
Intro:  
In the Civil Rights Act of 1968.  
America does move forward. 
And the bell of freedom rings out a little louder. 
 
Christina:  
Hi there. This is A Little Louder, a podcast for wonks, housers and rabble rousers where we talk 
about Fair Housing, Community Development, and how we can use these issues to build people 
power, and work toward equity and justice. I'm Christina Rosales. 
 
John:   
And I'm John Henneberger. 
 
Christina:   
And we're at Episode 11! 
 
John:  
We're at Episode 11. And the accolades for our work have continued to pour in Christina. 
iTunes podcasts we’re rated 5.0 by the way, and that person, I think one person's rated us, says 
that, "Christina and John cover US housing issues from a progressive perspective with heart, 
humor and tons of experience and knowledge. And especially John Henneberger, who's also 
very handsome." Says right there. 
 
Christina:   
It does not say that, but thank you to this person, the one person who reviewed us. But we have 
four ratings. So, you know, do us a favor and rate us on Apple Podcasts or wherever you listen 
to podcasts. It helps people find us. Okay, well, today is a special episode because you've 
heard him on our podcast before many times. 
 
John: 
You've heard him sing. 
 
Christina: 
You've heard him sing. You've heard him play. But we have a guest today. And it's JT 
Harechmak. You don't have a banjo with you, though. 
 
JT:  
I don't have one. But I'm happy to be here. 
 
Christina: 
Yay! 
 
JT: 



And I'm glad to talk about tax credits. 
 
Christina:  
That's right. So today's episode is everything you wanted to know about low-income housing tax 
credits, but we're afraid to ask or didn't even know to ask. 
 
John:   
Riveting subject. 
 
Christina:  
Some wonks out there probably requested this or would if they if they weren't afraid to ask.  
 
John:   
So Christina, tax credits are really important in the context of affordable housing, we can sort of 
think about housing as occupying four eras. The first era being, in this country at least, the first 
era being public housing, which started in the 1930s and continues to this day to provide very 
important housing for among the poorest people. I think the second era might be described as a 
reaction to public housing, which was a period of time when President Johnson expanded what 
was called, "project based housing," which sought the leverage the involvement of private 
developers in the production of multi-family rental housing for low-income people. And again, 
that housing, it's the type of housing we were talking about in our last episode, as a matter of 
fact. That housing ages, some of it is having issues and there's the questions about who gets to 
live in it, and how it's maintained, and where it's located. The third era occurred with President 
Nixon with the introduction of Section 8, which was a rental voucher program, which sought to 
shift the subsidy away from the creation of and production of hard units of housing to tenant 
vouchers, so that the theory was that tenants could take their voucher and go out in the private 
marketplace and rent housing where they wanted and needed to live. Unfortunately, in Texas, 
we've made that very difficult, as we've talked about also on previous episodes, because our 
state prohibits local governments from providing protection for tenants from landlords who just 
flat out refused to take those vouchers. And as a result, much of those families live in 
segregated areas, and they have a hard time finding housing. But then with President Reagan, 
and the Tax Reform Act, in the 1980s, we saw the birth of the current major housing subsidy 
program, which was low-income housing tax credits, or often referred to in the biz, as tax 
credits. And that's what JT is here to talk about today. 
 
Christina:  
So, JT is a policy analyst over here at Texas Housers and he does a lot of different things, 
including some project management, but he has a history with low-income housing tax credits. 
So tell us about that. 
 
