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1. The Workforce Housing Dilemma. Does Montgomery County
have a workforce housing problem? This report explains the
difference between affordable housing and workforce housing.
It also examines some of the barriers and solutions for developing more affordable homes.
2. Buying and Renting a Home in Montgomery County. This report
focuses on the issues facing homebuyers and renters in Montgomery
County. It addresses funding sources for home rehabilitation and
purchasing assistance. The report also takes a closer look at local
rents and assistance programs for renters.
3. Expanding Locations and Development Potential. This report focuses on two of the most prominent issues associated with building
affordable housing — suitable location and land costs. It includes
model zoning ordinances and reviews other ordinance issues.
4. Eliminating Unnecessary Development Costs. This report addresses the costs of development. It discusses the cost of construction delays and details how various site planning and design
techniques can save money for both developers and homebuyers.
5. Cutting Building Costs, Not Quality. This report focuses on the
actual costs of building construction and how they can be lowered
by employing modular construction and using building techniques
that save on energy costs.
6. Helping Employees With Housing Costs. This report addresses
employer-assisted housing.
It focuses on the various
For more information on this
ways that employers can
topic, call the Montgomery
encourage home purchases
County Planning Commission
and includes examples of
at 610-278-3722.
local and regional programs.

P r o m o t i n g

W o r k f o r c e

H o u s i n g

Buying and Renting a Home
in Montgomery County
Report Two

A Look at Montgomery County’s Home Purchase Costs

2005 Median Sale Prices
for Housing Units in
Montgomery County

Purchasing a home in Montgomery County isn’t hard — as long as you
have the means to do it. Housing prices have been on the upswing for
the last several years, and our most recent data (2005) shows home
prices are at a historic high. New single-family detached homes in
Montgomery County reached a median price of more than $500,000.

. . . If You’re Looking for Information About How
Much Homes Are Worth
The county’s Board of Assessment Appeals tracks home sales in the
county and has a searchable online database:
www.montcopa.org/mway/index.html

(Municipality - Median Price)
Top Ten
1. Lower Gwynedd - $500,000
2. Lower Merion - $460,000
3. Bryn Athyn - $450,000

All Units Sales
Information

2005
Median Price

2001-2005 Percent
Change in Price

Number of Sales
in 2005

All Types

$264,950

58.8%

16,112

SFD

$324,900

54.7%

9,177

SFA

$210,000

66.6%

6,084

MF

$166,900

80.4%

844

New Units Sales
Information

2005
Median Price

2001-2005 Percent
Change in Price

Number of Sales
in 2005

All Types

$392,518

61.4%

2,024

Using several variables, property values and prior sale prices can be
searched by street or municipality. This can be useful to those looking for affordable homes or just to get a better sense of a neighborhood’s housing trends.

. . . If You’re Looking for Information on Other
Local Housing Programs

4. Lower Moreland - $437,000
5. Salford - $425,000
6. Whitpain - $419,900
7. Worcester - $417,000

SFD

$514,945

89.7%

1,123

8. Lower Salford - $379,900

SFA

$307,241

62.9%

849

9. Upper Dublin - $369,000

MF

$167,900

11.9.%

52

10. West Conshohocken - $358,500
Bottom Ten
1. Schwenksville - $105,000
2. Norristown - $111,300
3. Pottstown - $112,000
4. West Pottsgrove - $131,500
5. East Greenville - $143,000
6. Royersford - $158,450
7. Bridgeport - $185,000
8. Red Hill - $189,750
9. Upper Frederick - $190,000
10. West Norriton - $190,000
Source: Montgomery County Planning Commission’s Median Housing Prices for 2005

