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Overview

Origin of the term: “Downtown”

Downtown: American term 
invented after Civil War 1870s

“City Center” European term also 
applied to pre-civil war U.S. cities: 

A mixed-use place, combining 
business & residential, usually 
adjacent to the port

Like all global cities founded before 19th century, 
American colonial cities began on the waterfront 

Philadelphia began as a waterfront city

& 

Earliest development along the Delaware River
Immediately adjacent to the port…

1 5

6 7

8 9



2

Term “downtown” originated in Manhattan
To describe the lower end of the island

Dense cluster of commercial property
Started to squeeze out residential

Particularly during industrial expansion after Civil War

A purely business & commercial center emerges
“Downtown” noisy & congested; 

To avoid noise & congestion
“Uptown”- north of Canal St. is where the middle class moved

Home & work begin to separate

Analogous process in Philadelphia 1908: Congestion & noise of waterfront
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Ever more congested with cars Waterfront in the mid 1920s

Philadelphia’s “uptown” = Rittenhouse Square Transformation of “downtowns” in 1870s

Rapidly expanding urban economy & 
migration from rural area to cities

Growth of professional & managerial 
functions not requiring physical labor

Intense competition between cities;  

Intense competition for space within cities

No height controls 

Few historic buildings or crown properties 
that limit the push to go up

Technological innovation:
Otis Elevator + Structural Steel

Elisha Otis introduced first elevator
Crystal Palace for Exhibition of the Industry of All Nations

1853 in NYC: current site of Bryant Park
Modelled on Crystal Palace in London, 1851

Installed first in Soho @ 488 Broadway in 1857, NYC
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1860: Typical commercial buildings
4-6 story masonry load bearing structures 

Elevator made taller buildings more feasible

Downtown, Uptown & Brooklyn, 1873 Philadelphia’s City Hall started in 1870 

Was world’s tallest masonry load-bearing building 
when it was completed in 1900: 548 ft

By contrast 15th-16th century bell tower in Bruges
278 steps = 272 feet
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In the aftermath of 1871 Great Chicago Fire Louis Sullivan designs structural steel frame building 
Home Insurance Building, 1885

First structural steel frame

Structural steel + elevators
Makes possible the skyscraper

Office buildings that begin to define  “downtown” 

Housed banking, finance & insurance,                      
management functions for manufacturing economy

As commercial uses squeeze out residential
Creates “Downtown”  Technology enables greater height

Fogelson quotes: European travelers astounded                                  
by the “High Sierra” of buildings  “Urban Alps”

Existed no place else on earth 

Lower Manhattan in 1900

1876
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1913: “downtown” =  lower portion of Manhattan
37 years laer

37 years later

Analogous transformation of Shanghai in 26 years

Federal involvement & intervention  
in American cities:

Depression & Post WW 2

Old manufacturing areas were in decline
1954 industrial; 2000 blighted areas 

First federal involvement in housing: Depression
1932 Homeowners Loan Corporation (HOLC) Map

2.1 million

Followed in 1934 Federal Housing Administration 
Homeownership: long-term fixed rate mortgage

Until 1920s typical mortgage had 
been 5-7 years

Required 30% -50% down-payment

Only those with high incomes or 
inheritance could be homeowners

In the housing crisis that emerged 
from Great Depression, New Deal 
promises the long-term, fixed rate, 
self-amortizing mortgage (20-30 yr)

Underwriting looks at the income
of the buyer and the stability of the 
neighborhood in which house is 
located; that is the ultimate 
security for the mortgage.

Nothing inherently discriminatory 
about having criteria
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Homeowners Loan Corporation (HOLC) guidelines

Property  characteristics
Apartments, row houses & “overcrowding”  & density
Twins
Single family detached

Households/Ancestry
Northern European
Eastern/southern European
Asian
African American/Hispanic

(HOLC) Map for Philadelphia

2.1 million

1937 HOLC Map

2.1 million

1938 HOLC Map

Post  WW 2: mass production suburban housing: Levittown
FHA insured

Mass production of automobiles
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1956: Interstate Highway & Defense Act
90% federal funding for highways

