City of Reading
Equity Plan 2024-2028
Executive Summary

The City of Reading is a richly diverse community of more than 95,000 people in Berks County,
PA. Key characteristics of the city relevant to this Equity Plan include:

Demographics
e The City of Reading is more diverse and less segregated than surrounding areas in Berks
County; 57% of residents are people of color, 66.5% are Hispanic or Latino, and 19%
were born outside of the United States and its territories.
e Nearly 20% of residents have a disability and36.8% of people with disabilities have
income below the federal poverty level.

Income
e The city’s poverty rate is 29.4% and the median income is'$38,738 — just 55% of the
median income for all Berks County households.
e More than 75% of residents are low- to moderate income with household income below
80% of the area median (AMI). About 54% of households have income below 50% AMI
and 32.4% have income below 30% AMI.

Housing Stock
e 5,000 additional units of housing are needed.
e The majority of homes (59%) are renter-occupied.
e More than 6,500 housing units (18% of all'‘housing units) have owners who do not live in
the City of Reading; of these, 3,514 live outside of Pennsylvania.

Housing Affordability

e The market rentin Reading increased 51.6% from December 2019 to July 2023.

e More than half (51.3%) of all renters are cost burdened and 26.9% are extremely cost
burdened.

e Nearly 60% of households (more than 55,000 households) are unable to afford the
median market rent of $1260.

e More than 60% of renters in Reading are income eligible for a Housing Choice Voucher
(HCV); however, only 7.1% of these renters participate in the program.

e There are fewer Housing Choice Voucher units in areas with a lower percentage of low-
to moderate-income households.

e When the Reading Housing Authority’s Housing Choice Voucher program application
opened up in November 2023, there were 3,500 applications in 5 days.

Housing Quality
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e Nearly three quarters of survey respondents indicated that they have experienced at
least one housing problem and more than 62% of survey respondents shared that there
is a need for better quality housing.

e Most homes were built before 1950 and the majority of the city is at a high risk for lead
exposure.

Evictions

e In 2021, the most recent year that data is available, there were 2,912 landlord/tenant
proceedings in Berks County courts. In the 2,050 cases that resulted in a hearing, the
plaintiff was successful in most cases (92.6%).

e Landlord/tenant cases in Berks County account for 5% of all cases across the state while
Berks County only accounts for 3.5% of the state’s population

e The majority of Berks County eviction filings are for Reading renters (61.6%).

e The areas with the lowest percentage of people of color and Hispanic or Latino residents
also had the lowest eviction filing rates in 2019.

Homelessness
e The number of people experiencing homelessness has increased 69% in Berks County
over the past 10 years.
e During the 2020-2021 school year, 676 students in the Reading Area School District
experienced homelessness.
e People who are Black or African American and Hispanic or Latino are disproportionately
represented among people experiencing homelessness in Berks County.

Homeownership
e The median sales price increased from $70,000in 2019 to $120,000 in 2022.
o - People of color, with the exception of Asian residents, and Hispanic or Latino residents
are less likely to be homeowners than White, non-Hispanic or Latino residents.
e The mortgage denial rates for people of color, Hispanic or Latino residents, and women
are all higher than the city denial rate.

Access to Employment, Transportation, and Services

e While the number of Berks County employees increased by 4,200 from 2000 to 2023,
the population increased by 53,329 people from 2000 to 2021; 24.3% of this increase
can be attributed to population growth in Reading.
Residential neighborhoods have as many as 79.43 workers per job and as few as 0.02
jobs per household.
While 53.3% of workers who live in the City of Reading are Hispanic or Latino, only
21.1% of people who work in the City of Reading are Hispanic or Latino.
More than 9% of homeowner households and 35.4% of renter households do not have a
vehicle.
About 1 in 5 workers in Reading depends on public transportation to get to work.
The USDA has identified nine low supermarket access tracts in the city.
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About 45% of families in the City of Reading rely on SNAP to purchase enough nutritious
food.

Housing Discrimination

Only 14.3% of survey respondents with a disability believe they can live anywhere they
can afford while 33.6% of respondents who do not have a disability believe that they can.
A review of rental ads found several discriminatory statements.

