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The COVID-19 Pandemic has had a dramatic impact on the global economy in 2020 and the effects have been particularly 
troublesome in the areas of housing and employment. Nationally, millions of people face losing their homes when  
national eviction moratoriums expire and millions have lost their jobs. The LVPC, in partnership with the Federal Reserve 
Bank of Philadelphia, has worked to analyze the risk faced by residents and workers across the Lehigh Valley, so  
government, non-profit and community leaders can direct resources to where they’re needed most. 
This effort is in response to the COVID-19 crisis and the many families in need and would not be possible without the  
generous funding of Lehigh County on behalf of the entire region, the State of Pennsylvania and the Federal Coronavirus 
Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act.
The region’s growth and success have always been directly tied to people being able to find attainable housing and their 
ability to pay for that housing rests with the region’s employment market. Housing affordability and attainability affects all 
of the families in 249,000 households, throughout 17 school districts, in the Lehigh Valley. As we looked closely at the  
region’s growing housing issues, it became clear that even before the Pandemic began, residents were struggling with 
housing costs in every corner of every school district, from urban to suburban to rural communities across the region.  
Understanding these vulnerabilities is critical to the community’s collective response to this crisis. 
The region’s median income of $65,434 annually includes roughly 51% of renter households and 24% of owner households 
paying more for housing than is recommended for financial stability. Overall, this equates to more than 81,000 Lehigh 
Valley households that are particularly vulnerable to housing loss, especially resulting from the difficulties created by the 
Pandemic. 
The LVPC analysis considers a variety of factors contributing to risk of housing and job loss resulting from, or  
intensified by, the Pandemic. Through identifying the neighborhoods and communities where concentrations of families 
that are experiencing increased vulnerability are located, the analysis offers concrete information that can be used  
throughout the Lehigh Valley to mitigate the susceptibility of housing loss and reduce homelessness, resulting from  
impacts of COVID-19.

INTRODUCTION
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau American Community Survey and Lehigh Valley Planning Commission

COST-BURDENED HOUSEHOLDS
in the Lehigh Valley

Housing attainability is a pre-existing issue…

81,391 3.3
in 10 

households are 
cost-burdened

or
households

Cost-Burdened Not Cost-Burdened

51%49%

24%

76%

Renters Owners

3.1%
4.0%

6.9% 7.2% 8.0%
9.0%

10.7% 10.9%

17.3%

1.5%

Source: Federal Reserve Bank of Philadelphia and Lehigh Valley Planning Commission

… made worse by the Pandemic

79%

249,561 out of 
317,605 residents 
living in the region
are employed in 
at-risk industries

Arts
, E

nt
er

ta
inm

en
t 

an
d R

ec
re

at
ion

Oth
er

 S
er

vic
es

 

(ex
clu

din
g P

ub
lic

 

Adm
ini

st
ra

tio
n)

Cons
tru

ct
ion

Ed
uc

at
iona

l S
er

vic
es

Man
ufa

ct
ur

ing

Ret
ail

 Tr
ad

e

Tr
an

sp
orta

tio
n a

nd
 

Ware
ho

us
ing

Adm
ini

st
ra

tiv
e a

nd

Was
te

 S
er

vic
es

Hea
lth

ca
re

 an
d

Socia
l A

ss
ist

an
ce

Acc
ommoda

tio
n a

nd
 

Fo
od S

er
vic

es

COVID-19 RELATED JOBS AT RISK
in the Lehigh Valley

Residents Working in 
At-Risk Industries



LEGEND
Major Roads
Municipal Boundary
School District Boundary

Percentage of Cost-Burdened 
Renter Households
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SCHOOL DISTRICTS
1. Northwestern Lehigh School District
2. Northern Lehigh School District
3. Northampton Area School District
4. Nazareth Area School District
5. Pen Argyl School District
6. Bangor Area School District 
7. Easton Area School District
8. Wilson Area School District
9. Bethlehem Area School District
10. Saucon Valley School District
11. Southern Lehigh School District
12. Salisbury Township School District
13. Allentown School District
14. Catasauqua Area School District
15. Whitehall-Coplay School District
16. Parkland School District 
17. East Penn School District

611
22

22

78

Cost-Burdened 
Renters in the 
Lehigh Valley

One-third of all Lehigh Valley households were spending more than is recommended on housing 
costs prior to the Pandemic. Households spending more than 30% of their gross income on housing 
are known as ‘cost-burdened’ due to financial limitations created by their high cost of housing. The 
economic impacts of COVID-19 have exacerbated cost-burdening. Households at risk of being unable 
to afford rent or mortgage payments are located throughout the region, in rural, urban and suburban 
communities. However, the LVPC analysis determined that throughout the Valley renters are  
consistently at a greater disadvantage than homeowners.

