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What are Small Area FMRs and Why are they Important?
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• SAFMRs are a fair housing policy that address deconcentration of 
voucher families.

• HUD sets one FMR for large geographic regions resulting in 
subsidy levels that don’t match the local rental market.

• SAFMRs, in contrast, calculate the value of a voucher based on zip 
codes and therefore capture more granular discrepancies in rents 
across neighborhoods.

• SAFMRs open up lower poverty neighborhoods to voucher families 
that were formerly unaffordable.



2007: Inclusive Communities Project (ICP) v. HUD – challenged discriminatory and 
segregative effects of using a single FMR for the entire Dallas metro area.

From the complaint:

“HUD sets the maximum ceiling rent for the Section 8 program without regard for 
market rents in rental housing markets in the Dallas area but instead uses the rents in 
predominantly minority and low-income concentrated areas to set the maximum rents 
for use in predominantly White and non-low-income concentrated areas. HUD uses this 
manipulated maximum ceiling rent to steer Black DHA Section 8 participants away from 
dwellings that should be available for use by Section 8 families in modest but decent 
units in predominantly White Dallas metropolitan area rental housing markets.”

History of the Small Area FMR



2010 ICP v. HUD settlement agreement 
HUD begins annual publication of national SAFMRs and announces launch of the 
Small Area FMR demonstration (including implementation of Small Area FMRs in 
the Dallas metro).

Initial results from SAFMR demonstration study show promise*

June 2016 Proposed SAFMR rule
November 2016 Final SAFMR rule: 24 metropolitan areas

August 2017: Secretary Ben Carson suspends SAFMR rule

October 2017: Open Communities Alliance v. Carson filed* 
December 2017: Preliminary injunction reinstates rule

History of the Small Area FMR



April 2018: Small Area FMRs 
implemented in in 24 metro areas

October 2023: Expansion of 
mandatory Small Area FMRs 
to 41 additional metro areas
(almost half of all voucher families)

2024: HUD technical assistance to new sites & opportunity for advocacy

January 2025: Implementation to begin in new metro areas

History of the Small Area FMR



How did the initial SAFMR rollout influence family choices and locations? 

Effects for new voucher recipients

In comparison with similar non-SAFMR areas,* new voucher recipients in SAFMR 
metros were around 7.5 percentage points more likely to move to a lower poverty ZIP 
Code than where they started.  New voucher recipients were also about 5 percentage 
points less likely to move to a higher poverty ZIP Code than where they started (Ellen et 
al, forthcoming)

(comparable to SAFMR demonstration findings)

Research on implementation of SAFMRs



How did the initial SAFMR rollout influence family choices and locations? 

Effects for existing voucher families

Existing voucher holders experienced smaller, but significant increased moves to lower 
poverty areas (Eriksen et al, forthcoming) 

(comparable to SAFMR demonstration findings, but smaller impact)

Note substantial heterogeneity in access to lower poverty SAFMR areas across different 
metro areas (Eriksen et al, 2021) – future research will explore these regional 
differences

Research on implementation of SAFMRs



Effects on PHA budgets

Average per unit cost did not rise more quickly in SAFMR metro areas than in 
comparable non-SAFMR areas (HUD, 2023)

(consistent with SAFMR demonstration, which found average per unit cost 
declined)*

Effects on lease-ups

Small Area FMRs did not affect voucher success rates – even for those originating in 
lower rent neighborhoods! (Ellen et al forthcoming)

(but note more port-outs in PHAs with primarily lower-rent neighborhoods)

Research on implementation of SAFMRs



Effects on housing markets?

In comparison with similar non-SAFMR areas, implementation of SAFMRs 
appears to decrease rent levels for non-voucher families in lower rent 
neighborhoods with SAFMRs lower than regional FMRs.  In higher rent areas, 
overall rent levels appear to increase slightly with SAFMR implementation. (Park, 
2024)

Research on implementation of SAFMRs



Relation to housing mobility programs

Only 4 of the 24 2018 mandatory SAFMR 
metro areas had an established mobility 
program – i.e., the positive location results 
in recent studies did not depend on any 
kind of housing search assistance or other 
housing mobility supports (but SAFMRs 
much more successful where a mobility 
program is in place.*   

.