JT:  
Sure. So I worked in a consulting capacity for low-income housing tax credits in the state of 
Texas for three and a half, almost four years, in which I would assist developers who were 



applying for these tax credits from the state of Texas. I want to back up a little though, and talk 
about what a tax credit is, because a tax credit isn't actually money. And a lot of the way the tax 
credit program is, is because of its genesis as one of Reagan's programs. And this is benefiting 
the taxes of companies that would be looking to buy these tax credits. And it's also not a 
spending program, this isn't money that the government is handing out, it's money off of your 
taxes that the IRS is handing out. So the IRS is the one who issues the tax credits and tax 
credits are issued to states based on their population. So in a very populous state like Texas, 
we have a lot of money. I'll you know, make an air quotes here in the recording room, we have 
“a lot of money” in the form of these tax credits coming to the state every year, and they create 
what is called a competitive round. And the competitive round is guided by something called the 
QAP, or the— 
 
John:  
Qualified Allocation— 
 
JT: 
Qualified Allocation Plan. Yeah, which is how they allocate all of the tax credits. Every state’s 
required to make a QAP. And the QAP is not altogether different than, say, the rubric that you 
had when you were writing a paper, you know? What makes an “A” application? And you have 
to check off all the boxes on getting all the points, and they're very competitive rounds, it usually 
comes down to only a point sometimes, very often actually, it comes down to a point on 
deciding who gets these millions of dollars to make a project. 
 
John:  
So JT, basically what we got here, if I understand, is a program that unlike public housing, and 
Section 8 and the other programs, this is a program that sort of subsidizes this housing 
indirectly, by basically providing tax credits to people who want to buy the federal tax credit to 
apply to their income tax, in a corporate sense. 
 
JT: 
Yes. 
 
John: 
They buy those tax credits from a developer. And then the developer can take the money from 
selling the tax credits and use that to help finance the cost of building apartments.  
 
JT: 
That's exactly right. Yes. 
 
Christina:  
What a roundabout way to do this. 
 
John: 



It's massively inefficient. And anybody who looks at it from a rational standpoint would conclude 
this is nuts. This came out of a negotiated process in which Republicans and Democrats and 
conservatives and liberals and developers and low-income interests got together and 
hammered out a thing that worked for everybody. And so we have this very imperfect, complex 
system to subsidize housing in a very indirect fashion. 
 
JT:   
The large bulk of low-income housing tax credits in this country go towards new construction. 
And you're probably very familiar with the type of construction that is very common, especially in 
Texas, it's the very sprawling sort of development with a big parking lot. It's like two story walk 
ups. And it's emerged from the QAP as the most efficient way, the biggest bang for the buck, on 
how we can grab, you know, eight acres outside of the city and turn it into 300 some odd units 
for affordable housing. 
 
Christina:  
Who administers tax credits in the state of Texas? Is it an agency? 
 
JT:  
Sure, so the tax credits come from the IRS and the IRS hands them to an agency in every state. 
And here, it's the Texas Department of Housing and Community Affairs, TDHCA. And they're 
the ones who write the QAP every year with a lot of, what I will call, help from the Texas 
Legislature, often, on how they want to change the rules this way. And Texas, again, has a two 
year cycle for the legislature. So there are some off years on the QAP where it's relatively the 
same. And there are some other years where it's a lot more changes. 
 
Christina:   
So JT, who applies these tax credits, and what are they saying they're going to do? 
 
JT:  
These are developers that are sometimes here in the state, sometimes they are out of the state. 
Sometimes these are kind of like mom and pop developers doing a small senior deal. 
Sometimes they're big national companies that are used to doing 300/400 units. And what they 
try to do is they try to make the most competitive application based on that QAP, they try to 
check all those boxes, and they sign themselves up for things like providing services for 
residents there for, you know, having different amenities. 
 
Christina:  
Once developers submit their applications, people at the Texas Department of Housing and 
Community Affairs’ staff look at them. And then what happens? 
 
JT: 
They look at them and they give some kind of preliminary ratings to the apps and then they put 
them all up. And then people, all the consultants and the developers, go and look at this posting 



of what's called the log. It's kind of like when you try it out for a part in the high school play. And 
that gets posted and you go run over there. And you look like, "Oh, did I get the part that I 
wanted?” And you go, “Is my deal going to get funded?" And it's like, "Oh, no, I just wound up 
second place after so and so's deal. And somewhere else." And then you have the chance to go 
look through so and so's app and decide if you think that there's anything wrong with it. And 
then you get to bring it up to the department that you have a grievance or if there's a problem 
with someone else's application. So there's the competitive round in the beginning, where you're 
all trying to fight for these points. And then there's a kind of a second round of that in which you 
all get to tear each other apart and show where there's problems with a piece of other people's 
applications. 
 
