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A snapshot of 

homelessness and 

housing insecurity today



8,522 people experiencing homelessness

were counted in Seattle in January 2017

• That’s 73% of the total count in King County

• 3,857 of these people were sleeping unsheltered

• Homelessness disproportionately impacts people of color:





If you make less than $32/hour, good 

luck finding an affordable 1-bedroom

$1,580 average rent for all One-

Bedroom Units in King County



Tens of Thousands of Seattle Low-Income 

Households are Severely Burdened by Rent Costs



The trends that got us 

here



In the past ten years, King County has lost 

approximately 35,000 units affordable to households 

below 50% of Area Median Income



More Low-Income Households are Competing for

Less Low-income Housing



Rising rents correlate with rising homelessness



As the economy and population keep growing, 

these trends are likely to continue

• That’s an average of about 55,000 more 

people per year. Over the last two years, the 

region has grown by 80,000+ people per year.

Source: Puget Sound Regional Council. https://www.psrc.org/whats-happening/blog/region-planning-18-

million-more-people-2050

• The central Puget sound region is forecast to grow to nearly 6 million people by 2050.



Compounding the lack of affordable housing, 

there are additional drivers of homelessness and 

barriers to housing

Decades of cuts to social 

welfare and safety net 

programs

More cuts coming?

Decades of cuts to mental and 

behavioral health support 

systems

Washington ranks 47th out of the 

50 states for spending on mental 

health

Mass incarceration and a 

punitive and stigmatizing 

criminal justice system

Having a criminal record makes 

it very, very hard to find housing 

Widespread drug use driven 

by opioid overprescription, 

poverty and despair

Active drug use makes it hard 

to find and retain housing



So, how much more 

affordable housing is 

needed?



In Seattle and throughout King County, 

the “housing gap” is greatest for the 

lowest-income households

https://www.housingconsortium.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/KingCountyHousingGaps7.2017.pdf

These estimates from the Housing Development Consortium are extremely conservative, based 

on the assumption that: 

• 12% of all housing stock should be affordable for households at 0-30% AMI

• 12% of all housing stock should be affordable for households at 30-50% AMI

• 15% of all housing stock should be affordable for households at 50-80% AMI



8,522+ People Experiencing 

Homelessness

+

22,800+ Severely Cost-Burdened Low-

Income Households

=

30,000+ more units of deeply 

affordable housing needed in Seattle… 

right now.

A more accurate estimate?



How has Seattle been doing 

at creating new housing?

What is in the works?



“[A 2017 study] found that there are 29 affordable units 

available for every 100 extremely low income households [in 

Seattle]. That’s well below the national average of 35 per 100.” 

— Gene Balk (Seattle Times 2/16/18)

https://www.seattletimes.com/seattle-news/data/no-major-city-has-enough-affordable-housing-to-meet-demand-but-how-
does-seattle-stack-up/



In the past three years, the City of Seattle has funded 

a total of 805 units affordable at 0-30% AMI.

Heading in the right direction, at least!

2015: 169 low-income units

2016: 278 low-income units

2017: 358 low-income units



Ten year forecast: 6,000 new low-income 

units on the horizon?

“The HALA’s recommendations work towards a goal of 

creating 6,000 units for residents earning less than 30%

AMI… over the next ten years [from 2016 to 2025].”

— HALA report, 2015

https://www.seattle.gov/Documents/Departments/HALA/Policy/HALA_Report_2015.pdf

Confusion Alert: These are not the same as the 6,000 units that are projected 

to be created through the Mandatory Housing Affordability (MHA) program.  

MHA units are targeted around 60% AMI.

Funding for the 6,000 units for 0-30% AMI households comes from the Seattle 

Housing Levy and the State Housing Trust Fund among other sources.



Federal tax bill: tax cuts for businesses 

may lead to less money for housing

“We think lowering the corporate tax 

rate from 35 to 21 percent without 

making other changes to the Housing 

Credit will mean a 14 percent 

reduction in the number of 

affordable homes we are able to 

create in Seattle.”

“In 2017, this would mean an impact of 

approximately 125 less affordable 

homes being built, or at least one 

building, at a time when we face an 

affordability crisis.”

— Steve Walker, Director of Seattle 

Office of Housing. Quoted in Reuters.

• The recently-passed federal tax bill lowers 

the corporate tax rate from 35 to 21%.

• This reduces the incentive for corporations 

to purchase Low Income Housing Tax 

Credits — which currently provide the 

largest share of private funding for 

affordable housing development in the U.S.

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-housing-tax/u-s-tax-cuts-will-reduce-incentive-to-build-affordable-housing-

campaigners-idUSKBN1EH0NJ



In sum:

Lagging behind other big cities in subsidized housing

Need exists for 30,000+ more units right now

6,000 new units by 2025 if we’re lucky

358 units funded last year

Federal tax bill likely to make things worse

(Don’t even think about Trump’s proposed 2019 budget)

Time to step up our game, Seattle!



What can the City do?

Strategies for Creating 

Deeply Affordable Housing







Mixed Income Public/Private Housing: 

Greenbridge & Seola Gardens

• Two housing developments in 

progress in White Center,  

~1,250 units when complete

• Include both rentals and for-

sale homes, ranging from very 

low-income to market rate

• Schools, community centers, 

libraries and other services on-

site or nearby



There are some ways of creating deeply affordable 

housing without publicly-funded construction

Make existing housing stock 

more affordable

• Long-term vouchers, deep 

rental subsidies

• “Master-leasing” of privately-

owned buildings by public 

agencies or non-profits

Advantage: Avoid new construction 

costs, get people into housing quickly

Disadvantage: Squeezes housing stock 

for 30-60% AMI and higher populations.

Enable private construction of 

“naturally affordable” housing

• Accessory dwelling units (ADUs), 

backyard cottages, SROs

• Later this year the City will consider:

• Allowing two ADUs on one lot

• Removing off-street parking and 

owner-occupancy requirements

• Making it easier for property 

owners to permit and build ADUs 

and backyard cottages

All strategies are needed, but there’s no getting around it…



… and this is going to cost a lot of money.

For example, estimating the City’s portion of the capital 

costs at $170,000 per unit,

30,000 units would cost $5.1 billion.

If we give ourselves 10 years and assume the costs of 

construction don’t go up…

we’re looking at over $500 million per year.

Seattle needs to build a lot of 

new deeply affordable housing



Are homeless people 

important enough to us 

that we will do what it 

takes to find the 

resources to close the 

housing gap?