Suburbs marketed as alternative to the city

Aimed at families with children Post-WW 2 Federally insured GI Mortgages

Newark, New Jersey

X

73 Schuyler Avenue: Three unit apartment building

X
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Mountainside, New Jersey

X

Cross promotion of products

Mass production of housing: Levittown Significant new supply across the region

0

1,000,000

2,000,000

3,000,000

4,000,000

5,000,000

6,000,000

18
80

18
90

19
00

19
10

19
20

19
30

19
40

19
50

19
60

19
70

19
80

19
90

20
00

20
08

Postwar suburbanization

Suburbs

City

2.1 million

Sequence of suburbanization: national                        
Synchronized with baby boom 

Trend starts 1946-1947

1960: 31% population suburbs
2010: 51% population suburbs

Regional  shopping centers, 
15,000 - 1955-1977 

Office parks
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Cities: Industrial job loss + Suburbanization + 
Redlining: abandonment & decline 

= housing abandonment

Post World War 2 renewal 
Better Philadelphia Exhibition of 1947 

1949 Passage of federal Urban Renewal Act
Redevelopment authorities + Condemnation + redevelopment funding

Renewal starting on Dock Street

Philadelphia: early adopter of historic preservation 
Federal funds to purchase vacant properties
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Right: 246 and 248 Delancey

Street pre-restoration and 

with restoration underway in 

1959. Left: Network of 

proposed highways and 

Delaware River waterfront, 

Geddes, Brecher,

Qualls and Cunningham and 

the Ballinger Company, 

architects and engineers

6

Old Philadelphia Development Corporation formed 1956
To market renovated historic homes

Streetscape improvements
Distinctive light fixtures & brick pavers

Creation of Delancey Park for children Ed Bacon, 1962

Three bears park

Expansion of McCall Public School  
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System of greenways Small scale public places

To link Society Hill to the National Historical Park Major stimulus to downtown living

Framed by highways in the 1963 plan 1963 plan: Reinforce dense commercial core
With ring of highways & linked transit lines

Highways as transportation investment & demolition tools
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Central waterfront before I-95

Demolition of hundreds of homes Block I grew up on barely missed demolition

Early vision of Penn Center: 1947 1953: the demolition of Pennsylvania Railroad
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Penn Center 1950s &1960s renewal adds modernist office product

Broad street: traditional office district: 2 train stations Broad street: 1907

South Broad Street inventory: 40% vacant  in 1990
Inventory from 1890s to 1920 becomes outmoded:

For prime office use: New York  & Baltimore
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Los Angeles Broadway: 1920s downtown  Historic downtown Los Angeles, 1930: pre freeways

Los Angeles 1940 Los Angeles 1957

Bunker Hill drew commercial life out of old downtown
& towards the freeway

1920s downtown: where adaptive housing reuse happened 
adjacent to new CBD
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Bradbury Building
These are the buildings in every city that 

get renovated for housing
“500 days of Summer”(2009)

Flight to quality
From Class B & C to Class A

Class A buildings, more 
recently constructed or 
renovated with higher level of 
amenities, are successfully 
retaining & attracting tenants, 
sustaining rents.

Class B & C buildings less 
amenities, lower rents,  
struggle due to weak demand

Minneapolis: migration from B & C to A buildings Dallas & Minneapolis

Older  warehouse & industrial buildings Cleveland: great ceiling heights + windows

94 95

96 97

98 99



17

Cleveland, & Dallas St. Louis

Wall Street: 1995
21 million SF vacant office space 
20% commercial vacancy rate 
Over-reliance on FIRE sector
Quiet after dark

Commercial Vacancy Rental Rates 1984-1994
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1995: empty after 5:00 pm & on weekends

The Downtown Alliance

Formed in 1995

Mission: To create and promote a safe, clean, live-work, totally 
wired community, which showcases the nation’s most 
historic neighborhood and serves as the financial capital of 
the world for the 21st century. 

Method: Strengthen and Diversify the core commercial sector 
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1996: 4.5 million sf. Vacant Class “C” office space
Within core of business district

• Retained architect & 
developer to evaluate 
buildings

• Survey to determine best 
buildings; floor layout, 
window size & exposure

• Detailed economic analysis 
of 10 buildings: evaluation 
for code compliance, cost-
estimate, pro-formas.

