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Abstract 

Innovation and Affordability: Strategies for Including 

Workforce Housing in the Austin Innovation Zone 

Awais Azhar, MSCRP/ MPAff 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2016 

Supervisor:  Elizabeth Mueller  

Existing literature on innovation districts and global case studies relate the 

importance of including housing opportunities in innovation district planning, including 

housing for employees. Innovation districts are dense and vibrant urban areas that 

provide opportunities for research institutions, technology firms, entrepreneurs, and local 

businesses to coexist in one space, creating economic growth and strengthening local 

institutions. The dense and mixed-use urban planning model used to define and design 

innovation districts requires creating a mix of opportunities for research, work, living, 

shopping, and entertainment. 

Former Austin Mayor Lee Leffingwell and Texas State Senator Kirk Watson 

created an Innovation District Advisory Group in 2013 to explore the idea of creating an 

innovation district in Austin. The establishment of the Dell Medical School, the 

redevelopment of the Central Health Brackenridge Campus, and the creation of the Dell 

Seton Medical Center in the northeast quadrant of Downtown Austin laid the foundation 
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for establishing the Austin Innovation Zone in 2014. In March 2016, Senator Watson and 

Central Health announced the creation of a newly formed nonprofit, Capital City 

Innovation Inc., which will help drive the process of establishing the Zone and engaging 

local businesses. 

Planning for the Zone should further the vision and goals of the Downtown 

Austin Plan and create a dense and livable Downtown that includes various housing 

choices, including workforce housing. Workforce housing caters to households earning 

between 60 and 80 percent of the Area Median Income. Changing demographics and 

shifting housing preferences indicate workers prefer living close to work and in vibrant 

downtown settings. Employers are locating offices in downtowns to attract new 

employees and prefer that employees live close to work to increase productivity. 

Creative strategies are required to include rental workforce housing in the plans 

for the Austin Innovation Zone, as the case studies in this report show. To create 

workforce housing in the Zone, this report suggests conducting further research and a 

needs assessment, creating an Innovation Zone Density Bonus Program, revising the 

Land Development Code, creating a Downtown Workforce Housing Corporation, 

revising the S.M.A.R.T. Housing Program, streamlining the current permitting processes 

and providing options for expedited review. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

AFFORDABILITY AND INNOVATION 

Downtown Austin is undergoing a major transformation with the creation of The 

University of Texas Medical District and the Austin Innovation Zone. The Austin 

Innovation Zone will connect the research occurring at the Dell Medical School and Dell 

Seton Health Center with healthcare providers, entrepreneurs, and venture capitalists. 

This innovation ecosystem of collaboration and technological advancement will 

strengthen Austin’s role as a regional center for the provision and research of the health 

sciences. Furthermore, the Austin Innovation Zone will provide further economic 

development opportunities in Downtown Austin by attracting employers, capital, and 

creative employees.1  

The Austin Innovation Zone also provides an exciting opportunity for furthering 

Austin’s goals of creating a mixed-use, mixed-income, and vibrant Downtown. The 

major urban transformation set to occur with the creation of the Austin Innovation Zone 

creates an opportunity to further the city’s goals by providing mixed-use housing options 

in Downtown Austin, as envisioned by the Downtown Austin Plan.2 Changing 

demographics and shifting housing preferences indicate that workers prefers living close 

                                                 
1“Austin Leaders Create Engine for Innovation in Health and Creative Industries,” Kirk Watson Texas 
Senator, March 11, 2016, http://www.kirkwatson.com/issues/10in10/austin-leaders-create-engine-for-
innovation-in-health-and-creative-industries/. 
2City of Austin, “Downtown Austin Plan,” December 8, 2011, 
ftp://ftp.ci.austin.tx.us/DowntownAustinPlan/dap_approved_12-8-2011.pdf. 
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to work and in vibrant downtown settings.3 Additionally, large employers prefer that their 

employees live close to their places of work to increase productivity.4 This has prompted 

firms to locate their offices in downtown settings and close to preferred employee 

housing choices, to attract a talented and diverse workforce.5  

Furthermore, downtown housing options could be used to address the pressing 

housing needs of Austinites and further the housing goals of the City of Austin. The Draft 

Austin Strategic Housing Plan (Housing Plan) shows that Austin’s population is 

projected to increase by 3 percent per year.  By 2045, this will add 400,000 residents to 

the city, requiring 200,000 additional housing units. Downton housing options will not 

only address the increasing demand for affordable housing but also further the city’s 

goals to situate housing in all parts of the city.6 Creating rental workforce housing 

opportunities in the Austin Innovation Zone would help in creating a vibrant mixed-use 

district, attracting a talented workforce, and addressing the City of Austin’s affordable 

housing challenges.  

The literature on innovation districts and case studies from around the world 

relate the importance of including housing opportunities, including affordable housing, in 

the plans for innovation districts. Housing is integral to creating vibrant mixed-use urban 

                                                 
3Bruce Katz and Julie Wagner, “The Rise of Innovation Districts: A New Geography of Innovation in 
America” (Washington D.C: The Brookings Institution, May 2014), https://www.brookings.edu/wp-
content/uploads/2016/07/InnovationDistricts1.pdf. 
4Reuters, “Facebook Gives Employees Big Money to Move Closer to Work - Fortune,” December 17, 
2015, http://fortune.com/2015/12/17/facebook-employees-money-to-move/. 
5Amazon, “About Amazon - Working at Amazon - Our Urban Campus,” accessed August 10, 2016, 
https://www.amazon.com/p/feature/4kc8ovgnyf996yn. 
6Neighborhood Housing and Community Development, “Austin Strategic Housing Plan Draft,” June 2016, 
https://www.austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/Draft_Austin_Housing_Plan_06.06.16__2_.pdf. 
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areas that are active throughout the day.7 However, innovative strategies are required to 

include workforce-housing opportunities in plans for the Austin Innovation Zone. To 

create successful housing opportunities in the Austin Innovation Zone, the City of Austin 

must partner with major institutions in the district, local employers, the nonprofit 

community and foundations, and private developers and financiers.  

SCOPE OF WORK 

This report aims to assess strategies for including workforce housing in the Austin 

Innovation Zone and to provide recommendations to achieve this goal. The scope of this 

work is constrained in three major ways: 

 This report focuses solely on the geographic area defined by the Austin 

Innovation Zone. As currently planned, the Austin Innovation Zone will be 

bounded by Martin Luther King, Jr. Boulevard on the north, Lady Bird Lake on 

the south, Interstate 35 on the east and Trinity Street on the west. The Innovation 

Zone will thus comprise the eastern edge of downtown.
8
 Although, the district 

exists within the larger context of the City of Austin the strategies presented are 

only applicable for the distinct Austin Innovation Zone. 

 This report focuses solely on workforce housing. The Urban Land Institute (ULI) 

has defined workforce housing as housing affordable to households earning 

                                                 
7Katz and Wagner, “The Rise of Innovation Districts: A New Geography of Innovation in America.” 
8Austin Leaders Create Engine for Innovation in Health and Creative Industries.” 
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between 60 percent and 120 percent Area Median Income.
9
 Thus, this report does 

not aim to address deep affordability or homelessness, both of which are 

significant issues in Austin. The focus on workforce housing is meant to address 

the housing needs of the workers who will be employed at the Austin Innovation 

Zone. 

 This report focuses solely on strategies that the City of Austin can employ on its 

own. Strategies requiring state or federal legislation or management are not 

included in this report. Although federal and state affordable housing programs 

have great value, local governments have limited control over these programs. 

Currently, most programs do not cater to households eligible for workforce 

housing. At best, these programs address the needs of persons earning between 60 

percent and 80 percent of Median Family Income within this group. 

This report does not focus on the processes that may be used to enact these 

strategies. Hence, there is no mention of getting community input on the final 

recommendations and strategies. However, gaining community perspective would be 

necessary before any strategies can be enacted in the City. Community involvement 

would be key to shaping any future plans for the Austin Innovation Zone and 

implementing such plans. 

                                                 
9Richard M. Haughey, “Workforce Housing: Barriers, Solutions, and Model Programs” (Washington D.C: 
The Urban Land Institute, 2003), 
http://www.tbrpc.org/resource_center/pdfs/housing/ULI_Workforce_Housing.pdf. 
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Chapter 2: Innovation Districts and the Austin Innovation Zone 

DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGES AND CENTRAL CITY GROWTH 

Starting in the middle of the twentieth century, American households began to 

move to the suburbs and central cities began to see a decline in population. Between 1950 

and 2000, the share of metropolitan populations decreased from 56 percent to 32 

percent.10 Suburban and exurban counties continued to experience population growth 

during the early 2000s, with growth peaking between 2005 and 2006. However, by 2009 

and 2010, this growth had halved. On the other hand, cities and dense inner suburbs saw 

an increase in population growth rates in the latter half of the same decade.11 This 

demographic shift from suburban growth to central city growth will alter the way we plan 

our cities. 

Table 1 shows the growth rates for suburbs and central cities for twenty major 

Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSA) in the United States, including Austin, during 2013 

to 2014. Data shows that for many cities, the growth in the primary city or central city is 

outpacing the growth in the suburbs during this time. For cities such as Atlanta, Boston, 

Denver, Miami, New York City, Portland, and Seattle central city growth has 

                                                 
10Leah Platt Boustan and Allison Shertzer, “Demography and Population Loss from Central Cities, 1950-
2000,” August 2010, http://papers.ccpr.ucla.edu/papers/PWP-CCPR-2010-019/PWP-CCPR-2010-019.pdf. 
11Wlliam H. Frey, “Population Growth in Metro America Since 1980: Putting the Volatile 2000s in 
Perspective,” Brookings, March 20, 2012, https://www.brookings.edu/research/population-growth-in-
metro-america-since-1980-putting-the-volatile-2000s-in-perspective/. 
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significantly overtaken suburban growth. For other cities such as Austin, Dallas, 

Houston, Phoenix, and St. Louis, suburban growth still outpaces central city growth.12 

Metropolitan Area Growth Rates, 2013-2014 

Primary 
City 

Growth 

Suburb 
Growth 

Suburb 
Minus 

Primary 
City 

Atlanta-Sandy Springs-Roswell, GA 1.69 1.60 -0.09 

Austin-Round Rock, TX 2.89 3.19 0.29 

Boston-Cambridge-Newton, MA-NH 1.05 0.66 -0.38 

Charlotte-Concord-Gastonia, NC-SC 2.02 1.75 -0.27 

Chicago-Naperville-Elgin, IL-IN-WI 0.08 0.11 0.04 

Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington, TX 1.72 2.04 0.32 

Denver-Aurora-Lakewood, CO 2.19 1.89 -0.30 

Houston-The Woodlands-Sugar Land, TX 1.62 2.92 1.30 

Los Angeles-Long Beach-Anaheim, CA 0.72 0.62 -0.11 

Miami-Fort Lauderdale-West Palm Beach, FL 2.00 1.03 -0.96 

Minneapolis-St. Paul-Bloomington, MN-WI 1.26 0.90 -0.36 

New York-Newark-Jersey City, NY-NJ-PA 0.64 0.30 -0.33 

Phoenix-Mesa-Scottsdale, AZ 1.60 2.26 0.66 

Pittsburgh, PA -0.43 -0.16 0.27 

Portland-Vancouver-Hillsboro, OR-WA 1.55 1.40 -0.15 

San Antonio-New Braunfels, TX 1.77 2.47 0.71 

San Francisco-Oakland-Hayward, CA 1.43 1.42 -0.01 

Seattle-Tacoma-Bellevue, WA 1.93 1.48 -0.45 

St. Louis, MO-IL -0.34 0.23 0.57 

Washington-Arlington-Alexandria, DC-VA-MD-WV 1.17 1.11 -0.06 

Table 1: Primary City and Suburban Growth Rate for U.S. Cities.13 

In Austin, during 2013 to 2014, primary city growth was 2.89 and suburban 

growth was 3.19. This means suburban growth outpaced central city growth by 0.29.14 

                                                 
12William H. Frey, “A Big City Growth Revival?,” Brookings, May 28, 2013, 
https://www.brookings.edu/opinions/a-big-city-growth-revival/. 
13Ibid., 
14Ibid.,  



 
 

7 

Still, central Austin is seeing a considerable increase in population growth. It is also 

worth noting that out of all these cities, the City of Austin has the greatest population 

growth, in both the central city and the suburbs. This creates great pressure on the 

existing housing stock and infrastructure of the city, particularly for low and moderate-

income residents. According to a 2015 study by the Martin Prosperity Institute, out of a 

list of ten large metros Austin had the highest overall economic segregation.15 Thus, 

Austin’s growth is creating challenges for low and moderate-income residents even as it 

leads to economic growth in the city.  

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT TRENDS AND THE REEMERGENCE OF DOWNTOWNS 

Starting in the 1960s, inner cities faced major decline, a situation that became 

worse by the 1980s and 1990s. Poverty, crime, and the failure of social institutions 

deeply affected inner city populations, specifically minority neighborhoods.16 Inner city 

neighborhoods and downtown areas became associated with crime, unsafe environments, 

and decline. These factors led to further disinvestment in these areas and a move for 

businesses to locate in suburban industrial parks, where workers could be removed from 

the issues of downtowns and central cities.17  

Industrial parks aimed at encouraging industrial growth by creating special 

economic zones outside of cities. Perhaps the most famous of these industrial parks was 

the Stanford Research Park, established by Dean Frederick Terman near Stanford 

                                                 
15Richard Florida and Charlotta Mellander, “Segregated City: The Geography of Economic Segregation in 
America’s Metros” (Martin Prosperity Institute, February 2015), 
http://martinprosperity.org/media/Segregated%20City.pdf. 
16Alan Berube and Elizabeth Kneebone, “Poverty and the Suburbs: An Introduction,” in Confronting 
Suburban Poverty in America (Harrisonburg, Virginia: The Brookings Institution, 2014), 
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/confrontingsuburbanpoverty_samplechapter.pdf. 
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University. The Stanford Research Park later became the center of Silicon Valley and 

became synonymous with successful economic development initiatives.18 The Silicon 

Valley model focuses on creating economic zones that are attached to major research 

universities and centers but distinctly removed from the urban milieu. Workers in 

research parks rely on nearby cities for housing and amenities, leading to an automobile 

dependent lifestyle.  

However, the trends of inner city abandonment by businesses changed in the 

1990s as central cities began to attract higher income and better-educated residents. 

Central cities and downtowns have made a resurgence in the past few decades.19 The 

conversation has shifted to active downtowns and waterfronts, greater housing 

opportunities in central cities, and burgeoning downtown businesses. These changes also 

have led to a change in the way city planners and businesses think of suburban office 

parks. Cities now are focusing on ensuring that downtowns are the home of innovative 

businesses, large technology sector firms, and a healthy mix of land uses. These planning 

principles can be seen in the creation of innovation districts in a number of major cities in 

the United States.  

                                                                                                                                                 
17Arnault Morisson, Innovation Districts: A Toolkit for Urban Leaders (San Bernardino: CreateSpace 
Independent Publishing Platform, 2015). 
18Ibid., 
19Luke J Juday, “The Changing Shape of American Cities” (Charlottesville: University of Virginia, March 
2015), http://www.coopercenter.org/sites/default/files/node/13/ChangingShape-
AmericanCities_UVACooperCenter_March2015.pdf. 
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DEFINING INNOVATION DISTRICTS 

Innovation districts have no singular, easy definition. They have been defined 

differently by various authors but most definitions have a few key principles. A policy 

research team at the Lyndon B. Johnson School of Public Affairs gave the following 

definition in the report, Austin Anchors & the Innovation Zone: Building Collaborative 

Capacity: 

Innovation zones are geographic areas where anchor institutions cluster with local 
businesses and entrepreneurs to create vibrancy, encourage economic growth, and 
serve as a hub for collaboration among the public, private, and nonprofit sectors.20 
 
 
Researchers at the Brookings Institution define innovation districts as, 

“geographic areas where leading-edge anchor institutions and companies cluster and 

connect with start-ups, business incubators and accelerators.”21 In the book Innovation 

Districts: A Toolkit for Urban Leaders, author Arnault Morrison defines innovation 

districts by highlighting three major goals of these districts: to redevelop unproductive 

city land, to retain innovative companies and employees, and to create a center for 

innovation.22 Most definitions of innovation districts have a few things in common:  

 districts are geographically constrained and situated in already populated urban 

centers; 

 districts focus on innovative and technology-based sectors and businesses; 

 districts are grounded by anchor institutions, which are defined as large-scale 

                                                 
20“Austin Anchors & The Innovation Zone:  Building Collaborative Capacity” (Austin: Lyndon B. Johnson 
School of Public Affairs, August 2015), http://austincityup.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Austin-
Anchors-Innovation-Zone-pdf.pdf. 
21Katz and Wagner, “The Rise of Innovation Districts.” 
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 place-based, public and private institutions that provide community benefits;
23

 

 districts provide a range of urban amenities catering to a diverse population and, 

 districts foster innovative practices by placing entrepreneurs, researchers, and tech 

workers in close proximity to each other. 

It is clear from the above features that innovation districts are distinctly different 

from older industrial parks and research parks even though both aim to create economic 

development zones. The biggest difference is the stress on mixed-use areas that embrace 

the urban milieu and provide opportunities for organizations to locate in close proximity 

to each other. In her influential book, Regional Advantage: Culture and Competition in 

Silicon Valley and Route 128, AnnaLee Saxenian explained that firms that share 

information and engage with other firms have a competitive economic advantage. She 

described industrial systems that reflected the relationships firms had to each other, and 

to the social structures and institutional structures of their surroundings. Saxenian’s 

analysis concluded that the cooperation between firms defined the success of Silicon 

Valley.24 The literature on innovation districts proposes the development of place-based 

strategies to advance this cooperative competitive advantage.   

                                                                                                                                                 
22Morisson, Innovation Districts: A Toolkit for Urban Leaders. 
23“Austin Anchors & The Innovation Zone:  Building Collaborative Capacity.” 
24AnnaLee Saxenian, “Book Note Regional Advantage: Culture and Competition in Silicon Valley and 
Route 128,” 1994, http://jolt.law.harvard.edu/articles/pdf/v08/08HarvJLTech521.pdf. 
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Figure 1: The Innovation Ecosystem.25 

Researchers at Brookings have identified that all innovation districts contain 

economic, physical, and networking assets, that together create an innovation ecosystem 

as shown in Figure 1. Economic assets are the organizations and institutions that drive an 

innovative economy. Physical assets are the publicly and privately owned spaces that 

together provide connectivity through close proximity. Networking assets are the 

relationships and exchange of ideas that are created by this close proximity of firms and 

people. 26 It is the combination of these three assets, within an innovation ecosystem, that 

sets these innovation districts apart from older economic development models. These 

differences also have created an opportunity for planners to bring tech-related and 

innovation jobs to downtown areas.  

