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economy stabilizes and rebounds for investors. An econo-
my that disregards the value of caretaking while privileg-
ing speculation and concentration of capital is designed to 
inevitably marginalize and oppress single-women headed 
households. Combined with the well-documented eco-
nomic impacts of race discrimination, it is poor women 
of color that bear the burden of our speculative housing 
market. 

Women in poverty, however, have shown resilience 
and creativity in their struggle to realize the human right 
to housing for themselves and their families. Seeking al-
ternatives that challenge the root causes of housing in-
stability in our country, poor women have emerged as 
key leaders in the growing movement for shared equity 
housing through Community Land Trusts (CLTs) and/
or Limited Equity Cooperatives. These models reject the 
economic speculation undergirding rising housing pric-
es, and can instead create permanently affordable housing 
through empowering poor communities—guided by hu-
man rights values—to collectively own and manage land 
with the goal of meeting the housing needs of all in their 
neighborhoods. 

Economic and social rights, where they are present and 
lacking, are often the rights that shape women’s lives. 
In particular, the large role that women are still ex-

pected to play in caretaking ensures that the burdens of 
housing, healthcare, education, food and other econom-
ic injustice fall more heavily on the shoulders of women. 
This translates into millions of women taking care of their 
children alone living in poverty.1

While all of our public systems addressing econom-
ic and social rights—Medicaid, food assistance, public 
schools, etc.—fail poor families at least some of the time, 
the lack of adequate housing and/or income to pay for 
housing casts an ever present-shadow on the vast major-
ity of poor families in need. This forces a precarious exis-
tence on single women trying to care for children, while 
also often working under stressful and abusive conditions. 
Families live doubled and tripled up and still never know 
whether their housing is secure.

Yet, government assistance for housing for the poorest 
families continues to decline and the speculative housing 
market offers no solutions. On the contrary, the housing 
market only offers increasing rents and home prices as the 

INTRODUCTION

“ We are united by a concern about the 
deterioration of our communities.  The result 
of a foreclosure crisis, unfair, destructive and 
unfair development policies, and the lack of 
decent housing for people of modest means 
as well as the most vulnerable members 
of our population. We see it as a moral 
imperative.  NEHI is not just about housing, 
its about people, building community, and 
helping individuals fill their potential. We are 
committed to affordable housing. The other 
key is community control. We are not outsiders 
One of the reasons so many programs in 
Baltimore failed is they are imposed on our 
community from the outside. We are going to 
do this ourselves.  And we can.  

—LINDA BROWN, member of the North East 
Housing Initiative Land Trust in Baltimore
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involve ever-changing and sporadic work schedules 
making regular earnings and economic security elu-
sive.23 Moreover, they found rampant wage theft in 
the Inner Harbor, along with “job churning” to avoid 
pay raises and sexual harassment.24

While the fate that awaits those who actually find 
employment is precarious, those who are chronically 
unemployed fare even worse. The number of Balti-
moreans suffering unemployment has grown signifi-
cantly over time. In 1970, 72.8% of Black males aged 
16–64 were employed. By 2010, this had dropped to 
57.5%.25 While White males experienced a drop in 
employment during the same period, it was far less, 
from 83% to 78.3%.26 Data from other cities suggest 
that Black males disproportionately relied upon 
manufacturing employment and thus suffered more 
when the economy transitioned. 27 

Mistaking an economic problem for a social one, 
city budgets devoted increasingly more resources to 
law enforcement and criminalization. From 1986 to 
2015 the city police department budget increased by 
243% vastly eclipsing the budgets of the Department 

center ($151 million), a marine biology center ($147 
million), the Wyndham and Grand Hyatt hotels ($85 
million), a biotech park redevelopment effort involv-
ing the neighborhood surrounding Johns Hopkins 
Hospital ($212.6 million), a casino ($10 million), 
and a tower to house the headquarters of a $29.1 bil-
lion corporation, Exelon ($298 million).19 

To date, this development has not “trickled 
down” to meet the most basic needs of the majority 
of our residents. Today, most job seekers (over 60%) 
report that they are unable to find a job that offers a 
living wage—an income high enough to support a 
family.20 Indeed, most jobs today in Baltimore (72%) 
are in the service sector, which provides the average 
worker with low wages and no benefits such as health 
insurance, as confirmed by a 2011 United Workers 
(UW) survey of over 1,000 people employed at the 
Inner Harbor.21 The average worker in the hospitality 
and leisure industry can expect to make $518 week, 
or $26,936 annually based on a 40-hour workweek.22 
Yet even earning at that level is illusory. UW also 
found that it was common for Inner Harbor jobs to 



area median income), more than a majority in every city 
experience severe rent burdens. What’s worse, there is far 
greater demand for than supply of rental units in these 
cities. This resulting market pressure produced, between 
2013 and 2014, median rents that rose more quickly than 
in the previous six years.9