What does this mean for homebuyers? Home prices are rising faster
than the inflation rate, which means price increases in housing are
outpacing price increases in other goods. People are also spending a
larger share of their incomes on housing. In recently published statistics from the U.S. Census Bureau, a growing number of households are
spending more than 30 percent of their income on housing costs in all
but one state across the country. While some households willingly
stretch their incomes to afford a home that is suitable to their needs,
it appears that many of the places with the highest percentages of
households spending more than 30 percent of their income on housing
involve residents of poorer cities.
This isn’t to say that people aren’t buying homes at all. As a result of
recent favorable market forces and relatively low interest rates,
plenty of people in Montgomery County can purchase homes they
might not have been able to previously afford. Though many have
profited from the strong housing market, it is still a challenge for others to purchase a home. Even areas of the county that have traditionally been more affordable have seen home values escalate. According
to a 2005 article in The Philadelphia Inquirer, the region’s older boroughs make up more than 40 percent of the 89 municipalities that had
median price increases of 20 percent or more.

Page 2

The Jefferson School Apartments
were rehabilitated with funding
from the Brownfields for Housing
Initiative, a state funding source for
affordable housing construction on
vacant or underutilized sites in areas
that meet income level criteria.

There are several other major affordable housing programs that operate on county, state, and federal levels. The county’s Affordable
Housing Trust Fund provides funding to municipalities, nonprofits, and
developers to build housing (for rental or purchase) for county residents earning less than the countywide median income. The county
also operates an assistance program for county government employees
purchasing a home in Norristown or Pottstown. After being employed
for a year, eligible employees can receive $15,000 towards the purchase of a home. Since 2001, more than $360,000 has been granted
toward 25 homes.

. . . If You Think You’ve Experienced Housing
Discrimination
If you’ve been denied housing based upon your race, religion, gender,
age, disability, familial status or country of origin, you should contact
the Fair Housing Council of Montgomery County. This agency works to
provide education on fair housing rights and monitor discriminatory
housing practices and trends.

You cannot be denied housing for
being a single parent or having a
handicap, or for your ethnicity or
religious beliefs.
Photo courtesy of the Borough of Pottstown.

You should also be aware of predatory lending, or loan fraud. Predatory lenders, appraisers, mortgage brokers and home improvement
contractors may engage in illegal practices. These practices may include selling properties for more than they are worth (using false appraisals) or encouraging borrowers to lie about their income, expenses, or cash available for down payments in order to get a loan.
You should not let anyone persuade you to make a false statement on
your loan application, such as overstating your income or failing to
disclose the nature and amount of your debts. Nor should you let anyone convince you to borrow more money than you know you can afford to repay. If you think you have experienced discrimination, you
should call the Fair Housing Council at 215-756-7711.
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For More Information . . .

A mortgage is a loan for the purchase of a home, repaid over a period
of time. Different types of mortgages fit different scenarios.
Fixed-rate mortgages are common because of their stable monthly
payments. The interest rate selected at the beginning is constant for
the term of the loan — commonly 15 or 30 years. If interest rates go
down, refinancing may save money.

?

Adjustable-rate mortgages (ARMs) are popular because of initial
lower interest rates and payments, which allows for higher loan
amounts. Interest rates can fluctuate over the course of the loan,
which would change your monthly payment.
Balloon/reset mortgages have monthly payments based on a 30-year
amortization schedule, with a choice at the end of a term to pay off
the remaining balance or reset the mortgage. This allows a low
monthly payment, though the loan must be paid off at the end of the
specified term.

The need for reasonably priced homes has not gone away, even
with a favorable market. Local municipalities and developers,
along with other government entities, should continue to work toward creating affordable and accessible housing options. Affordable workforce housing will always be an essential part of Montgomery County’s diverse communities.