Research on implementation of SAFMRs

Almost all of the existing 44 mobility programs in the U.S. have adopted 
voluntary exception payment standards (usually based on SAFMRs) to permit 
access to higher cost communities



PHA actions to limit impact of SAFMRs

“Fidelity” to policy goals of SAMFR

“High Fidelity” “Low Fidelity”



Key Advocacy Points
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• All PHAs can implement SAFMRs, even if not in a mandatory region (and it is very easy for 
PHAs to establish EPS for a zip code up to 110% SAFMR by notifying HUD. See 24 C.F.R. 
504(b)(1)(iii)).

• Advocates can help ensure that safeguards are in place to protect tenants so they don’t 
experience rent increases as a result of SAFMR. Advocates should seek a 100% hold 
harmless policy (see next slide for sample language). Phase-in also allowed.

• PHAs should provide notice of the new and old payment standards to all participant 
families. Advocates should request to review the notices before they go out.

• Review all new payment standards to avoid “low fidelity” issues, especially at MTW 
agencies. 

• Carefully scrutinize rent-setting methods that use groupings, which can minimize impacts.
• Monitor PHA exemptions to SAFMRs (PHAs can opt out due to “adverse rental housing 

market conditions”)
• Consider whether to advocate for application of SAFMRs to new PBVs.



Sample PHA Plan Language
PAYMENT STANDARDS FOR THE VOUCHER PROGRAM (24 C.F.R. Part 982.503) 

The Payment Standard is used to calculate the housing assistance payment for  
a family. In accordance with HUD regulations, and at the PHA’s discretion, the 
Voucher Payment Standard amount is set by the PHA between 90% and 110% of the 
HUD-published FMR. This is considered the basic range. The PHA reviews the 
appropriateness of the Payment Standard annually when the FMR is published. In 
determining whether a change is needed, the PHA will ensure that the Payment 
Standard is always within the range of 90%-110% of the new FMR or SAFMR, 
unless an exception payment standard has been approved by HUD. Where the new 
FMRs are decreasing, the PHA will hold the families harmless who are already 
living in the area with a HAP contract and the PHA will apply the existing 
payment standard to the family. 

Where the new FMRs are increasing, the PHA will implement the change at the 
next annual recertification. 

The PHA may approve a higher payment standard within the basic range, if 
required as a reasonable accommodation for a family that includes a person 
with disabilities. If the request is for a Payment Standard above 120%, the 
request must be approved by HUD.





SAFMR Myths and Facts
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PHA MYTH: We can’t adopt SAFMRs because they are too expensive to implement.

FACT: Average per unit cost did not rise more quickly in SAFMR metro areas than in comparable 
non-SAFMR areas (HUD, 2023). PHAs also receive extra Admin fees for implementation.

PHA MYTH: If we adopt SAFMRs we will have to serve less families.

FACT: There is no evidence that SAFMRs cause PHAs to serve less people. 

PHA MYTH: There isn’t any housing available to voucher families in higher-rent, higher-resourced 
areas anyway.

FACT: PHAs should be doing outreach to landlords in higher opportunity neighborhoods and 
generally expanding efforts to promote housing opportunities (through mobility counseling and 
other services, see PIH Notice 2024-05). Also, the mandatory SAFMR areas were selected, in part, 
because they are metro areas that include a significant number of rental units in higher cost areas.



MTWs and SAFMRs

Atlanta
Charlotte
Chicago
Delaware
Fairfax County
Philadelphia
Pittsburgh
San Antonio
San Diego
Washington DC

MTWs among the original 24 SAFMR metro areas:



MTWs and SAFMRs

MTWs among the 41 new SAFMR metro areas:

• Akron Metropolitan Housing Authority (OH)
• Fort Wayne Housing Authority (IN)
• Harrisburg Housing Authority (PA)
• Knoxville Community Development Corporation (TN)
• Louisville Metro Housing Authority (KY)
• Orlando Housing Authority (FL)
• Sanford Housing Authority (FL)
• Santa Clara County Housing Authority / Hsing Auth of the City of San Jose (CA)
• Seattle Housing Authority (WA)



MTWs and SAFMRs

• The intent of the SAFMR program is to increase mobility so that voucher families have access to higher 
opportunity neighborhoods. The SAFMR regulation allows MTW agencies to adopt alternative rent policies, 
but these policies should be consistent with the spirit of the rule and the PHA’s AFFH obligations. 