                                                 
25Katz and Wagner, “The Rise of Innovation Districts.” 
26Ibid.,  



 
 

12 

INNOVATION DISTRICTS AND HOUSING 

Housing is an integral part of the mixed-use model that can be supported by 

innovation districts. Literature on innovations districts focuses on creating mixed-use 

districts that include housing, retail, office space, and public amenities. Innovation 

district planning has included housing and affordable housing in a number of places 

including Seattle, Research Triangle Park in North Carolina, Boston and St. Louis.27 Due 

to the recent emergence of innovation districts as an economic development strategy, 

there is a lack of sufficient research on the demand for housing and the success of 

initiatives in existing districts. While further research is required to analyze the housing 

needs of existing innovation districts, the literature clearly identifies housing as an 

integral part of innovation district planning.28  

Large employers also are beginning to identify the need for ensuring that 

employees live close to work. Facebook has created rent benefits to convince employees 

to live closer to their Silicon Valley jobs because the company and its employees see the 

benefit of living close to where you work.29 On the other, hand Amazon decided to invest 

in a downtown urban campus when it outgrew its suburban campus in Seattle. The 

company made a conscious decision to locate in the innovation district in South Lake 

Union close to numerous housing choices to attract new employees. According to 

Amazon, currently 15 percent of their employees live in the same district in which they 

                                                 
27Katz and Wagner, “The Rise of Innovation Districts: A New Geography of Innovation in America.” 
28Morisson, Innovation Districts: A Toolkit for Urban Leaders. 
29Reuters, “Facebook Gives Employees Big Money to Move Closer to Work - Fortune.” 
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work.30 Although further research is required, these cases suggest that a number of 

workers want to live in close proximity to their workplaces.  

Mixed-use innovation districts also closely align with current day urban planning 

practice that aims to create neighborhoods and cities where residents can live, work, and 

play. The importance of including housing in downtown revitalization plans is greatly 

stressed by Smart Growth America in its guidebook for downtown revitalization. 

Including housing in downtown areas is not only important to promote smart growth and 

sustainable principles, but also, diversifies the local tax base. Furthermore, providing 

housing opportunities can be key to attracting retail to downtowns, thereby strengthening 

the tax base.31  

The importance of including housing in downtown revitalization plans is included 

in research by the Brookings Institution as well. Researchers suggest that downtown 

planners must encourage the development of housing in downtowns, including affordable 

housing.32 Cities working to redevelop parts of their downtown and create tech jobs by 

creating innovation districts cannot overlook the importance of integrating housing into 

these districts. The literature shows that housing can attract creative employees, expand 

the tax base, support downtown retail businesses, create sustainable communities, tackle 

affordable housing issues, and create vibrant mixed-use districts.  

                                                 
30Amazon, “About Amazon - Working at Amazon - Our Urban Campus.” 
31Smart Growth America, “(Re)Building Downtown: A Guidebook for Revitalization” (Smart Growth 
America, December 2015), http://www.smartgrowthamerica.org/documents/rebuilding-downtown.pdf. 
32Christopher B. Leinberger, “Turning Around Downtown: Twelve Steps to Revitalization” (Washington 
D.C: The Brookings Institution, March 2005), 
http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/reports/2005/3/downtownredevelopment-
leinberger/20050307_12steps.pdf. 
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BACKGROUND OF THE AUSTIN INNOVATION ZONE 

The idea for an innovation district in Austin stemmed from the need for creating a 

healthier Austin as proposed by Senator Kirk Watson in 2011. He proposed a vision of 10 

Goals in 10 Years that foresaw the establishment of Austin as a major healthcare center.33 

The establishment of the Dell Medical School, the redevelopment of the Central Health 

Brackenridge Campus, and the creation of the Dell Seton Medical Center in the northeast 

quadrant of Downtown Austin were important pieces of this vision. Additionally, these 

changes in Downtown Austin were seen as opportunities for further economic 

development, and the development of a center for technology, medical services and 

health research. 

Former Austin Mayor Lee Leffingwell, and Texas State Senator Kirk Watson 

created an Innovation District Advisory group in 2013. The group had twenty-five 

members representing local government entities, The University of Texas at Austin, the 

Waller Creek Conservancy, Central Health, the State of Texas, the Downtown Austin 

Alliance, Seton Healthcare Family, St. David’s Medical Center, the Greater Austin 

Chamber of Commerce, the Greater Austin Tech Partnership, the Greater Austin 

Economic Development Corporation, the Ending Community Homelessness Coalition, 

and the Austin Music Commission. The mayor, state senator and city manager were a 

part of this twenty-five member group and helped drive the planning process. The Austin 

City Council directed Marc Ott, the City Manager, to proceed with establishing the 

Austin Innovation Zone in 2014. The changes in Austin’s Mayor and City Council did 

                                                 
33“Austin Leaders Create Engine for Innovation in Health and Creative Industries.” 
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not affect establishment of the zone as the new Mayor, Steve Adler, has continued the 

work of his predecessor.34 

In March 2016, Senator Watson and Central Health announced the creation of a 

newly formed nonprofit, Capital City Innovation Inc., which will help drive the process 

of establishing the Austin Innovation Zone and engaging local businesses. Founding 

members of the nonprofit include The University of Texas at Austin, Central Health and 

Seton Healthcare Family. Mayor Steve Adler and Travis County Judge Sarah Eckhart 

will serve as Advisory Members and four other members will be named over time to 

serve on the Board.35  

AUSTIN INNOVATION ZONE BOUNDARY AND MAJOR INSTITUTIONS 

While planning for the Austin Innovation Zone is ongoing, various major pieces 

of the innovation zone already are being put in place. As noted above, the Austin 

Innovation Zone will be bounded by Martin Luther King, Jr. Boulevard on the north, 

Lady Bird Lake on the south, Interstate 35 on the east, and Trinity Street on the west. The 

Innovation Zone will thus comprise the eastern edge of downtown.36 This area includes 

the Dell Medical School, the Central Health Brackenridge Campus, the Dell Seton 

Medical Center, and Waller Creek. The district also is adjacent to The University of 

Texas at Austin, the State of Texas Capitol Complex, and Downtown Austin.  

                                                 
34“Austin Anchors & The Innovation Zone:  Building Collaborative Capacity.” 
35“Austin Leaders Create Engine for Innovation in Health and Creative Industries.” 
36Ibid., 
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Figure 2: The University of Texas Medical District and Austin Innovation Zone.37 

In June 2016, the Dell Medical School welcomed its first class, and the Dell Seton 

Medical Center is set to open in spring 2017. The Center will serve as a teaching hospital 

for the students of the medical school. Together, these developments form The University 

of Texas Medical District (Medical District), as seen in figure 2. Furthermore, after a 

long, community driven process, the Central Health Board adopted the Brackenridge 

Campus Master Plan (Brackenridge Plan) for the property that currently is home to the 

Brackenridge Hospital. By fall 2017, the hospital will be decommissioned and 

redevelopment will begin on the property.38 The Brackenridge property is one of the 

largest sites in the Innovation Zone and, thus, is central to the district’s development. 

                                                 
37Jennifer Curington, “Medical District Coming to Life,” Community Impact Newspaper, June 24, 2015, 
https://communityimpact.com/austin/commerce/2015/06/24/medical-district-coming-to-life/. 
38“Austin Leaders Create Engine for Innovation in Health and Creative Industries.” 
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BRACKENRIDGE CAMPUS MASTER PLAN 

The Brackenridge Campus Master Plan reflects the guiding principles adopted by 

the Central Health Board for the project: Mission, Stewardship and Partnership.39 The 

mission of Central Health states, “Central Health creates access to health care for those 

who need it most.”40 Considering this mission, Central Health aimed to ensure that the 

Brackenridge Campus Master Plan would help support healthcare provision in the City of 

Austin, through revenue generation and other means. Central Health gathered community 

input on the redevelopment plan over a 20-month period before adoption. Central Health 

President and CEO Patricia A. Young Brown has indicated that the team will continue 

working with community partners in the future and provide opportunities for further 

input. 41 

The Brackenridge Campus Master Plan is an evolving, long-term planning 

document that proposes a walkable mixed-use development that may include retail, 

medical and office space, a hotel, restaurants, parking, a public market, and a range of 

housing.42 The work of the Waller Creek Conservancy has been included in the 

Brackenridge Plan and it takes into account the Waller Creek District Master Plan. The 

Brackenridge Plan also is closely aligned with the master plan for the Medical District 

and the Austin Innovation Zone. The plan highlights that there could be a consideration 

                                                 
39Central Health, “Central Health Board of Managers Adopts Brackenridge Campus Master Plan,” Central 
Health, January 27, 2016, http://www.centralhealth.net/central-health-board-of-managers-adopts-
brackenridge-campus-master-plan/. 
40Central Health, “Vision, Mission, and Values,” Central Health, accessed August 12, 2016, 
http://www.centralhealth.net/about-us/vision-mission-values/. 
41Central Health, “Central Health Board of Managers Adopts Brackenridge Campus Master Plan.” 
42Ibid., 
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of planning for a range of housing types in partnership with other organizations in and 

around the Austin Innovation Zone, The University of Texas at Austin, and/or the 

Brackenridge Campus. The illustrative plan within the Brackenridge Plan further presents 

a preliminary hypothetical plan that includes residential uses.43  

The Brackenridge Campus Master Plan provides a preliminary framework for a 

phased redevelopment that begins in 2017 and ends in approximately 2035. Central 

Health currently is working to develop a Request for Qualifications/ Request for 

Proposals to solicit a master developer for the redevelopment. The master developer will 

work with Central Health and city officials to define the zoning parameters for the project 

as it progresses.44  

 

 

 

  

  

                                                 
43Gensler & McCann Adams Studio, “Central Health Brackenridge Campus Master Plan,” January 27, 
2016, http://www.centralhealthcampus.net/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Central-Health_Brackenridge-
Campus-Master-Plan_FINAL-160118.pdf. 
44Central Health, “Central Health Board of Managers Adopts Brackenridge Campus Master Plan.” 
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Chapter 3: Affordable Housing in Austin 

AFFORDABLE HOUSING NEEDS  

The 2014 City of Austin Comprehensive Housing Market Analysis identified 

numerous city housing needs. According to the analysis, there was a shortage of deeply 

affordable units for renters earning less than $25,000 annually.  Deeply affordable units 

were described as those that have a rent of $500 per month or less. The analysis also 

identified a concentration of affordable housing and the need for providing housing in 

different parts of the city. According to the analysis, most affordable rental properties are 

East of Interstate 35 and most homes for ownership costing less than $250,000 are 

concentrated in the northeast, southeast and far south of the city. Furthermore, in many 

neighborhoods that are redeveloping, there was a possibility that long-time residents 

would be forced to move out to find affordable housing. The analysis also concluded that 

there was a high need for developing housing in conjunction with transit that could serve 

seniors and persons with disabilities.45  

According to the Draft Austin Strategic Housing Plan (Housing Plan), with a 

projected increase of 3 percent per year, an additional 400,000 residents are expected to 

call Austin home by 2045. This population increase will require an additional 200,000 

housing units. Furthermore, the plan notes that the change in demographics requires 

                                                 
45BBC Research & Consulting, “2014 Comprehensive Housing Market Analysis” (City of Austin, July 31, 
2014), 
https://austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/NHCD/2014_Comprehensive_Housing_Market_Analysis_-
_Document_reduced_for_web.pdf. 
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increased housing opportunities for younger residents, retirees, and unmarried residents.46 

The demographic changes will not only require increased housing, but also, varying 

housing types to accommodate residents who may not be able to afford, or wish to live in, 

single family homes. As early as 2001, the Fannie Mae Foundation and Brookings 

Institution Center on Urban and Metropolitan Policy Research had observed that 

demographic changes were defining downtown growth, including a preference among 

young professionals to live close to work and other amenities.47 According to research 

from the Urban land Institute, 62 percent of millennials prefer to live close to their 

work.48 

In addition, the median income in Austin has not increased at the same rate as the 

increase in the median rent and the median home price as seen in figure 3.  According to 

the Housing Plan, the city’s job growth has largely been in low to moderate paying jobs. 

This would imply that most residents cannot afford housing because their annual incomes 

are not keeping pace with rental and housing prices. In the City of Austin, 38 percent of 

residents are cost burdened, since they spend more than 30 percent of their gross income 

on housing costs and utilities. Furthermore, 15 percent of residents are extremely cost 

burdened, since they spend more than 50 percent of their income on housing costs and 

                                                 
46Neighborhood Housing and Community Development, “Austin Strategic Housing Plan Draft.” 
47Rebecca R. Sohmer and Robert E. Lang, “Downtown Rebound” (Fannie Mae Foundation, May 2001), 
https://www.downtownhouston.org/site_media/uploads/attachments/2010-04-07/3D-
Downtown_Rebound_-_Fannie_Mae_The_Brookings_Institution_2001.pdf. 
48Katz and Wagner, “The Rise of Innovation Districts: A New Geography of Innovation in America.” 
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utilities.49 These figures show that there is a high need for affordable housing in the City 

of Austin that is geographically dispersed, and closely linked to transit.  

 

Figure 3: Austin Median Home Prices and Rent against Median Income.50 

GEOGRAPHIC DISTRIBUTION OF AFFORDABLE HOUSING 

The Imagine Austin Comprehensive Plan focused on creating an affordable 

community that was mixed income. In achieve this goal; the plan suggested that the City 

of Austin ensure that affordable housing is distributed throughout the city. The 

                                                 
49HousingWorks Austin, “Crossroads Housing,” November 4, 2015, http://housingworksaustin.org/wp-
content/uploads/2015/11/NEWHWorksBooklet2015_fullpg_FNL.pdf. 
50Neighborhood Housing and Community Development, “Austin Strategic Housing Plan Draft.” 
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importance of geographically dispersed housing is clearly identified by Imagine Austin.51 

The Draft Austin Strategic Housing Plan was released by the City of Austin 

Neighborhood Housing and Community Development (NHCD) department in June 2016. 

The plan proposed that the City of Austin create new and affordable housing catering to 

all residents in all parts of the city. The plan proposes that affordable housing catering to 

varying income levels be located in all zip codes, including downtown.52  

The need for affordable housing in Downtown Austin is stressed in the 

Downtown Austin Plan. In December 2005, The Austin City Council passed Resolution 

No. 20051215-056, initiating the process for creating the Downtown Austin Plan. The 

resolution established Mayor Wynn’s goal of 25,000 residents living in Downtown 

Austin ten years.53 However in 2014, according to the 2010 to 2014 American 

Community Survey (ACS) 5-years estimate there were only 6,188 residents living in zip 

code 78701, which includes Downtown Austin.54 The City of Austin has been unable to 

meet the 25,000 resident goal established in 2005 even though the city realized the 

importance of housing residents in Downtown Austin. The Downtown Affordable 

Housing Strategy proposed workforce housing for Downtown Austin because the report 

identified that most Downtown workers could not afford to live there.55 Following the 

                                                 
51City of Austin, “Imagine Austin Comprehensive Plan,” June 15, 2012, 
https://www.austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/Planning/ImagineAustin/webiacpreduced.pdf. 
52Neighborhood Housing and Community Development, “Austin Strategic Housing Plan Draft.” 
53City of Austin, “Downtown Austin Plan Appendices,” December 8, 2011, 
ftp://ftp.ci.austin.tx.us/npzd/dap_append_111510.pdf. 
54U.S. Census Bureau; “American Community Survey, 2010-2014 American Community Survey 5-Year 
Estimates, Demographics and Housing Estimates, Table DP05,” generated by Awais Azhar; using 
American FactFinder, http://factfinder.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml, August 8, 2016 
55City of Austin, “Downtown Austin Plan Appendices,” December 8, 2011, 
ftp://ftp.ci.austin.tx.us/npzd/dap_append_111510.pdf. 
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proposals of the Downton Austin Plan, the Imagine Austin Comprehensive Plan, and the 

Draft Austin Strategic Housing Plan, we must ensure that affordable housing is located in 

all neighborhoods in Austin, including Downtown Austin.  

RENTAL HOUSING DEMAND  

National trends among renters show a growth in the number of renters in nearly 

all income and age groups however, certain trends are important to note. In the State of 

the Nation’s Housing 2016, the Joint Center for Housing Studies of Harvard University 

noted that the number of renters increased across the nation by 9 million from 2005 to 

2015, the largest ever increase in any decade. Furthermore, the report noted that the 

largest single-year increase was in 2015, with the greatest demand among middle-aged 

households. While the greatest increase in renters was among renters earning less than 

$25,000, the report noted a similar increase in households earning $50,000. At the same 

time, demand outpaced supply in 2015 leading do dropping vacancy rates and increasing 

rates. The report concluded that demand would keep increasing over the next decade 

requiring significant construction of rental housing.56 

Data shows that one of the greatest increases in renting households comes from 

households with persons in their 30s and 40s even the overall population in this age 

group decreased. According to the State of the Nation’s Housing 2016 report young 

workers, seniors, and families with children all chose to rent due to the flexibility and 

                                                 
56Joint Center for Housing Studies of Harvard University, “The State of the Nation’s Housing 2016,” 2016, 
http://www.jchs.harvard.edu/sites/jchs.harvard.edu/files/jchs_2016_state_of_the_nations_housing_lowres.p
df. 
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convenience. 57 It must also be noted that according to a Brookings Institute report 62 

percent of millennials and 60 percent of renters prefer to live close to their places of work 

and other amenities.58 These trends show that young workers earning middle-tier incomes 

prefer to rent and live close to downtowns. However, they might not find the available 

rental housing they need at their income level.  

The lack of affordable rental housing opportunities for middle-tier income 

workers has been noted in Austin as well. In March and April 2015, Urban Land Institute 

Austin (ULI Austin) held a technical assistance panel on missing middle housing types in 

Austin. Missing middle includes housing that is more dense and intense than single-

family homes but less so than multifamily properties. The panel also looked at the 

relation of this housing type with the middle tier of the income distribution. Studying the 

housing needs of residents who earn between 80 percent and 120 percent of Median 

Family Income, forming the workforce housing market, the panel noted that considering 

rental occupancy rates were at 98 percent in Austin, it was difficult for middle-income 

Austinites to find rental housing suitable for them.59 

The research clearly shows that there is an increased demand for rental housing 

around the country, including Austin. However, a 2011 report by Fannie Mae described 

the lack of sufficient affordable and workforce rental housing that can meet this demand. 