10 year residential tax abatement
Approved 1997

• Extraordinary costs of 
converting from vacant 
office or industrial to 
residential use

• 10 year abatement on 
improvements

• Available city wide

10 year residential tax abatement

Value of improvement abated

Taxes on unimproved value continue to be paid

Case study of one of first conversions:
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View today Case study of one of first conversions:
Vacant industrial building 

Vacant building  paid $25,651 in RE taxes
Blighting influence for over a decade

$17.2 million spent to create 162 apartments. 
Project continued to pay $25,651 in RE taxes on 
unimproved value; City forgoes $530,000 in RE taxes 
on improvements for 10 years.

• Project created 250 construction jobs & generated
$514,000 in city taxes during construction
• Project created 10 permanent jobs which generate
$16,000 per year in new wage taxes. 

40% of tenants were new to city & their new spending 
in town + new wage taxes generate $980,000 per year 
in new municipal taxes

Parking lot Residential tower filled in parking lot

1601 Arch Street: Smith-Kline office building conversion Glaxo Smith Kline moves to Navy Yard
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Franklin tower office conversion
https://pmcpropertygroup.com/property/franklin-tower-residences

Use of interior space with no windows
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For current renovation of 1701 Market Street
Office floorplate lays out well for conversion to apartments

https://alterraproperty.com/what-makes-1701-market-st-suitable-for-a-residential-conversion-it-checks-every-box/

In the region to

Different cities rely on different taxes to support local services

Property BIRT Wage

Philadelphia relies more on a wage tax 
Can “afford” to abate real estate tax

In the region to

80.4% of City’s budget is generated from municipal taxes
State & federal aid is 5% 

But 

Outside of tax-revenue generated services                            
City receives $317 million federal, state & local funds for 

housing, community & economic development.

2024-2025 Annual Action Plan administered by  
Division of Housing & Community Development 
(DHCD) formerly OHCD & is City’s application for 
federal funds from the U.S. Department of Housing 
&Urban Development (HUD) for four entitlement 
programs: Community Development Block Grant 
(CDBG) HOME Investment Partnership (HOME) 
Housing Opportunities for Persons With AIDS 
(HOPWA) Emergency Solutions Grant (ESG)

City also receives other federal, state & local 
resources– including the Philadelphia Housing 
Trust Fund (HTF) & the Commonwealth of 
Pennsylvania’s Keystone Communities program –
that support housing & community & economic 
development activities. 

Public Housing funding through PHA
Section 8/Housing Vouchers
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RECENT OFFICE CONVERSIONS (SINCE 1997) - LOOKING NW

City Hall

1997 10-year tax abatement enabled conversion of                     
40 major buildings (10 million sf) to residential or hotel

Made Philadelphia a national leader in office conversions

Conversions by square feet

Everything below the red line is fully taxable Substantially diversified office district with new residential

Most of the easier ones have been converted Philadelphia had been a national leader with conversions
https://www.multihousingnews.com/where-are-office-to-resi-conversions-growing-most-and-why/
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Post-pandemic
many cities are offering more robust incentives Houston: Trends in a totally different environment

Gulf of Mexico, port city Houston: Trends in a totally different environment

City built on energy industry Both refining & exporting
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Built around aerospace industry 2012: Boom or bust market

Fast growing residential city A city growing steadily more diverse
Through immigration

Houston : 1873 1931
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1951 1970s

No legacy transit system from pre-auto era Car driver’s dream of an accessible downtown
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Central Houston: area within & immediately 
adjacent to the inner highway loop

Three major employment nodes
Downtown, Uptown & Texas Medical Center

Downtown Houston: 156,000 jobs  The Texas medical center: 87,000  
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Uptown: 49,000 jobs  Highway rings

Harris County:1300 Sq miles 

City of 
Houston: 
1.9 million 
people

Manhattan: 
1.9 million 
people

Different physical forms & density

Houston: a city without a zoning code Corporate office park: underground tunnels & sky-bridges
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Inherited perhaps the worst streetscapes in America Focus on transportation investments: reinforce core

