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Housing Affordability in the

Wake of COVID-19

Regional Solutions for Southern California

THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC has exacerbated the
deep nature of social inequality in the United States.
Perhaps most urgently, the pandemic has demon-
strated just how many Americans live paycheck to
paycheck, one unanticipated bill away from losing
their homes. The most recent Census Pulse survey
estimates that 7.04 million families in the United
States are behind on paying rent.® As of July 3, 2021,
even with an unprecedented national evictions
moratorium, 422,432 evictions occurred in the five
states and thirty cities tracked by The Eviction Lab
during the pandemic (Eviction Lab, 2021).

Pandemic effects are racialized, with Black and
Latino workers overrepresented in low-wage jobs
that did not transition to remote work (Brown, 2020;
Green & McCargo, 2020). Community spread was
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higher in these populations, as well, due to higher
proportions of housing overcrowding and essential
workers (Cimini & Botts, 2020; Mejia & Cha, 2020).
As aresult, Black and Latino renters were more likely
to miss paying rent (Greene & McCargo, 2020).
These pandemic-related impacts build from a foun-
dation of structural racism® that leaves Black and
Latino residents more vulnerable during times of cri-
sis—including the current COVID-19 pandemic and its
widespread but unequal shockwaves (Jacobs, 2019).

Southern California dynamics reflect these national
trends.” The average unpaid rent in San Bernardino
and Riverside County exceeds $3,300 per house-
hold, with over 36,000 renter households estimated
to be behind on rent, facing $124 million in collec-
tive rent owed (Policy Link, 2021). In Los Angeles
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County, nearly half of renters are behind on rent, ow-
ing a median of $2,800, for an estimated $3 billion
cumulatively (Manville et al., 2021). Evictions data
remain notoriously difficult to access in California,
yet research suggests that hundreds of thousands
of families live at risk of eviction within the region
(Blasi, 2020). As stimulus payments, unemployment
benefits, and eviction moratoria begin to expire,

we must focus on housing and affordability inter-
ventions, to keep thousands more households from
being forced out of their homes.

However, solving the current crisis requires ad-
dressing long-standing housing and social policy
issues: the pandemic only added to an ongoing
affordability crisis. Across Southern California,
most renters are rent-burdened—paying over 30
percent of household income on rent—a threshold
after which households cut back on necessities.
Despite different income levels and rent prices, and
in contrast to popular conceptions of the Inland
Empire as Los Angeles’s more affordable neigh-
bor, rent burden rates are consistent across renter
households in the Southern California region: 56.5
percent in Los Angeles County, 56.3 percent in Riv-
erside County, and 55.4 percent in San Bernardino
(U.S. Census Bureau, ACS 2019 1-year estimates).
These statistics reflect the interconnected nature
of housing markets and underscore the need for a
regional approach to affordability.

This paper begins by describing current housing
affordability dynamics across Los Angeles and the
Inland Empire. Although rent burden metrics help
identify households vulnerable to instability, it is
the underlying housing and work conditions that
shape residents’ lives and produce this indicator—
particularly as people cope by working more and
living in more crowded households.® By comparing
conditions driving the affordability crisis, we show
that housing pressures found in the Inland Empire
are a continuation or extension of Los Angeles

dynamics. In response, we emphasize the need to
simultaneously examine interrelated housing, labor,
and social conditions and their underlying drivers
across Southern California.

With the State of California experiencing an unprece-
dented $40 billion budget surplus, we are at a mo-
ment of acute need but also exceptional opportunity
to enact long-term structural change. Therefore, the
final section of this piece describes a policy agenda to
address the underlying causes and widespread effects
of the housing affordability crisis across the region.
We emphasize that an effective policy agenda must
include three elements. First, we must create imme-
diate relief for residents as well as long-term invest-
ments, to stabilize conditions and generate impactful
support in the near-term, while carving a new path
toward a more equitable housing system in the long-
term. Second, accomplishing this vision of immediate
relief and systems change will require participation
and coordination across the public, nonprofit, and
private sectors. Finally, we call for a regional approach
that encompasses Los Angeles, San Bernardino, and
Riverside counties collectively, reflecting their inter-
connected circumstances. Such a multi-sectoral and
multi-scalar policy agenda is necessary to address
the multiple drivers and entrenched structures that
perpetuate the region’s affordability crisis.

The Scope and Scale of Rent
Burden in Los Angeles

In Los Angeles, renters lived in deep economic
distress before the pandemic began, with most
residents cutting back on basic necessities to afford
rent. To understand the extent and impacts of renter
precarity, we conducted a multi-year study, begin-
ning with 36 focus groups that included 358 partic-
ipants in Los Angeles, San Diego, and the Coachella
Valley (Eastern Riverside County). The focus group
findings informed a randomly sampled, door-to-door

8 Typically, housing affordability is computed by comparing incomes and rents. The forces driving these statis-
tics are 1) residents’ ability to earn income, and 2) their ability to locate housing that meets their needs. The most
common metrics for affordability are rent burden and residual income (income left over after rent).
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survey of 794 Spanish- and English-speaking house-
holds in South and Central Los Angeles during 2019.
We asked renters about their housing and economic
situations, and how rental affordability impacted
their lives. Study results reveal how rental affordabil-
ity creates deep and pervasive impacts on residents’
lives (Rosen, Angst, De Gregorio & Painter, 2020).°

First, we found that renters were cutting back on
basic needs to maintain housing—and for some,
these actions had extended for years. More than 60
percent of renters had cut back on food, 45 per-
cent on clothing, and 33 percent on transportation.
Almost half of respondents had taken on additional
debt during the previous two years to make life more
affordable. In addition, cutbacks were more severe in
places where rent was increasing the most (Central
versus South Los Angeles), suggesting the urgent
need to address rental affordability in a more geo-
graphically-targeted manner. Finally, one in five ten-
ants reported not being able to cover an unexpected
$400 expense, an economic vulnerability that has
likely increased during the pandemic.

