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Blueprint for community: affordable housing
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For non-native residents, one of the favorite stories Jacksonites like to tell is the “When I first moved to Jackson” story. For example: When I first moved to Jackson, I lived in a tent on the elk refuge until I caught wind of a laundry room I could rent at a friend’s house in town. The deal was – and still is – whoever lived in the laundry room had to take care of utilities. It being summer, I pounced on the opportunity and lived in the laundry room most of the season until a bedroom of my own became available. That is how I arrived and have been able to stay here in town.

The hardships people face just to find a place to live in this valley are one of the defining characteristics of Jackson Hole. It’s been that way for a long time. Years before I ever came here, before I was forced to live in a tent or a laundry room, the housing crisis began in Jackson.

But over the past 10 to 12 years, Jackson Hole has learned a lot about its housing needs – the dimensions of its housing crisis and a variety of methods to combat it – and it’s actually made remarkable progress in meeting those needs. 

The problem
It is well known that 97 percent of the land in Teton County is federally protected, leaving a scant three percent to be developed. As this area has grown, the scarcity of land combined with an influx of people has caused real estate prices to skyrocket. In the meantime, wages have remained on par with national numbers, leaving the hard-working middle class struggling to find a permanent residence to call their own in a housing market that is way over their heads.

Prior to the 1980s, Teton County had a reasonable housing market full of homes that locals could afford. But the market started to change in 1983 when the Federal Aviation Administration authorized commercial airlines to offer jet service into Jackson Hole Airport, giving increased access to this area and bringing in more people than ever before – in particular, second homeowners and buyers.

In the late 1980s, high-end developments like Teton Pines and Spring Creek Ranch began marketing to second homebuyers and vacation homebuyers.  According to the last Affordable Housing Needs Assessment issued by the Teton County Housing Authority in 2001, these marketing campaigns brought Teton County onto America’s radar. The exposure combined with the economic prosperity enjoyed by many Americans during that decade inspired second homebuyers to start flocking to the Tetons, increasing housing demand and driving up housing prices. 

Second homebuyers have the ability to make the market serve their needs because they have the means to do so. The second-home market that sprouted in the decadent ’80s created a trend in the construction of large, high-end homes on highly valuable land that most locals could never afford based on the median wage in Teton County. Looking back at U.S. Census data, in 1986 the median household income here was $25,417, while the median price of a single-family home was $90,000 – 3.5 times median annual income.  Even in the ’80s, housing was out of reach for many local residents. But that was just the start: From the ’80s through the early ’90s, 41 percent of all new homes built in Jackson Hole went to second homes or vacationing nonresidents; by 1993 the median price of a single-family home in Teton County was six times the median annual household income.

This trend continued throughout the ’90s and continues today: Teton County homes have been appreciating much faster than wages increase. The average annual percent change in value on a single-family home from 1999 to 2005 was a whopping 10.2 percent (per year!); during that same time, average wages increased only 3.1 percent each year.
The average current listing price of a single family home is $3.8 million, according to Christine Walker, executive director of the Teton County Housing Authority. The average household income is $95,159. 

The general rule of thumb is you can afford to buy a house that is 250 percent of your annual wage – 2.5 times your wage. Using that rule of thumb, the average Teton County family can afford a home that costs up to $237, 898.

But according to the Teton Board of Realtors Multiple Listing Service, the least expensive single-family home in Teton County in 2006 was priced at $485,000, more than double what the average employed resident could afford. Currently there are no single-family homes under $500,000 and only five listed under $600,000.
This has left valley residents who are ready to buy a house and establish or maintain roots scrambling to find a solution. For many, this has meant looking to nearby communities like Victor, Idaho and Alpine, Wyo.

Exodus
“Right now one third of our work force commutes to Jackson,” says the county housing authority’s Walker. “We are pushing our burden on Victor and Alpine. … With one third of our work force commuting, we are seeing signs of dissipation in our social fabric. The tipping point will be if 60 percent can no longer afford to live locally.”

Luckily, Walker along with Anne Hayden, executive director of the private nonprofit Jackson Hole Community Housing Trust, have been working to bring affordable housing to Jackson.

“Organizations [such as hospitals, schools, the fire department] are only as good as the people who are there,” says Anne Hayden. “These people make up the backbone of our community.”

Although these two organizations are different in many ways – one is public, the other is private – their overall goal is the same: to provide the local work force with a permanent place to live in the form of deed-restricted houses at an affordable price. 

They do this by retaining ownership of the actual land, which in Teton County is what holds the most value, and selling just the structure to eligible buyers. For example, a single bedroom home in the new Ellingwood subdivision starts at $105,000, and has an estimaged monthly mortgage payment of $855 — well within reach. It’s a model that is holding up well, and it’s success has inspired private developers to follow in their footsteps.

The Housing Trust formed in the late ’80s, when a group of concerned citizens saw the need for affordable housing in Jackson Hole and took action. Shortly after, in 1990, the Teton County Housing Authority was formed. By 1996, Mountain View Meadows, the first affordable housing project in Teton County, was completed as a joint venture by both organizations. Since then, more than 400 more deed-restricted affordable units have been developed by the two organizations, but demand still far outpaces availability, and a waiting list of eligible names exists at both housing organizations.