Lehigh Valley Cost-Burdened Households
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9. Bethlehem Area School District
10. Saucon Valley School District
11. Southern Lehigh School District
12. Salisbury Township School District
13. Allentown School District
14. Catasauqua Area School District
15. Whitehall-Coplay School District
16. Parkland School District 
17. East Penn School District

611
22

22

78
LEGEND

Major Roads
Municipal Boundary
School District Boundary

Percentage of Cost-Burdened
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Cost-Burdened Homeowners
in the Lehigh Valley



LEGEND
Major Roads
Municipal Boundary
School District Boundary

Percent of Residents 
At Risk of Job Loss
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2. Northern Lehigh School District
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6. Bangor Area School District 
7. Easton Area School District
8. Wilson Area School District
9. Bethlehem Area School District
10. Saucon Valley School District
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Berks County

The risk of housing loss has been increased because of the Pandemic, especially for workers in at-risk jobs. 
The Federal Reserve Bank of Philadelphia identified ten industries that are most at risk of Pandemic-related job 
losses. These are called ‘at-risk jobs’ because they require employees to regularly work within six feet of others, 
increasing the risk of contracting COVID-19 and thereby the likelihood of job loss. Nearly 250,000 people in the 
region are in at-risk jobs. Many of the communities with the lowest percentages of at-risk workers are in rural 
and suburban areas of the Lehigh Valley, particularly in western Lehigh County, though there are several rural 
and suburban communities that have high percentages of at-risk workers.
The Slate Belt and each of the three cities—Allentown, Bethlehem and Easton—have areas with some of 
the highest at-risk worker rates. Healthcare is the largest at-risk industry, followed by retail and  
manufacturing industries, each employing nearly the same number of Lehigh Valley residents.  
Industries at risk of job loss resulting from the Pandemic are also among the  
lowest-paying, increasing the vulnerability of housing loss due to the inability to 
keep up with payments.

Residents At Risk 
of Job Loss due 
to COVID-19 in  

the Lehigh Valley

Lehigh Valley At-Risk Residents
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau American Community Survey and Lehigh Valley Planning Commission

What housing is needed?

Shortages in several income brackets add pressure on 
the entire system, creating constraints everywhere.

$65,434

Lehigh Valley 
Median 

Household 
Income

Higher 
Income

Lower
Income

Shortage of

housing units for incomes 
of $24,999/year or less

Higher-income households are either forced to buy down 
or remain in lower-cost housing as they gain wealth, 
creating a lack of units in mid- and lower-price ranges