The report explains that the housing market collapse led to a rapid withdrawal of private 

                                                 
57Ibid.,  
58Katz and Wagner, “The Rise of Innovation Districts: A New Geography of Innovation in America.” 
59Urban Land Institute, “The Missing Middle: Affordable Housing for Middle Income Families in the City 
of Austin,” April 1, 2016, http://austin.uli.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/10/2015/05/AustinTAP-MM-
FINAL.compressed.pdf. 
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investment from the multifamily market and practically terminated new multifamily 

commercial mortgage backed security issuances.60  

While creating homeowner opportunities for the middle-tier income workers who 

would be eligible for workforce housing is important, it is also important to create rental 

opportunities for such individuals and households. Similarly, whereas providing rental 

housing to Austinites earning less than 30 percent of Median Family Income or extremely 

low-income residents is important, it is clear that workers earning middle-tier incomes 

are also struggling to find rental opportunities, particularly in neighborhoods close to 

Downtown Austin. Thus, it is important to address the need for rental workforce housing 

in the City of Austin and the Austin Innovation Zone provides an opportunity to address 

this issue.  

CURRENT CITY OF AUSTIN AFFORDABLE RENTAL HOUSING STRATEGIES   

The current affordable housing strategies in the City of Austin include both 

homeownership and rental opportunities. However, as stated previously, this report will 

focus on rental strategies alone. Thus, this section focuses on the wide array of strategies 

and opportunities the City of Austin uses to create and support affordable rental housing 

in the city. Even though federal and state strategies will not be assessed later in the report, 

as defined in the scope of work, they are provided here for context. However, in order to 

maintain clarity the section is divided into two sections: federal and state opportunities, 

and local opportunities. It is important to note that in most specific affordable housing 

                                                 
60Fannie Mae, “Fannie Mae and Workforce Rental Housing,” accessed August 10, 2016, 
https://www.fanniemae.com/content/fact_sheet/wpworkhouse.pdf. 
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development projects this distinction can rarely be made since multiple programs are 

usually combined to develop a single property.  

Federal and State Opportunities  

Public Housing  

The production of public housing started when the Harry Truman Administration 

passed the Housing Act of 1949. Limited public housing was created under the act for 

nearly two decades. A robust period of production started in 1968, after the Lyndon B. 

Johnson Administration created the United States Department of Housing and Urban 

Development (HUD) in 1965.61 Public Housing Agencies were created across the 

country, including the Housing Authority of the City of Austin (HACA). This period of 

robust public housing development was short lived and in January 1973, President 

Richard M. Nixon imposed a moratorium on the development of all new public housing 

in the country. The moratorium allowed for a reexamination of the program and a search 

for alternative programs. Even though construction on nearly 1.6 million public units was 

started under the Nixon Administration before 1973, public housing construction was 

abandoned after the moratorium.62 

Since its inception, the Housing Authority of Austin (HACA) has created and 

managed nineteen public housing properties. Four of these are devoted to housing the 

elderly and persons with disabilities. Households that are eligible for residence in HACA 

                                                 
61Charles J. Orlebeke, “The Evolution of Low-Income Housing Policy, 1949 to 1999,” in The Affordable 
Housing Reader (New York: Routledge, 2013). 
62Orlebeke, “The Evolution of Low-Income Housing Policy, 1949 to 1999.” 
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properties must be low-income and earn 80 percent or less of the Area Median Income 

(AMI).63 However, most HACA properties cater to residents well below 80 percent 

Median Family Income and do not generally cater to residents eligible for workforce 

housing. Table 2 shows the various HACA properties along with the total units available, 

rent per month, and household income. (US Department of Housing and Urban 

Development, 2015). These data show that the public housing properties in Austin have 

2,290 units, housing low-income households.64 

Project Name Total Units Rent/ Month HH Income 

Chalmers Courts 158 $276 $11,830 

Rosewood Courts 156 $237 $10,310 

Lakeside Apartments 164 $237 $9,999 

Gaston Place 100 $255 $10,939 

Bouldin Oaks 144 $320 $13,520 

Thurmond Heights 144 $294 $12,147 

Georgian Manor 94 $294 $12,695 

North Loop Apartments 130 $253 $11,109 

Northgate West Apartments 112 $309 $13,231 

Shadowbend Ridge 158 $287 $12,597 

Rio Lado Apartments 90 $0 $0 

Twin Towers 205 $249 $11,782 

Pickett Place 100 $301 $14,964 

Scattered Sites 56 $397 $21,189 

Table 2: List of HACA Properties with Unit Details.65 

                                                 
63Housing Authority of the City of Austin, “Public Housing,” Housing Authority of the City of Austin, 
accessed August 11, 2016, http://www.hacanet.org/apply/public-housing.php. 
64U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development; “Public Housing Developments,” generated by 
Awais Azhar; using HUD open Data, http://egis.hud.opendata.arcgis.com/, December 6, 2015 
65Ibid.,  
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Housing Choice Voucher Program 

A Housing Choice Voucher, often referred to as Section 8, is a federal housing 

subsidy that is provided directly to the person using the subsidy. The Section 8 program 

was adopted by Congress in 1974 with two components: Existing Housing, and New 

Construction and Substantial Rehabilitation. The program provided project-based rental 

subsidies to eligible households through contracts with property owners. During the 

contract period, the landlord would lease the subsidized units themselves and could chose 

to renew the contract on expiration. On the recommendation of the 1982 President’s 

Commission on Housing, President Ronald Reagan repealed the production components 

leaving behind Section 8 certificates.66  

In 1985, the Reagan Administration introduced a tenant-based voucher 

component that allowed recipients to rent private market-rate apartments that would fit 

the predetermined fair market rent requirements set by HUD. The local housing agency, 

with funding from HUD, pays a certain amount to the landlord directly and the recipient 

then pays the difference between this amount and the actual rent. Renters pay up to 30 

percent of their gross annual income towards rent and in some instances; this is extended 

to 40 percent to allow for flexibility.  In 1999, the voucher-based and certificate-based 

Section 8 programs were merged under the title of Housing Choice Vouchers.67   

Theoretically, vouchers are meant to reduce economic segregation and the 

concentration of poverty by due to their tenant-based system. However, one limitation of 

Housing Choice Vouchers is that property owners may chose not to accept this payment, 

                                                 
66Orlebeke, “The Evolution of Low-Income Housing Policy, 1949 to 1999.” 



 
 

29 

thereby, limiting the housing options for voucher holders. This is particularly true in 

places where there are no legal protections for Housing Choice Voucher holders, such as 

in the case of the State of Texas. This limits the effectiveness of the vouchers and can 

further promote patterns of segregation, as property owners in specific neighborhoods 

may not accept this form of payment.68  

In Austin, HACA administers the Housing Choice Voucher Program. Households 

earning less than 50 percent of Area Median Income are eligible under the program 

guidelines.69 As such, the program does not cater to residents eligible for workforce 

housing. The program has allowed for the rental of up to 5,000 units.70 Currently, the 

waitlist for the voucher program is closed and there are 2,500 families on the waitlist.71 

These figures show the immense need for Housing Choice Vouchers among Austin 

renters. Since Housing Choice Vouchers are a federal subsidy program, HACA has a 

limited control of the number of vouchers in use, which are divided among housing 

authorities under federal guidelines.  

                                                                                                                                                 
67Ibid., 
68Austin Tenant’s Council, “Voucher Holders Need Not Apply: An Audit Report on the Refusal of 
Housing Choice Vouchers by Landlords in the Austin MSA,” November 2012, 
http://www.austintexas.gov/edims/document.cfm?id=211114. 
69U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, “Housing Choice Vouchers Fact Sheet,” accessed 
August 11, 2016, 
http://portal.hud.gov/hudportal/HUD?src=/program_offices/public_indian_housing/programs/hcv/about/fac
t_sheet. 
70Housing Authority of the City of Austin, “Welcome to HACA,” accessed August 11, 2016, 
http://www.hacanet.org/. 
71Housing Authority of the City of Austin, “How to Apply for Housing,” accessed August 11, 2016, 
http://www.hacanet.org/apply/hcv.php. 
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Block Grants: CDBG and HOME 

Block grants were created by Congress to provide a flexible source of funding 

that had greater local oversight and control.72 In 1974, Congress enacted the Community 

Development Block Grant (CDBG) under the Housing and Community Development 

Act. The Act was meant to create viable urban communities by focusing on housing, the 

living environment, and economic opportunities. Cities and urban counties receive 

CDBG funds directly whereas smaller cities receive them through states. The funds can 

be used for various community needs, including funding home ownership, rental housing, 

and rehabilitation programs.73 

In 1990, Congress established the HOME investment Partnership Program 

(HOME) under the National Affordable Housing Act. HOME is the largest federal block 

grant that focuses specifically on meeting the housing needs of the nation. Using a 

specific formula, HUD allocated 40 percent funding to states and 60 percent to local 

jurisdictions. Participating jurisdictions are required to submit a Consolidated Plan to 

HUD for approval to gain access to block grant funding. The funds can be used to finance 

homebuyer assistance, rehabilitation, rental-housing production, and tenant-based rental 

assistance.74 The Austin Housing Finance Corporation (AHFC) manages both block 

grants in Austin. 

                                                 
72Orlebeke, “The Evolution of Low-Income Housing Policy, 1949 to 1999.” 
 
73U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, “Overview of the CDBG Program,” U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban Development, August 11, 2016, 
https://portal.hud.gov/hudportal/documents/huddoc?id=DOC_16470.pdf. 
74Katie Jones, “An Overview of the HOME Investment Partnerships Program” (Congressional Research 
Service, September 11, 2014), https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/R40118.pdf. 
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Low-Income Housing Tax Credit  

The Low-Income Housing Tax Credit Program (LIHTC) is one of the most 

widely used resources for funding the construction of affordable housing in the United 

States. In 1986, Congress enacted tax credit under the Tax Reform Act. Tax credits are 

allocated to states and local LIHTC allocating agencies as a part of their annual budget 

authority. These authorities then allocate tax credits to qualifying developers who can use 

them to leverage private-sector capital. The tax credits can be used by developers to 

construct, rehabilitate or preserve rental housing targeted to low-income households. 

Developers then set aside units at varying rent limits based on varying income limits 

relating to the Area Median Income. Allocation of the tax credits is based on a Qualified 

Action Plan (QAP), developed by the allocating agency.75 The Low Income Housing Tax 

Credits are one of the most robust affordable housing financing mechanism in the 

country.  

In the City of Austin, there are eighty-two LIHTC funded properties, with a total 

of 13,311 units.76 In Texas the Texas Department of Housing and Community Affairs 

(TDHCA) determines rules by which the tax credits are allocated to projects under the 

Qualified Action Plan (QAP). Developers and community organizations apply for the 

allocation of tax credits with assistance from local governments, and the proposals are 

then assessed under the scoring criteria established in QAP. The current Texas QAP 

                                                 
75Orlebeke, “The Evolution of Low-Income Housing Policy, 1949 to 1999.” 
76U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development; “Low Income Housing Tax Credit,” generated by 
Awais Azhar; using HUD open Data, http://egis.hud.opendata.arcgis.com/, December 1, 2015 
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limits the use of credits by developers in a specific small geographical area by taking into 

account two specific “Housing De-Concentration Factors”: 

 Two Mile Same Year Rule- In a county with a population exceeding one million, 

only one development will be allocated tax credits if two applications are 

submitted for development sites less than two linear miles from each other.
77

  

 One Mile Three Year Rule- An application is denied if it is located one linear 

mile from an another LIHTC funded development focusing on the same type of 

household constructed in the past three years.
78  

Furthermore, a tax credit application for workforce housing in the Austin 

Innovation Zone would potentially not receive an “Increase in Eligible Basis”, leading to 

a higher score because it: 

 Would not be located in a Qualified Census Tract as defined by HUD
79

; 

 Would not be located in a rural area,, 

 Would not propose an entirely supportive housing development, 

 Would score very low in the Comprehensive Opportunity Index as studied by the 

Kirwan Institute
80

 

                                                 
77Texas Department of Housing and Community Affairs, “2015 Qualified Allocation Plan” (Texas 
Department of Housing and Community Affairs, 2015), https://www.tdhca.state.tx.us/multifamily/docs/15-
QAP.pdf. 
78Ibid., 
79U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development; “Qualified Census Tracts,” generated by Awais 
Azhar; using HUD open Data, https://www.huduser.gov/qct/qctmap.html, August 8, 2016, 2016 
80City of Austin Texas, “Kirwan Institute Opportunity Map Data,” Data.AustinTexas.gov, accessed August 
11, 2016, https://data.austintexas.gov/Neighborhood/Kirwan-Institute-Opportunity-Map-Data/f4c7-5ivu. 
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 Would probably not aim at restricting an additional 10 percent of affordable units 

at or below 30 percent of AMI because this would not align with its specific 

housing goals, and 

 Would probably not be eligible under the community revitalization plan 

allowance because of the high employment opportunities, public infrastructure, 

and lack of significant crime.
81

 

Unless the application is made by a nonprofit developer, the applicant would have to 

compete under the competitive tax credit allocation and not qualify for a set-aside. 

Although tax credits are meant to fund mixed-income developments, the focus on deep 

affordability generally excludes residents eligible for workforce housing. Further research 

is required to assess how an application for a development with partial workforce housing 

units in the Austin Innovation Zone may successfully apply for the Low Income Housing 

Tax Credit under the Texas QAP.  

Local Opportunities 

Affordable Housing Finance and General Obligation Bonds 

Created in 1979, The Austin Housing Finance Corporation (AHFC) is a nonprofit 

corporation aiming to provide solutions to the affordable housing problems of the City of 

Austin. AHFC manages the HOME and CDBG funds granted by HUD to the city.82 

Furthermore, AHFC issues two types of private activity bonds: multi-family mortgage 

                                                 
81Texas Department of Housing and Community Affairs, “2015 Qualified Allocation Plan.” 
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revenue bonds and single-family mortgage revenue bonds. The former bonds are used to 

finance rental properties. Unlike General Obligation Bonds, these bonds are repaid 

through the rents of the persons living in the rental properties.83 AHFC has 1,730 

affordable units with currently operating affordability periods.84 

Additionally, in 1999 the Austin City Council created the Austin Housing Trust 

Fund (Housing Trust Fund). At the time, the Council decided that 40 percent of the 

property tax from developments built on city land would be dedicated to support 

affordable housing in the city.85 From fiscal year 1999 to fiscal year 2000, the Austin 

City Council also allocated $1 million annually to establish the Austin Housing Trust 

Fund.86 AHFC uses money from the trust fund, HOME program and CDBG funds for 

rental housing development as part of the Rental Housing Development Assistance 

(RHDA) program. To date 3,109 units have been developed under the development 

assistance program.87    

In December 2015, Austin City Council approved Resolution No. 20151217-074 

and increased the percentage property tax dedication to the Housing Trust Fund, from 40 

percent to 100 percent. The Austin City Council voted to delegate an additional 40 

                                                                                                                                                 
82City of Austin, “Austin Housing Finance Corporation,” AustinTexas.gov, accessed August 11, 2016, 
http://www.austintexas.gov/department/austin-housing-finance-corporation. 
83City of Austin, “Bond Financing,” AustinTexas.gov, accessed August 11, 2016, 
http://www.austintexas.gov/department/bond-financing. 
84City of Austin, “Completed Affordable Units by Development Program,” Data.AustinTexas.gov, 
accessed August 11, 2016, https://data.austintexas.gov/Neighborhood/Completed-Affordable-Units-by-
Development-Program/52gy-ia5p. 
85National Low Income Housing Coalition, “Austin Housing Trust Fund,” National Low Income Housing 
Coalition, April 15, 2014, http://nlihc.org/rental-programs/catalog/austin-housing-trust-fund. 
86City of Austin Neighborhood Housing and Community Development, “City of Austin Fiscal Years 2009-
14 Consolidated Plan” (City of Austin Neighborhood Housing and Community Development, August 
2009), https://austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/Housing/Action_Plan/FY_2012-13_APlan-
Final/chapter_2.pdf. 
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percent tax dedication to housing developments in Homestead Preservation Districts and 

20 percent tax dedication to housing developments in high opportunity areas.88 The 

Resolution will significantly increase the funding available for affordable housing efforts 

in Austin.   

In addition to the Housing Trust Fund and AHFC, the City of Austin has used 

General Obligation Bonds backed by local property taxes to fund affordable housing 

projects in the city. In 2006, Austin voters approved $55 million in affordable housing 

bonds that created 3,400 affordable units in the city.89 In 2013, voters once again 

approved $65 million housing bonds to be invested in rental housing development 

assistance, home ownership programs, and home repair programs.90  More than $26 

million has been allocated to develop twelve affordable housing properties, creating 

3,304 additional affordable housing units.91 It is important to note, most of the units using 

the General Obligation Housing Bonds as a funding source have multiple funding 

mechanisms, such as federal Low-Income Housing Tax Credit proceeds and HOME 

funds.  

Furthermore, the Housing Authority of the City of Austin (HACA) also has a 

nonprofit subsidiary, the Austin Affordable Housing Corporation (AAHC) that has 

worked on a number of independent affordable housing strategies. AAHC owns and 

operates five residential properties that have rental units at subsidized prices. The five 

                                                                                                                                                 
87City of Austin, “Completed Affordable Units by Development Program.”  
88City of Austin, “Austin City Council Regular Meeting Minutes, December 17, 2015,” December 17, 
2015, http://www.austintexas.gov/edims/document.cfm?id=247807. 
89HousingWorks Austin, “Crossroads Housing.” 
90Rebecca Giello, “2013 Affordable Housing Bond Program Overview & Update,” January 28, 2015. 
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properties are Bent Tree Apartments, Sterling Village Apartments, Sweetwater 

Apartments, Leisure Time Village Apartments, and Park at Summers Grove.92 These 

apartments have low rents but are not income restricted and are leased on a first-come 

basis.  

S.M.A.R.T. Housing Program 

In 2001, the City of Austin created, the S.M.A.R.T. Housing Program, which 

stands for safe, mixed-income, accessible, reasonably priced, and transit oriented. The 

program was meant to increase the production of affordable housing for low and 

moderate-income households. Furthermore, the housing created under the program must 

meet the City of Austin’s Green Building standards. Developers are offered partial to full 

fee waivers, and fast track review of building permits in return for varying percentages of 

S.M.A.R.T. units. The program applies to rental and ownership units.93   

The program requires that in rental properties the units must remain affordable for 

up to five years unless otherwise required and for ownership units up to one year. The 

maximum Median Family Income requirement for rental and homeowner units is 80 

percent MFI.94 To date the S.M.A.R.T. Housing Program has secured funding for 6,059 

                                                                                                                                                 
91HousingWorks Austin, “2013 Housing Bond Investments” (HousingWorks Austin), accessed August 11, 
2016, http://housingworksaustin.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/2013-Projects-LIST_MAP.pdf. 
92Housing Authority of the City of Austin, “Austin Affordable Housing Corporation,” accessed August 11, 
2016, http://hacanet.org/about/aahc.php. 
93Neighborhood Housing and Community Development, “S.M.A.R.T. Housing Policy Resource Guide,” 
June 2008, 
https://www.austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/Housing/Application_Center/SMART_Housing/smart_
guide_0708.pdf. 
94Neighborhood Housing and Community Development, “S.M.A.R.T. Housing Policy Resource Guide.” 
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affordable units.95 Of this number, 558 units have currently operating affordability 

periods.96 This number does not include units for which funds have been allocated but 

have not been completed, and units with expired affordability periods. However, housing 

advocates have argued that currently the program is limited in effectiveness and needs to 

be revised.  