Christina:   
What problems in an application could someone flag? 
 
JT:  
Sure. So by requirement of the QAP, you have to notify all the members of the city council that 
the district or that the development is going into, you have to notify the superintendent, you have 
to notify relevant neighborhood organizations. And a really easy one to get some other 
developer on is if they notified either incompletely or if they notified the wrong people, perhaps. 
And then they would lose points on their application for not having finished that properly. Other 
common ones would be for like undisclosed problems with the site, perhaps the site has high 
crime. And the developer didn't notice that or thought that nobody else would notice that they 
didn't announce that or there was some sort of environmental hazard that people didn't know 
about. 
 
Christina:   
When you're a fair housing advocate, what are you looking at? People can flag things once 
they've gone through the preliminary grading, if you will, of the TDHCA. 
 
JT: 
Sure. So once that happens, then after the dust kind of settles, the TDHCA re-ups the log a 
couple of times and shows how people move up and down in those rankings. And then 
eventually, they kind of arrive at this point where,” okay, we have our clear winners and our 
clear losers and such.” And then there's some tough calls in the middle there were those things 
will go to the board. And the TDHCA board is the one who makes some ultimate calls on a 
couple of the tough ones. And then there's what's called an award, there's an award of tax 
credits for the projects that are deemed to be the winners of that round, then those people take 
those tax credits, which again, are not real money, and then they have to go turn around and 
start shopping them around. And then that's where money actually comes into this. 
 
Christina:  
So once they sell the tax credits, they've secured the money to actually construct the housing, 
which is what we actually care about, like how long does it take? 



 
JT:  
It takes a little bit of time. What they have to show is some kind of substantial movement on 
construction within a few months, and they've really got to open, they have a set date for 
opening up and it's escaping me at the moment, but it's like a year, two years, you’ve got to be 
open, you’ve got to be getting people into your development and housed. 
 
Christina:  
So aside from this being a very roundabout, inefficient way to house people and produce 
housing, I want to talk about some of the issues that come up, you know, this is a very politically 
driven process. So that means that a lot of this production could be tainted by financial interests 
and political interest in cities and how they cite these particular developments. So, so I wanted 
to talk about that. 
 
JT:  
I think one of the most pertinent issues and we saw this come up in the legislature again, this 
year, is the intervention of state legislature. The state legislators and writing letters of support for 
the various developments. When you go back to that QAP, that document that kind of shows 
who gets points for what and how much, it's very important to look at the details on how many 
points you get for various things. Like you can get like a point for your development, because it's 
next to a grocery store. But you also get eight points or something like that for a state legislator 
letter in support. And you like lose, you actively lose points, you get negative points, if they write 
a letter against your development, which is a lot. That's an awful lot. And what the real impact of 
that cumulatively is that you see these developments start to move away from, you know, the 
same districts over and over again, there's districts where it's impossible to build affordable 
housing, and there's districts where it's very easy to build affordable housing, because that state 
legislator is really friendly to it, or not. 
 
Christina:  
So I imagine the districts where it's fairly impossible to build a development tend to be areas that 
are wealthier, great schools, whiter. 
 
JT: 
Yes, that would be accurate. 
 
John:  
Can I talk a little bit about the thing that bugs me about tax credits? I just have to jump into— 
 
JT: 
Is there only one?  
 
John: 



Well, we will be here all night if we really get going on this. But you mentioned JT that this is a 
very competitive process. And I think that's the big thing that drives a lot of the issues in the tax 
credit program. What do we get? We get like 35/40 developments, apartment developments 
funded a year in the state? Is that ballpark about what happens? 
 