Added light rail & generous streetscape Diversifying land use downtowns

Performing Arts Center Downtown baseball stadium
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Continue improvements to the public realm Emphasize placemaking; downtown amenities

Discovery Green Discovery Green 2008

Places for families with children
Discovery Green | Development Impact
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175 acres

2.1 miles…as crow flies

Green bayou drainage way with 
trails built in 1960s

Buffalo Bayou Park Buffalo Bayou Park

Montgomery County

Galveston County

Waller 
County

Ft. Bend County

Brazoria 
County

Liberty County

$275 million –
Outside City

Inside City $205 
million 
Bond voted on 11/6/2012             $100 
million
Pledged to be privately raised      $105 
million

Bayou Greenways

Buffalo Bayou 
Park

Buffalo Bayou Park | Bayou Greenways 2020

BID and TIF District focused on housing Houston
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5,000 units completed; 2,000 underway Single family houses at the edge

Center is growing denser with multi-family housing Downtown Rebirth: Documenting the Live Work Dynamic
In 21st century U.S. Cities: 2013 

As trend accelerated: How many people work & live                                      
in & around new 21st century downtowns

• City & town centers

• Anchor Institution Districts
Universities, college & hospitals

• Urban research &  
technology parks

An analysis of 231 major employment centers                         
in the 150 largest cities (defined by jobs) in the U.S. 
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Population data aggregated by census tract but there is no agreed-
upon definition of residential downtown

Employment data has only been available county wide;
but not all cities are identical with counties 

Commercial brokerage firms count commercial office space & define 
central business districts (CBDs) accordingly; but often does not 
include commercial retail, entertainment or hotel zones 

BIDs & downtown organizations define service areas & areas of 
influence & concern; these are often only part of CBD

Challenge: neither U.S. Census Bureau nor Bureau of 
Labor Statistics has standard definition of “downtown”

What got this started: Census Bureau drew a 2 mile radius 
around Baltimore’s City Hall & called it “downtown”

Did that for all cities

Shape of Baltimore’s commercial downtown far from circular 
City Hall is not at the center

A ring around Baltimore’s real commercial downtown 
includes very different neighborhoods than a perfect circle

“What is a downtown neighborhood?” 

Similarly, a 2 mile ring around NYC’s City Hall Misses the fact the NYC has 3 major downtowns
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While job density across U.S. averages just 0.05 jobs/acre “Sprawling” LA - Downtown: 285 jobs per acre

Downtown Des Moines, Iowa, 42 jobs/acre Even the lowest density of our 231 job centers
20 times more dense than national average

Started by defining urban commercial places by job density

Using Local Employment Housing Dynamics (LEHD)/On the Map
Product of Census Bureau & State Labor Market Agencies

https://onthemap.ces.census.gov
/

Enabled us combine & cross-reference data about 
firms, jobs & their locations with information      

about the people who hold those jobs 
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What you can learn from LEHD data

Age, Sex, Ethnicity,

Wages, Industry, 

Educational Attainment

• Where residents of a 
neighborhood travel to work

• Where employees in job center 
come from each day

• Who  lives & works in same area 

Worker Characteristics Geographic Characteristics

Started by visualizing job density citywide in LEHD

Seattle                      Point job density

In GIS created heat maps of job clusters citywide

Seattle

Using census tracts
standardized boundary definitions across the country

Mostly used to calculate population

Census tracts used to map high job density                      
= commercial centers

Checked against land-use in Google Earth  
Sent boundaries to as many cities as we could find contacts.  

Did we get it right? Made revisions accordingly
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Sometimes downtown is clearly bounded by water:
Lower Manhattan

Sometimes by interstate highways: Houston

Memphis: density drops off at the edge Philadelphia: transitions to residential

LEHD enables both a calculation & visualization of 
where commercial areas begin & end

This enabled us to use standard census tract boundaries to 
drawn the irregular shapes of commercial areas
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Categorized three types of urban job centers:              
(1) Traditional downtowns. Indianapolis

High-density commercial office buildings, hotels & retail

Overall: 147 such centers (63% of our sample)
Charlotte, N.C.

(2) Anchor institution districts:
Academic, medical & cultural facilities: University City, Phila.