In a 2010 report, the Urban Land Institute-Austin, HousingWorks Austin, the Real 

Estate Council of Austin, and the Austin Area Research Organization suggested making 

the program “smarter”. They suggested that the city increase the existing fee waivers and 

expedited permit approval allowances.97 The draft for the Austin Strategic Housing Plan 

released in June 2016 made further recommendation to revise the program. In the plan, 

city staff suggested that the incentives built into the program be increased and the 

affordability period requirements should be lengthened.98  

Density Bonus Programs 

The City of Austin has several density bonus programs that allow a developer to 

secure additional entitlements in exchange for affordable housing and other community 

benefits provisions. The programs are managed by the city’s Neighborhood Housing and 

Community Development Department (NHCD). Developers have the option to create 

affordable units on site or in some cases pay a fee-in-lieu. The requirements for the 

                                                 
95City of Austin, “Affordable Housing Inventory,” Data.AustinTexas.gov, accessed August 11, 2016, 
https://data.austintexas.gov/Neighborhood/Affordable-Housing-Inventory/32y8-3gbr. 
96City of Austin, “Completed Affordable Units by Development Program.” 
97Urban Land Institute Austin et al., “Building and Retaining an Affordable Austin,” June 2010, 
http://housingworksaustin.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/BRAA_Final_Report_0610.pdf. 
98Neighborhood Housing and Community Development, “Austin Strategic Housing Plan Draft.” 
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different programs differ. The City of Austin density bonus programs can be divided into 

two categories: those focused on a development type and those focused on a specific 

geographic area.  

Details for the significant density bonus programs are given below. The list 

includes density bonus programs that are applicable in Downtown Austin and have led to 

significant affordable unit production. Also included are the Rainey Street Density Bonus 

and the University Neighborhood Overlay (UNO) Density Bonus programs for 

comparison. Significant City of Austin density bonus programs include: 

 Downtown Density Bonus: Developers in Downtown Austin receive 10 bonus 

square feet for every foot of on-site affordable space. The maximum Median 

Family Income requirement for rental units is 80 percent MFI. A fee-in-lieu 

option is available for residential projects.
99

 Zero units have been constructed 

under this program so far, and none are in the pipeline to be constructed.
100

 

 Rainey Street Density Bonus: Developers in the Rainey Street District can create 

5 percent affordable units to receive the bonus. The maximum Median Family 

Income requirement for rental units is 80 percent MFI.
101

 Fifty units have been 

                                                 
99Neighborhood Housing and Community Development, “City of Austin Development Incentive 
Programs,” September 2013, 
https://austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/Housing/Development_Incentive_Programs.092013.pdf. 
100Neighborhood Housing and Community Development, “Draft City of Austin Density Bonus Policy” 
(Neighborhood Housing and Community Development, June 30, 2016), 
http://www.austintexas.gov/edims/pio/document.cfm?id=257566. 
101Neighborhood Housing and Community Development, “City of Austin Development Incentive 
Programs.” 
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constructed under this program so far, and none are in the pipeline to be 

constructed.
102

 

 Planned Unit Development Density Bonus: Developers in a Planned Unit 

Development (PUD) get to use relaxed height, Floor Area Ratio (FAR), and 

building coverage requirements in return for affordable rental units on 10 percent 

of the bonus footage. The maximum Median Family Income requirement for 

rental units is 60 percent MFI.
103

 A fee-in-lieu option was initially available. In 

September 2014, City Council noted that the bonus had proven unsuccessful in 

producing affordable units. Considering this, City Council initiated a code 

amendment requiring on-site affordable units and a portion of the requirement to 

be filled using the fee-in-lieu option.
104

 Zero units have been constructed under 

this program so far, and none are in the pipeline to be constructed.
105

 

 Transit Oriented Development (TOD) Density Bonus: Developers who are 

creating properties within designated TODs in the city limits can receive some 

bonuses in an effort to achieve the goal of 25 percent affordable units.
106

 The 

maximum Median Family Income requirement for rental units is 60 percent or 50 

                                                 
102Neighborhood Housing and Community Development, “Draft City of Austin Density Bonus Policy.” 
103Ibid., 
104City of Austin, Resolution No. 20140925-090, 2014, 
https://www.austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/NHCD/Reports_Publications/Resolution_20140925-
090.pdf. 
105Neighborhood Housing and Community Development, “Draft City of Austin Density Bonus Policy.” 
106Neighborhood Housing and Community Development, “City of Austin Development Incentive 
Programs.” 
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percent MFI, depending on other factors.
107

 A total of 181 units have been 

constructed under this program so far, and 121 are in the pipeline to be 

constructed.
108

 

 University Neighborhood Overlay (UNO) Density Bonus: Developers get flexible 

standards in return for 10 percent affordable units. The maximum Median Family 

Income requirement for rental units is 65 percent or 50 percent MFI, depending 

on other factors.
109

 A total of 593 units have been constructed under this program 

so far, and 221 are in the pipeline to be constructed.
110

 

 Vertical Mixed Use (VMU) Density Bonus Program: Developers get to use 

relaxed site area, FAR, impervious cover, setbacks and parking requirements in 

return for 10 percent affordable rental units. The maximum Median Family 

Income requirement for rental units is 60 percent or 80 percent MFI, depending 

on other factors.
111 A total of 279 units have been constructed under this program 

so far, and 192 are in the pipeline to be constructed.
112

 

The density bonus program is one of the most successful local affordable housing 

policies initiated by the City of Austin. The Downtown Density Bonus is specifically 

applicable in the Austin Innovation Zone as it lies on the eastern edge of Downtown 

Austin. As successful as the program have been, multiple sources have noted that the 

                                                 
107Neighborhood Housing and Community Development, “Draft City of Austin Density Bonus Policy.” 
108Ibid., 
109Ibid., 
110Ibid., 
111Ibid., 
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programs need to be streamlined, better managed, and require further modifications. In 

November 2015, the Office of the City Auditor published its performance audit of the 

Neighborhood Housing and Community Development (NHCD) department of the City of 

Austin. The Office of the City Auditor reported that the department was using a flawed 

methodology for tracking its programs, including the density bonus programs. This had 

resulted in errors in counting the affordable housing production under the various city 

programs. This in turn had resulted in flawed standards of production and an inability to 

assess the success of programs.113 In response to the audit, NHCD is currently in the 

process of streamlining its data collection and data presentation. 

Another problem associated with the density bonus programs are the requirements 

surrounding the fee-in-lieu option. In October 2015, the Austin City Council noted in 

Resolution No. 20151015-038 that the fee-in-lieu option reduced the inclusionary nature 

of the programs and minimizes the effectiveness of the program in creating actual 

affordable units. City Council directed city staff to study the density bonus programs in 

entirety, with particular focus on the fee-in-lieu option to assess the effectiveness of the 

programs.114 In June 2016, city staff recommended that the city hire a consultant to 

conduct a comprehensive economic analysis to make recommendations on on-site and 

fee-in-lieu requirements.115 The team working on revising the City of Austin Land 

                                                                                                                                                 
112Ibid., 
113Office of the and Office of the City Auditor, “Prioritization of Affordable Housing Development Audit” 
(Office of the City Auditor, November 2015), 
https://www.austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/Auditor/au15102.pdf. 
114City of Austin, Resolution No. 20151015-038, n.d., 
http://www.austintexas.gov/edims/document.cfm?id=245004. 
115Neighborhood Housing and Community Development, “Draft City of Austin Density Bonus Policy.” 
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Development Code in the CodeNEXT process are also assessing the role of the density 

bonus programs in the new Land Development Code.  

AUSTIN CASE STUDY: MUELLER REDEVELOPMENT  

Background and Introduction 

The Mueller redevelopment (Mueller) is a unique but highly successful case study 

in the production of affordable housing in the City of Austin. Mueller is located on the 

709-acre site of the former Robert Mueller Municipal Airport in East Austin. The airport 

moved to its new location in 1999 and the site was decommissioned. The city had been 

planning to redevelop the site before the airport had closed and neighbors had envisioned 

a dense new neighborhood. In 2000, the City Council adopted the Reuse and 

Redevelopment Plan for the site that had been developed over a four-year period. The 

plan proposed a vibrant, mixed-use, neighborhood with various public amenities, and 

affordable housing.116  

In 2002, Catellus Development Corporation (Catellus) was selected as the master 

developer for the site and the city worked with the firm to further develop plans for the 

site. In 2004, the City of Austin and Catellus signed a Master Development 

Agreement.117 The agreement laid down the requirements for land transfer, property 

takedown, financing, design guidelines, infrastructure development, affordable housing, 

and other aspects of the development. Under the agreement, the City of Austin 

                                                 
116Greater Austin Chamber of Commerce, “2005 InterCity Visit Denver, CO,” 2005, 
https://www.austinchamber.com/upload/files/airports.pdf. 
117Ibid., 
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transferred the site to Catellus. Catellus was required to develop the site, lay down the 

infrastructure, and make sales to third-party buyers.118 

Affordable Housing and Infrastructure 

Three major strategies were employed at Mueller for affordable housing 

development. First, the Master Development Agreement and the transfer of the site to 

Catellus allowed the city to negotiate strict affordable housing requirements as a part of 

the planning of Mueller. Under the terms of the agreement, the City of Austin required 

that overall 25 percent of the homes at Mueller be affordable. The income requirements 

for homeowners were set at 80 percent of Median Family Income (MFI) and the 

requirements for renters were set at 60 percent of Median Family Income (MFI). All 

residential units were supposed to be developed in accordance with S.M.A.R.T. Housing 

Program guidelines and created across Mueller in a mixed-income community. Long-

term affordability is ensured for units on sale and an affordability period of 50 to 99 years 

is defined for rental units. Furthermore, Catellus was required to make a good faith effort 

to work with AHFC to produce units affordable to residents with incomes lower than the 

required thresholds.119 

The second strategy involved the City of Austin rezoning the site from Aviation 

Services to a Planned Unit Development (PUD). Rezoning to a PUD and mixed 

residential areas allowed a number of different kinds of residential, commercial and civic 

                                                 
118City of Austin, “Master Development Agreement Between The City of Austin and Catellus Austin, 
LLC,” December 2, 2004, http://www.austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/EGRSO/MDA.pdf. 
119Mueller Redevelopment, “Mueller Redevelopment,” accessed August 10, 2016, 
http://www.austintexas.gov/edims/document.cfm?id=242019. 
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buildings whereas areas zoned as town center allow for a greater density for a mix of 

uses. Furthermore, a mix of housing typologies was used to address affordability and 

compatibility concerns. The Mueller House allows for the creation of a four or a six-unit 

structure that resembles a large single-family home. This allows for greater density while 

ensuring that the neighborhood resembles surrounding neighborhoods in character. The 

City of Austin also allowed the construction of townhouses and shop houses. The latter 

allows the development of a town house with a workspace below and residential space 

above.120  

The third strategy used in Mueller was the development of a Tax Increment 

Reinvestment Zone (TIRZ) or a Tax Increment Financing (TIF) district in order to 

finance the redevelopment and fund the infrastructure improvements in the project. Along 

with entering into a Master Development Agreement, the City Council also created the 

Mueller Local Government Corporation (LGC) in 2004. The Agreement allowed the 

Mueller Local Government Corporation to issue bonds to finance development with 

approval from the Austin City Council. The City then repaid these bonds from payments 

and property tax collections from the defined TIF district. The TIF district would remain 

in place until the debt is completely paid off.121 

Furthermore, Catellus created the Mueller Foundation to further the goals of 

Mueller, specifically affordable housing. The Mueller Foundation is a nonprofit 

corporation that is funded from builder fees, community assessment fees, and shared 

                                                 
120City of Austin, Ordinance No. 040826-61, 2004, 
http://www.cityofaustin.org/edims/document.cfm?id=82909. 
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equity sales. The corporation pursues a number of affordability programs, provides 

quality education programs, and focuses on developing a sustainable neighborhood.  To 

date, the City of Austin has been able to contract 485 for-sale units and 503 for-rent units 

at Mueller.122  

Conclusion 

The affordable housing efforts at Mueller were made possible by transferring city 

owned land under a Master Development Agreement and the utilization of various 

strategies as described above. Even though Mueller emerged out of a unique situation and 

development process, it represents a successful option for future affordable housing 

efforts. The case of Mueller is particularly salient for developing affordable housing on 

city owned land because of the leverage it provides for ensuring robust affordability 

requirements. The Austin Innovation Zone contains a number of properties that are 

publicly owned (Appendix A). Even though most of the properties are currently in use 

they can potentially provide opportunities for workforce housing development in the 

future.  

                                                                                                                                                 
121City of Austin, “Economic Growth & Redevelopment Services Recommendation for City Council,” 
August 6, 2009, http://www.austintexas.gov/edims/document.cfm?id=129672. 
122Mueller Redevelopment, “Mueller Redevelopment.” 
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 Chapter 4: Workforce Housing and the Austin Innovation Zone 

DEFINING WORKFORCE HOUSING  

Workforce housing generally refers to housing that caters to working families and 

individuals who are unable to access market rate housing, due to low-income levels; yet 

they cannot take advantage of federal and state affordable housing programs because of 

their ineligibility since their incomes are above program requirement levels.  In the City 

of Austin, this has also been called missing middle housing as it pertains to the same 

income levels. These individuals and families include persons working as teachers, first 

responders, health care providers, and the creative community in Austin.123 

Definitions for workforce housing vary, but usually it is defined by using Area 

Median Income estimates. According to the United States Department of Housing and 

Urban Development (HUD), workforce housing caters to households earning between 80 

percent and 120 percent of Area Median Income (AMI).124 The Urban Land Institute 

(ULI) has defined workforce housing as housing affordable to households earning 

between 60 percent and 120 percent Area Median Income.125 The 60 percent limit further 

captures residents who may not be eligible for most affordable housing programs.  

                                                 
123Urban Land Institute, “The Missing Middle: Affordable Housing for Middle Income Families in the City 
of Austin.” 
124Nashville Civic Design Center, “Case Study: Workforce Housing,” n.d., 
http://www.sitemason.com/files/lOHH5m/NCDC_WorkforceHousingCS.pdf. 
125Haughey, “Workforce Housing: Barriers, Solutions, and Model Programs.” 
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INCLUDING WORKFORCE HOUSING IN THE AUSTIN INNOVATION ZONE 

For the Austin-Round Rock Metropolitan Statistical Area (Austin MSA) the Area 

Median Income is $54,500 for a one-person household and $77,800 for a four-person 

household, according to HUD.126 Thus, workforce housing for the Austin MSA would 

cater to one-person households earning between $32,700 and $65,400 and four-person 

households earning between $46,680 and $93,360. Table 3 shows the income limits for 

various household sized that would be eligible for workforce housing, that is earning 

between 60 percent and 120 percent of AMI.  

Persons in Household 1 2 3 4 5 

Median Income  $  54,500   $  62,300   $  70,100   $  77,800   $  84,100  

60 % Median Income  $  32,700   $  37,380   $  42,060   $  46,680   $  50,460  

120 % Median Income  $  65,400   $  74,760   $  84,120   $  93,360   $100,920  

Table 3: Income Limits for Workforce Housing Residents.127   

 In 2014, there were 462,724 individuals earning between $25,000 and $64,999 in 

the Austin MSA, which gives us a rough estimate of the number of persons eligible for 

workforce housing.128 This number accounts for nearly 32 percent of the total population 

of the MSA. It is very important to note that this figure is the maximum possible number 

for individuals only and in no way reflects household formation, where one or more of 

these individuals might live together. Simultaneously, there were 236,947 households 

                                                 
126U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development; “FY 2016 Income Limits Summary,” generated 
by Awais Azhar; using FY 2016 Income Limits Documentation System, 
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/il/il2016/2016summary.odn, August 8, 2016, 2016 
127Ibid., 
128U.S. Census Bureau; “American Community Survey, 2010-2014 American Community Survey 5-Year 
Estimates, Place of Birth by Individual Income In The Past 12 Months, Table B06010,” generated by 
Awais Azhar; using American FactFinder, http://factfinder.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml, 
August 8, 2016 
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earning between $45,000 and $99,999 in the Austin MSA, which gives us a rough 

estimate of families or households eligible for workforce housing.129 However, this 

number is a rough estimate only since the income requirements for a four person 

household are taken into account.  

 

    Bastrop 
County 

Caldwell 
County 

Hays 
County 

Travis 
County 

Williamson 
County 

 50% to 80% of 
Household Area 
Median Income 

Cost Burden 47% 46% 70% 65% 75% 

Severe Cost 
Burden 

34% 14% 16% 24% 21% 

80% to 100% of 
Household Area 
Median Income 

Cost Burden 7% 18% 41% 42% 38% 

Severe Cost 
Burden 

15% 18% 8% 11% 13% 

Table 4: Percentage Cost Burdened Households Earning 50% to 100% HAMFI.130 

Table 4 shows the percentage of households earning between 50 percent and 100 

percent of the Household Area Median Family Income (HAMFI) that are cost burdened 

in the five counties forming the Austin MSA. Households are divided into two income 

groups and a percentage of households that are cost burdened or severe cost burdened is 

given. The percentage is calculated for the total number of households for that income 

group. Households that spend more than 30 percent of their income on housing costs are 

considered cost burdened, and households that spend more than 50 percent of their 

income on housing costs are considered severe cost burdened. In Travis County, for 

households earning between 50 percent and 80 percent HAMFI 65 percent households 

                                                 
129U.S. Census Bureau; “American Community Survey, 2010-2014 American Community Survey 5-Year 
Estimates, Household Income In The Past 12 Months, Table B19001,” generated by Awais Azhar; using 
American FactFinder, http://factfinder.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml, August 8, 2016 
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are cost burdened, whereas, 24 percent are severe cost burdened. Surprisingly in Travis 

County, for households earning between 80 percent and 100 percent HAMFI 42 percent 

households are cost burdened, whereas, 11 percent are severe cost burdened.131  

The data shows that there is a severe need for housing that is affordable to 

households earning between 50 percent and 80 percent in Travis County. Similar need for 

housing is present in the other counties forming the five-county Austin MSA as well.132 

Although this data is limited because it does not allow us to assess the cost burden 

conditions of households earning between 60 percent and 120 percent MFI, it gives an 

approximate idea of the need for workforce housing in the Austin MSA. Further data and 

research is required to assess the need for workforce housing among households earning 

between 100 percent and 120 percent MFI in the Austin MSA. 

