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HAMILTON FLOURISHING REPORT ON AFFORDABLE HOUSING IN 

CHATTANOOGA – MARCH 2019  

 

David Beckman offers another view on affordable housing in Chattanooga. 

 

 

Philosophy: 

 

Based on the common, universal moral understanding of mankind - that we should do no harm to 

our neighbors - we believe that it should be a principle of public policy that, whatever 

improvements are made to our city and county by way of business establishment and success, 

housing quality and access, public space improvement, etc., reasonable consideration should be 

given to the effect that such improvements have on the community as a whole.  We do not 

believe it is possible for every single person to benefit from every single action of improvement.  

However, reasonable considerations should aim at generally doing as much good and avoiding as 

much harm as is practically possible. 

 

Hamilton County is a part of a larger society, and some of our concerns are affected by trends, 

decisions, and actions adopted or made elsewhere, over which we have no direct control - such 

as Federal policies, State legislation, or changes in global technology.  We therefore must not 

blame any one action or decision made locally for a situation that is affected by other elements.  

We should try to understand the whole context of our problems if we want real, lasting solutions, 

and just verdicts regarding responsibilities. 

 

Since any one common good can only be achieved via the free communication of all parties 

concerned, we believe it is counter-productive to the good of our community for individuals or 

organizations to use inflammatory rhetoric in treatment of our county's problems.  Such rhetoric 

results in the breakdown of relationships, which are so necessary for respectful and profitable 

communication and agreement.  Civil discourse is essential for the better future of our county. 

 

The Affordable Housing Problem 

 

Across our country, people, who in the past have not had problems keeping a roof over their 

heads, are finding it more difficult to do so.  One major cause has been the fact that, as 

construction costs have leapt higher, wages have not.  Communities have sought to address 

housing problems, but it has not been uncommon for them to face resistance to the changes 

required.  The complex interaction of housing market forces, land availability, zoning codes, 

banking practices, etc., are currently, for many communities, resulting in a crisis of affordable 

housing for a surprisingly high number of people.  On top of all that, the population of Hamilton 

County is expected to rise by 25.5% in the next thirty years or so.1  Hamilton County suffers 

                                                
1 Chattanooga-Hamilton County/North Georgia 2045 Regional Transportation Plan Update, (Jan. 2019, p. 

40) https://chcrpa.org/index.php/project/2045-rtp/. 
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from a housing problem, and if the quality of life in our county is to flourish, the problem must 

be addressed. 

 

Thankfully, people have been working on the housing problem in our county for a number of 

years.  Awareness of the problem is growing.  Leaders are seeking to take affordable housing 

more into consideration in the decisions they make.  Efforts are proceeding to better understand 

this problem in our own area, and what tools may be useful for solving it.  We are thankful for 

the October, 2018, "Housing Connections Conference", sponsored by the CHCRPA and the 

Chattanooga Department of Economic and Community Development, and we eagerly await the 

results of the work of the various committees established by the conference this month.  Our 

report is an attempt to come alongside these discussions and labours that are already taking 

place, and encourage those ideas and actions that we believe will effectively deal with this 

important matter. 

 

Recommendations 

 

Cooperation and Communication 

 

It is encouraging to see all the various ways that faith-based communities and other non-profits 

are continually seeking to do various things about the needs of the homeless and otherwise 

distressed citizens of our community.  We think, in many cases, so much more could be done if 

these groups were working together and coordinating with city and county efforts to meet the 

same problems.  Such cooperation does take place, but often it does not.  An effort needs to be 

made to encourage officials of faith-based communities and non-profits to take deliberate action 

to establish relationships with their fellows in their local areas as they seek to address housing 

needs, thus pooling their resources.  At the same time, we want to encourage these same people 

to contact the Chattanooga Department of Economic and Community Development about their 

ideas.  It is quite possible that the interests of all these parties may lead to a greater impact than 

the efforts of one group alone could do.  It may also mean that projects which the city or county 

would like to do may be achieved - e.g., rehabilitation or renovation of homes - since more 

resources would be at hand. 