Newly Constructed Homes
$600,000
$500,000

Median Price

. . . If You’re Not Sure About Mortgages

Freddie Mac
www.freddiemac.com
703.902.7700

$0
2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

Existing Homes
$350,000

Median Pric e

The Montgomery County Department of Housing & Community Development assists low- and moderate-income households with home purchase or closing costs. Households must be income- and loan-eligible
prior to entering into an agreement of sale (or putting a deposit on
the property). Other requirements include:

$250,000
$200,000
$150,000
$100,000
$50,000
$0
2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

Being a first-time homebuyer or not having owned a home within
the last three years

2005

All Homes
$400,000

•

Intending to occupy the home as a primary residence

•

Living in or being employed full-time within Montgomery County

•

Completing a required counseling program

The state also has similar types of home purchase assistance, including the Access Downpayment and Closing Cost Assistance Loan Program and the HOMEstead Downpayment and Closing Cost Assistance
Loan program. For more information on state housing assistance programs, contact the Pennsylvania Housing Finance Agency at
www.phfa.org or 610.270.1869 (Norristown office).
Page 10

Median Pric e

Low- and moderate-income households may be eligible for home purchase assistance from a variety of
sources, including the Montgomery
County Department of Housing and
Community Development.

$200,000

$300,000

. . . If You Don’t Have Savings for a Down Payment

•

$300,000

$100,000

Not sure where to get started before those monthly payments
to the bank begin? Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac are two organizations that dispense a lot of practical advice about mortgages
and home purchases:
Fannie Mae
www.fanniemae.com
800.7FANNIE

$400,000

$300,000
$200,000
$100,000
$0
2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005
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A L o o k a t M o n t g o m e r y C o u n t y ’s R e n t a l C o s t s

For Renters: Things to Consider
Owning a home is not for everyone. Buying a home comes with many
new expenses that quickly add up, including property taxes and special
assessments, mortgage insurance, home insurance, new utility bills,
and possibly homeowner association fees. And for lots of reasons, renting a home could be the right decision for many county residents. Being able to afford the rent on a home is just as important as affording a
home purchase. Additionally, renting a home gives households the opportunity to explore neighborhoods and not commit to living somewhere if the fit isn’t quite right. When the time comes to buy a house
in the right location, moving out of a rental can be much easier than
selling a home.

Renting is a preferred choice for many residents. These residents may
not require a lot of living space, may not want to permanently settle
in an area or simply may not want to commit to maintaining a house.
In other cases, it is too difficult to save enough for a down payment
on a house. The rental market in Montgomery County can provide
homes for these residents, but rents need to be affordable. Unfortunately, as multifamily construction seems to be taking off, so are average rental costs.
Affordable housing advocates define housing as “affordable” if
monthly rent and utilities cost no more than 30 percent of a household’s monthly income. In Montgomery County, the amount of money
it takes to “afford” an average-priced two-bedroom apartment is a
wage of about $18 per hour. It takes more than $15 an hour to afford
the average-priced one-bedroom apartment. Plenty of residents with
decent, steady jobs just don’t have the income to attain this, let
alone the luxury multifamily units currently being built in parts of the
county. For more information on fair market rents and the housing
wage, check out the National Low Income Housing Coalition’s Out of
Reach report at www.nlihc.org.

The apartment stock in Montgomery County varies greatly, from
new luxury apartments to older
complexes. Apartments are frequently found in downtown areas
and, to some extent, in converted
single-family homes.

Rents Are on the Rise in Montgomery County
Fair
Market
Rental
Info
Bdrms.

Fair
Market
Rent
2001

2005

Income
Needed to
Afford FMR
Change

2001

2005

Hourly Wage
Needed to
Afford FMR

Change

2001

2005

$553

$694

+141

$22,120 $27,760

+5,640

$10.63 $13.35

+2.72

1

$679

$792

+113

$27,160 $31,680

+4,520

$13.06 $15.23

+2.17

2

$839

$947

+108

$33,560 $37,880

+4,320

$16.13 $18.21

+2.08

$1,050 $1,158

+108

$42,000 $46,320

+4,320

$20.19 $22.27

+2.08

To better understand the local rental market, the planning commission compiled a sampling of published rents in the county.
From these sources and follow-up phone calls, we found (in the
fall of 2005) that the average rent was $861 per month for a onebedroom apartment and $1,019 per month for a two-bedroom
apartment. Rents for one– and two-bedroom units ran as high as
$1,940 and $2,635, respectively. The average rents we found in
our research were slightly more than the National Low Income
Housing Coalition’s published fair market rents for the county, and
larger apartments were even more. Though few in number, larger
apartments are more suitable for bigger households (possibly with
children) looking for a home.
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•