According to the Seton Healthcare Family, the Dell Medical School and Dell 

Seton Medical Center at the University of Texas at Austin will create roughly 15,000 new 

jobs. Of these jobs, about 60 percent, or roughly 9000 jobs, will require two years of 

college or a training certificate. The jobs created from these two institutions alone will 

have an annual economic impact of $2 billion.133 However, this is only an estimate, and a 

detailed study is required to assess the true impacts of these developments on the local 

job market and the effects on housing these changes might have. Furthermore, it must be 

                                                                                                                                                 
130U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development; “Comprehensive Housing Affordability Strategy 
Data,” generated by Awais Azhar; using CHAS Data Query Tool, 
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/cp/CHAS/data_querytool_chas.html, August 8, 2016. 
131Ibid., 
132Ibid., 
133Seton Healthcare Family, “Building Facts | Dell Seton Medical Center at UT,” Seton, accessed August 
11, 2016, https://www.seton.net/about-seton/dell-seton-medical-center-at-the-university-of-texas/building-
facts/. 
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noted this does not account for all persons who be employed in a future Austin 

Innovation Zone, but in the areas currently being developed. The planners working on the 

Austin Innovation Zone will have to assess the number of jobs created and the impact on 

housing in the future.  

 According to the United States Bureau of Labor Statistics, in 2015, the United 

States typical median weekly earnings for workers with an associate’s degree was $798 

and workers with some college educational attainment, but no degree, was $738.134 If we 

assume most people work 52 weeks annually, then their annual income is estimated as 

$41,496 and $38,736 respectively.135 This would mean that according to national 

earnings standards, the Medical District alone would add 9,000 individual workers who 

are eligible for workforce housing. Of course, an important consideration is that this 

number is for individual workers and does not reflect households. Further research is 

required to understand the needs for workforce housing based on data for household 

composition and size.  

Furthermore, according to Austin Investor Interests the average rent per month in 

the City of Austin was $1,122 in 2015.136  If we assume that annual rent is paid for 12 

months, and remains unchanged then we can assume that the annual rent is $13,464. 

Comparing this against the annual incomes estimated above, $41,496 and $38,736 

respectively for workers with an associate’s degree and workers with some college 

                                                 
134U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Employment Projections,” March 15, 2016, 
http://www.bls.gov/emp/ep_chart_001.htm. 
135Richard Schumann, “Work Schedules in the National Compensation Survey” (U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, July 28, 2008), http://www.bls.gov/opub/mlr/cwc/work-schedules-in-the-national-compensation-
survey.pdf. 
136HousingWorks Austin, “Crossroads Housing.” 
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educational attainment, we find that all of these 9,000 individual workers will be cost 

burdened. A household is considered cost burdened if it spends more than 30 percent its 

income on household costs and utilities. For these workers to not be cost burdened the 

average monthly rent including utilities would need to be $1,037 or $968 at the 

maximum.  

The situation becomes grimmer once we consider the difference between the 

median rent of the city and downtown. Downtown Austin is contained within the zip 

code 78701. According to the 2014 Comprehensive Housing Market Analysis, the 

median monthly rent for this zip code was $1,590 in 2014.137 When we compare this 

against the allowable average monthly rent and utilities cost of $1,037 or $968, we see 

that workers an associate’s degree and workers with some college educational attainment 

would not be able to rent housing in this zip code. Whereas, this median monthly rent is 

affordable to persons who are eligible for workforce housing, it is at the higher workforce 

housing eligible income levels for this to be possible. Once again, it must be stated that 

the above rent estimates in no way take into account the household composition and the 

effects of combining varying income levels for different household members.  

By 2040, the City of Austin is projected to have significant gaps in the demand 

for units and the number of units available to households for renting and owning, even 

though the 2014 Comprehensive Housing Market Analysis identified surplus housing for 

certain income levels. Table 5 shows the projected gap for households at various income 

                                                 
137BBC Research & Consulting, “2014 Comprehensive Housing Market Analysis Appendices” (City of 
Austin, July 31, 2014), 



 
 

52 

levels. The income levels for households are based on the assumption that all households 

are four-person households. The income levels are further roughly compared to the 

percent area Median Family Income. According to this data, by 2040 there will be gap of 

roughly 65,000 units for households eligible for workforce housing.138 It is important to 

understand though that this estimate does not take into account the composition of 

varying households and a more detailed gap analysis is required to understand the 

household need for workforce housing.  

Approximate Corresponding 
MFI Limits 

Annual Household Income Projected 2040 Unit Gap 

Less than 30% MFI less than $15,000 25000 units 

30% MFI = $28,300 $15,000-$35,000 35000 units 

50% MFI = $38,900 
&60% MFI = $46,680  

$35,000-$50,000 20000 units 

80% MFI = $62,250 $50,000-$75,000 30000 units 

100% MFI = $77,800  
& 120% MFI = $93,360 

$75,000-$100,000 15000 units 

More than 120% MFI $100,000-$150,000 20000 units 

 more than $150,000 15000 units 

Table 5: Income Limits and Projected 2040 Unit Gap for Austin Residents.139 

The limitations of these estimates must considered as we try to understand the 

need for workforce housing stemming from the development of the Medical District. 

Further research and a market analysis is required to assess accurately the need for 

housing created by the district, specifically the need for workforce housing. It will be 

important to create profiles of the type of individuals and households who will work in 

the new development, and to assess their needs. However, we still can estimate that the 

                                                                                                                                                 
https://austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/NHCD/2014_Comprehensive_Housing_Market_Analysis_-
_Appendix_reduced_for_web.pdf. 
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development of the Medical District and the potential development of the Austin 

Innovation Zone will possibly create a demand for workforce housing. Thus, it is 

imperative to consider options for the creation of workforce housing. 

RECOMMENDATIONS OF EXISTING PLANS AND CODE PRESCRIPTION 

Imagine Austin Comprehensive Plan  

In June 2012, the Austin City Council adopted the Imagine Austin 

Comprehensive Plan (Imagine Austin). The Imagine Austin Comprehensive Plan defines 

a vision for the future to shape the city’s growth.  A comprehensive public input process, 

spread over four rounds, shaped Imagine Austin. Over a period of two years, city staff 

and consultants collected 18,532 inputs from the community. Public input was collected 

using surveys, online comments, and stakeholder interviews at public meetings, travelling 

team events, and speaking events.140 Imagine Austin sets forth the following vision: 

As it approaches its 200th anniversary, Austin is a beacon of 
sustainability, social equity, and economic opportunity; where diversity 
and creativity are celebrated; where community needs and values are 
recognized; where leadership comes from its citizens and where the 
necessities of life are affordable and accessible to all.  

Austin’s greatest asset is its people: passionate about our city, 
committed to its improvement, and determined to see this vision 
become a reality.141 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
138Neighborhood Housing and Community Development, “Draft City of Austin Density Bonus Policy.” 
139 Ibid., 
140City of Austin, “Imagine Austin Comprehensive Plan.” 
141Ibid., 
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 Imagine Austin clearly defined an affordable Austin as a part of its vision. 

Furthermore, one of the Core Principles for Action defined by the plan is that Austin 

must develop as an affordable community. Considering this principle, the goals of the 

plan include maintaining and creating affordability for Austin residents, including 

housing affordability. In addressing building blocks for a complete community, Imagine 

Austin specifically tackles housing issues and suggests creating mixed-use and mixed-

income neighborhoods. 142   

One housing policy Imagine Austin suggests is connecting housing options to 

jobs, childcare, schools, retail and other uses. In order to do this the plan suggests 

situating housing close to public transportation networks and employment centers. 

Similarly, in the neighborhood policies outlined by the plan complete neighborhoods are 

defined as mixed-use with both housing and employment opportunities. In order to create 

such mixed-income neighborhood, Imagine Austin proposes that all new and revised area 

plans address workforce housing needs among other affordable housing needs.143 Thus, 

the inclusion of workforce housing in the planning of the Austin Innovation Zone would 

not only meet current housing needs, but also further the goals laid out in Imagine Austin.  

Downtown Austin Plan  

In December 2011, Austin City Council Adopted the Downtown Austin Plan. In 

2005, the Austin City Council passed a resolution requiring the city to develop a plan for 

Downtown Austin. A consultant team worked with city staff to create a plan to guide the 

                                                 
142Ibid., 
143Ibid., 
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future growth and development of Downtown Austin. Along with other recommendation, 

the recommended ten-year priorities of the plan clearly include affordable housing. The 

consultants created a vision for Downtown Austin with public input that clearly included 

opportunities for affordable housing:  

At its Bicentennial in 2039, Downtown will be at the heart of one of the 
most sustainable cities in the nation with: A wide range of housing 
choices for individuals and families with diverse social and economic 
backgrounds.144  

 
The Downtown Austin Plan included the Downtown Affordable Housing Strategy 

that envisioned a mix of housing in Downtown Austin. Recommendation included 

supporting a mix of incomes, including workforce housing. The plan defined workforce 

housing as housing that aimed at households earning between 80 percent and 120 percent 

Median Family Income (MFI). The plan specified that the city must work to ensure that 

10 percent of all new housing in Downton by 2020 should be affordable to the city’s 

workforce. Considering a population of 25,000 persons by 2020 the plan recommended a 

minimum of 1,440 such units, divided evenly between rental and homeowner units.145   

The plan made the following specific recommendations to target workforce 

housing in the Central Business District (CBD): 

 Create or adopt a nonprofit Downtown Workforce Housing Corporation to 

manage funding and administration of workforce housing programs. 

                                                 
144City of Austin, “Downtown Austin Plan.” 
145City of Austin, “Downtown Austin Plan Appendices.” 
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 Work to dispose and develop public land through an intergovernmental strategy, 

requiring that any residential development occurring on public land have 20 

percent workforce housing units. 

 Create a revolving loan fund based on public sources. 

 Expand the eligible fee waivers under the S.M.A.R.T Housing program. 

 Provide economic development grants as-of-right for the construction of 

workforce housing in Downtown Austin. 

 Preserve existing affordable units through buying them to ensure long-term 

affordability. 

 Create or adopt a nonprofit Community Development Financial Institution 

(CFDI) in order to gain access to federal funds. 

 Use public funds and potentially a General Obligation Bond to fund the 

Corporation’s programs. 

 Implement a Downtown Density Bonus Program with a fee-in-lieu option for 

funding.  

 Using a nonprofit intermediary to attract private capital to fund workforce 

housing, including significant employers based in Downtown Austin.
146

  

Whereas the Downtown Austin Plan defines a robust housing plan focused on 

workforce housing, the plan defined a Housing Fee Investment Area that was broader in 

geographic scope than Downtown Austin. The plan suggested that downtown housing 

                                                 
146 Ibid.,  
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needs could be addressed in these areas. However, the plan clearly states that this area 

would be better used to develop units with deeper affordability and supportive housing, 

leaving open the option of funding workforce housing in Downtown Austin.  

Austin Strategic Housing Plan  

In June 2016, the City of Austin Neighborhood Housing and Community 

Development (NHCD) released the Draft Austin Strategic Housing Plan. On 6 June 2016, 

NHCD presented the plan to the City Council Housing and Community Development 

Committee and the department is currently in the process of collecting feedback to 

produce the final plan.147 The plan is meant to guide the department’s efforts and create a 

comprehensive approach to address the city’s housing needs. Two key policy programs 

from the plan are pertinent for this report: invest in housing for those most in needs, and 

create new and affordable housing choices for all Austinites in all parts of town.148  

The report suggests ensuring that investments are made in housing for those who 

are most in need, including low-income workers, seniors, people with disabilities, and 

people experiencing homelessness. The report suggests various strategies to address this 

including utilizing General Obligation Bonds, engaging the private sector, using publicly 

owned land, utilizing Tax Increment Financing, and utilizing pay for success models. In 

promoting the creation of affordable housing choices in various parts of the city, the plan 

suggests various programs including revising the S.M.A.R.T. Housing Program, 

implementing consistent density bonus programs and including them in the revised Land 

                                                 
147City of Austin, “Austin Housing Plan,” AustinTexas.gov, accessed August 11, 2016, 
https://www.austintexas.gov/housingplan. 
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Development Code, creating a Multifamily Property Tax Exemption Program, and 

streamlining city codes and the permitting process.  

The plan presents a wide range of strategies to address the city’s affordability 

issues including the ones mentioned above. In general, the plan is focused on creating 

housing options for persons earning 30 percent or less of the Median Family Income and 

proposes standards for including such housing in all zip codes. However, the plan 

specifically mentions engaging employers in developing workforce housing. The plan 

suggests co-developing housing for employees and pooling resources to develop rental 

housing. To manage the latter, the plan suggests creating a revolving housing fund and 

collaborating with local employers to contribute to it. These funds can then be used to 

finance the construction and preservation of rental workforce housing. 149 

Household Affordability Code Prescription  

In May 2016, the CodeNEXT staff and consultant team released the code 

prescription on affordable housing. The Developing Complete Communities for all 

Austinites: Household Affordability Code Prescription (Affordability Code Prescription) 

is not a plan but is important for understanding some of the ideas that will go into 

revising Austin’s Land Development Code, through the CodeNEXT process. The 

                                                                                                                                                 
148Neighborhood Housing and Community Development, “Austin Strategic Housing Plan Draft.” 
149Ibid., 
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Affordability Code Prescription focuses on presenting options for addressing the 

challenges related to housing affordability and mobility.150   

The Affordability Code Prescription suggests a number of prescriptions and 

assesses the tradeoffs associated with some of the major issues involved in addressing 

affordable housing concerns, such as neighborhood character, and supporting 

environmental regulations. Some of these prescriptions are: 

 Refining and expanding the density bonus programs- The Affordability Code 

Prescription explains the revised code will replace the existing bonus programs 

with a program covering the Imagine Austin Centers and Corridors defined in the 

Imagine Austin Comprehensive Plan. A second type of density bonus will be 

available around these areas, which will allow a developer to create greater units 

within the same size building height and bulk. 

 Promoting diverse housing options- The Affordability Code Prescription proposes 

that the revised code should allow a range of housing options within form-based 

code districts, with a focus on missing middle housing.  

 Promoting housing density- The revised code will allow for greater density while 

ensuring that there is compatibility and transitions with the existing built 

environment  

 Reducing parking requirements- In areas that are targeted for compact 

developments parking requirements will be reduced, specifically for 

                                                 
150City of Austin, “Code Prescription No. 2: Developing Complete Communities for All Austinites,” 
AustinTexas.gov, May 3, 2016, https://www.austintexas.gov/article/code-prescription-no-2-developing-
complete-communities-all-austinites. 
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developments that are well connected with transit. The prescription also suggests 

that minimum parking requirements be waived for developments near transit stops 

with all affordable units.  

 Creating an efficient development review process- The Affordability Code 

Prescription explains that the revised Land Development Code will include clear 

and predictable requirements thus creating an efficient review process.
151

  

The draft Land Development Code being created through the CodeNEXT rewrite 

will not be available until January 2017.152  However, the Affordability Code Prescription 

can be used to gauge some of the changes that can be expected. The Affordability Code 

Prescription does not specifically address workforce housing but there is a clear 

indication that a mix of housing types must be created in various parts of the city catering 

to all Austinites. 

                                                 
151City of Austin, “Developing Complete Communities for All Austinites: Housing Affordability Code 
Prescription” (City of Austin CodeNEXT, May 2016), 
http://austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/Planning_and_Zoning/CodeNEXT/2016-04-
29_CompactAccessibleAffordable4_HD.pdf. 
152Ibid., 
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Chapter 5: Innovation Districts and Affordable Housing Case Studies 

INCLUDING AFFORDABLE HOUSING IN INNOVATION DISTRICTS  

The importance of including affordable housing in planning innovation districts 

has been discussed earlier in the report. To create dense, mixed use, and vibrant 

innovation districts in central cities it is important to include housing options. This would 

ensure that districts can function 24 hours a day, and are not deserted after work hours, as 

workers return to their suburban residences. Housing would be necessary, not only to 

create vibrant communities, but also, to support retail uses in the district. Additionally, by 

promoting living and working in close proximity, commuting times can be minimized, 

and more sustainable practices can be cultivated.  

Furthermore, to create truly diverse and equitable districts it is important to 

include affordable housing opportunities, including workforce housing. Not only can 

these strategies serve the larger community, but they also can ensure that low to 

moderate-income workers are able to find housing opportunities in close proximity to 

their jobs. As was noted above in the case of Austin, we can foresee the addition of 9,000 

employees who would require workforce housing. Considering these advantages, it is not 

surprising that the planning of innovation districts around the world has included market-

rate housing and affordable housing.  
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METHODOLOGY 

There are a large number of available case studies on innovation districts from 

around the globe. For this research, case studies were selected based on the following 

distinct criteria: 

 Existing affordable housing provisions: The primary selection criteria was the 

inclusion of proven affordable housing strategies in an innovation district. 

Whereas, the vision for innovation districts often includes affordable housing, 

there are few cases where affordable housing has actually been constructed to 

date. In part, this is because a large number of innovation districts are still in the 

planning or initial development phases. Case studies in this report are 

purposefully selected to study how other cities have included affordable housing 

in their innovation districts.  

 Comparable urban areas: Urban areas with similar demographic changes, 

economic environment, and community concerns were included in the study. This 

was meant to understand innovation districts within their given context.  

 Location: Only innovation districts located in the United States were selected to 

ensure that the funding and governance structures of the innovation districts are as 

close to Austin as possible. The only exception is 22@Barcelona, which was 

selected because of its significant affordable housing production as it relates to the 

above criteria. 
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LIMITATIONS 

The methodology identified above is meant to provide a comprehensive 

framework for studying cases of current innovation districts. However, there are three 

distinct limitations of this section: 

 A significant number of innovation districts envision including affordable housing 

in their master plans. However, the number of cases where actual programs have 

been developed and units have been constructed are rare. Partially, this is because 

most innovation district plans have been developed in recent years and we have 

yet to see the complete implementation of the plans. Kendall Square and 22@ 

Barcelona are two notable exceptions.  

 Considering that innovations districts have only emerged in scholarship within the 

last two decades, there is a lack of information on specific innovation districts 

throughout the country. Information in this section is largely collected from 

official websites of the districts, planning reports, presentations from planners and 

architects, and local media sources.  

