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The housing supply in the Spokane continues to fall to record low levels 
at all pricing points. In February of 2021, we gathered the top minds in 
the industry at the national, regional, and local levels to provide a 
market-based analysis of housing needs for our region.  

This white paper serves as a guidepost that provides a full picture of the 
true need for housing, the impacts of housing policies in our region, the 
needs of Spokane, what residents want, the influence of buyer migration 
from larger metro markets, a history of under-supply and the social 
impacts to our community. 
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We must no longer turn a blind eye to the impacts in our community from a severe lack of housing.  For more 
than a decade, we have failed to build enough homes to meet demands. As a result, housing prices are 
increasing at never-before-seen pace.  

To find answers as to why, the Spokane Association of REALTORS® gathered some of the greatest minds, with 
national, regional, and local standing, for a Spokane Region Housing Needs Summit. Their voices make it clear 
as to the impacts this is having on our community. 

This report lays out the challenges facing our industry and our communities. I encourage you to keep this as a 
reference guide for the discussions ahead. 

As REALTORS® - we are uniquely positioned to advocate for change. It is a responsibility we must now bear, to 
best serve our neighbors, our community, and our industry.    

 

Let us get to work! 

 

Eric Johnson 
2021 President 
Spokane Association of REALTORS®  
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Executive Summary 

The housing crisis in the Spokane region has reached a critical level and is threatening the stability of our 
region. That is the consensus of a panel of national and regional economists and housing experts who came 
together for a Spokane Region Housing Needs Summit hosted by the Spokane Association of 
REALTORS®.  These experts were brought together to help us better understand the true housing needs of the 
Spokane region, and the answers they provided were alarming. 

Among the key findings: 

• The Spokane area’s housing supply is severe, with a 94% reduction in available homes for sale since 
2010. 

• A lack of inventory has escalated the median home price in Spokane County 66.8% since 2015 with a 
median home increase from $179,000 (2016) to over $300,000 (2020). 

• From 2010 to 2019 the Spokane Region underbuilt approximately 32,000 housing units to meet 
demand. 

• This has resulted in lost economic opportunity - $6-billion dollars in wages and employment since 
2010, $1.1-billion dollars in immediate and ongoing tax revenues. 

• A lack of inventory has led to thousands of families renting who cannot find a place to buy. 
• Vacancies in regional rentals remains at a dangerous level of around 1%. 
• The biggest lack of inventory lies in entry level or workforce housing. 
• From personal health to family stress, to student performance in school, to increased levels of 

homelessness, Spokane’s lack of housing has triggered a severe impact on the health of our citizens – 
especially among minorities and our youth. 

• Spokane has high levels of cost-burdened families spending more of their income on shelter than most 
similar cities in the state and the US. 

• The Spokane Region is among the top places to move in the country with expected growth of 48,000 
more people by the year 2030. 

• Many new homebuyers are migrating from larger West coast markets adding 8-to-14,000 new 
residents annually 

• The market has shifted with bulk of new homes in our region now built across the border in Idaho. 
• Local public policy has resulted in the lack of housing production. 
• In the City of Spokane’s 20-year plan to build around centers and corridors not one single  

development has happened 

You can watch the summit for yourself here - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5t7NYNhMwYI 

 

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5t7NYNhMwYI
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Spokane Region Housing Costs and Supply 
-Data supplied by the Spokane Association of REALTORS®  
 

Spokane County is currently suffering from the lowest level of housing supply in history. In housing terms, 
there is under a 10-day supply of homes. By contrast, a 4-to-6-month supply represents a balanced market. 

This is a trend that we have seen growing since 2010.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In raw numbers, there were 2,348 homes available in January of 2010. By the end January of this year, that 
number had fallen to 164 homes. This represents a housing inventory reduction of 94%.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

During this time frame (data kept since 2012) we measured data for the number of home showings as a 
representation of customer demand. Was we have seen in an increase in the showings of homes by 45% as 
measured by the number of lockbox openings.  

Spokane Associa�on of REALTORS® 
MLS Housing Availability Data 2010-2021

2010 2017 2021

Source: SAR Multiple Listing Service

2,348

1,427

164

94.3% Decrease 2010 -21

Homes for Sale end of January

Spokane Associa�on of REALTORS® 
MLS Lockbox Openings Data 2012 -2020

2012 2016 2020
Showings for August

Source: SAR Multiple Listing Service

14,664

20,903

21,27445% Increase Traffic 2012-20
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As a result of this increased demand, and reduced supply the cost of housing in the Spokane Region has 
continued to accelerate. Since 2015, the median priced home in the region has gone from $179,000 to 
$300,000. This represents an increase of median priced homes of 66.8% from 2015 through 2020. By 
comparison, median home prices increased from 2010-2014 by only 2.8% 

These statistics represent the sales of single-family homes on less than one acre, including condominiums.  