JT: 
That sounds ballpark, about it.  
 
John: 
Okay, so yeah, and these are deals, we refer to them as deals because that's what the industry 
calls them. 
 
JT: 
The whole industry is steeped in the language of business. 
 
John: 
Yeah. And the whole process is driven by those considerations of those businesses. And one of 
the things that really bugs us, as advocates for the needs of poor people, is it does seem like 
the tail wags the dog in this process. In essence, developers who are desperately trying to get 
their hands on the millions of dollars of subsidies available, and to climb over each other, 
because it is a competitive process. There's only enough money to fund 35 or 40 deals a year in 
the state. But there's many more developers than that out there. And in many cases, each 
developer wants to do two or three developments. So they're submitting lots of applications in. 
And then we've got this QAP that you called it, the Qualified Allocation Plan, which is, in 
essence, the rules the state of Texas writes for how it will allocate the tax credits. Who gets 
them and who doesn't get them.  
 
And then we've got the legislature involved in this thing. And then the development interests, the 
guys who make the millions of dollars developing housing tax credits, they're constantly going to 
the legislature trying to order the state housing agency to change this rule, or that rule. We 
recently in this legislative session that's just wrapped up, we had a situation where developers 
are going in and asking the legislature to order the state housing agency: “don't give points 
when you decide who gets a development and doesn't get development for people who offer to 
put the development near a good school,” which certainly seems counterintuitive. But if you can 
buy land away from a good school, or that's in a district that has a bad school, then you're going 
to pay less for the land. And so that's an opportunity to get a financial advantage. And again, 
those interests, those business interests, those competitive processes through the QAP 
interests, those trump the interests very much of the people who actually need the housing and 
live in the housing. 
 
JT: 



Yes, I think that a lot of substandard deals wind up getting pushed through places where 
probably those developers wouldn't want to raise families. But they think that it's okay 
themselves to push through some of those deals. 
 
John: 
JT, the tax credit program differs substantially in terms of the affordability of the units and the 
income of the tenants. As opposed to that of public housing, could you help us understand a 
little bit about how affordable tax credit units are and who gets to live there?  
 
JT: 
Sure. So we talked a bit about Median Family Income, a lot. The acronyms MFI, or AMFI, for 
Area Median Family Income. And we use this when we talk a lot about affordable housing. 
Affordable units that are generated in the tax credit program, usually, I would say fall within the 
60% MFI. Which is, I don't know, it's HUD's designation for low-income but not necessarily 
extremely low-income. In the QAP, you can get additional points for offering higher and higher 
levels of affordability, lower and lower rent rates, but it's not common. It's very common to see 
these very large apartment buildings that cater almost exclusively to that 60% MFI range, which 
to me is a little bit baffling. Because I think it's a huge market failure for 60% MFI housing, not to 
be very available. 
 
John:  
We can say that the government has moved from its original premise that it was going to house 
people with rents that were affordable to them to a premise where it was going to create 
housing that is affordable to a certain income segment of the population. Because in public 
housing, you pay one third of your income for rent and utilities, regardless of what your income 
is. 
 
JT: 
Yes.  
 
John: 
So if you have no income, if you're 100% disabled, then you pay only the minimum rent, which 
is usually set at $50 a month. But if you were in tax credits, and you had that type of income, 
then you would pay the full rent that the tax credit development was set at, which would more 
likely in a typical city like Austin for a one bedroom be in the what, $800-$900 a month range, 
somewhere in there? 
 
JT: 
Yes.  
 
John: 
So there's obviously a significant difference as to who the housing is for in the tax credit 
program. And what's important to keep in mind is that we stopped creating public housing. And 



we stopped adding significant numbers of new Section 8 vouchers, that was housing tied to 
people's incomes. And we moved to this model of emphasizing tax credit housing as essentially 
90%-95% of all the new housing stock that's being created. So we've left the poor behind, we 
have made some slightly lower than market rate rents available through the tax credit program, 
but we're leaving out most of the poor people. 
 