 

Defining Affordable Housing 

 

Typically, affordable housing is defined as housing the cost of which does not exceed 30% of 

household income.  Different formulas are used to determine the income evaluated.  What is 

often not taken into consideration is transportation cost associated with where one lives.  Today, 

it is possible for the cost of living in a certain location, if housing and transportation costs are 

combined, to require as much as 50% or more of one's income.   This point is vividly brought out 
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in the 2013 Chattanooga Housing Study, Final Report of the CHCRPA.2  We agree with the 

CHCRPA that any discussion of how to deal with affordable housing must take transportation 

into some kind of consideration, even though that adds to the complexity of the situation.  Steps 

need to be taken which will lead to more opportunity for residents to live nearer to where they 

work. 

 

Education 

 

From discussions with certain parties who deal with the public, it is evident that many people in 

Hamilton County do not understand the affordable housing problem and therefore are resistant to 

those measures that are proposed to deal with it.  There seems to be a perception that people who 

struggle with housing are dysfunctional types, such as drug dealers, people troubled with 

domestic violence, or people who don't know how to take care of their property.  It is 

understandable that neighborhoods dominated by this perception would resist more inclusive 

housing (i.e., housing planned for people of varied incomes).  However, the truth of the matter is 

that the citizens who are struggling with affordable housing are increasingly those we usually 

consider middle class, well-socialized people.  We want to encourage those in our area who have 

the ear of the public to increase understanding of our problem in order to foster more cooperation 

with endeavours to solve it. 

 

Another misperception is a negative view of real estate development.  It is assumed that 

development automatically leads to higher costs of living and even a forced displacement of 

original residents.  It is true that there is development going on in our county that is not helpful.  

However, development done well does not necessarily lead to these consequences.  A January 

31, 2019 paper co-authored by faculty directors at New York University's Furman Center, 

concludes that new construction can actually help to moderate housing prices and alleviate 

housing cost burdens for low- and moderate-income families.  The abstract of the article reads as 

follows: 

 

Growing numbers of affordable housing advocates and community members are questioning the 

premise that increasing the supply of market-rate housing will result in housing that is more 

affordable. Economists and other experts who favor increases in supply have failed to take these 

supply skeptics seriously. But left unanswered, supply skepticism is likely to continue to feed 

local opposition to housing construction, and further increase the prevalence and intensity of 

land-use regulations that limit construction. This article is meant to bridge the divide, 

addressing each of the key arguments supply skeptics make and reviewing what research has 

shown about housing supply and its effect on affordability. We ultimately conclude, from both 

theory and empirical evidence, that adding new homes moderates price increases and therefore 

makes housing more affordable to low- and moderate-income families. We argue further that 

                                                
2  https://chcrpa.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/17/2017/03/Housing_Study_2012-Pt107302013.pdf, page 

40. 
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there are additional reasons to be concerned about inadequate supply response and assess the 

evidence on those effects of limiting supply, including preventing workers from moving to areas 

with growing job opportunities. Finally, we conclude by emphasizing that new market-rate 

housing is necessary but not sufficient. Government intervention is critical  to ensure that supply 

is added at prices affordable to a range of incomes.3 

 

As this abstract states, if development is planned well, and includes cooperation between both 

private and public sectors, adverse consequences to the community can be minimized.  The 

public needs to be more aware of this fact and given evidence to demonstrate it.   

 

Community Morale 

 

Stories of economic improvement in our area abound.  However, our community needs to 

prosper both quantitatively and qualitatively.  The public needs to hear more stories about how 

development is helping in other aspects of our lives, beside jobs and national recognition. 

 

When people who are impoverished (and there are too many in our area) see the development but 

little to no change in their own lives, they question public statements about the concern our 

governments have for the good of all.  Our residents need to know that their concerns are being 

taken into account.  Recent efforts have been made to take steps in this direction (e.g. the survey 

associated with the Chamber's Velocity2040 plan), and such efforts need to be continued. 

 

It would also help the public perception in our community if people could see more long-term, 

proactive planning from the city and county regarding development for the sake of the poor.  For 

example, it would have been an encouragement to our people if the city had actively sought out a 

company like Elmington of Nashville to construct a Chestnut Flats, rather than Elmington having 

initiated the project.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
3 https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10511482.2018.1476899 
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