Source: Spokane Association of REALTORS® Multiple Listing Service. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Spokane Associa�on of REALTORS® 
MLS Housing Data 2010-2020

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

Median Home Prices for Spokane County

Source: SAR Multiple Listing Service

163,312
154,300

160,000
164,500 168,000

179,900
195,000

210,000
234,900

283,527

300,00066.8% Increase 2015-20
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Housing Affordability and the First Time Homebuyers Squeeze 

James Young – Director of the Washington Center for Real Estate Research 

“Since 2017, it has become less affordable for first time homebuyers in Spokane than the 
rest of the state.” 

 

 

The Spokane Housing Market continues to show a rapid decline in affordable homes, particularly for those 
looking to enter the home ownership ranks for the first time. As recent as the third quarter of 2015, home 
ownership has been attainable by roughly 100% of buyers making 85% of the median income in the Spokane 
Region. Today, those numbers translate to under 75% of renters.  

Too often, those who have saved up and are ready to buy face a regional supply of less than a handful of 
homes. The market is seeing multiple offers (often 20 to 30 offers) on these entry level or workforce homes 
priced at $250,000 or below, with an average time on market of just a few days before going under contract.  

Spokane has long exceeded the rest of Washington for affordability, but in the past few years, that status has 
changed, especially for first time homebuyers.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

First Time Buyers Housing Affordability Index

Source: Washington State Housing Market Report: WCRER
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As home prices continue to escalate, more and more buyers are being squeezed out of the marketplace. This 
is especially true for those seeking to buy their first home, or transition down to a smaller home.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Since 2018, the available housing for first time home buyers has fallen to roughly 15% of the marketplace. This 
has resulted in tremendous pressure on the rental market with vacancies falling to an unhealthy rate of about 
1%. 

   

 

 

 

  

First Time Buyer Market Dynamics

Source: Washington State Housing Market Report: WCRER
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These rising rental rates create what we call the Prisoner’s Dilemma, where renters find themselves using more 
of their resources month-to-month for housing costs, instead of being able to save up for a down payment.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As a result, the marketplace has reacted with a dramatic increase in multi-family rental units during this same time 
period. To put this in context for each construction type - that is more than the TOTAL all of the building permits issues 
in the years 2014, 2013, 2012, and 2011. Condominium construction is now less than 10% of the marketplace in 2020, 
with over half of these new units age restricted to those 55 and older.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Building Permits by Type

Source: US Census Bureau, WCRER
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In conclusion, with steady interest rates we should see first-time buyers able to afford more of a home than in 
the past. But this major decline in existing home listings has created a shortage of supply, and has created a 
“Prisoner’s Dilemma” in the marketplace. The pre-Covid demand trends have only been accelerated during 
this time period, making it clear that a lack of supply for first time buyers is creating acute problems in the 
Spokane housing market. As a result, this housing demand has nowhere to go but the rental market.  

This will become problematic in the next few years as Spokane finds itself unable to meet owner’s 
expectations. Both for those living here, and those who are migrating here from West Coast Urban Centers. 

The key to solving this dilemma is clear. Housing supply leads to ownership opportunities. Without them, the 
market will continue to make home ownership more and more difficult.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Security and Tenure

> Housing Ladder

Rental Tenure

Ownership -
Trade-up

Ownership -
First-�me 
buyers

High quality MFH in the suburbs
Medium quality MFH closer to the urban core

SF Houses close to the city
Higher-end townhouses close to the city
High-rise urban condominium - upper floors

High quality MF Suburban Housing
Medium Quality MF Housing closer to the urban core 

Townhouses in outer suburbs

Townhouses in mid -suburbs

SF Houses in suburbs
TH in inner suburbs

SF Houses inner suburbs
TH close to the city
High-rise urban condominium – lower floors

Older apartments and hotels - ADUs
Rental proper�es far away from the urban core

Quality
Rent/Price

MISSING RUNG OF THE LADDER ON SUPPLY

MISSING HIGHER DENSITY HOUSING OPTION

MISSING HIGHER DENSITY HOUSING OPTION
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Housing Growth Continues as the Economy Recovers in 2021 

Danushka Nanayakkara-Skillington – National Association of Home Builders        
Assistant Vice President for Forecasting and Analysis 

“We believe the economic recovery will rebound in the second half of 2021, depending 
on the new mutations of the Covid virus and the roll out of vaccinations.” 

 

 

The national economy was growing at a strong and steady pace of about a 3.4% GDP growth until the advent 
of the coronavirus shutdown. The result led to a complete reversal with a negative 3.6% fall in GDP for 2020.  