Poor women of color have also either been shut out or 
exploited by lending institutions that often represent the 
only path to home ownership. Women of color that did 
own homes were the most likely to be foreclosed upon 
during the financial collapse.10 Indeed, the discriminato-
ry patterns in lending are shocking: even among upper 
incomes, black women were five times as likely as upper 
income white men to receive subprime loans.11 

It is in this landscape of poverty, structural racism and 
gender discrimination that community leaders are fueling 
a movement to change housing as we know it and trans-
form the lives of our most vulnerable families through 
sustainable and vibrant neighborhoods created by com-
munity control and shared equity in housing and land. 

Women make up more than 80% of single headed families 
in the United States, and these families faced an astound-
ing poverty rate with four out of ten living in poverty.2  

Half of these families live in what is considered extreme 
poverty, $9000 a year or $200 a week to meet their food, 
housing, clothing and other needs for a family of three. 
Even those living above the poverty line are often strug-
gling, with a medium income of $26,000, which is less 
than a third of the $84,000 medium income of two par-
ent families. But this phenomenon is not due solely to 
the number of adults in the home, as single father head-
ed households face approximately half the poverty rate 
of single mother headed households and the medium 
income was $46,000 in 2013 as opposed to the $26,000 
single mother households have available.3 Single mother 
households also show comparatively low levels of home-
ownership4 and wealth.5

Despite clear need, only one in four households eligi-
ble for government assistance for housing receive it. The 
meager discretionary cash assistance through the Tempo-
rary Aid to Needy Families (TANF) or 
income from work at minimum wage 
levels in the female dominated hospi-
tality, dependent care, and food service 
sectors, is not enough to meet housing 
costs in most areas.6 For families that 
are able to secure housing support 
through public programs, housing 
costs are capped at 30% of their house-
hold income, long considered the af-
fordability benchmark. But for the 
vast majority of women struggling to 
support their families alone, the bur-
den might easily exceed half their in-
come. In 2015 11.8 million households 
were spending more than 50 percent of 
their income on rent.7 These formally 
“severely rent burdened,” are unable to 
meet their basic needs. 

In 7 out of 11 of the largest U.S. 
metropolitan areas, 25% of all renters 
are severely rent burdened.8 Of those 
with low incomes (below 60% of the 
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system, protected explicitly and implicitly by government 
mortgage insurance.11 

Public housing, the only form of permanent non- 
speculative housing historically supported by federal poli-
cy, had a small but significant role in serving as housing of 
last resort. But much of public housing over the years has 
been demolished and privatized.12 And section 8 Housing 
vouchers, while helpful to the poor, do nothing to curb 
speculative housing pressure and, at times, fuel it.13

There are, however, other forms of non-speculative 
housing in the U.S., which come under the rubric of 
“shared” or “limited” equity housing. This housing has 
built in immunity to local market pressures on rents and 
home prices, keeping housing costs affordable perma-
nently. In 2006, shared or limited equity housing existed 
in 40 of the 50 states surveyed.14 The Community Land 
Trust is one type of shared equity that is increasingly 
called for by communities. 

Our housing market is so rife with speculation that there 
are investors who “flip” houses for profits. Flipping a  
house means buying a property with the hope the market 
will rise quickly, and selling it for a profit. No concrete 
value is added for a family or a community. It is pure 
speculative profiteering. Yet, flipping houses for a living 
is perfectly legal, if not actually encouraged by our eco-
nomic policy. 

Flipping houses is just the extreme manifestation of 
our speculative economy. Housing in the United States is 
constantly under “speculative” pressure, as it is treated by 
public policy as an investment rather than a vital resource 
to meet community need. Owners sell at the highest prof-
it possible, and landlords set rents similarly. While profit 
margins may rise or fall, this speculative pressure is al-
ways present. Speculative pressure in the housing arena 
has accelerated, regardless of jurisdiction, because of the 
increasing ease of global investment in the U.S. housing 

FROM FLIPPING TO SHARING: WHY TRANSFORMING  
THE HOUSING SECTOR IS KEY TO GENDER JUSTICE
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This alternative approach involves employing 
community residents to create community wealth 
through a two pronged approach: (1) deconstruct-
ing6 (or demolishing where deconstructing is not 
feasible) vacant homes and greening these proper-
ties for community and food-related purposes, and 
(2) creating a permanently affordable housing sector 
that ensures against involuntary displacement. The 
keystone for this new housing sector is developing a 
series of community land trusts (CLTs), new neigh-
borhood-based institutions that give residents the 
power to participate in development. 