University Circle, Cleveland & MIT in Cambridge, Mass
Counted 47 (21% of our sample)

(3) Included research parks within city boundaries
36 such places (16% of our sample)

All diversifying land-use; no longer just 9-5 centers
Adding arts & cultural venues
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Downtowns are active & animated after dark With music, theater & entertainment

Convention centers & new hotels Downtown sports facilites

Restaurants & outdoor cafes New downtown housing: San Diego
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Denver, Colorado
Atlanta, Georgia

We found 4 types of urban employment patterns
(1) One dominant downtown:                  

Hartford, Ct & Seattle, Wash

(2) A dominant downtown + one anchor institution district
Cleveland, Ohio 

University City + Center City (3) Places with multiple strong employment nodes:        
Atlanta, Houston & LA
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(4) Places with decentralized employment,   
building downtowns for first time: Jacksonville   

Calculated employment in 231 job centers - 150 largest cities

Table 1

Calculated job density: 
commercial core, ½ mile & 1 mile ring

Table 2

Calculated for all 231 job centers: 
How many people live in commercial core + ½ ring + 1 mile

Calculated what percent of people who live within 
adjacent residential rings work in those areas

For each place developed a live-work ratio
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The higher the ratio, the shorter the commute Track live-work ratios as you move away from downtown

Measure gravitational pull of an employment node 
Based on adjacent live/work ratios

What we found

Within & in 1 mile around these 231 urban employment nodes
Now live 12.9 million people (4.2% of U.S. population)

4.2% of US population not yet a huge market share
But live-work areas are growing fast
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From 2000-2010 populations in/adjacent to downtowns         
of 10 largest cities grew 17.2%

While national population grew by 9.7%

Most downtowns grew even more since the 2010 census

Build on this for Downtowns Rebound:
released in October 2023

Analysis of 26 of 

nation’s largest downtowns
Placer.ai anonymized cell phone data

Track workers, visitors & residents

Updated to September 30, 2024

Downtown housing: Philadelphia case study
Comparisons to several other cities

Like large rock in pond, creation 20st century 
downtown produced transformational ripple effects

Proximity to employment gives value to neighborhoods
Gentrification is a by-product of economic transformation

(+57,112)+39%Greater City
(+5,834)+11.6%University City
(+23,292)+1.8%Balance of City

Citywide population grew by 86,239 (+5.7%) from
2000 to 2020

Phila
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Renovation began to spread outward in 1970s Framed by highways in the 1963 plan

Crosstown expressway: proposed late 1960s I-95 had been constructed 1960s and 1970s

Crosstown expressway Typical condemnation letter
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Neighborhood opposition to demolition

Inter-racial alliances Strong community opposition: striking of Crosstown 

The consequences of not building
Experience walkable continuity from CBD 

to thriving rowhouse neighborhoods

To the north: abandoned rail viaduct &
Discontinuity created by Vine Street expressway
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Disruption reinforced by Callowhill Industrial corridor
Highway oriented, large surface parking lots

View looking west

Not impenetrable barrier
Expansion of Northern Liberties Fishtown

Importance of transit connectivity Market Frankford Line
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2023 map of new units: Market Frankford Line
Concentration of jobs at the center of the city
Center City (42.2%) + University City (10.5%) 

8% of land-area = 53% of all jobs in Philadelphia

SEPTA & PATCO makes them accessible to 
neighborhood & regional residents

To o r r the & gi

25% of residents from every city neighborhood 
Work downtown; 52.5 % of jobs held by city residents

Lack of job density elsewhere in 
Philadelphia

2002 2010 2019
37%35%28%District 1
37%36%31%District 2
40%38%36%District 3
47%45%40%District 4
37%36%33%District 5
47%43%39%District 6
45%43%38%District 7
45%42%40%District 8
48%46%42%District 9
53%50%44%District 10

Percentage of Private Sector Workers Commuting to Jobs Outside Philadelphia by 
Council District, 2002-2019

An average of 43.6% of working residents in each 
Council District reverse commute to suburbs
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Percentage of Private Sector Workers 
Commuting to Jobs Outside 

Philadelphia by Council District, 
2002-2019
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2002 2010 2019