Lower-income households are 
forced to spend more than they 

can afford because of limited 
housing in their price range

14,480

Shortage of

housing units for incomes 
of $100,000/year or more

32,127

Stock of

housing units for incomes 
of 25,000-$99,999/year

49,771



At first glance, it appears that the region has a housing unit stock of nearly 50,000 attainable housing units available to households with  
moderate incomes—between $25,000 and $99,999 per year. Housing units are considered attainable when, considered along with a household’s 
income, they are below the nationally accepted maximum monthly cost. This results in what’s known as ‘attainable price’. Attainable prices refer to 
the maximum monthly housing cost considered affordable for the associated income bracket. However, the Lehigh Valley has a shortfall of nearly 
15,000 units attainable to households earning less than $25,000 annually, which causes those households to ‘buy up’ into the higher market range. 
Similarly, there are unit scarcities for households earning above $100,000 per year, that cause those households to ‘buy down’ into the lower 
markets. The region’s mismatch of housing units to incomes, with overstock in some price ranges and shortages in others, yields only 3,164 units 
available to accommodate all of the Lehigh Valley’s households. Industry standards for a healthy Lehigh Valley market recommend a net surplus 
closer to around 10,000 units. Across a region the size of the Lehigh Valley, this limited number of available units results in a highly competitive 
housing market across all income brackets.
 A Valleywide look at the actual cost of housing compared to the attainable cost—considering household income—results in an assessment of the 
number of households in communities that fall below the median, and are paying more than the acceptable standard for housing costs. Instances 
of unattainability occur at a higher rate throughout nearly all of the region’s boroughs and cities. Unattainable and moderately unattainable  
communities are also found throughout the Lehigh Valley, with particularly notable occurrences in the Slate Belt area. Areas with higher incomes 
are more likely to be attainable, overall, but are also susceptible to instability because of the increased burden of housing costs placed on  
lower-income households.
Although housing appears to be generally attainable for many Lehigh Valley families where they currently live, many households are located in 
areas where attainable housing is in short supply. For instance, in some rural and suburban areas, housing is attainable to the predominantly  
middle-income households living there, but are not attainable to those earning lesser incomes.
The limited opportunity for movement within communities and throughout the region for lower-income households amplifies the financial burden 
they carry. The LVPC analysis map of cost-burdened households provides further indication of locations where the greatest financial burdens exist.
The overall concentration of housing units priced in the middle market income range, with limited quantities of units attainable to the highest and 
lowest incomes, results in constrained financial conditions and limits the options available to households with lower incomes. Pressures in a  
fiercely competitive housing market, along with limited housing units surplus, are likely to inflate housing prices, limiting mobility and the  
opportunity to relocate to the region for all income ranges, but especially for lower-income households.

Lehigh Valley Housing Attainability
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LEGEND
Municipal Boundary
Major Highways
School District Boundary

Costs vs Attainability
Unattainable
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SCHOOL DISTRICTS
1. Northwestern Lehigh School District
2. Northern Lehigh School District
3. Northampton Area School District
4. Nazareth Area School District
5. Pen Argyl School District
6. Bangor Area School District 
7. Easton Area School District
8. Wilson Area School District
9. Bethlehem Area School District
10. Saucon Valley School District
11. Southern Lehigh School District
12. Salisbury Township School District
13. Allentown School District
14. Catasauqua Area School District
15. Whitehall-Coplay School District
16. Parkland School District 
17. East Penn School District
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Berks County

Housing Attainability 
in the Lehigh Valley



The state of housing attainability is an issue that touches everyone in every school district, including the families who are part of the nearly 23,000 
households in the East Penn School District. The COVID-19 Pandemic has revealed that many of our residents—in districts big and small, high-in-
come and low-income—were struggling to pay their rents and mortgages, even before COVID-19 brought new challenges. In this District with a 
median household income of $77,963, roughly 41% of renters and 21% of homeowners pay more for housing than is recommended for financial 
stability, making more than 5,700 East Penn School District families particularly vulnerable to losing their homes in difficult times. 

This assessment is designed to take stock of the factors—including the loss of income and attainability—that affect housing in the District by  
identifying the neighborhoods where concentrations of people are struggling, to give government officials, non-profit agencies and community 
leaders the tools they need to direct limited resources to where they can have the greatest impact.

East Penn School District Cost-Burdened Households
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau American Community Survey and Lehigh Valley Planning Commission

5,708 2.5
in 10 

households are 
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households

Renters Owners
41%

59%

21%

79%

Cost-Burdened Not Cost-Burdened

COST-BURDENED HOUSEHOLDS
in the East Penn School District

Housing attainability is a pre-existing issue…

or

Source: Federal Reserve Bank of Philadelphia and Lehigh Valley Planning Commission

77%

21,289 out of 27,774 
residents living in 
the District
are employed in 
at-risk industries
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17.9%

… made worse by the Pandemic

COVID-19 RELATED JOBS AT RISK
in the East Penn School District
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Cost-Burdened Homeowners
in the East Penn School District



The risk of housing loss due to financial constraints is greatly increased because of the Pandemic, especially for those employed in at-risk jobs.  
At-risk jobs, as characterized by the Federal Reserve Bank of Philadelphia, are those that require employees to regularly work within six feet of 
other employees or customers, which increases the risk of contracting COVID-19 and, as a result, increases their risk of job loss.
In East Penn School District, the highest concentrations of residents working in an industry at risk of job loss are found in eastern Emmaus  
Borough. The central area of Lower Macungie Township has the lowest percentage of at-risk workers in the District, however this area also  
includes the largest volume of these residents, which indicates that no neighborhoods in the School District are exempt from COVID-related job 
loss concerns.