We must redirect and raise resources for fair 
development with a bold 20/20 Vision financed pri-
marily through city bonds, specifically: 

• $20 million annually from municipal 
economic development bonds or other 
revenue sources for jobs involving 
deconstructing or demolishing nuisance 
and vacant properties, creating parks, and 
producing food; and 

• $20 million annually from municipal 
community development bonds or other 
sources to create community-driven and 
permanently affordable housing. 

Meeting this 20/20 Vision will bring economic 
and community development together and advance 
a new unitary and equitable paradigm of fair 
development.

To make matters worse, the greater the success 
of “Gold Coast” development the more hardship for 
struggling communities. This “success” translates 
into a 16% increase in average rents since March 
2011 at a time of wage stagnation and high unem-
ployment.3 Additionally, home prices in the Balti-
more metro region, while still lower than the state 
as a whole, have risen by 67%, adjusted for inflation 
since the 1970s,4 pricing out ever more families. 
Indeed, of the fifty largest cities in the United States, 
Baltimore has moved up to fifteenth in terms of cen-
sus tracts that have gentrified.5 

Baltimore needs private investment for its eco-
nomic development. But if public funds are to sub-
sidize and guide these investments, they should 
prioritize our values and needs. We believe that the 
incoming tide of development can lift all boats only 
if it is principled and based on human rights values. 
We embrace and propose a fair development strat-
egy centered on equitable development benefiting all 
communities through a transparent, participatory, 
and accountable process. Fair development princi-
ples are value-based scaffolding upon which we can 
build inclusive development policies. 

Below we review the history of failed develop-
ment in Baltimore and then outline an alternative 
approach that places human rights and human needs 
at the center of public policy, and recognizes the 
indivisibility of employment and housing. Invest-
ment in neglected communities requires both. 



munity leadership. Typical CLTs have tripartite boards, 
with one-third consisting of community residents, one-
third made up of public officials or public stakeholders, 
while CLT residents make up the final third. Community 
members determine the needs of the community, how to 
meet them, and the resale formulas used by CLTs. 

And most importantly, Community Land Trusts can 
be, and are, structured and organized to be inclusive. A 
2009 report by the U.S. Census Bureau estimated that 
7 percent of current renters could safely afford to buy 
homes using standard mortgage products.15 Reducing 
mortgage rates and down payments would have a min-
imal effect on this reality, but reducing purchase prices 
through subsidies, on the other hand, produces a more 
dramatic result. A subsidy of just $10,000 (whether from 
a family member or a public program) would increase the 
number of renters who could qualify for ownership by 12 
percentage points, to the extent that almost 20 percent of 
current renters could afford to buy.16 CLT’s can provide 
even deeper affordability with the right mix of controlling 
resale prices and public investment. Because any original 
subsidy to bring the home into the CLT is passed to the 
next purchaser, more renters would be enabled to enter 
into homeownership. 

Community Land Trusts (CLT’s) in the United States had 
their origins in the Civil Rights movement, when Black 
farmers in Georgia came together to own and control 
their land. A CLT is a hybrid between public and private 
housing, as well as private and community property own-
ership. CLTs utilize a unique “ground lease” structure. In 
this structure, individuals and families own the home but 
the CLT retains ownership of the land. 

By separating ownership of the home from ownership 
of the land, the CLT can control resale values and keep the 
homes permanently affordable through a resale formula 
that is part of the CLT’s contracts with all the resident 
owners. As a result, the model allows individual families 
to build equity in their homes but “right sizes” the equi-
ty return to the individual to retain affordability for the 
community. This curbs speculative markets and ensures 
the home is always accessible to working families. Of 
equal importance, any public subsidy government invests 
remains in the community rather than leaving in the form 
of “profit” with a seller of a home. CLT structures also op-
erate rental housing. 

The Community Land Trust itself is a non-profit cor-
poration, with a Board of Directors elected by the commu-
nity it serves, and serves as an important vehicle for com-

Financing programs for low-income housing still 

favor the traditional investment model rather 

than shared equity. Low Income Housing Tax 

Credits (LIHTCs)—the primary source of funding 

for low-income rental housing—are awarded to 

non-profit developers, who exchange the credits 

with investors for equity (cash) that is used to 

develop the housing.  LIHTCs, however, generally 

expire after 15 years, and investors frequently 

demand that low-income restrictions be re-

moved so they can recoup their investment. It is 

ultimately a publicly subsidies that guarantees, 

not a human right to permanently affordable 

housing, but rather private gain

COMMUNITY LAND TRUSTS
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What Is a Community Land Trust?
A Community Land Trust  (CLT) keeps properties affordable and in the hands 
of the community by putting the house, not the land it occupies, on the 
market and allowing only people with low inomes to buy. 