Pairing the survey and focus group findings reveals
that rent burden not only forces working-class
renters to forego basic needs, but creates enor-
mous stress from the combined pressure of housing
insecurity and unaffordability (Rosen, Ciudad-Real,
Angst & Painter, 2021). Many residents felt that they
were essentially stuck in place because of their lim-
ited ability to find another affordable home nearby
as well as the social and economic costs of moving.
Residents stated that these conditions left them de-
pendent on their current housing, which gave land-
lords additional leverage to withhold maintenance,
increase rent suddenly, and harass tenants.'®

Altogether, this project illustrates how many Los
Angeles renters face deep and impactful economic
vulnerabilities, with implications for tenants across
the broader region. Housing affordability pressures
create far-reaching ripple effects not just on housing

outcomes, but economic, educational, health, and
intergenerational mobility outcomes, as well.

Affordability and the
Inland Empire

The strains produced by the housing affordability
crisis reflect a broader, regional pattern. Rent bur-
den rates in the Inland Empire parallel other counties
across Southern California. An Inland Empire survey of
over 1,500 San Bernardino and Riverside County res-
idents found that 60 percent of renters “worried that
they won’t be able to make the next month’s rent,”
and 39 percent were “extremely” or “moderately”
concerned that they will have to move out of their
homes for reasons outside their control (Othering &
Belonging Institute, 2020). Similar to our Los Ange-
les survey findings, insufficient affordable housing in
the Inland Empire corresponds with families making
harmful cutbacks; 20 percent of renters reported
making food spending cuts and going hungry in the
past year (Othering & Belonging Institute, 2020).

Beyond housing pressures, Los Angeles, Riverside,
and San Bernardino counties have similar demo-
graphic compositions, which underscores their
shared circumstances. In 2019, the three counties
had similarities in the population share living below
the poverty level, labor force participation rates,
unemployment rates, average household size, and
average family size (see Table 1). Median rents
were slightly higher in Los Angeles, while median
incomes were slightly higher in Riverside. Neverthe-
less, income and rents have been rising in all three
counties, with income increasing fairly evenly with
rents. Los Angeles had a significantly larger share
of immigrants (34 percent compared to 21 percent
and 22 percent in Riverside and San Bernardino
respectively) and non-U.S. citizens than Riverside
and San Bernardino (16 percent compared to 9 and
10 percent) (U.S. Census Bureau).

9 For more information on survey methods and findings: https://socialinnovation.usc.edu/rent-burden

10 For quotes from L.A. renters describing these conditions, please visit: www.affordablesouthla.com/voices
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TABLE1
2019 Census Indicators for Los Angeles, Riverside, and
San Bernardino counties

Population 10,039,107 2,470,546 2,180,085

Population below the poverty level (%) 13 1 13

Labor force participation rate (%) 65 60 61

Unemployment rate (%) 5 6 6

Rent burden (30%+) (%) 56.5 56.3 55.4

Median rent (dollars) 1,577 1,487 1,342

Median income (dollars) 72,797 73,260 67,903

Change inincome 2009-2019 (%) 19 16 1

Change in rents 2009-2019 (%) 18 14 12

Foreign-born (%) 34 21 22

Not a U.S. citizen (%) 16 9 10

Household with no vehicle available (%) 8.7 4.2 4.4

Only English spoken at home (%) 43.2 58.6 56.7

Industries employing the largest share of workers

Industry 1 Heglth care and Heglth care and Heglth care and
social assistance social assistance social assistance

Industry 2 Retail trade Retail trade Retail trade

Industry 3 Manufacturing Construction Transportation

and warehousing

Source: U.S. Census Bureau; American Community Survey, 2019 American Community Survey 1-Year Estimates; https://data.census.gov/cedsci/.

The similarities across Los Angeles and the Inland and transportation workers, which are some of the
Empire extend to industry composition, with low- lowest paying occupations in the region. More than
wage and precarious jobs overrepresented. The two half of all employees in the three counties fall into
industries employing the largest share of workers those occupational categories (53.3 percent in Los
in all three counties are health care services and Angeles, 57.2 percent in Riverside, and 58.9 percent
social assistance, followed by retail trade. There in San Bernardino). Warehousing, retail, and service
is variation after, with manufacturing in Los Ange- jobs are often considered precarious work, associ-
les, construction in Riverside, and transportation ated with unpredictable schedules, limited benefits
and warehousing in San Bernardino ranking third. and worker protections, and low wages (De Lara,

All these industries employ large shares of service 2018). Precarious work produces underemployment:
workers, sales and office workers, and production workers can find jobs, but these unstable and risky
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positions make it difficult to find enough hours to
meet basic needs—including necessary time off
(Hacker, 2019; De Lara, 2018).

Although the Inland Empire has been framed in
recent decades as an affordable area relative to
neighboring Los Angeles, this is clearly no longer
the case (Pfeiffer, 2012; Kotkin & Frey, 2007). The
idea of inland California fostering new industries
that would become a vehicle of upward mobility
has instead given way to greater inequality and
extraction. Since 2010, the Inland Empire has
experienced rapid growth in population and eco-
nomic activity alongside Los Angeles. This growth
was accomplished in exploitative and predatory
ways, however (Kaoosji & Alvarado, 2020; Morde-
chay, 2020). In response, working class residents
are actively challenging the narrative of the Inland
Empire as a destination of affordable opportunity
and organizing against harmful conditions (Clark &
Araiza, 2021; De Lara, 2018).