East Penn School District At-Risk Residents
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Attainable prices refer to the maximum monthly housing cost considered affordable for the associated income bracket. Housing shortages exist 
for five of the seven income brackets, with only the middle-upper brackets having a reserve. The availability of nearly 4,800 units in the $50,000 
to $99,999 market, in consideration of the lack of housing available in all others, results in a net reserve of less than 150 units which are largely 
misplaced for many District households. 

East Penn School District Housing Attainability

Source: U.S. Census Bureau American Community Survey and Lehigh Valley Planning Commission

What housing is needed?

Shortages in several income brackets add pressure on 
the entire system, creating constraints everywhere.

$77,963

East Penn 
School District 

Median 
Household 

Income

Higher 
Income

Lower
Income

Shortage of

housing units for incomes of 
less than $24,999-$49,999/year

Higher-income households are either forced to buy down 
or remain in lower-cost housing as they gain wealth, 
creating a lack of units in mid- and lower-price ranges

Lower-income households are 
forced to spend more than they 

can afford because of limited 
housing in their price range

1,571

Shortage of

housing units for incomes 
of $100,000/year or more

3,049

Stock of

housing units for incomes 
of $50,000-$99,999/year

4,758
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Overall, the majority of neighborhoods in the 
East Penn School District have housing that 
is considered attainable or moderately  
attainable for resident incomes. This map 
compares a community’s median housing 
cost to the attainable cost, based on the  
median household income of that same  
community. The darkest shade of blue  
indicates largely unattainable neighborhoods 
in the relatively denser boroughs of Macungie 
and Emmaus. 
While many areas of the District appear stable 
when comparing median housing costs and 
median household incomes, the concentration 
of existing units attainably priced for incomes 
between $50,000 and $99,999 combined 
with the unit shortage in all other categories 
creates market competition, making it difficult 
for new residents seeking to move to the East 
Penn School District and restricting mobility of  
existing residents.
As the LVPC continues to support the needs 
of the region and serve as the Valley’s data 
resource, this and other housing analyses will 
become available in 2021. Data and analysis 
at not only the school district level, but also 
by municipality and subregional areas, will be 
presented in the upcoming Housing Needs 
Analysis and at lvpc.org. In the meantime, 
equity, eviction and foreclosure, generalized 
housing and other data are available for use 
by our partners as we work together to remain 
a strong and thriving community through the 
other side of the COVID-19 Pandemic.

Housing Attainability
in the East Penn 
School District



Review what types of housing are missing overall through-
out the municipality to ensure the opportunity to provide 
housing for all.
Assess zoning in areas where there are issues of housing 
attainability. Tweak ordinances to allow and incentivize 
housing types that are missing in the market.
Update Comprehensive Plans and official maps to include 
policies and actions that support housing balance, including 
absorption of oversupply and increase of undersupply.
Adopt and enforce a basic property maintenance code that 
supports parcel management and emergency management 
services, especially during times of crisis or community transi-
tion, such as a housing downturn or global pandemic.
Create or continue a foreclosed and vacant property registra-
tion and inspection program to monitor buildings in duress and 
to ensure basic property maintenance during transition. 

Create or continue a rental property registration and inspection 
program to ensure that housing is maintained to habitable and 
acceptable living standards. Additionally, rental registration 
programs allow communities to monitor and manage the 
growing rental market.        

Identify, partner and prioritize development and redevelop-
ment locations to close housing gaps.     

Municipalities Municipalities, Developers and Financing Entities

Continue to leverage funding programs, such as Community 
Development Block Grant and HOME, towards housing 
stabilization and safety. 
Continue to advocate for increases in funding, financing and 
policy tools at the state and federal levels that support county 
and municipal housing goals.
Continue and expand the focus on providing safe and 
attainable housing through coalitions, advocacy and leverage 
of federal, state and county programs.  
Work through the data, geospatial and land use law analyt-
ics capabilities of the Lehigh Valley Planning Commission to 
formalize partnership efforts aligning development and 
redevelopment sites with attainable housing opportunities.