The CLT retains 
ownership of  

the land

Individuals and 
families own  

the home

A New Homebuying Process 
New resident buys home

Annual fee for leasing land paid to CLT

Mortgage payment each month goes to pay down the principal, 
building equity

House is sold through at affordable price set by resale formula in 
Land Trust Agreement

Homeowner may share in some price appreciation in the market 
and secure return on equity

Opportunity to own home granted to a new resident

1

2

3

4

5

6



CLTs’ portfolios are rentals, and are able to offer afford-
able rates in a sustainable way. One of the oldest CLTs, 
Cooper Square Community Land Trust in the Lower East 
Side of New York City includes rental housing, serving 
“very extremely low-income” households, according to 
HUD standards.20 Household incomes of renters at Coo-
per Square were 22% of Area Median Income (AMI).21 
Similar rental projects in Berkley, CA served households 

below 45% of the AMI, and most frequently under 30% 
AMI.22 There are additional benefits in CLT rental proj-
ects including greater community cohesion, support for 
families and training and capacity building.

Alternative housing models, like shared and limited 
equity housing, address the root cause of the housing 
crisis facing single women with children: speculative 
pressure. 

The CLT model also offers community involvement in 
ownership, putting a tenant or homeowner into a sustain-
able relationship with neighbors and other stakeholders 
committed to community building and asset stewardship. 
These relationships have operated to create sustainable 
and vibrant communities that have proven resilient in the 
face of even the most challenging economic landscapes. 

So what does all this mean for single women with chil-
dren? While only 3.5% of traditional market homeowners 
are single mothers, a comprehensive survey of 96 CLTs 
conducted by the National Community Land Trust net-
work at the start of 2011 showed that out of 3,139 CLT 
purchasers, 21% were single mothers.17 Without question, 
CLTs are better serving single mothers than the overall 
market and providing stability and equity for our most 
vulnerable families. 

Why does it work? In a social con-
text that punishes rather than rewards 
caretaking, single mothers are dispro-
portionately poor, and CLT’s are an 
effective strategy to help overcome the 
resource barrier poor women face in se-
curing decent housing. Average month-
ly home ownership costs are reduced in shared or limited 
equity programs from $1,189 to $869, with 76% of CLT 
buyers paying no more than 33% of their gross income 
on housing.18 As a result, on average after five years after a 
low-income family purchases a home, 82% of families still 
owned CLT homes, 12% had purchased traditional hous-
ing, while only 6% had returned to renting. In contrast, 
government assisted first-time homebuyer assistance pro-
grams to low-income households show that more than 
half of those assisted return to the rental market within 
five years.19 

But even as a rental option, CLT’s offer a better op-
tion for families living in poverty, which are dispropor-
tionately headed by single women. According to the 2011 
CLT Network survey, 45% of residential properties in 

WHAT DOES THE CLT MODEL BRING  
TO GENDER JUSTICE? 

“ I want to tell you how much being a board member of the land trust 
has meant to me in terms of my investment in my neighborhood.” 

—ANN SACKEY, Board Member of the  
Charm City Community Land Trust  in Baltimore

The Durham Community Land Trust (DCLT) in North Carolina was formed initially by community 

leaders that included renters.  The Durham CLT does its own property management, which allows it 

to maintain a closer relationship with its tenants. Selina Mack, DCLT’s executive director, estimates 

that her staff interacts with 90 percent of DCLT’s tenants monthly. Says Mack, “A lot of our tenants are 

long-term tenants. They’re just as invested in the community as our homeowners are. And because 

they have at least a monthly relationship with us, it’s just easier to communicate—about community 

events, voter registration, whatever is coming up.” A consequence of this organizational commitment 

to tenant engagement is a high rate of renter participation in community events and DCLT trainings.



ily’s basic needs. Shared equity also supports the com-
munity leadership and participation of women who need 
affordable housing. Human rights principles demand that 
our policy frameworks center the needs of those who are 
marginalized or most vulnerable.24 Given the devastating 
impact of our existing housing policy on poor women and 
their children, local and federal government should take 
steps to enable, nurture, and resource this emerging vi-
sion for housing in the United States. 

A human rights-based housing policy for local, state and 
federal government is an essential cornerstone of gender 
equality. With the extreme level of privatization and dem-
olition of public housing in the last two decades and the 
ineffectiveness of housing vouchers in markets with rap-
idly rising rents (both programs where respectively 75% 
and 83% of recipients were women),23 shared equity has 
emerged as a model that—with adequate public financ-
ing—shows promise for creating stable communities and 
empowering single women to meet their and their fam-

CONCLUSION
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