Reverse commuting has been steadily growing Map of reverse commuting to suburbs

(+57,112)+39%Greater City
(+5,834)+11.6%University City
(+23,292)+1.8%Balance of City

Citywide population grew by 86,239 (+5.7%) from
2000 to 2020

Phila

Population grew where the jobs are
73% of citywide pop. growth happened in Center

City & University City

Census tracts where population declined, 2000-2020 Zip codes in city where incomes fell
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2002 2010 2019
37%35%28%District 1
37%36%31%District 2
40%38%36%District 3
47%45%40%District 4
37%36%33%District 5
47%43%39%District 6
45%43%38%District 7
45%42%40%District 8
48%46%42%District 9
53%50%44%District 10

Percentage of Private Sector Workers Commuting to Jobs Outside Philadelphia by 
Council District, 2002-2019

Overlaps with areas with high rates of reverse commuting to suburbs
Incomes aren’t falling; workers with higher incomes are leaving

2002 2010 2019

Percentage of Private Sector Workers Commuting to Jobs Outside Philadelphia by 
Council District, 2002-2019

Philadelphia has highest poverty rate                      
among 10 largest cities (2023)

Poverty is about the absence of jobs in the city
73.6% of adults above the poverty line are employed

65% of adults below the poverty line are not employed
28% of those in poverty have part-time jobs

Only 7% of Philadelphians w/full-time jobs, live in poverty
So job creation & family-sustaining wages are essential

Philadelphia is among the slowest growing large cities

1.2%/year job growth

4.8%/year job growth
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Poverty & proximity to jobs These are areas that are most in need of affordable housing 
City receives $317 million federal, state & local funds for 

housing, community & economic development.

2024-2025 Annual Action Plan administered by  
Division of Housing & Community Development 
(DHCD) formerly OHCD & is City’s application for 
federal funds from the U.S. Department of Housing 
&Urban Development (HUD) for four entitlement 
programs: Community Development Block Grant 
(CDBG) HOME Investment Partnership (HOME) 
Housing Opportunities for Persons With AIDS 
(HOPWA) Emergency Solutions Grant (ESG)

City also receives other federal, state & local 
resources– including the Philadelphia Housing 
Trust Fund (HTF) & the Commonwealth of 
Pennsylvania’s Keystone Communities program –
that support housing & community & economic 
development activities. 

Public Housing funding through PHA
Section 8/Housing Vouchers

Vulnerable populations

Lower income renters

Homeowners on fixed incomes: seniors

Working class homeowners

Rising tax assessments
Cultural/ethnic/racial change  

This is a housing problem; but also a jobs/income problem

We have a huge affordability challenge
Especially at lower income levels:

109,361 renter households making less than $35,000/year 
are paying a disproportionate share of income on housing

Focus on the core problem
Economics of housing   

New construction & rehabilitation costs in excess of what 
many residents can afford to pay in rent or mortgage 
payments; assuming 30% of income for housing costs

• Construction subsidies – CDBG
• Rent subsidies – Housing vouchers

• 10-year abatement reduces carrying costs for owners 
& rents but not by enough to impact affordability for  
lower income households

• Housing is a market commodity, not a social right; 
public programs then try to compensate
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Rental housing

1937: Public owned rental housing had been established in U.S. Housing Act of 1937 

1974 Housing & Community Development act (CDBG)
The Housing Choice Voucher Program was created in 1974 by Congress through the 
Housing and Community Development Act of 1974 (Section 8 of the 1937 act, as amended). 
Privately owned, publicly subsidized

New Construction and Substantial Rehabilitation Programs provide rental assistance for 
newly constructed or substantially rehabilitated privately owned rental housing financed with 
any type of construction or permanent financing, including the applicable FHA Multifamily 
Mortgage Insurance Programs. The maximum term of assistance provided by HUD under the 
New Construction and Substantial Rehabilitation Programs for a project financed with the 
proceeds of a loan insured by FHA was 20 years; 

Moderate rehab = 10 years; Existing =  1 year (vouchers) 

Congress stopped funding new project-based Section 8 rental assistance contracts in 1983. 
Replaced by vouchers only. Today, vouchers—numbering more than 2 million—are the 
primary form of assistance provided under Section 8, although over 1 million units still receive 
project-based assistance under their original contracts or renewals of those contracts.