To be included on the list, residents need only to apply once to either or both organizations. Just because you signed up yesterday doesn’t mean you’re on the bottom of the list; a set of criteria gets taken into consideration that can bump an applicant and his or her family to the top of the list. Things like working four or more years in the valley, filling all the bedrooms of an available unit or being an emergency service worker all give points that will shorten one’s waiting time for an affordable home. The Housing Trust gives preference to people who volunteer their time through community service. 

Although deed-restricted homes appreciate only at the pace of the cost-of-living index, on average about 2.5 percent per year, the idea is to offer a permanent resource of affordable housing for Jackson. While homeowners may choose to remodel their affordable unit at any time, much depends on the upgrade as to whether it will change the home’s value.

“Adding granite counter tops would be considered a luxury item,” Walker said. “But adding something like a bathroom would increase the value of the home.”

These restrictions are put in place to protect affordable homes — keeping the prices low — to allow for these homes to be an ongoing community resource in an otherwise unaffordable high-end housing market.  

But that is not to say affordable homeowners get stuck in this market. Many have found their financial footing in the affordable market and are able to leverage their newly gained equity to break into the free market.

“We are creating some ladders to the open market,” Hayden said. “Almost 50 percent of affordable homeowners are moving to the free market.”

Since the Housing Authority formed, they have provided Teton County with 361 ownership units. The Housing Trust has produced 84. Both organizations continually work to provide Teton County with an affordable housing choice.

“The success of our commitment overall hinges on our ability to provide affordable homes.” Hayden said of the Trust’s ongoing efforts. Indeed, there are a number of projects in the pipeline – projects being developed by the Authority and Trust and, more and more, by private interests.

On the horizon
Currently, any new commercial development in Teton County is required to dedicate at least 15 percent of their building project to affordable housing. Wilson Meadows, currently under development just off Main Street in Wilson, is an example of that process. In partnership between the Teton County School District, the Housing Authority and developer Rob Williams, Wilson Meadows will include 25 new homes. Of those 25, “eight new single-family affordable homes will break ground this summer,” says Walker. Eleven will be constructed strictly for school district use, such as housing for local teachers. The rest will be free-market homes.

Other projects in the works include 22 new affordable homes at Jackson Hole Golf and Tennis north of town. These will be built in condominium style and will fulfill the 15 percent affordable housing quota for the developer, which, in addition, is building a separate employee-housing complex in a similar style. 

With land prices extremely high, it is cost effective for all parties involved to build dense neighborhoods. This often means condos and town homes. An example of dense construction can be seen in the new Ellingwood affordable neighborhood just off South Park Loop. This 36-unit, permanently deed-restricted neighborhood built on three acres is nearly finished, and residents are getting ready to move in on March 15, where some will enjoy views of the Grand. Not bad for the cheap seats.

The largest affordable housing development in the works comes from the controversial Snake River Associates project on the Village Road. The entire area, which is divided into two large sections dubbed Village Core North and the South Residential Community, is scheduled to be 60 percent affordable homes. The SRA resort Master Plan shows that 225 new affordable and employee homes are to be built in the Village Core North. But don’t expect these to pop up immediately; the affordable homes are to be built as the free-market homes sell.

The Housing Trust is working together with Jackson architect Steve Dynia to build 15 single-family, detached affordable units in Melody Ranch on three acres. “Each will be a 1,500 square foot three-bedroom home,” says Stephen Dynia, who has designed affordable homes in a modernstyle at 810 West as well as traditional-style affordable homes in Three Creek Ranch.” These homes are designed to match the style of the existing neighborhood. The Trust is set to break ground this fall. 

Recently, the Housing Trust acquired four contiguous city lots on East Hall Street and five contiguous lots on South Millward. It also owns land on the corner of Glenwood and Gill. The style of home that will be on these properties is yet to be determined, but of course, will be affordable.

Although these new housing developments offer a positive outlook for most working families in Jackson Hole, they do not necessarily help the Latino community, many of whom are here on temporary work visas or live here illegally. This silent demographic, some of the most dedicated workers in the valley, comprised 10.3 percent of our population in 2005, 58 percent of which were living in crowded conditions, according to U.S. Census data. Many Latinos who are not U.S citizens don’t have the privilege to consider home ownership of any kind, yet are part of a crucial labor force supporting this valley. 

Ten years ago, when the Housing Trust and Housing Authority first started working toward creating an inventory of affordable housing stock, many considered the task Sisyphean, one that could never make a real difference much less keep up with the need. But while the need has indeed continued to grow, the two groups have made progress. Quotas for private developers set and enforced by local government have followed suit.

“We need to start getting people comfortable with direction and growth,” says Walker. “Change is hard, but if we are really going to keep our community we need to get local housing built for local people and that means the D word – density.”
In other words, Hole Up.