Altogether, the housing, demographic, and labor
similarities across Los Angeles and the Inland Em-
pire demonstrate that the affordability crisis is a
regional problem that deeply affects residents’ lives
and future opportunities. However, this regional
challenge has solutions. The state budget surplus
is—in large part—a result of inequitable prosperity
(Yamamura, 2021). While working class tenants
struggled to make ends meet during the pandem-
ic, the stock market and corporate profits reached
all-time highs bringing in larger than expected tax
revenues. This inequality has produced deleterious
outcomes, but can be leveraged to redistribute
resources towards greater social, economic, and
racial justice.

Long plagued by assertions of austerity, the South-
ern California region faces a unique moment where
the necessary funds and political will can be cata-
lyzed to address structural issues that have allowed
affordability to worsen for decades. We now have
the potential to shift relationships between local
residents and the private sector from extraction to
mutual benefit, to collectively build a region that
supports workers and families. To do so, policymak-

ers must recognize the interrelated nature of issues
faced by Los Angeles, San Bernardino, and Riverside
counties, focusing on comprehensive interventions
that reflect and leverage these inherent connections.

Policy Recommendations

The ongoing housing crisis is driven by housing
market failures, eroded wages and labor protec-
tions, an inadequate social safety net, and the
impactful legacy of state-sanctioned racism (Darity
& Mullen, 2020; powell, 2012). These intersec-
tions produce considerable harm for households,
families, and broader communities—warranting
immediate, decisive, and comprehensive action. To
address housing affordability in the Inland Empire,
we call for: short-term policy solutions to provide
immediate stability, enabling residents to stay

in their homes and meet their basic needs; and
longer-term policies that restructure public institu-
tions and markets to create a system that supports
housing affordability for all. This vision requires
bold action at the federal, state, and local levels,
to address the different scales at which economic
and housing vulnerability are produced. Between
the California state budget surplus and resources
flowing into local governments from the American
Rescue Plan Act, policymakers have a tremendous
opportunity to enact lasting reform.

SHORT-TERM POLICY SOLUTIONS

In the immediate, we must act decisively to avoid
alooming eviction crisis that threatens substantial
increases in homelessness. The short-term interven-
tions that have already been implemented—wide-
spread stimulus aid and extended eviction morato-
ria—were essential to avoiding catastrophe during
the pandemic. However, housing cost pressures and
income instability persist even as the country re-
opens. These issues necessitate policy extensions
to help vulnerable and affected people cope in the
pandemic’s aftermath. We should also continue to
prepare for expanded emergency housing needs
and rapid rehousing services. Overall, interventions

Housing Affordability in the Wake of COVID-19 and Regional Solutions for Southern California 5



must include mechanisms to help people stay in their
homes, including:

« guaranteed legal counsel in eviction proceedings;

« no-fault eviction protections including extensions
for non-payment of rent;

« anti-harassment ordinances;
= rent control;

« informational campaigns around AB-832 and SB-
91 protections and rental assistance; and

« pivoting to rent forgiveness paired with landlord
assistance.

State legislators have done important work in ex-
tending the eviction moratorium for non-payment
of rent through September 2021, and developing

a rental relief program that will help vulnerable
tenants cover unpaid rent accumulated over the
past 18 months. Regrettably, the rollout of these
policies has been exceptionally confusing and
slow." Renters are struggling to figure out how to
navigate the various programs, determine eligibility
requirements, understand the different protections
provided by the state versus local government, and
enforce protections when landlords do not comply
(Choi et al., 2021). Moreover, it remains to be seen
whether rental assistance will reach vulnerable
tenants in time, or run out before the need is fully
met. As written, AB-832 allows evictions to start

up even if funds have not been fully distributed,
and does not prevent landlords from immediately
increasing rent after the subsidy is received.’”? The
most recent three-month extension of protec-
tions also coincides directly with the end of federal
unemployment subsidies. Consequently, the threat
of eviction will continue past September for many
households as economic ramifications from the
pandemic linger and uncertainty remains around
their financial recovery.

The protections and rent relief found in SB-91 and
AB-832 are crucial to stemming a wave of evictions
over the next year, but the rollout of these inter-
ventions must be improved to support renters and
avoid producing more confusion and stress. During
the first three months of rental assistance provided
through SB-91, only 8 percent of the $619 million
designated was distributed. Additionally, applicants
were disproportionately white, non-Latino house-
holds, and 60 percent reported difficulties in access-
ing the program (Reina & Goldstein, 2021).

In San Bernardino County, there are roughly
37,000 households at-risk of eviction and eligible
for the program, yet less than 2,000 applications
have been received. An alternative rent forgive-
ness program could instead place the onus on
landlords—who already interact with the govern-
ment through the tax code and stand to profit
from reimbursements—and take the burden off

11 These challenges began with the passage of SB-91 on January 29™"—just days before eviction protections
were set to expire—which set-up a large-scale rental assistance program, yet left many tenants vulnerable to
eviction long-term by allowing landlords to choose unit by unit which tenants they wanted to apply for rental
assistance. If landlords failed to apply for funds on behalf of their tenant, renters were able to apply directly to the
program, but only 25% of unpaid rent was covered whereas 80% was paid when landlords submitted. While this
gap in coverage was rectified through AB-832—which extended the eviction moratorium through September and
expanded rental assistance to cover 100% of rent owed regardless of who applies—it once again left tenants in the
dark until the last minute and was signed into law just 2 days before protections expired again.