 The local legal structures and economic environments of different cities within 

different states vary in a number of ways. Hence, no one case study exactly 

parallels the concerns, development plans, and driving forces of the Austin 

Innovation Zone. Each case study lends to the overall recommendation of the 

report, but no one development plan could be duplicated in Austin.  
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CASE STUDIES 

Boston’s Innovation District - Boston, Massachusetts 

Context and Housing Needs  

The City of Boston is a rapidly growing city with a growth rate of 1.05 and is 

outpacing its suburban growth.153 Boston has seen a growth in the number of jobs in the 

city at a rate of 1.4 percent between 2009 and 2013. At the same time, the unemployment 

rate has fallen and it seems to be economically performing better than the rest of the 

country. Education, healthcare and finance are the city’s core industries with the 

healthcare and social assistance industry being the largest. The latter made up 18.7 

percent of all jobs in the city in 2013.154  

According to the Housing a Changing City report, the City of Boston has 

estimated that by 2030, 26,500 new households will join Boston’s workforce leading to a 

13 percent increase. At the same time, the fastest growing demographic group are seniors. 

Since estimates show that most seniors will chose to age in place, this will place a burden 

on the existing housing stock, requiring the construction of an additional 17,400 units of 

workforce housing to accommodate the growth in workforce households. Overall, the 

                                                 
153Frey, “A Big City Growth Revival?” 
154Boston Redevelopment Authority Research Division, “Boston’s Growing Economy” (Boston 
Redevelopment Authority, September 2015), 
http://www.bostonredevelopmentauthority.org/getattachment/373246c7-540a-4614-a1c1-9254a1acdf54. 
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city estimates that by 2030 an additional 44,000 units will be required.155 Thus, housing 

the workforce is a major concern for city planners.  

Innovation District Introduction 

Boston’s Innovation District, located on the South Waterfront, was created in 

2010 by former Boston Mayor Tom Menino. The district is located on the south shore of 

Boston’s waterfront and adjacent to the Central Business District and Downtown as seen 

in figure 4. The district covers 1,000 acres, and includes the Fort Point district, Fan Pier 

district, the Seaport World Trade Center, and Boston Marine Industrial Park (BMIP). Fort 

Point is home to a burgeoning cluster of internet companies and BMIP is home to 

maritime industries. The district aims to develop underutilized land, to foster 

entrepreneurship and to maintain the city’s competitive edge.156  

The Boston redevelopment Authority (BRA) has played a major part in the 

economic and physical planning of the district. Providing housing options was an 

important goal of the district’s planners who created an innovation housing vision. BRA 

worked to create an area where residents could live, work, and play. The Boston 

Redevelopment Authority approved plans for 12,000 new residential units in the district. 

Of these, 15 percent are targeted to be affordable housing units and another 15 percent 

                                                 
155City of Boston, “Housing a Changing City: Boston 2030,” October 2014, 
http://www.cityofboston.gov/dnd/pdfs/boston2030/Housing_A_Changing_City-
Boston_2030_full_plan.pdf. 
156Morisson, Innovation Districts: A Toolkit for Urban Leaders. 
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are targeted to be micro-units. The effects of this planning on affordability is unknown 

because of a limited number of completed projects.157 

 

 

Figure 4: Location of Boston’s Innovation District.158  

Housing Strategies   

Planners for the district have clearly identified the importance of housing in 

creating a district that is active 24 hours of the day. Currently, there are 1,100 units under 

                                                 
157The Intersector Project, “The Development of Boston’s Innovation District: A Case Study of Cross-
Sector Collaboration and Public Entrepreneurship” (The Intersector Project), accessed August 11, 2016, 
http://intersector.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/The-Development-of-Bostons-Innovation-District.pdf. 
158Boston’s Innovation District, “Innovation District Location,” innovationdistrict.org, accessed August 11, 
2016, http://www.innovationdistrict.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/new-citymap.png. 
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construction in the district, of which approximately nine percent units are “innovation 

housing” units. These units are being developed by the private industry at Factory 63 and 

an additional five upcoming residential projects.159 Factory 63 formerly was a warehouse 

in Fort Point that was redeveloped as a LEED Gold Certified property in 2012. The 

development currently has 38 affordable live-work units with shared workspaces.160 

 The key strategy employed by planners and developers to tackle 

affordability was the creation of “innovation housing”. These units are formed of smaller 

private spaces but connected to shared amenity spaces. Currently, 300 such units have 

been approved for construction, with more than 100 units under construction, including 

units at Factory 63.161 The units are meant to target individuals who may not qualify for 

affordable housing but cannot afford market-rate units. Furthermore, these units are 

meant to appeal to individual workers who may wish to live close to their work at 

affordable prices. The use of efficient appliances in the kitchen, showers in the bathroom, 

and decreased storage space allow individuals to live in less square footage, thus, 

lowering rents. In return, residents can enjoy shared workspaces, community spaces, and 

amenities such as fitness and game rooms. These innovation units are interspersed with 

conventional units to provide a mix of housing options.162 

                                                 
159Boston’s Innovation District, “FAQ,” accessed August 11, 2016, http://www.innovationdistrict.org/faq/. 
160The Intersector Project, “The Development of Boston’s Innovation District: A Case Study of Cross-
Sector Collaboration and Public Entrepreneurship.” 
161Boston’s Innovation District, “FAQ.” 
162“Housing in the Innovation District,” December 6, 2015, 
https://www.architects.org/sites/default/files/2012_06-15_Innovation%20Housing.pdf. 
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Conclusion and Future Research 

Boston is comparable to Austin since both are fast growing cities with a rising 

number of jobs. Furthermore, the predominance of the healthcare industry in the city 

relates to the economic development goals of the Austin Innovation Zone. However, 

Boston has a significantly large Innovation District and caters to maritime industries 

which are absent in Austin. The major affordable housing strategy in the Boston 

innovation District is allowing the creation of micro-units and “innovation housing” in 

the district. Further research is still required to see how successful this type of housing 

can be considering that a very limited number of units are being leased currently and 

there is not enough data to ascertain what is the median income of individuals renting 

these units. The tenant characteristics of these units and their relationship to the 

predominant workforce family structures in Austin needs to be further assessed. Whereas, 

this is a novel approach the effects of the implementation of such a policy need to be 

studies once a significant amount of production has taken place.  

South Lake Union - Seattle, Washington 

Context and Housing Needs 

 Seattle is one of the fastest growing cities in the United States growth rate of 1.93. 

The city is growing significantly faster than its surrounding suburbs.163 There has been a 

1.6 percent increase in employment in the city between 2010 and 2011. Unemployment 

                                                 
163Frey, “A Big City Growth Revival?” 
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decreased by 0.4 percent during this time.164 Information, construction, and leisure and 

hospitality are the fastest growing industry sectors with a percentage increase of 7.5, 6.5, 

and 5.1 percent increase between 2015 and 2016 respectively.165  

 The City of Seattle estimates that by 2035 the city will need to house an 

additional 70,000 new households. According to this estimate and the current income 

distribution patterns, the city estimates that an additional 9,250 units will be required for 

households earning between 50 percent and 80 percent of Area Median Income (AMI).166 

Seattle is developing its new comprehensive plan and is assessing the housing needs of its 

residents. Planners have noted that 40 percent of the city’ households consist of only one 

person. Furthermore, adults in their 20s and 30s are the most significant demographic 

cohort in the city.167 These considerations form an important part of assessing the housing 

needs of the city and South Lake Union.  

Innovation District Introduction 

The South lake Union innovation district was developed in the early 2000’s by 

Vulcan Real Estate, after a failed attempt in the 1990s to create the Seattle Commons 

Park and develop adjoining commercial space. Vulcan convinced the University of 

Washington to locate its medical and bioscience campus in the district, leading to the 

                                                 
164City of Seattle, “Seattle Economic Indicators” (City of Seattle, April 2012), 
http://www.seattle.gov/Documents/Departments/economicdevelopment/EconomicIndicators2012April.pdf. 
165U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Seattle Area Economic Summary” (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
August 3, 2016), http://www.bls.gov/regions/west/summary/blssummary_seattle.pdf. 
166City of Seattle, “Affordable Housing Strategies for Seattle” (City of Seattle, February 2015), 
http://futurewise.org/resources/publications/Futurewise%20Affordable%20Housing%20Strategies%20for%
20Seattle.pdf. 
167City  of Seattle, “Seattle 2035 Now and Future Housing Needs,” accessed August 11, 2016, 
http://2035.seattle.gov/our-current-and-future-housing-needs/. 
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formation of the Fred Hutchinson Cancer Research Center. The area became a major 

bioscience and technology center after Amazon moved its global headquarters to the 

district. The planning process for the district has been driven by Vulcan Real Estate, 

South Lake Union Chamber of Commerce, South Lake Union Community Council, and 

the City of Seattle Department of Planning and Development is driving development in 

South Lake Union today.168 

Vulcan Real Estate is planning to create a mixture of housing, office, retail and 

community amenities in the district as defined by the South Lake Union Master Plan. 

South Lake Union is located south of Lake Union, is north of downtown, and is 

connected to the city with a streetcar loop. The neighborhood is planned to be walkable 

and sustainable with a number of interspersed public amenities such as park space and the 

Museum of History and Industry. By 2017, South Lake Union will comprise 9.6 million 

square feet of space for offices and life sciences space, 536,000 square feet of space for 

retail, restaurants and services, and 6,500 housing units for sale and rent.169 

Housing Strategies 

The City of Seattle has a robust density bonus or incentive-zoning program to 

encourage affordable housing development. In return for relaxed maximum allowable 

Floor Area Ratio (FAR) requirements for commercial and residential development, the 

City requires developers to develop affordable housing or childcare facilities on site. 

                                                 
168“Austin Anchors & The Innovation Zone:  Building Collaborative Capacity.” 
169Lori Mason Curran, “Innovation Districts,” April 19, 2015, 
http://static1.squarespace.com/static/52715c10e4b09cd968ae3344/t/5535128ae4b052db79102908/1429541
514690/P2070APAPres_FINAL.pdf. 
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Alternatively, the developer can also pay a fee-in-lieu that the city will dedicate to these 

causes. The program has been most widely applied to the South Lake Union district and 

the downtown area. By February 2015, the density bonus program has produced 714 

affordable units in four years. These include 56 on-site units, 42 ownership units, and 616 

units funded with in-lieu payments and other funding sources.170 

The density bonus program requires that any affordable housing that is built on 

site cater to households earning 80 percent of Area Median Income for rental units and 

100 percent of Area Median Income for homeowner units. Additionally, all units must 

remain affordable for a 50-year period.171These income limits were meant to serve 

moderate-income households in Seattle.172 These limits more closely relate to the 

moderate-income limit set by the United States Department of Housing and Urban 

Development for the Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) program. Under the 

requirements for the CDBG program moderate-income is defined as 80 percent of Area 

Median Income.173 

The density bonus program clearly defines three options as highlighted by the 

Office of Housing. First, a developer can choose to provide affordable housing on-site or 

off-site based on the amount of bonus floor area the developer was able to use. The 

housing floor area must correspond to 15.6 percent of extra commercial floor area and 14 

                                                 
170City of Seattle, “Affordable Housing Strategies for Seattle.” 
171Ibid.,  
172Spectrum Development Solutions LLC, “South Lake Union Affordable Housing Bonus Program 
Review” (Spectrum Development Solutions LLC, March 12, 2013), 
http://clerk.seattle.gov/~public/meetingrecords/2013/slu20130318_2b.pdf. 
173U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, “Low and Moderate Income Definitions under 
the CDBG Program Policy Memoranda,” October 19, 1984, 
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percent of extra residential floor area. Second, the developer may choose to pay a fee-in-

lieu for increased floor area. For every unit of gross floor area received for commercial 

development a payment of $29.63 must be made, of which 75 percent is dedicated to 

affordable housing and 25 percent to childcare facilities. In the case of increased 

residential floor area, $22.11 must be paid per gross foot area. Third, the developer may 

choose to purchase transfer development rights from the King County Transfer of 

Development Rights (TDR) for the Tax Increment Financing (TIF) program.174 The fee-

in-lieu value is based on an analysis of the residual land value of a property and the limit 

for a developer’s ability-to-pay for additional FAR beyond the base zoning.175 However, 

a Cornerstone Partnership report for the city assessed that the fee-in-lieu was significantly 

lower than the cost of creating units on-site. The report recommended that the fee be 

raised, considering that this would not affect market performance.176 

The City of Seattle also utilizes a Multifamily Tax Exemption (MFTE) program 

under state law to encourage developers to create affordable housing. This is a citywide 

program with designated neighborhoods referred to as targeted areas, including South 

Lake Union starting in 2004. The program requires that 20 percent of all units are rent 

restricted for income qualified households. In exchange, property owners of multifamily 

rental and for-sale residential projects are provided a twelve-year property tax exemption 

                                                                                                                                                 
http://portal.hud.gov/hudportal/HUD?src=/program_offices/comm_planning/communitydevelopment/rules
andregs/memoranda/lmidef84. 
174City of Seattle, “Affordable Housing Strategies for Seattle.” 
175City of Bellevue, “Meeting Agenda City Council Extended Study Session” (City of Bellevue, November 
9, 2015), http://www.ci.bellevue.wa.us/pdf/PlanningCommission/11-09-
2015_Incentive_Zoning_Workshop_Packet.pdf. 
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on residential improvements. The exemption does not apply to land or non-residential 

improvements.177 The program has been created under Chapter 84.14 of the Revised 

Code Washington (RCW) concerning New and rehabilitated Multiple-Unit Dwellings in 

urban Centers. The State of Washington created the program to encourage housing 

development, including affordable housing development.178  

Rents are calculated based on a cost burden requirement and Area Median Income 

(AMI) requirements. This means that the rent cannot exceed 30 percent of the income 

requirements. The program has undergone various iterations, with the initial program 

requiring 25 percent affordable units at 80 percent of Area Median Income over a ten-

year exemption period. The 80 percent limit corresponds with moderate-income rents for 

CDBG housing developments as noted above. The income limit has now evolved to 75 

percent for one-bedroom units and 85 percent for two-bedroom units.179 Affordability 

requirements expire with the expiration of the tax exemption, varyingly 10 or 12 years.180 

The program has been used to create 11 multifamily properties in South Lake Union with 

a total of 2, 092 units, more than 8 percent of all units created through the program. 181 

                                                                                                                                                 
176Rick Jacobus and Joshua Abrams, “Policy Options for Refining Seattle’s Incentive Zoning Program” 
(Cornerstone Partnership, July 2014), 
http://clerk.seattle.gov/~public/meetingrecords/2014/plus20140721_1d.pdf. 
177City of Seattle Office of Housing, “City of Seattle Multifamily Property Tax Exemption Program 2015 
Status Report to City Council,” March 30, 2016, 
http://www.seattle.gov/Documents/Departments/Housing/HousingDevelopers/MultifamilyTaxExemption/2
015%20MFTE%20Annual%20Report.pdf. 
178State of Washington, Revised Code of Washington Chapter 84.14.020.: New and Rehabilitated 
Multiple-Unit Dwellings in Urban Centers, 2015. 
179City of Seattle Office of Housing, “City of Seattle Multifamily Property Tax Exemption Program 2015 
Status Report to City Council.” 
180Ibid., 
181Ibid., 
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Conclusion and Future Research 

Seattle’s growth is dwarfed by the growth experienced by Austin but is still 

significant when compared to other cities in the country.  The growth in the construction 

sector relates to Austin. However, the growth in the information and hospitality sectors 

closely align with the goals of the Austin Innovation Zone. South Lake Union is unique 

in that its development has been driven by a private developer but the city has played a 

big role in ensuring the success of the district. The density bonus incentive developed by 

the city is the key strategy used to develop affordable housing in the district. 

Furthermore, the Multifamily Tax Exemption (MFTE) program has added additional 

affordable units. By catering to households at approximately 80 of AMI, both programs 

cater to the lower end of the workforce housing income limit.  

The density bonus mechanism already has proven successful in Austin and is 

worthy of consideration for the Austin Innovation Zone. Seattle’s bonus incentive has 

clear guidelines and it would be important to study against other such incentives, 

including incentives in Austin to see what makes the Seattle example significantly robust. 

Furthermore, it is important to consider the recommendations to increase fee-in-lieu 

options to promote further housing production. The Multifamily Tax Exemption (MFTE) 

program is unique to Seattle in that it stems from a State of Washington initiative. 

However, tax incentives can still be studied in the Case of the City of Austin to assess the 

cost and benefit associated with their application by the city.  
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Kendall Square - Cambridge, Massachusetts 

Introduction and Context  

The population of Cambridge experienced a 3.8 increase from 2000 to 2010. Even 

though the city’s population is not close to its peak population of 1950, it is still seeing an 

increase in population. According to the 2010-2014 American Community Survey there 

were 122,394 persons working in the city. In 2016, the unemployment rate of the city was 

2.4 percent. In 2015, the three major industry sectors in Cambridge were professional and 

technical services, educational services, healthcare and social assistance. Respectively, 

the sectors employed 27.9 percent, 23.1 percent, and 9.3 percent employees out of all 

employees in the city.182  

According to 2010 Census, the majority of city units are renter occupied. Renters 

in Cambridge occupy 65.4 percent and homeowners occupy 34.6 percent of all units. 

Owner occupied units include condominiums and not just single-family homes. As 

reported by the 2010 Census, 65.4 percent of units are rented and 34.6 percent are owner 

occupied (including owner occupied condominiums). Approximately 14 percent of the 

entire housing stock is subsidized in some form. In 2010, 7.5 percent of all units were 

single-family properties, 14.3 percent were two units properties, 12.6 percent properties 

were three unit properties, 10.1 percent were four to six unit properties, 20.2 percent were 

six to fifty unit properties, and 35.2 percent were properties with more than fifty units.183 

                                                 
182City of Cambridge, “Demographics and Statistics FAQ,” Camnridgema.gov, accessed August 11, 2016, 
http://www.cambridgema.gov/CDD/factsandmaps/demographicfaq. 
183Ibid., 
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Innovation District Introduction 

The Kendall Square innovation district arose organically around the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) in Cambridge. Starting in the 1950s, MIT 

started to dedicate university land to efforts aimed at commercializing research. The role 

played by the University, and the dedication of land to technology related companies and 

entrepreneurship created an innovation district over time. These strategies attracted large 

technology companies, and small technology firms.184  In 1999, Tim Rowe, a graduate of 

MIT, found the Cambridge Innovation Center (CIC). Since its inception, CIC has 

extended its space multiple times as it works to house an increasing number of 

startups.185 An independent organization, CIC provides a space for startups to explore 

ideas and raise venture capital. Currently, CIC is home to nearly 800 companies.186 

In October 2008, tenant organization leaders formed the Kendall Square 

Association (KSA) to improve the district through collaboration and concerted planning 

efforts. In February 2009, KSA elected its first board of directors and officers. The aim 

was to foster local businesses along with catering to the residents that lived there. Before 

this, there had been no distinct group driving the process to create an innovation district 

in Cambridge but rather the businesses and technology sector in Cambridge grew 

                                                 
184Brookings Institution, “Innovation Districts,” Brookings, July 26, 2016, 
https://www.brookings.edu/innovation-districts/. 
185Wade Roush, “Cambridge Innovation Center Turns 10; Looking Inside a Landmark for Boston-Area 
Entrepreneurs,” Xconomy, December 3, 2009, http://www.xconomy.com/boston/2009/12/03/cambridge-
innovation-center-turns-10-looking-inside-a-landmark-for-boston-area-entrepreneurs/. 
186Cambridge Innovation Center. “Who We Are.” Accessed August 11, 2016. http://cic.us/who-we-are/. 
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organically because of the efforts of MIT. Over these decades, the district has included 

1,500 enterprises, 40,000 jobs, and 600 companies.187 

In 2013, The Kendall Square (K2) Plan was published by the city, which served to 

guide future planning and build consensus. Broad ranging community input helped shape 

the master plan. The need for housing that is affordable for low and moderate-income 

residents was one of the key challenges identified in the plan. The K2 committee, charged 

with driving the planning process, recommended that new zoning include strong 

incentives for developers to create affordable housing for middle-income households.  

