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Introduction 
 
Access to affordable, equitable, and financeable homeownership opportunities in the City of 
Detroit for low and median income (household income about $32,000, Census 2020) earners has 
been a pronounced challenge for over a century. Detroit realized a period of rapid population 
growth from about 1910 to 1950, which included the “great migration” from southern states to 
the city. Both formal and informal systems of segregation were institutionalized during this 
period making homeownership incredibly hard for people of color, religious minorities and 
immigrants to attain. While religious minorities and immigrants of European descent would 
assimilate over time into the city and surrounding communities and gradually move past these 
barriers. African Americans, however, have suffered persistent economic harm and segregation, 
even despite federal and state Fair Housing laws banning discrimination for home sales and 
lending. 
 
This short paper is informed by nearly 2 years of research, and relationship building seeking 
solutions to a measurable challenge that can be overcome with collaboration and investment of 
time and care.  
 
The retail home lending market has failed Detroiters. In the absence of a lending marketplace 
working at scale, how can the City of Detroit (and communities with similar challenges) meet 
their market demand for homeownership among those who successfully complete HUD-certified 
homebuyer education programs? 
 
The working goals of this Fellowship include: 

1. Homebuyer education: improved outcomes through regular facilitated convening and  
improvement to data tracking and reporting.  

2. Community Development Fund: nonprofit organizations in Detroit need access to a 
funding source(s) that will make slow money available to finance the acquisition, 
renovation and sale of properties to low-median income Detroiters.  

3. Portfolio Mortgage Fund: low-median income Detroiters who have completed  
homebuyer education training are not well-serviced by traditional mortgage lenders. A 
portfolio product should be created to serve this population that has underwriting, 
income, credit and loan amount standards that meet the needs of these borrowers.  
 

Background- gathering the data 
 
During the early days of the COVID pandemic, I was living across the street from Ste. Anne’s 
Church, in Detroit, Michigan. The Governor of Michigan authorized a series of Executive Orders 
designed to slow transmission of a virus we were only just beginning to understand. As such, I 
was caught up in the rapidly growing ranks of newly unemployed, but normally self-employed, 
individuals. Workforce development consulting work and my real estate clients dried up quickly 
as everyone adjusted to the shock rolling through the economy. My home office window looked 
out on the historic Ste. Anne’s Parrish, which is the second oldest in the United States, formed in 
1701 when Cadillac and his band of explorers took the river bank for France and established 
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Detroit at a strategic point between Lake Huron and Lake Erie. Twice a week, community food 
banks distributed boxes of food for those in need from sun up to sun down. Freshly unemployed 
myself, this inspired fear for a short period, but quickly transitioned to resolve to double down 
on solving for systemic challenges in the local economy.  
 
Since 2013, I have been a regular volunteer instructor for U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development (HUD) certified homebuyer education programs. There I taught the 1-hour 
Realtor’s portion of the 8-hour course. I’m clear with participants that I’m not present to seek 
them as clients, but instead to help them better understand how collaborating with a Realtor can 
help them meet their ultimate goal of becoming a first-time homebuyer. Discussion content 
includes: working with a Realtor, managing vendors (lenders, inspectors, etc.), being thoughtful 
about expectations, the contract and the timelines therein. For many participants, especially in 
Detroit, homeownership was not a deeply embedded experience within their family and social 
networks. Participants in these classes take a bold step to better understand what they don’t 
know about a complicated and often emotional process. 
 
Reflecting on those experiences I started to ask questions about program outcomes, and began 
seeking data. A little bit of internet searching led me to how organizations and their instructors 
become HUD-certified, and the range of courses that are offered, including pre-purchase 
homebuyer education, financial literacy, and mortgage foreclosure prevention. HUD Form 9902 
is required to be completed quarterly by these education organizations, and serves to tabulate a 
range of useful aggregate information including: ethnicity, race, income, the number of program 
participants and information about outcomes.  
 
If this information were accessible for individual agencies within Detroit, it could yield valuable 
information about those seeking homeownership opportunities. Importantly, if the demographic 
and income reporting was consistent with that of the city, then it could establish a regularly 
measured government housing demand report that was not available from another public 
source: how many Detroiters were investing time and resources to become ready to purchase a 
home? 
 
In September 2020, I submitted a series of questions to HUD’s Detroit office, including a request 
for 5 years of 9902 reports from the 16 education organizations in Detroit. After they said they 
would not provide that data to me, agency staff from Washington D.C. were asked the same 
questions. They also respectfully declined to provide the data. 
 