12  Evictions can start up October 1st, but tenants cannot be evicted for 6 months past this date if they have an
active rental assistance application. This still leaves many eligible renters at risk of eviction, though, as take-up of
the program has been slow and the majority of evictions are lost due to default decisions so this option may never
be presented to those who are not already aware of their rights.

6 belonging.berkeley.edu



renters to navigate application processes without
sufficient resources. A pivot to this type of pro-
gram would ensure that vulnerable residents do
not slip through the cracks, while continuing to
provide assistance to small landlords with tenants
that have missed rent due to the pandemic (Mays,
2021; Raman, 2020). Under this structure, larger
landlords owning 25 or more units could be given
transferable tax credits, which would compensate
them for lost rent while delaying the public sector’s
immediate financial commitments. This approach
prioritizes local residents over large, corporate
landlords that continued to earn record profits
throughout the pandemic, and allows for a greater
allocation of funds to be directed toward commu-
nity needs (Fang, 2021; Gandel, 2021).

These short-term anti-displacement policies require
additional accountability measures, funding for en-
forcement, and a massive information campaign to
ensure that tenants know their rights. Furthermore,
while housing policy has rightly focused on rental
assistance, we must remember that this alone will
not solve the long-standing affordability crisis. Rath-
er, rental assistance only addresses the short-term
concern of unpaid rent that has resulted from un-
precedented economic hardship over the past year.
In the next section, we turn to the long-term policy
solutions that can help build a more equitable and
effective housing system.

LONG-TERM POLICY SOLUTIONS

Long-term policy solutions must enact systems-lev-
el changes across the housing and social sector
through place-sensitive and community-oriented
interventions. Foremost, we must support structur-
al housing market changes by creating long-term

affordable housing options that can weaken unequal
market relations and reduce speculation.

Multi-sectoral Partnerships

Collective action is required to meaningfully deliv-

er new affordable housing supply. In this context,
supply can be increased by directly providing social
housing, encouraging new housing through zoning
reforms, and changing how we finance and approve
new housing (Schuetz, 2020a; Schuetz, 2020b).
Multi-sectoral partnerships can provide the resourc-
es and accountability needed for a multi-pronged
approach to affordability. One such Inland Empire
collaboration has brought together a broad array of
Coachella Valley partners to deliver 9,881 housing
units over 10 years. Similar collaborations exist in the
San Francisco Bay Area and King County, Washington
(which includes Seattle).”® Each of these initiatives
includes local and state government, private market
actors, and non-profit organizations working collec-
tively to accomplish strategic goals. Their goals focus
broadly around renter protections, preservation of
the existing affordable housing stock, and production
of new affordable units. Multi-sectoral coordination
expands both the funding and policy interventions
available to address the crisis. Partners have commit-
ted to pooling existing resources, developing new local
funding mechanisms, and coordinating future housing
development to accomplish these goals. Given the
entrenched nature of segregation and unequal hous-
ing opportunities, cross-sectoral commitments are
necessary to support broad systems change.

However, collaboration requires resources, exper-
tise, and the motivation of relevant stakeholders to
pursue new ways of policymaking and hold mem-
bers accountable to results. Government agencies
play an important leadership role in multi-sectoral,

13 For additional details on these collective impact initiatives, please see: Coachella Valley - https://static1.
squarespace.com/static/5fdd8a053193d513c0b568fc/t/5fde8feef23a830a59ae97a8/1608421373601/Lift-
to-Rise_ActionPlan_Report-v8.pdf; King County - https://kingcounty.gov/~/media/initiatives/affordablehous-
ing/documents/report/RAH_Report_Print_File_Updated_10,-d-,28,-d-,19.ashx?la=en; Bay Area - https://mtc.

ca.gov/sites/default/files/CASA_Compact.pdf
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place-based collaboration because of their access
to a wide array of funding streams, authority for
enforcement, regulatory capacities, and technical
expertise (Rosen et al., 2018). The public sector can-
not solve affordability on its own, though, and must
form strong partnerships with community groups

to understand their needs and work with the private
sector to determine the best ways to motivate local
actors toward collective goals. Furthermore, philan-
thropic resources can be used to pilot new programs
and policy interventions co-produced across these
groups. The magnitude and urgency of the afford-
able housing crisis demands a collective response in
which all sectors are working together.

Regional Coordination

State and regional government remain the best
equipped to work across various levels of governmen-
tal agencies, coordinate between sectors, and en-
courage the production of new supply. New financing
and approval policies can hold cities across the region
accountable to taking on their fair share of multi-fam-
ily and affordable housing in accordance with regional
housing need assessments (RHNA) required by state
law. Municipalities have long evaded their allotted
zoning and construction requirements to exclude
working class residents. There is a continued need

in California for regional housing authorities with

the ability to set fines and allocate funding based on
cities’ fulfillment of RHNA." These entities could also
provide important technical support so that local gov-
ernments understand the suite of policies and funding
mechanisms available to them.

Successful regional, cross-sectoral coordination can
promote durable and equitable policy interventions.
The recent creation of the Bay Area Housing Finance
Authority (BAHFA) provides an example of a new type
of governmental entity that can lead regional efforts
to produce affordable housing. BAHFA was created

through AB 1487 and allows the nine counties and 101
cities to raise funds from regional ballot measures,
state and federal appropriations, and private and
philanthropic contributions.” This organization will
facilitate knowledge sharing and gives members the
ability to plan, fund, and develop projects collectively
with the entire region in mind. In Southern California,
aregional affordable housing authority like BAHFA
would provide a vital organizing body to initiate the
structural changes required to address affordability at
its root.