The committee noted that the 2013 MIT rezoning required a minimum of 240,000 square 

feet of housing in total to meet the city’s housing needs. This also would include on-site 

affordable housing because of the city’s inclusionary zoning policies.188  

Housing Strategies 

In 1998, the City of Cambridge adopted the Inclusionary Zoning Ordinance after 

rent control policies were struck down by a statewide referendum in 1995. Soon after the 

city commissioned various study to assess the impact of inclusionary zoning, including 

the Cambridge Inclusionary Housing Study by Stockard & Engler & Brigham 

commissioned in 1998. The study concluded that for every 10 new market-rate housing 

units 1.5 affordable units were needed to achieve the city’s socio-economic goals. 

                                                 
187“Austin Anchors & The Innovation Zone:  Building Collaborative Capacity.” 
188Cambridge Community Development Department, “Kendall Square Final Report,” 2013. 
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Considering this 15 percent target, the city adopted inclusionary zoning provisions as a 

part of its Zoning Ordinance in 1998.189  

Any development with ten or more housing units, or more than 10,000 square feet 

of residential space must include 15 percent on-site affordable housing. In return, 

developers get a development bonus that increases the allowable Floor Area Ratio (FAR) 

by 30 percent. An exception exists to on-site affordable units in the case of significant 

hardships. However, this has not been used by developers to date. Rents for the units are 

based at 30 percent of renter income, or the cost burden limit for households. In the case 

of homeownership units, this 30 percent limit is applied to all payments and fees. The 

income eligibility for the program is calculated as 80 percent to 100 percent of Area 

Median Income (AMI). Considering the city defines middle income as 80 percent to 120 

percent, the program is aimed at middle-income residents and residents eligible for 

workforce housing. Aggregate data shows the city has built 12.5 percent affordable units 

through this program. Combines with other federal, state, and local programs the city is 

able to meet its 15 percent target required for socio-economic diversity. 190 

Inserting housing into a fully developed innovation district is challenging because 

of the increased value of land and the increased return on investment from commercial 

developments. However, since the creation of the Kendall Square (K2) Plan in 2013, a 

number of steps have been taken to generate housing in the innovation district, including 

affordable housing. In 2015, a 100 percent affordable housing development received 

                                                 
189Cambridge Community Development Department, “Inclusionary Housing Study,” April 11, 2016, 
http://www.cambridgema.gov/CDD/housing/fordevelopersandpropmanagers/~/link.aspx?_id=428A80D101
0B463E9792DDEC78A24573&_z=z. 
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approval for construction in a vacant lot near the district. The project is funded using 

MassDevelopment state tax-exempt bonds and federal tax credits achieved with city 

assistance. Twenty units were planned with eighteen units meant to house residents with 

60 percent of Area Median Income, in alignment with federal program requirements.191 

Furthermore, in May 2016, MIT received approval for creating six new buildings in the 

district. Apart from adding new office space, it is expected that 2,000 housing units may 

be built. Under the Inclusionary Zoning Ordinance 15 percent of the units will be eligible 

to households earning between 80 and 100 percent. Amenities such as park space and 

transit are also planned to serve the districts residents.192  

Conclusion and Future Research 

Kendall Square is considered one of the United States’ oldest innovation district 

even though the official association for the district was made in 2013. However, Kendall 

Square is unique in a number of ways and its lessons are not directly applicable in Austin: 

 The city has an unusual mix of housing with a large range of multifamily housing 

and a higher number of renting households. 

 The district was not intentionally planned but rather emerged organically over 

time unlike the Austin Innovation Zone. 

                                                                                                                                                 
190Ibid.,  
191Catherine Carlock, “Fully Affordable Apartment Development Planned near Kendall Square,” Boston 
Business Journal, September 2, 2015, http://www.bizjournals.com/boston/real_estate/2015/09/fully-
affordable-apartment-development-planned.html. 
192Tim Logan, “Will Kendall Square Finally Feel like a Real Neighborhood?,” The Boston Globe, May 18, 
2016, https://www.bostonglobe.com/business/2016/05/18/will-kendall-square-finally-feel-like-real-
neighborhood/hIv1mwISI8WuheSfIuA74M/story.html. 



 
 

80 

 The major strategy used by the district for affordable housing production is 

inclusionary zoning. Considering inclusionary zoning is largely illegal in the State 

of Texas this strategy cannot be employed in the City of Austin.  

Furthermore, the creation of an association in 2013 means that the district has yet to 

reassess its housing needs and create a specific strategy for the district. However, the case 

is a clear example that it is important to plan for affordable housing in a district early on. 

Analysis of the district’s housing market requires further research as the district develops 

under its master plan over the next few decades.   

22@ BARCELONA - BARCELONA, SPAIN 

Introduction and Context  

According to the City of Barcelona, the total population of the city was 1,601,933 

in 2011.193 The employed population of saw a 5.6 percent growth between 2001 and 

2011. The employed population has now surpassed the city’s previous period of growth 

in 1991 and turned around the decline it faced in 1996.194 The interannual variation in 

employment was recorded as a decrease of 12.1 percent.195 The major industry sectors of 

the city are trade and repairs, administrative and secretarial services, and hospitality. 

However, the professional, health activities and social services, manufacturing, and 

                                                 
193Ajuntament de Barcelona, “Barcelona Statistics Sex,” accessed August 12, 2016, 
http://www.bcn.cat/estadistica/angles/dades/tpob/pad/cens/a2011/sexe/sexe01.htm. 
194Ajuntament de Barcelona, “Evolution of the Employed Population of Barcelona. 1991-2011,” accessed 
August 12, 2016, http://www.bcn.cat/estadistica/angles/dades/tpob/pad/cens/a2011/sitprof/t11.htm. 
195Ajuntament de Barcelona, “Statistics,” dataset, text, accessed August 12, 2016, 
http://www.bcn.cat/estadistica/angles/. 
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construction sectors also have significant demands for occupation.196 The number of 

occupied dwellings increased by 15 percent from 2001 to 2011, overcoming the slump 

seen in 1991. At the same time the average number of persons per households has 

dropped steadily from 1981 to 2011.197  

Innovation District Introduction 

The Barcelona City Council created the 22@ Barcelona innovation district in 

2000, with the creation of a municipal company, 22 ARROBA BCN S.A, a publicly 

owned company. It is in the Poblenou district of the city, a former industrial area. The 

district’s master plan aims to redevelop an older industrial area, to generate economic 

development by attracting a high-tech industry, and to create a technological center in 

Barcelona. The district consists of 198.26 hectares, and it is in close proximity to 

Downtown Barcelona. Within a decade, the district has emerged as a major tech-center 

and has generated a large number of jobs. In 2004, the district began to develop around 

four clusters:  media, information and communications technology, medical technology, 

and energy.198  

Since 2000, the district has been able to attract a large number of businesses, 

attracting 4,500 new companies. Of these companies, 47.3 percent are new startups and 

31 percent are technology-based companies. Thus, the city has been able to assert itself as 

a global, technological research center in a very short amount of time. Furthermore, it has 

                                                 
196Ajuntament de Barcelona, “Economic Activity 2016,” 2016, 
http://www.bcn.cat/estadistica/angles/dades/ttreball/mov_lab/atur/acec/acecgen.htm. 
197Ajuntament de Barcelona, “Average Occupancy Housing,” accessed August 12, 2016, 
http://www.bcn.cat/estadistica/angles/dades/timm/censhab/evo/t6.htm. 
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been able to attract more than 56,000 new workers with projections declaring that the 

number could go up to 150,000 new workers. Intensive planning and development 

activity has helped generate this growth and shape the district.199 

Housing Strategies 

Planning for the district includes a mix of land uses, public amenities, 

infrastructural improvements, and historic preservation. Plans also incorporate situating 

housing in close proximity to jobs. Current plans will restore more than 4,600 historic 

houses in the district. Furthermore, 4,000 subsidized housing units will be created, 

allowing workers at all levels to find housing in close proximity. A minimum of 25 

percent of these units will be rental units. By December 2011, 1,300 subsidized units had 

already been created.200  Even though 22@ does not refer to the housing as workforce 

housing the goal is to provide people working in the district with housing opportunities. 

One major strategy used by the City was rezoning the district. In 2001, the 

Barcelona City Council rezoned the land from industrial to services using a new urban 

planning regulation. Density rights were also increased for these 115 privately owned 

blocks of city land.201 Changing the area’s zoning from industrial to mixed-use, allowing 

for greater development opportunities. This land use change has attracted more 

                                                                                                                                                 
198Morisson, Innovation Districts: A Toolkit for Urban Leaders. 
199Ajuntament de Barcelona 22@ Barcelona, “Current State,” December 2011, 
http://www.22barcelona.com/content/blogcategory/34/438/lang,en/. 
200Ajuntament de Barcelona 22@ Barcelona, “A New Model of a City,” accessed August 12, 2016, 
http://www.22barcelona.com/content/view/85/130/lang,en/. 
201Joe Huxley, “Value Capture Finance: Making Urban Development Pay Its Way” (Urban Land Institute, 
2009), http://uli.org/wp-content/uploads/ULI-Documents/Value-Capture-Finance-Report.pdf. 



 
 

83 

developers to create projects comprised of retail, office and residential uses.202 The 

rezoning created up to 3.5 million additional square feet of new business floor area that 

can be used to create hybridized spaces for new industries and other uses, including 

housing.203  

The second strategy used by the city was value capture finance, whereby the 

additional value added to the property through development is partially used to finance 

the development. The legal framework in Spain requires that developers offer “land 

concessions” to local governments in exchange for planning permission. The Spanish 

Constitution requires that at minimum all development projects must cede 10 percent of 

their land for open space and 5 percent for additional public infrastructure. Furthermore, 

the law requires that developers contribute 10 percent of the calculated economic value, 

in the form of land or otherwise, to a local government in order to finance affordable 

housing.204  

Building on this minimum requirement the City of Barcelona requires that in 

exchange for a planning permit, developers transfer 30 percent of the total land area of 

the proposed development to the city. Alternatively, the developers can also pay the 

current momentary value of the land to the city, a decision made on a case-by-case basis. 

Furthermore, a development fee of EUR 80 or $88.7205 is also charged for every square 

                                                 
202Morisson, Innovation Districts: A Toolkit for Urban Leaders. 
203Cushman & Wakefield, “Research Brief Urban Regeneration Turkey” (Cushman & Wakefield, June 
2014). 
204Huxley, “Value Capture Finance: Making Urban Development Pay Its Way.”  
205Assuming a conversion rate of EUR 1 to $1.11. 
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meter of land or every 10.8 square feet. The transfers and fees are donated directly to 22 

ARROBA BCN.206  

In return, developers are offered increased density allowances, a change in 

zoning, improved infrastructure, and public amenities in exchange for these concessions. 

The significant increase in the value of the land creates a favorable development 

opportunity for private investors. The transferred land is used to construct social housing 

as planned, provide opportunities for telecommunications and research space, and create 

green space. The fee goes towards developing local infrastructure in the district. 207  

One-third of the 30 percent land donation is allocated to subsidized housing, one-

third to public amenities, and one-third to green space.208 Residents for subsidized 

housing in the City of Barcelona must meet maximum income requirements based on the 

Income Sufficiency of Catalonia (IRSC) standards. Across various programs, the 

maximum income requirements vary from EUR 10,952.21 to EUR 71,189.34, or 

$12,142.72 to $ 78927.62209, for a two-member household.210 The methods of calculation 

for income eligibility for subsidized housing in Barcelona do not compare directly with 

income eligibility requirements for the United States but still give us a comparative 

estimate.  

                                                 
206Huxley, “Value Capture Finance: Making Urban Development Pay Its Way.” 
207Ibid., 
208Morisson, Innovation Districts: A Toolkit for Urban Leaders. 
209Assuming a conversion rate of EUR 1 to $1.11. 
210Generalitat de Catalunya, “Maximum Income,” http://purl.org/dc/dcmitype/Collection, accessed August 
12, 2016, https://w30.bcn.cat/APPS/ofhreghabitatge/paginas/ShowPagina.do?idPagina=45. 
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Conclusion and Future Research 

The 22@ Barcelona innovation district is unique in a number of ways but is still a 

significant case study because of its significant housing goals and production. The 

strategies used by the district are limited in their applicability to Austin because of the 

large area, large parcel size, and distinctive legal framework. The first strategy of 

rezoning land to mixed-use and higher density is applicable in Austin and pertinent as we 

develop the city’s revised Land Development Code through the CodeNEXT process. 

However, further research is required to understand how increased base density 

allowances will affect the existing and potential density bonus programs in the city. There 

is also a potential for researching whether value capture finance can be used by the city to 

potentially develop publicly owned land in the future.  

CASE STUDIES CONCLUSION 

The cities in the case studies above all aimed at ensuring the construction of 

affordable housing in their innovation districts. The case studies show that planners 

utilized a range of affordable housing strategies to cater to varying incomes and 

household types. Considering, the relatively recent implementation of most of these 

strategies further research is required in the future Research must assess whether these 

strategies were able to further planned goals and address the challenges faced by each 

district. However, the strategies highlighted in this section are examples of the kind of 

strategies the City of Austin can use to include housing options, including workforce 

housing, in the plans for the Austin Innovation Zone. These strategies include:  
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 Micro-unit option: Planners in Boston created the “innovation housing” typology 

with the aim of lowering rents by allowing individuals to live in less square 

footage. The “innovation housing” micro-units are formed of smaller private 

spaces but connected to shared amenity spaces. These units are interspersed with 

regular units to create a mix of housing types. Such a strategy would require eased 

building code requirements to allow for the development of micro-units. 

Considering Boston has only just begun constructing these units further research 

is required to assess whether micro-units actually lower rents or not. Furthermore, 

it is important to analyze the needs of the projected younger users of these units 

and their demand in a local housing market. 

 Density bonus program- The City of Seattle employs a citywide density bonus 

program or incentive-zoning program that allows developers to use relaxed 

maximum allowable Floor Area Ratio (FAR) requirements for commercial and 

residential development, in return for contributing to affordable housing or 

childcare facilities. The developer can build these facilities on-site or pay a fee-in-

lieu that is dedicated to the same amenities. It is important to consider three 

factors in creating such a program: the targeted income requirement, time period 

requirement, and the option to pay a fee-in-lieu. The City of Seattle is studying its 

fee-in-lieu option and looking at examples from Boston and San Francisco to see 

how the fee can be made more effective and whether the amount is sufficient to 
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meet housing production goals.
211

 Fee-in-lieu options need further research and 

assessment to ensure the effectiveness of density bonus programs. 

 Tax exemption program: The City of Seattle employs a state legislation enabled 

Multifamily Tax Exemption (MFTE) program to support affordable housing 

construction in the city. The program provides property owners with tax 

exemption on residential improvements over a set period in exchange for 

requiring that a percentage of units in designated areas be rent restricted for 

income-qualified households. Such a program would require careful study to 

ensure that the benefits of such a program outweigh its cost. Furthermore, before 

any local jurisdiction can create such a program it must analyze the local legal 

framework and its tax commitments.  

 Inclusionary zoning: The City of Cambridge requires developers to include a set 

percent of affordable housing units on-site for developments of a certain size. In 

return, developers get a development bonus that increases the allowable Floor 

Area Ratio. Exceptions exist to counter a case of significant hardships. Units are 

then rented and sold based on fixed income eligibility requirements. This strategy 

is limited in the case of Texas because the state prohibits the use of inclusionary 

zoning except in Homestead Preservation Districts. However, similar 

requirements can be built into a Master Development Agreement for public land, 

for example in the Mueller redevelopment.  

                                                 
211Rick Jacobus, “Incentive Zoning in Seattle Key Questions for Refining the Program,” 2014, 
http://clerk.seattle.gov/public/meetingrecords/2014/plus20140213_1b.pdf. 
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 Rezoning: One of the first steps taken by the City of Barcelona in creating 22@ 

Barcelona was rezoning the land from industrial to services using a new urban 

planning regulation. This created a mixed-use, dense neighborhood that could 

support the creation of housing, including affordable housing. The increased 

density and the allowance for hybridized spaces attracted developers who could 

realize the maximum monetary potential of properties.  

 Value capture finance. The 22@ Barcelona case study presents a unique case of 

value capture finance, whereby the additional value added to the property through 

development is partially used to finance the development. Under the protection of 

federal law, the City of Barcelona requires that in exchange for a planning permit, 

developers transfer a percentage of the total land area of the proposed 

development to the city. In some cases, the developers can also pay the current 

momentary value of the land to the city. Developers are further offered increased 

density allowances, a change in zoning, improved infrastructure, and public 

amenities. The transferred land is then used to create social housing and other 

amenities. Value capture finance models require further study in the context of the 

United States to assess whether they can be utilized in certain cases without 

requiring a transfer of land. 
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Chapter 6: Recommendations and Conclusion 

This chapter presents potential strategies for including workforce housing in the 

planning of the Austin Innovation Zone. The literature and case studies suggests that 

including workforce housing would accommodate the changing demographics and 

housing needs of residents, support a mixed-use district, diversify the tax base, further the 

goals of the Downtown Austin Plan, address growing affordable housing needs, attract 

talented employees to the district, support downtown retail development, and potentially 

appeal to large employers.  Furthermore, it is integral to include workforce housing in the 

initial planning of the Austin Innovation Zone. The case of Kendall Square in Cambridge 

shows the challenge of including affordable housing in a district once it has been 

established.  