US Housing and Urban Development Entitlement 
Communities (Northampton and Lehigh Counties, 
Easton, Bethlehem and Allentown)

THIS IS A CALL TO ACTION FOR EVERYONE. WE MUST ACT NOW. Municipalities can assess and amend their zoning 
ordinances to allow housing types that are missing in the market, helping people who can’t find homes they can afford and others living beyond 
their means. The region’s three cities and two counties—all Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) and Home Investment Partnerships 
Program (HOME) entitlement communities—are able to continue using these programs to the greatest extent possible. 
The Valley’s 17 school districts should prepare for a rising demand for before-and-after-school programs and free or reduced lunch. As families 
face the unwieldy financial burdens brought on by COVID-19, non-profit service providers should anticipate an expanded need for support  
services. Homelessness prevention and housing counseling programs can be expanded through targeted outreach. Many jobs lost during the  
Pandemic are unlikely to become available again after the Pandemic, but these residents will need jobs more than ever.
Economic development and career placement agencies should focus on the Lehigh Valley’s growing industries through workforce entry, training 
and retraining programs. Banks must prioritize loans and funding to builders with a willingness to commit to providing low- to moderate-income 
housing. Housing developers and builders, likewise, must expand their use of low-income housing tax credits and other programs that make these 
projects more marketable. 

What can be done to address these needs?
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Commit to and initiate the research and writing of a 
countywide blight reversal and remediation plan in 2021, 
and begin to lay the groundwork for its implementation.

Focus residential development activities in areas with 
identified housing gaps and partner with local governments 
and financial institutions to reduce income-based deficits.

Lehigh County

Continue to implement the new Northampton County Blight 
Reversal and Remediation Plan.

Northampton County

Implement County Redevelopment Authorities to support 
the reuse and redevelopment of problem properties, 
especially as a means of increasing attainable housing in 
areas with deficits. County Redevelopment Authorities give 
townships and boroughs tools for addressing blight not 
otherwise avaliable to these forms of local government.

Continue to advocate for policy and funding solutions that 
support attainable housing and consumer protections for 
mortgage recipients and renters.

Lehigh and Northampton Counties

Prioritize loans and funding to developers/builders that are 
closing identified housing gaps, especially for low-to-moderate 
income persons in equity communities.    
Focus Community Reinvestment Act priorities on closing 
identified housing gaps, especially in equity communities.
Expand housing counseling programs that increase 
financial fitness for customers with mortgages and renters 
with bank accounts, who are in at-risk professions and/or are 
experiencing monetary distress due to the Pandemic.

Continue to provide and expand flexible refinancing and 
repayment tools and terms that support people remaining in 
their homes.

Financial Institutions

Pursue amendments to the Pennsylvania Muncipalities 
Planning Code that require zoning ordinances and local 
zoning hearing boards to adhere to the same standards and 
conditions as municipal comprehensive plans.
Pursue amendments to the Pennsylvania Municipalities 
Planning Code that expand the capabilites of local govern-
ments to provide for attainable housing through laws, impact 
fees, waivers and other incentives and incentive packages.

Developers/Builders

Utilize the accurate data and analytics of the Lehigh Valley 
Planning Commission to determine what types and where 
housing investments are the most likely to be successful.

Municipalities, Developers/Builders and Financial Institutions

Prepare for a rising need in before- and after-school 
programs.
Prepare for increased demand for free or reduced lunch.
Prepare for the rise of homeless and housing insecure 
students. .

Support housing development and diversification that 
supports the long-term social and economic stability within 
the school district.

Kindergarten-12 Schools

Municipalities, Counties, Developers, Financing Entities, 
State and Federal Elected Officials, Pennsylvania Chapter 
of the American Planning Association, Housing Services 
Providers, Advocates and Funders 



Continue to support re-entry of workers affected by the 
Pandemic into the workforce.
Continue to focus workforce entry, training and retraining on 
growing and emerging industries, especially as many service 
positions will not return post-Pandemic, since automation and 
3D-printing, in particular, are rapidly displacing workers.
Expand existing parternships with employers, educational 
institutions, state and county governments and the Lehigh 
Valley Planning Commission to formalize a New and Future 
Professions Partnership specifically tasked with leading the 
regional workforce effort related to the planning and success-
ful implementation of Fourth Industrial Revolution jobs.
Continue to advocate for federal and state level funding that 
supports modernization of the educational system and 
significantly expands workforce training and retraining to 
prepare for new and emerging industries.