Research the area in which you would like to live and the
amount of money you can afford to pay monthly. Thirty percent
of your household income is the recommended expenditure limit
for rent, along with other household expenses. Don’t feel pressured to take the first home you see — making an educated decision is an important first move.

•

Ask for a written agreement on any improvements you want
made prior to your occupying the home. Make sure you read
through your entire lease agreement so you are aware of any
hidden costs. This should help you in receiving your entire security deposit when you move out.

•

Be aware of your tenant rights. Your landlord’s responsibility is
to ensure that the property is in good condition and is habitable. This can include adequate weatherproofing, heat, water,
and electricity, as well as overall clean and safe premises. If
problems ever arise, your landlord should send someone to
make any necessary changes or repairs.

•

Maintain a good relationship with your landlord. This should
benefit you in the long run. Keeping things well maintained and
in good condition will help you, especially when it comes time
for getting back a security deposit. Additionally, being able to
talk to your landlord may help you solve problems without resorting to legal action.

•

Consider renter’s insurance. A renter’s insurance policy will cover
losses due to theft or damage. It may also cover you if you’re sued
by someone who is injured in your rental unit. Renter’s insurance
costs a couple hundred dollars annually, depending upon the
amount of coverage you need.

It is important to research a community to make renting the right apartment that much easier.

Change

0

3

It takes more than three
times the minimum
wage to afford the rent
on an average twobedroom apartment in
Montgomery County.

When renting a home, you may want to consider the following:

Renting a home is the right
decision for many county residents. Some may want to
downsize, others may be looking for the right neighborhood, and still others may not
have the savings to purchase
a home. Having affordable
rental options is important
for Montgomery County.
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For Homebuyers: Things to Consider

A longer commute can easily add hidden monthly costs to a new home.

T h e C o u n t y ’s M u l t i f a m i l y U n i t I n v e n t o r y

Homeownership is a major responsibility. It isn’t just a monetary investment in property; it is also an investment in a neighborhood,
neighbors, and a school district, for starters. If you are considering
purchasing a home, you may be ready if:

New multifamily construction is quickly becoming a popular

•

You have a reliable source of income.

ers who want to downsize yet remain near friends and fam-

•

You have a relatively clean credit history.

ize less land and can support public transportation while

•

Your debt (if you have it) is manageable, and you can afford the
costs of maintaining a home.

•

1. Smaller home sizes with
fewer bedrooms, bathrooms,
or garages
2. Smaller lot sizes or alternate configurations, such as
zero-lot lines
3. Existing construction
4. Fewer luxury materials
5. Well-planned infrastructure
such as narrower streets or
shady yards (to cut down on
utility costs)
6. Energy-saving additions such
as double-paned windows or
special insulation
7. Proximity to public transportation or local commerce (to
cut down on local car trips)

•

•

•

•

•

•

for many people at varying stages of their lives — ranging
from young people who are just starting out to empty nestily. Multifamily units, because of their higher density, utilcausing fewer traffic headaches.
Denser developments also make local services, such as mail delivery or trash pickup, more efficient and cost-effective. Addi-

You have money saved for a down payment, closing costs, and any
additional taxes.