 

We see this growth trend resuming once the effects of Covid 19 have been reduced. While there are 
immediate concerns with the effects of the emerging new mutations of the virus, we are optimistic that the 
roll out of vaccinations will help move the economy to a more normal pace. As such, we see the GDP growth 
nationally to reach 3.6% for 2021, and 4% in 2022. 
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Spokane’s employment rates have lagged the rest of Washington, while the economic recovery appears to 
have resumed, but has flattened out slightly in comparison to the rest of the state.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The good news is that the Feds are all-in with their financial support of the economy. Since 2009, the Federal 
Funds top rate has remained below 1%. While there was a temporary raising of the rates from 2017 to 2020, 
the rate has returned to below 1%, giving strong support towards interest rates staying low for the near-term.  
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Home prices in Spokane are predicted to continue a strong upward movement with an average annual 
increase projected to be between 8.04% and 12.15%. This puts Spokane in the top 20 markets for Home Price 
Growth based on a lack of inventory and a growing demand for homes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

While Spokane still ranks above the National mark for housing affordability, we see that number continuing to 
fall into 2021 with ann affordability index going below 63%, 
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Spokane saw an increase in softwood lumber prices since mid-April of 177% (from $350 per thousand board 
feet, to $966 April 2020 to Feb 2021), which has added about $16,000 to the average price of a home. Yet, 
Spokane’s Regulatory Costs related to the share of home prices stands between 24.3% and 30.3% of the home 
construction costs when compared to other markets in the country.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The good news is that there is tremendous economic opportunity that comes with an increase of housing 
supply. On average, each new home adds $188,962 in wages and salaries to the economy, along with 2.9 jobs.  

(NAHB also projects $3.6 million in local tax revenues for each 100 homes built - The Economic Impact of Home 
Building in a Typical Local Area) 
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Housing Underproduction for Washington State and Spokane 

Mike Kingsella  

Up For Growth National Director 

“Spokane’s housing stock is rapidly becoming unaffordable. From 2010-2017 
Spokane ranked as the number one most affordable entry level home city in the 
country. Today it’s 45th (of 100) and falling.” 

     Source: AEI Carpenter Index 

 

Across the State of Washington, and in Spokane County in particular, there are not enough homes relative to 
need.  While this is a trend many attribute to being a nationwide problem, we see the biggest challenges to 
growth lies primarily on the West Coast. 

 

In Washington State, this lack of production has not kept up with growth going back to 2010, with the State 
underproducing some 225,000 homes from 2010 to 2017. ECO Northwest that compiled this data for us 
determined that Spokane county’s growth figure represents approximately .73 homes for every new family, 
with a national average of 1.06 homes per family.  
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The high cost of underproduction can be measured in several key areas, specifically in greenhouse gas 
emissions, loss of growth and revenue to residents and in lost tax revenue benefits.  

In Spokane, this lack of construction has dramatically shifted the cost burden of housing, both in terms of rent 
and ownership with severe impacts to 22% of homeowners and 48% of renters.  This results in about 73,000 
households facing cost burdening, averaging out to roughly one in three families. 
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Cost-burdening happens when families pay more than 33% of their income towards their total housing costs. 
The additional challenge for those renters who are cost-burdened is that it makes it incredibly difficult to save 
for a down payment to purchase a home.   

 

The impact of home ownership continues to drop with each rising cost of housing. Across the board we are 
seeing fewer and fewer people able to afford a home in Spokane.
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Updating our numbers from the 2017 study, we see a continuation of the housing underproduction in Spokane 
County. Given the aging housing stock in Spokane, with a higher percentage of post-WW2 housing built (in 
conjunction with ECO Northwest) we have determined that Spokane’s housing unit needs are at 1.15 homes 
per new household.  

 

In the final analysis, time is of the essence. With building costs, land acquisition and regulatory costs on the 
rise, the result is the cost of entry level housing is increasing, with fewer units being built. Long run 
affordability requires sustained production of housing units. 

We believe better planning, zoning, and land-use policies can help builders better meet the market, delivering 
more inventory, while increasing housing affordability in the process.  
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Spokane Emerges As Top-10 Post-Covid Real Estate Market 

Jessica Lautz – VP of Demographics and Behavioral Insights –  
National Association of REALTORS® 
 

“Spokane will be among the top 10 housing markets in the United States as a Top-10 Post-
Covid Real Estate Market. 

 

 

 

The National Association of REALTORS® has released its Economic forecast for 2021-22 and has determined 
that Spokane will be among the top 10 housing markets in the United States as a Top-10 Post-Covid Real 
Estate Market. 
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The Spokane-Spokane Valley Metro area stands out as having the highest fraction of its movers from West 
Coast Areas, accounting for 23.8% of people who moved in the area in 2018. In terms of movers, Spokane 
stands with Phoenix/Scottsdale as the most attractive for West Coast movers. A high fraction of this migrating 
workforce works from home, at 7.1%. While house prices have gone up substantially in the last 5 years, prices 
here remain very attractive from expensive West Coast metro areas.  

 

 

Among the prominent numbers used in making our assessment, we noted that over 8,000 people moved here 
in 2019, mimicking a similar migration in 2018. This represents nearly one in four movers escaping West Coast 
metro areas. (8.312 of 34,896). 