• Watch out for payment standards that are below 100% of the SAFMR in opportunity ZIP codes.
• Watch out for broad “tiers” of ZIP codes grouped together that have the effect of depressing payment 

standards.
• Watch out for MTW agencies that use old FMRs and SAFMRs to set their payment standards (yes this has 

really happened!)

• Where alternate rents are set below the SAFMR in high opportunity neighborhoods, advocates should 
demand specific justification from the PHA and consider raising the issue with HUD 

• High capacity PHAs should be encouraged to use data more granular than zip codes (census tracts or block 
groups) to better reflect local neighborhood variances within ZIP codes (D.C., Pittsburgh, Charlotte, Baltimore 
are examples)



Implementation Timeline and Process
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• PHAs in new mandatory areas will be required to use SAFMRs by January 1, 2025.
• Selection criteria: 

• (1) at least 2,500 HCVs must be under lease in the metropolitan FMR area; 
• (2) at least 20 percent of the standard quality rental stock within the metropolitan FMR area 

is in small areas (ZIP codes) where the Small Area FMR is more than 110 percent of the 
metropolitan FMR; 

• (3) the percentage of voucher families living in concentrated low-income areas within the 
area must be at least 25 percent; 

• (4) the measure of the percentage of voucher holders living in concentrated low-income 
areas relative to all renters within these areas over the entire metropolitan area exceeds 
155 percent (or 1.55); and 

• (5) the vacancy rate for the metropolitan area is higher than 4 percent



Implementation Timeline and Process
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• Implementation guidance, Notice PIH 2018-01, remains in effect. HUD plans to 
make non-substantive updates. 

• PHAs in new SAFMR areas will receive $10,000 to offset admin costs of transition 
to SAFMR

• PHA Plans:
• ALL PHA admin plan must state how they will handle decreases in payment 

standards for families under HAP contract 
• Mandatory SAFMR PHAs- do not need to amend their admin plan to indicate 

they will adopt SAFMR
• Opt-in PHAs- if HUD approves request, they must amend its admin plan to 

indicate it will operate according to SAFMR
• Advocates can and should be involved in the PHA plan process.



Additional Resources
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• NHLP/PRRAC one-pagers on SAFMR mandatory and voluntary
implementation.

• NHLP memo on the SAFMR Expansion
• HUD Exchange SAFMR webpage, for PHA implementation guidance (i.e. 

Guidebook, sample documents, etc.)
• PRRAC Resources, Housing Mobility & the Housing Choice Voucher 

Program webpage

https://www.nhlp.org/wp-content/uploads/NHLP_PRRAC_Mandatory_SAFMR_FINAL.pdf
https://www.nhlp.org/wp-content/uploads/NHLP_PRRAC_Voluntary_SAFMR_FINAL.pdf
https://www.nhlp.org/wp-content/uploads/NHLP_SAFMR_UpdatedMemoToHJN_FINAL.pdf
https://www.hudexchange.info/programs/public-housing/small-area-fair-market-rents/
https://www.prrac.org/all-articles-under-the-housing-mobility-initiative/


Additional Resources
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Available at: https://www.hud.gov/program_offices/public_indian_housing/programs/hcv/safmr



Case Studies
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This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:US_map_-_states_and_capitals.png
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/




Disclaimers 
• This presentation is not intended to provide specific legal 

advice.
• Information Current as of: February 14, 2024 
• This power point may not be reproduced, distributed, copied or 

cited, in whole or in part, without Coast to Coast Legal Aid of 
South Florida’s written permission.