In October 2020, I submitted a federal Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) to HUD requesting the 
documents. When no response was received, Representative Rashida Tlaib and her staff 
accepted the my request for support, and invested 11 months in the time necessary to pull the 
reports out of HUD.  
 
Concurrent with my request of Rep. Tlaib, I convened a research team and identified a funding 
source to support a more comprehensive study of Detroit’s housing ecosystem. Existing 
relationships with area philanthropy resulted in a referral to Poverty Solutions at the University 
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of Michigan. They made research grants supporting university and nonprofit collaborations. I was 
neither, so through a series of interviews I found myself in the good company of Dr. Trina Shanks, 
Director of the University of Michigan Center of Equitable Family and Community Well-Being (the 
Center). Her team became the university partner. The Center is affiliated with the School of Social 
Work. This was a lucky connection to make, because social workers tend to be very thoughtful 
and comfortable assessing interdisciplinary data. I find that they often present strong analysis for 
social challenges, contextualized so that normal humans find the info useful. 
 
Next, I interviewed a number of community development organizations. In short order I found a 
committed collaborator in Hector Hernandez, Executive Director for Southwest Economic 
Solutions (SWES). His team manages the HUD-certified education programs- 1 of the 16 providing 
services in the city at the time. 
 
Fast forward to November 2021, and we published the report “Detroit Dreams Deferred: 
thousands mortgage ready but many miss out.” This analysis provides the baseline for 2022 
conversations related to the work of this Fellowship. (Hernandez, Palmer, Shanks, “Detroit 
Dreams Deferred.” November 2021. https://ssw.umich.edu/offices/family-community-
wellbeing/projects/dhch) 
 
Discussion  
 
Looking at the three areas of focus for this fellowship, the first regards improving homebuyer 
education convening and program outcomes. While “Detroit Dreams Deferred” revaeled that 
about 1500 people attend homebuyer education training every year, only about 19% of 
participants reported purchasing a home. The reasons vary widely as to why the conversion rate 
to homeownership is not higher. The most common challenge cited in the report’s survey was 
pre-qualified buyers not being able to find mortgage ready homes. Mortgage ready homes are 
essentially move-in ready with no significant condition issues requiring extensive remodeling and 
repairs. This challenge is supported by Home Mortgage Disclosure Act (HMDA) data showing lack 
of collateral (appraisal value) as a leading reason for mortgage application denials. Low appraisal 
values are most often connected to poor condition, and the exterior condition and low sale prices 
of neighboring homes. To look at the lending dashboard we developed with HMDA data, visit: 
https://tinyurl.com/2p8uft2n. 
 
Solutions for this set of challenges included collaborating with Detroit Future City (DFC) staff, 
through their Homeownership Working Group (HWG). The HWG is a monthly convening of the 
Detroit Housing Compact, which DFC organizes. Participating in this working group provided 
access to a number of Community Development Organizations (CDOs) and HUD-certified 
education providers. Working with DFC staff, I reviewed the homebuying process in minute 
detail, as well as discussed a number of organizing and advocacy strategies that are now being 
implemented.  
 
Another solution was learning that the Detroit Housing Network (DHN), an affiliate of the 
Cleveland Housing Network, includes several HUD-certified organizations in their network. DHN 
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is in their own way convening some homebuyer education agencies. This organization has plans 
to build a framework for integration of data, programs, lenders and city support, but the timeline 
for this process and the scaling thereof remain an open question. 
 
By improving the support networks for HUD-certified agencies, it is expected that we will find 
ways to increase capacity, shared learning among orgs, and will be able to improve upon data 
collection by these organizations so that more details about program outcomes can be measured.  
 
Outcomes:  

• I will support DFC convenings in the 3rd quarter of 2022 and beyond.  
• Supported a convening with Councilmember Gabriela Santiago-Romero in August 2022, 

with “systems level” organizations to build support for convening and expanding services 
for HUD-certified agencies. 

 
The second area of focus for this Fellowship was building a community development fund 
focused on renovating and selling single-family homes to median-income Detroiters (about 
$32,000) who complete HUD-certified homebuyer education courses. This fund was expressed in 
the first draft of a resolution submitted to Detroit City Council by Councilmember Gabriela 
Santiago-Romero, developed in June 2022. About 12 hours were invested in 1:1 meetings with 
council members and staff to support learning, discussion and collaboration between offices.  
 