Based on other regional cities, Spokane looks very attractive from a Qualifying Income perspective. With 5% 
down, buyers in Spokane can qualify for a home with an annual income of $61,500 versus say Seattle with a 
$116,300 qualifying income. 
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With the number of businesses that have closed due to Covid, there is an increased opportunity for small 
business creation in the Post-Covid era. One in six homebuyers are now seeking a multigenerational home, 
with fits the Spokane profile. Aging parents are the number one reason, with children under 30 the second 
reason at 54% Offsetting this number is falling number of buyers with children, at 58% of homes in 1985 down 
to only 33% today. 

 

Washington’s economic recovery is moving slower than much of the country. 46.4% are working from home.  
19.55% expect a loss of income in the next 2-months. 25.7% are having difficulty paying their usual household 
expenses, with 5.5% have slight or no confidence in paying next month’s rent or mortgage on time. 

There is good new on the horizon. The National Association of REALTORS® in our Housing and Economic 
Forecast are projecting mortgage rates to remain competitively low through 2021 at roughly 3% nationally for 
a 30-year fixed mortgage. With unemployment still high at 6.5% - but much lower than the Covid era in 2020 
of 8.1%. 
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“A Summary of Population Forecasts and Origins of Recent Newcomers to 
Spokane County” 

D. Patrick Jones, PhD – Executive Director of EWU’s Institute for Public Policy & 
Economic Analysis 

“We are seeing the growth rate ratcheting up in Spokane County as compared to the 
City of Spokane. We see the overall need for housing units in the City of Spokane to 
add an additional 8,420 homes in the next 9 years” 

Spokane and Spokane County have grown consistently over the past 20 years, but 
something began to happen in 2018 that saw these growth rates begin to change. In Spokane County, since 
2010 we have seen about a 1% growth, adding about 51,000 residents. Yet, that growth rate started to 
increase in 2018 to 1.5%. 

In the City of Spokane, the annual compounded growth rate since 20010 has been about .7%, or roughly 
15,000 residents. With a similar increase happening since 2018 increasing to a 1% growth rate. Surprisingly, 
the average household size in Spokane is about 2.25 residents per home compared to Spokane County at 2.4. 
This is a trend that looks like its going to continue that way. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These numbers are reflected in the 2017 Growth Management Act forecast that show us growing at a steady 
rate to a population Spokane County wide of about 564,538. Historically, these estimates have been slightly 
underreported by a factor of about 0.1%. 
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One trend that continues is that Spokane continues to shrink its population when compared to that of the 
County.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Where has this growth occurred? 
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The largest increase has been in Airway Heights with over 5% growth since 2010, and Liberty Lake of about 
4.25%. I believe we will see a replication of this pattern of growth that will continue in the decade ahead.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What will be driving this will be the housing preferences of in-migration families along with the ability of the 
City of Spokane to foster urban businesses such as the technology sector, professional and scientific services.  

Additionally, Spokane will need to address its municipal regulations to adapt to these changing patterns or 
else risk losing these arrivals to those that better address their needs. 
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In trying to make a stronger forecast for population growth specific to the City of Spokane (COS), there are 
three separate models to consider that will each represent a different picture. 

The first, is a model based on the historical share of Spokane County’s population (an average growth rate) 
The second is a compounded annual growth rate of the county, and finally the City of Spokane’s 2020 share of 
the county’s population. 

Using these approaches, we see a range of population gain in the next ten years of between 15,716 and 
23,103 people – with a total population growth by 2030 of between 239,316 and 246,703 people. While the 
growth projected gain for Spokane County would be an additional 90,000 people by 2030. The challenge 
becomes one for us to answer: “How much do we want to grow?” While these are only 1 to 3 percent growth 
numbers, each represents its own set of consequences. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Based on these projections we see the overall need for housing units in the City of Spokane to add an 
additional 8,420 homes in the next 9 years. The housing need for these populations are different for owner-
occupied versus those who are renting, with the average household size about 2.33 for homeowners. 
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If the current homeowner versus renter ratios stays the same (55% vs 45%) this projection equates to a need 
of 4,631 single family homes in the City of Spokane, and 3,790 apartment units needed by 2030. 

These numbers are likely to be conservative because they are making a few assumptions: 

• Spokane already is suffering from an adequate supply of homes. 
• The trend in the City of Spokane is to show smaller averages than the county. 
• The City of Spokane’s share of the population continues to trend down (slowly) 

We should note that the trend of new families to Spokane really began to increase with a peak of 11,454 
people in 2018 and continuing through 2020 with 8.412. This number represents driver license surrenders we 
saw with those new here that obtained a local driver’s license. (Washington’s DOL recognizes that drivers from 
Washington State may not be a quick to surrender in-state licenses) 

We should see these new families reflected in the upcoming estimates by the OFM for population in April of 
2021, along with an actual count being developed from the 2020 US Census report.  