If purchasing a home seems like the right decision for you, here are
some tips that should help you through this process:

What characteristics of a
neighborhood might make
it more affordable?

trend in Montgomery County. It’s a preferred housing choice

Check your credit report. Errors are common, and a clean report is important in the mortgage approval process. Fixing any
errors may take some time, so it is important to do this early
in the process.
Find the right loan and lender. There are dozens of different
mortgages from which to choose. The mortgage that works right
now might not be the best choice later if interest rates change.
Understand the role of a real estate agent — they can represent
buyers, sellers, or both.
Compare homes and neighborhoods to make sure you have the
match that’s right for you.

tionally, smaller-sized multifamily units tend to use less water

New multifamily developments, with
a range of apartment sizes, are being developed across the county.

and electricity than a single-family home. Whether for rent or for
sale, multifamily units can be more affordable to a wider range of
households and incomes.
Multifamily housing is also important for local economic vitality.
Whether it’s a new business looking to locate here or an existing business deciding to stay in Montgomery County, quality of life is a big
factor in establishing a business. If workers can’t afford to live in
Montgomery County, businesses may be forced to locate elsewhere.
Providing affordable multifamily units for members of the county’s
workforce is essential for continued economic growth.
The county’s annual summary for subdivision and land development activity in 2005 notes a significant upswing in multifamily
housing proposals. Just over 3,500 multifamily units were proposed in 2005. Even if all of these units don’t get built, this could
be an indication that affordability is becoming more of a factor in

Photograph inside and outside the home, and bring someone else
along for a second opinion. After looking at more than a couple of
homes, having photos will help you compare properties.

the local housing market.

Make sure the house fits in your monthly budget. Outdated heating or plumbing systems, drafty windows, or frequently flooding
basements can add hidden costs to a purchase. Make sure you can
afford any renovations or maintenance that will be required.

gun construction or have been built. Many of these new units are be-

New multifamily development is being proposed across the county.
Some of the larger proposals from the last few years have already being proposed in the county’s boroughs or in areas previously developed for another use.
Newer units are being built in Royersford, West Norriton, and Consho-

•

Get a thorough home inspection at the appropriate time.

•

Consider your commuting time and any additional travel costs you
might incur by having a further train ride or drive to work. Even a
small fluctuation in gas prices can add hundreds of dollars to
monthly bills.

hocken along the Schuylkill River on brownfield sites being remedi-
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ated for residential use. Many of the county’s older and potentially
more affordable multifamily units are concentrated in the county’s larger boroughs, such as Norristown and Pottstown, or townships that are
closer to Philadelphia, such as Abington and Lower Merion.
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Purchasing an Affordable Home in Montgomery County

Are There Affordable Homes to Purchase?

Our most recent data (2005) shows that the county’s housing market
remains strong with 2,670 new units built and a little over 300,000 housing units in the county overall. This total of 2,670 housing units is similar to the number of homes built annually over the past few years.
Many municipalities in the county are moving closer and closer to
being built out, with very little room left to accommodate new
growth. The municipalities with the most housing being built tend to
be suburban expanding townships or municipalities with multifamily
housing construction.
Also noted in the planning commission’s Housing Units Built report are
several other trends. Single-family detached median lot size decreased
slightly, as it did in 2004, to just over 19,000 square feet. However,
smaller lots do not necessarily dictate smaller homes. The size of new
single-family detached homes grew yet again in 2005 to a median 3,357
square feet. The average number of bedrooms, bathrooms, and total
rooms increased for both single-family detached and attached housing
types in 2005.

Newly constructed single-family detached homes are frequently too
large and too expensive for much of
the county’s workforce. Singlefamily attached homes, like those
above, tend to be more affordable.