Social Housing

As in 2008, we stand at a precipice, with thousands
of properties at risk of default across the country.
This time, however, we can foster a more equitable
housing model and avoid past mistakes. Alternative
housing production strategies such as social hous-
ing, renter cooperatives, and community land trusts
position housing as a social good and reduce housing
commodification by removing properties from the
market altogether (Baiocchi & Carlson, 2020). These
mechanisms hold greater potential to add supply
without accelerating speculation, because they cre-
ate permanent solutions that do not rely on the par-
ticipation of private actors, nor are they vulnerable
to funding shifts or expiration over time. They also
result in the direct provision of housing for residents
whose needs are not typically met by the private
sector. Policymakers can develop new funding mech-
anisms by working with non-profits, philanthropy,
and government to stitch together the resources
needed to convert distressed homes into long-term
affordable options. The development of social hous-
ing is supported by a majority of voters across party
affiliation and represents a politically viable alterna-
tive to further commodification (Harrison & Kraemer,
2020). This path avoids ceding, again, to the private
sector, which is poised to accomplish one of the larg-

14 Thereis precedent in the California Coast Commission for regional authorities to take on enforcement re-
sponsibilities and set fines when regulations are not followed.

15 For more information on Bay Area Housing Finance Authority (BAHFA) see, https://abag.ca.gov/sites/
default/files/documents/2021-02/Launching%20BAHFA-Regional%20Housing%20Portfolio_2-24-21_v6.pdf
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est land grabs in modern history—just as they did a
decade ago (Bloomberg, 2021; Mordechay, 2020)."

Value Capture & Benefits-Sharing
Agreements

While zoning changes and expedited approval pro-
cesses are needed to increase supply in Southern
California overall, these decisions have the potential
to create large financial windfalls for developers

and landlords while generating insufficient material
benefits for local renters (Anenberg & Kung, 2020;
Damiano, 2020; Zuk & Chapple, 2016). To avoid this
extractive pattern, new housing supply must coincide
with community-oriented policies that distribute fi-
nancial gains more evenly and protect against neigh-
borhood change and displacement. Value capture
tools—such as land taxes and benefits-sharing agree-
ments—offer one strategy to ensure that new devel-
opment fosters equity. Previous literature has shown,
however, that these processes are often implemented
in limited ways, appropriated by development inter-
ests, and steered toward lopsided, short-term out-
comes (Chapple & Loukaitou-Sideris, 2021; Karner,
2019; Rosen & Schweitzer, 2018; Purcell, 2009).
Further, although these interventions may redirect
the private market toward more social ends, they do
not address the structural, housing production, and
community investment issues that have entrenched
unaffordability over generations. Therefore, new sup-
ply—even with value capture—is not enough.

Expansion of Housing Vouchers

Demand-side policies can complement these
supply-side interventions, playing a critical role in
supporting vulnerable families. We must expand
the federal Housing Choice Voucher program (Sec-
tion 8), which fixes a household’s rental costs to

no more than 30 percent of their income. Current-
ly, HUD estimates that only 1in 4 eligible families
receive the voucher, which creates waiting lists,
sometimes decades-long."” California must fill in
the gaps. There are currently 1.36 million house-
holds in California paying over 50 percent of their
income in rent. Subsidizing these households in the
short term is essential so that their rental pay-
ments no longer exceed the 50 percent threshold.
This would provide at least some degree of stability
for the most affected tenants at an annual cost

of roughly $6,410 per household.'® Since most of
these households qualify for Section 8, this would
provide support while they wait for a full voucher.

In the long term, we must fully fund the Housing
Choice Voucher program to meet the needs of

15 million households in the U.S. that currently
qualify but do not receive benefits. This program
would scale back gradually over time as more social
housing is made available and renters no longer
depend exclusively on the private market (Harrison
& Kraemer, 2020).

16 Hedge funds and corporate landlords have an estimated $300 billion in cash ready to buy up distressed
properties. In recent years, policymakers have shown little movement in regulating these groups after allowing

massive buy-outs after the Great Recession. Policies like AB-1199, which would impose a tax on owners of 25
properties or more, are finally beginning to gain traction and would result in some revenue sharing but do little to
address the unequal power relations that allow this type of large-scale take-over. With the magnitude of capital

currently waiting to be invested, community organizations and local governments require concerted effort at the
State and Federal levels to achieve a new, sustainable alternative.

17 The American Rescue Plan creates 70,000 emergency housing vouchers for U.S. These emergency vouchers are
only temporary, though, and do not come close to covering those on wait lists across the country.

18 Read more here: https://socialinnovation.usc.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Right-to-Housing-

Subsidy-2.pdf

Housing Affordability in the Wake of COVID-19 and Regional Solutions for Southern California


https://socialinnovation.usc.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Right-to-Housing-Subsidy-2.pdf
https://socialinnovation.usc.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Right-to-Housing-Subsidy-2.pdf

Flexible Social Safety Net

Reinvesting in the social safety net will reduce eco-
nomic uncertainty and give residents a more secure
foundation moving forward. The public sector is
uniquely positioned to diffuse resources, protec-
tions, and information that can help families find
stability across multiple dimensions of everyday
life. Our research suggests the need for a flexible,
multi-faceted approach that can meet residents’
most acute needs as they emerge—from food assis-
tance and utility bill subsidies to free childcare and
legal aid—depending on the population, timing, and
regional location. This entails increasing the fund-
ing and capacity of social services, which will allow
for a greater number of residents to be served and a
larger breadth of resources to be offered. Flexibility
will allow this service mix to change and adapt to
the needs of local residents as conditions shift and
new challenges emerge. To accomplish this expan-
sion, the public sector will require partnering with
community groups to reach populations that have
traditionally been underserved and contracting out
to local organizations for services the government
is unable to provide. A more inclusive approach is
particularly important for immigrant and work-
ing-class families that may have higher needs for
services, yet less access to knowledge of resource
availability due to time and language barriers. While
California’s social safety net largely covers immi-
grants, mixed-status families still face obstacles
accessing resources, federal programs, and infor-
mation on application processes.

