subsidy programs should offer both incentives and assists to towns and cities to 

promote the development of more affordable housing. First, we must ensure that government 

housing subsidy programs do not pose any additional barriers, beyond zoning restrictions, 

to locating a portion of subsidized housing in thriving communities. Second, the presence of 

strong incentives to locate subsidized housing in higher-resourced communities in and of itself 

increases the likelihood that exclusionary zoning practices will be overcome.  A high likelihood 

of getting the subsidy will motivate developers to contend with zoning barriers – either through 

effective advocacy at the municipal level or through legal challenges, including with the state 

affordable housing appeals process under Connecticut General Statute Section 8-30g.5

Last, it is important to note that deeply affordable housing, that is, housing in reach for people 

who are truly living below the poverty line,6 is generally not developed in the absence of 

government housing subsidies.7 To ensure that such housing is available across regions in a 

balanced way, the administration of housing subsidy programs must promote geographic 

diversity.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

Increase Access to Opportunity

1. Balance housing investments to include higher opportunity areas through meaningful 
regional planning and the setting of specific, measurable goals.

2. Increase housing choice for tenant-based subsidy holders through mobility counseling.

3. Improve data collection and analysis of affordable housing characteristics and location.

3 Village of Euclid, Ohio v. Ambler Realty Co., 272 U.S. 365 (1926); see also McElyea, W. (1987). Playing the Numbers: Local Government 
Authority to Apply Use Quotas in Neighborhood Commercial Districts, Ecology Law Quarterly 14, 335.

4 Connecticut Department of Housing. (2015). Analysis of Impediments to Fair Housing Choice 2015, 113. Retrieved from http://www.
ct.gov/doh/lib/doh/analysis_of_impediments_2015.pdf.

5 This has been true in New Jersey, see, Evans, T. (2017, May). Assessment of the New Jersey Low Income Housing Tax Credit Program, 
New Jersey’s Future. Retrieved from http://www.njfuture.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/New-Jersey-Future-Assessment-of-the-
NJLIHTC-program.pdf.

6 HUD defines “Extremely Low Income” as below the poverty line or 30% area median income, whichever is higher.

7 Leopold, J., Getsinger, L., Blumenthal, P., Abazajian, K., & Jordan, R. (2015, June). The Housing Affordability Gap for Extremely 
Low-Income Renters in 2013, 2. Washington, DC: Urban Institute. Retrieved from http://www.urban.org/research/publication/housing-
affordability-gap-extremely-low-income-renters-2013/view/full_report. More than 80% of affordable housing for extremely low-income 
renters is HUD-assisted.
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4. Increase rents under the Housing Choice Voucher and Rental Assistance Programs to 
reflect actual rents in all towns.

5. Expand housing authority jurisdiction beyond municipal borders.

6. Ensure affirmative marketing across racial lines for government-supported housing.

7. Fully fund fair housing testing and enforcement programs.

8. Address exclusionary zoning by adopting fair share housing goals.

Revitalize Struggling Communities

1. Continue and expand community revitalization investments to go beyond housing.

2. Implement policies that protect against involuntary displacement and ensure income 
diversity.

3. Make neighborhoods safer with high levels of community involvement.

4. Vigorously support schools, mentoring programs, after school activities, community 
colleges, scholarship programs, and job training opportunities.

5. Invest in resources that strengthen family and community connections.

WE CAN END SEGREGATION AND INCREASE 
OPPORTUNIT Y FOR ALL
Despite our aspirations and shared goals for fairness, the data in this report show that housing 

segregation persists in Connecticut and denies opportunities to children and families – and 

others in need of affordable options, such as single-parent families and households with a 

member with disabilities. By continuing to concentrate affordable housing in lower opportunity 

areas, we are replicating many of the conditions of poverty that limit the life chances of future 

generations. Repeating this pattern in moderate opportunity areas risks reproducing past 

housing policy practices that generated poverty concentration. Open Communities Alliance 

and many other advocates in Connecticut will continue to work with state leaders and public 

officials to achieve greater opportunities for all. 