“All we wanted was a moderate single-family home with a
little property to raise our
small children but the costs
are just outrageous.”
- from the Doylestown Intelligencer
(Jan 2, 2006)

Using the county’s board of assessments data, we analyzed home sales
data from 2001 to 2005 to get a better idea of how many affordable
homes are being built in the county. Our calculations include the cost
of mortgage insurance and assume a 10 percent down payment (as
well as the prevailing mortgage rate for that year). We focused on
new home sales that occurred within the year the homes were built as
well as existing home sales within the same calendar year. We looked
at transactions that fit within the confines of what a household income of 80 to 100 percent of the area’s median income could buy.
Assuming that these households were only spending 30 percent of
their income on monthly home expenses, we found that few new
homes were affordable to households making between 80 and 100
percent of the area’s median income. In 2005, new homes in particular were unaffordable. Half of the two-person households
could afford 6 percent or less of the new homes, and half of the
four-person households could afford 10 percent or less of the new
homes. The new homes that were affordable were most likely
small townhomes, apartments, condos, or mobile homes.
Households looking to buy an existing home should have an easier
time, with greater numbers of units available that fall into their price
range. However, even purchasing an existing home has its challenges.
While older homes in boroughs and some of the county’s more established townships tend to be both smaller and more affordable, these
areas are becoming popular places in which to build new homes and
live. As a result, the county’s boroughs and traditional downtown areas are also experiencing price increases, making many of these
homes and neighborhoods unattainable to the county’s workforce.
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Two-Person Household Home Affordability Levels

Year
2005

2004

2003

2002

2001

Percent
of Area
Median
Income

Income
Level

80%

$44,032

100%

$55,040

80%

$44,032

100%

$55,040

80%

$43,640

100%

$54,550

80%

$40,520

100%

$50,650

80%

$38,464

100%

$48,080

Prevailing
30-Year
Fixed
Mortgage
Rate
5.87

House
Afforded
with
10% Down
$149,000
$186,000

Median
Median
New
Existing
Home Sale Home Sale
Price
Price
$392,518

$250,000

$344,495

$225,000

$305,953

$194,000

$261,340

$172,000

$243,094

$154,500

New Homes
Sold at
Affordable
Price or
Below

5.83

6.54

6.97

$183,000
$142,000
$178,000
$123,000
$161,000
$117,000
$147,000

Percent of
Existing
Homes Sold
in Year

46

2%

2251

16%

128

6%

3827

27%

8

Less than 1%

2434

18%

87

5%

4292

32%

32

2%

2914

23%

106

6%

5069

40%

8

Less than 1%

2201

19%

90

4%

4649

39%

2

Less than 1%

1996

19%

125

5%

4149

40%

$146,000
5.84

Existing
Homes Sold
Percent of at Affordable
Price or
New Homes
Below
Sold in Year

Four-Person Household Home Affordability Levels

Year
2005
2004
2003
2002
2001

Percent
of Area
Median
Income

Income
Level

80%

$55,040

100%

$68,800

80%

$55,040

100%

$68,800

80%

$54,550

100%

$68,200

80%

$50,650

100%

$63,300

80%

$48,080

100%

$60,100

Prevailing
30-Year
Fixed
Mortgage
Rate
5.87
5.84
5.83
6.54
6.97

House
Afforded
with
10% Down
$186,000
$233,000
$183,000
$228,000
$178,000
$221,000
$161,000
$191,000
$147,000
$174,000

Median
Median
New
Existing
Home
Home Sale
Sale Price
Price
$392,518

$250,000

$344,495

$225,000

$305,953

$194,000

$261,340
$243,094

$172,000
$154,500

New Homes
Sold at
Affordable
Price or
Below

Existing
Homes Sold
Percent of at Affordable
Price or
New Homes
Below
Sold in Year

Percent of
Existing
Homes Sold
in Year

46

6%

3827

27%

128

10%

6131

44%

86

5%

4077

31%

210

12%

6395

48%

106

6%

5188

40%

349

20%

7421

57%

92

4%

5114

42%

239

10%

6958

57%

127

5%

5018

44%

419

17%

6686

58%

How We Got Our Data
Our home affordability data comes from the Montgomery County Board of Assessment Appeals and the sale
prices they record. Additionally, our calculations assume income levels of between 80-100 percent, prevailing mortgage rates from each year, a 10 percent
down payment, and mortgage insurance.
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