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1. Background
A defining societal challenge of the United States in the twenty-first century is the escalating
issue of rent burden. Of the many factors that lead to housing instability, the problem of rent
burden acts as the most direct agent of household displacement, especially for low-income
households and households with children.1 For households making less than $30,000 annually,
rent-burdened households consist of over 80% of this population.2 Rent burden is defined as
spending more than 30 percent of household income on rent.3 The issue of rent-burdened
households is fairly uniform amongst the different regions of the United States, with an average
of 57% of households with children experiencing rent burden as of 2009.4 However, there is a
difference amongurban and rural households with children, with an average of 59% of urban
households and 49% of rural households with children experiencing rent burden as of 2009.5 In
the decade following the 2008 financial crisis, the amount of rent-burdened households in the
United States increased to 47% of all households, as of 2017.6 The alarming trend of increasing
rent burden in the United States amongst all income levels points to a greater underlying policy
issue affecting our housing supply. Until this issue is properly addressed, we can expect to see a
continuation of the trend of increased rent burden, especially amongst low-income households.

2. Policy Evaluation
In 1995, in an effort to tackle rising rent prices by encouraging property development, the
Washington State Legislature began the Multi-Family Property Tax Exemption Program.7 This
policy addresses the issue of “insufficient availability” of residential units in urban settings for
all income levels through a tiered tax exemption system for new residential construction.8 The
three-tiered tax exemption system provides an eight year tax exemption for any new multi-family
housing built in areas designated as in need of additional housing supply, a twelve year tax
exemption for new multi-family housing, with a 12 year requirement for 20% of the housing to
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be reserved as affordable housing, and a 20 year tax exemption for new multi-family housing
where 25% of units will be sold to a qualified nonprofit or local government to be resold as
affordable housing.9 While this program was created to encourage the construction of more
housing, and specifically calls for the construction of affordable housing, by providing an eight
year exemption for any new multi-family housing, and a twelve year exemption for new
multi-family housing with limited-term, limited-volume affordable housing, there is no incentive
for the creation of long-term affordable housing.

3. Policy Recommendation
The issue of rent burden is inherently tied to housing supply. Relying on private landowners and
developers to solve the housing supply issue is a long-term project with no certainty of
long-term affordable housing. Therefore, the solution for increasing housing supply should come
directly from a federal low-interest loan and grant program encouraging the creation of
municipally owned social housing across all income levels.10 Using previously acquired
municipal land, and establishing new public land trusts in areas where unused publicly owned
land is unavailable, a federal program for municipal housing could lead to a revitalization of
urban living, providing new housing, new job opportunities, and a new sense of community in
mixed-income residences.11
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