 

Some demand numbers for housing units over 
the next decade in City of Spokane

• If the same ra�o of household units between owner-occupied 
and renter-occupied (55%/45%) were to hold in 2030, then…
– ~ 4,631 single family homes needed between now and 2030, or

460/year
– ~3,790 apartment units needed, or 379/year

• This es�mate likely conserva�ve, assuming that popula�on 
forecast is correct, because:
– The current market in the City doesn’t have an adequate supply
– The trend in COS household size is showing smaller averages
– Countervailing trend: COS share of popula�on trending slowly down
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Where are these new visitors coming from? 

Most are coming from California, Idaho, and Oregon. With Arizona, Montana and Texas following. This 
represents roughly three-quarters of all new families. Within the state King County is first, following by 
Stevens, Snohomish, and Pierce County. Additionally, we see 2017-2018 IRS data supporting the notion that a 
large portion of our incoming population is coming from outside Washington State. 
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“The Social Impacts of Low Housing Stock in Spokane” 

Vange M. Ocasio Hocheimer, PhD – Associate Professor of Economic, Whitworth 
University 

“A lack of available housing and increasing costs are having a dramatic impact in 
Spokane particularly on our youth and our minorities.” 

 

 

 

Housing as a Social Determinant of Health combines several well-established standards seen in the literature. 
Specifically defined these are “the conditions that shape the health of individuals.” Housing specifically is 
among the key social and economic conditions necessary for the individual and our communities. Here in 
Spokane, we are seeing the effects of a lack of housing as it impacts increasing rates of illness, mental health, 
and homelessness. 

Among the biggest factors is the increase in those spending more of their income for shelter costs. This 
increasing cost burden (more than 30% of their income on housing) is that over 48% of renters now in 
Spokane County, much higher than in the state.  

Those considered to be “severely burdened,” spending more than 50% of their income on housing, now tops 
23% in Spokane County. 
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Conventional wisdom shows that Risky Behaviors, leads to Drug use, which leads to Academic 
Underachievement – and unemployment, which leads to Homelessness.  

But the data in Spokane is now clear.  
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The social impact of a lack of available housing in Spokane has, in many cases reversed this process. 
Homelessness often happens first. Often from some traumatic event. Resulting in a completely different 
model for many local individuals, with a host of negative social impacts. We see this specifically with the 
student population where we have seen a 25% increase in children impacted by some level of homelessness 
since 2007. These impacts are greater in Spokane County than across the state and the US. 

The Spokane School District has identified 1,644 students that are affected by a lack of housing. With increases 
seen in the elementary schools, along with higher rates for High school. Many suffer from a wide range of 
housing experiences, including doubling up in beds, temporary housing in motels or shelters and 7% not 
having any shelter at all. This represents about 4.7% of students in the Spokane School District.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These students across the board suffer academically. Lower attendance rates, changing schools, lower English 
and Mathematic proficiencies. and a lower graduation success rate. 
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Mead School District has seen a comparable number, about 4.6% of all students with similar academic 
challenges. But Mead is also seeing a lower graduation rate – only 65% of housing impacted students 
compared to 91% graduation rates. 

Other impacts to Spokane’s youth include higher rates of suicide and greater use of drugs. Rates among Blacks 
and those who identify as 2 or more races is also on the increase. It is of note that these groups are 
disproportionally seen have having housing issues greater than White, Asian, and Hispanic families in Spokane 
County.  
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While the rates of serious mental illness have grown exponentially in Spokane County since 2015, nearly 
doubling that of the rest of Washington State. With the largest group being individuals 18 years of age and 
younger.  

In summation, it is clear the pathway to improved health and wellbeing for all people in our community begins 
with housing. Renters that become homeowners have a greater sense of “home” shown to greatly reduce the 
stress of uncertainty, increases sense of neighborhood and well-being, increases available social interactions 
that brings a level of social support, and helps reduce financial stress. 
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“Housing Needs Assessment Survey for Spokane Spring 2020” 

Sara Stephenson – American Strategies 

“Across all of the groups we surveyed you can clearly see a pent-up demand 
reflected for more housing.” 

 

 

 

 

American Strategies is a national polling firm specializing in housing issues. We did a survey in Spokane back in April of 
2020. Our survey pool was over 500 voters in Spokane. This data has been weighted to match the demographics of 
Spokane.   

There is a perception of housing costs in Spokane that costs are too high. Half of voters (48% buying a home) say the 
cost to buy is too high, compared to over 2/3’s who believe rents are too high. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When this survey was conducted at the beginning stages of the Covid crisis, we saw that Spokane residents were already 
feeling the economic effects of rising housing costs. 40% reported that housing was putting either a severe or slight 
strain on their monthly budgets. 

 

48%

67%

48%

26%

Cost to buy a house Cost to rent an apartment
0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

Too high About right

Q.11 Generally speaking, would you say that the cost to buy a house in Spokane is (ROTATE FIRST TO LAST AND 
LAST TO FIRST) too high, about right, or too low? 
Q.12 And would you say that the cost to rent an apartment in Spokane is (ROTATE FIRST TO LAST AND LAST TO 
FIRST) too high, about right, or too low?