• For more information, please visit our website at 
www.CoastToCoastLegalAid.org or call 954-736-2400.

http://www.coasttocoastlegalaid.org/


From Fear to Confusion to Success:

The Story of Broward County, 
Florida



The Fear of Change

• Concerns of increased costs

• Issuing Fewer Vouchers

• Fear of budget shortfalls



The Confusion Around Implementation

• Unclear if rule was going to go live or be suspended 

• Discretion from HUD

• Questions about how to best implement the SAFMR rule



Broward County's Unique Landscape

• 75 ZIP codes 

• 6 Housing Authorities

• All 6 Housing Authorities in Broward 
decided to group zip codes into 
“Zones”





The “Zone” Strategy

• Each Housing Authority drew its map a little differently 

• No consistency

• The same apartment could have 6 different payment 
standards depending on which Housing Authority was 
administering the voucher



Setting payment standards between 90% and 110% of 
the Small Area Fair Market Rents.

The general trend in Broward: 

• Raise rent caps in low-income neighborhoods

• Lower rent caps in higher-income neighborhoods

• Result was the opposite of the goal: 

kept people in low-income neighborhoods; & 
made it harder to move into high-income neighborhoods.





Setting payment standards between 90% and 110 % of 
the Small Area Fair Market Rents.

• Reduction in Payment Standards

• Displacement of long-term residents



SAFMR Implementation Across Florida

• Tampa area adopted similar policies

• The North Port area set all of their Payment Standards at 
100%

• On the other end of the scale, the Palm Bay area set all of 
their Payment Standards at 90%



Original Mandatory Jurisdictions in Florida

• Great results from terrific advocacy by Jacksonville Area 
Legal Aid, including “Legend” Don Freeman.

• From the beginning, Jacksonville set a payment standard 
for each individual zip code; &

• Adopted a strong “hold harmless” policy.



Housing Authorities Responsive to Advocacy



Effective Advocacy Strategies

• Meeting with Director of the Housing Choice 
Voucher Department (& keeping open lines of 
communication)

• Attending Housing Authority Board Meetings (and 
giving Public Comments)

• Public Records Requests



Successes and Positive Changes in Broward County



Empowering Voucher Holders

• Development of clear, 
understandable 
materials on SAFMRs

• Encouraging moves to 
higher opportunity 
areas



Philadelphia 
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Questions?

Deborah Thrope (dthrope@nhlp.org)
Lila Gitesatani (lgitesatani@nhlp.org)

Phil Tegeler (ptegeler@prrac.org)
Rachel Garland (RGarland@clsphila.org)

Jeffrey Hittleman (jhittleman@legalaid.org)

mailto:dthrope@nhlp.org
mailto:lgitesatan@nhlp.org
mailto:lgitesatan@nhlp.org
mailto:lgitesatan@nhlp.org
mailto:ptegeler@prrac.org
mailto:ptegeler@prrac.org
mailto:ptegeler@prrac.org
mailto:RGarland@clsphila.org
mailto:jhittleman@legalaid.org

	Slide Number 1
	Slide Number 2
	Slide Number 3
	Slide Number 4
	Slide Number 5
	Slide Number 6
	Slide Number 7
	Slide Number 8
	Slide Number 9
	Slide Number 10
	Slide Number 11
	Slide Number 12
	Slide Number 13
	Slide Number 14
	Sample PHA Plan Language
	Slide Number 16
	Slide Number 17
	Slide Number 18
	Slide Number 19
	Slide Number 20
	Slide Number 21
	Slide Number 22
	Slide Number 23
	Slide Number 24
	Slide Number 25
	Slide Number 26
	Disclaimers 
	�From Fear to Confusion to Success:��The Story of Broward County, Florida
	The Fear of Change
	The Confusion Around Implementation�
	Broward County's Unique Landscape�
	Slide Number 32
	The “Zone” Strategy
	Setting payment standards between 90% and 110% of the Small Area Fair Market Rents.
	Slide Number 35
	Setting payment standards between 90% and 110 % of the Small Area Fair Market Rents.
	SAFMR Implementation Across Florida�
	Original Mandatory Jurisdictions in Florida
	Housing Authorities Responsive to Advocacy
	Effective Advocacy Strategies
	Successes and Positive Changes in Broward County�
	Empowering Voucher Holders
	Slide Number 43
	Slide Number 44
	Slide Number 45