The strategies suggested below are based on a review of the existing literature, the 

existing City of Austin plans and documents, and the innovation district case studies. The 

focus of these strategies is constrained by three parameters: strategies are applicable by 

local jurisdictions, workforce housing income eligibility standards, and a focus on rental 

housing keeping in mind national and local trends. Implementing these strategies will 

require the City of Austin to collaborate with the major institutions in the Austin 

Innovation Zone, local development and finance community, potential major future 

employers, the nonprofit community and foundations, and the public.  
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PROPOSED STRATEGIES  

 Five strategies for developing workforce housing in the Austin Innovation Zone 

are proposed below for consideration. These strategies can be employed after brief 

studies and input from city staff. However, before any strategies can be studied it is 

important that staff conduct a housing needs assessment of the future Austin Innovation 

Zone. Currently, there is insufficient data on the projected job growth that will result 

from the planning of the Austin Innovation Zone. Without understanding the kind of jobs 

that will be created and the expected earning of employees, the housing needs district 

employees cannot be assessed.  

A housing needs assessment of the district should primarily address the following 

questions: 

 What is the number of jobs that will be created by the establishment of the Austin 

Innovation Zone? 

 What are the income levels of the jobs that will be created, particularly income 

level eligible for workforce housing?  

 What are the housing needs and housing preferences of future employees who 

will work in the district? 

 What are the household profiles of potential employees? 

 What are the projected incomes and household expenditures of potential 

employees? 

 What is the demand for rental housing versus home ownership? 
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 What kind of strategies, rental or ownership, can the market support in Downtown 

Austin? 

 What kind of housing options exist for employees who may wish to live in close 

proximity to their work in the district? 

 What projected housing needs can be met by the existing housing stock and 

infrastructure? 

 What income levels must the workforce housing created in the Austin Innovation 

Zone address? 

 How will housing option in the Austin Innovation Zone relate to existing 

opportunities in Downtown Austin? 

 What additional information is required to ensure the success of a rental 

workforce housing program in the Austin Innovation Zone? 

It is important to address all these questions before a housing plan can be created 

for the Austin Innovation Zone. An assessment of needs and workforce housing demand 

would ensure that any housing plans respond to the needs of the employees who will 

work in the district. A study of current needs would particularly be useful to understand 

what income levels must be targeted to ensure that working households are not cost 

burdened. Based on this information, the City of Austin can further study and implement 

the following strategies.  
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Innovation Zone Density Bonus Program  

Most of the current City of Austin density bonus programs, including the 

Downtown Density Bonus, cater to renters whose income is at 80 percent of the Median 

Family Income or less. Yet we know that we can potentially expect a gap of nearly 

45,000 units in the demand for units and the available units for residents whose income is 

between 80 percent and 120 percent of the Median Family Income.212 Thus, it is 

important to consider creating a density bonus for workforce housing in the Austin 

Innovation Zone. In return for relaxed FAR, height, and setback requirements the City of 

Austin should require workforce housing provisions. It should be ensured that such a 

density bonus does not negatively impact the effectiveness of the density bonus programs 

aimed at deeper affordability. 

An individual has to earn at least 116 percent of the Median Family Income in 

order to be able to afford to rent a unit in Downtown Austin at a price of $1,590. It is 

important to note that since this rent figure is from 2014 and earlier, the actual current 

data might suggest a higher Median Family Income requirement. 213 Considering this 

data, a density bonus aimed at addressing the needs of households with 60 percent to 110 

percent of the Median Family Income may be considered. It is important to consider the 

following in developing such a bonus program: 

 City staff must conduct a study of current rents, demand for workforce housing, 

and household composition in Downtown Austin to establish income 

requirements. 
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 The study must also assess the amount of units that can be required and supported 

by current and projected market conditions. The study would then inform what 

percentage of units may be required and on what basis.  

 Long-term affordability must be required and assessed based on local conditions. 

The City of Seattle uses a 50-year requirement that may be used as a guideline. 

 Further study is required to understand what provisions may be required of 

residential, commercial, and mixed-use projects. The benefits of a density bonus 

can be maximized by varying requirements for the use of the bonus Floor Area 

Ratio (FAR).  

 The fee-in-lieu option must be reserved only for cases where a developer is faced 

with unusual hardships. Otherwise, on-site workforce housing units must be 

required.  

 The setting of a fee for a fee-in-lieu option requires a further study by city staff 

and such considerations are already ongoing. As a guideline, the case of Boston 

and San Francisco might be considered that require a $200,000 per unit in lieu fee 

and $335,000 per unit fee for a two-bedroom unit respectively. Boston calculates 

this value based on the average city subsidy required to build a unit and San 

                                                                                                                                                 
212Neighborhood Housing and Community Development, “Draft City of Austin Density Bonus Policy.” 
213BBC Research & Consulting, “2014 Comprehensive Housing Market Analysis Appendices.” 
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Francisco calculated this value based on the subsidy required to create an 

affordable unit without federal subsidy.214 

 Fees collected from the Austin innovation Zone must be invested in the district 

itself to ensure that goals for Downton Austin housing are met. Furthermore, fees 

must be invested in a timely fashion to avoid depreciation. 

 A density bonus might be considered only as a temporary strategy until the Land 

Development Code is revised. The Affordability Code Prescription explains the 

revised code will replace the existing bonus programs with a program covering 

the Imagine Austin Centers and Corridors.215  Considering Downtown Austin is 

an Imagine Austin Center city staff must work with the CodeNEXT team to 

ensure that similar provisions can be included in the revised Land Development 

Code. 

 City staff must study the effect such a density bonus program might have on other 

City of Austin affordability goals and density bonus programs, including the 

Downtown Density Bonus. Conflicting provisions must be aligned, and the need 

for deeper affordability must be addressed first in the case of a conflict.  

 Density bonus programs are one of the most significant tools the City of Austin 

uses to produce affordable housing. The case study of Seattle also clearly illustrates the 

                                                 
214Jacobus, “Incentive Zoning in Seattle Key Questions for Refining the Program.” 
215City of Austin, “Developing Complete Communities for All Austinites: Housing Affordability Code 
Prescription.” 
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utility of such a program. A dedicated Austin Innovation Zone and workforce housing 

density bonus could help support the development of workforce housing in the district.  

Land Development Code Revision   

As suggested by the Affordability Code Prescription, revisions to the Land 

Development Code must provide a range of housing options and allow dense 

development. In order to create mixed-use and mixed-income neighborhoods, as 

envisioned in the Imagine Austin Comprehensive Plan, it is important that the new code 

allow for a mix of uses and housing types. The Affordability Code Prescription 

specifically called for a mix of housing options, including missing middle housing in 

Imagine Austin Centers and Corridors.216  Considering Downtown Austin is an Imagine 

Austin Center, the revised Land Development Code must propose a range of housing 

types within form-based code that cater to a range of household types and income 

categories, including workforce housing. 

The revised Land Development Code must allow greater density in Downtown 

Austin and the Austin Innovation Zone. Increased density is necessary to create a vibrant 

mixed-use district as called for by literature on innovation districts.217 Form standards, 

including building placement, height, mass, lot width and other standards, must be 

utilized to increase the developed residential space and diversity of housing types.218 

Considering practically very few neighborhood compatibility concerns, the standards for 

                                                 
216Ibid., 
217Katz and Wagner, “The Rise of Innovation Districts: A New Geography of Innovation in America.” 
218City of Austin, “Developing Complete Communities for All Austinites: Housing Affordability Code 
Prescription.” 
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Downtown Austin and the Austin Innovation Zone must specifically allow for an increase 

in density thus increasing the supply of housing, including workforce housing.  

The city staff and consultants working on the CodeNEXT process must also 

ensure that the existing density bonus programs are considered in the code rewrite. The 

considerable affordable housing benefits of these density bonus programs cannot be 

overlooked in the code revision process. It is important that the benefits of these 

programs are not lost and are captured within the revised Land Development Code. 

Including the benefits of any potential density bonus program that facilitates the 

development of workforce housing in the Austin Innovation Zone as suggested above. 

Downtown Workforce Housing Corporation 

The Downtown Affordable Housing Strategy included in the 2011 Downtown 

Austin Plan focused considerably on creating workforce housing in Downtown Austin. 

The plan proposed that the City of Austin create or adopt a Downtown Workforce 

Housing Corporation. This report suggests that the City of Austin consider the proposal 

for creating such a nonprofit entity. The Downtown Workforce Housing Corporation 

would provide centralized funding and administration of any potential workforce housing 

programs in Downtown Austin including those created for the Austin Innovation Zone. 

The Downtown Affordable Housing Strategy clarified that the Austin Housing Finance 

Corporation would continue to subsidize units with deeper affordability requirements, 

which would mean all units below 60 percent of Median Family Income.219  . 

 The Downtown Affordable Housing Strategy also proposed the creation of a 
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revolving loan fund to be administered by the Downtown Workforce Housing 

Corporation. The strategy noted that although the Austin Housing Finance Corporation 

can issue tax-exempt bonds for nonprofit and for-profit affordable housing development 

projects, the financing can only be used to target households earning less than 60 percent 

Median Family Income. The revolving loan fund could support projects through public 

low-interest bond funding, private funding from conventional banks, and density bonus 

fees. The fund could also seek contributions from philanthropic foundations and the 

private sector.220  

A Downtown Workforce Housing Corporation could be integral to help finance 

workforce housing in the Austin Innovation Zone, even though it would serve all of 

Downtown Austin. Apart from issuing multi-family mortgage revenue bonds for 

workforce development, such a corporation could also potentially access federal funds. 

Furthermore, the corporation could manage a revolving loan fund managed and the fees 

from the proposed Innovation Zone Density Bonus program to ensure that there is 

funding for workforce housing in the Austin Innovation Zone. The Corporation could 

also partner with local philanthropic institutions and major private employers to expand 

the resources available for workforce housing development.  

“S.M.A.R.T.er” Housing Program 

The S.M.A.R.T. Housing Program, which stands for safe, mixed-income, 

accessible, reasonably priced, and transit oriented aimed to increase the production of 

                                                                                                                                                 
219City of Austin, “Downtown Austin Plan Appendices.”  
220Ibid.,  
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affordable housing for low and moderate-income households that met the City of 

Austin’s Green Building standards. Under the program, the City of Austin provides 

developers partial to full free waivers, and fast track review of building permits in return 

for varying percentages of S.M.A.R.T. rental and homeowner units. The program 

requires that all units are affordable for households earning 80 percent Median Family 

Income at a maximum, covering the lower end of workforce housing eligibility. 

Furthermore, rental units must remain affordable for up to five years unless otherwise 

stated.221  

In a 2010 report, the Urban Land Institute-Austin, HousingWorks Austin, the Real 

Estate Council of Austin, and the Austin Area Research Organization suggested making 

the program “smarter” by revising it to make it a more effective program.222 The 2016 

Draft Austin Strategic Housing Plan created by the City of Austin Neighborhood Housing 

and Community Development (NHCD) also proposed revising the S.M.A.R.T. Housing 

Program by addressing the incentives offered and the affordability requirements.223  

This report proposes similar suggestion on revising the S.M.A.R.T. Housing 

Program. The incentives offered by the city to developers need to be increased by 

increasing fee waivers to ensure that the program is broadly applied. Furthermore, the 

minimum affordability period requirements need to be extended to ensure that the city’s 

long-term affordability goals can be met. City staff must study the affordability period 

requirements to understand what revisions can be made to make the program effective 

                                                 
221Neighborhood Housing and Community Development, “S.M.A.R.T. Housing Policy Resource Guide.” 
222Urban Land Institute Austin et al., “Building and Retaining an Affordable Austin.” 
223Neighborhood Housing and Community Development, “Austin Strategic Housing Plan Draft.” 
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and broadly used. Furthermore, the staff must study to see whether the income eligibility 

requirements can be expanded to 100 percent Median family Income or less to cover 

workforce housing needs in the Austin Innovation Zone. Revising the S.M.A.R.T. 

Housing Program can ensure that the program can be used to assist in furthering the 

city’s affordability goals, including workforce housing goals. 

Streamlining Permitting Processes and Expedited Review  

According to the Affordability Code Prescription, the Code Diagnosis and Zucker 

Report identified numerous issues associated with the review process under the Land 

Development Code. The diagnosis and report found that these issues affected 

affordability in the City of Austin. According to the Affordability Code Prescription, in 

the somes cases up to 15 different departments and multiple jurisdictions review 

development plans. These delays and the lack of certainty in the review process have 

negative impacts on the development of projects, including affordable and workforce 

housing.224 

To counter these issues, the Affordability Code Prescription proposes that the 

CodeNEXT process reorganize the Land Development Code to ensure predictability, and 

improve the permitting process to make it effective.225 The 2016 Draft Austin Strategic 

Housing Plan makes similar suggestions and suggests that developments with income-

restricted units can be provided an expedited review.226 Simplifying the Land 

                                                 
224City of Austin, “Developing Complete Communities for All Austinites: Housing Affordability Code 
Prescription.” 
225Ibid., 
226Neighborhood Housing and Community Development, “Austin Strategic Housing Plan Draft.” 
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Development Code, streamlining the existing review process, and creating predictable 

outcomes for developers would create a more efficient system. Furthermore, if city stuff 

conducted an expedited review for developments with affordable and workforce housing 

it could attract further investment. These changes can make a meaningful impact on 

affordable and workforce housing in the City of Austin.  

FUTURE RESEARCH  

 The literature and case studies in this report suggest various strategies for 

developing and financing affordable housing and workforce housing. However, these 

require future research to assess whether the strategies are effective and applicable to the 

needs of the Austin innovation Zone. Table 6 provides avenues for future research based 

on these strategies.  

Strategy Basis for 
Recommendation 

Description Potential 
Benefit 

Future Research 

Using public 
land 

Mueller 
Redevelopment -  

Austin, Texas 

Public land is 
used to develop 
affordable and 

workforce 
housing 

through a 
Master 

Development 
Agreement 

Affordable 
housing can be 
required as a 
part of the 

Master 
Development 
Agreement 

Study the 
availability of 
public land for 

workforce 
housing and 
assess the 

existing plans 
for these 

properties. A 
Map of public 
properties is 
provided in 
Appendix A 
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Build micro-
units 

Boston’s 
Innovation 

District - Boston, 
Massachusetts 

Relax minimum 
residential 

square footage 
requirements. 

In return, 
require 

increased 
community 

spaces 

Increased 
affordability 

due to reduced 
development 

costs  

Assess the 
demand for 

micro-units in 
Austin and the 

associated 
decrease in cost  

Employer 
Assisted 
Housing 

Draft Austin 
Strategic Housing 

Plan 

Partner with 
employers to 

contribute to a 
revolving 

housing fund 
for workforce 

housing 

Provide a 
source of direct 

funding for 
workforce 
housing 

Study the 
application of 
this strategy in 
other parts of 

the country and 
assess its 

applicability in 
Austin 

Tax 
Increment 
Financing 
(TIF) 

Mueller 
Redevelopment -  

Austin, Texas 

Use the 
increases in 
future tax 

revenue to fund 
infrastructural 

and community 
projects at the 

present 

Provide a 
source for 

upfront capital 
for 

infrastructure 
and workforce 

housing 

Study the 
applicability of 
a TIF district 

considering the 
appreciation in 
taxes and the 

existence of the 
Waller Creek 
TIF district 

Pay for 
Success 
model or 
Social 
Impact 
Investing 

Draft Austin 
Strategic Housing 

Plan 

Investors pay 
for a social 

service and the 
city pledges to 

return the 
investment with 

a financial 
return at the 

completion of a 
successful 
program 

Provide an 
upfront source 
of funding for 

supportive 
programs 

Research the 
success of such 

programs 
through case 
studies and 
study the 
model’s 

applicability in 
Austin 
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Multifamily 
Tax 
Exemption 
(MFTE) 
program 

South Lake Union 
- Seattle, 

Washington 

Provide 
property 

owners with a 
tax exemption 
on residential 
improvements 

over a set 
period of time, 
in exchange for 
an affordability 

requirement 

Increased 
affordability 

due to reduced 
development 

costs and 
affordability 
requirements 

Analyze the 
success of 
similar tax 
exemption 

programs in 
Austin and 

assess the city's 
tax commitment 

Reduced 
parking 
minimums 

Household 
Affordability 

Code Prescription 

Reduce the 
minimum 
parking 

requirement, 
specifically for 
developments 
close to transit 

Increased 
affordability 

due to reduced 
development 

costs  

Research the 
effectiveness of 
such a policy in 
the local context 
and the impacts 

on existing 
parking demand 

Value 
capture 
finance 

22@ Barcelona - 
Barcelona, Spain 

Use the 
additional value 

added to a 
property 
through 

development to 
partially fund 
infrastructure 
development 

Provides capital 
costs for 

infrastructure 
and affordable 

housing 
development 

Research the 
applicability of 
such a model in 

the United 
States and 
assess its 
success in 

Europe  

Table 6: Potential Strategies and Future Research.  

Apart from further research on the strategies in table 6, research needs to be 

conducted on how to connect workforce housing options in the Austin Innovation Zone 

with transit, dining options, entertainment opportunities, shopping, and other amenities. 

The literature clearly states the importance of creating such opportunities in a mixed-use 

innovation district to ensure long-term success.227 The City of Austin can create a vibrant 

                                                 
227Katz and Wagner, “The Rise of Innovation Districts: A New Geography of Innovation in America.” 
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downtown district by planning holistically and ensuring that all public and private 

partners work together towards a singular vision 

CONCLUSION  

  The Austin Innovation Zone and The University of Texas Medical District will 

bring economic development opportunities, exciting urban spaces, and a vibrant 

community to Downtown Austin. The development of the Austin Innovation Zone will 

be one of the most unique changes occurring in Downtown Austin over the next few 

decades by bringing together various public and private institutions within an innovation 

ecosystem. Adding workforce housing to this district will further the City of Austin’s 

affordable housing goals, help realize the vision of the Downtown Austin Plan, attract 

major employers and their employees, and enhance the vitality of the district.  

Further research is required to assess the detailed needs of the potential employees 

of the Austin Innovation Zone and their housing needs. However, five major strategies 

are suggested to ensure that rental workforce housing can be developed in the Austin 

Innovation Zone: 

1. Create an Innovation Zone Density Bonus Program 

2. Revise the Land Development Code through the CodeNEXT process 

3. Create a Downtown Workforce Housing Corporation 

4. Revise the S.M.A.R.T. Housing Program to make it “S.M.A.R.T.er” 

5. Streamline the current permitting processes and provide options for expedited 

review 
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Whereas, the strategies listed above have been derived from a comprehensive 

literature review, case study analysis, and study of existing planning documents, they do 

not represent a complete list of strategies that can be employed in the district. Further 

research is required to assess the applicability and value of additional strategies that could 

create rental workforce housing in the Austin innovation Zone in the future.  
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Appendix A 

 

Figure 5: Publicly Owned Land in Downtown Austin.228 

                                                 
228City of Austin. “Downtown Austin Plan,” December 8, 2011. 
ftp://ftp.ci.austin.tx.us/DowntownAustinPlan/dap_approved_12-8-2011.pdf. 
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