Between January 2006 and June 2020, there were 278 federal fair housing cases under
Title VIl in Berks County. Of these, 77 were on the basis of race (57 of these were filed by
Black or African American people), 115 were on‘the basis of National Origin (107 of these
were filed by Hispanic or Latino people), 54 were on the basis of disability, 71 were on the
basis of sex, 4 were on the basis of religion, 23 were on the basis of familial status, and 21
were on the basis of retaliation.

Survey respondents reported 113 instances of housing discrimination; the basis of the
housing discrimination they experienced was most often Hispanic or Latino (75% of
people who experienced discrimination) followed by race (26.9%) and having children
(23.1%).

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey 5-year estimates 2021; U.S.
Department of Housing and Urban Development; U.S. Environmental Protection Agency; U.S.
Department of Labor; U.S. Department of Agriculture; Administrative Office of PA Courts; Berks
Coalition to End -Homelessness; Reading Housing Authority; Zillow; BrightMLS;, Downtown
Reading Strategic Master Plan

Through analysis of data, community. meetings, focus groups, interviews, a housing and
community needs survey, and a public hearing, the following fair housing issues were identified:

Issue 1: All R/ECAPs in the City of Reading have remained in this category since at least
2010

Issue 2: Poor sidewalk conditions make it difficult for people with physical disabilities to
access employment, shopping, recreation, and other opportunities

Issue 3: There is a lack of living wage jobs in the city

Issue 4: There is insufficient transportation infrastructure

Issue 5: There is a lack of access to affordable and fresh foods

Issue 6: Safety remains.important to city residents

Issue 7: There is a lack of mental health services

Issue 8: More afterschool and summer programs for children are needed

Issue 9: There is a lack of affordable housing throughout the City of Reading

Issue 10: The cost of rent has increased, displacing residents and leading to increased
homelessness

Issue 11: There is a lack of affordable housing opportunities for people with disabilities
Issue 12: There is a lack of safe, high-quality housing in the City of Reading
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e Issue 13: Black or African American and Hispanic or Latino renters pay more to secure
housing

e Issue 14: People with disabilities are denied housing opportunities because they are not
employed

e Issue 15: The city is burdened with providing more of the affordable housing needs in the
county than other municipalities

e Issue 16: There are not enough rental property owners participating in the Housing Choice
Voucher Program

e Issue 17: People of color and Hispanic or Latino residents are less likely to be homeowners

e Issue 18: The city’s ordinances need to be reviewed and updated

e Issue 19: The city’s zoning hearing board, planning commission, and redevelopment
authorities are 100% men

e Issue 20: Residents do not know their fair housing rights and how to report housing
discrimination

e Issue 21: The Human Relations Commission is no longer a substantially equivalent agency
in HUD’s Fair Housing Assistance Program (FHAP)

e Issue 22: There have been multiple reports that rental property owners are practicing
discrimination

e Issue 23: Many Reading renters are losing housing through legal and illegal evictions

e Issue 24: Local service agencies are not following fair housing and civil rights regulations

To address these fairhousing issues, the City of Reading will work toward the following goals over
the next five years:

e Goal 1: Improve the quality of sidewalks so they are accessible to people with disabilities

e Goal 2: Create more opportunities for city residents to access living wage jobs

o Goal 3: Improve the local transportation.infrastructure

e Goal 4: Investin public services to improve the quality of life and create opportunities for
low- to moderate-income residents

e Goal 5: Create more units of affordable housing in the City of Reading

e Goal 6: Create more units of accessible affordable housing in the City of Reading

e Goal 7: Encourage more involvement and develop the local capacity of nonprofit and for-
profit developers to create more affordable housing

e Goal 8: Improve the quality of housing in the City of Reading

e Goal 9: Promote first-time homebuyer opportunities, particularly for people of color and
Hispanic or Latino residents

e Goal 10: Update the city’s zoning ordinance to facilitate more equitable and affordable
housing opportunities

e Goal 11: Update city policies and practices to better facilitate fair, equitable, and
affordable housing opportunities

e Goal 12: Improve rental property owners’ fair housing compliance and improve equity in
rental housing opportunities
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e Goal 13: Improve residents’ knowledge about their fair housing rights and the resources
that are available to help them resolve fair housing problems

e Goal 14: Improve nonprofit organizations’ knowledge about the Human Relations
Ordinance and fair housing obligations

O
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