JT:  
And now, that's not to say that those people don't need housing too, because a lot of those 
places are very full, and there's waiting list for them too. But it's just surprising to see the 
massive expenditure of money that goes towards that, with that kind of blind spot. 
 
John:  
Tax credit units also provide one other important function for the poor, which is that they will rent 
to people who have a Section 8 voucher. And increasingly in this state, people with a Section 8 
voucher aren't able to find any place decent to rent. So you can at least take your Section 8 
voucher and the government will basically pay 2/3 of you rent and you pay 1/3 of your rent. So 
the tax credit developer collects the full rent from the tenant and the government on the Section 
8 voucher. So we're opening up housing opportunities through the tax credit program, but we're 
not really expanding the number of poor people who are able to access housing through the 
program.  
 
So I'd like to mention, Christina, a couple of other issues that have come up over the course of 
my career with low-income housing tax credits. For a number of years early on in my career in 
the 90s, all of the housing was being built in a few cities, and there wasn't housing being built in, 
in other parts of the state. So we had a big fight at the legislature, and we managed to broker a 
deal on that in which we allocate the money now in Texas on a regional basis. So there's an 
urban allocation and a rural allocation within, what is it JT, a dozen or so different regions of the 
state? 
  
JT: 
Yes.  
 
John: 
And all that to establish those quotas for the housing are established based on the number of 
eligible households that reside within those parts of the state. So the state's trying to get the 
money geographically distributed more fairly. Another problem that we fought here at Texas 
Housers back 15, 20 years ago, was the was basically corruption in the tax credit program. For 
many years, the board simply took applications and then went behind closed doors, and then 
decided which developer got tax credits or not. We used to call these back in the 90s, we call 
them two Lexus deals, meaning that if you were a tax credit developer, and you got an award 
for tax credit, you got enough money where you could run out and buy yourself a couple of 
brand new Lexus. And now I'd say it, it's more like if you score a tax credit these days, it's more 
like you buy the Gulfstream jet, you know. So inflation has made these things more valuable. 



 
But back in the day, because of this closed system and the lack of a scoring process, we had 
several FBI investigations, which ultimately sent one member of the Texas Department of 
Housing and Community Affairs to federal prison for bribery and corruption charges. It was a 
horrible period of time that we had when there were investigations and accusations of 
misdealing. And it was, again, not at all about the people who needed the housing, but all about 
the fighting and the maneuvering on the part of the people who were making lots of money. And 
I think it's gotten better. As JT mentioned, you know, we have this period of time in which other 
developers are able to look at each other's applications and raise issues or questions and 
saying, "Oh, he didn't tell the truth about this," or "There's a deficiency in that application that the 
staff mentioned." And that's a process that again, we were a big part of instilling in the program, 
we called, "smackdown". And we've pulled this from Fort Worth. It's a World Wrestling 
Federation concept in which you throw the contestants in a ring, and they all just beat each 
other up. And the last one standing is the one to come out. You know, looking at this from the 
outside as an advocate, that's what we were really trying to go for. In essence, these guys were 
using money to bribe their way into deals and, some of them I want to say, I don't want to paint 
with a broad brush all tax credit developers, there are really good, quality tax credit developers 
out there, but a few bad apples will spoil the barrel. And that was certainly the case in the early 
days.  
 
And the idea is, let the developers compete against each other and then, through the QAP, 
establish a criteria that sets what is the interest of tenants and tries to protect those. This is a 
program you gotta love to hate. It produces a ton of housing, it, relatively speaking is like 90%- 
95% of all, it's been produced. But we stopped affordable housing. We've stopped producing the 
housing for the poor. And we kind of act like this is getting the job done. 
 