The resolution was submitted to council with a policy brief based on this feedback. The brief 
referenced Detroit Dreams Deferred and DFC reports regarding the long-term challenges 
associated with an aging and deteriorated housing stock, and troubles in the Detroit home 
lending market. The resolution as submitted to City Council included a request for the Mayor to 
allocate $100 million in American Recovery Plan Act (ARPA) dollars to renovate 1000 of the over 
4700 Detroit Land Bank Authority (DLBA) homes that are not identified for demolition. The 
resolution further called for Detroit at Work, the city’s Michigan Works Agency, DLBA, and city 
departments to coordinate the rapid scaling of this program so that investments were braided 
across federal, state and philanthropic programs in collaboration with CDOs and ideally organized 
labor. Doing so would reflect recent success the city has had rapidly scaling programs that benefit 
private corporations and provide Detroiters with access to well-paying jobs. These solutions 
would shift the focus from private interests, to a key area of interest for residents: affordable 
housing. 
 
The political process served to constrain the size and scope of the program request from its initial 
form, instead focusing on a pilot program the administration already had under development 
with DHN. The meat of the intent, however, remained in the resolution, and was passed 
unanimously by Council on July 26, 2022. This resolution is attached as an Appendix to this paper. 
Highlights include: 

• Acknowledgement of resident demand for affordable single-family housing based on HUD 
homebuyer education outcomes data; 

• Recognition that the retail mortgage lending market does not service Detroiters the same 
way it does for neighboring communities; 
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• Request for ARPA funds to be braided and leveraged with other city funding and across 
departments in a way that grows access to homeownership for Detroiters as an 
infrastructure and workforce development expense, not a for-profit endeavor; 

• Leadership should be centered with mission-based nonprofit CDOs leading the work so 
that equity is considered by geography and that neighborhood interests are reflected in 
the work; 

• Convening lenders and insurers should be a priority of the Mayor’s administration as 
access to affordable mortgages and insurance is just as rare, but just as important as 
required for a mortgage. 

 
Due to the size of the ARPA allocation to the city, it is reasonable to think there will be a number 
of opportunities before September 30, 2024, to again seek significant investments in a housing 
rehab and sale program. All program dollars must be allocated and assigned to a program by that 
date. With community pressure to address the housing crisis in the City, growing the coalition of 
organizations and supporters is the path toward the ultimate goal. 
 
Outcomes:  

• Detroit City Council unanimously passed a resolution in July 2022 that serves notice to the 
Mayor that single-family housing rehab and sale to median-income Detroiters is a major 
priority; 

• Systems level housing support organizations and community development organizations 
are being convened by a motivated member of Detroit City Council; 

• Networks are being solidified to support education and advocacy around the demands of 
the community to fix the city’s broken housing market. 

 
The final working component of this Fellowship was to look at how to best finance the sale of 
homes renovated by CDOs for sale to median-income Detroiters. With the proposed use of ARPA 
dollars to offset any gap between the rehab cost and the sale price of the property, one significant 
barrier to sale is cleared. Eliminating the overt profit motive of a for-profit developer by utilizing 
mission driven community development organizations to support workforce training 
opportunities for Detroiters clears another hurdle for success. The final piece of the puzzle: how 
to build and deliver the loan, remains an open question.  
 
Over the last 20 months, including the last 8 with the support of this Fellowship, I have conducted 
interviews with a wide range of lenders, bankers, community development financial institutions 
(CDFI), credit unions and regulators. All have been aware of the challenge of financing homes in 
Detroit, but not necessarily the lack of activity in the market. A number of Community 
Reinvestment Act (CRA) program officers at regulated lenders noted anecdotal success stories, 
but lacked the ability to show a successful program outcomes at scale. The number of plausible 
deniability arguments between lenders and regulators has been challenging. Few people who 
have the power to adapt and move the system to adjust to the reality of decades of implicit and 
explicit bias seem highly motivated to solve for the challenges. Many seem resigned that this 
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declining condition is just the way things are and that interventions are just too hard to 
implement as compared to the investment needed to change outcomes. 
 
After years of experience and research, I am convinced that a lending product should be funded 
by these and other sources to allow for a break from the algorithms that lenders use to screen 
and ultimately deny Detroiters mortgages. There are simply too many nuances involved in writing 
a loan in Detroit for even the most diligent and well-intended lender to close more than 2 out of 
every 10 applications.  
 