Income Supports and Worker Rights

Evidence from the pandemic stimulus packages
underscores the effectiveness of income supports.
The Child Tax Credit and Earned Income Tax Cred-

it expansions will reduce the child poverty rate by
nearly half and finally extend support to adults with-
out children (Center on Poverty and Social Policy,
2021; Marr et al., 2021). Moreover, households that
received direct payments through stimulus checks
experienced greater financial stability and improved
mental health outcomes than those who did not
(Cooney & Shaefer, 2021). Policymakers can learn
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from these interventions by making the tax credits
permanent and considering a universal basic income,
replicating pandemic-related policies (West et al.,
2020). Income support is especially pertinent in Los
Angeles and the Inland Empire, where widespread
regional underemployment exists.

Income supports do not address the structural in-
equality found in the labor market, however. Addi-
tional employment and industrial standards as well
as unionization efforts are pivotal in the long run

to help people access safe, healthy homes (Kaoos;ji

& Alvarado, 2020; De Lara, 2018; Rolf, 2018). Poli-
cies such as limitations on executive pay, providing
employee seats on corporate boards of directors,
profit-sharing, work protections, and expanded
employee benefits can help ensure labor arrange-
ments compensate enough to afford a basic living
standard (Mishel & Wolfe, 2019; Data for Progress,
2019; Saez & Zucman, 2019; Rolf, 2018). Reducing
the barriers for employees to organize and collec-
tively bargain will be key to achieving better work
conditions (Farber et al., 2021; Human Rights Watch,
2021). These types of policies are not only supported
by a majority of Americans, but will also improve the
responsiveness of policymakers to constituent needs
over time by creating more equitable power relations
between residents, the private sector, and politicians
(Hertel-Fernandez, 2020; Data for Progress, 2019;
Stegmueller et al., 2018).

Conclusion

The COVID-19 pandemic has produced enormous
economic harm across the nation—especially for
renters. Its impacts have been severe because rent-
ers were already struggling to survive amidst a hous-
ing affordability crisis. These challenges are rooted

in the intersection of multiple structural problems,
including an inadequate system of housing supports,
arestructured economy dependent on low wages
and minimal worker protections, the persistence of
structural racism, and a shrinking social safety net.
Given this complexity, policymakers need to launch a
significant response to this crisis, while learning from
residents in order to understand where pressures are
most acute and develop effective solutions. The pub-



lic sector can work with community organizations

to understand these conditions, reach vulnerable
populations, and provide resources to help residents
withstand unexpected events. Additionally, local
residents, organizations, and social movements can
create the political pressure needed to allocate fund-
ing, monitor the implementation of interventions,
and hold elected officials accountable.

In the end, housing affordability is a regional prob-
lem that requires coordination and cooperation at
different scales across Southern California. His-
torically, the Inland Empire has been considered

a separate entity from Los Angeles—especially on
matters of housing—producing distinct and inde-
pendent policy interventions. However, the housing
markets, economies, and well-being of Los Angeles,
San Bernardino, and Riverside counties are deeply
interrelated. Local economic shocks shape where
people and jobs move across the region—reflected
in how rising affordability issues in Los Angeles have
extended into the Inland Empire, while the shift to
remote work has increased Inland Empire demand
and rents. Therefore, policies seeking to address the
issue of affordability must span across these coun-
ties and treat the region holistically. For this reason,
the policy framework we propose advocates for an
integrated, multi-scalar approach. Regional planning
and policymaking—undertaken through the recogni-
tion that housing, transportation, and social systems
are interconnected and mutually reinforcing—will

be crucial to addressing housing affordability in the
Inland Empire.

Acknowledgments

We propose a bold, multi-faceted policy approach
to address the converging issues driving housing
affordability challenges. Long-term interventions to
restructure housing and social policy must always
be community-oriented to ensure that they remain
attuned to residents’ needs. A comprehensive
solution requires coordinated action at all levels
of government, from national to local. To solve the
worsening problem of housing affordability, we
must address the interconnected nature of social,
economic, and racial inequality that underlie con-
temporary housing systems.

This brief was commissioned by the Blueprint for Belonging project, a
collaborative initiative led by the Othering & Belonging Institute, in partnership
with more than 50 civic and community-based organizations across California.
The authors acknowledge funding support for the Affordable Los Angeles Survey
generously provided by the Haynes Foundation, the USC Lusk Center, and the

USC Price Center for Social Innovation.



Anenberg, E., & Kung, E. (2020). Can more housing supply solve the affordability crisis? Evidence from a
neighborhood choice model. Regional Science and Urban Economics, 80(C).

