“In public health, we recognize that hunger, unaffordable
housing and poor health are inextricably linked. To break
these links, we must coordinate our key programs that
provide food, housing and energy assistance in order to
finally end hunger.”

- Lauren A. Smith, MD, MPH, Medical Director,
Massachusetts Department of Public Health
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The High Cost of Being Poor: Alaska’s Housing Crisis

This whitepaper is the second installment in the series “The High Cost of Being Poor,” which looks at the
interconnected problems that are often correlated with hunger. These factors include, for example, the
high cost of housing, availability of transportation and access to affordable medical care. This series will
provide an in-depth look at some of these issues as they pertain to Alaska - particularly Alaska’s working
poor - and provide direction to useful resources for organizations and their clients.

When asked in a nationwide study what would be most helpful in addressing the issue of hunger,
68% percent of U.S. Mayors surveyed cited a need for more affordable housing in their city.! In
Alaska, the need for affordable housing across the state has created challenging situations for
struggling families. Often money for food is the first thing sacrificed in a tight budget, as families
are forced to pay their rent or mortgage early in the month. Dr. Alan Meyers of Children’s Health
Watch explains, “[High] housing costs eat into the food budget...I wish I could write a prescription
for affordable housing.”? Alaska’s higher than average housing costs mean that there is often even
less money left over for food and other non-fixed costs. High rent prices and the lack of affordable
housing contribute heavily to financial burden of needy families in Alaska, making it an important
issue for those working in the anti-hunger field.

Rental and Housing Prices across the State

The cost of housing, whether buying or renting, remains very high in Alaska. Housing costs in
Fairbanks, Anchorage and Juneau are 40, 50 and 73% higher than the national average,
respectively.3 The initial investment and the continued high costs of a mortgage make buying a
home prohibitive to many. In Alaska, the average cost of a single-family home is $282,000 and
requires an average of 1.3 wage earners to qualify for such a purchase, although these figures are
significantly higher in many areas, including Anchorage, Juneau, Kodiak Island Borough and
Ketchikan Gateway Borough.* For many low-income individuals and families, renting is the only
option, although these costs are high as well:

1 U.S. Mayors Conference Report 2011. http://usmayors.org/pressreleases/uploads/2011-hhreport.pdf

% United Way press release, “Health, Housing and Hunger Prevention: The Building Blocks of Childhood Success.”
http://supportunitedway.org/press/2010/03/25/health-housing-and-hunger-prevention-building-blocks-childhood-success

® ACCRA Cost-of-living Index, Select Cities, 2011. http://labor.alaska.gov/research/col/col.pdf

* For figures on other areas, see The Cost of Living in Alaska, Alaska Economic Trends, July 2012. http://labor.alaska.gov/research/col/col.pdf




Average Adjusted Rent (2012)

Kodiak Island Borough
Valdez-Cordova CA
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Matanuska-Susitna Borough
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Kenai Peninsula Borough

Wrangell Borough-Petersburg CA

Adjusted rent refers to the total housing costs, including utilities.
Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Research and Analysis Section
and the Alaska Housing Finance Corporation - 2012 Rental Market Survey

Rental Vacancies

The lack of affordable housing in Alaska is compounded by the lack of housing in general,
particularly in urban areas. Rental vacancy rates are often used by housing policy analysts to
determine if the supply and demand for housing is in balance; a 5% vacancy rate is thought to be a
healthy rate.> As we can see from the chart below, many areas in Alaska have vacancy rates that
fall below this ideal:

Vacancy Rate (2012)
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Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Research and Analysis Section
and the Alaska Housing Finance Corporation - 2012 Rental Market Survey

These vacancy rates are subject to a number of external factors and do fluctuate from year to year.
For example, Anchorage has one of the lowest vacancy rates in the state. From 2005 to 2010 there
was a 30% increase in the number of military families stationed in the Anchorage area, which the
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) cites as a contributing factor to the