A 2018, a $2.5 million gift by Judith Yaker to Southwest Solutions (SWS) allowed this HUD-
certified housing education agency to purchase homes in SW Detroit that had expiring federal 
tax credits that made them affordable rentals. Today, 47 of those homes have been sold to their 
tenants with the backing of the Yaker mortgage. This is a portfolio loan held on the balance sheet 
of SWS. The nonprofit CDO writes and services the loans. Of those 47 mortgages, not one would 
have been approved through a traditional lender’s underwriting process. Despite that fact, SWS 
has a 0% default rate since the program begun. This is in part because SWS supports and 
collaborates with these first-time home owners. Support consists of homebuyer education, 
access to a range of family support services, and financial education. More than half of these 
homes are led by single females, who are both breadwinners and head of household.  
 
According to proforma financials modeled by SWS, a $30 million investment by lenders, 
philanthropy, and government to support the development of a nonprofit managed mortgage 
fund is a necessary intervention in the Detroit housing market. While SWS has an important and 
measurable pilot, the scale of capital needed to make 1000 Detroiters homeowners is attainable 
and manageable. The mechanics of building and managing this fund are fairly straightforward, 
seeking investments and the political will to prioritize asset building for Detroiters is what takes 
a big lift. The federal government made a similar investment for Caucasians in the  G.I. Bill after 
WWII, but with the purposeful exclusion of African Americans and other people of color. These 
Federal Housing Administration (FHA) subsides fueled the creation of America’s suburbs and 
exurbs. While it challenging to fully address the discriminatory policies of past generations, we 
can make good faith investments today with the exceptional short-term resources available in 
response to the economic shock of the COVID pandemic. These investments should yield assets 
for families that they would otherwise not likely have access to without this intervention. Just as 
the “American Dream” of homeownership was not readily available before the FHA and the 
institutionalization of a 30 year mortgage note took hold in suburban communities. 
 
Outcomes: 

• Met with and presented to more than 20 lending institutions and gained verbal interest 
from several for shared investments into a Detroit mortgage fund; 

• Identified cost estimates to establish, administer, and lend funds concurrent with sales of 
1000 homes to median-income Detroiters;  

• Identified an example of a CDO in Detroit with an existing lending product that is able to 
resell high-performing loans to the secondary market. 
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A number of side benefits have been realized through the focused work performed during the 
term of this fellowship. There is now a broader recognition of the unique challenges faced in 
Detroit’s housing market, with a willingness to consider innovative and large interventions 
leveraging the tremendous federal investments available to the City of Detroit through 
September 2024. LinkedIn posts concerning this work have yielded over 8,000 impressions and 
hundreds of clicks to download materials and links. The community has paid attention and is 
citing this research and effort in their own work. 
 
This work has helped organize the East Chadsey Condon Alliance (ECCA), which has successfully 
competed in the first two rounds of funding for the United Way for Southeastern Michigan 
Financial Well-Being Challenge Grant. The ECCA seeks to utilize community investment and land 
trusts to support the local development of over 800 parcels in a 1-square mile service area near 
the billion dollar investment by Ford Motor Company in the Michigan Central Station- creating 
an autonomous vehicle development and innovation center in Detroit. 
 
Policy makers and City Council members now have access and context around research that can 
be transitioned to a solutions matrix that benefits Detroiters in ways that have not been felt in 
generations. There is a growing recognition that the tools and the will power exist to make real 
and lasting change.  
 
Conclusion 
 
I am grateful for this opportunity to represent the Michigan State University Regional Economic 
Innovation Center as a 2022 Fellow. The work performed during this period tackled long-standing 
structural inequities and challenges. While these were not solved in a short 8 month working 
period, significant progress has been made building good will, and sharing information. A new 
City Council in Detroit is claiming its leadership role and several members are pushing to address 
these and other long-standing challenges.  
 
The work that remains:  

1. Continue to convene HUD-certified homebuyer education agencies, and seek resources 
necessary to improve data collection, outcomes, and vet the resources necessary to 
support more Detroiters being successful home buyers. 

2. Organize the funds (ARPA or otherwise) necessary to renovate publicly owned single-
family homes, train Detroiters with the skilled trades necessary to do the work, and sell 
the homes to educated homebuyers.  

3. Build the mortgage fund that can do what retail lenders refuse to do at scale- meet 
Detroiters where they are, not where for-profit lenders prefer them to be.  

 
This work is not impossible to realize. Convincing decision makers that they can be a part of a 
major and positive change in the City of Detroit is half the work. The other half is simply program 
design and execution. 
 