Baiocchi, G., & Carlson, H. J. (2020, November). The Case for a Social Housing Development Authority. The
Urban Democracy Lab. New York University Gallatin School of Individualized Study. https://urban-
demos.nyu.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/SHDA-whitepaper-Nov2020.pdf

Blasi, G. (2020). UD day: Impending evictions and homelessness in Los Angeles. https://escholarship.org/uc/
item/2gz6¢c8cv

Bloomberg. (2021, March 1). Private Equity Has $300 Billion for Pandemic-Hit Real Estate. https://www.
bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-03-01/private-equity-has-300-billion-war-chest-for-covid-
hit-property

Brown, S. (2020). How COVID-19 is affecting Black and Latino families’ employment and financial well-being.
Urban Institute. https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/how-covid-19-affecting-black-and-latino-fami-
lies-employment-and-financial-well-being

Center on Poverty and Social Policy at Columbia University. (2021). A Poverty Reduction Analysis of the
American Family Act H.R. 1560, 116th Congress. Poverty & Social Policy Fact Sheet — January 25,
2021. https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5743308460b5e922a25a6dc7/t/600f2123fd-
fa730101a4426a/1611604260458/Poverty-Reduction-Analysis-American-Family-Act-CP-
SP-2020.pdf

Chapple, K., & Loukaitou-Sideris, A. (2021). White Paper on Anti-Displacement Strategy Effectiveness.
https://www.urbandisplacement.org/sites/default/files/images/carb_anti-displacement_policy_
white__paper_3.4.21_final_accessible.pdf

Choi, J., Pang, D., & Goodman, L. (2021). With Just a Month Left of the Eviction Moratorium, Many Mom-and-
Pop Landlords and Tenants Are Still Unaware of Federal Rental Assistance. Urban Institute. https://
www.urban.org/urban-wire/just-month-left-eviction-moratorium-many-mom-and-pop-landlords-
and-tenants-are-still-unaware-federal-rental-assistance

Cimini, K., & Botts, J. (2020). Close Quarters: California’s Overcrowded Homes Fuel Spread of Coronavirus
among Workers. Cal Matters. https://calmatters.org/projects/overcrowded-housing-california-coro-

navirus-essential-worker/

Clark, J., & Araiza, O. (2021). Margins in Movement: Toward Belonging in the Inland Empire of Southern Cali-
fornia. Othering & Belonging Institute, University of California, Berkeley. Forthcoming.

12 belonging.berkeley.edu



Cooney, P., & Shaefer, L. (2021). Material Hardship and Mental Health Following the Covid-19 Relief Bill and
American Rescue Plan Act. Poverty Solutions, University of Michigan. http://sites.fordschool.umich.edu/
poverty2021/files/2021/05/PovertySolutions-Hardship-After-COVID-19-Relief-Bill-PolicyBrief-r1.pdf

Damiano, A., & Frenier, C. (2020). Build baby build?: Housing submarkets and the effects of new construc-
tion on existing rents. Center for Urban and Regional Affairs Working Paper, University of Minnesota.

https://www.tonydamiano.com/project/new-con/bbb-wp.pdf

Darity Jr, W. A., & Mullen, A. K. (2020). From Here to Equality: Reparations for Black Americans in the Twen-
ty-First Century. UNC Press.

Data for Progress (2019). The New Progressive Agenda Project. Data for Progress. https://www.dataforprog-
ress.org/the-new-progressive-agenda#employee_governance

De Lara, J. (2018). Inland Shift: Race, Space, and Capital in Southern California. Univ of California Press.
Eviction Lab. (2021, June 26). Eviction Tracking System. https://evictionlab.org/eviction-tracking/

Fang, L. (2021, August 4). Wall Street Investors Press Corporate Landlords on Eviction Plan. The Intercept.
https://theintercept.com/2021/08/04/evictions-wall-street-corporate-landlords

Farber, H. S., Herbst, D., Kuziemko, I., & Naidu, S. (2021). Unions and inequality over the twentieth century:
New evidence from survey data. The Quarterly Journal of Economics, 136(3), 1325-1385.

Gandel, S. (2021, March 30). Despite eviction ban complaints, big landlords report record profits. CBS Mon-
eyWatch. https://www.cbsnews.com/news/eviction-moratorium-landlord-record-profits/

Greene, S., & McCargo, A. (2020). New data suggest COVID-19 is widening housing disparities by race and
income. Urban Institute. https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/new-data-suggest-covid-19-widening-
housing-disparities-race-and-income

Hacker, J. S. (2019). The Great Risk Shift: The New Economic Insecurity and the Decline of the American
Dream. Oxford University Press.

Harrison, P., & Kraemer, H. (2020). Homes for All: The Progressive 2020 Agenda for Housing. Data for Prog-
ress. https://www.filesforprogress.org/reports/homes_ for_all.pdf

Hertel-Fernandez, A. (2020). What Americans Think About Worker Power and Organization: Lessons from a
New Survey. Data for Progress. https://www.filesforprogress.org/memos/worker-power.pdf

Human Rights Watch. (2021, April 29). Why the US PRO Act Matters for the Right to Unionize: Question and
Answers. https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/04/29/why-us-pro-act-matters-right-unionize-ques-

tions-and-answers#_What_is_the_1

Jacobs, F. (2019). Black feminism and radical planning: New directions for disaster planning research. Plan-
ning Theory, 18(1), 24-39.

Housing Affordability in the Wake of COVID-19 and Regional Solutions for Southern California 13



Kaoosji, S. and Alvarado, V. (2020). Manufactured Scarcity and the Inland Southern California Economy.
Othering & Belonging Institute. https://belonging.berkeley.edu/manufactured-scarcity-and-in-
land-southern-california-economy

Karner, Alex, Keith Brower Brown, Richard Marcantonio, and Louis G. Alcorn. (2019). The View from the Top
of Arnstein’s Ladder: Participatory Budgeting and the Promise of Community Control. Journal of the
American Planning Association, 85(3), 236-54.

Kotkin, J., & Frey, W. H. (2007). The Third California: The Golden State’s New Frontier. Brookings Institution
Metropolitan Policy Program.