® Eric Belsky, “Rental Vacancy Rates: A Policy Primer,” Housing Policy Debate, Volume 3, Issue 3. 793-813.
http://content.knowledgeplex.org/kp2/img/cache/kp/2627.pdf




area’s housing shortage.¢ It is estimated that Anchorage will have to build 9,000 homes over the
next 20 years just to keep up with the projected population growth.” Similarly, the Fairbanks
North Star Borough saw their vacancy rate grow from 5% in 2010 to 8.2% in 2011, which was
likely due to the spring deployment of 1st Stryker Brigade Combat Team from Fort Wainwright.8
Regardless of the reasons for these vacancy rates, it is clear that they strongly influence rental
prices; for example, Kodiak Island Borough has both the lowest vacancy rate and the highest
rental prices in the state.

Alaska’s High Wage to Rent Gap

The problem in Alaska is not just that housing prices are high, but rather that rent inflation has
quickly outpaced wages. For example, in Anchorage, rent for the average two bedroom apartment
has increased 58%, while the average family income has only increased 39%.° According to the
National Low Income Housing Coalition’s 2012 report, the Fair Market Rent for a two bedroom
apartment in Alaska is averaged at $985.10 This translates as a household needing to earn work
full time at a minimum of $18.94 per hour in order to afford this rent (paying 30% of their
income).!! Alternatively, a minimum wage worker, who earns $7.75 an hour in Alaska, must work
98 hours a week to afford this same rent. Unfortunately, the State of Alaska DHHS rates the year
to year wage to rent gap as “getting worse or unclear.”12

Resources for Clients

The 2010 Hunger Study reported that 45% of food pantry and soup kitchen clients surveyed have
had to choose between paying for food and paying their rent or mortgage. Food distributing
organizations, in addition to the food that they provide to hungry clients, can also provide
information on rental assistance and other housing-related resources. By acknowledging and
helping to address the myriad of challenges faced by the working poor, the burden on these
families -and on the food-distributing organizations that support them - can be lessened.

Alaska 2-1-1 Directory of Services - For a full, statewide listing of organizations that offer resources
such as rental assistance, heating assistance, etc.
http://www.alaska211.org

Alaska Housing and Finance Corporation Rental Assistance
http://www.ahfc.state.ak.us/home/renter guide.cfm

US Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD)

fu.s. Department of Housing and Urban Development, Housing Market Profile: Anchorage, AK.
http://www.huduser.org/portal/periodicals/USHMC/reg/USHMC%20Regional%20Reports%20Q1%202010/10%20Northwest%20region/Anchorage_Q1_10
.pdf

” Anchorage Daily News. http://www.adn.com/2012/10/08/2654689/lack-of-affordable-housing-likely.htmI?utm_source=LIVE+UNITED+-++E-
news++10%2F17%2F2012&utm_campaign=E-news10%2F1%2F2012&utm_medium=email

& Alaska Economic Trends, August 2011. http://labor.alaska.gov/research/trends/augllart2.pdf

® Anchorage Daily News. http://www.adn.com/2012/10/08/2654689/lack-of-affordable-housing-likely.html?utm_source=LIVE+UNITED+-++E-
news++10%2F17%2F2012&utm_campaign=E-news10%2F1%2F2012&utm_medium=email

1% National Low Income Housing Coalition. http://nlihc.org/sites/default/files/oor/2012-00R.pdf

! National Low Income Housing Coalition. http://nlihc.org/sites/default/files/oor/2012-OO0R.pdf

12 state of Alaska Scorecard. http://www.hss.state.ak.us/dph/healthplanning/scorecard/assets/scorecard.pdf



http://www.alaska211.org/
http://www.ahfc.state.ak.us/home/renter_guide.cfm

http://www.hud.gov/local/index.cfm?state=ak&topic=renting

Copies of Alaska Food Coalition White Papers are available online:
http://wwwe.alaskafood.org/whitepapers.shtml

For additional information, contact Cara Durr, Alaska Food Coalition Manager:
afc@foodbankofalaska.org
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