Christina: 
So understanding that this program is essentially not for the most vulnerable, it's not for the 
people who, you know, we're advocating for every day, like the lowest-income people. I think 
one of the main solutions to that is, when you think about where this program is coming from, it's 
not coming from HUD, like it's not coming from the US Department of Housing and Urban 
Development. It's coming from the IRS. Like, think about that. That's crazy. That is nuts that the 
federal housing agency, the place that we rely on, to enforce the law and to make good things 
happen for people who need help, is not doing this. 
 
John: 
They're not in the game. 
 
Christina: 
So what would put them in the game? What do we do? 
 
John:  
I think there clearly is a role for the production of housing at this 60% of median family income— 



 
JT: 
Yes, I would agree.  
 
John: 
range. That is, in some cities, that is, people who are already generally renting apartments. But 
in other cities, it's people who aren't quite able to really get in a nice apartment. So there's a role 
to continue tax credits -- they need reform. They're so highly competitive that from our 
standpoint, as advocates, we believe that we could ask a little more from the developers and get 
a little more for the tenants in this process, and still have a lot of people wanting to do the 
development.  
 
So, I would say tighten down the rules on the tax credit program. But the other part we've got to 
deal with is we have to stop acting like the tax credit program is solving the housing crisis, it is 
never going to solve the housing crisis. Because the housing crisis is for people who can't afford 
to live in tax credit developments, we have to have a public commitment through HUD to both 
produce new hard units of housing, like we were producing with public housing with the lessons 
we've learned about, it needs to be mixed income and the like. And we also have to have a 
commitment to additional tenant based vouchers to give tenants and opportunity to be able to 
choose to have a voucher or rent voucher where they can take it and hopefully repeal the state 
prohibition on tenant protections and make landlords accept the tenant voucher like they would 
cash so people don't end up all warehoused in the poorest parts of town. 
 
Christina:   
So JT, you spent three years in the Low-Income Housing Tax Credit Program, I'm sure that 
there's plenty our listeners can learn. Do you have any recommended reading? 
 
JT:  
Check out the Texas Housers blog and see some of the things that Texas Housers has written 
about this program in the past. There's an article from 2011 called, "It's NIMBY Time Again". 
 
Christina:   
That's a John special? 
 
JT: 
No, it's from Kevin Jewell. And this is just again, talking about the strength that communities 
have to say no to these, and through that state legislator letter recommendation program, just 
the Fair Housing implications of people saying no to these things in the same places over and 
over and over again. Another one would be a New York Times article that was much more 
recent, from 2017 called, “Program to Spur Low-Income Housing is Keeping Cities Segregated". 
 
John:   

https://texashousers.net/2011/04/06/its-nimby-time%E2%80%A6again/
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/07/02/us/federal-housing-assistance-urban-racial-divides.html


And if you like true crime stories, you can just google “low-income housing tax credits,” 
“indictments,” “scandal,” “public officials,” “developers.” Those words should get you a whole 
wealth of stories from various cities of the state about local governmental corruption and tax 
credit developer bribes. 
 
Christina:   
That's our next podcast. “True Crime: Low-Income Housing Tax Credits.” All right, we've got 
your homework for you. For now that's the show. I wanted to have JT on the show because I 
want everyone to hear how smart he is, in addition to his very talented banjo, singing and guitar 
playing, people really like this music. At least I do and my mom and dad do. So what inspired 
you to put in this specific music when we asked you to come up with our podcast music? 
 
JT:   
Well, I knew that you and John were doing it. And I knew that John was a big fan of Bob Wills. 
And I tried to go find a Bob Wills tune that had the most it could do with housing and Texas, and 
his old tune “Home in San Antone”. And it was the best I could come up with.  
 
John: 
And as Bob would say, AH-HAH! 
 
JT:  
Oh, it's a pretty good Bob for those of you who don't know Bob. 
 
John:  
And he can take us out right now. 
 
Christina:  
And you could take us out. 
 
 
 