Manville, M., Monkkonen, P,, Lens, M. C., & Green, R. (2021, July). End of the pandemic, but not renter distress.
University of California, Los Angeles Lewis Center for Regional Policy Studies and University of Southern
California Lusk Center for Real Estate. https://www.lewis.ucla.edu/research/covid-renter-distress-2021/

Marr, B. C., Hingtgen, S., Sherman, A., Windham, K., & Cox, K. (2021). House COVID Relief Bill Includes Critical
Expansions of Child Tax Credit and EITC. Center for Budget and Policy Priorities. https://www.cbpp.org/
research/federal-tax/house-covid-relief-bill-includes-critical-expansions-of-child-tax-credit-and

Mays, J. (2021, April 2). Struggling landlords should favor rent forgiveness. Shelterforce. https://shelterforce.
org/2021/04/02/struggling-landlords-should-favor-rent-forgiveness

Mejia, M. C., & Cha, P. (2020). Overcrowded Housing and COVID-19 Risk among Essential Workers. Public
Policy Institute of California. https://www.ppic.org/blog/overcrowded-housing-and-covid-19-risk-

among-essential-workers

Mishel, L. and Wolfe, J. (2019). CEO Compensation has grown 940% since 1978. Economic Policy Institute.
https://www.epi.org/publication/ceo-compensation-2018

Mordechay, K. (2019) Inland Boom and Bust: Race, Place, and the Lasting Consequences of the Southern
California Housing Bubble. Othering & Belonging Institute. https://belonging.berkeley.edu/inland-

boom-and-bust

Othering & Belonging Institute. (2020). Blueprint for Belonging Regional Survey — Inland Empire, CA. Other-
ing & Belonging Institute, August 2020.

Pfeiffer, D. (2012). African Americans’ search for “more for less” and “peace of mind” on the exurban frontier.
Urban Geography, 33(1), 64-90.

Policy Link. (2021). Rent Debt Dashboard. National Equity Atlas. https://nationalequityatlas.org/rent-debt .
Accessed June 1, 2021.

powell, j. a. (2007). Structural racism: Building upon the insights of John Calmore. NCL Rev., 86, 791.

powell, j. a. (2012). Racing to Justice: Transforming Our Conceptions of Self and Other to Build an Inclusive
Society. Indiana University Press.

14 belonging.berkeley.edu



Purcell, M. (2009). Resisting Neoliberalization: Communicative Planning or Counter-Hegemonic Movements?
Planning Theory, 8(2),140-65.

Raman, N. (2020). A plan to forgive rents in Los Angeles. Nithya for the City. https://www.nithyaforthecity.
com/platform/rent-forgiveness

Reina, V. and Goldstein, S. (2021). An Early Analysis of the California COVID-19 Rental Relief Program. Housing Ini-
tiative at Penn. https://www.housinginitiative.org/uploads/1/3/2/9/132946414/hip_carr_7.9_final.pdf

Rolf, D. (2018). A roadmap to rebuilding worker power. Washington, DC: The Century Foundation.

Rosen, J., Angst, S., De Gregorio, S. & Painter, G. (2020). How do Renters Cope with Unaffordability? House-
hold-Level Impacts of Rental Cost Burdens in Los Angeles. USC Sol Price Center for Social Innova-
tion. https://socialinnovation.usc.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/USC-PRICE_Rent-BurdenRe-
port_12.14.pdf

Rosen, J., Ciudad-Real, V., Angst, S., & Painter, G. (2021). Rent burden coping strategies and impacts in di-
verse communities. Unpublished manuscript.

Rosen, J., O’Neill, M., & Hutson, M. (2018). The important role of government in comprehensive community
initiatives: A case study analysis of the building healthy communities initiative. Journal of Planning
Education and Research, 0739456X18814296.

Rosen, J., & Schweitzer, L. (2018). Benefits-sharing agreements and nonideal theory: The warning signs of
agreement co-optation. Planning Theory, 17(3), 396-417.

Saez, E., & Zucman, G. (2019). The triumph of injustice: How the rich dodge taxes and how to make them pay.
W.W. Norton & Company.

Schuetz, J. (2020a, January 17). Who’s to blame for high housing costs? It’s more complicated than you think.
https://www.brookings.edu/research/whos-to-blame-for-high-housing-costs-its-more-complicat-
ed-than-you-think/

Schuetz, J. (2020b, January 7). To improve housing affordability, we need better alignment of zoning, taxes,
and subsidies. https://www.brookings.edu/policy2020/bigideas/to-improve-housing-affordabili-
ty-we-need-better-alighment-of-zoning-taxes-and-subsidies/

Stegmueller, D., Becher, M., & Kappner, K. (2018). Labor Unions and Unequal Representation.

U.S. Census Bureau; American Community Survey, 2019 American Community Survey 1-Year Estimates. Gen-
erated by authors using data.census.gov, 15 May 2021.

West, S., Castro Baker, A., Samra, S., & Coltrera, E. (2020). Preliminary analysis: SEED’s first year. Stockton
Economic Empowerment Demonstration. https://static1.squarespace.com/static/6039d612b-
17d055cac14070f/t/6050294a1212aa40fdaf773a/1615866187890/SEED_ Preliminary+Analy-
sis-SEEDs+First+Year_Final+Report_ Individual+Pages+.pdf

Housing Affordability in the Wake of COVID-19 and Regional Solutions for Southern California 15



Yamamura, K. (2021). California has a staggering 75.7B budget surplus. Politico, May 10, 2021. https://www.
politico.com/states/california/story/2021/05/10/california-has-a-staggering-757b-budget-sur-
plus-1381195

Zuk, M., & Chapple, K. (2016). Housing production, filtering and displacement: Untangling the relationships.

Institute for Governmental Studies, University of California, Berkeley. https://www.urbandisplace-
ment.org/sites/default/files/images/udp_research_brief_052316.pdf

16 belonging.berkeley.edu