2/3 of Spokane Voters Say the Cost of Rent is Too High;
Almost Half Believe the Cost to Buy a House is too High

Cost of Housing And Rentals

+41

+0



 34 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The data is clear that the strain is being felt more geographically, specifically to renters in the Northeast, and 
the East and West Central Neighborhoods. These effects are also seen more with voters who are 35-49 years 
of age.  
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East Centra l

Northeast

Tota l

A s ignificant s tra in A s l ight s tra in

Financial Strain of Your Rent/Mortgage by Region, Age and Homeownership

Northeast Residents, Younger Voters, and Renters 
More Likely to Feel Financial Strain of Rent or Mortgage

Q.19 And, prior to the coronavirus pandemic, how much of a financial strain on your budget was paying your 
rent or mortgage each month? Was it (ROTATE FIRST TO LAST AND LAST TO FIRST) a significant strain, a slight 
strain, not much of a strain, or no strain at all?
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Financial Strain of Your Rent/Mortgage by Educa�on, Race and Income

Those with Lower Income, Lower Levels of Educa�on, and 
People of Color Are More Likely to Report Financial Strain

Q.19 And, prior to the coronavirus pandemic, how much of a financial strain on your budget was paying your 
rent or mortgage each month? Was it (ROTATE FIRST TO LAST AND LAST TO FIRST) a significant strain, a slight 
strain, not much of a strain, or no strain at all?
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When we break down the data even further, we find significant differences with those who are of lower 
income, people of color and lower levels of education are feeling a greater financial strain. And remember, 
these numbers were done before the full effects of Covid were being felt. Were this survey to be repeated, we 
would see these numbers with even higher gaps between these groups. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Surprisingly, one in three voters would prefer to move to a new home. We saw the greatest need among 
renters, with 51% telling us they are actively looking to buy a new home or condo. One of the key reasons we 
heard was that finding a home to buy is a serious challenge. Also, one in five people said they are looking to 
buy a new home.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Q.22 As you think ahead a few years, would you like to (ROTATE) con�nue to live where you are now, 
buy a new home or condo, or move to a new apartment?

1/3 of Spokane Voters Would Prefer to Move to a New Home
Majority of renters want to buy a home; most homeowners plan to stay in their current home.
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Con�nue to l ive where you are now
Buy a  new home or condo
Move to a  new apartment

Preference for Future Housing by Home Ownership

Con�nue In 
Current 

Residence
60%

Non-White and Younger Residents Are More Likely to 
Want to Buy a New Home
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55%

51%

47%

45%
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44%
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Non-white

Renters

Non-col lege under 50

18-34

Women under 50

Res idence length < 5 years

Men under 50

Post high school

Buy a  new home or condo

Percent Who Would Like to Buy a New Home in the Next Few Years

Q.22 As you think ahead a few years, would you like to (ROTATE) con�nue to live where you are now, buy a new 
home or condo, or move to a new apartment?
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Of those wanting to buy, we found a significant higher number of non-white and younger residents wanting to 
purchase a home but are still in rental units.  Across all of these groups you can clearly see a pent-up demand 
reflected for more housing. 

What type of policies would Spokane voters support for the building of more homes to address the lack of 
inventory and to lower the costs of homes? 

 

We saw broad consensus for providing incentives to developers, and for requiring set asides below market 
prices for housing, along with expanding zoning regulations to allow more alternative housing options like 
carriage homes, accessory dwelling units and tiny homes, along with more multi-family options like 
townhomes, duplexes, or apartment buildings. Many of these options are not currently available in Spokane. 

You should recognize that of the surveys we have done nationwide, we rarely see such levels of support for 
developer incentives like we see here in Spokane. This survey shows that voters in Spokane clearly want more 
options, are actively seeking opportunities, are feeling burdened by costs, and are willing to support policies 
that would foster these changes. 
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“The Shifting Marketplace: How Spokane Lost Market Share To Kootenai 
County.” 

Jim Frank – Founder/Developer – Greenstone Homes 

“The real lesson here is the importance of having middle-income housing, the 
importance of having housing diversity, the importance of having integrated 
neighborhoods with a wide range of housing types along with a wide range of 
economic opportunities and neighborhoods.  It’s going to take a dramatic change in 
our development regulations at both the state and local levels to allow that to 
happen.” 

 

 

I have been a home builder in this market for almost 35 years. And we’ve seen key changes in this market over the past 
10 years, particularly with a significant market share growth change between Spokane and Kootenai County. If you look 
at 2011, there were around 172 new home sales in Kootenai, about 25% of the regional market shared with Spokane. By 
2020, the Kootenai County market closed over 1000 homes and for the first time exceeded 50% of the regional housing 
market. 

 

This graphic shows the consistent trend over the past 10 years. This is data we collect on closings that lag permits by 
about one year. Most of the losses in Spokane County has been seen primarily within the City of Spokane.  