Protections for lower income homeowners: all local

• Longtime Owner-Occupants Program. Established in 2014,  If a home’s value increases by 
over 300% during a single tax year, owner cannot be taxed on value above that 300% mark. 
For example, if a home’s value shoots up from $100,000 to $340,000, the homeowner won’t 
have to pay taxes on the $40,000.

•Owner Occupied Payment Agreement. For those who have fallen behind on their property 
taxes, the Owner-Occupied Payment Agreement (OOPA) gives eligible homeowners an 
opportunity to enter into a payment plan. Depending on household income, there are different 
tiers of payment: 10%, 8%, 5%. The non-payment agreement is available to households of four 
earning less than $12,000, or $27,000 for seniors & permanently disabled. At the end of the 
payment plan, interest on the amount owed is waived.

Homestead Exemption. available to almost all homeowner-occupants in Philadelphia, 
regardless of age, location, or income. The exemption shaves $80,000 off the assessed value 
of a house for local real estate tax purposes. If a home is worth $150,000, the owner pays local 
property taxes on just $70,000.

• Protections for lower income homeowners

Low-Income Senior Citizen Tax Freeze. Program allows the city to freeze property-tax bill of 
homeowners over the age of 65 (or widows aged 50 and above whose spouse was 65 or 
older). Whatever amount they have been paying, they will continue to pay; if the tax bill goes 
down, the lower amount can be locked in. The program is open only to those who earn below 
$23,500 a year, or $31,500 or less for a married couple. 

Real Estate Tax Deferral. This program allows an eligible homeowner to put off paying any 
year-over-year property-tax increase of 15 percent or more until the house is sold. That 
deferred payment becomes a lien on the house that incurs an interest rate of 2 percent.

Property Tax/Rent Rebate Program. This state-run program, paid for by the Pennsylvania 
Lottery, offers tiered tax or rent relief to those 65 & older, people 50 and older whose eligible 
spouses have died, and those with disabilities who are 18 or older.

There are four income tiers, the highest being a $250 rebate for those making between 
$18,001 and $35,000. The lowest is for those earning below $8,000 a year, who can get back 
$650.For renters, there are only two tiers: Those who earn less than $8,000 get $650 back; 
those who earn between $8,000 and $15,000 get $500 back.

2016: Gentrification: 15 out of 372 neighborhoods

Definition: Gentrification 

• 2000 median household income
had to rise at least 10% inflation 
Adjusted between 2000 and 2014, 
when City median declined by 10%

• And had to exceed citywide 
median of $37,460. This occurred 

In just 15 census tracts

By contrast 164 tracts experienced
Significant decline in median
income

Federal  Reserve Bank study:  2018

300 301

302 307

308 309
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Major issue in very limited number of neighborhoods' Variables between cities: fast & slow growth
Impacts demand & price for housing

1.2%/year job growth

4.8%/year job growth

2.5%/year job growth

1.7%/year job growth

“Island” cities + strong growth “Peninsula” cities + fast growth

Seattle + fast growth Vancouver = fast + immigration

310 311

312 313

314 315
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Boston + strong growth Sprawl cities + strong growth

City of 
Houston: 
1.9 million 
people

Manhattan: 
1.9 million 
people

Manhattan & Houston: 2000
Expansive Chicago + slow growth

Expansive & Available land + slow growth Local policy: San Francisco’s housing was hugely expensive
But no one in Victorian San Francisco 

316 317

318 319

320 321
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Wants to achieve affordability
By looking like Vancouver

Many communities block new housing
NIMBY + Fear of Gentrification

Argues that increased supply lowers rent

John Landis: expedite conversion
Not only office & industrial, but former shopping centers “Island” cities

Achieving affordability

• Public sector supplies
• Publicly owned
• Publicly subsidized
• Protections for lower income homeowners

Filtering: increase supply & let market work

• Inclusionary zoning
Public sector requires developers to allocate
Public creates incentives for private sector to provide

(density bonuses)  - Realistic requirements

• Primary focus on employment growth &  providing  
access to jobs & rising salaries

322 323

324 325

326