Join WorkshopLV: Housing, a working group that focuses 
on assessing and addressing the region's housing issues. 
Everyone is welcome and this group offers an open forum 
and cross-sector approach to managing and addressing 
housing issues and setting the direction for future residential 
needs.  WorkshopLV: Housing is run by the Lehigh Valley 
Planning Commission on behalf of the counties.

Workforce Board Lehigh Valley

Utilize information from the assessment of at-risk housing and employ-
ment to target investments in transit, rolling and walking infrastructure.

Transportation Agencies

Prepare for a spike in public housing and services demand.
Expand housing counseling programs, especially for older 
and younger members of the community who are experienc-
ing the highest rates of Pandemic-related vulnerability.

Everyone

Advocate for policy and funding solutions that support attainable 
housing and consumer protections for mortgage recipients and renters.
Donate time and/or money to non-profit service providers in the 
community as resources have been severely diminshed during the 
pandemic and people need other people now more than ever. 
Volunteer your time to municipal boards and commissions that have 
the authority to influence and make decisions on housing issues.

Run for elected office! School boards, municipal, county, state and 
federal offices all have election cycles, and dedicated community 
members are needed to reinforce and further strengthen the region 
as a statewide leader on housing, among other issues.

Vote! If running for elected office or voluteering your time isn't an 
option for you, voting is for the vast majority of Lehigh Valleyians. It 
only takes a small amount of time to do each year, but determines 
who will be addressing the needs of today and leading the community 
into the future. 

Continue to prioritize housing-related planning and integration, data, 
geospatial and legal analytics, as well as providing municipal, county, 
non-profit and general community support on residential inventory 
management, coordination of development and redevelopment 
opportunities, messaging of need and housing as a human right, 
collaboration, convening  and advocacy to build consensus and action.
Continue to recognize housing needs as a continuum when 
monitoring and updating plans and build a single online 
housing dashboard that provides 24-7, 365 day per year 
access to housing data and analytics.
Continue to act as a cross-sector partner on housing issues, 
especially as the region becomes more complex with population 
and density increases and focused on equitable communities.

Lehigh Valley Planning Commission

Housing Authorities and Housing Supportive Agencies 
Programs 

Continue to modernize educational and degree programs 
that support emerging and new professions.
Expand continuing education offerings that support 
retraining and skills expansion of the workforce.
Work with the Workforce Board Lehigh Valley and their 
extensive network of employers and the K-12 Schools to 
identify and align certificate and degree programs with new 
and emerging professions.

Trade Schools, Colleges and Universities

Prepare for increased need for housing and food support 
once the foreclosure and eviction delay is lifted and continue 
to solicit donations early and often.    
Expand promotion of legal aid so that more households 
utilize the program to prevent them from being taken advan-
tage of through eviction/foreclosure proceedings.

Non-Profit Service Providers

Prepare for an increase in housing instability and homeless-
ness and support and expand prevention programs.  
 

Non-Profits, Counties and Municipal Governments
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THE TOOLS ALREADY AVAILABLE 
ARE NOT ENOUGH. 
Programs like CDBG and HOME are not enough, 
as they are only available to the lowest-income 
qualifying households. Low-income tax credits 
utilized by builders do not address the need 
for moderately priced housing. We must seek 
out strategies and create new opportunities to 
give individuals and families the safety net they 
need, and prevent surges in homelessness as a 
result of the Pandemic.
While this assessment establishes a baseline 
of where the Lehigh Valley is on housing today, 
we need to look towards the future. During 2021, 
the Lehigh Valley Planning Commission will  
issue additional data, analysis and reports on 
the next steps in addressing the region’s  
housing needs. 
Our working group, WorkshopLV: Housing, will 
focus on assessing and addressing the region’s 
housing issues. This group offers a  
cross-sector approach that enables participants 
to be a part of the solution. This analysis would 
not be possible if not for WorkshopLV: Housing 
and the issues identified by working group  
participants who collaborate on a variety of 
housing issues facing the region. 
More information on WorkshopLV: Housing,  
eviction and foreclosure risk, at-risk jobs, and 
other matters creating housing instability in the 
Valley can be found at: 

www.lvpc.org

CONCLUSION
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