There are several key reasons we are seeing this shifting housing market. 
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While it is true that land costs are lower and more abundant in Idaho, we are also seeing critical reasons that Spokane is 
becoming less desirable for housing development. The urban growth boundaries in Spokane have become very 
restrictive. This is not something that is in place in Kootenai county. Coeur d’ Alene, Post Falls, Rathdrum and Hayden 
have been able to annex boundary lands that have effectively expanded their growth opportunities. 

Idaho has done a great job marketing their regional quality of life. It’s clear there are higher migration patterns into 
Kootenai County then there are into Spokane County based on our data. Virtually every home we sell in Kootenai County 
has more offers than we see in Spokane.  

While Spokane County is working to implement more urban infill strategies, Spokane’s urban village corridor concept 
has never been implemented with development regulations that allow this to occur. Instead, what is happening in 
Spokane is we are building houses on large lots, and we build large apartment complexes, and we build nothing in 
between. We simply do not have the development regulations that allow this to happen. Idaho does. In fact, they offer 
different levels of condominium opportunities alone in the Coeur d’ Alene area because of this flexibility in development 
opportunities.  

There has not been a condominium development built in Spokane since the State’s condominium reform in 2009. This 
removed a critical step in the affordable housing ladder. We need to allow a wider range of uses and flexibility in 
housing projects. 

We are also seeing the impacts of out-of-town buyers to our region starting in the last four years. in Spokane, that 
number reached 44% in 2020, up from about 32% in 2017. 
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To put that in a market perspective, we’re seeing 59% of out-of-town buyers purchasing homes in Kootenai County – 
compared to 30% in Spokane County in 2020. A lot of that is due to the greater range of product, and more housing 
stock available, and the impact of Kootenai marketing the quality of life, such as the advantages of being near the lakes, 
rivers, and smaller town America. Covid has only accelerated that need. 

The real lesson here is the importance of having middle-income housing, the importance of having housing diversity, the 
importance of having integrated neighborhoods with a wide range of housing types along with a wide range of economic 
opportunities and neighborhoods.  

It’s going to take a dramatic change in our development regulations at both the state and local levels to allow that to 
happen.  
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“The Missing Housing Supply for Low Income Families” 

Ben Stuckart – Spokane Low Income Housing Consortium 

“The City of Spokane has a Centers and Corridors Strategy BUT has never taken the step 
to create density around the 28 Centers and Corridors.” 

 

 

 

First, a couple of definitions that define what Low-Income Housing means 

1. Can you afford it if you make 80% of the median income or below?   By afford it we mean you should 
be spending 35% or less of your monthly income on rent or a mortgage.  This can include market rate 
housing at the lower end 

2. Homes and apartments for rent that accept vouchers can be considered low-income 
3. Homes and apartments that were built with government subsidy should be considered low-income.  

Once they use build with these funds they are required to keep rents low enough to be considered 
low-income.   

Spokane County has about 5000 subsidized units representing less than 5% of the units available in total in the 
county.   If we are lucky another 3-4,000 accept vouchers. Successful cities have over 15-20% of their housing 
stock subsidized to take care of those on the edge of poverty or in poverty.    

Wait lists alone right now for the 12 largest managers/owners of subsidized housing could fill 2000 units 
tomorrow.    

A wait list for Spokane Housing Ventures today is typically 4 years.   Other agencies experience waiting lists 
between 1 and 4 years.  We do not have the housing supply to move people from the streets into housing.  
Government Funds to build low-income housing have been decreasing over time, not just not keeping up with 
inflation but decreasing.    

HOME funds are a popular federal fund to use.   Amounts fluctuate but this one statistic is telling:  In 1992 the 
City of Spokane received $1.3 million in HOME funds to build more housing.  In 2018 the City of Spokane 
received $1.3 million in HOME funds to build low-income housing. The Housing Trust Fund (State) just 
returned to 2008 levels in 2020.   No adjustment for inflation.    

State and Federal funding sources have not kept up with demand. 

The City of Spokane recently passed HB1590 which puts local sales tax dollars into building more low-income 
housing.   The $6 million this will generate is a good start but we need the County and the Valley to also figure 
out a way to dedicate dollars to low-income housing. 

Market Rate Housing is just as important as the subsidized housing.  A 2018 UC Berkeley study discussed how 
a new high end home allowed 6 different families to move up and free market rate housing at levels below the 
new home. 
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We have created our own issues in housing: 

• Using environmental standards like the States Evergreen standards to increase costs so now a non-
profit who builds low-income housing and uses State dollars spends over 50% square foot than a 
market rate housing developer building the same unit.   

• The Growth Management Act said do not spread out BUT assumed cities would implement their 
comprehensive plans.  The City of Spokane has a Centers and Corridors Strategy BUT has never taken 
the step to create density around the 28 Centers and Corridors.  This is a byproduct of NIMBYism and 
strong neighborhood councils that favor the status quo over any change to current single-family zones.    

• The entire system is setup to continue the racial inequities of the last 100 years.  Further entrenching 
those in poverty in the same neighborhoods with no ability to buy a home and create wealth.  

• The Federal and State say if you use any of their funds to build low-income housing in must be in a 
census tract with high poverty.  Thus you never have mixed income neighborhoods and they are always 
in the same neighborhoods.   The City perpetuates this by never spreading the multi-family zones to 
new neighborhoods and concentrating the density in west central and east central. 

We have to build more low-income housing. But we must also build more market rate housing, or the problem 
will continue to snowball.       
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“Broken Pledges Under the Growth Management Act.” 

Al French – Spokane County Commissioner 

“When you restrict land, and limit housing types, you create a housing crisis that we are 
currently in. If we are committed to a plan, let’s implement it. If not, then let’s change it. 
But right now, what we are doing is not working.” 

 

 

 

 

I have been closely involved in housing development and policies going back to 1995 when I first served on the City of 
Spokane’s Planning Commission. I served eight years on the Spokane City Council and am now in my tenth year as a 
Spokane County Commissioner. So, I have had to deal with the State’s Growth Management Act (GMA) for several 
decades (enacted in 1990).  

There were promises made 26 years ago when we adopted the comp plan under the GMA that just have never been 
realized. By design, this was aimed at moving more development and retail opportunities into the urban areas which 
lowered each county’s ability to provide services from the correlating tax base. We have also seen this act now 
becoming a political tool, with efforts to add elements such as for climate change, and greenhouse gas reduction, but 
without any funding to help counties implement such strategies. These costs are passed on to consumers raising the 
costs of housing. One example is the recent changes in building codes that increase efficiency (by one or two percent) 
but add $15 to $20 thousand to the cost of a new home.  

Tragically, this prices many families from buying these homes. 

One key benefit of adding more infill to our urban areas is supposed to be to lower the cost of housing. Unfortunately, 
by restricting the access to lands, the simple rule of “supply and demand” results in land costs being artificially pushed 
up.  

We are seeing new jobs coming to such as the Spokane Valley, and Airway Heights without the equal number of 
workforce housing opportunities. As such, we are seeing a greater demand on our area roadways. Interstate 90 is 
suffering from traffic backups and delays seen in large metropolitan regions. 

In the county, we are working to remove some of these barriers to affordable homes by allowing for more homes to be 
built on smaller lots. But this is a short-term fix until the market begins to adjust.  

Home ownership is one of the hallmarks of this country, and a primary wealth-builder for many families. Because of 
restrictive condo legislation, we are seeing multi-family opportunities restricted to apartments or townhouses.  

When you restrict land, and limit housing types, you create a housing crisis that we are currently in.  

Increased density will also create more retail business opportunities closer to where people live. This can reduce travel 
times – something that is not seen in this state. Spokane’s comp plan is predicated on a strategy of centers and corridor 
infill next to transportation corridors. Unfortunately, the City of Spokane has yet to develop strategies to implement this 
plan. In fact, there has not been a single development within this strategy as it was envisioned in the plan since it was 
first adopted 21-years ago. 

Kendall Yards was NOT in one of these areas. Yet stands as a perfect example of how infill strategies can be possible. It 
was developed as a “planned unit development” – and not part of one of the recognized centers.  
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I agree with former City Council member Ben Stuckart in that the city has failed to implement its urban development 
regulations to develop any urbanized areas. This strategy does not work. As a result, we have a lot of undeveloped land 
and missed housing opportunities. We need to change that. If we are committed to a plan, let’s implement it. If not, 
then let’s change it. But right now, what we are doing is not working.  

(Editor’s note: Commissioner French has called on the City of Spokane to give up some of its GMA housing allotments for 
use in Airway Heights and Spokane Valley, with estimates the city has underbuilt GMA targets by 34,000 housing units it 
had originally promised by the year 2026.)  
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Conclusions and Findings 

The data is clear. 

A bad as Spokane’s housing crisis stands, it may just be the beginning. Every expert we convened shared the 
same concern over policy and practices that are hampering housing development opportunities.  

By failing to build the estimated 31,920 homes, the Spokane Region may have missed out on lost economic 
opportunities, lost tax revenues and increasing environmental hazards from residents moving farther and 
farther away from employment centers. Using the numbers provided by our experts, Spokane has missed out 
on: 

• $6-billion dollars in wages and employment since 2010 
• $1.1-billion dollars in immediate and ongoing tax revenues 

Additionally, each buyer who moves into Kootenai County and commutes to Spokane for work, shopping or 
school adds an additional 4.6 metric tons of carbon dioxide to the air. (source: EPA) Already, the census 
bureau estimates some 10,000 workers commute from Northern Idaho every day to work in the Spokane 
region.  

Spokane’s housing market is lacking, and its changing. It has created hardships and suffering for many. 

We cannot fix this problem overnight. But we must get started. 

Understanding the true extent of the problem is just the first step. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 


